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INTRODUCTION

The Gospel of Mark is shorter than the Gospels of Matthew, Luke, or
John. With respect to the subject of economics, 10 of the 20 passages
in Mark are found in Matthew’s Gospel. Two are found in Luke. In
most cases, these other two Gospels provide additional information
to Mark’s accounts.

The primary economic theme in Matthew’s Gospel is setting pri-
orities. First, people must choose between Christ and mammon. “No
man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love the
other; or else he will hold to the one, and despise the other. Ye cannot
serve God and mammon” (Matt. 6:24).! Second, they must arrange
their hierarchy of priorities in terms of this more fundamental decision.
In English, there is a verb that describes this process: to prioritize.

Mark’s Gospel is dedicated to the theme of trust. In choosing be-
tween God and mammon, which is not mentioned by name in Mark,
people must exercise trust. They must decide between two pathways
to eternity. They must trust their judgment. They are responsible
agents. What they decide has eternal consequences. Both Matthew
and Mark quote Jesus on this fundamental choice.

For what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his
own soul? or what shall a man give in exchange for his soul? (Matt. 16:26)?

For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose his
own soul? (Mark 8:36)3

This mandates the choice between one of two covenants. Both cov-
enants offer positive sanctions. Mammon’s offers worldly possessions

1. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matthew, 2nd ed.
(Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [2000] 2012), ch. 14.

2. Ibid., ch. 35.

3. Chapter 11.
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and attainments. God offers eternal life. Mammon’s does not offer this.

The question then arises: Does God’s covenant also offer worldly
possessions and attainments? Is His covenant either/or or both/and?
Is it as one-sided as mammon’s? Christianity has yet to come to a theo-
logically developed answer to this, but the vast majority of Christians
since the mid-eighteenth century have concluded “both/and.” Theo-
logians have followed the lead of laymen, but they have not presented
systematic, Bible-based reasons for this. I have. I draw on the five
books of Moses to defend my position, most notably Moses’ words
in Deuteronomy 8. “But thou shalt remember the Lorp thy God: for
it is he that giveth thee power to get wealth, that he may establish his
covenant which he sware unto thy fathers, as it is this day” (v. 18).*

Those theologians who adopt a “New Testament only” doctrine of
God’s New Covenant are hampered by the fact that Jesus said very
little about economics. Neither did He say much about politics. He
did not have to. He preached to Israclites who had the law and the
prophets. He did not come before the Israelites with a theology of the
blank slate. He came in the name of the Mosaic inheritance.

Think not that I am come to destroy the law, or the prophets: I am not
come to destroy, but to fulfil. For verily I say unto you, Till heaven and
earth pass, one jot or one tittle shall in no wise pass from the law, till all
be fulfilled. Whosoever therefore shall break one of these least command-
ments, and shall teach men so, he shall be called the least in the kingdom
of heaven: but whosoever shall do and teach them, the same shall be called
great in the kingdom of heaven. For I say unto you, That except your righ-
teousness shall exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisces, ye
shall in no case enter into the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 5:17-20).°

Therefore all things whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye
even so to them: for this is the law and the prophets (Matt. 7:12).6

Paul preached to both Jews and gentiles, warning the Jews not to
block the entrance of the gentiles into the inheritance that was prom-
ised by the law and the prophets. He also told the gentiles about the
promised inheritance.

Now to him that is of power to stablish you according to my gospel, and
the preaching of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery,

4. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deuteronomy,
2nd ed. (Dallas Georgia: Point Five Press, [1999] 2012), ch. 22.

5. Greg L. Bahnsen, Theonomy in Christian Ethics, 3rd ed. (Nacogdoches, Texas: Cov-
enant Media Press, [1977] 2002).

6. North, Priorities and Dominion, ch. 16.
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which was kept secret since the world began, But now is made manifest,
and by the scriptures of the prophets, according to the commandment of
the everlasting God, made known to all nations for the obedience of faith
(Rom. 16:25-26).

Now therefore ye are no more strangers and foreigners, but fellowcitizens
with the saints, and of the household of God; And are built upon the foun-
dation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ himself being the chief
corner stone; In whom all the building fitly framed together groweth unto
an holy temple in the Lord: In whom ye also are builded together for an
habitation of God through the Spirit (Eph. 2:19-22).

Mark’s Gospel does not call men to trust in a covenant without
judicial content or without sanctions in history. It calls men to trust
in a comprehensive covenant that serves as the basis of establishing
the kingdom of God in history. Because the kingdom of God is in
history, it relies on a system of laws and sanctions. Christ’s kingdom
manifests itself in history. It is as much a kingdom as Satan’s. Sa-
tan’s makes earthly promises and requires earthly sacrifice. So does
Christ’s. Satan’s kingdom makes claims regarding the whole world.
So does Christ’s.

Again, the devil taketh him up into an exceeding high mountain, and
sheweth him all the kingdoms of the world, and the glory of them; And
saith unto him, All these things will I give thee, if thou wilt fall down and
worship me. Then saith Jesus unto him, Get thee hence, Satan: for it is
written, Thou shalt worship the Lord thy God, and him only shalt thou
serve (Matt. 4:8-10).7

Conclusion

Every person must decide which kingdom will be the focus of his
efforts in history. There is no escape from this choice.

Jesus warned: “He that is not with me is against me; and he that
gathereth not with me scattereth abroad” (Matt. 12:30). To decide
which kingdom to serve, each person must exercise trust. This is a
continuing theme in Mark’s Gospel.

Trust is an important issue for economic theory and practice. A
society with low levels of trust suffers from high costs of cooperation.
A high-trust society has lower transaction costs. The difference in eco-
nomic growth rates is statistically verifiable.®

7. Ibid., ch. 3.
8. Frances Fukuyama, Trust: The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 1996).
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Christianity teaches that men can trust God. They can also trust
the covenantal cause-and-effect judicial system that God has estab-
lished for society. If this system were not predictable, men would be
blind in their assessments of the costs and benefits of trusting each
other.



TRUST AND COSTS

Now as he walked by the sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and Andrew his brother
casting a net into the sea: for they were fishers. And Jesus said unto them, Come ye
after me, and I will make you to become fishers of men. And straightway they for-
sook their nets, and_followed him. And when he had gone a little farther thence,
he saw Fames the son of Zebedee, and John his brother, who also were in the ship
mending their nets. And straightway he called them: and they left their father
Rebedee in the ship with the hired servants, and went after him.

MARK 1:16—20

A. Heeding God’s Call

The theocentric principle here was obedience to God’s call: hierarchy,
point two of the biblical covenant.! Jesus called to four fishermen. He
used the metaphor of fishing to describe their new lives. He asked
them to leave their occupations and become fishers of men. He lit-
erally called to them. This is why we describe a person’s career as a
calling. A calling may be more than an occupation. A calling defines
a person. It is his unique service to God or men.

Two sets of brothers immediately left their occupations. They did
not sell their share of the businesses. They left their capital behind.
They made no preparation for the sale of their property. In the case
of James and John, the brothers had considerable equity. They had
nets, they had a ship, and they had hired servants. Their father stayed
behind. Their father was in a position to manage the capital. Nev-

1. Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas:
Institute for Christian Economic, [1987] 1992), ch. 2. Gary North, Unconditional Sur-
render: God’s Program for Victory, 5th ed. (Powder Springs, Georgia: American Vision,
[1982] 2010), ch. 2.
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ertheless, he had relied on them as part of the family business, and
they left him without warning. They placed at risk the value of the
capital which the family business had accumulated. This intangible
capital included their prior commitment to remain in the business
with whatever skills they possessed. It called into question the future
of the family enterprise.

As we will see in a subsequent passage, Jesus did this with Levi.
“And as he passed by, he saw Levi the son of Alphacus sitting at the
receipt of custom, and said unto him, Follow me. And he arose and
followed him” (Mark 2:14).2 Levi was a tax collector. Jesus called him,
and he left immediately. He even left behind the money that he had
collected. “And he left all, rose up, and followed him” (Luke 5:28).

B. A Cost-Benefit Analysis

When Jesus called them, He did not give them any time to make a
decision. They did not demand time to make a decision. They imme-
diately decided that they would leave their occupations for a new call-
ing. Jesus did not tell them what, exactly, this calling would be. They
had to make their decision based on their trust in His offer, His good
judgment in exercising His authority, and the willingness of others
either to support the ministry by donations or to hire them part-time
after they became disciples.

They had no time to make a careful cost-benefit analysis. They had
spent their lives in a profit-seeking occupation. There was a market
for the output of their labor. They caught fish, and they sold fish. It
was an ancient occupation, and they did it well enough to remain
competitive producers. They were exchanging the predictability of
an established profit-seeking business for the unpredictability of a
non-profit ministry. They would not subsequently sell their services
directly to buyers. They would not advertise their services. There
would be far less predictability associated with a ministry than there
had been with fishing. There was nothing to compare the two careers.

Jesus did not spend any time explaining what He wanted them
to do. He said that they would be fishers of men, which presumably
meant that they would bring Jesus’ message to other people. These
people would be brought into the circle of listeners and supporters
of Jesus. The disciples would walk with Jesus for three years, be in-
structed by Jesus, yet learn almost nothing about His ministry. Again

2. Chapter 3.
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and again, they failed to understand what He was saying and teach-
ing. They remained at His side, but they learned very little. Most
important, they did not return to their previous occupations.

Jesus gave them an opportunity to serve God in a special way.
They became His disciples. Their degree of commitment to Him per-
sonally had been manifested by the fact that they had asked no ques-
tions when He made the call to them. They did not hesitate. They
did not count the costs in any systematic fashion. They committed
their lives to Him, even though it cost them whatever capital they had
possessed as fishermen. They walked away from their accumulated
capital into a new career which was completely unknown to them. In
other words, they exercised great faith.

Jesus wanted men of great faith, for such men would become the
founders of the Christian church. Men of great faith respond rapidly
to a call from God to commit to Him their lives and whatever re-
sources they possess. This is what the disciples did with Jesus.

Jesus called them, and they responded. By normal standards, this
was a high-risk decision on their part. It relied on enormous trust.
But this is what faith is all about. Men commit in a major way to
someone who possesses a unique ministry. In this case, they commit-
ted to a man, based only on His calling to them. He trusted them,
and they trusted Him. The Gospel of John indicates that Peter and
Andrew had already spoken with Jesus (John 1:35-42). There is no
textual evidence that He had spoken with James and John.

This incident indicates that Jesus’ call contained elements of the
supernatural. He knew how they would respond. He knew that they
would stick with Him for a long period of ministerial training. He
had confidence that they would serve as the organizational founda-
tion of the Christian church. He had supernatural knowledge of their
capacities.® They had almost no knowledge of His capacities. It was
a one-sided transaction. Nevertheless, they accepted the terms of ex-
change. They gave up a steady income for the sake of spending time
with Jesus, performing tasks He would assign to them.

This indicates that they had great confidence in the benefits of
becoming disciples of Jesus. They counted the costs in a matter of
seconds. They dismissed these costs as economically irrelevant. What

3. “Jesus saw Nathanael coming to him, and saith of him, Behold an Israelite indeed,
in whom is no guile! Nathanael saith unto him, Whence knowest thou me? Jesus an-
swered and said unto him, Before that Philip called thee, when thou wast under the fig
tree, I saw thee” (John 1:47-48).
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were these costs? Whatever they would have earned as fisherman. This
is the economic meaning of cost: the expected value of the most valu-
able alternative path that men necessarily surrender when they take a
course of action. These men had skills as fishermen. They abandoned
the occupation in which they had a competitive advantage. Whatever
stream of income that they had counted on as fishermen, they dis-
missed as being of far less value than whatever income they would
receive as disciples of Jesus. It was clear that this stream of income
would be something other than money. Jesus had no money,* and He
did not indicate that this was going to change anytime soon.

From the point of view of rational economic analysis, it is difficult
to understand why the four brothers immediately abandoned their
nets and followed Jesus. Jesus later recommended counting the cost
of one’s actions (Luke 14:28-30).° In this case, He gave the four fish-
ermen little time to count the costs. He gave them no information of
substance regarding what He would ask them to do as part of His
ministry. Americans would call this a decision to buy a pig in a poke,
but Jews in Jesus’ day would not have used this phrase. This much is
clear: the details of the transaction were not clear.

C. Turning Point

This was the most significant turning point in the lives of these four
fishermen. They must have sensed that this was the case, because
they abandoned everything that was familiar to them. They joined
the ministry of a man who had no current disciples, who had just
begun preaching. They would learn soon enough that He had been
a carpenter, and He had abandoned His occupation, just as they had
abandoned theirs. In none of the Gospels do we find out what their
new source of income was. They always seemed to have a little money,
but we are never told the source of this money. Despite the seeming
uncertainty of remaining as disciples of Jesus, all of them stayed with
Him until the end, even Judas.

This account of the calling of the first four disciples indicates the
nature of the commitment which Jesus requires of those who would
be His disciples. They are to respond positively to His offer to follow
Him. He may call them to abandon all that is seemingly secure for

4. “And Jesus saith unto him, The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have
nests; but the Son of man hath not where to lay his head” (Matt. 8:20).

5. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke, 2nd ed.
(Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [2000] 2012), ch. 35.
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the sake of ministry. He may call them to walk away from their occu-
pations: their sources of income. He may call them to exchange the
familiar for the unfamiliar. In short, He may call them to do what
very few people in any society have ever done or will ever do. He
calls every disciple to a life of faith in which the only certainty that
they possess is guaranteed access by prayer to the sovereign God of
the universe. Nevertheless, most of His followers throughout history
have not believed that God is absolutely sovereign. Augustinianism
and Calvinism have been minority positions.

Jesus asked the four to discount sharply the value of their expected
streams of income. Compared to His offer to join Him, whatever
streams of income that they expected to receive were to be discounted
sharply. Compared to the eternal stream of income that Jesus offers to
His disciples, whatever the world offers is to be considered irrelevant.
As He said later in his ministry, what profit is it that a man in the
whole world and lose his soul (Mark 8:36)?° He was calling them to
serve as disciples in terms of such a view of the future.

This indicates that Jesus believed that He was establishing a life-
and-death ministry. This gives some indication of the value of the gos-
pel. Jesus believed that His offer to exchange a relatively safe career
for an uncertain career was a rational offer. It was a rational offer only
because the stakes were so high. This was a life-and-death decision. It
was more than that; it was an eternal life-and-death decision. All four
of the brothers made the decision that Jesus asked them to make.

This was the meaning of the phrase, “fishers of men.” Jesus and
the disciples would fish men out of destruction. If we are to take seri-
ously His metaphor of fishing, the disciples would throw down nets
and ensnare the souls of men. This indicates that God deals with men
in much the same manner as a fisherman on the Sea of Galilee dealt
with fish. The fisherman is in control, once the fish are in his nets.
Jesus called them to serve as fishers of men’s souls.

There should be high perceived value in such a calling. The impor-
tance of rescuing the souls of men from destruction is very great. It
was surely much greater than the value to be gained by catching and
selling fish. There is no comparison, Jesus implied. The four brothers
agreed with Him, and they immediately abandoned their nets, their
colleagues, their ships, and their future as fishers of fish.

6. Chapter 11.
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D. A Symbolic Act

This abandonment was a symbolic act. It was an act of lifetime com-
mitment. The disciples would become the core unit in the founding
of a new religious movement. They would eventually break from Ju-
daism. They would also resist the polytheism of the Roman Empire.
This required courage and dedication. So, the nature of this act was
to abandon their previous occupations and to submit themselves to
the authority of Jesus. They would not be the same. Their lives would
not be the same. Their world would not be the same. This was sym-
bolized by the fact that their occupations would not be the same.

What appears to be an irrational decision was in fact a highly
rational decision. It was rational because of the authority of Jesus
and the trust which these four men had in the words of Jesus. They
trusted His words more than they trusted their nets and the supply
of fish. This was altogether rational, but it was rational only on the
assumption that Jesus represents God. He represents God as the Re-
deemer. Because the four men had some glimmer of understanding
regarding the absolute nature of the authority which Jesus possessed,
they readily abandoned their familiar surroundings.

This is what Paul meant years later, when he said that we are to
sacrifice ourselves as a living sacrifice (Rom. 12:1).7 This is liturgical
language. It has to do with the altar of the temple. If we are living
sacrifices to God, then God should be pleased in the same way that
the burnt offerings and other sacrifices of the temple pleased Him.
In Mark’s account, we learn that God publicly affirmed the fact that
He was pleased with the ministry of Jesus (1:11; 6:22). Indirectly, as
representatives of Jesus, and as subordinates of Jesus, the disciples
participated in the pleasure that God showed for Jesus. They received
favor from the King.

Conclusion

Jesus called the four fishermen into lifetime service in a non-profit
ministry. They abandoned their occupations. They exchanged an oc-
cupation for a calling.

In doing this, the had little time to count the costs of their actions.
They forfeited whatever income they might have gained as fisherman.
They gained whatever income they would receive as disciples. They

7. Gary North, Cooperation and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Romans, 2nd
ed. (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [2000] 2012), ch. 8.
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made a rapid decision. This was consistent with the magnitude of the
disparity between the two streams of income.

Their decision was based on mutual trust. Jesus trusted them.
They trusted Jesus. They exercised exceptional faith from the very
beginning. This degree of faith was important for their perseverance
as saints.

The success indicators for a calling are not numerical, unlike suc-
cess indicators for most occupations. Men must trust their non-nu-
merical judgment in allocating their time and capital to their callings.



2

PRICING AND DEMAND

And there came a leper to him, beseeching him, and kneeling down to him, and
saying unto him, If thou wilt, thou canst make me clean. And Jesus, moved with
compassion, put forth his hand, and touched him, and saith unto him, I will;
be thou clean. And as soon as he had spoken, immediately the leprosy departed
Jfrom him, and he was cleansed. And he straitly charged him, and forthwith sent
him away; And saith unto him, See thou say nothing to any man: but go thy way,
shew thyself to the priest, and offer for thy cleansing those things which Moses
commanded, for a testimony unto them. But he went out, and began to publish it
much, and to blaze abroad the matter, insomuch that Jesus could no more openly
enter into the city, but was without in desert places: and they came to him from
every quarter.

MARK 1:40—45

The theocentric principle here was sanctions: point four of the bibli-
cal covenant.!. This passage is the first of several with the same theme:
the tremendous demand for Jesus’ services as a healer.?

A. Responding to Others’ Needs

Jesus performed miracles of healing. He also performed miracles of
feeding. These miracles validated His ministry. They added evidence
that His claims were trustworthy. He asked people to have faith in
God and faith in His ministry. To secure their trust, He performed
miracles. The cost of increasing people’s trust in Him was the sacri-
fice if His privacy and His time.

1. Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas:
Institute for Christian Economics, [1987] 1992), ch. 4. Gary North, Unconditional Sur-
render: God’s Program for Victory, 5th ed. (Powder Springs, Georgia: American Vision,
2010), ch. 4.

2. Mark 6:55-56; 7:32-36.

12
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Jesus healed the leper at the request of the leper. He did not seek
out an opportunity to heal. On the contrary, the leper sought out the
opportunity for Jesus to heal. The leper recognized in Jesus the su-
pernatural ability to heal the human body. He suffered from the most
feared of all diseases in ancient Israel. He was an outcast because of
his disease (Lev. 13:46).> The only way for him to regain his health
and to regain his legal standing was to be healed.

Jesus was moved by compassion, the text says. He put out His
hand and touched the leper. Lepers in Israel were required to an-
nounce their physical and legal status by shouting “unclean, unclean”
whenever they came near to anyone else (Lev. 13:45). This leper had
to announce his condition in order to be healed. Jesus nevertheless
reached out and touched the man. He verbally commanded the man
to be cleaned. The text says that as soon as He had spoken, the lep-
rosy departed.

At this point, Jesus gave him instructions. The instructions were
clear. Jesus told him to go to the priest and make the appropriate sac-
rifices. This was required by the Mosaic law (Lev. 14:10-32). Jesus did
not violate the Mosaic law. This healing was to be a testimony to the
priests. But He told the man not to say anything about the healing to
anyone else. Nevertheless, the man went out and began to tell others
about the miracle. Word spread so fast that Jesus could no longer go
into the city. The crowds were too thick. He went into the desert, and
still the people came to Him from around the region.

B. Free Goods and High Demand

This healing established a pattern. When Jesus came into a commu-
nity and healed anyone, the demand for His services rose rapidly.
He was offering a unique service: deliverance from sickness and even
birth defects. No one else could offer such services with the same de-
gree of reliability. Under any circumstances, demand for His services
would have risen dramatically. But He offered these services free of
charge. The definition of scarcity is this: greater demand than supply at
zero price. Jesus offered something of exceptional value at zero price.
The result was predictable. Many people thronged to gain the bless-
ing of physical deliverance.

Jesus was in a situation analogous to the condition Moses had been
in, when Moses served as the judge for all of Israel free of charge. The

3. Gary North, Boundaries and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Leviticus, 2nd
ed. (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [1994] 2012), ch. 9.
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lines of people were very long in front of his tent. His father-in-law,
Jethro the priest, warned him that this would wear him out. It would
also wear out the people. He recommended that Moses set up a sys-
tem of hierarchical courts that would take most of the cases under
consideration. Moses did so (Ex. 18).*

Jesus was not yet in a position to set up any system of hierarchy
that would reduce the demand for His services. Later, He did this,
when He empowered the disciples and others to perform healings
(Mark 3:15; Matt. 10:1-8). But, at this early stage of His ministry, He
did not do this. So, all of the demand for healing was concentrated
on Him. The number of people who wanted to be healed at zero price
was very large.

Jesus warned the leper not to tell anyone else. He knew what the
man would do, but He made sure that He was not the initiator of
what soon became a sensation. He responded to this demand in many
instances, but He did not originally initiate it. In some cases, He did
His best to escape from the demand, but as this passage indicates, His
efforts were unsuccessful. People sought Him out, despite the fact
that He went into the desert in order to avoid them.

There were times when He preached to large crowds. In two in-
stances, He performed a miracle in order to feed them.® Word also
spread regarding these miracles. The miracle increased the demand
for His services as a political messiah. “Then those men, when they
had seen the miracle that Jesus did, said, This is of a truth that prophet
that should come into the world. When Jesus therefore perceived
that they would come and take him by force, to make him a king, he
departed again into a mountain himself alone” (John 6:14-15). He
did not want this demand, and He did his best to avoid it. But He
knew the this demand was a direct result of His ability to feed large
numbers of people through a miracle. He understood fully that the
masses did not come to Him seeking political deliverance because
of anything He said. The people were not looking for bread and cir-
cuses. They were looking for bread and revolution.

C. Building an Audience

His ability and willingness to heal people added to His authority.
This validated His ministry. It increased people’s trust in what He

4. Gary North, Authority and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Exodus (Dallas,
Georgia: Point Five Press, 2012), Part 1, Representation and Dominion (1985), ch. 19.
5. Chapter 9.
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said. This was word and deed evangelism. Effective long-term evange-
lism always is. By performing the miracles of healing free of charge,
He built up His ministry. He did not initially seek to build up His
ministry in this way, but this became a major factor in people’s will-
ingness to listen to what He had to say.

Some people may have approached Him for healing, but they were
also willing to listen. This was like a rescue mission, where men in
search of a free meal sit through a sermon, which is always presented
first. But, unlike a rescue mission, some people came mainly to listen.
A few even decided to join His following. They needed attention.
This required time. There is no such thing as free time.

On the one hand, His healing ability increased His audience. On
the other hand, it decreased the time that He had to teach the disci-
ples and others who were interested in hearing His message of deliv-
erance. He needed a way to share the responsibility and burden of
healing people, yet He knew that by performing miracles, He would
increase His audience.

There is a limited supply of physical healing. There is tremendous
demand for physical healing by people who are afflicted. If some-
one has the ability to heal in the way that Jesus did, he can expect
to spend the rest of his days surrounded by people who want to be
healed. Because Jesus did this free of charge, only geographical bar-
riers could serve as a way to reduce the demand for healing services.
This is why He fled into the wilderness.

He knew that most people sought out His services of healing
rather than His services of teaching. He knew they were interested in
physical deliverance rather than spiritual deliverance. His ability to
offer physical deliverance reinforced His claim of authority to teach.
People understood that He was especially gifted in healing people.
They therefore assembled to hear what He had to say about other
matters. So, in this sense, his ability and willingness to heal people
reinforced His spiritual message. This made Him seem trustworthy.

Jesus did not tell the crowds to worship Him as God. He was enti-
tled to such worship, but He did not seek it. On some occasions, He
affirmed His legal status as the Son of God,® but He did so in such
a way that He did not declare openly that He is God. Nevertheless,

6. “But he held his peace, and answered nothing. Again the high priest asked him,
and said unto him, Art thou the Christ, the Son of the Blessed? And Jesus said, I am:
and ye shall see the Son of man sitting on the right hand of power, and coming in the
clouds of heaven” (Mark 14:61-62). “Jesus said unto them, Verily,verily, I say unto you,
Before Abraham was, I am” (John 8:58).
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the Jewish authorities understood the implications of what He was
claiming, and they sought to silence Him and finally to execute Him.
The message He preached survived because it was written down.
Then it was read aloud to churches. Those who did the reading were
not able to perform the healing services that Jesus performed. The
epistle of James did establish a formal healing liturgy (James 5:14),
but the church has never had the same degree of success in healing
people that Jesus experienced. Healing launched Christianity, but it
has only rarely extended Christianity. The church still has grown.
There is always a trade-off between money and time. Jesus did not
charge anything for His services, so He had to donate time. People
did not have to pay money for His services, but they had to spend
time to seek Him out, especially during those periods in which He
was in the wilderness. There are no free lunches in life, other than the
grant of salvation. That grant had to be paid for by Jesus at Calvary.
We make choices about how to gain whatever it is we want. We can
spend more time shopping for discount prices, or we can save time
by purchasing at retail prices. The more valuable a person’s time, the
less time he should spend searching out bargains. Jesus’ time was
extremely valuable, but He nevertheless devoted time to healing peo-
ple. He did not charge money for these services. He demonstrated
through healing the supernatural nature of His ministry. He also
demonstrated that He was a servant. His ministry of service was a
model for the ministries of His followers. The means of spreading the
gospel of spiritual deliverance from the bondage of sin is sacrificial
service. Jesus sacrificed time for the sake of serving the afflicted.

D. The Economists’ Dilemma

Economists have difficulty explaining such behavior. They would
probably explain Jesus’ behavior as being motivated by the desire to
establish a new religious movement. The healing ministry reinforced
the preaching ministry. The healing ministry multiplied the audience
available for the teaching ministry. The economist would say that this
was a self-interested strategy.

The question then arises: What was Jesus’ motivation for coming
into history to be crucified? Who was the beneficiary? His ministry
does not make sense to economists, unless they assume that His pri-
mary goal in life was personal fame. But why would someone seek
fame through a needless death? Why would anybody go out of his
way to heal people, only to gain notoriety for a message that would
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motivate His enemies to have Him executed? This makes no eco-
nomic sense.

When someone invests time and money in order to make more
money, the economist is satisfied with the conventional explanation:
self-interest. When someone invests time and money in order to make
so much money that he purchases lots of leisure time at the end of
his life, the economist accepts this as a rational economic strategy.
But when someone invests time without having any strategy for in-
creasing the flow of money, and simultaneously risks his life, thereby
cutting short his available time, the economist finds it difficult to ex-
plain the person’s motivation. He surely has trouble explaining the
motivation of the person’s full-time followers. Even more difficult to
explain is the degree of sacrifice demonstrated by his posthumous
followers. What is the point?

Conclusion

Because Jesus’ actions do appear to be economically irrational—sacri-
ficial rather than self-interested—it is not just the economists who are
baffled. This was part of Jesus’ strategy of evangelism. It is precisely
the seeming irrationality of the ministry that gains followers for the ministry.
Paul said that the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing. He
also said that Christians are fools in the eyes of those who are perish-
ing (I Cor. 1:18).” This foolishness calls attention to the magnitude of
the claims of those people who donate time and money to the cause
of Christ. The very strangeness of their behavior gains them an au-
dience. The audience wants to know why. The answer has to do with
service to God through service to others.

To exercise faith is to exercise trust. Jesus used miracles to increase
people’s trust in Him, His Father, and His ministry. Later, the dis-
ciples performed similar miracles as part of their evangelism. They
sacrificed their time and privacy for the sake of the kingdom.

7. Gary North, Judgment and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First Corinthians,
2nd ed. (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [2001] 2012), ch. 1.



CALLING VS. OCCUPATION!

And as he passed by, he saw Levi the son of Alphaeus sitting at the receipt of cus-
tom, and said unto him, Follow me. And he arose and followed him. And it came
to pass, that, as Jesus sat at meat in his house, many publicans and sinners sat
also together with Fesus and his disciples: for there were many, and they followed
him.

MARK 2:14-15

The theocentric principle here was obedience to God’s call. God pos-
sesses the lawful authority to call us into His service. We are required
to heed this call. It takes trust to do this. In the case of Levi, it took
exceptional trust. Authority is point two of the biblical covenant.?

A. Publicans

Levi was a publican: a tax collector. Tax collectors were hated more
in the ancient world than they are today. Today’s tax collector is the
agent of an elected government. This provides a degree of legitimacy
to the tax system that Rome did not possess in the eyes of tribute-pay-
ing foreigners. The government initially sold to companies the right
to collect taxes. These companies bid for this privilege. The govern-
ment collected its revenue in advance from the bidders, who in turn
sent agents out to collect the taxes from the people. This system is
known in retrospect as tax farming.

1. This is adapted from Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary
on Matthew, 2nd ed. (Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [2000] 2012), ch. 21.

2.. Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas:
Institute for Christian Economic, [1987] 1992), ch. 2. Gary North, Unconditional Sur-
render: God’s Program for Victory, 5th ed. (Powder Springs, Georgia: American Vision,
[1982] 2010), ch. 2.
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Tax farming had prevailed under the Roman Republic. Investors
in a tax farming company expected to reap more than they sowed. If
the group’s bid won the privilege of collecting taxes from a particular
region, the investors expected to collect more money than they had
paid to Rome. Tax farmers were allowed considerable discretion in
establishing the amount of taxes owed by any individual. They es-
timated how much they could collect before they placed their bids.

The Roman government had stood behind these tax farmers. A
revolt against the tax man, then as now, was a revolt against civil gov-
ernment’s authority. But publicans were businessmen. They repre-
sented a profit-seeking business as well as the government. Their job
was to extract as much money as they could from taxpayers. There
was no government tax code. They were not bureaucratic agents of
the state. The taxpayers were at a great disadvantage in dealing with
them.

Under such a system, tax collectors had an incentive to overcharge
taxpayers, and taxpayers had an incentive to lie. Many taxpayers
would have known about the nature of the tax farming system. It was
to the taxpayers’ advantage to pay as little as possible. If tax revenues
dropped, the bids at the next tax farming auction might be lower.
What was it to them if some profit-seeking Roman monopoly made
less profit than its investors had hoped? If Rome collected less as a
result, the tributaries would shed no tears.

The tax farming system was abolished under Augustus in Christ’s
day. He substituted tax collecting by local governments, which then
paid the central government. This system was less arbitrary than the
tax farming system had been.? But there was still a possibility that local
tax collectors might overcharge taxpayers, just as their predecessors
had done under the tax farming system. John the Baptist recognized
this temptation and dealt with it openly: “Then came also publicans
to be baptized, and said unto him, Master, what shall we do? And
he said unto them, Exact no more than that which is appointed you”
(Luke 3:12-13).* The tax collector in the Roman world was assumed
to be dishonest. John’s comment went to the heart of this distrust. But
he did not tell them that they were immoral for being tax collectors.
He told them only they were immoral if they raised taxes on their own

3. James Macdonald, 4 Free Nation Deep in Debt: The Financial Roots of Democracy
(New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2003), p. 54.

4. Gary North, Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke, 2nd ed.
(Dallas, Georgia: Point Five Press, [2000] 2012), ch. 2.
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authority and then kept the difference. At every level, he implied, the
rule of law should be honored. Tax collectors should know in advance
what they are expected to collect. This means that taxpayers should
know in advance what they are required to pay. The predictability of law
is to apply to taxation. The tax farming system was inherently corrupt
because it made possible theft on a massive scale. The system imposed
the monopolistic force of law without the rule of law.

B. Occupation

There is a familiar saying in English that is equally true in every other
language: “Nothing is certain except death and taxes.” Every civil
government must collect taxes in some form. Taxpayers prefer to
keep more of their wealth than less, so they resist the imposition of
taxes. Although they know that some taxation is necessary for their
protection, they prefer to have other taxpayers pay. They resent taxes,
and they resent tax collectors.

A Jew who served as a tax collector would have been especially
resented in Israel. Most of all, a member of the tribe of Levi would
have been resented. Levi was the priestly tribe. The parallel account
in Matthew says that Levi was also named Matthew (Matt. 9:9).° Mat-
thew refers to himself as Matthew the publican (Matt. 10:3).

Levi was sitting at a table, collecting taxes. As soon as he heard
Jesus’ call, he walked away from his job. But he did more than this,
according to Luke’s account (Luke 5:27). He left the money behind.
Then he invited in fellow publicans to hear Jesus. In doing so, He
gave Jesus another opportunity to confront the religious leaders of
the nation. “And after these things he went forth, and saw a publican,
named Levi, sitting at the receipt of custom: and he said unto him,
Follow me. And he left all, rose up, and followed him. And Levi made
him a great feast in his own house: and there was a great company of
publicans and of others that sat down with them. But their scribes
and Pharisees murmured against his disciples, saying, Why do ye eat
and drink with publicans and sinners? And Jesus answering said unto
them, They that are whole need not a physician; but they that are sick.
I came not to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance” (Luke
5:27-32; cf. Matt. 9:9-13). Levi left it all behind. Then he had a party.°

5. Matthew was one of three brothers who became apostles. He was the son of Al-
thaeus (Matt. 10:13; Mark 2:14). James was the son of Althaeus (Luke 6:15). Judas (not
Iscariot) was the son of Althaeus (v. 16).

6. North, Treasure and Dominion, ch. 7.
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Matthew-Levi recognized that Jesus was offering him a higher
calling. He was making money at his job. He probably was making
a lot of money. He left the money behind. He owed most of it to his
superiors unless he was extremely crooked, skimming off receipts. By
walking away from it, he became liable to make up the difference out
of his own capital. He must have had capital. He could also afford to
entertain guests at a feast. He invited other tax collectors, and they
came. He was probably not a low-level official. He had money to
spend on entertaining and gaining influence among his peers.

Why did he walk away from his money? That was an odd thing
to do. He could have turned it in. Instead, he left it sitting there.
Perhaps he thought that no one would steal it. But that took consid-
erable faith on his part. Fear of Roman soldiers might have restrained
men from reaching into the box’ to grab a handful of coins, but such
theft would be difficult to prove unless soldiers were present next to
Levi, which no text indicates. He must have counted the cost of los-
ing the money that he had collected so far.

Leaving the money behind was a symbolic act. To pick up a box of
money would not have required much effort. He did not pick it up.
He walked away from it. He soon joined the disciples (Luke 6:15). He
became an apostle (Acts 1:13). Visibly, he switched sides: from Rome
to Jesus. He did so in a way that could not have failed to gain atten-
tion. Word about a Levite publican who had walked away from a box
of money would have spread very fast.

Jesus had called him. He heeded the call immediately. He did not
hesitate. Others did. “And he said unto another, Follow me. But he
said, Lord, suffer me first to go and bury my father. Jesus said unto
him, Let the dead bury their dead: but go thou and preach the king-
dom of God. And another also said, Lord, I will follow thee; but let
me first go bid them farewell, which are at home at my house. And
Jesus said unto him, No man, having put his hand to the plough, and
looking back, is fit for the kingdom of God” (Luke 9:59-62).°

Levi’s occupation was tax collecting. He left it for a calling: to be
a disciple of Jesus. There was a conflict between the two. He would
have found it difficult to remain a tax collector and become a disci-
ple. Surely, he could not have been part of Jesus’ closest associates,
for Jesus was constantly on the move. He could not have become an

7. I assume that he had a box or other container for the money. This is not a major
assumption.
8. North, Treasure and Dominion, ch. 20.
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apostle. But Matthew did not know anything about the apostolate.
All he knew was that Jesus had called him.

When he invited other publicans to come to a party, they came.
Word must have spread to them, too. One of their colleagues had
walked off the job, leaving the money behind. Why? Then he invited
them to come to dinner and meet the man who had called him. Here
was an opportunity to get answers to their question.

Tax collectors had a bad reputation in Israel. The scribes and
Pharisees linked publicans with sinners (Luke 18:10-11). Jesus did
not deny this link. On the contrary, He affirmed it. “And if he shall
neglect to hear them, tell it unto the church: but if he neglect to hear
the church, let him be unto thee as an heathen man and a publican”
(Matt. 18:17). Instead, He turned their criticism against them. He was
a physician who healed the sick. The guests were on the list of the
sick. His critics were not on the guest list. They did not regard them-
selves as sick men; thus, they believed that they had no need of a phy-
sician. They were critical of the Great Physician’s methods of healing,
including sharing a meal with tax collectors. Jesus was condemning
them. They were as sick as the guests. They were in need of healing.

Matthew had humbled himself before Jesus by walking off the
job. As a man protected by Roman troops, he possessed great author-
ity. He would soon possess greater authority as an apostle. But the
road to this authority was a walk into unemployment. He possessed
wealth. He would soon possess a share of God’s kingdom. But that
kingdom was barely visible. He had a choice of two masters: God
or mammon. He chose God. There is no clearer New Testament ex-
ample of a man who made the correct choice in the face of such an
explicit set of circumstances. He was the opposite of the rich young
ruler, who made the incorrect choice.’

C. Calling

Jesus had important tasks for Matthew-Levi. The most important, pre-
sumably, was writing the first Gospel.’’ But Jesus did not call to him
with this offer: “Leave the money behind, and you’ll be able to write
the first book in the New Testament, a book that will re-shape the
world. Your name will be known by millions of people down through
the ages.” He just called him to follow. Matthew heeded the call.

9. Chapter 13.
10. Because the Matthew account alone refers to the tax collector as Matthew rather
than Levi, Bible scholars have assumed that he was the author of the book.
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1. The Cost of Discipleship

What was the most profitable thing Matthew could have done:
collect taxes or write the first Gospel? In retrospect, most people
would probably say “write the book.” Men want to be remembered
favorably. Fame is a powerful lure; so is a good reputation. Combine
the two, and you have a powerful offer. Jesus did not verbally offer
the first. The second—a good reputation—was part of the deal, but
only by comparison to the universally bad reputation of tax collec-
tors. He would go from being despised by nearly everyone to being
misunderstood by many and hated by a few.

To gain this long-term profit—fame and a good name—he would
have to pay. What he paid was the income that he would otherwise
have received. This payment was symbolized by the box of money he
left behind. That abandoned box of money was an earnest—a down
payment—on all the other money that he would not receive.

He entered a world of far greater uncertainty. He had been a tax
collector. This was one of the more certain occupations in Rome." In-
come was assured: a form of rent. In contrast, it was not clear to him
where the income would come from as Jesus’ disciple, wandering the
roads of Judaea. Matthew became an entrepreneur. He chose uncer-
tainty over rent. He ceased being a Roman bureaucrat.

There was no question that he was not going to have the same level
of money income as a follower of Jesus. He knew that. He demon-
strated this understanding by walking away from the money box. He
was abandoning his occupation. Why? Because he had been called to
something more profitable. He had received a higher calling.

His calling was in opposition to his occupation. What do I mean by
his calling? I mean that way of life and that work which Jesus would as-
sign to him. This was the most important work he could do. He could
make more money on the old job, but this work was not very important
compared to Jesus’ work. Money income was higher as a tax co