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This article examines the roles of sin, property rights, and self-governance within 
market order from a Christian perspective. Human beings, created imago dei, 
are called to fulfill the creation mandate (Gen. 1:28–30) in their work, because 
it brings glory to God and has eternal significance. However, this becomes dis-
torted and encumbered because of sin. Hence property rights are necessary for 
sinful people in a fallen world to engage in oikonomia—stewardship—of their 
human and physical capital, ordered to greater flourishing and the revelation of 
God’s glory. Markets serve as a means for people to engage in self-governance 
and fulfill the creation mandate, through their role as a space for creativity and 
innovation and for creating relationships and discerning moral action.

JEL Codes: Z12; P14; D83

Introduction

From the first verse of Genesis to the final verse of Revelation, the biblical 
narrative is inspired, holistic, and inerrant. It can be seen as four epochs: 
Creation, Fall, Salvation, and Redemption.1 Genesis opens with God’s desires 
for us and his creation. Creation serves one purpose, which is to glorify God. 
When the created order works as intended, it brings him glory and fulfills its 
sole purpose. Humans are the crown jewel of God’s creation, and we have 
dignity and purpose from him. Sin maligns God’s desires and creates separa-
tion. Yet, we are still commanded to bring about human flourishing.
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The creation mandate (or “cultural mandate”) is revealed in Genesis and sup-
ported throughout scripture. God commands that we “[b]e fruitful and multiply 
and fill the earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and 
over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth” 
(Gen. 1:28).2 Human beings are participants and beneficiaries of God’s larger plan 
to advance human flourishing, also known as shalom, a Hebrew term commonly 
used in the Reformed tradition, which according to Jonathan T. Pennington is 
“the most comprehensive umbrella term for human health and wholeness, result-
ing in strength, fertility, and longevity”3 that fulfills the telos—that is, the end 
or goal—that mankind has been given on Earth for their good and God’s glory. 
However, this process of advancing shalom has been marred by the entrance of sin 
due to the fall; sin harms our relationships with God and each other. The entrance 
of sin into the world changes the course of human action and requires that we 
consider the temporal means that God has provided that allow us to mitigate sin’s 
effects and be more effective in advancing human flourishing for his kingdom.

This article contributes to this question by focusing on the role of the “market 
process,” or catallaxy, in helping reduce the detrimental effects of sin and allow 
mankind to achieve greater human flourishing. In using the term catallaxy to 
describe the market order, Friedrich Hayek states that it means “to bring into the 
community” and “make a friend from an enemy.”4 The market order can only 
function in the context of private property rights, and it brings together self-
interested individuals with limited knowledge and sinful natures to peacefully 
exchange one thing for another. The “market process,” according to Christopher J. 
Coyne and Peter J. Boettke, involves “an array of overlapping, continually 
changing, voluntary interactions among people, each seeking to achieve his or 
her own unique goals.”5 In the market process, private property rights incentiv-
ize individuals to act, monetary prices guide individuals to their highest valued 
uses, pecuniary profits lure individuals to potential opportunities, and losses 
discipline those who err in their judgments regarding social value creation.6 
Private property ownership is essential to the functioning of market exchange, 
as it allows people to engage in rational economic calculation necessary to find 
the best ways to utilize scarce resources among competing ends.7 Markets are 
essential for God’s creation and, thus, for improving human flourishing.8 The 
market process cannot eradicate sin nor create heaven on earth. Sin remains an 
inescapable part of the temporal human condition. Moreover, the market will 
supply what individuals demand within the context of their values and virtues 
and the institutional incentives they face.

This article incorporates market process theory, predicated on private property 
rights, with the teachings of scripture and church tradition from an ecumenical 
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perspective which draws on Reformed, Catholic, and evangelical teaching. 
Specifically, we argue that in the face of sin,9 markets are one but not the only 
mechanism for overcoming some problems of sin by inducing individuals to 
engage in productive stewardship and self-governance.10 Stewardship, accord-
ing to Kent R. Wilson, is “the faithful and efficient management … of resources 
belonging to another to achieve the owner’s objectives.”11 Our work allows 
us to cultivate the potential of creation.12 Stewardship is contextualized in the 
creation mandate, for, as Anne R. Bradley puts it, “God created the Earth and 
everything in it, and he put us on the Earth with a specific purpose: to use our 
unique creativity, skills, and talents to work as his sub-creators. This is steward-
ship, and it has eternal significance.”13 The Catechism of the Catholic Church 
argues that the universal destination of goods implies that the goods of creation 
are destined for all humankind yet includes a recognition of private property 
rights. The obligation is that the goods should be used in a manner that benefits 
the greatest number of people.14 This is precisely why the market process, in 
a sinful and fallen world that rests on private property rights, is the economic 
rationing system that generates more shalom relative to alternative institutional 
arrangements. Private property rights induce us to serve the needs of others and to 
direct scarce resources to those ends. Moreover, private property rights incentiv-
ize individuals to care for the earth and its resources in the short and long term. 
According to Shawn Ritenour, private property allows us to “fill the earth with 
people and sustain them through productive work.”15 Moreover, private property 
rights enhance the dignity of the individual, and our dignity is “delineated in our 
purpose to be fruitful, grow, increase, fill and subdue.”16

To emphasize the importance of sin, stewardship, and self-governance in 
the market order, we emphasize that property rights serve two purposes from a 
biblical perspective: (1) They help us become better stewards of the resources 
that God has given us to oversee and develop, and (2) they overcome some of 
the problems of the coexistence of sinful human people. Moreover, they facilitate 
our active and effective participation in serving each other. This is especially 
important because all individuals sin and live amongst others who sin, and thus, 
we face social consequences of sin—both our own and others’—which affects 
the common good. Through this article, we seek to contribute to the interdisci-
plinary literature on human flourishing,17 the imago dei (image of God),18 and 
the consequences of sin,19 as well as to expand on the concept of stewardship 
beyond the environment,20 land rights, and natural resource usage,21 marriage 
relationships,22 and the operation of businesses23 and entrepreneurs.24 Further, 
in discussing the consequences of sin on stewardship and the role property 
rights play in facilitating stewardship, we also address the existing theological 
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literature on property rights and sin.25 Private property is essential to the market 
order.26 Private property ownership emerges early in the Old Testament scripture, 
introduced in Genesis 25:10, where we see that Abraham bought land from the 
Hittites and the familial birthright from Abraham to Isaac (Gen. 25:5) and from 
Isaac to Esau (Gen. 25:31), and is reinforced through the concept of dominion 
made explicit in the Decalogue, “though shalt not steal” (Ex. 20:15) and is part 
of the grand narrative of scripture and church teaching.

The article is structured as follows. The first section will discuss the impor-
tance of improving shalom and flourishing to the biblical narrative, including 
discussions of the creation mandate, the greatest commandment, and the Great 
Commission. The second section discusses how sin erodes our ability to improve 
human flourishing and to participate in God’s creative and redemptive work. 
The third section stresses the necessity of property rights for human flourish-
ing and distinguishes between the biblical and the secular views of property 
rights. The fourth section emphasizes the importance of markets as a means of 
self-governance, in that markets allow people to be more effective and virtuous 
stewards over both the entrepreneurial use of scarce resources and the social 
relationships they obtain through repeated interactions because they require 
some social consensus and foster trust.

Shalom and Human Flourishing in Scripture
Shalom and Human Flourishing in the Old Testament

Since the beginning, God has given all humanity a commandment to be cre-
ative and productive, as imago dei. Our dignity stems from our creation and is 
affirmed in the Christian tradition.27 We are incapable of creating something out of 
nothing, as God can, but we are capable of creating things of greater value using 
things of lesser value. This creation process is part of God’s plan to restore what 
is referred to as shalom in the world. According to Pennington, while this term 
is most commonly used to refer to “peace,” this use of the term is only about 10 
percent of the total usage. Approximately 65 percent of the term’s usage refers 
to “completeness, maturity, and especially overall well-being economically, re-
lationally, healthwise.”28 It provides the telos by which we do the things we do 
to increase human flourishing. In other words, shalom is the proper integration 
of God’s people and place, as can be seen in the following quote from theologian 
Cornelius Plantinga:

The webbing together of God, humans, and all creation in justice, fulfillment, 
and delight is what the Hebrew prophets call shalom. In the Bible, shalom 
means universal flourishing, wholeness, and delight—a rich state of affairs 
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in which natural needs are satisfied and natural gifts fruitfully employed.… 
Shalom, in other words, is the way things ought to be.29

This commandment is first seen in the first chapter of Genesis, with what is 
often referred to as the creation mandate, in which God commanded humanity to 
“[b]e fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it,” for he has given 
them “dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and 
over every living thing that moves on the earth” (Gen. 1:28). It is clear from this 
verse that our participation in the creation mandate is, as shall be discussed in 
more detail, not as agents with complete autonomy to do whatever we want with 
whatever we have. Instead, God has given us a mandate to rule over his creation 
as stewards. Using the power and abilities God gifted us, we are to find the best 
ways to manage, cultivate, preserve, protect, and develop creation. God’s vision 
of creation was for perpetual change and improvement, necessitating freedom 
in human capital.

Humanity has an active and ongoing role in God’s creative work. Adam and 
Eve were not commanded to passively preserve the Garden but were called to 
actively improve and expand it by working it and cultivating the ground.30 By 
thoughtfully and carefully managing the resources given by God to make the 
most use of scarce resources, we can glorify God and serve each other. We move 
closer to shalom in the present by actively participating in its creation. Divine 
joy comes when we make the most of what we have been given. Furthermore, 
God blesses faithful stewardship with increased responsibility. Both spiritual 
and material rewards come from good stewardship in this life and for eternity.31

The creation mandate is consistent through scripture. After the Flood, the com- 
mandment was repeated to Noah: “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth” 
(Gen. 9:1), and he was likewise given authority over the green plants and every 
moving thing (Gen. 9:2–3). The entry of sin into the world brought consequences 
and the establishment of clearly articulated Old Testament covenant laws that 
covered all aspects of daily life, including worship, food, commerce, family, 
health, and warfare (Ex. 20–23). Despite the social and personal ravages of sin, 
the creation mandate remains and is consistent in the new covenant. For example, 
although Acts 2–5 are often cited as a proscriptive argument for wealth redistri-
bution, which necessarily reduces property rights, it is a story of voluntary shar-
ing and cooperative local agreements to share based on current circumstances.32

God’s call for his creation to participate in implementing shalom is articu-
lated in the message delivered by the prophet Jeremiah to the exiles in Babylon. 
Contrary to those who claimed that the Israelites would be able to return from 
exile (Jer. 28:4), God called on his people to “[b]uild houses and live in them, 
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plant gardens and eat their produce. Take wives and have sons and daughters; 
take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in marriage so that they may 
bear them; multiply there, and do not decrease. But seek the welfare of the 
city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in 
its welfare you will find your welfare” ( Jer. 29:5–7 ). Here, God called on his 
people to participate in human flourishing through mutually beneficial exchange 
via activities—such as the building of houses, the planting of gardens, and the 
multiplication of families—that improve the welfare of others and benefit one-
self. This is a call for a mutually beneficial positive-sum game in which the city 
prospers because its citizens prosper, and vice versa. Building shalom includes 
economic activity but is not limited to economic activity and requires that indi-
viduals do their best to achieve their particular goals using the resources at their 
disposal. In other words, parenthood and family life are essential to shalom and 
community thriving, as is working in the marketplace as a carpenter or merchant. 

Shalom and Human Flourishing in the New Testament
The New Testament provides further insights into restoring shalom. Consider 

the greatest commandment: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first 
commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as your-
self. On these two commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets” (Matt. 
22:37–40). These verses demand our participation in cultivating human flourish-
ing. By utilizing the gifts that God has given us in a way that glorifies him, we 
are using our talents and resources to fulfill the first commandment. By utilizing 
the gifts that God has given us in a way that benefits other people in mutually 
beneficial exchange, we are using our talents and resources to fulfill the second 
commandment. The Great Commandment speaks to the telos of humanity of 
participating in and cultivating shalom.

Consider also the Great Commission. “And Jesus came and said to them, ‘All 
authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make 
disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the 
Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded 
you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age’” (Matt. 28:18–20). 
This command emphasizes how making disciples—within one’s community and 
among the nations—is an integral part of participating in God’s restorative and 
creative work, which occurs inside and outside the market process.
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Sin and Human Anthropology

Sin enters the world through the fall (Gen. 3:1–19), but this does not change 
the command by God for us to be fruitful and multiply and to increase shalom 
throughout the earth.33 However, it impairs our ability to fulfill and participate 
in the creation mandate.

Sin infects, damages, and corrupts the nature of man. While mankind is still 
purposive, finite, and capable of doing good for others, the fall made mankind sin-
ful as well. Human beings also have reason and agency, even though we sometimes 
act irrationally and impulsively. This Christian understanding of human nature is 
recognized by Adam Smith, who saw human beings as driven by their passions, 
“made for action,” but who could regulate those passions using reason and had the 
capacity for sympathy.34 Smith recognized that human beings need incentives to 
overcome their vulgar passions and that private property rights offered a solution. 
Austrian economist Ludwig von Mises’s Human Action also resonates with this 
anthropology wherein he argues that people are fallible yet capable. Instead of 
operating from a predetermined utility function in a hyper-rational manner, people 
seek to utilize what they ex-ante perceive as the best means to obtain their given 
ends, although doing so imperfectly as flawed and finite beings.35 We are homo 
agens (acting man) rather than homo economicus with all the assumptions in a 
neoclassical model; acting man is purposeful but has incomplete knowledge.36 
Wilhelm Röpke further argues that human freedom and voluntary exchange are 
necessary for peaceful coordination, requiring individuals to have control over 
their will.37 This necessitates property rights and virtue, which allows us to take 
advantage of the division of labor in the service of needs and wants.

The nature and effect of sin highlights the difference between the Christian 
and rationalistic, positivist views of human anthropology. At the same time, the 
former holds to a dual view of mankind—one “high” view and one “low” view; 
the latter has only the “high” view.38 The Christian “high view” of mankind 
emphasizes that people are “fearfully and wonderfully made” in God’s image 
since their time in the womb (Ps. 139:14; see also Gen. 1:26). Being created in 
God’s image and likeness means that creativity is part of our nature, and we feel 
great personal reward and joy when we do our work well.

The Christian “low view” of mankind emphasizes that people are also sinners 
who rebelled against an infinitely righteous and holy God. While different denomi-
nations disagree on whether sin or certain types of sin affects one’s salvific status, 
Christians from across denominations agree that unredeemed sin brings eternal 
damnation and brings human suffering both personally and corporately. All sin 
separates us from God. It damages people’s relationships with God, others, the 
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earth, and themselves.39 Further, when a Christian sins, the fruitfulness of his or 
her ministry is reduced (see John 15:4; Rom. 6:16; 2 Tim. 2:20–21; 1 Pet. 2:11), 
and he or she also forgoes heavenly reward (see 1 Cor. 3:15; 2 Cor. 5:10).40 This 
further emphasizes how sin, even sin that does not explicitly involve other people, 
still negatively affects other people and one’s relationships with other people.

In addition, sin also distorts our ability to engage in stewardship over God’s 
dominion, bringing struggle and frustration both individually and socially. Labor 
brings more toil (Gen. 3:16–19). This is true in both the physical sense and the 
cognitive sense.41 Despite these challenges, God blesses people and societies 
with what the Reformed tradition calls “common grace,” God’s work to restrain 
the full effects of sin and sustain his creation,42 for God “makes his sun rise on 
the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and the unjust” (Matt. 5:45) 
and God “is kind to the ungrateful and the evil” (Luke 6:35). Still, sin and its 
challenges and consequences remain. Jordan Ballor argues, “The fall into sin 
thus adds difficulty and complexity to the challenges of human provision and 
preservation.”43 Furthermore, he argues that “after the fall into sin, there are 
new forms of scarcity and suffering, and it is on the basis of God’s abundance 
and preserving grace that human action can be taken to alleviate and address 
material inequities and poverty.”44

The most important of these new forms of scarcity that emerged from sin is 
death. As death enters into the world (Rom. 5:12), time becomes scarce. Scarcity 
requires that we ration our scarce resources, and stewardship creates accountability 
for efficacy in the use of those resources, whether it be our material assets, our 
time, our relationships, or any other bestowed by God. 

Furthermore, sin distorts the process of our economic decisions, as our prefer-
ences and desires are no longer aligned with God (Rom. 3:10–12). We are more 
inclined to do what is right in our own eyes in pursuing the lust of the flesh, 
the lust of the eyes, and the boastful pride of life instead of pursuing what God 
wisely asks us to accomplish (Judg. 17:6; 1 John 2:16). Because of this, our 
ability to participate in God’s redemptive work is hampered. Instead of being a 
faithful steward of the resources that God has provided us, we are prone to seek 
our own ends and ineffective stewardship. Institutions, the rules of the game, 
matter even more in a sinful world. They matter prior to the fall because even 
though humans were sinless, we were finite and lacked knowledge, so we re-
quired mechanisms for learning and discovery. Add sin to this, and institutions 
matter more for aligning self-interest with the common good. Property rights, 
prices, profits, and losses are the institutions and mechanisms by which markets 
operate. Of these, property rights are central: They reduce conflict and protect 
individuals and the common good from destruction, overconsumption, plunder, 
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and exploitation. For example, Pope John Paul II argues that property rights, 
which can be abused, protect workers and their wages from exploitation because 
there is dignity in work which allows us to preserve our lives and our family and 
provides avenues for employment.45 

The application of God’s gifts can also be categorized using a distinction 
made by William J. Baumol between productive, unproductive, and destruc-
tive entrepreneurship.46 When we utilize the gifts, talents, and resources God 
gave us to do what is right, we are utilizing them in a way that he would see 
as “productive.” This is because it is God’s standard that guides us to increase 
shalom, even if we may not fully understand this plan in its entirety. If, on the 
other hand, we utilize these gifts, talents, and resources to do what is right in 
our own eyes, rather than what is right in God’s eyes, we are utilizing them in a 
way that he would see as either “unproductive” or “destructive,” even if it is a 
utilization that other individuals might perceive as “productive.” This distinction 
has implications for our stewardship.

Sinful utilization of our time and talents erodes shalom. King Ahab’s decision 
to murder Naboth to steal his vineyard (1 Kgs. 21) is a clear example of this, 
as murder and theft are condemned by God. However, the erosion of shalom 
can occur lawfully if we act outside of God’s purposes and utilize the gifts and 
resources that God has given us in a way that is not according to his standard.

It should be noted, however, that sin is not the only constraint people face 
in participating in God’s creative work. For instance, the presence of sin in the 
world does not change the fact that, while God is omniscient (1 Sam. 23:11–13; 
Ps. 139:1–2; Matt. 6:8; 10:30; 11:21; Heb. 4:13) and according to Wayne Grudem 
“fully knows himself and all things actual and possible in one simple and eternal 
act,”47 human beings are finite in knowledge and abilities. As population and 
markets grow, people become more entangled in a complex network of sometimes 
complementary and often contradictory plans, with no one human being capable 
of understanding the complexity of the whole network.48 Individuals never achieve 
an optimal and static equilibrium; rather they face a changing and dynamic world 
filled with competition and discovery.49 Our capabilities to utilize gifts, talents, 
and resources to increase shalom is both inhibited by our sin and by our nature. 
Property rights help us overcome these existential constraints.
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Property Rights: Economic and Biblical
The Biblical View of Property Rights

While the Bible does not explicitly define or use the term “property rights,” 
it remains clear that it defends the general principle. The eighth commandment 
(“You shall not steal”—Ex. 20:15) implies that there is ownership—something 
that belongs to one person and not another.50 This call to respect private property 
can be seen in warnings and condemnations about those who abuse their power 
to steal from others (see 1 Sam. 8:10–18; 1 Kgs. 21), and from various Mosaic 
laws that emphasize private ownership and financial restitutions for violations of 
private ownership (see, e.g., Ex. 21:28–36; 22:1–15; Lev. 25:10; Deut. 22:1–4; 
23:24–25).51 The defense of property is consistent across different denominations. 
For example, in his Larger Catechism, Martin Luther states,

After your person and spouse temporal property comes next. That also 
God wishes to have protected, and He has commanded that no one shall 
subtract from, or curtail, his neighbor’s possessions. For to steal is nothing 
else than to get possession of another’s property wrongfully, which briefly 
comprehends all kinds of advantage in all sorts of trade to the disadvantage 
of our neighbor.52

John Calvin, in his commentary on the eighth commandment in the Institutes of 
the Christian Religion, reminds us that “what each individual possesses has not 
fallen to him by chance, but by the distribution of the sovereign Lord of all, that 
no one can pervert his means to bad purposes without committing a fraud on a 
divine dispensation.”53 Calvin issues the following claim:

This commandment, therefore, we shall obey, if, contended with our own 
lot, we study to acquire nothing but honest and lawful gain; if we long not to 
grow rich by injustice, nor to plunder our neighbor of his goods, that our own 
may thereby be increased; if we hasten not to heap up wealth cruelly wrung 
from the blood of others; if we do not, by means lawful and unlawful, with 
excessive eagerness scrape together whatever may glut our avarice or meet 
our prodigality. On the other hand, let it be our constant aim faithfully to 
lend our counsel and aid to all so as to assist them in retaining their property; 
or if we have to do with the perfidious or crafty, let us rather be prepared to 
yield somewhat of our right than to contend with them.54

Additionally, Catholic Social Teaching also provides a defense of private owner-
ship of property. Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical Rerum Novarum, for example, not 
only states that “the impelling reason and motive” of a man engaging in remu-
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nerative labor “is to obtain property, and thereafter to hold it as his very own,” 
but it also states that a key distinction between man and animal creatures is that 
“every man has by nature the right to possess property as his own.”55

Likewise, Gaudium et Spes, one of the four constitutions resulting from the 
Second Vatican Council of 1965, states that “property and other forms of private 
ownership of external goods contribute to the expression of the personality.” It 
“confers on everyone a sphere wholly necessary for the autonomy of the person 
and the family, and it should be regarded as an extension of human freedom.” It 
“adds incentives for carrying one’s function and charge” and thus “constitutes one 
of the conditions for civil liberties,” and “[b]y its very nature private property has 
a social quality which is based on the law of the common destination of earthly 
goods.”56 We can see a consistent Christian theological defense for the private 
ownership of property and its exchange, even if it is not absolute in its defense.57

Consider the Jubilee, when God decreed that the people of Israel “shall 
consecrate the fiftieth year, and proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its 
inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you when each of you shall return to his 
property and each of you shall return to his clan” (Lev. 25:10). This intends that 
property was to be managed by individuals, not by the government or society as 
a collective entity.58 However, while some perceive it as an example of divinely 
ordained redistribution of property and forgiveness of debt, the Jubilee celebrated 
past debt being successfully paid.59 Further, while some would conclude from 
the Jubilee that there is no absolute right to private property ownership, Leviti- 
cus 25 argues the following according to Art Lindsley:

God owns the land, but he has given the promised land to tribes and families 
of Israel with the condition that private property cannot be sold, squandered, 
or permanently given away. The property rights remain in the hands of the 
tribe or family who were given the land in the first place. Jubilee underlines 
the value and importance of private property for the tribes of Israel. The 
family farms cannot be taken away from them permanently. No matter 
how tragic the circumstances, no matter how immoral a family member 
becomes, or how unwise they are in maintaining their property, the family 
is not permanently deprived of their land.60

Further still, the New Testament, in addition to supporting private ownership of 
property (see, for example, Acts 2:46; 1 Cor. 16:19), suggests private property 
rights as a mechanism to steward the personal talents and physical resources from 
God (Matt. 24:45–51; 25:14–30; Luke 12:42–48; 16:1–14). Stewardship does 
not only cover the physical resources at our disposal, but also the time, talents, 
and opportunities at our disposal for which we will be held accountable.61 This 
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sentiment is further reinforced in John Calvin’s analysis of the eighth command-
ment, when he suggests that violations are not exclusive to the theft of money, 
of land, or of material goods.62

This biblical affirmation of private property is contested by those who argue 
that Acts 2–5 is contrary to the concepts of private property and free markets and 
instead supports the idea of collective ownership or socialism. Lindsley chal-
lenges this claim, as taking phrases such as “selling their property” and “had all 
things in common” to imply that early believers sold all they had and consistently 
lived under a common pool resource is taking Scripture out of context.63 This 
can be seen, for example, in Ron Sider’s analysis of the Greek used for Acts 
2:45 and Acts 4:34:

The earliest church did not insist on absolute economic equality. Nor did 
they abolish private property…. The tense of the Greek words confirms this 
interpretation. In both 2:45 and 4:34, the verbs denote continued, repeated 
action over an extended period of time. Thus the meaning is “they often sold 
possessions,” or “they were in the habit of regularly bringing the proceeds 
of what was being sold.” The text does not suggest that the community 
abolished all private property or that everyone immediately sold everything. 
It suggests instead that over a period of time, whenever there was need, 
believers sold lands and houses to aid the needy.64

Moreover, early Christians were not compelled by the state to share their prop-
erty, but they did so locally and voluntarily.65 Further, it does not follow from a 
description that early believers did something like selling their possessions that 
modern believers should do that thing as a prescription, especially when it is 
not otherwise clearly taught in other parts of Scripture.66 Rather than the New 
Testament transitioning from advocating private ownership to common ownership 
of property, there is consistency between the Old and New Testaments in an ad-
vocacy of private property as a means of stewardship. Rerum Novarum declares, 

The fact that God has given the earth for the use and enjoyment of the whole 
human race can in no way be a bar to the owning of private property. For 
God has granted the earth to mankind in general, not in the sense that all 
without distinction can deal with it as they like, but rather that no part of it 
was assigned to anyone in particular, and that the limits of private posses-
sion have been left to be fixed by man’s own industry, and by the laws of 
individual races.67 

Moreover, there is a clear natural law argument for private property rights. Samuel 
Gregg argues that material things are instrumental goods that can help humans 
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flourish and that material goods are common in that they are not destined for 
one person or group.68 Natural law suggests that private property is essential for 
common use of material goods which will benefit the greatest number. Further, 
Gregg argues that Aquinas drew upon Aristotle to demonstrate three principles 
which make this true: (1) We take better care of what we own; (2) we avoid con-
fusion created through everyone owning everything; and (3) dividing things up 
generates more peace whereas owning collectively creates tension.

The Comparison of the Biblical and Secular Views 
of Property Rights

Property rights are not relationships between people and things but between 
people and other people about the things they own. Economists Eirik Furubotn and 
Svetozar Pejovich refer to property rights as “the sanctioned behavioral relations 
among men that arise from the existence of things and pertain to their use.”69 
Property rights, according to Yoram Barzel, are an institution that constrains one’s 
use of a good and, by extension, “the individual’s ability, in expected terms, to 
consume the good (or the services of the asset) directly or to consume it indirectly 
through exchange.”70 Likewise, according to Wolfgang Kaspar, Manfred E. 
Streit, and Peter G. Boettke, property rights can also be defined as “a bundle of 
protected rights of individuals and organizations to hold, or dispose of, certain 
assets, for example by acquiring, using, mortgaging, lending and transferring 
assets, and to appropriate the benefits from these uses.”71

Property rights are defended in scripture and church teaching, yet they must 
be codified and valued in society. Christian theology gives us perspective on 
why they are dignifying and support freedom and flourishing. Harold Demsetz 
argues that property rights emerge when the benefits of forming private property 
rights outweigh the costs associated with creating and enforcing said property 
rights.72 The theological perspective of property rights is ontological rather than 
merely a utilitarian development. Private property rights are revealed in nature 
and scripture. Robert Sirico argues, “Private ownership is simply assumed as 
part of the structure of the story, and indeed as a demand of human nature in its 
temporal reality.”73 

Another difference between the secular and biblical worldviews on property 
rights is the question of ultimate ownership. From the secular perspective, man is 
considered as the ultimate owner of resources and is free to utilize these resources 
according to preference satisfaction, subject to social and legal norms such as 
not violating the rights of other people to utilize their property. In contrast, the 
biblical view of property rights starts with the fact that God, not man, is sovereign 
in the ultimate sense, where God’s “sovereignty,” according to Grudem, is his 
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“exercise of power over his creation.”74 In this view, God is the ultimate owner 
of all creation (see Ps. 24:1) and of everything that we own.75 As such, private 
property rights allow us to be better stewards of all that God has given to us. In 
other words, according to Jeffrey Haymond, “[e]very person is given gifts as a 
trust from God that should be used in service to others.”76 Our use of property 
is constrained by God’s law.77

This distinction is similar, albeit not completely so, to the distinction between 
“original judgment” and “derived judgment.” Foss et al. argue that the difference 
between original and derived judgment is that “[o]wners may choose to exercise 
original judgment directly, in the day-to-day management of assets, or to delegate 
some or all proximate decision rights to subordinates.”78 God is omnipotent and 
sovereign, in that “there are no external constraints on God’s decisions,”79 and 
yet “God has nonetheless given us relative freedom within our spheres of activity 
in the universe he has created.”80 In other words, while God is sovereign in the 
Biblical and ultimate sense in having original judgment over all things, mankind 
is sovereign” in a lesser sense—in that man’s ability to act is independent from 
other men, but not from God—in having derived judgment over the resources, 
gifts, and talents given to each individual by God.

Derived judgment also corresponds with stewardship through the principal-
agent relationship. The agent (us) can use the principal’s resources in a way that 
does or does not align with the principal’s intended ends.81 In other words, the 
agent can either engage in “productive” or “destructive” “proxy-entrepreneurship.” 
We can act “entrepreneurially,” using the resources that ultimately belong to 
God as the principal, in a way that aligns with or opposes his will.82 Haymond 
describes the difference between effective and ineffective stewardship as the 
difference between utilizing the gifts and resources that God has given us in 
a way that either glorifies God or in ways that benefit our own selfish, fleshly 
desires. He argues the following:

Effective stewardship fulfills the master’s goals, not our own selfish desires. 
Knowing his will is insufficient, the steward must act. Stewardship requires 
the mortification of our fleshly desires, as well as the vivification of service 
to others. Many deeds of the flesh in Galatians 5:19–21 relate to steward-
ship of resources, including idolatry, immorality, envy, and drunkenness. 
Conversely, as we renew the imago Dei, our stewardship will reflect the 
fruit of the spirit (e.g., love, kindness, etc.).83

The function of property rights creates incentives for individuals to consider the 
needs of others, not only their own needs and interests.

Owens / Bradley
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Property Rights as a Response to Sin
Property rights, as noted by Erik Matson writing on the work of Francis 

Hutcheson, serve two different functions.84 First, property rights serve as “a 
means of cooperation with others towards the cultivation of the earth and the 
distribution of its produce.”85 In this sense, property rights help individuals engage 
in the creation mandate, especially in a fallen world. However, they also serve 
as “an institutional arrangement to limit evil.”86 Property rights help prevent 
individuals from acting on their depravity, because they can limit some of the 
evils that individuals would otherwise commit. As noted by Adam Smith, “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. We address ourselves, 
not to their humanity but to their self-love, and never talk to them of our own 
necessities but of their advantages.”87 

Therefore, property rights serve an important function in light of sin’s entry 
into the world. Property rights serve an economic function, as they allow for a 
greater ability for people to cooperate among themselves. However, they also 
serve a judicial function: helping limit the evil that individuals could commit 
against each other by defining the boundaries of their relationships between 
themselves and the property that they own.

Markets and Self-Perception of Sin as Means 
of Self-Governance

The market process coordinates the plans and actions of many people to provide 
what consumers demand and desire. However, material abundance is not the only 
benefit of participating in the market process.

One benefit of the market is entrepreneurship, as markets reward innovative 
and creative activities that satisfy the demands and desires of consumers and 
punish innovative or creative activities that do not satisfy the needs or desires of 
consumers. Monetary profits reward people for satisfying consumer demands, 
and monetary losses penalize unproductive resource allocation. Whether this 
entrepreneurship is seen in the form of “alertness” to these profit opportunities,88 
or “innovation” through creative destruction,89 these two theoretical frameworks 
reveal the importance of human creativity.90 This comes through either in the form 
of discovering unexploited profit opportunities or of developing new combinations 
of already-existing resources. Entrepreneurship serves as a process of discovery 
resulting from the relentless and challenging application of human creativity to 
problems of scarce resource allocation. And the market process that entrepreneur-
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ship takes place in serves as an important avenue for how many ordinary people 
live out their role in fulfilling the creation mandate.

In addition to providing a space for the persistent application of creativity to 
solve issues related to the utilization of scarce resources, another benefit of the 
market process is that it fosters social relationships and the accumulation of vir-
tue among its participants. Virgil Storr argues that markets are more than solely 
a process of facilitating exchange, but also a social space where “meaningful 
conversations” occur, and where economic and non-economic relationships are 
developed.91 Likewise, Christopher Coyne et al. emphasize how markets foster 
relationships based on mutual trust and dependence from which friendships can 
develop and where we practice habits of peacefulness among strangers.92 In 
contrast to the perspective of markets as morally detrimental to individuals or 
society, Virgil Storr and Ginny Choi provide empirical support for the morality 
of markets.93 

To put it simply, markets are not only a space where people can truck, barter, 
and exchange for their benefit, but they also serve as a space where friendships 
can be established and where people can practice their virtues, with behavior 
perceived by others as “virtuous” being rewarded. In contrast, behavior perceived 
as “unvirtuous” is punished. A restaurant server, for example, who is prompt 
and courteous may be rewarded with an extra tip and perhaps a return customer 
who seeks out the same server at their next visit, while one who is rude and lazy 
may receive no tip or could even be fired. More importantly, markets reduce 
discriminatory behavior, as well as erode historical patterns of oppression and 
exclusion, because the profit-seeking behavior of firms increases the cost of 
participating in discriminatory behavior, regardless of race or gender.94 

Participation in markets as a “space for entrepreneurship” and as a “social 
space” requires people to reflect God’s image, particularly his character and 
his attributes. Rather than seeing those participating in the market process as 
atomistic, isolated individuals or as mindless cogs in the capitalist machine, 
they are those who are made in God’s image and endowed with the freedom to 
use their time, talents, and labor, which provides a sense of dignity to them as 
persons. Rather than a person as a laborer being seen as “merchandise” to be 
bought within a capitalist system, Michael Novak argues, “The hired laborer 
retains an independence and a dignity lacking both to the peasants and serfs of 
central Europe and to slaves in America…. The free laborer retains his dignity 
and his liberty.”95

Further, instead of eliminating self-interest among their participants, markets 
induce people to include the wants of others into their own desire for profit and to 
benefit themselves. This is the catallaxy of the market.96 By seeking the welfare 
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of others, participants in the market seek their own welfare. It also emphasizes 
how markets can serve as an environment in which the Great Commission is 
fulfilled, “making disciples of all nations” (Matt. 28:19). The market economy 
is one avenue by which we can serve our neighbors and widen the exchange 
circles, which has material and nonmaterial benefits of a large community of 
aligned and interconnected individuals who face incentives to contribute to the 
common good.

Markets are composed of fallen and sinful individuals. People can be greedy 
and sinful in their hearts, even if they are externally virtuous. Or they can be in-
novative and creative in utilizing their time, resources, and entrepreneurial talents 
toward sinful ends that do not glorify God. While markets reward participants for 
respecting the dignity and agency of others and require voluntary action, they do 
not necessarily result in people being rewarded for adhering to Christian virtues. 
Instead, there could exist “noxious markets” such as the pornography industry 
that provides harm to both individuals and society because it violates God’s law 
even if it does not violate civil laws.97 

Markets in a fallen world cannot eliminate sin, nor can they create perfect 
virtue among all participants. Instead, markets predicated on private property 
provide a space through which participants can choose whether to use their 
time, resources, and relationships in ways that glorify God or in ways that do 
not.98 Markets are an avenue for Christan stewardship. Freedom requires that 
Christians have the authority to either express their faithfulness to God through 
good stewardship or to express disobedience through bad stewardship (Matt. 
25:14–30). Jeffrey Haymond argues the following:

While God owns all, he delegates authority over assets to individuals. How 
we use these assets, whether to honor God or to serve our flesh, is a central 
part of God’s oikonomia [“economy”]. Freedom of action with respect to our 
stewardship responsibilities is a prerequisite of not only our sanctification but 
also our ability to grow into more effective servants for God. This freedom 
must necessarily include the freedom to be either faithful or faithless. 99

Furthermore, Haymond suggests that “free market institutional arrangements … 
will usually align most closely with God’s plan to sanctify his people through 
the moment-by-moment choices in exercising their stewardship responsibilities. 
Limitations on individuals’ freedom to engage in mutually beneficial trades in 
markets thus interfere with God’s broader economy.”100 The role that individual 
choice makes in honoring God in market interactions means that self-government 
serves as an important virtue regarding the use of resources at peoples’ disposal. 
This is the case both in the form of stewardship over material resources and in the 
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form of governing our own emotions and passions when interacting with others 
professionally or personally. These mechanisms help mitigate our impulses to lie, 
cheat, or steal to momentarily obtain what we want, and help provide guidelines 
to help us justly achieve what we do want. Moreover, private property rights re-
duce government coercion and the privileging of certain groups. We may covet 
the possessions or lifestyles of our neighbors, but we must earn income through 
serving others to obtain what they have, and obtaining that income requires effec-
tive governance of one’s time, talents, resources, and relationships.

Markets encourage us to serve each other and save for the future. They induce 
us to think of the needs of others to earn our reward, and to think not only of 
consumption today but also of future consumption. Thus, markets create incen-
tives for saving and investment that promote long-term economic growth. No 
state planner possesses all knowledge required to arrange the economy,101 nor 
can any government official move people around as if on a chessboard to obtain 
certain behaviors or certain ends. Private property rights allow us to overcome 
the need for such an omnipotent planner by helping us govern ourselves in the 
context of social life and avoid a culture of rent-seeking and zero-sum games.

Conclusion

Sin distorts the market process, stewardship, and self-governance. It demon-
strates the need for property rights both as a means of cooperation and steward-
ship and as a means of limiting evil. Property rights do not and cannot directly 
save a person’s soul. But they can encourage sinful people to participate in God’s 
creative work in our fallen world: both in the context of people who are innova-
tive, creative, and entrepreneurial, and in the context of people as able to learn 
how to behave more morally and to develop friendships. As John Lunn states, 
“markets can make us better. As people are more affluent and have more choices, 
they can become either greedy and materialistic—or generous and caring.”102 

Dangers stem from excessively loving the material gifts God has given us (Matt. 
6:24; 1 Tim. 6:9–10; Heb. 13:5), and certainly from believing in the “prosperity 
gospel” that ties having enough faith in God to being rewarded with material 
blessings.103 However, dangers also stem from the opposite of materialism—“a 
false asceticism, promoted by people who constantly opposed the enjoyment 
of material things that God has placed in this world”—as seen by the teachings 
of the apostle Paul (Phil. 4:12–13; Col. 2:20–23; 1 Tim. 6:17–18).104 Thus, in 
light of erring in either direction, Grudem emphasizes that the eighth command-
ment, which prohibits stealing, “when viewed in the context of the entire Bible’s 
teachings on stewardship, implies that God created us not merely to survive but 
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to achieve much and to flourish on the earth—and to flourish with enjoyment, 
abounding in thanksgiving to God.”105 All people are sinful, so it is always pos-
sible that they will use their dominion for their own glory rather than for God’s, 
yet this is a matter of the human condition, not a matter of whether people live 
in a market economy.106 The relevant question is which alternative institutional 
arrangements can better avoid the trappings of sin. This article argues that private 
property rights in a market economy are the best we can do, because they limit 
coercion by fostering interdependence and by mitigating our vulgar and greedy 
impulses, while also requiring virtue. The effects of sin—and perceptions of 
sin—on the market process can promote a more extensive research program that 
discusses, in greater detail, the effects of different denominations’ specific views 
on sin and its effects on the effectiveness of self-governance and stewardship.
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