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The topic of business ethics and how people in the workplace can add a 
Christian worldview using the Westminster Confession of Faith is not 
only appropriate, but, I believe, is central to any discussion of what a 

“successful” business is. In order to discuss the notion of “business ethics,” it 
is necessary, first, to try to outline just exactly how a Christian worldview is 
molded and shaped by the Westminster Confession of Faith. Once we have 
ventured into that discussion, it should become clearer just exactly how that 
worldview can, and must, shape any and every discussion of business, gener-
ally, and of business ethics, more specifically. My task, then, will be to provide 
a framework within which business ethics can flourish. Let’s begin by noticing 
what the basic problem is.

 A  Troubling Trend
One of the most persistent problems, in the history of thought and of society, 
is relativism. Relativism holds that truth is what it is only relative to a particular 
person. It is to be distinguished from any view that holds that differing views 
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should be tolerated, but it is a very short step from the toleration of different 
truths to the affirmation that truths that differ are all true. Four examples may 
help illustrate this.

1. In his groundbreaking book, The Closing of the American Mind, Alan 
Bloom began by affirming what has been obvious to most of us—that every 
student entering college assumes, as a bedrock foundation, that truth is relative 
(that truth, however, does not appear to be relative). Bloom notes that such a 
belief is rarely argued by anyone because it need not be; it is simply assumed. 
Thus, higher education, as he later notes, can be compared to the “barkers” at 
a fair, each wanting the crowd to step right up to their own particular program 
and win the big prize. With this, the university has become a multiversity. It 
has become so because there no longer remains anything to unify the diversity 
within a college curriculum. Every program has its own wares to peddle, and 
may the best salesman win.

2. In the late sixties a “Worldview” conference was called in Europe, con-
sisting of a host of academics and specialists. One of the primary purposes of 
that conference was for the group to define just exactly what a worldview was. 
In that goal, the conference failed. When philosopher W. T. Jones was analyzing 
the failure of the conference to define a worldview, he noted that “the differ-
ences of opinion about worldview reflect differences in our own worldviews.” In 
other words, the best minds in the Western world did not have the intellectual 
equipment necessary to form and define even a generic description of a world-
view upon which all could agree.

3.  Quoting from a book on worldview and its relationship to postmod-
ernism, David K. Naugle points out the pluralism that postmodernism entails: 
“Such stark pluralism can no longer be described as a Streit der Weltanschauun-
gen [conflict of worldviews], for worldviews can conflict only if they compete as 
accounts of the same ‘world.’ In the extreme pluralism of . . . [postmodernity], 
there is no single ‘world’—there are as many worlds as there are worldviews. It 
is possible . . . that we are now on the threshold of the end of the age of world-
views.”1

The problem highlighted by this author, some twenty years after the 
worldview conference, is that the entire notion of a worldview is in danger of 
dying, given the extreme relativism of the postmodern mind-set.

4. One final example, perhaps more obscure than most, but neverthe-
less just as cataclysmic: In a recent introduction to the subject of metaphysics 
(which has to do with the nature of ultimate reality), the author (Peter van 
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Inwagen of Notre Dame University), who himself wants to promote and set 
forth a particular view of metaphysics, was compelled, in a refreshing moment 
of honesty, to note that anyone studying metaphysics—unlike any of the “hard” 
sciences—needs to be aware of the fact that, though philosophy has been deal-
ing intently with this subject for more than four millennia, there is as yet not 
one iota of consensus on just exactly what it is that they’re dealing with. Van 
Inwagen confesses his dismay and frustration at this state of affairs, and won-
ders why it is the case, but he also recognizes that it is. In other words, when it 
comes to the nature of ultimate reality, the best philosophical minds for the past 
four thousand years have been unable to establish one truth to which the rest of 
the philosophical community, and the rest of us, could hold.

Surely these examples, which could no doubt be almost endlessly multi-
plied and are applied in different contexts, scream for analysis. They have been 
analyzed, but the serious, central, and persistent problems tend to remain. What 
is needed in such a context is boldness and courage. Relativism, by definition, 
is weak and insular; it lacks the power to proclaim, since truth is constrained to 
context, and it hides behind its self-made gate, unable to cross its own boundar-
ies. Such an idea splits society into small, weak fragments and guarantees that 
all the king’s horses and all the king’s men will never be able to put it all back 
together again. Note:

A fragmented society . . . displays loss of nerve, which means 
that it cannot summon the will to suppress public obscenity, 
punish crime, reform welfare, attach stigma to the bearing of 
illegitimate children, resist the demands of self-proclaimed vic-
tim groups for preferential treatment, or maintain standards.2

Or, in the words of David Wells:

It is, therefore, a matter of some poignancy to realize that in the 
very moment when our culture is plunging into unprecedented 
darkness, at the very moment in which it is most vulnerable, 
the evangelical church has lost its nerve. At the very moment 
when boldness and courage are called for, what we see, all too 
often is timidity and cowardice.3

If it is the case that the church has lost its nerve, it is likely the case that 
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Christians generally, in whatever endeavor, have lost their nerve as well. Surely 
this does not bode well for Christians in business.

The “Impossibility of the 
Contrary”

One way to approach such a problem, and the way I would like for us to 
approach it here, a way that takes boldness and courage, is to think in terms 
of (sometimes called) “the impossibility of the contrary.” Some have tried to 
approach the problem in just this way, but have met with little success. The 
success, or lack thereof, however, is not directly tied to the approach. To sim-
plify, it looks something like this: instead of assuming all truth to be relative, 
the “impossibility of the contrary” approach takes a stand on a particular view 
of truth, recognizing that another, contrary, position is unable to come to grips 
with the problems and difficulties that are real and present before us.

In my view, this is by far the best Christian approach to take—not only 
with respect to the truth of Christianity, but with respect to any applications 
and implications that stem from that truth (including ethics generally and 
business ethics more specifically). This is the approach taken, more or less, by 
Bloom in the book mentioned above. As he analyzes the rampant relativism 
present in American culture, he goes on to argue for a return to Plato and the 
Greek understanding of absolutes. This argument, in the end, fails as well since 
the Greek understanding of absolutes itself has been shown to be seriously defi-
cient. The approach itself, however, is not the problem. The problem in Bloom’s 
book is that he proffered the wrong absolute, an absolute that, as it turns out, 
was just as relative as the relativism he wanted to confront.

From a Christian perspective, “the impossibility of the contrary” approach 
(I’ll just shorten it to the “IC” approach) includes the notion that Christianity, 
and Christianity alone, is able to address the problems and concerns that hap-
pen to be present in any given context (be it “life in general,” family, business, 
etc.). We can put the approach more simply. Christians believe that Christianity 
is true (John 17:17). They do not believe that it might be true, or that it is only 
true “for me,” or that its truth is one among many religious truths. More specifi-
cally, Christians believe that Christianity alone is true.

Whenever we speak of something being “true,” we may often, perhaps 
inadvertently or unconsciously, relegate such a thing to an intellectual category. 
That is, we may be prone to think that truth is thought, but real life is lived. That 
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is a much too restricted and truncated way to think about truth. Whenever we 
affirm that something is true, we are affirming, at least, that it is inextricably 
linked to the way the world is and how we live in it. So, to say that Christian-
ity is true is to say that it accurately and really grounds, founds, and articulates 
what the world is like and how to live in it. More specifically, when we say that 
Christianity alone is true, we are saying that it alone accurately describes and 
defines the world we live in, and that it alone describes and defines for us how 
we are to live in the world.4 So, when we are thinking of the “impossibility of 
the contrary,” the IC approach, we are arguing for the fact that Christianity 
alone is true, and that anything contrary to it (including business) will inevita-
bly fall short, and will in principle be doomed to failure. This has sweeping and 
vast implications for life, and certainly for the way we think about ethics in the 
business setting.

That’s the positive way to state the IC approach. The negative way to 
state it is that the IC approach argues for and/or applies the fact that, unless 
Christianity is true, there is no adequate means available to us to think and live 
consistently. In the context of business, unless Christian truths and principles 
are applied, there is no adequate means available consistently to act and live 
and work.

Included in any IC approach is the fact, well articulated and argued as 
far back as Aristotle (though only properly incorporated in Christian theol-
ogy), that any and every thought, along with any and every application of that 
thought, must itself have a foundation or a ground on which to stand in order to 
be what it is, or to do what it is supposed to do. For Aristotle, this foundation 
or ground was the law of non-contradiction. However, it was soon shown that 
such a law itself needed a ground in order to be adequately applied, and thus the 
Aristotelian ground crumbled, as all will inevitably do if consistent with their 
autonomous principles.

It was this IC approach, as a truly Christian approach to thought and life, 
(i.e., a Christian worldview) that was embedded in the writing of the Westmin-
ster Confession of Faith. It seems important for the matter at hand if we first 
make clear the theological rationale for the confession. The question has been 
asked as to why the confession did not begin with the doctrine of justification, 
given the central significance of this doctrine during the time of the Reforma-
tion, or why it did not begin with Christ, given the centrality of Christology for 
the Christian faith. We should note here that there was a definite and resolute 
rationale for beginning this confession with the doctrine of Scripture. In order 
to understand that rationale, it is necessary for us to remember the deep-seated 



60  //  Business Ethics Today

roots of the theological (and philosophical) notion of principia (principles). 
Because the Latin term is much richer than our English term, “principles,” we 
will use the Latin, which denotes a source, foundation, and ground—that upon 
which anything else is built.

The term principia is one that has its roots in the Greek term arche, which 
means a “beginning point,” “a source,” or “a first principle.” As we noted above, 
its theoretical roots go back at least as far as Aristotle. Aristotle argued that all 
archai, or first principles, or beginning points, are the “first point from which 
a thing either is or comes to be or is known”5 In other words, archai, according 
to Aristotle, provide the bedrock foundation for everything that is, or is known. 
This concept of a beginning point, what some have called an Archimedean 
point, is a necessary and crucial aspect of all being, thinking, and living. Aristo-
tle understood this, philosophy has continued to articulate this idea (though it 
has failed to provide the needed starting point), and Christian theology has seen 
it as basic to its own discipline.

To cite one example in theology, the Dutch theologian Sibrandus Lub-
bertus argued, in the late sixteenth century, that all activities and disciplines, 
and especially theology, require principia, and that such principia partake of at 
least the following properties: (1) they are necessarily and immutably true, and 
(2) they must be known per se, that is, in themselves, as both immediate and 
indemonstrable.6 By “immediate here” is meant that the status of a principium 
is not taken from something external to it, but is inherent in the thing itself. It 
does not mean, strictly speaking, that nothing mediated the truth therein, but 
rather that nothing external mediated that truth. By “indemonstrable” here is 
meant that the fact of a principium is not proven by way of syllogism or by exter-
nal means, but is such that it provides the ground upon which any other fact or 
demonstration depends. In this sense, it entails an IC approach.

For example, speaking of the discipline of theology, Philippe du Plessis Mor-
nay, the so-called Hugenot pope, stated, “For if every science has its principles, 
which it is not lawful to remove, be it ever so little: much more reason is it that 
it should be so with that thing which hath the ground of all principles as its 
principle.”7

Notice what Mornay was saying here. Not only was he saying that the-
ology has its own principia, but he was saying much more than that. He was 
also affirming that, whereas all disciplines have their own principia, theology’s 
principia must undergird and underlie any and every other principia. The prin-
cipia of other disciplines, any other work or activity (e.g., business) are relative 
to those disciplines or activities; the principia of theology are prior to any other 
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principia of any and all other disciplines and activities.8 What this means is that 
any enterprise that seeks a ground for its existence and practice must find that 
ground in biblical truth.

For Christianity, principia can never be located, even if tangentially, in 
the human self. To do so would lead to the kind of skepticism and relativism 
that followed in the wake of the rationalism of Cartesian philosophy. Instead, 
as Richard Muller notes:

The classical philosophical language of principia was appro-
priated by the Reformed orthodox at a time and in a context 
where . . . [it] served the needs both of the Reformation sense 
of the priority of Scripture and the Reformation assumptions 
concerning the ancillary status of philosophy and the weak-
ness of human reason. By defining both Scripture and God 
as principial in the strictest sense—namely as true, immedi-
ate, necessary, and knowable . . . the early orthodox asserted 
the priority of Scripture over tradition and reason and gave 
conceptual status to the notion of its self-authenticating char-
acter in response to both Roman polemicists and philosophical 
skeptics of the era.9

A couple more points to make with respect to these principia: We should 
make clear here that in standard Reformed thought, including the Westminster 
Confession, there were two principia, and this follows again from philosophical 
discussions dating at least as far back as Aristotle. In Metaphysics IV.3, Aristo-
tle noted that first principles, in order to be first principles, must themselves 
be most certain, indemonstrable, immediately evident, and never a postulate 
or hypothesis. According to Aristotle, first principles are those which anyone 
must have when he begins to think about anything at all, or to live life based 
on that thinking. First principles, therefore, cannot be something that someone 
acquires in the midst of one’s reasoning or argument. They must be the ground 
on which we stand in order to think and live properly.

In this sense, as we just mentioned, the principia that form the foundation 
for everything else are themselves “transcendental” in nature. This means that 
they transcend the matters and contexts to which they apply. They provide for 
the possibility of anything else, be it in thought or in life (and along with that, 
the impossibility of anything that oppose them); if in a particular discipline or 
activity, then they provide for the possibility of that discipline or activity. In our 
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context, they provide for the possibility of an ethical foundation for the practice 
of business. But if in an ultimate sense, as is the case with theological principia, 
then they provide for the possibility of anything else whatsoever. They provide 
for the possibility of being and for the possibility of knowing. A particular dis-
cipline can be what it is supposed to be, and can know what it is and what it is 
supposed to be, based only on those ultimate principia.

Our Bedrock Foundations:  
Scripture and God 

This brings us to a further, general, point concerning principia that relates 
directly to the subject matter of our Confession. In the discussions of principia, 
two categories were central. There was necessarily a principium with respect to 
Being, or existence, and, just as necessarily, a principium with respect to know-
ing. Principia, therefore, refer primarily to the principium essendi, which is the 
principle, source, or foundation of something existing and of it being what it is, 
and the principium cognoscendi, which is the principle, source, or foundation of 
knowledge, or of knowing what one must be and do in a given context.

Given these two concerns, it should be noted here that the two primary 
doctrines that serve as principia for theology are the doctrine of God and the 
doctrine of Scripture. And while we do not have the time to work out the 
relationship between these two principia, we should note at least the following.

First, the juxtaposition, so familiar in the Reformed confessions, between 
the doctrine of Scripture and the doctrine of God relates specifically to a par-
ticular, Reformed, understanding of who God is and of how He may be known. 
This is all just another way of saying that the only way in which we can know 
God, or anything else, is if God graciously chooses to reveal Himself to us. For 
us as creatures, therefore, and this is the salient point to make with respect to 
the Reformed confessions, and the Westminster Confession particularly, there 
is an inextricable link, an inextricable principial link, between God and revela-
tion. From the perspective of the creature, you cannot have one without the 
other. This surely means that for any activity or any endeavor, we must first 
understand who God is and what He requires of us. We must understand His 
design for such an activity or endeavor.

What we have, therefore, in this most excellent beginning two chapters 
from the Westminster Confession is something solidly Christian, magnificently 
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creative (in the best sense), and theologically (as well as practically) charged. 
What we have in these two chapters of the Westminster Confession is an 
articulation and a true “confession” of what are for Christian folk our bedrock 
foundations, Scripture and God, apart from which we cannot know anything, 
without which we cannot have any certainty, and behind which we cannot go.

Now, with respect to our IC approach, what this means is that unless we 
begin with God and his revelation to us in Scripture, there is no proper way to 
ground and found anything else that we do, or that we want to do. It is impos-
sible consistently to live, to think, to transact business, to organize and maintain 
a family, etc. without the clear teaching of God in his revelation. This surely 
means that any view of leadership—civic or otherwise—must come first from 
what God has said. Let’s look a little more carefully at that. 

The opening chapters of Genesis are crucial for any worldview, 
and are a necessary part of a Christian worldview. Not only do these 
chapters make clear that, prior to creation, there was only God, but 
they also make clear that anything else that exists is wholly dependent 
on Him. So, a Christian worldview begins with the God who is self-
contained; He did not need anything or anyone else in order to be who 
He eternally is (Acts 17:25). And then a Christian worldview acknowl-
edges that God freely decided to create. We begin with the fact that 
God is God—wholly independent and without need of anything—and 
everything else is created and sustained by Him (cf. Heb. 1:3). 

The Foundations of Society and 
Business

Yes, Marriage
In the biblical account of creation, God Himself makes a significant distinction 
between what He created in the first five days, and what He created on the sixth 
day. God first created the heavens and the earth; after that He created various 
forms of life, as well as other realities in the universe (including the heavenly 
bodies), in the first five days. 

On the sixth day, however, God took counsel with Himself and deter-
mined to create man (meaning, male and female) in His image (Gen. 1:26–
27.). This is the only time in the process of creation that God spoke to Himself. 
In all other creation days, He spoke things into existence. On the sixth day, 
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he counseled with Himself in order to affirm the creation of man (male and 
female) in his own image. This is significant in that, for the first time in cre-
ation, and on the last day in which God “worked,” one has now been created 
whose relationship to God is defined in terms of “image.” It is this one’s respon-
sibility, now, to “image” God in the way he acts and thinks. In that sense, for the 
first time in creation, that which was created (male and female) is responsible 
to God—responsible to God to “image” him. This “imaging” begins to define 
who man is.

When God made man (male and female) in his image, a part of the image 
included the stewardship of man’s dominion over everything else created: “Then 
God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have 
dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the 
livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the 
earth’” (Gen. 1:26 !"#).

This dominion includes the fact that man is responsible to nurture that 
which God has created in order to bring out its potential, to the glory of God. 
Creation was not given to man “complete,” but was given as a gift to man, in 
order that we might bring out its latent potential in such a way that God would 
continue to be glorified in it. It is to be “ruled,” in other words, within the con-
fines of his instructions and commands.

So, for example, just as He blessed the fish and the birds and other living 
creatures, God blessed man and commanded that he be fruitful and multiply. 
He could have easily created an earth with its entire population intact. Instead, 
he created Adam and Eve in such a way that they were to populate the earth 
with more “after their kind” (see Genesis 1:21, 25 $%#).

In keeping with this instruction in Genesis 1, in Genesis 2 the Lord gives 
us a bit more detail concerning the relationship He established between Adam 
and Eve. After placing Adam in the garden, which the Lord Himself planted 
(2:8) so that Adam might “rule” it to the glory of God (2:15), the Lord declares 
that it is not good that Adam is alone. Everything else the Lord created was seen 
to be good by Him (Gen. 1:10, 18, 21, 25). The only thing that was “not good” 
in the garden was that Adam was alone.

So the L&'( God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, 
and while he slept took one of his ribs and closed up its place 
with flesh. And the rib that the L&'( God had taken from the 
man he made into a woman and brought her to the man. Then 
the man said, “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my 
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flesh; she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of 
Man.” Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother 
and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh. And 
the man and his wife were both naked and were not ashamed. 
(Gen. 2:21–25)

This passage is vital for the establishment, structure, and maintenance 
of any society. As man (male and female) is created in the image of God, he is 
responsible, in a way that no other creature is, to “image” God in his relation-
ships. That “image” must necessarily begin with marriage as we have it given to 
us in this passage.10

This means, in the first place, that God is the Creator and Lord of mar-
riage. Marriage is not a social convention; neither is it something that was 
started or invented by man. God created the institution of marriage because, 
in a place where there was no sin or evil (yet), it was, nevertheless, not good for 
Adam to be alone. It was not good for man to be alone, in part, because God 
himself was not alone. He exists as three Persons, each of whom is fully God 
and together who are the one God. The three, in other words, are One. So also, 
when God gave Eve to Adam and joined them together, he declared the two 
to be “one flesh.” So, the Three-in-One that is the Godhead is “imaged” in the 
two-in-one that is marriage.

What this means, in part, is that, in keeping with our IC approach, any 
attempt, whether conscious or unconscious, willful or not, to undermine or 
subvert the truth of what marriage is and how it is to be conducted, will inevi-
tably end in failure. It will run headlong into the reality of what marriage really 
is, and therefore will not be able to be sustained in the long run. If marriage 
is seen, for example, as having its roots and meaning simply in our decision, 
then it can be too easily overturned with a contrary decision if the going gets 
difficult. And to rend asunder what God has joined together is to risk incur-
ring some level(s) of God’s wrath. Since the family, as created and instituted by 
God, is the foundational building block of every other relational institution 
in society (church, school, business, organizations, etc.), those institutions are 
only as strong as the foundational block on which they rest, and are dependent 
on it for their “success.”11

So, leadership (e.g., civic leadership) has to begin with stewardship, and 
then move from that basic truth to some definite boundaries and principles 
that must be kept, or else it will fall prey to a mere relativistic approach and 
practice. This means, then, that marriage must begin as that which is created 
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and ordained by God, and thus practiced according to his principles. To repeat, 
marriage is neither a social convention, nor something created by the state. So, 
for example, the practice of abortion not only opposes the principle that God 
creates and sustains His image from the point of conception on (Ps. 139), but it 
also violates His “creation command” for marriage to be fruitful. Not to follow 
His principles in these areas runs the real risk of destroying and/or perverting 
that which only God can truly prosper, and it runs the risk of incurring God’s 
wrath (cf. Romans 1:24–2:9). More on this below.

But just how does one go about incorporating these principles into one’s 
business or corporation? Not only how, but why should one be concerned to 
incorporate such principles? What does it really mean to say that the family is 
the building block of all other organizations or groups, including businesses? 

With respect to the “why” question, a couple of points are worth noting. 
First, in a recent study, it was determined that divorce and unwed childbearing 
cost around $112 billion per year, or $1.1 trillion over a ten-year period. This 
is perhaps a very conservative number; some estimates are that the costs could 
be as much as $150 billion per year, or $1.5 trillion over ten years. Even on a 
conservative basis, it costs more than the annual cost for the war in Iraq. So the 
actual cost of the decline of marriage is staggering.

But the monetary consequences are not the most important, from a 
Christian perspective. What might be the consequences on a more personal 
level—the consequences for the individuals who spend their lives working in 
these businesses and corporations each day? Social scientists tend to agree that 
strong marriages more readily lend themselves toward the possibility of greater 
wealth, great health, longer life, and a happier life. Much of this should not be 
surprising; it simply confirms what we have said in our IC approach. If God 
is the Creator and Lord of marriage, then couples who, even if inadvertently, 
abide by His standards for marriage will reap some of the good consequences 
that can come in such circumstances. In other words, because the contrary 
approach is impossible (IC), anyone who ignores or transgresses God’s stan-
dards for marriage is automatically out of step with God’s design and thus will 
inevitably be, at the deepest level, confused and disenchanted with life. Such 
a person will have great difficulty being a consistent and productive worker. A 
business that can support, encourage, and serve marriages that abide by biblical 
standards will be supporting and encouraging and serving those on whose pro-
ductivity that business depends. In this way, at least, the family is foundational 
to a healthy business.

However, there is something much deeper at work for a Christian business. 
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God’s ways in the world are not so formulaic that we can assure anyone who 
abides by His principles that they will experience health and wealth. Neither is 
it the case that anyone who flouts God’s principles will inevitably fail at every-
thing he attempts. Scripture is clear that oftentimes, perhaps even most of the 
time, it is the wicked who prosper (Ps. 73). So the Christian in business does not 
succumb to a secular, pragmatic mind-set—a mind-set that thinks that doing 
things God’s way is bound to lead to earthly rewards. Rather, any business that 
wants to abide by Christian principles will recognize that everything in which it 
is involved is to be conducted for and to the glory of God (Rom. 11:36).12 If, 
as the Westminster Shorter Catechism teaches (Q&A 1), man’s chief end is to 
glorify God and to enjoy Him forever, our prime motivation for implementing 
biblical principles in all that we do is that He would be glorified, even if it hap-
pens that we reap no, or minimal, earthly rewards.

From a biblical standpoint, then, to “succeed” in any area does not mean, 
first of all, to acquire much wealth or material, but rather it means to practice 
our activities and disciplines in such a way as to honor and glorify God, even 
if the going gets rough along the way. It means to function according to the IC 
approach, i.e., that it is impossible for someone, or “someones,” (such as groups 
or businesses) truly to prosper without beginning from the ground and founda-
tion of the triune God’s existence and those principles that are embedded in His 
revelation to us. This does not, of course, mean, in the end, that everyone must 
be a Christian; rather, it means that the principles that must take precedence 
in any given context must be Christian principles, or the relativism that is self-
destructive rather than constructive will inevitably take hold and undermine, or 
destroy, that which one attempts to build.

There is another example that shows that the family is the building block 
of society. In spite of the fact that empirical evidence shows conclusively that 
babies in the womb are human beings, the sin of abortion, both nationally and 
internationally, is a blight on the world and a clear betrayal of God’s standards. 
That which He creates in the womb as His image (Ps. 139:13) is destroyed by 
man, even before it is able to be seen by a watching world. The attack on God 
and His character could not be more pronounced than the destruction of those 
children that He has created, even before they have a chance to breathe. This 
strikes at the heart of what it means to have a right to life.

But there are extreme practical consequences as well. At a recent con-
ference on corporate venturing and corporate innovation, some of the largest 
global companies, including Procter & Gamble and Citigroup, presented their 
growth strategies. The question was posed to each of these two companies as to 
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how they are dealing with the fact that there are one hundred countries where 
the reproduction rate is below the replacement rate. In some countries it is quite 
serious, such as Japan, where the rate is 1.1, and Italy, where it is 1.3. These 
rates indicate that in Japan and Italy there will be only half the number there 
are today in the workplace in the next generation. At the same time, statistics 
show that there will be two times the people over sixty-five that half the number 
of today’s wage earners will need to support. Even though the population will 
increase because of people living longer, the overall earning power of the nation 
will decline dramatically because there are only one-half of the workers in the 
next generation, and a substantially greater portion of their income will go to 
supporting retirees.

Clearly, it is crucial for us as individuals, for our families, our churches, our 
businesses and for society generally that we emphasize the foundational impor-
tance of a biblical view of the family. In September 2009, the “Let’s Strengthen 
Marriage Campaign” was launched, beginning with the first National Marriage 
Week USA, which met with great success. In particular, since only 28 percent 
of churches have marriage courses, it is important that LSM reach out to the 
Church. LSM encourages every church to set up a marriage-and-family min-
istry, along with their ministries of worship, stewardship, outreach and educa-
tion. Such a ministry could include (1) courses in marriage preparation, dating, 
and courtship, as well as (2) courses dealing with abstinence in middle school, 
high school, and college; and (3) marriage enrichment courses for those who are 
married. In January 2010, LSM held and archived a global webinar for pastors 
and lay leaders that lays out the critical importance of strengthening marriage.

If, as Christians, we hold to the IC approach—that is, if we hold that 
any approach to marriage except God’s has dire consequences, both in this life 
and the next, then we need to think creatively about how we might support 
the biblical standards for marriage in our corporations and our businesses. Not 
only will we have healthier and happier employees, overall, but we will show the 
world that, contrary to popular opinion, doing things God’s way is not only not 
restrictive, but is the only way for us to be truly free to do what God has called 
us to do in this world.

The Bible
Our discussion of marriage is a more specific example of the IC approach men-
tioned above. It is a specific area where the practicality and the principle can be 
seen for what they truly are, i.e., God’s design. There is also, however, a more 
general application of the IC approach that has to do with the significance of 
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the Bible itself for all that we are, say, and do—in other words, the significance 
of the Bible for a biblical worldview. 

In order to see this example for what it is, we need to emphasize and 
expand what we were attempting to argue above. The IC approach holds that 
Christianity is true. The negative way to say this is that anything that is not 
Christianity, or that opposes Christianity, is false. That is, anything opposed to 
Christianity does not comport with the way the world really is. This is basic to 
any Christian worldview.

When we say that Christianity is true, part of what that means is that 
Christianity contains the truth that is needed in order to live in God’s world. 
That truth is now contained in Holy Scripture (John 17:17). In order to see the 
value of our example below, we need first to get straight just what Scripture is 
as our principium, and how we should think about it.

As the Westminster Confession puts it, it is the obligation of every man to 
believe what Scripture says, because it is the very Word of God (1.5):

The authority of the holy Scripture, for which it ought to be 
believed and obeyed, depend[s] not upon the testimony of any 
man or Church, but wholly upon God (who is truth itself ), 
the Author thereof; and therefore it is to be received, because it 
is the Word of God. [See 2 Peter 1:19, 21; 2 Timothy 3:16; 1 
John 5:9; 1 Thessalonians 2:13]

This section needs a bit of explanation, and a brief look at the Reformer 
John Calvin can help us here. Holy Scripture is holy because it comes from the 
mouth of a holy God. It is holy because it is His Word. It is holy because it is 
God-breathed (theopneustos 2 Timothy 3:16). It is not holy simply because it 
comes from God; it is holy because it is His very Word. Richard Muller’s analy-
sis with respect to seventeenth-century Reformed orthodoxy is helpful:

The definitions of biblical authority offered by the orthodox 
lead directly to a series of related concepts that further charac-
terize the authority of the text: the specific kind of “authentic-
ity” it bears, yielding its principial status in theology, further 
defined and qualified by its self-authentication as “worthy 
of faith” or belief (autopistos) in itself. The written Word has 
authority if it is authentically divine—if it is authentically 
divine and, therefore, authoritative, it can stand as the funda-



70  //  Business Ethics Today

mentum [foundation], the sustaining power of Christian faith 
and life through which the Spirit works, having the authority 
to adjudicate all theological controversies and all disputes over 
morals: it is the “authentic norm” (authentian norma) which 
stands above and directs faith and life.13

It is because Scripture is the very Word of God, from his mouth, that 
John Calvin and others defend the character of Scripture in terms of its “self-
authentication,” or “self-attestation” (autopistos). What Calvin means by this 
needs some explanation. According to Calvin:

It is utterly vain then to pretend that the power of judging 
Scripture so lies with the church that its certainty depends 
upon churchly assent. Thus, while the church receives and 
gives its seal of approval to the Scriptures, it does not thereby 
render authentic what is otherwise doubtful or controversial 
. . . But because the church recognizes Scripture to be the 
truth of its own God, as a pious duty it unhesitatingly vener-
ates Scripture. As to their question—How can we be assured 
that this has sprung from God unless we have recourse to the 
decree of the church?—it is as if someone asked: Whence will 
we learn to distinguish light from darkness, white from black, 
sweet from bitter? Indeed, Scripture exhibits fully as clear evi-
dence of its own truth as white and black things do of their 
color, or sweet and bitter things do of their taste.14

The point that Calvin is making here might be seen more clearly against 
the historical, ecclesiastical debates in which he is engaged.

One of the questions that loomed large during the time of the Refor-
mation was the question of ultimate authority. The question was not one of 
whether or not God was the ultimate authority; that issue was noncontroversial. 
But then the question that comes most naturally after that was the question of 
what “vehicle” or “instrument” God uses, ultimately, to communicate Himself 
and His truth to His people. At the time of the Reformation, the case had been 
made, and was generally accepted, that God had determined that the church 
would be the instrument through which His truth was given to His people. 
This, of course, is true as far as it goes. It is the church of Jesus Christ that is 
commissioned to spread the gospel, and to proclaim the whole counsel of God 
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to the world.
But the issue ran deeper than that. The issue had to do with just how it 

could be that one could know what God’s truth was, and what He was saying to 
the church. To oversimplify, the Roman church developed the idea of what was 
called “implicit faith” in which those in the church were to trust the tradition 
and officers of the church in matters of faith and life. It was the church that 
was commissioned by God to determine, propagate, and preserve the truth of 
God as it is found in Scripture. In other words, for the Roman church, we are 
to believe that Scripture is God’s Word because the church has determined it 
to be so.

Calvin understood, and set forth clearly, that to think in this way was to 
put our trust, ultimately, in the church, rather in the Word of God itself. It is, 
as Calvin notes, the church’s “pious duty” to acknowledge Scripture for what 
it is. This entails, unquestionably, that the church herself is to be subject to 
Scripture, as the very truth of God, and is not commissioned to determine that 
Scripture is true. The natural question comes, of course, and Calvin anticipates 
it: If it is the church’s responsibility and duty to venerate Scripture (since it is 
the very Word of God), how, then, are we to know that Scripture is God’s own 
Word?

Calvin’s initial answer to this question is with another question—
“Whence will we learn to distinguish light from darkness, white from black, 
sweet from bitter?” The answer to this latter question is simple, on the one 
hand, but contains within it a profound, Reformed truth with respect to the 
character of Scripture itself. Simply put, we learn to distinguish light from dark-
ness, white from black, sweet from bitter by the experiencing of those things. 
All that is needed, therefore, for the attributes of those elements to be known 
and affirmed is the proper means of experience. Is Calvin saying, then, that the 
truth of God is itself dependent on something internal to us, something that 
we have and must utilize?

In order to answer that question, it is important for us to make another 
distinction, a distinction that was less precise in Calvin’s own mind, but which 
became more precise, and important, as Reformed theology began to develop 
after Calvin. The distinction has to do with the work of the Holy Spirit, and the 
relationship of his work to the Word written.

It is the Holy Spirit who Himself is speaking in and through the text of 
Scripture. “Thus, the highest proof of Scripture derives in general from the fact 
that God in person speaks in it.”15 This “speaking” to which Calvin refers is not, 
ever, independent of the words of Scripture themselves. As and when Scripture 
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speaks, God Himself, in the person of the Holy Spirit, speaks. The Spirit does 
not speak “through” the Word; He does not speak as one who “appropriates” 
the Word; the Word is not, for Him, an “instrumentality.” Rather, the Word is 
just the Spirit speaking.

It is this speaking of God in Scripture that provides for Calvin the apolo-
getic “punch” that can serve to silence the objector. Scripture needs no other 
proof to establish it as the Word of God. So, Calvin notes the following:

True, if we wished to proceed by arguments, we might advance 
many things that would easily prove—if there is any god in 
heaven—that the law, the prophets, and the gospel come from 
him. Indeed, ever so learned men, endowed with the highest judg-
ment, rise up in opposition and bring to bear and display all their 
mental powers in this debate. Yet, unless they become hardened to 
the point of hopeless impudence, this confession will be wrested 
from them: that they see manifest signs of God speaking in Scrip-
ture. From this it is clear that the teaching of Scripture is from 
heaven.16

The notion of self-authentication, therefore, is an affirmation that when 
Scripture speaks, God Himself speaks. The authority of Scripture is not some-
thing that only obtains if and when it is affirmed by us. It is an intrinsic attribute 
of Scripture itself, or better, an objective attribute of Scripture, whether or not 
we affirm it. When Scripture goes out—whether in preaching, in reading, or in 
evangelizing—it goes out with all the authority of God Himself. It is no “dead 
letter”; it is the very Word of God Himself, and it never goes out without car-
rying the authoritative demands of God with it.

This is what the Confession means when it says that God is the author 
of Scripture. The point is that Scripture is the Word of God because God is 
its author. We only know that, of course, because Scripture tells us so. But we 
should not lose sight of the fact that it is God speaking in Scripture that gives 
it its power, and that defines its identity.17 This is an important, perhaps the 
important, point to make with respect to Scripture. It attests to its own author-
ity.

As Scripture is God’s very Word, it is the Holy Spirit who speaks in Scrip-
ture.18 The words of Scripture are His words. Because these words are God’s, 
they carry His authority. But we need also to remember that, even though the 
Word of God goes out with the full authority and power of God, no one can 
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be convinced that Scripture is the Word of God apart from the inner testimony 
of the Holy Spirit.

Let this point therefore stand: that those whom the Holy Spirit 
has inwardly taught truly rest upon Scripture, and that Scrip-
ture indeed is self-authenticated; hence, it is not right to sub-
ject it to proof and reasoning. And the certainty it deserves 
with us, it attains by the testimony of the Spirit. For even if it 
wins reverence for itself by its own majesty, it seriously affects 
us only when it is sealed upon our hearts through the Spirit.19

What is needed, therefore, for the full assurance and individual certainty 
that Scripture is the very Word of God Himself is a necessary “connection” 
between the Spirit who speaks in Scripture, and that same Spirit who testifies to 
us and in us, by that very Word, that it is the Word of God.

Given the self-authentication of Scripture—that is, given that the author-
ity of God is given every time Scripture itself goes out, any and every exposure 
to Scripture is a confrontation with the claims of God, and with His authority. 
How might this truth be applied?

A few years ago, the George Gallup Organization had been doing poll-
ing on the Bible in public schools. According to that polling, 75 percent of 
Americans wanted to see the Bible taught in public schools, but only 8 percent 
of public schools actually taught it. This disparity was an evident opportunity. 
In seeking to take advantage of that opportunity, it was discovered that many 
people thought that it was illegal to teach the Bible in public schools. 

The first task was to address the problem of biblical illiteracy. This illit-
eracy not only meant that people were ignorant of the gospel, but it also caused 
young people to have an incomplete understanding of literature, history, music, 
art, and culture. 

The second task was to show, negatively, that there was no legal impedi-
ment to teaching the Bible in public schools, and positively, to confirm the 
notion that students needed to know the Bible, at least, in order to understand 
English literature and history. Essentials in Education (EIE) proposed and com-
pleted its initial research. That research (the first ever national survey) showed 
that 98 percent of high school English teachers believe that students are disad-
vantaged in reading English literature if they do not know the Bible, as well. 

The third task was to disseminate this research and raise public awareness 
of the need and of the potential for change in this regard. In its press conference 
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launching the research at the National Press Club in Washington, EIE reached 
sixty-two million Americans through print and broadcast media, including 
CNN Headline News.

Public awareness was a relentless effort. It was crucial to keep this issue in 
front of the press on a weekly basis for nearly two years, generating stories in 
both national and state newspapers in particular. In addition, largely due to the 
advocacy provided by Bible Literacy Project, four states have enacted legislation 
to facilitate the academic study of the Bible. 

EIE followed its initial research with a second effort, in order to ascer-
tain what university English professors ( from thirty-four universities, includ-
ing Yale, Harvard, Princeton, Stanford, and the University of California) think 
incoming freshmen need to know about the Bible. One hundred percent of the 
professors agreed that part of what it means to be an educated person is knowl-
edge of the Bible. EIE is now in its fourth year, with 356 high schools in forty-
three states taking our course. That number will be increased substantially in 
the near future. Already, we have over 10 percent market share in Georgia’s pub-
lic high schools and over 5 percent in Indiana, Alabama, and South Carolina. 

There are widely varying views as to how best to expose our children 
and our culture to the Word of God. Some opt for home schooling, others 
for Christian or private schools, and others for public schools. By definition, 
it is not possible to teach the Bible as the very Word of God in a public school. 
But if the Bible is self-authenticating, if exposure to it exposes us as well to the 
very character and authority of God, then exposing young people to the Bible 
in public schools is a worthy calling. Not only so, but it lends further support 
to the fact that the principium of knowledge, the Bible itself, carries with it a 
confrontation with God and His character. Only such a confrontation can stave 
off the rapidly rising relativism of our society; only such a confrontation can 
confirm the truth of Christianity itself, and thus give the lie to all of its cultured 
despisers.
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 Second, and after Calvin, John Owen provided a substantial and penetrating argument for the 
necessity of this biblical view, over against the circularity of the Roman view. Owen assigns to 
the church of Rome, not one efficient of belief and one motive of belief; rather, he says, Rome is 
caught between two different motives of faith, neither of which can prove the other without at 
the same time contradicting itself as the motive of faith.

 And, indeed, they do plainly run into a circle, in their proving the Scripture by the authority of 
the church and the authority of the church again by the Scripture; for with them the authority of 
the church is the motive or argument, whereby they prove the divine authority of the Scripture, 
and that again is the motive or argument, by which they prove the authority of the church. And 
so both the church and the Scripture are more known than each other, and yet less, too: more 
known, because they prove each other; and less known, because they are proved by each other. 
(W. H. Gould, ed. The Works of John Owen, vol. 16 [Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 
1977], 8.527.) 

18. As the Westminster Confession of Faith (written after Calvin but surely influenced by him) 
affirms (1.10) the Holy Spirit is the one who Himself is speaking in Scripture.

19. Calvin, Institutes, 1.7.5.
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Confusion with Work
The following blues lyrics from the legendary Henry Gray & Cousin Joe express 
a sentiment many people today would share about the drudgery of work. 

Fifty years ago
Me and hard work fell out
Yes, fifty years ago, me and hard work fell out
Now hard work don’t talk to me,
And I don’t speak to hard work no more.

Why is it we so often feel that work, hard work, is not a pleasure, but an 
enslaving necessity? Surely there are many reasons. But perhaps the central one 
is that we have divorced work from hope. 

A number of years ago, there was a gang of laborers digging holes in 
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the street. They had to blast through six inches of asphalt and concrete with 
an air hammer, then shovel out rocks and sand to get down five feet deep. It 
took about forty-five minutes. After the first hole was dug, the foreman looked 
down, nodded his head, and yelled, “OK, fill ’er back up.” Again, moving a 
little bit away, the men blasted through six inches of asphalt and concrete with 
an air hammer, then shoveled out rocks and sand to get down five feet deep. 
The foreman came over, nodded, and told them to fill it up and move on. They 
did this several more times, and each time they dug, the foreman would tell 
them to fill it back up.

At the lunch break they all came to the boss and said they quit. “Just pay 
us and we’ll go.” When the astonished foreman asked why, one of them said, 
“No one’s going to make a fool of me, digging up holes and filling them in.” 
The foreman laughed and then explained that this was an older section of the 
city; they had lost the records, and were looking for the water mains. This is 
the only method they could think of to find them. So, of course, the men went 
back to work.1

We need to have meaning, some sort of purpose, or our work soon 
becomes demeaning. Centuries ago, the author of Ecclesiastes wrote, “What do 
mortals get from all the toil and strain with which they toil under the sun? For 
all their days are full of pain, and their work is a vexation; even at night their 
minds do not rest. This also is vanity” (2:22–23 "#$%).

Work without purpose is simply humiliating. For high school I attended 
a small New England boys’ boarding school. It afforded a marvelous education. 
But there were lots of rules and restrictions. If caught in violation one of the 
most dreaded punishments was called “rock pile.” This consisted of moving 
large rocks from one place to another. When the task was done, and if we had 
been bad enough, we had to move the rocks right back to the original pile. Of 
course, the purpose of this punishment was to make us do meaningless, hard 
work. It was very effective.

On a far more serious level, the powers controlling prison camps under-
stand this full well. Few accounts tell of the wretchedness of working for no pur-
pose (other than humiliation) better than the story of Viktor Frankl (1905–97). 
But few give more hope. The young psychiatrist and his family were deported 
in 1942 to a concentration camp in Bohemia. Then they were moved to Aus-
chwitz. Only Victor survived. Finally, he went to another camp. Everything 
was stripped from him, including the manuscript of his life’s work, The Doctor 
and the Soul, which he later spent hours and hours trying to reconstruct on bits 
of paper. The Nazis were grim specialists in degrading the prisoners by giving 
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them meaningless work in unspeakable conditions.
Frankl found that people came to counsel with him, not only prisoners, 

but guards as well. In hours of conversation he discovered a fact that would later 
define his life’s work. He began to discover a pattern among those who survived 
the camps, that is, among those given the chance to survive. The most likely 
to make it psychologically were not the well-born, nor the physically strong, 
but those who nurtured some sort of hope. While certainly not a Nietzschean, 
he found that there was something to the philosopher’s dictum, “He who has 
a why to live for can bear with almost any how.”2 He saw that people who had 
hope, various kinds of hope, such as being reunited with loved ones, or projects 
they felt a need to complete, or, especially, those who had great faith, tended to 
have better chances than those who had lost all hope.

After his liberation Frankl developed an approach to psychiatry known 
as Logotherapy, from the idea of meaning, or purpose. At the heart of it, he 
stressed, was the necessity of love. Whatever his understanding of biblical reli-
gion might have been, he is certainly here expressing one of the central tenets 
of a Scriptural outlook. 

Human work must be grounded in purpose. But not just any purpose. 
Biblically, what matters is that our work be grounded in the divine purpose for 
our lives. Indeed, human work, as the Bible teaches, is a microcosm of God’s 
own work. We are speaking here of vocation, in the deepest sense.
Such a purpose for work is far from clear today. In his marvelous s book The 
Call, Os Guinness reflects on the confusion between work, leisure, and worship:

Today we tend to talk of “work” and “leisure” as opposites. 
Work is serious, leisure is play, it is said. Work is drudgery, 
leisure is fun. Work is for pay, leisure is free. Work is what we 
do for someone else, leisure is for ourselves—and so on. But a 
moment’s thought shows this is not so. Far closer to the mark 
is the observations that the modern world has scrambled things 
so badly that today we worship our work, we work at our play, 
and we play at our worship.3

This Is  God’s  World
Calling, though, requires the deeper backdrop of a setting in which God is in con-
trol and gives meaning to our world. Unfortunately, this big-picture background 
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where God is the ultimate environment for our work, has become largely secu-
larized. Vocation is often simply thought of as going into the priesthood. The 
economic theories most often put forth are those which have little or no reference 
to this setting where God is acknowledged.

So we have government policies to try to regulate the economy and pro-
vide jobs, but they do not take into account the fact that we are in God’s world. 
Even laypersons are familiar with some of the broad strokes of modern economic 
policy. Most of us know something about fiscal policies based on Keynesian 
economics. John Maynard Keynes famously argued that classical theory was 
wrong. It thought, erroneously, that “supply creates its own demand.” During 
times of crisis this is not so, argued Keynes, and therefore we need government 
involvement to increase aggregate demand.4 Only when such stimuli exist can 
we hope for a return to stability and full employment.

Keynes no doubt brought some needed correctives to an unbridled capi-
talism. And he was no socialist. And yet, as Bob Goudzwaard has forcefully 
argued, he ended up treating economics as a machine.5 With a few adjust-
ments, balancing out savings and investment levels, and the like, full employ-
ment could be regained. Keynes’s model comes from the Enlightenment idea 
that the end of prosperity justifies the means of avarice, as we wait. To use 
an interesting metaphor, Keynes advocated a large-scale market economy that 
resembles a greenhouse plant, which only works when there are enough arti-
ficial protectors around it, as opposed to a plant out in nature, subject to the 
Providence of God.6

In a subtle way, government has begun to replace Providence in the Keynesian 
scheme. Not that all of it is bad. Some government regulation is important 
in order to maintain justice and reward good behavior in God’s world (Rom. 
13:1–7) But neither government nor institutions, nor individuals, are meant to 
operate in a mechanical model. Economics to be authentic require the larger 
setting of God’s world. Norms for economic life will need to be derived from 
biblical revelation if we are to hope for any significant advancement. This is 
very difficult in a world that has become so highly secularized that everything is 
reduced to a system, rather than an open universe with God in control.

The Glory of Work
“If we are to recover the power of vocation to infuse all of life with religious 
meaning, and extend its range into all relational fields, then we must return to 
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the expansive, religiously rich understanding of vocation in the Bible and the 
Reformation.”7

Vocation is not simply a matter of going into the priesthood, as we have 
said. That line of work is of course most legitimate. But vocation is a much 
broader notion in Scripture. It was a reality even before the fall. It was meant 
to characterize human life throughout. But we have lost this sense that work 
has purpose. Indeed, we have lost the very sense of what work is meant to be.

If we are going to recover a rich, full-orbed notion of work, we will first 
have to look at it in its original design. For that we go back to the creation. 
Work may be problematic today, but the fall is not the proper point of depar-
ture for understanding it. Work is a creation ordinance.

Not only does this calling go back to the creation; it is grounded in the 
divine pattern. This is one of the most astonishing emphases to come out of the 
biblical worldview. God worked for six days to create the heavens and the earth 
and all their hosts. And He rested from that work on the seventh day, which is 
why that day is blessed and hallowed (Gen. 2:1–2). This pattern is the rationale 
given for the human rhythm of work and rest, according to the Ten Command-
ments. (Ex. 20:11) We often forget that the fourth commandment is not only 
about the Sabbath, but is a directive to work for six days.

The pattern of working in six units was comprehensive in the Old Testa-
ment. Not only were there literally six days to work, followed by rest, but there 
were to be six years of sowing the land and harvesting, followed by a rest for the 
field, and a time for the poor especially to be fed. (Ex. 23:10; Lev. 25:1–8) God 
works, and each work day brings morning and evening, and so man works, going 
out to labor until the evening. (Ps. 104:23–24)

Working as an imitation of the divine prototype stands in stark contrast 
to the mythologies of the ancient Near East. For example, according to the 
Babylonian accounts, human beings were created in order to bear the burdens 
the gods were not willing to carry. But in the Genesis account man is made after 
the image of God, in order to function as his vice gerent here on earth. 

Twice, following the structure of Hebrew poetry, the text tells us about 
the special nature of humankind, being created after God’s image. And twice 
this is followed by the divine call to work. (Gen. 1:26, 27–30) What is the con-
nection? Among other things, imaging God means we are kings. Just as God 
is the King of kings, pronouncing infallibly that everything He had made was 
good and very good, so we are to rule the world in God’s stead, lesser kings, 
judging between good and evil, working the soil to good purpose, going into all 
the world and subduing it.
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Indeed, the earth doesn’t function right until man is there to work the soil 
(Gen. 2:5, 15). Even after the Fall, our purpose is still to cultivate the ground 
(Gen. 3:23; Matt. 21:28). What we sometimes call the cultural mandate is a 
call to work in the wonderful world God has made. Our work needs to be done 
with honesty and integrity (Jer. 48:10). It should be done with skill and craft 
(Jer.10:9). This work is the great privilege of life. There is no work in hades 
(Eccl. 9:10)!

There was to be development in work. The skill mentioned above is not 
learned in an instant, but in laboring week after week, generation after gen-
eration. John Murray notes that there was marvelous development. Abel kept 
sheep, and Cain tilled the ground. Commenting on the cultural mandate, he 
says, “Every indication is that toil was a pervasive feature of life in this world, 
that such toil had a variety of forms from the outset, and took on increasing 
multiformity with the development of the race.” Thus, by the time of Noah, 
people knew how to build a ship. During the Patriarchs, we have wealth, which 
in itself carries no dishonor.8

Proper work is rewarding. When done diligently, it brings a sense of 
accomplishment. Even though everything is of the Lord, there is a proper sense 
in which we can be rewarded according to the work of our hands (Eccl. 5:19; 
Prov. 12:14). Anyone who has come home after a hard day’s work in which he 
or she has accomplished something good knows the feeling. 

Work is not just an individual endeavor. It has a communal aspect. One of 
the obvious fruits of our labor is provision for the family (2 Thess. 3:10). How 
many fathers want to know, when their daughters’ hands are asked in marriage, 
will you provide for her? 
Proverbs 31 is not put in the Bible to make housewives feel guilty. It is the final 
chapter of God’s training manual in the art of wisdom. The fully wise sage will 
rise early, work hard, provide for the family, reflect well on her relatives. Labor 
was done in ancient Israel for the benefit of the entire community (Neh. 10:37).

The Curse of Work
Work is a creation ordinance. It is not a necessity from the Fall. Nevertheless, 
the Fall has deeply infected our labors. Surely it is significant that God’s judg-
ment upon our first parents was tailored to their characteristic callings. Eve, 
the mother of all living persons, was cursed in childbearing. Adam, tiller of the 
ground, was told that everything would be hard. The ground over which he 



Work and Rest: God’s Perspective  //  201

was to have been lord would itself yield only with difficulty what was meant to 
come easily, and eventually would swallow him up in death (Gen. 3:17–19).

Again, John Murray is helpful here. He notes that the curse is not a curse 
on work itself. The ground is cursed. So there is still fruit from labor. But every-
thing is hard. Work easily becomes drudgery. Worse, there is no real rest from 
this accursed work: “What has a man from all the toil and striving of heart 
with which he toils beneath the sun? For all his days are full of sorrow, and his 
work is a vexation. Even in the night his heart does not rest. This also is vanity” 
(Eccl. 2:22–23 &$%). Those of us who do not sleep very well often are plagued 
by worries about what needs to be done, what was not done well, what needs 
to be done over again.

If good work brings reward, work done under the curse receives “evil” as 
a recompense. So often now the work of our hands is to build idols and put 
a name for ourselves in the heavens (Gen. 11:1–9). This brings displeasure to 
God Himself (Jer. 25:6). It is, in every sense of the term, futile.

No wonder, then, that a pervasive image for our sinful condition is slavery. 
Slavery was all too real in the ancient world, even as it still is. Israel labored hard 
under captivity until God emancipated his people. But slavery is also an apt 
metaphor of the human condition. Even at our best, we are captives, wretched 
people serving the law of sin (Rom. 7:23–25).

The entire creation groans as it longs for freedom from decay and bond-
age. Few literary images surpass that of the land of Mordor in J. R. R. Tolkien’s 
Lord of the Rings, ruled by Sauron, portraying the hellishness of work under the 
curse of God.

Work and Redemption
Finally, though, we are not left with a groaning world of drudgery. We are given 
hope. Meaning is restored and even enhanced. When Israel groaned under their 
bondage in Egypt, God heard their cry and came down and delivered them. 
He set them free in the promised land, free to worship, free to celebrate, and of 
course, free to work, but for a very different master. Like His great Son’s yoke, 
the Father’s yoke is easy, and His burden is light. 

Salvation is called, over and over again, the great work of God. What our 
first parents failed to do, what Israel failed to do in the desert, Jesus Christ, 
God’s beloved Son, triumphed in doing. He came to do the work of the Father, 
and in so doing to relieve a dying world of its slavery. Jesus’ work is sometimes 
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known as his “active obedience.” Not only did He die to take upon Himself the 
sins of the world, but He positively fulfilled the entire will of God. 

Because of this, His work is reproduced in us, so that we may be saved. 
“He who began a good work in [us] will bring it to completion at the day of 
Jesus Christ” (Phil. 1:6 &$%) In one of the most beautiful statements of God’s 
plan in the entire Bible, Paul contrasts the futility of good works for getting us 
to God with the gift of God: “Not a result of works, so that no one may boast. 
For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 
prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Eph. 2:9–10 &$%).

This changes everything! Now that we are no longer under a curse, our 
work can have meaning once again. Not only meaning, but power. We may be 
builders. Working on an edifice is an image often used in the New Testament to 
signify the wonderful work in progress that we are, and that we construct. We 
are, amazingly, being built into a holy structure for God’s dwelling (Eph. 2:22). 
Because of this we build each other up (“edify”) when we can (Rom. 15:2; 1 
Cor. 10:23). Again, our work has a social function. The Hebrew word for work 
(melakah) literally means “to serve.” We serve God, and we serve our neighbor. 

Thus, work plays a social role. It helps develop the world. Consider that 
what we do here and now is an investment in the world to come. Is this coun-
terintuitive? Only to the American mentality of “sola-bootstrapsa.”9 Citing Isa-
iah 60, Revelation 21:24 tells us the kings of the earth will bring their glory 
into the new Jerusalem. What is this glory? It is the accumulated wealth of the 
nations (Isa. 60:5–7). In other words, it is the fruit of much labor. 

Salvation is not simply wrenching a Platonic soul from each of our bod-
ies to bring it safely to heaven. It is the transformation of our entire selves, the 
new creature, to serve the earth that is being renewed. In the end what will be 
destroyed is not the world as world, but the sinful cancer of corruption. And 
so the work of the scientist, the farmer, the citizen, the parent, the minister, the 
artist, and indeed, any of the legitimate callings addressed to us in this fallen 
world, all of it is a worthwhile investment in the age to come. “Whatever you 
do . . . , do it unto the Lord” (1 Cor. 10:31; Col. 3:23, paraphrased).

And of course in our work, we serve the needy. But notice how even the 
relief of the poor is not purely functional. Paul tells the thief he may no longer 
steal, but do honest work with his own hands. Note the contrast between theft, 
which is a shortcut to possessions gained by someone else’s hard work, and the 
integrity of work with one’s own hands. But then he goes on to give work an 
even higher purpose: “so that he may have something to share with anyone in 
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need” (Eph. 4:28 &$%). And that process is redemptive in the highest order. 
Work now takes on new meaning, a significance it did not have even 

before the Fall. We labor for the sake of the One who labored for our salvation, 
the One who made Himself poor that we might become rich in Him (2 Cor. 
8:9). We labor so that we may rest. Yes, to enjoy the rest of the Sabbath. But far 
more, to enjoy the “heavenly rest” of eternal fellowship with Jesus, in the unity 
of the Father and the Spirit. 

What does all this have to do with business? Much in every way! If we 
had this grand perspective on work, everything could change. But for this to 
happen we need a new reformation. A reformation of work. A reformation of 
everything!

Let me close with this quote from the Puritan preacher Thomas Case:

Reformation must be universal . . . reform all places, all per-
sons and callings; reform the benches of judgment, the inferior 
magistrates... Reform the universities, reform the cities, reform 
the countries, reform inferior schools of learning, reform the 
Sabbath, reform the ordinances, the worship of God . . . you 
have more work to do than I can speak . . . Every plant which 
my heavenly father hath not planted shall be rooted up.10 
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