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SIMPLICITY AND HUMILITY IN LATE ANTIQUE
CHRISTIAN THOUGHT

The social values of upper-class Christians in Late Antiquity often
contrasted with the modest backgrounds of their religion’s founders –
the apostles – and the virtues they exemplified. Drawing on examples
from the Cappadocian Fathers, John Chrysostom, and other late
antique authors, this book examines attitudes toward the apostles’
status as manual workers and their virtues of simplicity and humility.
Due to the strong connection between these traits and low socioeco-
nomic status, late antique bishops often allowed their own high
standing to influence how they understood these matters. The virtues
of simplicity and humility had been a natural fit for tentmakers and
fishermen but posed a significant challenge to Christians born into
the elite and trained in prestigious schools. This volume examines the
socioeconomic implications of Christianity in the Roman Empire by
considering how the first wave of powerful, upper-class church leaders
interpreted the socially radical elements of their religion.

jaclyn l. maxwell is Associate Professor of History and
Classics/Religious Studies at Ohio University. She is the author
of Christianization and Communication in Late Antiquity: John
Chrysostom and His Congregation in Antioch (Cambridge, 2006)
and has received fellowships from Dumbarton Oaks and the
American Council of Learned Societies.

www.cambridge.org/9781108832267
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83226-7 — Simplicity and Humility in Late Antique Christian Thought
Jaclyn L. Maxwell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org/9781108832267
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83226-7 — Simplicity and Humility in Late Antique Christian Thought
Jaclyn L. Maxwell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

SIMPLICITY AND HUMILITY

IN LATE ANTIQUE

CHRISTIAN THOUGHT

Elites and the Challenges of Apostolic Life

JACLYN L. MAXWELL
Ohio University

www.cambridge.org/9781108832267
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83226-7 — Simplicity and Humility in Late Antique Christian Thought
Jaclyn L. Maxwell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

University Printing House, Cambridge cb2 8bs, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, ny 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,
New Delhi – 110025, India

79 Anson Road, #06–04/06, Singapore 079906

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781108832267

doi: 10.1017/9781108935739

© Jaclyn L. Maxwell 2021

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written

permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2021

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
names: Maxwell, Jaclyn LaRae, 1973– author.

title : Simplicity and humility in late antique Christian thought / Jaclyn L. Maxwell, Ohio
University.

description: Cambridge ; New York : Cambridge University Press, 2021. | Includes
bibliographical references and index.

identifiers: lccn 2021000454 (print) | lccn 2021000455 (ebook) | isbn 9781108832267

(hardback) | isbn 9781108935739 (ebook)
subjects: lcsh : Simplicity – Religious aspects – Christianity. | Humility – Religious aspects –
Christianity. | Church history – Primitive and early church, ca. 30-600. | Social classes – Rome. |

Social values – Rome.
classification: lcc bv4647.s48 m365 2021 (print) | lcc bv4647.s48 (ebook) | ddc

261.809/015–dc23
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021000454

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021000455

isbn 978-1-108-83226-7 Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of
URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication
and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,

accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781108832267
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83226-7 — Simplicity and Humility in Late Antique Christian Thought
Jaclyn L. Maxwell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

To Oscar and Kevin

www.cambridge.org/9781108832267
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83226-7 — Simplicity and Humility in Late Antique Christian Thought
Jaclyn L. Maxwell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org/9781108832267
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83226-7 — Simplicity and Humility in Late Antique Christian Thought
Jaclyn L. Maxwell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Contents

Acknowledgments page viii
List of Abbreviations x

Introduction 1

1 Roman and Early Christian Attitudes toward Social
and Economic Divisions 12

2 Christian Attitudes toward Social and Economic Divisions
in Late Antiquity 34

3 Tentmakers and Fishermen: The Apostles’ Social Status
in Late Antiquity 56

4 Apostolic Simplicity and Elite Education in Late Antique
Theological Controversies 85

5 The Virtue of Humility in Late Antiquity 119

Conclusions 158

Bibliography 164

Index 190

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781108832267
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83226-7 — Simplicity and Humility in Late Antique Christian Thought
Jaclyn L. Maxwell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Acknowledgments

This book began with my interest in what I perceived to be instances of
class snobbery among Christian writers in Late Antiquity. In previous
work, I had noticed references in these texts, sometimes positive but
often negative, to manual workers and lower-class people in general and
wondered how these views related to the development of Christian doc-
trines and ideals. Gradually, I began to focus on these authors’ discussions
of the apostles’ lower socioeconomic standing and the closely associated
virtues of simplicity and humility. I decided to write about several late
antique authors and genres in order to demonstrate patterns and variations
in how upper-class Christians wrote about the lower classes, but without
attempting an exhaustive analysis of all of the potentially relevant works. As
the recent surge in scholarship on wealth and poverty has taught us, Late
Antiquity was a pivotal period in the history of ideas about socioeconomic
differences. I hope this book will encourage other scholars and students to
thinkmore about the history of ideas about and representations of workers,
the poor, and the less educated and, especially, how contempt for these
groups (and comfort with socioeconomic inequality) could persist within
a religious tradition founded by tentmakers and fishermen.
During the long process of research, writing, and revision, I have

received a great deal of help from friends, colleagues, and institutions.
I am thankful to my colleagues and friends in the departments of history
and classics and religious studies at Ohio University and for the Faculty
Fellowship Leave that allowed me to focus on research. I would also like to
thank Peter Brown, David Hunter, Christopher MacEvitt, Bruce O’Brien,
Philip Rousseau, Tina Sessa, Tina Shepardson, Joshua Sosin, Kathleen
Sullivan, and Michael Williams for their comments and encouragement
over the years. I am especially grateful to Michael Sharp and to the
anonymous readers, whose suggestions helped immensely. In addition to
the resources of Ohio University’s Alden Library and the OhioLink and
InterLibrary Loan systems, I was fortunate to be able to visit the library at

viii

www.cambridge.org/9781108832267
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83226-7 — Simplicity and Humility in Late Antique Christian Thought
Jaclyn L. Maxwell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Dumbarton Oaks as well as the John Miller Burnham Classics Library at
the University of Cincinnati. At an early stage of research, I benefited from
a sabbatical year affiliated with the classics department at Duke University.
“The North American Patristics Society Conference,” the “International
Conference on Patristics Studies at Oxford,” and the “Regional Late
Antiquity Consortium” provided welcome opportunities to present this
research along the way. Amron Gravett from Wild Clover Book Services
compiled the index on short notice during the early months of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Some of the quotations of late antique texts are
drawn from recent translations of texts (and cited as such), while the rest of
the translations are my own. Any errors in the book are also my own.
I have been lucky to have the support of friends in Athens, Ohio, as well

as my family and long-time friends in Oklahoma, Texas, North Carolina,
Virginia, and beyond. During the years of research, writing, and revising,
my son, Oscar, transformed from a baby into a teenager who is now taller
than I am. I am dedicating this book to him and to Kevin, who has been
and continues to be a wonderful colleague, friend, co-parent, and husband.

Acknowledgments ix

www.cambridge.org/9781108832267
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83226-7 — Simplicity and Humility in Late Antique Christian Thought
Jaclyn L. Maxwell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Abbreviations

Adv. opp. vit. mon. Adversus oppugnatores vitae monasticae
AP Apophthegmata patrum
C. Th. Codex Theodosianus
Carm. Carmina
Const. Apost. Constitutiones apostolorum
Contra Eun. Contra Eunomium
Contra Iud. et gent. Contra Iudaeos et gentiles quod Christus sit

Deus
De incompr. De incomprehensibili Dei natura
De laud. Paul. De laudibus sancti Pauli apostoli
De Laz. De Lazaro
De profect. evang. De profectu evangelii
De stat. De statuis
De vir. illust. De viris illustribus
ep. epistola
FOTC Fathers of the Church
GNaz Gregory of Nazianzus
GNys Gregory of Nyssa
HE Historia Ecclesiastica
hom. homilia
In Matt. In Matthaeum
In 1 Cor. In epistulam I ad Corinthios
In Act. apost. In Acta apostolorum
In Eph. In epistulam ad Ephesios
In Gen. In Genesim
In Rom. In epistulam ad Romanos
JECS Journal of Early Christian Studies
LCL Loeb Classical Library
LR Long Rules; Regulae fusius tractatae
Or. Oratione

x

www.cambridge.org/9781108832267
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83226-7 — Simplicity and Humility in Late Antique Christian Thought
Jaclyn L. Maxwell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Pan. Panarion
PG Patrologiae cursus completus, series Graeca,

Migne
PL Patrologiae cursus completus series Latina,

Migne
RM regulae morales
Ruf. Rufinus
SC Sources Chrétiennes
Soc. Socrates
Soz. Sozomenus Scholasticus
StP Studia Patristica
Theod. Theodoret
Vit. Macr. Vita Macrinae

List of Abbreviations xi

www.cambridge.org/9781108832267
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-83226-7 — Simplicity and Humility in Late Antique Christian Thought
Jaclyn L. Maxwell 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org/9781108832267
www.cambridge.org

