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Profit
Prophets and Profit

By MarvIn oLasKy, ph.d.

Social and economic conservatives tend to have 
different sacred texts and heroes. Social conservatives 
often revere the Bible and the Bible’s hero, Jesus. While 
many economic conservatives share that faith, publicly 
they tend to venerate Hayek, von Mises, and other free-
market economists. 

In reality, however, the gap between prophets and 
profit should be little wider than the Jordan River (prob-
ably the narrowest of all famous streams). At the level of 
basic principles, economic and social conservatives are nat-
ural allies. Those who esteem the Bible should also applaud St. Milton Friedman 
and other Church of Chicago prelates, because their insights amplify what the 
Bible suggests about economics. 

I’d like to offer a brief overview of biblical teaching—authoritative for most 
social conservatives—as it relates to the economic concept of profit. This teach-
ing should keep social conservatives from listening to the pied pipers of economic 
populism. It can also remind free-market fans that the Austrian Alps are only 
small hills in God’s sight. To be sustained, the free market requires certain virtues 
drawn from religion and culture rather than from economics.

My overview begins with chapter 2 of Genesis, prior to the fall, where God 
gives Adam physical and intellectual work to do: till the ground to grow crops 
and name all the animals. In the following 
chapter, the work becomes much harder, as 
the ground is cursed as a result of the fall. 
What theologians call “the fall of man” is 
also the rise of economics, because, once 
food and shelter can no longer be taken for granted, scarcity enters the picture. 
Arguments over production, consumption, and distribution are unavoidable. 

The Bible makes it clear that, on this side of the fall, only by the sweat of our 
brows will Adam and we, his descendants, profit. But, despite the added hardship, 
our task is still the same as it was before the fall: to take the raw materials God has 
created and impose order on them for human flourishing. 

The Hebrew and Greek words translated as “profit” appear 43 times in one 
careful translation of the Bible, the English Standard Version (ESV). Some uses 
do not relate to finances, but those that do suggest two positive lessons and two 
warnings that still deeply affect our debates about the role of profit.

First positive: Hard, smart work is good, and profiting by it is admirable. 

Marvin Olasky

To be sustained, the free market 
requires certain virtues drawn from 
religion and culture rather than 
from economics.
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One indication of God’s blessing of the Old Testament patriarchs Abraham and 
Jacob is that they became “very rich,” with sheep, camels, donkeys, and much 
besides. Women also can be entrepreneurs: The ideal wife in chapter 31 of Proverbs 
rises while it is still night, “evaluates a field and buys it,” and “sees that her profits 
are good.” 

Second positive: Profit is a gift from God because our lives and our ability to 
work at all are totally dependent on Him. The epistle of James notes, “You who say, 
‘Today or tomorrow we will go into such and such a town and spend a year there 
and trade and make a profit’—yet you do not know what tomorrow will bring. 
What is your life? For you are a mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes. 
Instead you ought to say, ‘If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that.’”

First warning: Profiting from the distress of the poor is wrong. Chapter 25 
of Leviticus states, “If your brother becomes poor and cannot maintain himself 
with you, you shall support him as though he were a stranger and a sojourner.” 
During this period of temporary support, “Take no interest from him or profit, 
but fear your God, that your brother may live beside you.” There is a similar 
warning in the book of Job: A person who “has crushed and abandoned the poor 
… will give back the fruit of his toil … from the profit of his trading he will get 
no enjoyment.”

Second warning: While profit can be a blessing, don’t think that profit 
proves or indicates godliness. Psalm 73 castigates those who confuse wealth and 
salvation: “Pride is their necklace.… Their eyes swell out through fatness…. They 

set their mouths against the heavens, and 
their tongue struts through the earth.” 
The Bible frequently warns about dishon-
est gain: Paul wrote that an elder must not 
be “a lover of money” and a deacon must 

not be “greedy for dishonest gain.” The Book of Acts criticizes silversmiths who 
profited from making idols.

These teachings together display the biblical teaching that profit, in most 
circumstances, is good but not ultimate. To be sure, some Christian scholars, 
and some modern Leftists, have taken individual verses out of context, thereby 
creating barriers to hard work and human flourishing. For example, the prophet 
Ezekiel says the righteous man “gives his bread to the hungry and covers the 
naked with a garment, does not lend at interest or take any profit….” The con-
text makes it clear that this prohibition concerns lending to or profiting from 
the destitute—yet some have interpreted such verses as precluding all interest or 
profit, and a few still do.

rISk, InvEStMEnt, And ProFIt

The Bible’s strongest pro-profit teaching comes in two parables—in 
Matthew, chapter 25 (often called “the parable of the talents”) and in Luke, chap-
ter 19 (often called “the parable of the minas”). In both of these, Jesus speaks of 

These teachings together display 
the biblical teaching that profit, in 
most circumstances, is good but 
not ultimate. 
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a master going away and entrusting wealth to his servants: Roman “talents” were 
worth hundreds of thousands of dollars, perhaps even millions; a mina was worth 
considerably less, but still, perhaps, the equivalent of 100 days of labor.

In the parable of the talents, both the servant who receives five talents and 
the servant who receives two invest them and garner a 100 percent return. The 
master responds to each, “Well done, good and faithful servant. You have been 
faithful over a little; I will set you over much.” But the servant who received one 
talent, fearful of losing it, buries it in the ground: The master calls him “wicked 
and slothful” and says that at least the servant should have left the money with 
bankers so that it would have earned some interest. 

In Jesus’ parable of the minas, the master gives 10 of his servants one mina 
each and tells them to engage in trade while he is away. One servant multiplies 
his investment tenfold and is told, “Well done, faithful servant.” Another servant 
multiplies his investment fivefold and also receives commendation. But the master 
condemns the servant who hid his mina: He gives it to the one who has ten, not-
ing once again—as in the other parable—that he should at least have earned some 
interest on it. (These parables provide more indication, by the way, that the biblical 
ban on interest rightly concerns only loans to the poor.) 

Christ’s parables typically have multiple meanings, and these are no excep-
tions. Jesus clearly was referring to faithfulness, not just finance. He was showing 
that the reward for responsible action is not vacation but more responsibility. But 
the parables also display the assumption that legitimate profit is praiseworthy. Over 
the past 2,000 years many Christians have criticized profit wrung from the poor, 
but some have gone on to attack profit-making enterprises generally—and that 
critique is thoroughly unbiblical.

Misquoting the Bible has sometimes led to other mistakes. Some Gnostics, 
ancient and modern, have seen all matter as evil, leading them to argue that “money 
is the root of all evil.” A Lexis-Nexis search reveals current leaders ranging from a 
Las Vegas registrar of voters to a New York Times headline writer saying the same. 
But Paul the apostle (who, like other biblical writers, had nothing against food, 
drink, and other material things in the right amounts) wrote: “The love of money 
is the root of all kinds of evil” (ESV). It’s the love of money, not the money itself, 
that is the problem.

These Scriptural texts can correct those who preach unbiblical econom-
ics. The Bible also suggests (and the history of the past 2,000 years confirms) 
some additional lessons. Among them: that individuals work hardest when their 
efforts are likely to be rewarded; that the creation of wealth and the reduction 
of poverty require risk-taking that is likely to occur only when the opportunity 
for profit is present. 

It’s vital to understand that the Bible is more than a series of vignettes and 
verses. It repeatedly conveys a realistic sense of human nature (which makes sense, 
since the Author of the Bible made humans and knows our frailty). Unlike the 
scriptures of other major religions that characterize their founders—Buddha, 
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Muhammad, or others—as ideal human beings, the Bible shows the flaws of its 
leading figures. Noah, recently saved from death by flood, gets passed-out drunk; 
Abraham, fearing for his life, is ready to pimp his wife; Jacob is a deceiver, Samson 
a muscular twit, and David an adulterer who covers up that act by having a loyal 
captain killed.  

ProFIt And MutuAL bEnEFIt

As a result, economic truths known by free-market economists resonate with 
the biblical view of the world. Biblical realism opposes communists and socialists 
who believe that human beings forced into a non-competitive environment will 
all be ready to work hard for no profit but the satisfaction of providing for others. 
Biblical realism suggests that, without the opportunity for profit, most individuals 
bury their talents, both occupational and financial. Profit leads to further invest-
ment and wealth creation; without profit, economies contract. After all, without 
profit, there is no wealth left over to be re-invested.

The opposite of profit, remember, is loss. Some equate profit with greed, but 
it’s the absence of profit that’s likely to produce greedy consumption rather than 
risky investment. 

Biblical realism also helps us to see that few among us are likely to love our 
neighbors as ourselves on a regular basis—but we are normally quite willing to 
help our neighbors if we can help ourselves in the process. Free markets provide 
the opportunity for willing buyers and sellers to come together to make “a trade 
that helps both teams,” as baseball fans say. Markets merge altruism and selfish-
ness in a way that no system based on either command and control or singing 
around the campfire can do. 

James Madison, trained in biblical realism at John Witherspoon’s Princeton, 
noted in Federalist 51 that “If men were angels, no government would be neces-
sary.” Perhaps if men were angels, profit and loss statements would be unnecessary 
(although they would still be valuable, since profit or loss communicate whether 
capital is being allocated perceptively or poorly). But since we are not angelic, the 
opportunity to profit makes us more inclined to serve than to be surly. Those who 
have had the foresight to anticipate which goods and services buyers most want 
should be rewarded—otherwise, we won’t have those goods and services.

Furthermore, when we minimize the importance of profit we also reduce 
the magnitude of philanthropy. The faith of a woman who donates her last pen-

nies is wonderful, but many charity lead-
ers would also welcome gifts of appreci-
ated stock. The Bible is pro-property and 
pro-compassion. In chapter 5 of Acts, 
Peter the apostle scolded a liar named 

Ananias about property, saying, “While it remained unsold, did it not remain 
your own? And after it was sold, was it not at your disposal?” The problem wasn’t 
the property but the lie. Ananias was pretending to be more generous than was 

When we minimize the impor-
tance of profit we also reduce  
the magnitude of philanthropy. 
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true: The biblical goal is to make a profit and give much of it away.
So social conservatives who revere the Bible can learn much about how to 

apply it from economic conservatives who share a realistic outlook. Economic con-
servatives also can learn from biblically motivated conservatives the importance 
of ethical and other non-economic factors in determining economic success. We 
have witnessed in our recent economic travails what happens when honesty is hard 
to find and people don’t trust each other enough to go to market. Econometrics 
without econo-ethics fails all of us. 

Marvin Olasky, Ph.D., is provost of The King’s College, New York City; editor-in-

chief of WORLD; and a senior fellow at the Acton Institute. 



82 Indivisible

Contributor biographies

MIchELE BachMann represents the 6th District of Minnesota in the U.S. 
House of Representatives. She serves on the Financial Services Committee and 
has been a leading advocate for bipartisan earmark reform and tax relief as well as 
a staunch opponent of wasteful government spending. 

J. KEnnEth BLacKWELL is a senior fellow for family empowerment at the 
Family Research Council and a senior fellow at the American Civil Rights Union. 
He is a former Secretary of State for Ohio. He serves on the board of directors 
of the Club for Growth and the National Taxpayers Union and is a columnist for 
The New York Sun. Blackwell is the co-author (with Jerome Corsi) of Rebuilding 

America: A Prescription for Creating Strong Families, Building the Wealth of Working 

People, and Ending Welfare.

arthur BrooKs, ph.d., is president of the American Enterprise Institute. His 
writings explore the interrelationships between culture, politics, and economic life 
and include three books: Who Really Cares? (an analysis of charitable giving in 
America); Social Entrepreneurship: A Modern Approach to Social Value Creation; and 
Gross National Happiness: Why Happiness Matters for America—and How We Can 

Get More of It. 

roBIn currIE is a senior writer and editor at the American Enterprise Institute. 
He is a former editor at Time Life Books, where he worked for 11 years. Among 
his books there were What Life Was Like Amid Splendor and Intrigue: Byzantine 

Empire A.D. 330–1453 and The American Story: War Between Brothers. He is the 
author of the forthcoming National Geographic book The Letter and the Scroll: 

What Archaeology Tells Us About the Bible.

JIM daLy is president and CEO of Focus on the Family, where he has served in 
various capacities for 20 years. His first book, Finding Home: An Imperfect Path to 

Faith and Family, tracks his pathway to success from a disadvantaged childhood 
and the loss of his parents. Daly’s second book, Stronger (forthcoming), explores 
ways in which family tragedy can hold new direction and purpose in life. 

EdWIn J. FEuLnEr, ph.d., is president and a founding trustee of The Heritage 
Foundation. He is former president and current treasurer of the Mont Pelerin 
Society and has served as a trustee and chairman of the board of the Intercollegiate 
Studies Institute. In 1989, he was awarded the Presidential Citizens Medal by 
President Reagan as “a leader of the conservative movement.” Feulner has authored 
seven books, including Getting America Right, Leadership for America, Intellectual 

Pilgrims, and The March of Freedom. 



83Contributor Biographies

J.d. FostEr, ph.d.,  is the Norman B. Ture senior fellow in the economics of 
fiscal policy at The Heritage Foundation, specializing in long-term reform in tax 
policy and entitlements. Previously, Foster served as associate director for eco-
nomic policy at the White House Office of Management and Budget and senior 
advisor in economics at the Treasury Department’s Office of Tax Policy.

randy hIcKs is president of Georgia Family Council, a nonprofit organization 
whose mission is to foster the conditions in which individuals, families, and com-
munities thrive. He also serves on the Georgia Supreme Court’s Commission on 
Children, Marriage, and Family Law. He has led Georgia Family Council since 
1997, working to alleviate the suffering caused by family breakdown and promot-
ing family- and community-based collaboration while seeking to raise awareness 
of the connection between human flourishing, culture, and public policy.

harry r. JacKson, Jr., serves as senior pastor of Hope Christian Church 
in the Washington, D.C., area and is founder and chairman of the High Impact 
Leadership Coalition. Jackson’s daily radio commentary, The Truth in Black and 

White, reaches audiences of more than 400 stations, and he is a frequent guest 
commentator in a variety of print and aired media. His books include: The Truth 

in Black and White; High Impact African-American Churches (with George Barna); 
Personal Faith, Public Policy (with Tony Perkins); and In-Laws, Outlaws, and the 

Functional Family.

JosEph G. LEhMan is president of the Mackinac Center for Public Policy, a 
Michigan-based research and educational institute, and serves as the director of 
the Chicago-based Sam Adams Alliance, which promotes the use of new-media 
vehicles to advance economic freedom and individual liberty. Lehman has written 
extensively on free-market principles and policies.

JEnnIFEr a. MarshaLL  is director of domestic policy studies and the Richard 
and Helen DeVos Center for Religion and Civil Society at The Heritage 
Foundation. Previously, she worked on cultural policy issues at Empower America 
and served as director of family studies at the Family Research Council. Marshall 
is the author of Now and Not Yet: Making Sense of Single Life in the Twenty-First 

Century.

stEphEn MoorE is senior economics writer for the editorial board of The Wall 

Street Journal. Prior to joining the Journal, Moore served as founder and president 
of the Free Enterprise Fund, a free-market nonprofit advocacy group. He is the 
author of five books, including It’s Getting Better All the Time: The 100 Greatest Trends 

of the Last Century; Bullish on Bush: How the Ownership Society Will Make America 

Stronger; and The End of Prosperity: How Higher Taxes Will Doom the Economy—If 

We Let It Happen (co-authored with Arthur Laffer and Peter Tanous). 



84 Indivisible

JEnnIFEr roBacK MorsE, ph.d., is founder and president of the Ruth 
Institute, a project of the National Organization for Marriage that promotes 
marriage as a bond of love between “one man and one woman for life.” She has 
been a research fellow at the Acton Institute since its founding in 1990. Morse 
is the author of three books, including Smart Sex: Finding Life-Long Love in a 

Hook-Up World and Love and Economics: It Takes a Family to Raise a Village.

MarvIn oLasKy, ph.d., is provost of The King’s College in New York, 
editor-in-chief of the national news magazine WORLD, and a senior fellow at 
the Acton Institute. Olasky previously served as professor of journalism at the 
University of Texas at Austin. He has published more than 2,000 magazine and 
newspaper articles and has written 20 books, including The Tragedy of American 

Compassion, The American Leadership Tradition, and The Religions Next Door.

tony pErKIns is president of Family Research Council. He previously served 
in the Louisiana legislature for eight years. Perkins hosts a regular national radio 
program, Washington Watch Weekly, with commentaries broadcast on 300 sta-
tions. He appears frequently on national broadcast and cable news programs and 
issues daily pro-family e-mail updates to tens of thousands of grassroots activ-
ists. In 2008, he co-authored (with Bishop Harry R. Jackson, Jr.) Personal Faith, 

Public Policy.

raMEsh ponnuru  is a senior editor of National Review and a columnist for 
Time. He has published numerous articles in national newspapers and policy 
magazines and appears frequently on major news commentary television pro-
grams. He is the author of The Party of Death: The Democrats, the Media, the 

Courts, and the Disregard for Human Life.

Jay W. rIchards, ph.d.,  is a visiting fellow in The Heritage Foundation’s 
Richard and Helen DeVos Center for Religion and Civil Society. He has writ-
ten four books, including The Privileged Planet (co-authored with astronomer 
Guillermo Gonzalez), and, most recently, Money, Greed, and God: Why Capitalism 

is the Solution and Not the Problem. Richards is also the executive producer of two 
documentaries from the Acton Institute: The Call of the Entrepreneur and The 

Birth of Freedom.

pauL ryan represents the 1st District of Wisconsin in the U.S. House of 
Representatives and is currently serving his sixth term. He is the ranking mem-
ber of the House Budget Committee and a senior member of the House Ways 
and Means Committee.



85Contributor Biographies

GLEnn t. stanton serves as director of global family formation studies at 
Focus on the Family and directs a research project on international family for-
mation trends at the Institute of Marriage and Family in Ottawa. Stanton has 
authored three books: Why Marriage Matters: Reasons to Believe in Marriage in 

Postmodern Society; My Crazy, Imperfect Christian Family; and Marriage on Trial: 
The Case Against Same-Sex Marriage and Parenting.  





214 Massachusetts Avenue, NE
Washington, DC 20002

heritage.org




