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“What do you teach at Regent College?” This seemingly innocent question was broached 

by the guest master of an Orthodox monastery. I had undertaken a four-day pilgrimage on 

Mount Athos, the monastic peninsula  of the Eastern church. In the course of praying my 

way from monastery to monastery I struck up a soul friendship with one of the 

guestmasters. “Marketplace theology is what I teach.” “What’s that?” - his 

inquisitiveness now aroused by something foreign, he thought, to the spiritual life. “It is 

the integration of Christian faith with work in the world.” “It’s not possible,” he retorted. 

“That’s why I am a monk.”  I can understand how he came to that erroneous view. It has 

to do with how we read the Bible, how we regard the spiritual life and whether the God-

coming of Jesus was really into the work-a-day world that we inhabit. 

 

THE MARKETPLACE IN THE BIBLE 

 

What we read in the Bible should be enough to convince us that God is at work in our 

worldly enterprise. The Incarnation is a wonderful scandal – God going through a 

complete human experience from conception to resurrection. Jesus, God’s Son, works in 

a carpenter’s shop for twenty years when so many souls around him were lost. The Father 

speaks approval of him at his baptism even though he has never preached a sermon or 

worked a miracle. The Bible itself, in both testaments, is itself a scandalously common 

book. God speaks through the language of the street: Aramaic and Hebrew in the Old 

Testament and common street-Greek in the New. The great English Greek Scholar James 

Hope Moulton, following up evidence gained through the discovery of the Oxyrhynchus 

papyrus fragments in Egypt, said, “The Holy Ghost spoke absolutely in the language of 

the people, as we might have expected He would.”
3
\ 

 

In his formidable series on biblical spirituality Eugene Peterson notes that even the word 

“daily bread” placed in the strategic centre of the Lord’s Prayer – often interpreted by 

church people as spiritual bread, Eucharistic bread or heavenly bread -  is, as we now 

know from the Oxyrhynchus fragments, to be the ordinary bread from the market, 

purchased along with chickpeas and straw.
4
  Without having access to these recent 

discoveries Adolf Diessmann had speculated that epiousion
5
 (daily) “had the appearance 

of a word that originated in the trade and traffic of the everyday life of the people.”   
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Add to that the fact that of Jesus’ 132 public appearances in the New Testament, 122 

were in the marketplace. Of 52 parables Jesus told, 45 had a workplace context. Of 40 

divine interventions recorded in Acts, 39 were in the marketplace or the public square. 

Jesus called 12 normal working individuals, not clergy, to build his church and some of 

them had questionable professions.
6  

 

THE MARKETPLACE AS A COMMON OCCUPATION OF BIBLE CHARACTERS. 

 

Walter Duckat in his book, Beggar to King: All the Occupations of Biblical Times lists 

over two hundred different occupations found in biblical times, giving archeological and 

literary evidence for the history of that occupation. Many of these are found in Scripture. 

Some of the occupations are exotic, such as the snake charmer, the magician, the mirror-

maker, pawn-broker, gambler, dream-interpreter, the prostitute, counterfeiter, and candy 

maker. But what is remarkable is the number of occupations that we find in the work 

world of the 21
st
 century: accountant, actor, architect, banker, spy, barber, census taker, 

clothier, druggist, furniture designer, hair-dresser, housewife, jeweler, lawyer, merchant, 

money-changer, nurse, physician, realtor, ship-builder, soldier, spice-dealer, teacher, 

theatre-worker, treasurer, vintner, weights and measures inspector.  On each of these 

Duckat states what they did, and where they are mentioned in the Bible, in Jewish 

literature (such as the Talmud), or in the evidence of ancient manuscripts. He has a 

section on commerce and trade: transportation for trade purposes, methods of 

transportation, products, markets, fairs, exports, imports, royal merchants, business 

regulations, money, income, wealth, attitudes to workers, female workers, guilds and 

strikes.
7
  We can profitably look at a few.  

 

In Genesis 24:52 Abraham’s servant buys a wife for Isaac. Isaac becomes very wealthy 

through the blessing of God (26:12), so the Philistines envied his monopoly and stopped 

up his wells (26:14-15) – a hostile takeover. Jacob negotiates with Laban for a salaried 

position that would allow him to get what he needs for his family while giving Laban 

“nothing” (30:31) since Jacob knows that Laban does not really want to give him 

anything.
8
 Dinah’s brothers make an unscrupulous arrangement for the bride-price for 

Dinah with Shechem, never intending to fulfill the bargain. The result of this deceitful 

transaction is that they have to run (34:13-17). 

 

Joseph is the first “futures” trader in the Bible – saving food during the seven years of 

plenty for the coming seven years of famine and, in the process, enslaving the whole 

nation to Pharaoh (Gen 37). Jethro visits Moses and counsels this almost burned out CEO 

how to delegate his work to “capable men from all the people” (Exod 18:21). Solomon 

makes a deal with Hiram to provide the materials for the temple in exchange for wheat 

and oil (1 Kgs 5). Job gives an elaborate description of the technology of mining in the 
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context of affirming that wisdom cannot so easily be found and is gained through the fear 

of the Lord (Job 28). 

 

The wisdom of proverbs is especially fascinating, counseling the gradual creation of 

wealth rather than embracing a “get rich quick” scheme: “Dishonest money dwindles 

away, but he who gathers money little by little makes it grow” (13:11). “All hard work 

brings a profit, but mere talk only leads to poverty” (14:23). “Of what use is money in the 

hand of a fool, since he has no desire to get wisdom” (17:16). Proverbs 31 describes the 

entrepreneurial wife – she buys fields and sees that her trading is profitable: “Give her the 

reward she has earned and let her works bring her praise at the city gate.” 

 

In Ecclesiastes the Professor reflects on the futility of great enterprises “under the sun.” 

“Whoever loves money never has enough; whoever loves wealth is never satisfied with 

his income. This too is meaningless” (5:10). “The abundance of the rich man permits him 

no sleep” (5:12). And yet good work and wealth are a gift of God. “When God gives any 

man wealth and possessions, and enables him to enjoy them, to accept his lot and be 

happy in his work – this is a gift of God” (5:19, see the opposite in 6:2). 

 

In Ezekiel 27 the prophet laments for Tyre, a powerful hint that we should lament an 

unjust economic system. Tyre is under the judgment of God. Her extensive international 

trading described in 27:9-24 includes silver, iron, tin, lead, slaves, articles of bronze, 

work horses, war horses, mules, ivory tusks and ebony, turquoise, purple fabric, 

embroidered work, fine linen, coral, rubies, wheat, confections, honey, oil, balm, wine, 

wool, cassia, calamus, saddle blankets, lambs, rams, goats, spices, precious stones, 

beautiful garments, blue fabric, and multicolored rugs. 

 

In the New Testament Jesus, in the so-called “silent years,” worked as a carpenter, or 

possibly an entrepreneur (since the word usually translated “carpenter” can also means 

one who designs and implements the building of a house or a boat). Paul worked with 

Aquila and Priscilla as a tentmaker and sold his products in the marketplace (Acts 18:1-

4). He also exploited the marketplace location and the rhythm of economic life to provide 

an apologetic and evangelistic ministry in the workplace in the rented Hall of Tyrannus 

(Acts 19:9).  More than describing people working in the marketplace, the Bible tells us 

how the marketplace relates to the purpose of God. A cartoon shows two men talking. 

One says to the other, “I have just discovered the meaning of life. Unfortunately it has no 

business application.” Nothing could be more wrong.  

 

THE MARKETPLACE IN THE PURPOSE OF GOD 

 

From the beginning of Genesis we learn that God created humankind to enjoy 

communion with God, to build community and to be co-creators with God (having 

dominion, expressing stewardship and taking care of the earth - Gen 1:28; 2:15). This 

involves everything from agriculture to agribusiness, from animal husbandry to domestic 

husbandry, from tool-making to city-making. Speaking to the purpose of God, Kenneth 

Kantzer says that business was apparently in God’s mind from the very beginning: 

 



By creation, human beings are social beings, never intended to live alone. Because of 

our social nature, we are specialized (each person is in one sense unique), 

interdependent and, therefore, necessarily dependent on exchange. Exchange is built 

into our very nature. And this is business.
9
 

 

One of the earliest references to the world beyond Eden denotes the land of Havilah 

where “the gold is good” (Gen 2:12). It is implicit in the Genesis account that God 

intended Adam and Eve (and their descendents) to “fill the earth.” This involved 

extending the glorification of God in all of life through expanding the sanctuary garden 

into the world. The Garden (sanctuary), Eden (home) and the lands (the world) are like 

three concentric circles, expanding the mission globally. Ironically, their expulsion from 

the Garden was both judgment (for their sin) and fulfillment (for it forced them to fill the 

world). We see a sign in this direction in the descendents of Cain who engaged in 

commerce – living in tents and raising livestock, making and playing musical instruments 

and forging tools (Genesis 4:20-22). We are not to assume that because they were 

descendents of the murderer Cain that their activity was evil. This was the beginning of 

commerce, culture and crafts. Of necessity people were forced to engage in exchange and 

this is business.  

 

The tower of Babel represents autonomous enterprise that was idolatrous: the city and the 

tower (Gen 11). Their expulsion and the diversification of languages was, like that of 

Adam and Eve, both judgment and fulfillment. They were judged for their self-promoting 

arrogance and yet forced to go about “filling the earth” (read “global wholisitic mission” 

that includes enterprise). But enterprise and exchange is to be undertaken in dependence 

on God. Deuteronomy 8:3 speaks to this. God says through Moses, “He humbled 

you…and then [fed] you with manna…to teach you that man does not live on bread alone 

but on every word that comes from the mouth of God.” The word from the mouth of God 

is not mere speech but the dynamic self-revelation that causes things to happen, in this 

case food. God reveals himself in provision. We see this also in the Garden in Eden 

where God’s first gift was food to be eaten with gratitude and in communion with God.  

Therein always lies the danger: “When you have eaten and are satisfied…be careful that 

you do not forget the Lord” (8:10-18); it is the Lord that “gives you the ability to produce 

wealth” (8:18). In the last book of the Bible, Revelation 18:1-24, God will judge the 

corrupt marketplace. The merchants weep because Babylon has fallen. “All your riches 

and splendor have vanished, never to be recovered.” 

 

And yet, this final vision of the Lord’s full reign, the full coming of the Kingdom and the 

new heaven and new earth, suggests that there will be economic and enterprising work in 

what is commonly called “heaven” but is in fact a totally renewed creation: “My chosen 

ones will long enjoy the works of their hands. They will not toil in vain…” (Isa 65:22-3). 

“The kings of the earth will bring their splendor into (the holy city)….The glory and 
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honor of the nations will be brought into it” (Rev 21:24-26).
10

 
11

 This has led two 

professor of marketing to argue that there will be marketing in heaven!
12

  Even if scarcity 

does not exist there will be choices to make about the sequential ordering of activities 

that we choose to engage in. We will also need to process information and make 

decisions. Even though we will know more, we will not be omniscient.  They argue: 

The ability to provide information and to innovate will be a spiritual gift that will in 

many ways benefit the body of Christ….Marketing will be a process for loving one’s 

neighbour as well as a process for loving God since, as Martin Luther proposed, we 

show our love for God by loving our neighbour and we show our love for our 

neighbour in our daily work.
13

 But, back to life in the here and now.  

 

THE REVELATION OF GOD IN THE MARKETPLACE 

 

Abraham had apparently the same attitude as many pastors and Christians toward the 

marketplace: it is a place bereft of God. In Genesis 20:1-18 Abraham passes off Sarah as 

his sister because he thinks, there is no “fear of God” in the secular marketplace of 

Abimelech’s kingdom and some will kill him to gain his beautiful wife. But God speaks 

to Abimelech in a dream, confronts the believer with his duplicity, gives gifts to 

Abraham, and offers him to live wherever he wishes. God reveals himself to Jacob in the 

context of his work. Jacob is given a dream about his breeding project on Laban’s farm 

(Gen 31:10-13). The Lord grants favour with Joseph as a slave, a prisoner and as vice-

regent of Egypt. Moses encounters God in a burning bush while engaging in his 

shepherding work. Bezalel, a craftsman, is the only person in the Old Testament about 

whom it is said that he was “filled with the Spirit of God” for the purpose of his work 

(Exod 31:3). God selects Saul while he working, looking for his lost donkeys. God 

provides a husband for Ruth in the marketplace as she gleans for her provision (Ruth 2); 

 

In the New Testament the call to discipleship came to the fishermen, Peter, Andrew, 

James and John (Matt 3:18-22; Luke 5:1-11) while they were working in their aqua 

business. Peter is reinstated in his discipleship while he is again at work (John 21:15-23). 

The call comes to Matthew while collecting taxes for the federal government (Matt 9:9-

12). Then there is the sermon of Stephen. After showing that the revelation of God has 

taken place mainly in places others than the sanctuary he says, “The Most High does not 

live in houses made by men” (Acts 7:48); he got executed for preaching this message! 

Most of the revelations of God did not take place in tabernacle, temple or church but right 

where people were working and living. It would be like God to do that!
14

 God originates 

and is involved in global blessing. 
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THE MARKETPLACE IN THE GLOBAL MISSION OF GOD  

 

As mentioned above, in the Bible we even have an example of international trade in 

Solomon’s exchange with Hiram king of Tyre, Hiram selling Solomon logs for the 

temple and Solomon selling Hiram wheat and oil.  We are, of course, in a vastly more 

complex situation that obtained at the time of writing of Scripture.  I replaced my stolen 

film camera with a “Japanese” digital, only to discover that the body is made in Thailand 

and the lens in China. Sitting on the rapid transit in Manilla a young woman beside me 

struck up a conversation. “Are you a visitor?” ”Yes.”  I ask why she is coming home 

from work so early (it was 2.30 p.m.). She explained that she has the night and morning 

shift for a call centre, answering inquiries for a telephone company is the eastern USA.  

“That must be a tough job,” I offered. “I love it,” she replied. “People usually start off 

rudely or even angrily, and I get to talk them down. By the end they are apologizing.” 

CNN carries the news of the China – Africa conference in Beijing that will result in 

China having greater access to the raw materials, especially oil in Africa and African 

nations receiving both aid and increased trade. Unquestionably international trade plays a 

role in world peace for as someone has said Japan would be crazy to drop bombs (now) 

on its most important trading partner.  

 

The Bible reveals the settled determination of God to bless all the nations. It starts with 

God: missio Dei. God  is sender, sent and sending. God calls Adam and Eve to “fill the 

earth.” Then Abraham is chosen and empowered with a promise that includes family, the 

land and the “blessing the nations.” Israel (Abraham’s successors) is called to be a light 

to the nations which involves being a “demonstration plot” for how life is to be lived, 

how economic justice is to be effected and how the land is to be developed. This has led 

Michael Novak to propose that: 

From its very beginnings the modern business economy was designed to become an 

international system, concerned with raising the “wealth of nations,” all nations, in a 

systematic, social way. It was by no means focused solely on the wealth of particular 

individuals.
15

  

Whether cedar from Lebanon,  olive oil from Israel, pencils or automobiles, coffee or 

telephones, most goods cannot be created through the work of an isolated individual and 

require cooperation of several, often many, towards a common goal.  

 

Undoubtedly Israel failed to live up to this high calling, and the prophets railed against 

the injustices in the marketplace – selling the poor for the price of a pair of sandals, 

holding back wages (a matter raised in the New Testament book of James). But the intent 

of God was that God’s mission would bring shalom, well-being and fruitful enterprise 

throughout all the nations. The coming of Christ did not change this mission, but rather 

“fleshed it out” in the life and God’s Son. Jesus calls his followers to a fully incarnational 

mission: “As the father has sent me, so I am sending you” (Jn 20:21). The Gospel of the 

Kingdom is not merely soul-salvation but comprehensive renewal and transformation. 

Therefore we are doing Kingdom work when we creates new wealth, alleviate poverty, 
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bring well-being to people, embellish and improve human life, and as we engage powers 

resistant to God’s coming shalom. James Luther Adams argues that since early 

Christianity ‘rejected civil religion, allowed voluntary membership and transcended 

ethnic divisions’ Christianity was in fact the first global corporation.”
16

 The first 

multinational, it is argued, is the Knights Templers, whose international business 

enterprises supported their action in the Crusades. And even William Carey, often cited 

as the founder of the modern mission movement (though he had many predecessors), 

believed that the kingdom of God would spread through international trade. Business is 

one way in which we are called, with Abraham and his seed, to bless the nations and to 

build unity interculturally and internationally, not as a tower of Babel, not homogenizing 

but with interdependence, albeit mixed with sin and deconstruction.  

 

At the same time, there is conflict between the ages, between the worlds, a conflict which 

every kingdom person in the marketplace will experience. Mortimer Arias in this 

masterful study of the kingdom says:   

The coming of the kingdom means a permanent confrontation of worlds. The 

kingdom is a question mark in the midst of established ideas and answers developed 

by peoples and societies. The kingdom is an irreverent exposure of human 

motivations and of the most sacred rules of human mores. The kingdom is an 

iconoclastic disturber of religious sacred places and customs and the most radical 

threat to temple altars, priestly castes, and the most protected ‘holy of holies.’ The 

kingdom is the appointed challenger of all sacralizing myths and systems and the 

relentless unmasker of all human disguises, self-righteous ideologies, or self-

perpetuating powers.
17

   

 

In the twenty-first century we are undoubtedly dealing with a global marketplace, more 

extensive that could ever have been envisaged by Jonah as he made his way to 

hinterlands of Spain instead of witnessing to Iraq (ancient Ninevah). In Doing God’s 

Business I cite Paul Williams, an economist, who says “Globalization is…gradually 

undermining the nature of ‘national places’ and creating a borderless world in which 

everyone belongs equally everywhere but nobody is at home in community.”
18

  

In that same chapter I comment on the complexity of the problem.
19

 There have been 

some benefits: the transfer of information technology; the provision of non-agricultural 

employment in countries formerly dominated by subsistence farming, and the creation of 

new industries and services in countries with stagnant economies. In the last ten years, by 

the 2003 reckoning of the World Bank, the percentage of people in the world living in 

poverty has dropped from 29.6 to 23.2 per cent. This means, it is estimated, that four 

hundred million people, while still desperately poor, are no longer facing starvation daily. 
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Consumer purchasing power worldwide has nearly tripled. Infant mortality is down 42 

per cent since 1970 and there has been a five-fold increase of access to safe water by 

rural families world-wide.
20

 But there is another side to the picture. 

 

There is loss of employment in both industrialized countries (through outsourcing) and in 

less industrialized countries. The damage to the biosphere is potentially catastrophic. It is 

well known that if the whole populated world were to adopt the high-consumption 

lifestyle of the West and North, it would take at least three planets of resources. Faced 

with globalizing cultures, people groups struggle to maintain their identity and perhaps 

some of the Balkanization of various nations around the planet can be attributed to this 

struggle for identity in an increasingly merged world order. One cannot belong to the 

whole human race. Economically the poor are getting poorer and the rich richer, even 

though there has been, overall, some lift in wealth world-wide. Jeremy Rifkin in The End 

of Work forecasts world-wide unemployment through technology, even in the so-called 

service sectors. “Just outside the new high-tech global village lie a growing number of 

destitute and desperate human beings, many of whom are turning to a life of crime and 

creating a vast new criminal subculture.”
21

 On top of this Third World debt is at a 

punishing level.
22

 

 

The New York Times noted that the three richest people in the world have more than the 

GNP of the 48 poorest countries, that the richest 20% of the world’s people consume 

86% of all goods and services, that the poorest 20% consume 1.3 % of all goods and 

services; that Americans and Europeans spend 17 billion dollars a year on pet food, this 

being 4 billion more than what is needed to provide basic health care and nutrition for 

everyone in the world; and that Americans spend 8 billion a year on cosmetics, 2 billion 

more than needed to provide basic education for everyone in the world.
23

  To this the 

Bible speaks especially on how to behave in the marketplace .  

 

 

DIRECTIONS ON HOW TO LIVE IN THE MARKETPLACE 

 

Sometimes this is done by an example without moral evaluation leaving us to assess the 

ethics of the action through its consequences. For example Abraham lets Lot select the 

better resources – a description without moral comment except that God promises him 

everything afterwards (Gen 13). And later (Gen 14:23) Abraham says to the king of 

Sodom “I will accept nothing belonging to you…so that you will never be able to say, ‘I 

made Abraham rich.’” – a refusal to exploit gratitude. Negatively we see how the 

deceitful deal made by Jacob’s sons in negotiating a bride price with Shechem for their 
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sister Dinah resulted in their becoming a stench to the people and having to move on 

(Gen 34). Significantly, with regard to Jacob’s somewhat deceitful negotiation with 

Laban to get the best of the flocks for himself and his family, Christian commentators 

tend to see this as evil, even though the text says that both Laban and Jacob saw the hand 

of God in this. Jewish commentators pass over the morality of this (and sometimes praise 

this holy shrewdness) and see only one fatal mistake made by Jacob, his delay in 

returning to Bethel as he had vowed, with the result that his daughter Dinah was raped.  

 

Besides passages where people are described, usually without moralistic comment, there 

are many direct instructions about how we are to conduct ourselves in the marketplace. 

The Ten Commandments (Exod 20:1-17) deal with idolatry, the limits of work (Sabbath), 

sexual misconduct (adultery), stealing, truth-telling and covetousness. Slaves are to go 

free after six years (Exod 21:1-6); interest is not to be charged “to one of my people” but 

you may take a pledge (a coat, but it must be returned by sunset); bribes are not to be 

accepted for they blind the eyes of those who see and twist the words of the righteous 

(Exod 23:8); the edges of fields are not to be harvested but to be left for the poor and the 

alien (Lev 19:9) – Is this a word about monopolies? Isaiah and other prophets cry for 

economic justice in the marketplace: “Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: to 

loose the chains of injustice and untie the cords of the yoke? To set the oppressed free 

and break every yoke? Is it not to share your food with the hungry and to provide the 

poor wanderer with shelter…” (Isa 58:6). 

 

Accurate and uniform weights and measures are to be used. This is really not a reference 

to fair pricing (as suggested by Larry Burkett in Business by the Book) 
24

 but is about 

reliable currency, the medium of exchange.
25

 “Do not use dishonest standards when 

measuring length, weight or quantity. Use honest scales and honest weights, an honest 

ephah and an honest hin” (Lev 19:35). Wages are to be paid promptly. “Do not hold back 

the wages of a hired hand overnight” (Lev 19:13, see also Jas 5:4). In the workplace and 

in the courts people are not to be treated with favouritism: “Do not pervert justice; do not 

show partiality to the poor or favouritism to the great” (Lev 19:15, see also Jas 2:1-13). A 

remarkable passage in Deuteronomy 17:14-20 describes the way a king is to behave. The 

king “must not accumulate large amounts of silver and gold” (17:17), a passage of 

particular import to CEO’s who sometimes earn salaries two and three hundred times that 

of their entry level employees. Further, the king is “not consider himself better than his 

brothers” (17:20). Deuteronomy also has what could be the earliest recording building 

code: build a parapet around your roof to keep people from falling off (22:8). 

 

In the New Testament Paul writes to the Romans “Give everyone what you owe him: If 

you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then respect; if honor, then 

honor” (13:7). Slaves are to obey their masters, serving wholeheartedly as they are 

serving the Lord; masters are to treat their slaves the same way because they are serving 

the master. The slave is free and the master is a servant (Eph 6:5-9; Col 3:22-4:1; 1 Peter 
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2:18-21). Dealing with the moral sloth of some workers in Thessalonica Paul warns 

against idleness (and not following Paul’s example, 2 Thess 3:6-13). He exemplifies that 

it is more blessed to give (his ministry free of charge) than to receive (Acts 20:35) and 

thus his example of hard work he helps the weak. The love of money, and not money, is 

the root of many and all kinds of evil (1 Tim 6:3-10). And so Paul warns the rich who 

have special temptations: “Command those who are rich in this present world not to be 

arrogant nor to put their hope in wealth…to be rich in good deeds… In this way they will 

lay up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age, so that they can 

take hold of life that is truly life” (1 Tim 6:17-19). This all has to do with security, or 

what Jesus called “Mammon” (a word that derives from the Aramaic, “Amen” – let it be 

definite, Luke 16:13). Thus we are not to boast about tomorrow: “’We will go to this or 

that city, spend a year, carry on business and make money.’ Why you do not even know 

what will happen tomorrow” (Jas 4:13-17).
26

 

 

Undoubtedly there are terrible inequalities in the world, with the rich getting richer and 

the poor poorer.  How do we show love in the global marketplace and in the context of 

global poverty? One certain and creative way is through micro-economic enterprise, 

enabling the poor and marginalized to become creators of new wealth. This is entirely in 

line with God’s original calling to Adam and Eve and their descendents, and with the 

goodness of work in the marketplace. The Medieval Jew, Maimonides (Moses ben 

Maimon, 1135-1204) defined charity’s eight degrees by ranking them. At the bottom he 

notes that a person gives, but only when asked by the poor. But the highest is this: Money 

is given to prevent another from becoming poor, such as providing him with a job or by 

teaching him a trade or by setting him up in business and not be forced to the dreadful 

alternative of holding out his hand for charity. This is the highest step and the summit of 

charity’s golden ladder.
27

  So the global marketplace is a location for service to God and 

neighbours, near and far.   

 

THE MARKETPLACE AS A PLACE OF MINISTRY 

 

As previously mentioned ministry (in the sense of serving God and God’s purposes) took 

place in the marketplace with Joseph (in Egypt), with Esther (in the king’s palace), with 

Nehemiah (in a foreign palace and then in a building project), with Daniel who witnessed 

and prayed for the king and kingdom in a pagan environment, conducting himself with 

integrity, with Jonah, so that the sailor’s workplace was the place of a great religious 

revival (Jonah 1:16), and with Paul in Ephesus in the hall of Tyrannus for two years (Acts 

19:9-10). Paul ministered in the context of his tent-making business. Tentmaking was not 

merely a way of “getting bread” or “gaining access” to a restricted situation but was 
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taken up into his apostolic ministry.
28

 Paul’s ministry in the marketplace of Ephesus in 

the rented hall of Tyrannus, over a two year period in the siesta time of day resulted in 

“all Asia hearing the Word of God.” The spreading Christian faith in Ephesus threatened 

the image-making business of Diana-worshippers and caused a riot (19:9). Finally, in the 

little letter of Paul to Philemon Paul persuades Philemon to take back his runaway 

employee who has now become a brother to his patron. So much for the direct references 

to work in the marketplace. But when Jesus wants to find a way to express truth about life 

in the kingdom of God he turns to images from the marketplace.  

 

MARKETPLACE AS A METAPHOR OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD 

 

A metaphor carries meaning from one reality to another and so deepens our engagement 

with truth. Significantly many words about life in the kingdom of God are commercial 

terms: “inheritance” (Psa 16:6: Eph 1:18); “profit”; “exchange”; “sell”; “buy”; “gain”; 

“redemption” (Psa 49:7-8); “refine” (Psa 66:10); “wages” (of sin). Here are some other 

examples of marketplace metaphors: “The words of the Lord are flawless, like silver 

refined in a furnace of clay, purified seven times” (Psa 12:6). “The stone the builders 

rejected has become the capstone; the Lord has done this and it is marvelous in our eyes” 

(Psa 118:22). “Unless the Lord builds the house, its builders labor in vain” (Psa 127). In 

Ecclesiastes 11:1-4 the Professor says, “Cast your bread upon the waters” (a reference to 

the grain trade in the Mediterranean) “for after many days you will find it again. Give 

portions to seven, yes to eight, for you do not know what disaster may come upon the 

land….Whoever watches the wind will not plant; whoever looks at the clouds will not 

reap….” This is potent metaphor for risk-taking but, at the same time, encouragement to 

divide the risk so that “not all the eggs are in one basket” (another common metaphor 

today). 

 

In Isaiah 5 the Song of the Vineyard compares the nation of Israel to a business that was 

well nurtured but yielded bad fruit. Also in Isaiah there is a prophecy about the future 

expansion of God’s kingdom that William Carey found as a text for world evangelization 

carried on through international trade (read “multinationals”): “Surely the islands look to 

me; in the lead are the ships of Tarshish, bringing your sons from afar, with their silver 

and gold, to the honor of the Lord your God….Your gates will always stand open…so 

that men may bring you the wealth of the nations – their kings led in triumphal 

procession” (Isa 60:9-11). In similar manner Jeremiah is instructed to buy a field while 

Nebuchadnezzar was besieging Jerusalem as a prophetic sign of hope of the restoration: 

“Houses, fields and vineyards will again be bought in this place” (32:15).  

 

The ministry of Jesus is rich in marketplace metaphors: the wise and foolish builders is a 

metaphor for two ways of responding to the message of the kingdom. Hearing Jesus’ 

words and doing them is like building one’s house on a rock (Matt 7:24-27; Luke 6:46-

49). The kingdom is like a pearl merchant who, finding one of great value, sells 

everything to obtain it (Matt 13:45-6). 
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The parables often throw down marketplace images to evoke faith in God’s coming and 

present rule: In the Parable of the Unmerciful Servant, an employee would not forgive a 

small debt after he had been forgiven a huge debt – so we, the forgiven, are to forgive our 

brothers and sisters (Matt 18:21-35). The Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard is not 

about fair wages. Day-labourers employed at various times of the day all got the same 

pay, as does the grace of the kingdom come equally to those who come into the kingdom 

early or late (Matt 20:1-6). In the same way the Parable of the Tenants is not about 

inheritance or fair pay. The tenants seized the son and killed him to get his inheritance - a 

parable Jesus used to expose the death-threat against him (Matt 21:33-46; Mark 12:1-12; 

Luke 20:9-19). The Parable of the Talents shows that we must and may risk in the 

kingdom, just as a person must risk to make money, and we do this because we have a 

God who is not hard and unforgiving (Matt 25:14-30). The Parable of the Rich Fool uses 

the picture of a greedy business person to show how a fool stores up things for himself 

and is not rich towards God (Lk 12:13-21). The Parable of Not Counting the Cost of 

building a tower shows how important it is to count the cost of being a disciple (Lk 

14:28-30). The Parable of the Shrewd Manager contains the outrageous advice that we 

are to make friends for ourselves by means of unrighteous mammon (Lk 16:1-15) just as 

the shrewd manager saw to his own needs. Shrewd faith is encouraged. The Parable of 

the Ten Minas is a parable about investments, risking for the kingdom (Lk 19:11-27).  

Most of these images originated in the Middle Eastern agrarian society of Jesus with 

village marketplaces and small businesses. But how can we relate these to our 

contemporary situation –a global marketplace with multinational corporations? How can 

we read the Bible in this context? 

 

HOW THEN SHALL WE READ? 

 

Mostly the Bible is “read” ecclesiastically – in the church and for it. Therefore we “see” 

and interpret the book as essentially dealing with ministry defined by those we call 

“ministers” and spiritual life understood as private piety or corporate worship.  Life in the 

Spirit, when so read, has to do with religious services, relationships within the people of 

God and declaring the good news of the kingdom.  Admittedly, the New Testament is 

mainly concerned with life in the church, especially in the letters of Paul, Peter and John. 

By and large preachers skip over the numerous passages in both testaments that deal with 

work, economic life, enterprise and creativity in the world, and concentrate on personal 

devotion. I often ask my classes how many have heard a sermon on work in the last year. 

In a class of fifty there might be one or two. How is it possible to miss so much of the 

Bible? As I have indicated above, we see something quite different when we read the 

Bible in or for the marketplace. But it is not merely enough to discover marketplace data 

in the Bible.  

 

Eugene Peterson warns against using the Bible for our own purposes, for validating our 

work in business or catering to what Peterson calls “my Holy Trinity” – my holy wants, 

my holy needs and my holy feelings.
29
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It is entirely possible to come to the Bible in total sincerity, responding to the 

intellectual challenge it gives, or for the moral guidance it offers, or for the 

spiritual uplift it provides, and not in any way have to deal with a personally 

revealing God who has personal designs on you.
30

  

 

Reading the book spiritually, “eating it” to use the metaphor of Revelation 10:9, means 

coming into submission to the God revealed in the marketplace. It demands a reversal: 

seeing how our stories taken up into God’s great story rather than the other way round – 

trying to fit God’s story into ours. If we read the Scripture contemplatively, along the 

lines of lectio divina, absorbing it, chewing it, brooding on it and praying it back to God, 

we must conform our life to it. In so doing we cannot prevent becoming nonconformists 

to the world even while being involved in that same world in a transformative work. We 

discover our daily work to be a ministry to God and our neighbour, albeit shot through 

with sin and struggles with the principalities and powers.  

 

This, however, is not quite the same thing as “using” our faith in God to find meaning in 

work, the current work heresy that is promoted by the spate of books today on how to 

love Monday and develop a nine-to-five spirituality that results in more productivity. 

Spiritual reading of the text with its marketplace orientation means something truly 

revolutionary: we will find our meaning in God, not in the work we do, but we will 

discover our meaning in God in the context of our work. That seems to be one of the 

conclusions of the inductive research undertaken by the Professor in the book of 

Ecclesiastes. This business and social leader engages in first-hand examination of life 

“under the sun” without reference to a transcendent personal God and draws a jolting 

conclusion in chapter two. Considered by itself, outside of the “fear of God” (Eccl 

11:13), work is meaningless – it is pain and grief, overly demanding, and we will be 

followed by a fool. Work itself then turns out to be an evangelist to take us to God, in 

whom and through whom alone we find satisfaction. But that is exactly where Scripture 

proposes to take us. But it will not lead us to this conclusion unless we are contemplative, 

even while being active.  

 

Urs von Balthasar, a Roman Catholic who devoted his life to contemplation, refuses to 

disconnect contemplation from worldly action: “The life of contemplation is perforce an 

everyday life, of small fidelities and services performed in the spirit of love, which 

lightens our tasks and gives to them its warmth.”
31

 It is through the contemplative reading 

of the Bible that we can put the marketplace and our own participation in it into proper 

perspective. This will inevitably involve discernment of injustice (along with the 

prophets) and even repentance of our own sins (daily). Further, this calls us to work 

globally for the “filling of the earth” so that all human beings are given their daily bread. 

For this we pray – as we might as a result of reading the Bible spiritually in the global 

marketplace, that God’s kingdom will come and God’s will done on earth as it is in 

heaven. As we pray and live this word we will be rich toward God, unlike the rich fool in 

Jesus’ parable (Luke 12:13-21). 
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