
St. Joseph’s Economic Struggles 

St. Joseph is one of the most beloved figures of the New Testament, but the Sacred Scriptures 

provide few details about him. Those who crave to discover more about this quiet figure may do so 

by understanding the economic struggles that many Jewish men endured in the first century. 

Specifically, this essay will explain how Joseph’s ancestors probably lost their estate, how Joseph’s 

lack of land would have forced him to pursue manual labor far from his ancestral homeland, and 

that his life as an economic immigrant was likely a daily struggle for survival.  

Joseph’s Lack of Land 

From the time of Moses to the time of St. Joseph, perhaps the most cherished benefit of being an 

Israelite was receiving the Promised Land. This land was the inheritance given to all Israelites, 

intended to be passed down from one generation to the next in perpetuity. A family was therefore 

not allowed to sell their land (1 Kgs 21:3), and if a family lost their land due to financial hardship, it 

had to be returned to them in the Jubilee Year which happened every fifty years (Lv 25:10).1 Joseph’s 

ancestors were given land in Bethlehem by God Himself, with apportionments managed by Joshua 

(Jo chapters 13-21). Sadly Joseph, like many other Jews of the first century, did not inherit the land 

he was supposed to receive. By Joseph’s time the year of Jubilee was celebrated but the return of 

land was no longer practiced; a bitter reality for landless Israelites.2 

587 years before Jesus’ birth, the cities of Judah (including Jerusalem) were completely destroyed by 

the Babylonian Empire (Jer 34:7, 2 Kgs 25). Many survivors of this war were exiled to Babylon for 

seventy years (Jer 29:10), and in that time, others, including pagan foreigners, settled the ancestral 

lands of Judahites. When the exiles were allowed to return to their homeland they found their 

properties taken. Nehemiah implies some degree of success in returning ancestral lands to their 

rightful owners (see chapter 10), but not everyone was so fortunate.3  

The Jews who successfully reacquired their land after the exile were met with their own challenges. 

Judea struggled to regain their independence following the exile, suffering the fate of being a vassal 

state to one empire after another: After the Babylonians came the Persians, the Seleucids, the 

Ptolemies and the Romans. All of these empires required taxes from the Jewish people, in addition 

                                                           
1. Some scholars argue that the laws associated with Jubilee were never practiced before the coming of Christ (see 

John Sietze Bergsma, The Jubilee from Leviticus to Qumran: A History of Interpretation (Brill: Koninklijke, 2007), 2; 

Stuart Murray, Beyond Tithing (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2002), 198. Jeremiah 34:14 also 

suggests that it was not practiced.), but the Talmud claims that it was practiced in the First Temple Period, with 
the counting of years began 21 years after the Israelites entered the Promised Land (Arakhin 12b). Moses 
Maimonides counts the first Jubilee on the sixty-fourth year after they entered the Promised Land, and a total of 
seventeen Jubilees were celebrated until the First Temple was destroyed (it stood for 410 years).  

 
2. Moses Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Sefer Zeraim, Shemita, 10.2-3. After the second temple was built, Jubilee 

years were counted but the associated laws were not practiced.  
 

3. Murray, 86. A foreign occupant of historically Israelite land would have little motivation to give it back to a 
person returning from exile. Additionally, some people lost their family documents in the war with the 
Babylonians, or in the following exile (Neh 7:64).  
 



to the many tithes, offerings and taxes prescribed in the Torah.4 By the first century, Judea owed 

tribute to the Roman Empire, whose taxes were imposing enough to make Jewish land ownership 

difficult and rare, forcing men like Joseph to leave their homeland to seek economic opportunities 

elsewhere. 

Why Nazareth?  

Luke’s gospel places Joseph in Nazareth before Jesus’ birth.5 As a member of the tribe of Judah 

from the town of Bethlehem, Nazareth was not was not a desirable place to be. The apostle asks, 

“Can anything good come from Nazareth” (Jn 1:46)? Land was the primary producer of wealth in 

the first century, and one probable reason why Joseph lived in Nazareth was because his ancestors 

lost their family property before his lifetime. To survive, most Jews left their agricultural roots and 

became merchants or craftsmen.6 Joseph was probably one of these craftsmen, and his talents may 

have been in demand in Sepphoris, the capital city of Galilee being constructed just a few miles from 

Nazareth.7 It’s likely that Joseph moved to this place with the aim of being hired as a builder or 

construction worker (the Greek word tekton refers to a carpenter, mason or builder). In the context 

of such a large construction project, workers were likely hired and paid on a daily basis.8  

Contemporary culture tolerates or even champions the careerist who leaves his hometown to secure 

a high salary, but this was not the case until the industrial age. The locational stability of extended 

families living together on an estate was the ideal, offering a natural social security system that 

provided food, shelter, childcare, education, and elderly care. Joseph’s life in Nazareth denied him 

(and Mary) of these benefits, which must have put above-average pressure on the Holy Family. 

Archeologists suggest that Nazareth was tiny and insignificant, with 400-1000 residents living in 

small stone houses and one public bath.9 Joseph would have chosen such a place only if he had to.  

 

                                                           
4. The Persian Empire conquered the Babylonian Empire and allowed the Jewish people to return to their 

homeland (2 Chr 36:22-23, Ezr 1:1-4). Still, Judea’s status was that of a vassal and owed tribute to successor 
kings of Persia.  

 
5. Matthew’s gospel has Joseph move to Nazareth after Jesus’ birth to avoid King Herod, but there were 

hundreds of towns outside of Herod’s jurisdiction to choose from. Why specifically Nazareth? Economically, 

Joseph’s skill set was in demand for the building of Sepphoris. Living in Nazareth was likely a desperate act 

driven by economic and safety concerns.  

6. Marcus Borg, Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1994), 26. 

 
7. Maurice Casey, Jesus of Nazareth: An Independent Historian’s Account of His Life and Teaching (New York: T & T 

Clark, 2010), 163, 166-167; Ken Dark, Roman-period and Byzantine Nazareth and its Hinterland, (New York: 
Routledge, 2020), 15. Dr. Dark estimates that the two cities are 5 km apart.  

 
8. John P. Meier disagrees with this, claiming that a tekton was in a class lower than the subsistence farmer but 

higher than a day laborer in A Marginal Jew: Volume 3 (New York: Doubleday, 2001), 27-28. While it is true the 
tektons were often paid on a “per project” basis as a sole proprietor would, builders in mass construction 
projects would have been more likely to be paid daily.  

 
9. Dark, 42.  

 



 

Joseph’s Struggles  

The gospels provide plenty of examples of Joseph’s struggle: Mary’s hard-to-explain pregnancy, the 

census forcing him to travel with a wife nine months pregnant, the lack of proper accommodations 

once arriving in Bethlehem, and the flight to Egypt to escape Herod’s murderous rampage serve as 

some examples. There are other less obvious signs of struggle however.  

While the privileged class of Roman citizens enjoyed the Cura Annonae, a monthly portion of free 

grain, Jews like Joseph were non-citizens without a social safety net. Day laborers were not 

guaranteed work every day, and the wages received for a day  of labor (usually one denarius - see Mt 

20:2) were often just enough for a family to survive for one day. This daily pressure must have led 

people to either despair or total trust in God’s providence (Mt 7:25).  

Mary’s offering of two birds in Luke 2:24 implies financial struggle, as this was the purification 

offering designated for poor mothers. “If she cannot afford a lamb, she may offer two turtle doves 

or two pigeons” (Lv 12:8). The seventy-mile journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem would have been 

three days of no work for Joseph, and it may have been difficult to find work in the days following 

Jesus’ birth in Judea. If they had any savings, they would have spent it by the time Mary went to the 

temple for the rite of purification (33 days after giving birth). The soon-to-come gifts of the magi, 

especially the gold, would have provided a period of economic relief before moving to Egypt.10  

Conclusions/Ponderings 

Joseph was born into an economic environment where advancement was nearly impossible, and 

survival was a day-to-day struggle. With no prospects in his native land, he moved seventy miles 

north to a town esteemed by no one, in a non-descript house, living the life of a proletarian. He 

likely walked several miles to and from work each day, endured manual labor from dawn until dusk, 

and then came home to a family who needed him in many other ways. He worked six of the seven 

days per week.11 His “just” character and close connection to God through dreams suggest that he 

was a devout Jew and a contemplative manual laborer, perhaps praying through his work. Matthew’s 

gospel quotes individuals speaking to Joseph, but Joseph’s verbal response is never given. Instead, 

the narrator describes Joseph’s action. Such is the case with blue-collar workers today; short on 

words but decisive in action. Hardened by years of discipline, Joseph takes directions from the angel 

with militaristic speed and obedience, asking no questions. From these speculations based on the 

economic environment he lived in, Joseph’s most admirable virtues would be trust in God, hope for 

future rest, quiet obedience without the need for attention, and perseverance in fulfilling his duty.  

                                                           
10. Raymond Brown, The Birth of the Messiah: A Commentary on the Infancy Narratives in the Gospels of Matthew and Luke 

(New York: Doubleday, 1977) 189. Brown recognizes that the historical credibility of Matthew’s infancy 
narrative is in question, but does not dismiss the possibility that the Magi visit actually happened. He rightly 
places the burden of proof on those suspicious of the text’s claim.  

 
11. The five-day work week is an American invention. Westinghouse initiated this by giving his workers half-days 

on Saturdays, and Ford went beyond this, eliminating the Saturday workday entirely. The practice became 
common for many more Americans at Roosevelt’s signing of the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938.  


