
 1 

AFN Theological Dialogue Commission 

A Trinitarian Christian Understanding of the Rights of Workers and Employers 

 

Work is considered an attribute of God, for God completed the work of creation. Work is 

considered intrinsically good; it demonstrates creativity and capability, dignity and desire. Rest is 

also an attribute of God, since God rested on the Sabbath.  Because humans are made in the 

image of God (Gen. 1: 27), work and rest are attributes of human life.  Humans were given the 

task of naming the animals (creativity) and stewardship over creation (responsibility). Work only 

became burdensome as a result of human rebellion against God; but work, itself, is honorable 

and life-giving (Gen. 1:28 and 3:19).  

Historic understanding within the Decalogue is that work is to provide a sufficiency and 

even abundance but not superfluity, humans are not to covet, and that humans are capable of 

providing for their own needs and still have time for rest and worship one day out of seven 

(Exodus 20:8-11). As well as the historic observance of the Sabbath within Judaism, this led to 

the first Sabbath work laws in Europe under Constantine in the C4
th

 and in Calvin’s Geneva 

during the C16
th

.  The concept of abundance but not excess is found throughout the Bible, and 

explicitly in the laws surrounding the concept of Jubilee (Lev. 25:10ff) – when property is 

returned to the original owner.  Justice is defined as sharing with those in need (Is. 58:6-11). The 

dangers of wealth are demonstrated Matt. 6:19-34 and Luke 6:20-26.  These concepts work out 

in specific injunctions to pay workers fairly for their work, “You shall not withhold the wages of 

poor and needy laborers, whether of other Israelites or aliens who reside in your land in one of 

your towns. You shall pay them their wages daily before sunset, because they are poor and their 

livelihood depends on them; otherwise they might cry to the Lord against you, and you would 

incur guilt” (Deut. 24: 14-15) and “a worker is worthy of his support” (Matt. 10:10); see also 

Ecc. 3:9. Oppressing workers is specifically prohibited (Is. 58:3).  

 Jesus’ own definition of his ministry included bringing relief to those oppressed (Luke 4: 

18-19 quoting Is. 61:1-4 and Matt. 11:4-6).  Justice, including labor justice, is a central teaching 

and description of the Kingdom of Heaven as found in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:38-

6: 4). Jesus’ parables continually reflect justice issues and warn against the danger that the lure 

of wealth leads to self-centeredness and a lack of compassion.  Examples include: Lazarus and 

the rich man (Luke 16:19-31), the wealthy landowner who built bigger barns (Luke 12: 16-21) 

and the owner of the vineyard who paid his laborers the same amount regardless of the time they 

were hired (Matt. 20:1-16).  

 Theologian Stanley Grenz writes that social action including justice work is “a natural 

extension of Jesus’ own ministry as entrusted to us” [Grenz, 507]. Therefore, social justice work 

is part of bringing the “not yet” character of the Kingdom of God into the “already” of current 

culture and as such is a central aspect of the work of the church.  Therefore, the definition of a 

“living wage” is critical and related to the definition of justice and our understanding of the 

mandate to care for the poor.  The biblical description of the Kingdom of God as peace, justice, 

righteousness and love becomes the template for church involvement in pursuing structural 

change. This includes right relationships with family, business, and government. “Yet Christians 

have increasingly come to the conclusion that service to the world demands that we move 

beyond binding wounds to become the advocates of the wounded by attempting to foster 

structural changes in society” [Grenz, 508].  

 Quakers have long maintained that the life of faith involves living by principles of 

integrity, peace, community, equality, and simplicity, based on Fox’s statement that “there is that 
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of Christ in every man,” a restatement of the concept of the image of God. The call for a living 

wage intersects all of these principles. John Woolman in the C18
th

 wrote, “To labor too hard or 

cause others to do so, that we may live conformable to customs which Christ our Redeemer 

contradicted by his example in the days of his flesh, and which are contrary to divine order, is to 

manure a soil for propagating an evil seed in the earth” [Faith and Practice, 170].  An old Quaker 

saying addresses the C21
st
 consumerism that drives global economic inequity, “Live simply that 

others may simply live.”  

 The academic discipline of Christian Ethics or Moral Theology addresses economics as a 

specific sub-discipline. Stassen and Gushee take the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 6:19-24) as the 

foundational Scripture passage to develop a theology of money.  They interpret Jesus’ statement 

that humans can’t serve God and money as an invitation to “invest your possessions generously 

in God’s reign of justice and mercy, and you will find your heart invested there as well” 

[Stassen, 401]. This is a call to orient our lives in God’s eschatological project (i.e. God’s plan 

for the future of the cosmos) including our economics; this implies that we invest in people 

rather than money for the sake of wealth alone. It restructures how we think about money, not as 

a buffer against the worries of future needs but as opportunity to share from our abundance with 

those in poverty, restoring them to community and so participating in God’s creative concept of 

the Year of Jubilee (Lev. 25).  Stassen and Gushee specify 5 principles of the revolutionary view 

of money: 

1. Having possessions beyond our needs does not imply worth, value, or significance of 

persons. 

2. Misreading the value of possessions stimulates greed. 

3. Greed leads to a lifestyle of luxury and/or hoarding (see the Great Judgment of Matthew 

25:31-46; the parable of the rich young ruler in Mark 10, Matt. 19, and Luke 18).   

Rather, as the early disciples, the church is called to trust in God’s providence and, 

therefore, to shared resources assuring all have their basic needs met (Acts 4:32-37, 5:1-

11; 2 Cor. 8:13-15; and 1 John 3:17-18). 

4. The allure of wealth can stifle discipleship and spiritual growth (e.g. the metaphor of the 

third soil in the parable of the sower and the seeds (Mark 4, Matt 13, Luke 8). 

5. Jesus identified with the poor and promises abundance and justice for all (Matt. 11, Luke 

4, Luke 6:20-21). We are called to do likewise. 

 

Therefore the key themes of Christian Economic Ethics impact the concepts of property 

rights, the nature of work, and the reality of ownership. While there are two extrema in this 

spectrum, most theologians, ethicists, and lay Christians believe that individuals have a qualified 

right to private property within the primary norm of economic justice as an aspect of God’s reign 

[Stassen, 419]. Underlying this is the understanding that all material goods are God’s gift. “This 

is the fundamental mandate of economic ethics – just distribution” [Stassen, 420]. Stephen Mott 

and Ronald Sider define economic justice as, “Justice demands that every person or family has 

access to the productive resources (land, money, and knowledge) so that they have the 

opportunity to earn a generous sufficiency of material necessities and be dignified participating 

members of their communities” [Mott and Sider quoted by Stassen, 421].  

This understanding of all goods as God’s gift and the Mott Sider definition results in the 

following principles of work, wages, and economic distribution. 

1. The universal destination of goods – an academic phrase meaning that all material 

possessions are from God and are meant to be shared among all people. 
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2. There are moral limits on acquisition. 

3. We have obligations of stewardship for our possessions. 

4. The quest for distributive economic justice is an aspect of God’s reign. 

5. “Work remains rooted in God’s design for human life. Work reflects and advances 

human dignity as our vocations become an outlet for creativity, self-development, and 

even joy, and an avenue to contribute to the common good and means of providing for 

ourselves, our families, and those we can bless with our generosity” [adapted from the 

Roman Catholic Catechism and cited by Stassen, 421]. 

 

Therefore, individual and the corporate expressions of the faith in the church are called to be 

advocates for the dignity of the worker, safe employment, and a just fair and living wage.  “The 

role of Christians is faithful embodiment of the vision of economic justice that Christ teaches” 

[Stassen 421]. 

 

Some Websites of Interest 

Episcopal 

Johnson, Christopher A., “A Call to Action Report on Domestic Poverty Alleviation,  

 “Resolution Around Eleven Essentials of Justice” 

 Schut, Michael, “Some Notes on Christian Ecological Ethic and Economics” 

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America from 

download.elca.org/ECLA%20Resource20Repository/Church_SocietySS.pdf  

 Eaton, Elizabeth A., “Memorandum on Living Wage” 4/8/14 

Interfaith 

 http://www.episcopalchurch.org/library/document/faith-coalition-letter-fair-minimum-

wage-act-2013 

Presbyterian Church in the USA 

 pcusa.org/site_media/media/uploads/acswp/pdf/economic-crisis-policy.pdf 

Roman Catholic Church 

 usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/what-we-believe/catholic-social-teaching  

United Methodist Church 

 umc.org/what-we-believe/pathways-to-economic-justice 

 umc-gbcs/faith-in-action/living-wage 

 umc.org/living-wage-model 
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