
B72 supplementary information 
 
The following is a simplified version of the income distribution table in Walter Sheidel and 
Steven J Friesen ‘The Size of the Economy and the Distribution of Income in the Roman 
Empire’ (Journal of Roman Studies, 99, 2009 p61-91) which appear on p83 and p84: 
 
level Wheat (in kg) characteristics % of population 
5 3275-3930 8.4-10 times 

subsistence 
0.8 

4 2620-3275 6.7-8.4 times 
subsistence 

1.2 

3 1965-2620 5-6.7 times subsistence 1.8 
2 1310-1965 3.3-5 times subsistence 2.7 
1 655-1310 1.7-3.3 times 

subsistence 
6.5 

0.75-0.99 491-655 A quarter to a third 
above subsistence 

19 

0.50-0.74 327-491 At or close to 
subsistence 

55 

0.25-0.49 164-327 Below subsistence 10 
 
It estimates relative income distribution as kg of wheat equivalent and suggests how secure 
people living on each level would have been. It excludes the elite 3% who would have been 
in levels 6 & 7 enjoying 3,930kg (or more) of wheat which equates with the minimum 
decurial property requirement of HS100,000. 
 
Using a slightly different scale, in an earlier paper Friesen had suggested where people 
named in Paul’s letters stood on this scale in Steven J Friesen ‘Poverty in Pauline Studies: 
Beyond the New Consensus’ (Journal for the Study of the New Testament 26.3 2004, p323-
361). His so-called poverty scale ranked people from 1 to 7 where 1 was the Roman elite 
and 7 applied to those barely holding body and soul together. This table is adapted and 
simplified from one that appears on p357 of that article: 
 
Level Name 
4 Chloe 

Gaius 
4-5 Erastus, Philemon, Phoebe, Aquila, Priscilla 
5 Chloe’s people 
5-6 Stephanas, the household of Stephanas, many saints in 

Corinth, churches of Galatia 
5-7 Many brothers and sisters in Thessalonica and beyond 

(according to 1 Thessalonians 4:11) 
6 Many in Corinth (2 Cor 8:12-15), the assemblies of Macedonia 

(2 Cor 8:1-6), Paul (according to 2 Cor 11:1-21; 1 Thess 2:1-
12; Phil 4:12-13) 

6-7 Onesimus, those without food for the Lord’s supper (1 Cor 
11:22) 

7 Paul (again! this time according to Phil 2:25-30; when he’s in 
prison)** 



 
* Friesen suggests that there’s some debate over whether Chloe was a Jesus follower or 
not. 
** The fact that Paul is put at two levels on the evidence of the same letter seems slightly 
unconvincing! As a prisoner his economic level would have been the same as when he was a 
free man. 
 
(see also accompanying diagram which is a simplified version of the social stratification  
pyramid) 


