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Introduction

Tradition tells us that in the year 258, the Christian Church in Rome was once 

again being persecuted.  This time by the Roman Emperor Valerian, who decreed that 

all of Rome’s bishops, priests and deacons should be put to death.  One of those dea-

cons,  who served as the treasurer for the fledgling faith, went by the name Lawrence.  

Church history records that as the Bishop of Rome, Sixtus II, was being led away, Law-

rence wept because God had not deemed that he should die with his Christian brothers. 

 At seeing Lawrence’s dismay, Sixtus II is recorded as saying, “Be comforted, you will 

follow me in three days.”  The Roman prefect in charge of the persecution knew that 

Lawrence was the treasurer of the Church and offered to let him go free if he turned 

over all of the money in his charge.  Lawrence agreed, with the stipulation that he have 

three days to gather the treasure, because as he told the prefect, “the church is very 

rich.”  The Roman official agreed and released Lawrence to do as instructed.1  

Three days later, Lawrence returned and summoned the Roman magistrate by 

saying, “Come out and see the wondrous riches of God.”  When the prefect went into 

the courtyard he was confused and angry  by what he saw.  Instead of vast piles of gold 

and jewels, Lawrence had gathered the city’s lame, blind, diseased, and poor.  Law-

rence explained to the Roman official that these poor people, who would some day 

have new bodies and live forever with Christ in Heaven, are the Church’s treasure.  This 

theological explanation of wealth was lost on the prefect who retaliated by ordering that 

Lawrence be laid upon a grill and roasted to death.2  From this story  we can gather a 

 1 Associates, “St. Lawrence Grilled By Greedy Official,” Christian History Institute, August 2002, 
<http://chi.gospel.net/DAILYF/2002/08/daily-08-10-2002.shtml>Internet, (September 28, 2005)

 2 Ibid



basic understanding about the second century Church’s understanding of wealth in the 

Christian context.  Does that idea of wealth still hold true today?

In 2005 Northeast Houston’s Lakewood Church, led by Pastor Joel Osteen, pur-

chased and renovated the 16,000 seat Compaq Center for ninety  million dollars.  The 

need for a large venue like the Compaq Center was based on the fact that Lakewood 

Church boasts that almost 90,000 people come to one of five worship  services on any 

given Sunday.  The growth of Lakewood has been almost exponential when you con-

sider that the Church has quadrupled in size since 1999.  Pastor Osteen contributes the 

amazing growth to the message that he preaches.  A message that is sometimes re-

ferred to as a ‘prosperity Gospel.’3

In an interview for BusinessWeek magazine Pastor Osteen was asked to re-

spond to critics who say that Osteen’s prosperity Gospel, “isn’t in keeping with the tradi-

tional Christian message, which has often been suspicious of material wealth.”  Osteen 

responded by saying, 

“I believe that God’s dream is that we be successful in our careers, and that we 
be able to send our kids to college.  I don’t mean that everyone is going to be 
rich, and I preach a lot on blooming where you’re planted.  But I don’t have the 
mindset that money is a bad thing.  My views may go against some of the oder, 
traditional teachings.  But I think we should have a mindset that God wants us to 
prosper in our relationships, our health, and our finances.  God’s desires is that 
we excel.  And we see business leaders who are good strong Christians running 
big companies.  Its a message of encouragement.”
 
Osteen’s words convey a very different perspective on wealth than those of St. 

Lawrence.  It is true that Osteen and those who attend Lakewood Church are not a  

complete representation of American Christian belief.  Based on the growth of Lake-

 3 Symonds, William C. “Online Extra: Meet the Prosperity Preacher,” BusinessWeek Online, May 2005, 
<http://www.businessweek.com/print/magazine/content/05_21/b3934014_mz001.htm?chan=gl> (September 28, 2005)



wood over the past six years along with the millions of copies of books sold that, how-

ever, the argument can be made that Osteen’s message is resonating with a large por-

tion of the American Christian population.

So in just over 1,746 years it would seem that the perspective of a large portion 

of Western Christians is the exact opposite of their second century  spiritual ancestors.  

This departure from traditional church beliefs should lead Christians to a serious discus-

sion regarding whether or not current views on economics and the accumulation of 

wealth are compatible with the historic Christian faith.  This is particularly true for Chris-

tians in the American context.  The United States has become the center of the global 

economy and the model for capitalist endeavors.  In the American paradigm it would 

seem that Christians have accommodated troubling aspects of capitalism which begs 

the question, ‘is that okay?’

Based on the early interpretations of the Church in Rome, American Christians 

should faithfully consider whether they  have tainted their faith with capitalist ideals.  

American Christians must begin to look for ways to operate in a capitalist economy 

without allowing the foundations of their faith to be compromised.  Christians cannot ac-

cept capitalism in its current form, but must instead seek to redeem capitalist economies 

for the benefit of humanity just as the Church has been called to do in all other areas of 

society. 

The Roots of Capitalism

In early  1700’s England two inventions would collide and change every aspect of 

human life forever more.  Those two inventions were the factory  system and the steam 

engine.  The factory system represented a significant shift in how products were made 



and brought to consumers.  Items were no longer being made in small shops owned 

and operated by a single craftsmen.  Instead, items could be made in less time and 

larger quantities by a group of semi-skilled workers.  Harnessing the power of steam 

further increased productivity  and led to a boom of time saving inventions.  Historians 

have labeled this time the Industrial Revolution, and it continues to have a significant 

impact on every area of human life.  Sociologically, the advent of the industrial age cre-

ated a whole new study of human interaction, economics.4

The predominant thinking on economics from this time continues to be The 

Wealth of Nations by Adam Smith.  The ideas and arguments put forth in this book form 

the basic underpinnings of the capitalist system to this day.  For Smith, there were three 

foundational keys to a successful economy.  Those three foundations are a division of 

labour, exchange, and self-interest.  

Division of labour was a new concept in Smith’s day, but with the advent of the 

industrial revolution, factory owners learned that they could increase productivity by 

maximizing repetitive actions.  In order to maximize repetitive actions, factory owners 

limited the number of tasks that each employee performed in the overall assembling of 

products.  Smith theorized that productivity would increase because the worker would, 

overtime, improve their dexterity  and ability to perform their task.  Also, improvements 

would come from innovations developed by the worker performing the tasks day after 

day.  For Smith the worker would be the most qualified person to innovate the task since 

he would have the best understanding of the intricacies of the job.  

 4Pemberton, Prentiss and Daniel Finn. Toward a Christian Economic Ethic: Stewardship and Social Power (Minneapolis: 
Winston Press, 1985), 84-85 



Logically, if labour is divided then no one person can be totally self-sufficient in 

this new economic structure.  This necessitated a system of exchange for goods and 

services.  Since the days of bartering, exchange has been the life blood of any econ-

omy.  Smith theorized that exchange was a method where two parties could trade away 

something of lesser value to them in order to obtain something they considered of 

greater value.  This seemed to Smith to be a much more efficient method for building 

the economy of a society than charity.  Logically, since exchange would seem to ensure 

that both parties are gaining from the transaction, their is more motivation to participate 

in the economic activities of society.5

This motivation was labeled self-interest by Smith.  As Smith’s writing points out, 

“It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect 

our dinner, but from their regard to their own interest.”6  It is self-interest that is the 

catalyst for capitalist economies.  The hope that each individual has for gaining and in-

creasing personal wealth through exchange and the division of labour is the manifesta-

tion of self-interest.  To be fare Smith did consider the darker sides of self-interest.  He 

theorized that competition would be the key  to holding economic abuse in check.  For 

example, if there are several bakers in a city and one is overcharging his clients, then 

the customers would simply go to one of the other shops.  For Smith, competition was 

the key to ensuring that a free market conducted business in an ethical way.7  

 5 Ibid, 87

 6 Ibid 87 

 7 Ibid, 88



Concerns with Capitalism              

In the centuries since Adam Smith rocked the world with his original theories on 

free market style economies, America has led the world in reaping the rewards of ex-

change systems.  Much of the early history of capitalism was marked by a “laissez-faire” 

attitude by government.  Because the founding fathers also believed in very little gov-

ernment intervention, the economy grew with little direct federal control.  As mentioned 

before, Smith believed that government intrusion into the economy would be unneces-

sary  because competition would keep  the market ethical.  Unfortunately, Smith did not 

foresee the abuses of the monopolies and oligopolies of the 20’s and 30’s.8  

Two hundred and twenty-nine years later we have seen the affects of unchecked 

self-interest as the driver for economic growth.  While self-interest has turned out to be 

a strong fuel for economic growth it has also proven to be a considerable catalyst for 

unethical behavior.  Names like Enron and Worldcom have become synonymous with 

corporate corruption in the American economy.  

There is even evidence that Smith’s original stop gap, competition may be driving 

companies to make less ethical decisions; even if they  negatively affect large portions of 

the population.

“There is likely no evil intent whatever on the part of the corporation closing the 
plant.  In most cases the firm believes it has been forced to do so by its com-
petitors who are already located in low-wage, low-tax areas of the country or, 
more frequently now, the globe...firms are pointing to competitive pressures as 
the reason why good intentions about not causing those social costs must give 
way to profit-making realism.”9

 8 Ibid, 89

 9 Ibid, 97



Globalization is creating stiffer competition and forcing companies to make deci-

sions that are in the best interest of increasing profits regardless of the consequences. 

Increasingly the entire American economy is being driven by these same pressures, 

which is causing many people to find themselves without jobs and in poverty.  This is 

the paradox of modern capitalism, as the economy becomes larger the wealth is con-

centrated to a small group  of people and increasingly marginalizes a larger portion of 

the population.  Self-interest and competition is working to increase the wealth of this 

nation, but it is decreasing the number participants in that wealth.  This means that 

capitalism in its current form (unchecked globalization and competitive self-interest) 

cannot be accepted as a model by Christians any longer.

The Christian Response

In beginning the discussion of how Christians should respond to the abuses of 

capitalism, a definition of who Christians are must first be considered.  Because there 

are many denominational streams and confessing bodies within the historic Christian 

faith, it is important to keep a broad definition.  The best definition to meet these re-

quirements would be that of H. Richard Niebuhr, who stated that a Christian is one who 

counts themselves as belonging to that community  of people for whom Jesus Christ - 

His life, words, deeds and destiny - is of supreme importance as the key to the under-

standing of themselves and their world, the main source of knowledge of God and man, 

good and evil, the constant companion of the conscience, and the expected deliverer of 

evil.10

 10Niebuhr, H. Richard. Christ and Culture. (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1951), 11 



Based on this working definition, the man Jesus Christ and his words and deeds 

are the basis for how a Christian reacts and interacts in the world and society.  Of 

course the most common source for studying the words and deeds of Jesus Christ is 

the Bible.  This being the case it is important to first find out if the Bible speaks about 

the issue of economics.

Economic Issues in the Bible

Even the most top  level look into the Biblical narrative would show that the 

scripture is replete with references to money and economics.  Some of those references 

are, paying fair wages (Deut 24:14), paying taxes (Mark 12;17), not stealing property 

(Deut 5:19), prohibition of selling land (Lev 25:23), prohibition of charging interest on 

loans to fellow Israelites (Deut 23:19), and the prohibition of concentrating wealth (Isa 

5:8-10).  In fact the Biblical view of economics is marked by a significant concern for the 

poor.  This is particularly true in the Old Testament books.  This is an important point, 

because it was from this perspective and in the context of Jewish Palestine that Jesus 

taught.  It is important to note that through out the Gospels, Jesus does not contradict 

the Old Testament laws, but rather pushes people to a higher level of accountability for 

following the spirit of God’s law.11

Economics of Jesus

  It is clear that the Bible does deal with the issue of economics.  So it should be 

no surprise that Jesus spoke on this issue as well.  It is obvious from the four Gospels 

that Jesus had a concern for the poor.  But who were the poor that Jesus referred to?  

Were they just poor spiritually or were they poor economically?  One clue is offered by 

 11 De Vries, Barend A. Champions of the Poor: The Economic Consequences of Judeo-Christian Values. (Washington, 
D.C. : Georgetown University Press, 1998), 174



Jesus’ use of the Aramaic word anawim in His Sermon on the Mount found in the Gos-

pel of Matthew and Luke.  There has been some argument in academic circles as to 

whether Jesus meant spiritually  poor as Matthew renders or economically poor as Luke 

renders it.  The answer is probably both.  There are many examples of times through 

out Jesus’ life where he spoke to someone in a way that indicated an emphasis on both 

temporal and spiritual aspects of a subject (consider the discussion of birth with Nico-

demus).  In this case the word anawim actually  has that type of double meaning as well.  

“In the literature on the Beatitudes there is much discussion of how Matthew, with 
his phrase “poor in spirit,” has “spiritualized,” Luke’s simple concept of poor...But 
much of this discussion appears to be missing two crucial points: first, the Jesus’ 
anawim didn’t mean destitute but stood for a more complex concept that in-
cluded a religious dimension; and second, that acknowledging the religious as-
pects of Jesus’ first beatitude is not tantamount to ignoring his interest in the 
hungry and dispossessed, because in any case there is also the second beati-
tude of the hungry which focused on the poor in the socioeconomic sense.”12  

Based on this, it could be said that for Jesus it was not an ‘either or,’ but rather a 

‘both and’ argument when it came to the issue of poverty.  Poverty was not just a socio-

economic issue, nor was it just a spiritual issue.  Rather it was both an issue of meeting 

physical needs as well as spiritual needs.  This ‘both and’ argument was also used by 

Jesus when dealing with the issue of wealth.

One of the most famous passages of scripture regarding the issue of wealth is 

found in Matthew 19:16-26.  It is of course the story of the “rich young ruler.”  Most of-

ten, in order to not offend those with wealth, this story  is often interpreted as being 

about pointing out the folly  of trusting in money alone.  In other words it is okay to pos-

ses great wealth as long as you trust in Jesus for your salvation.  The problem with this 

 12 Wierzbicka, Anna. What did Jesus mean?: Explaining the Sermon on the Mount and the Parables in Simple and Uni-
versal Human Concepts. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 37-38



interpretation is that it does not fit with the Jesus model of both spiritual and temporal 

teaching as well as not fitting in the context of the rest of the narrative.13  

The story of the rich young ruler for Matthew is an example of the physical cost of 

discipleship.  Perhaps it resonated with Matthew since only a few months earlier, he too 

would have been considered a rich young ruler serving as the tax collector named Levi.  

According to the biblical account when Jesus called Levi (who later became Matthew), 

he left everything.  In the story of the rich young ruler, Jesus was asking the young ruler 

to do the same thing.  Of course the story  for this ‘young ruler’ does not have a happy 

ending, since he leaves grieving, because the cost of discipleship is too high.14

Jesus then gives a very  clear and specific warning regarding the difficulty for a 

rich person to enter the Kingdom of God.  The hyperbole that Jesus uses as an exam-

ple underscores the importance of Jesus’ warning to the wealth and should not be ex-

plained away.  Regardless of Jesus’ warning it seems that many would like to try to be 

the one that can get the camel through the eye of the needle.  In fact the disciples even 

questioned Jesus’ teaching, perhaps because they had bought into the common wis-

dom of the day that wealth was a sign of God’s blessing.15  Jesus, knew just as the Old 

Testament prophets before him, however, the power that wealth had to divide the hu-

man heart.16

 13 Shillington, V. George.  Jesus and His Parables: Interpreting the Parables of Jesus Today.  (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 
1997), 111

 14 Senior, Donald. Matthew. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, c1998), 218-220 

 15 Borsch, Frederick.  Many Things in Parables: Extravagant Stories of New Community. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
c1988), 98

 16 Senior, 220



Also, like the Old Testament prophets, Jesus was intentional about how He lived 

life.  To say that Jesus was wealthy would be an attempt to argue against the narrative 

account.  Jesus said that the Son of Man does not have a place to lay his head, He rode 

on a borrowed donkey, and taught from a borrowed boat.17  The Gospel accounts show 

that Jesus lived simply  and was not concerned with acquiring the trappings of wealth.  If 

the Apostle Paul is right and the goal of the Christian life is to become more like Jesus, 

then what would that look like for American Christians in a capitalist economy?

The Christian Response

Of course these passages are not the totality of Jesus’ teaching on poverty and 

wealth, but they are representative and are enough to create varied responses through 

out Church history.  These responses have run across the entire spectrum.  The early 

Church as recorded in the second chapter of the book of Acts, attempted to share all of 

their resources.  For the first three centuries, the Church continued in that model and 

remained suspicious of wealth.  As the context that Christians found themselves in 

changed from poverty  to power, so did the interpretation of how one should view 

wealth.18

This has continued into our modern era and the American context.  As mentioned 

earlier, Americans are in a uniquely affluent position.  No other country has reaped the 

benefits of capitalism to the same level as the United States.  This has lead to the pre-

dominance of belief amongst Christians in the American context that wealth is okay as 

long as it does not control you.  This idea is most predominant amongst the political 

 17 Trull, Joe E. Walking in the Way: An Introduction to Christian Ethics. (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 
1997), 265

 18 Ibid 259-260



group that has become the de-facto voice for Christianity in American politics, the 

“Christian Right.”19  This group, although it does not have one specific leader, is a con-

glomeration of conservative groups within the United States that share common visions 

about the level of activity that the federal government should have in the economy and 

in dealing with the issue of poverty.  This continues to be a trend in beliefs according to 

recent opinion polls.20   This belief is often defended by  stating that the government 

should not do what private organizations, presumably  the Church, could be doing to 

help the poor.  Unfortunately, the fact remains that while the small minority of wealthy in 

the world continue to become wealthier, more people are slipping into poverty.  

One possible answer for how Christians in America have missed the boat on 

helping the poor despite the Biblical examples to do so is due in part to economic igno-

rance.  As Meeks points out in God’s economics,

“The worship  and life of the churches in our society  appear isolated from the 
economic context.  Christians have often been unaware of the ways in which 
economic systems have distorted Christian faith and the way in which perverted 
religious notions have dehumanized economic relationships.  The predominant 
economic values have sometimes been virulently  anti-Christian.  Yet church peo-
ple have tended to assume that the economic environment of the church had 
nothing to do with faith.”21 

This is the danger of the divided heart that Jesus spoke about in regard to 

wealth.  By separating the economic aspects of their lives from their worship, Christians 

have divided their hearts.  

 19 De Vries, 241

 20 Barna, George. “Most Americans Satisfied with Life Despite Having Quality of Life Issues,” The Barna Update (March 
2002). Internet. Available from http://www.barna.org/FlexPage.aspx?Page=BarnaUpdate&BarnaUpdateID=109, accessed October 
1, 2005.

 21 Meeks, M. Douglas. God the Economist: The Doctrine of God and Political Economy. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
c1989), 19



Fair Trade

As the Church begins to come to grips with this fact, new ways of dealing with 

capitalism must be attempted.   One method dealing from Christian beliefs in a capitalist 

society is through the movement towards fair trade.  Fair trade is a system of economics 

that attempts to return back to an earlier form of capitalism where you pay based on 

what it takes for the seller to maintain a sustainable lifestyle.  This new style of business 

is championed by socially conscious companies who are not only interested in making 

profits, but balance that with a desire to make the societies they operate in better.  The 

largest of these companies is Starbucks.22  

The Seattle based coffee company began with the idea of not only  buying from 

small ‘mom and pop’ coffee growers in developing nations, but also giving back a por-

tion of the profit to the community.  These funds are used in programs that improve 

schools, and water and other necessities of life.  Now individuals who believe in fair 

trade can buy from Starbucks and show their support through the dollars they spend.

Another trend is towards simplicity  of life.  Many Americans are beginning to say, 

“I have enough.”  They are making a decision to not acquire more wealth and the trap-

pings that go along with it.  Some are even ‘downsizing’ their lives.  The idea is that if an 

individual consumes less, then there are more resources to go around.23

Conclusion

Although far from a definitive solution, these two trends show promise as being 

viable alternatives to the current model.  Rather than accepting the capitalist pursuit of 

22Long, D. Stephen. Divine Economy: Theology and the Market. (London/New York: Routledge, 2000), 111-113

23Ibid, 115



wealth as being compatible with the Christian faith, believers should instead consider a 

radical alternative.  The alternatives are championing fair trade and living simply.

While many mainline denominations are beginning to join together with fair trade 

organizations, there should be more.24   The entire Church across all denominations 

should begin to speak for the poor and disenfranchised.  The Church should work with 

organizations and the government to redeem capitalism by making it more inclusive.  

Christians as individuals should also ‘vote’ with their dollars by buying from companies 

that embody these ideals.  Further, Christians should begin to look at wealth as the 

snare that it can become.  They can no longer take for granted that it is okay to accu-

mulate.  Christians must begin to see simplicity  of life as a testimony to those outside 

the Church.  

 24 Preston, Ronald H. Religion and the Ambiguities of Capitalism. (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 1993), 234
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