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I am an economist and a Christian.  In my comments I will try to offer insights from both “halves,” and I 
will offer an outline for how we can evaluate the ethics of free markets.  As a main-steam economist I 
have been trained to see how markets benefit humanity.  When markets function well they are efficient 
– in our world where poverty is still too often the norm markets assure that we produce what we need 
using the least costly set of inputs.  Moreover, markets create powerful incentives to improve 
productivity; the economic growth of the last 200 years has created in many countries a middle class 
that can afford more than the very basics of life.  Finally, markets are conducive to freedom; individuals 
are able to express their demand for goods and services without appeal to king or priest.   
 
As a Christian I take seriously God’s call in scripture that we act as stewards of creation.  As stewards we 
recognize that God requires us to use what he has created in ways that reflect his aims.  Scripture in turn 
shows our Father to be loving, just, and merciful.  This framework, I argue, gives us a basis to evaluate 
the ethics of free markets.  When markets function well they are efficient, and growth and freedom 
promoting.  All of these can be seen as good in that they reflect the creator’s loving care for us his 
children.  When markets lack the necessary conditions to provide these ends we have the ethical basis 
for correcting these situations to allow markets to better function.  More strongly still the notion of 
stewardship requires us to question market outcomes that while efficient violate the notions of God’s 
love, justice, and mercy.  
 
First, markets are not always well functioning.  Markets perform poorly where the necessary conditions 
for efficiency do not exist.  These problems economists call “market failures,” and they include 
phenomena such as incomplete or asymmetric information, externalities, public goods, and monopoly.  
As such there is an inherent and scripture-sanctioned role for government oversight and correction of 
these problems.  Material blessing is part of the abundant life that scripture declares is God’s aim for 
humanity.  Said differently, Christians affirm that wealth is a means towards full human flourishing; that 
idea undergirds both why poverty is a problem (Christians are perpetually reminded to care for the 
poor) and why wealth is a means and not an end in itself.   
 
Second, and more strongly, there are reasons for government action that go beyond creating the 
necessary conditions for market efficiency.  Proper stewardship requires us to care for the poor and 
vulnerable, even if no direct market failure created the poverty or vulnerability.  Again, such actions 
reflect God’s love, justice, and mercy. Moreover not all market outcomes should be considered as valid 
as all others when they derive from preferences that are malformed.  Governments may decide, for 
example, to regulate or ban certain drugs even though, left to themselves, markets could efficiently 
provide the goods to willing consumers.   
 
 
 


