TREASURE AND DOMINION
An Economic Commentary on Luke

Gary North

Dominion Educational Ministries, I nc.
Harrisonburg, Virginia



copyright, Gary North, 2000, 2003, 2004, 2005

Thisvolumeis part of aseries, An Economic Commentary on the
Bible. At present, the series includes the following volumes:

*The Dominion Covenant: Genesis (1982, 1987)

*Moses and Pharaoh: Dominion Religion vs. Power Religion (1985)

*The Snai Strategy: Economicsand the Ten Commandments (1986)

*Tools of Dominion: The Case Laws of Exodus (1990)

*Leviticus: An Economic Commentary (1994)

Boundaries and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Leviticus
(full version of previous book, 1994)

*Sanctions and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Numbers
(2997)

Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deuteron-
omy (1999, 2003)

Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matthew
(2000, 2003)

Treasure and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Luke (2000,
2003) Thisedition: May 25, 2005

Sacrifice and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Acts (2000,
2003)

Cooperation and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Romans
(2001, 2003)

Judgment and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First Corin-
thians (2001)

Hierarchy and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First Timo-
thy (2003)

An asterisk notes a printed volume. These are also available for
viewing on www.freebooks.com. The other volumesarein PDF for-
mat, and may be downloaded from www.demischools.org. For more
details, send an e-mail to commentaries@demischools.or g.



http://www.freebooks.com
http://www.demischools.org
mailto:commentaries@demischools.org

This book is dedicated to
George Grant

aspecialist in helping the poor,
who is my choice to write a how-to manual.



Table of Contents

Preface (6:46) . ...t Vi
Introduction (12:32—34) . ...t 1
1. Reversal of Fortune: Covenantal Sanctions (1:51-53) ...... 25
2. The End of the Old Covenant Order (3:9-14) ............. 43
3. Stonesinto Bread: Power Religion (4:4-4) ............... 51
4. The Kingdoms of Man: Power Religion (45-8) ........... 63
5. Risk-Free Living: Power Religion (49-12) .............. 71
6. Liberation of the Whole World (4:16-21) ................ 81
7. Calling vs. Occupation (5:21-28) . ............cccovn... 88
8. Open Fieldsat Harvest Time (6:1-15) .. ................ 100
9. Reversal of Fortune: Beatitudes and Woes (6:20-25) .. .... 129
10. A Merciful Hand (6:27-36) .. ..o, 149
11. Full Measure, Running Over (6:38) . .................. 167
12. By Their Fruits Ye Shall Know Them (6:4345) ........ 174
13. Obedience Brings Security (6:47-49) ................. 184
14. Interpersonal Comparisons of Subjective Utility (7:41-43) 194
15. Choked With Riches (8:11-15) ...................... 209
16. The Rich Get Richer; So DothePoor (8:18) ............ 229
17. TheLureof Business(8:33-37) .. ..., 247
18.NoVisbleReserves (9:1-3) ..., 252
19. To Gainthe Whole World (9:123-25) ... ............... 261
20. First ThingsFirst (9:57-62) ..., 268
21. The Good Samaritan (10:30-36) ............ccvvuun... 276
22. Answered Prayer: Something for Nothing (11:9-13) ..... 284
23. Tithing IsNot Enough (11:3942) .. .................. 298
24.Vaue, Price,and Fear (12:6-7) . .....ccovviviiennn... 305
25. Treasureand Greed (12:15-21) . ........ccovvvvnn... 312
26. Missionary Finances (12:22-34) .............cccuvu... 323
27. Rewards for Perseverance (12:35-38) ................. 345



28. Compounding Grace and Escalating Responsibility

(12:4248) . .. 350
29. Early Confession (12:58-59) ................covn... 364
30. An Unfruitful FigTree (13:6-9) ..................... 370
31. Hope and Commitment (13:18-21) ................... 375
32. TheNarrow Gate (13:23-28) ... ...ccviiii i 382
33. The Quest for Recognition (14:7-10) ................. 394
34. Resurrection Blessings (14:12-14) ................... 399
35. Counting the Costs of Discipleship (14:28-33) . ......... 408
36. Recovering What WasLost (15:8-10) . ................ 427
37. Restored Sonship and Inheritance (15:11-24) ........... 437
38. Unrighteous Mammon (16:1-2) ..................... 450
39. Rival Masters, Rival Kingdoms (16:13) ............... 456
40. Eternal Reversal of Fortune (16:19-25) . ............... 468
41. Unprofitable Servants (17:7-10) ..................... 474
42. Persistent Prayer (18:1-6) . ... 483
43. TheRichYoung Ruler (18:18-27) ................... 488
44, Profitsand History (18:28-30) ...................... 502
45, Status Without Riches (19:2-10) ..................... 509
46. Profit and Interest (19:12-15) ............ .. ... 515
47. Monopoly Pricing (19:4548) ... 535
48. Confiscation in the Name of the People (20:9-19) ....... 546
49. Rendering Unto Caesar and God (20:19-26) ............ 562
50. The Widow’s Gift and Graduated Taxation (21:1-4) ..... 573
51. Dominion Through Service (22:25-30) .. .............. 583
Conclusion (12:29-34) . .. ..o 595
ScriptureIndex . ... 629
INDEX . 642



PREFACE

And why call ye me, Lord, Lord, and do not the things which | say?
(Luke 6:46).

Thisis Christianity’ s supreme question, generation after genera-
tion. It was originally a rhetorical question. It implied that His fol-
lowers did not take His commands seriously enough to obey them.
Two millennialater, Christians still suffer from the same hesitation.
They are not sure what Jesus wants them to do. They wear WWJD?
(What Would Jesus Do?) sweatshirts, but they have no clue asto how
they might beginto answer their question, should anyoneask themto,
which no one does. Their lack of specific answersto specific social,
political, and economic questionsisdueto the fact that they have cut
themselves off from the source of specifically biblical answers by
means of another popular slogan, “We're under grace, not law!” As
aresult, they are under humanistic civil courts and lawyers.

What Jesus said He wanted His followers to do in the sphere of
persona economics seems utopian to afault, so His commands are
ignored by most preachers. They always have been. In the recorded
history of the church, the vast majority of Christians have not tithed.
Unwilling to tithe, how seriously have they taken these words?“ Sell
that ye have, and give alms; provide yourselves bags which wax not
old, a treasure in the heavens that faileth not, where no thief ap-
proacheth, neither moth corrupteth” (Luke 12:33).! Not very. Y et Je-
sus said these words. What would Jesus do? Exactly what He person-
alydid. “ And Jesus said unto him, Foxes have holes, and birds of the
air have nests; but the Son of man hath not where to lay his head”
(Luke 9:58).2

1. Chapter 26.
2. Chapter 20.
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Preface

Writing an economic commentary on the Gospel of Luke hasbeen
an emotionally unsettling experiencefor me. Asl waswriting thefirst
edition, day by day, | found that the words on my computer’s screen
called me either to rethink or repent. In trying to explain Jesus
words, | found that my summaries of, and comments on, His words
that dealt with personal economics placed me under conviction. |
found in Hiswords no acceptance of the supremebelief of theindus-
trial and post-industrial West: faith in the socially redemptive power
of compound economic growth. Instead, | found warningsagainst the
personal pursuit of riches. Yet the pursuit of personal gain is at the
heart of all modernintellectual justifications of free market capital-
ism, and has been for over two centuries. Jesus warned against the
worship of mammon, while modern economists have placed mam-
mon worship at the center of their analysis of how the world really
works, and how it must work if we are to attain economic efficiency.
Writing my economic commentary on Matthew’ sGospel should have
produced the same awareness, but Luke' siseven moreunrelentingin
its condemnation of the pursuit of riches.

American Christian Schizophrenia

Today, the West is awash in riches, not only by all previous stan-
dards of living but also by the prevailing standard of living of three-
guartersof theworld’ spopulation, who do not livein the West or one
of the“ Asian tigers.”® But the attainment of unprecedented personal
wealth has not produced satisfaction in the hearts and minds of most
Westerners. Onthecontrary, their unprecedented weal th hasinflamed
their desire to attain even greater wealth. In 1999 and 2000, when |

3. Japan, Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea, Taiwan.
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Preface

was writing the first edition of this commentary, popular magazines
in the United States were dominated by cover stories promoting the
systematic pursuit of wealth. This topic has remained popular.

The United States is socially Christian. Most of its citizens tell
pollstersthat they are church-attending followersof JesusChrist. Yes,
they arelying; church buildings could not hold even aquarter of them
on a Sunday morning —and never could, not even in Puritan Boston
in 1660. Most Americans think of themselves as reasonably faithful
servants of Christ, but their magazine reading habits and television
viewing habits indicate that they are spiritually adrift in a sea of un-
precedented prosperity. Christ’ swords of warning regarding the cor-
rupting effects of great wealth seem to have come to pass for the
nation that supports more foreign missionaries for Christ than any
other nation. The lifestyle of poverty that is adopted by indigenous
missionariesin an economically backward foreign nation isverbally
honored by the Christians who fund world missions. Y et most of
these donors are caught up emotionally in the pursuit of riches. How
can this be? Have they not understood Christ’swords? Arethey dis-
obedient? Or do Christ’ swords mean something different from what
they seem to mean?

In economic affairs, the modern church seemsto bein viol ation of
Jesus' explicit teachings. The church’ssilenceon Jesus' call to sacri-
ficial service and sacrificia charitable giving reveals a widespread
complacency regarding the spiritual perilsof prosperity, both persona
and corporate. Jesus said, “And that [seed] which fell among thorns
are they, which, when they have heard, go forth, and are choked with
caresand richesand pleasuresof thislife, and bring nofruit to perfec-
tion” (Luke 8:14).* The church rarely preaches on the moral require-
ment of tithing. Y et Jesus told the religious leaders of Israel, “Woe

4. Chapter 15.
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Preface

unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye pay tithe of mint
and anise and cummin, and have omitted the weightier matters of the
law, judgment, mercy, and faith: these ought ye to have done, and not
to leave the other undone” (Matt. 23:23). These ought ye to have
done: thisrequirement surely applies to members of Christ’s church
if it applied to the Pharisees as a minimal requirement.> But pastors
rarely mention this obligation to their congregations. They tell their
followers to give generously, as the Holy Spirit leads. But the Holy
Spirit seems to lead them to give much less than atithe.

In stark contrast to most modern evangelical preaching, Jesusin
the three synoptic Gospelsis pictured as being hostile to the pursuit
of riches. (John’ s account generally ignores economics.) The pursuit
of great tangible wealth isboth aspiritual snare and adelusion, Jesus
warned. To pursue riches is foolishness that threatens the soul. “ For
what shall it profit aman, if he shall gain the whole world, and lose
his own soul?” (Mark 8:36). In Luke, this message dominates most
of theaccountsof Jesus’' discussion of money. Jesus madeit clear that
He had in mind tangible wealth in history, not intangible wealth in
eternity. He recommended laying up treasure in heaven.

The Problem of Poverty

Christ’s hostility to the pursuit of tangible wealth raises an intel-
lectual problem. Ever since the publication of Adam Smith’s book,
TheWealth of Nations (1776), the personal pursuit of tangiblewealth
has been seen by free market economists as the sole engine for the

5. Gary North, Priorities and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Matthew, 2nd
electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries, Inc., [2000]
2003), ch. 46.



Preface

reduction of widespread poverty.® If we had no other revelation from
God except the Gospels, we would have to conclude that Smith's
book isamong the most wrongheaded in history. Thiswould compel
Christiansto draw one of two conclusions: (1) every covenant-keep-
ing society must learn to live with widespread poverty; or (2) charity
is the only legitimate means of reducing widespread poverty. But
charity alone has never been shown to be successful in reducing
widespread poverty. Individual charity isameliorative on a case-by-
case basis, but there is no evidence that it has ever produced com-
pound economic growth, which a one has reduced the burden of pov-
erty on a society-wide basis.

Thisisadilemmafor Christians that can be solved only by an ap-
peal beyond the Gospels to the Old Testament. We possess more
written revelation from God than what we have in the Gospels and
the New Testament’ s epistles. Thereisno doubt that the New Testa-
ment ignoresthe issue of national economic growth. Paul was gener-
ally hostile to the pursuit of personal wealth (I Tim. 6).” To find a
biblical justification for national economic growth, we must search
the Old Testament. Thissearch should beginwith Genesis13:2: “And
Abram wasvery rich in cattle, in silver, and in gold.” His biological
heirswere the designated beneficiaries of the covenant between God
and Abram (Gen. 15; 17). But beneficiary status extended beyond
biological sonship. It extended to all nations. “And the LORD said,
Shall | hide from Abraham that thing which | do; Seeing that Abra-
ham shall surely become a great and mighty nation, and al the na-
tionsof the earth shall be blessed in him? For | know him, that he will
command his children and his household after him, and they shall

6. Gary North, Hierarchy and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on First Timothy
(Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries, Inc., 2003), Appendix C.

7. Ibid., ch. 10.
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keep the way of the LORD, to do justice and judgment; that the
LORD may bring upon Abraham that which he hath spoken of him”
(Gen. 18:17-19). This prophecy is significant for economic theory
because the Old Testament links national obedience to God's law
with national prosperity. “And the LORD shall make thee plenteous
in goods, in the fruit of thy body, and in the fruit of thy cattle, and in
the fruit of thy ground, in the land which the LORD sware unto thy
fathers to give thee. The LORD shall open unto thee his good treas-
ure, the heaven to give the rain unto thy land in his season, and to
bless all the work of thine hand: and thou shalt lend unto many na-
tions, and thou shalt not borrow” (Deut. 28:11-12).8 Christians must
goto the Old Testament in search of permanent economic principles,
or else they must content themselves with repeated calls to personal
poverty, which few Christians will heed.

Hereis the Christian economist’s problem: the Old Testament is
what millions of Protestant Christians insist we must avoid in any
search for authoritative standards. (Non-Protestant Christians also
avoid the Old Testament. Instead, they go to natural law theory when
they gotoanythingat all.) They tell us, “We reunder grace, not law!”
If this view of the Old Testament is correct, then modern Western
man’ s tangible wealth — unprecedented in mankind’ s history —is not
the product of institutional arrangementsthat arethemsel vesthe prod-
ucts of Christian principles. Infact, this great wealth isasnareand a
delusion. Christians should therefore reject it and call men to return
to theidea of poverty, beginning with themselves. Such a message,
not surprisingly, we do not hear very often. When we do hear it, it
tends to be announced by an upper middle-class socia studies prof-
essor, tenured and therefore immune to dismissal, at a humanist-

8. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deuteronomy,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries, Inc.,
[1999] 2003), ch. 68.
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Preface

accredited Christian liberal arts college.’

Jesus Social Theory

In areview of abook by Robert Royal, The Catholic Martyrs of
the Twentieth Century (Crossroad Publishing, 2000), libertarian and
Catholic columnist Joseph Sobran writes: “Unlike most spiritual
leaders and moral |eaders, Jesus of Nazareth offered no formulafor
worldly happiness and social order. Just the opposite: hetold hisdis-
ciples to take up their crosses (an image he used well before the
Crucifixion) and to expect suffering. He warned them that the world
would hatethem asit hated Him; it wastheir destiny as Christians.”*°
Hisview is shared by most Christians today.

Theproblem for those who hold thisview of Jesus’ ministry arises
as soon as any society embraces Christianity. This happened under
the emperor Constantine and his successors, as Sobran notes. Martyr-
dom for Christians ceased. It reappeared with a vengeance in the
twentieth century — the most militantly anti-Christian century since
the fall of Rome. In the intervening centuries, how were Christians
supposed to discover God-given answers for the multitude of social
and political issuesthat confront leadersin every era? If Jesusreally
offered no social theory, then how could He have expected His fol-
lowers to have known how to rule society from 325 A.D. to, say,
1700, when themoral art of casuistry began to disappear inthe West?
Without casuistry —the application of Christian principlesto specific
cases—the church becomes dependent on promotersof oneor another

9. Ibid., Appendix F: “The Economic Re-Education of Ronald J. Sider.”

10. Joseph Sobran, “The Church of Silence’ (May 20, 2000).
http://www.lewrockwell.com/sobran/sobran63.html
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nonchristian social theory. Thetwentieth century revealed wherethis
voluntary defection by Christians ends: either in the persecution of
Christians, which is the left wing Enlightenment’ s answer to Chris-
tianity, or in their political marginalization, which is the right wing
Enlightenment’ s answer.

Itistruethat Jesusdid not teach acomprehensive social theory. He
did not have to. He taught from the Old Testament. He said that He
was the fulfillment of the Old Testament (Luke 4:16-21).** In His
divine nature as the second person of the Trinity, He co-authored the
Old Testament. Why would any Christian believe that Jesus annulled
thisjudicia heritage? Why would He have done this? He did not say
that He did this. Where is the evidence from Scripture that Jesus an-
nulled the social theory that had been taught from Mosesto Malachi?

If Jesusdid annul all of the Old Testament law, Hisfollowershave
amajor problem: He did not explicitly replace it with anything. He
has therefore seemingly left His people culturally impotent. The old
political slogan, “Y ou can’t beat something with nothing,” hauntsall
Christians who maintain this view of the Old Testament. They must
defer socially and politically to anti-Christians, and do sointhe name
of Christ.

Ask these pro-annulment Christians if they believe in the Ten
Commandments, and they say that they do. Then ask: On what basis?
Ask themif they think that bestiality isimmoral, and they assure you
they do. Then ask them if they think that bestiality should be made
illegal. They beginto get nervous. Finally, ask themif they think that
bestiality should be made a capital crime, and they back off. Y et the
passages in the Bible where bestiality is condemned as morally evil
call for the death penalty for those who practiceit.

11. Chapter 6.
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Andif aman lie with abeast, he shall surely be put to death: and ye
shall slay the beast (Lev. 20:15).

And if awoman approach unto any beast, and lie down thereto, thou
shalt kill thewoman, and the beast: they shall surely be put to death;
their blood shall be upon them (Lev. 20:16).

The New Testament is silent on the practice of bestiaity. So, in
order to make a hiblical case against the practice, a Christian must
appeal to Leviticus. But most Christians do not want to have anything
to dowith Leviticus. That book isjust too . . . too theonomic! Theon-
omy inturnistoo theocratic. Christians prefer legalized bestiality to
theocracy. Step by step, thisis what they are getting.

Thisjudicial schizophrenia of modern Christians has led to their
political and cultural paralysis. Their paralysis has led either to their
persecution or their marginalization politically. Inthe case of margin-
alization, most of them have prai sed theresult. They havejoined with
humanists in an alliance called political pluralism.*? They cry out,
“Equal timefor Jesus!” But equal timefor Jesus has steadily become
no timefor Jesusin the public arena. Millions of pietistic Protestants
prefer it thisway. They believethat their retreat from publicissuesin
the name of Jesus reduces their level of personal responsibility. It
doesn’t. It merely increases their vulnerability.

Mammon and Jesus cannot make a permanent alliance. Jesus
taught: “No servant 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. Y e cannot serve God and mammon” (Luke 16:13)."* Mam-
mon’s followers are increasingly consistent: they seek to remove

12. Gary North, Palitical Polytheism: The Myth of Pluralism (Tyler, Texas: Institute for
Christian Economics, 1989).

13. Chapter 39.

Xiv



Preface

Jesusfromthe public arena. Christiansare not equally self-conscious.
They still seek to achieve in politics what Jesus said is impossible
anywhere in the universe. Then they wonder why they have so little
influence. They invent eschatological systems to explain and even
justify such alack of influence.*

Conclusion

How can we make sense of Jesus' repeated warnings against the
accumulation of earthly treasure? Wemust search both testamentsfor
guidance. We must learn the ways in which Jesus accepted or modi-
fied the Old Testament in His teachings on wealth. This is why the
Gospel of Luke is so important in the quest for a balanced biblical
view of economics. Its account of Jesus' words on tangible wealthis
not balanced. If we believe that biblical truth is balanced because it
isuniversally applicable, then we must assumethat somethingismis-
sing in Luke' s account, for there was balancein the Mosaic law. We
must search for whatever is missing and why.

In Luke' s Gospel, Jesus is most adamant about the spiritual dan-
gersof riches. If long-term economic growth isthe supreme evidence
of God’ scommon gracein modern history, asfree market economists
wouldinsist that itisif they believed in either God or common grace,
then why does the Gospel of Luke display such hostility to riches? |
do my best to answer this question in this commentary.

(Note: inthisbook, | capitalize the word for the four written Gos-
pels, which | differentiate from the gospel of Christ and the gospel of
the kingdom. For these four books, the word “gospel” is atitle.)

14. Gary North, Millennialism and Social Theory (Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian
Economics, 1990).
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INTRODUCTION

Fear not, little flock; for it isyour Father’s good pleasure to give
you the kingdom. Sell that ye have, and give alms; provide your-
selves bags which wax not old, a treasurein the heavensthat faileth
not, whereno thief approacheth, neither moth corrupteth. For where
your treasureis, there will your heart be also (Luke 12:32-34).

The Gospel of Luke, morethan the other three, returns continually
to the theme of personal treasure. Jesus' economic message is encap-
sulated in these words: “ For where your treasure is, there will your
heart be also” (v. 34).

Treasure is an inescapable concept. It isnever aquestion of treas-
ure vs. no treasure. It is a question of the form, value, security, and
location of one’ streasure. Jesustold therichyoungruler, “Y et lackest
thou one thing: sell all that thou hast, and distribute unto the poor,
and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come, follow me” (Luke
18:22b). Jesus therefore told him to exchange treasure in history for
treasurein eternity.* Theyoung man’ swealth wastangible. Jesustold
him to exchange it for intangible wealth, i.e., wealth that cannot be
lost or stolen, only accumul ated.

Jesus strongly recommended the accumulation of heavenly treas-
ure. Thismeansthat Hisdisciples should adopt extreme future-orien-
tation. In assessing the future, all men discount the value of expected
future income. Economists call this rate of discount the rate of inter-
est. The further away in time that an expected unit of income s, the
lessvaluable it isin the present. The same discounting process also
applies to expected future costs, although economists rarely discuss
this aspect of the interest rate, except when they are discussing the
economics of crime. They assume that expected future incomeis net
income, with costs already deducted. This discounting processis a

1. Chapter 42.
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law of human action.? A positiveinterest rate cannot be avoided. The
only question is: How high arate of interest does aperson useto dis-
count his expected future income and future costs?

Jesustold Hisfollowers to elevate eternity above history in mak-
ing their plans. First, He told them to fear hell more than any pun-
ishment in history. “But | will forewarn you whom ye shall fear: Fear
him, which after he hath killed hath power to cast into hell; yea, | say
unto you, Fear him” (Luke 12:5). “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). Second, He also
told them to elevate the benefits of heaven far above any benefits
attainable in history. Thisiswhy Christians are to lay up treasure in
heaven. In economic terms, thismeansthat the stream of income that
will begin in heaven is guaranteed by God to last forever. In contrast,
all streams of income in history are both uncertain and of short dur-
ation. “But God said unto him, Thou fooal, this night thy soul shall be
required of thee: then whose shall those things be, which thou hast
provided?’ (Luke 12:20).2 The parable of the barn-builder is found
only in Luke. This is consistent with Luke's concern with Jesus
words regarding the spiritual threat of riches.

The Author of This Gospel

No author ismentioned by namein thetext of any of the four Gos-
pels, yet the church haslong identified each Gospel by the name of an
author. A man named Luke had been Paul’s travelling companion

2. Ludwig von Mises, Human Action: A Treatise on Economics (New Haven, Connec-
ticut: Yale University Press, 1949), ch. 19.

3. Chapter 25.
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(Col. 4:14; Phm. 24; Il Tim. 4:11).* Paul called Luke the beloved
physician (Il Tim. 4:14). There are indications in the text that the
anonymous author was interested in the details of sickness.> Most
conservative commentators assumethat L ukethe physicianwrotethe
Gospel whosetitle haslong carried his name. If thisidentificationis
accurate, then his main audience wasthe gentileworld, just as Paul’ s
was.

The Gospel of Luke emphasizes Jesus warnings against the quest
for riches more than the other three do. Gentiles were more likely to
be caught up inthetemporal quest for richesthan Jewswere. Gentiles
had no concept of an absolutely sovereign God. Their gods were not
sole creators. No absolute god of the gentiles was said to own the
earth. No god of the gentiles claimed this for himself: “For every
beast of the forest is mine, and the cattle upon a thousand hills. |
know all the fowls of the mountains: and the wild beasts of the field
are mine. If | were hungry, | would not tell thee: for the world is
mine, and the fulnessthereof. Will | eat theflesh of bulls, or drink the
blood of goats?’ (Psalm 50:10-14). The local gods of classical civ-
ilization demanded feeding. The head of a household placed food on
the altar of local spirits of thefield in order to keep them from haunt-
ing his home. The Jews knew better. They understood that animal
sacrifices were not the care and feeding of God.° Animal sacrifices
were judicialy representative. They testified to men’s own iniquity.

Jesus' words in the Gospel of Luke are uncompromising in their
identification of richesasasnare. Thisisnot to say that Matthew and

4. William Hendriksen, New Testament Commentary: An Exposition of the Gospel Ac-
cording to Luke (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Book House, 1978), p. 4.

5. Ibid., p. 5.

6. Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1-16, vol. 3 of The Anchor Bible (New Y ork: Doubleday,
1991), p. 59.
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Mark do not record many of these warnings. They do. But Luke's
Gospel emphasizesthem. Thisisespecially evident in Luke’ saccount
of the Sermon on the Mount. Compare it to Matthew’s account,
whichisfar more comprehensive and much lessfocused on the sins
of tangible wealth.’

Was Jesus Anti-Capitalistic?

What do | mean by the word, “ capital” ? | mean any asset that pro-
duces income for its owner. Capitalism isa social order that always
results from a system of civil law that establishes a legal claim by
individual owners to their capital assets and the fruits thereof. This
system of private property is what biblical law establishes. Thisis
why Christian critics of capitalism are hostileto biblical law. Thisis
why they tell usthat the Bible, meaning the Old Testament, must not
be used by Christians to discover blueprints for economics.?

In my analysis of Jesus’ attitude toward earthly riches, | consider
two forms of capital: tangible and intangible. Tangible capital can be
sold or transferred in discrete units that will produce income for the
new owners: money, tools, and land. Other forms of capital arecalled
human capital: morality, knowledge, reputation, managerial skill, eco-
nomicforecasting ability, etc. Human capital isintangible. Theoutput
of human capital can be sold, but not the capital asset itself, unless(1)
davery is lega and (2) slaves are expected by potential buyers to
remain obedient. These two forms of wealth should be kept distinct
in the mind of anyone who tries to explain Jesus' hostility to riches.
He was not hostile to human capital.

7. Chapter 9.

8. See Chapter 47, section on “His or Ours,” subsection on “Wiser Than God.”
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Jesus' hostility to the accumulation of great tangible wealth raises
an important question: Was He anti-capitalistic? He was not opposed
to privately owned property. He was not an advocate of high taxation
or discriminatory rates of taxation, today called graduated taxation or
progressivetaxation. What makes Hismessage so very different from
the intellectual defense of the free market offered by secular econo-
mists—and most economists have been intensely secular —isthat He
recommended the exchange of earthly tangible capital for eternal
intangible capital. He recommended charitable giving.

A question then arises: Did Jesus abandon the Old Testament’s
teachings on tangible wealth? Most notably, there is the section in
Deuteronomy 28 that linkswealth and dominionin history. “And the
LORD shall make thee plenteous in goods, in the fruit of thy body,
and in thefruit of thy cattle, and in thefruit of thy ground, in the land
whichthe LORD swareunto thy fathersto givethee. The LORD shall
open unto thee hisgood treasure, the heaven to give therain unto thy
land in his season, and to bless all the work of thine hand: and thou
shalt lend unto many nations, and thou shalt not borrow. And the
LORD shall make thee the head, and not the tail; and thou shalt be
above only, and thou shalt not be beneath; if that thou hearken unto
the commandments of the LORD thy God, which | command thee
thisday, to observe and to dothem” (Deut. 28:11-13).° Deuteronomy
announced apredictabl erel ationship between anation’ smoral capital
—itsobedienceto God’ s Bible-revealed law —and itstangibl e capital
inthe broadest sense (vv. 1-14). It also declared thereverse: disobed-
ience to God and reduced tangible wealth (vv. 15-66).

Was this covenantal promise tied exclusively to the nation of
Israel? Has this relationship between tangible wealth and dominion

9. Gary North, Inheritance and Dominion: An Economic Commentary on Deuteronomy,
2nd electronic edition (Harrisonburg, Virginia: Dominion Educational Ministries, Inc.,
[1999] 2003), ch. 68.
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in history ceased in the New Covenant? Jesus teaching on wealth
seems to indicate that it has. But if Jesus really did annul the Old
Covenant’s view of tangible wealth, then the dominion covenant
(Gen. 1:26-28)" has either ceased to apply in the New Covenant, or
elseit isto be fulfilled in ways very different from what Moses re-
vealed to God' s people.

Then there isthe question of inheritance. If aman has given away
his goods, what can he pass on to his sons? The Old Covenant rec-
ommended leaving an earthly inheritance. “Wait on the LORD, and
keep his way, and he shall exalt thee to inherit the land: when the
wicked are cut off, thou shalt seeit” (Ps. 37:34). “ A good man |eaveth
an inheritanceto his children’ s children: and the wealth of the sinner
islaidupfor thejust” (Prov. 13:22). “Houseand richesaretheinheri-
tance of fathersand aprudent wifeisfromthe LORD” (Prov. 19:14).
Does a prudent wife remain a sought-after New Covenant gift from
God, but not the inheritance of fathers?

Thereisno question of the following fact. Jesus did not quote any
Old Testament passagesthat recommend the accumul ation of tangible
wealth, even asatool of dominion. He preached against the quest for
personal riches. But so had the author of Proverbs. “ Removefar from
me vanity and lies: give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with
food convenient for me: Lest | be full, and deny thee, and say, Who
isthe LORD? or lest | be poor, and steal, and take the name of my
Godinvain’ (Prov. 30:8-9). The author of Proverbs, who was by far
the richest king in Isragl’s history, recognized the threat of great
riches. autonomy. A rich man istempted to say, “Who isthe Lord?’
This is an extension of Moses warning against thinking autono-
moudly, “My power and the might of mine hand hath gotten me this

10. Gary North, The Dominion Covenant: Genesis, 2nd ed. (Tyler, Texas: Institute for
Christian Economics, 1987), ch. 3.
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wealth” (Deut. 8:17).

The logic of modern capitalism is this: personal thrift produces
saving, saving leadsto investment in tools, toolsincrease men’ s out-
put, and output produces personal wealth. This was surely Adam
Smith’slogic in The Wealth of Nations (1776). There is no trace of
thislogic in the Gospels. Jesus recommended charity rather than the
accumulation of tangible capital. But personal charity isregarded by
economists as ameliorative at best. Because charity does not usually
increase the supply of tangible capital, society will remain poor to the
extent that men givetheir money away to the poor. Better for the poor
when peopleinvest their money rather than giveit to the poor. Writes
F. A. Harper,*? a libertarian economist who mentored me in 1961:
“Both fact and logic seem to me to support the view that savings
invested in privately owned economic tools of production amount to
an act of charity. And further, | believeit to be—asatype—the great-
est economic charity of all.”** Henry Hazlitt, whose book, Economics
in One Lesson (1946), became the most widely read defense of the
free market in the twentieth century, quotes this statement approv-
ingly.** Such isthe logic of most defenders of the free market. | did
not fully trust thisanalysisin 1961, and | still don’t. It isincomplete.
But intermsof reducing poverty, nothing hasrivaled the free market,
with its principle of enlightened self-interest.

Can Jesus' words be reconciled with Adam Smith’s? If not, must

11. North, Inheritance and Dominion, ch. 21.

12. Paul L. Poirot, “The Writings of F. A. Harper — A Review,” The Freeman, XX1X
(Aug. 1979). http://www.libertyhaven.com/thinkers/faharper/writingsharper.html

13. F. A. Harper, “ The Greatest Economic Charity,” in Mary Sennholz (ed.), On Freedom
and Free Enterprise: Essaysin Honor of Ludwig von Mises (Princeton, New Jersey: Van
Nostrand, 1956), p. 99.

14. Henry Hazlitt, The Conquest of Poverty (New Rochelle, New Y ork: Arlington House,
1973), ch. 19, note #4. http://www.hazlitt.org/e-texts/poverty/ch19.html
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Christians abandon Adam Smith? Or was Jesus speaking only to H