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CHRISTIAN LEADERS 
ON FAITH AND WORK:

AN EMPIRICAL INQUIRY
    BY HALLQVIST ALBERTSON

Abstract

A survey of a small group of Christian CEOs was employed to examine the meaning and implications of the 
First Commandment in the modern marketplace. The study illustrates the dif�iculties for business leaders 
to integrate faith in everyday business practices. The paper off ers some practical insights for Christian 
business leaders who desire to integrate their faith at work but must battle competing interests, even 
“idolatries” in the secular business environment.
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Introduction 

George, an older man, was a successful Christian 
businessman who wanted to mentor people in 
life, business, and the Christian faith. He was 
self-made, amassing a net worth of hundreds of 

millions of dollars. He lived modestly in a home that he had 
purchased forty years earlier; drove stock Fords for a de-
cade before trading them in; gave generously of his time to 
all who asked and to some who did not, and spent most of 
his wealth during his lifetime helping his church and other 
Kingdom-enriching causes. In most respects, George was 
a modern-day exemplar of how the Christian businessper-
son should live. One thing curious about George, however, 
was that he would often proclaim: “Don’t do business with 
Christians. They are idolaters!”

Over the last several decades as I have studied faith 
and business as both a practitioner and an academic, 
George’s admonitions have grown faint in my thoughts, 
being replaced by more practical ideas of faith-work inte-
gration in the marketplace — that is, until recently, when 
I read Kyle Idleman’s Gods at War.1 Idleman’s thesis is that 
idolatry is very much alive today in the post-modern era. 
While humans, at least in the modern day West, rarely 
make statues or other images and bow down to them, we 
do elevate people, ideas, and objects to the place of God 
in our lives. This paper is an attempt to probe further the 
meaning and implications of “idolaters,” as brought forth 
by Idleman and George, in the context of the First Com-
mandment and the twenty-�irst century marketplace.

Biblical View of Work

The earliest biblical reference to work appears in Genesis 
1:1, in which God began the work of creating the heavens 
and the earth. This reference concludes in Genesis 2:2 
with completion of that work on the seventh day, when 
God rested. 

The biblical narrative continues the concept of work by 
stating that Adam had a vocation before the Fall: he was a 
worker in and keeper of the Garden of Eden (Gen 2:15). 
Adam’s task is described by the Hebrew word Avodah, 
used elsewhere in the Old Testament over one hundred 
times to mean “work and worship.”2 Therefore, from the 
beginning of biblical history, human vocational endeavors 
correlate with worshiping God.

Various vocations are recorded in the New Testament 
as well. Mark 6:3 reports that Jesus’s vocation was that 
of a carpenter. Joseph, and possibly also Mary, worked as 
a tradesperson (Matt 13:55). Matthew 4:18 calls Andrew 
and Peter �ishermen. Acts 9 tells that Dorcas made cloth-
ing, while Lydia was a trader in purple cloth (Acts 16:14). 
Acts 18:3 indicates that Paul was a tentmaker. The bibli-
cal text stresses the importance of working well, as if the 
worker were working for God (Col 3:23-24; Eph 6:7). 

God uses work as part of his plan to spread the gospel 
message throughout history. Although Christianity spread 
initially through dedicated evangelists and missionaries, 
it also spread organically through trade and commerce, as 
people working in business vocations encountered their 
non-Christian business partners and shared the faith in 
that process.3 Prophetically, Isaiah 65:22-23a tells us that 
in the New Jerusalem we will worship God through our 
work and enjoy the fruit of our labor.

Work is also used biblically to give cautionary tales 
against idolatry. For example, in Luke 12:13-21, Jesus tells 
the story of what has often been called “The Rich Fool.” 
It could equally as accurately be called “The Doom of the 
Materialist.” In the text, Jesus warns about the dangers of 
a life lived without God - a life that worships self, work, 
and personal comfort. The parable’s foolish main charac-
ter lived a life as if God did not exist. When he perished, 
he left all his worldly accomplishments behind. Work had 
become his idol.4 

In accordance with this theme, Colossians 3:5 calls 
greed idolatry. Greed causes us to trust in things rather 
than in the God who gave us those things. The Epistle to 
the Romans was written to a Christian audience and the 
Acts of the Apostles was written to non-Christians. Wright 
asserts that Romans portrays idolatry as rebellion against 
God and spawning wickedness, while Acts portrays 
idolatry simply as ignorance and valueless.5 This certainly 
implies that God will judge believers more harshly than 
non-believers on the issue of idolatry.

Consequently, it appears that from a biblical perspec-
tive, there is a link between work and serving God. Veith 
argues that Ephesians 2:10 expresses how the Christian 
worker is “God’s workman” and is to do “good works” in 
order to serve others, as commanded by Matthew 20:28.6
Sherman and Hendricks argue that God created work for 
�ive reasons, i.e., (1) serve humanity; (2) provide for hu-
manity’s own material needs; (3) provide for the family’s 
needs; (4) create wealth to give to others; and (5) love 
God.7

Faith at Work: A Historical Survey

Sometime between the early New Testament period and 
the Reformation, the idea of vocation as secular work 
became subjugated to a calling in the Church in terms of 
honor and holiness.8 With the advent of the Reformation 
and the notion of the priesthood of all believers, both Mar-
tin Luther and John Calvin advocated for more intensive 
Scriptural education and training for persons in secular 
vocations, as well the adoption of theology in which secu-
lar work was once again viewed as equally important as 
clerical work.9 By the end of the nineteenth century, the 
minister Charles M. Sheldon introduced the idea of, “What 
would Jesus do?” and suggested that this question should 
be considered in the context of the political, social, and 
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cultural changes occurring in America at the time, includ-
ing in the workplace.10 

In the early twentieth century, when Christianity was 
still the dominant religion in North America, it was consid-
ered inappropriate to pray or discuss faith at work.11 This 
was often called the “Sunday-Monday gap.”12 Yet many 
companies, particularly assembly line manufacturers on 
the East Coast, scheduled work hours for their employees 
so that they could attend a weekday Mass or special reli-
gious services without missing work.13 

Beginning in the 1960s and continued into the nineties, 
a number of factors brought about the breakdown of the 
separation between faith and work.14 In this time period, 
literally hundreds of books were published that dealt with 
a biblical view of work.15 

In the last �ifteen years, there have been a plethora 
of books published on the subject of biblical work, faith 
and work, tent-making, and business as mission (BAM).16 

The literature tends to be predictably formulaic, usually 
divided into four parts. The �irst part begins with an argu-
ment that business is an actual calling from God as much 
as, if not more than, a paid fulltime Christian ministry 
position.17 The second part is commonly a manifesto for 
collapsing the sacred and secular and living as Christians 
every day at work and not just on Sundays, truly apply-
ing beliefs in the marketplace.18 The third part usually 
includes a how-to guide for integrating faith and business, 
based on the author’s personal experiences in the mar-
ketplace.19 The texts often �inish with glowing stories of 
individuals and companies who applied biblical principles 
to the marketplace, how they prospered and changed the 
world for Christ.20

It is important to note that the idea of “integration of 
faith at work” potentially means diff erent things to diff er-
ent people at diff erent times and in diff erent places. To 
some, integration of faith at work might mean praying be-
fore a meal. To others, it might mean personal evangeliza-
tion in the workplace. To still others, it might mean pursu-
ing Christ-like conduct in business transactions.21 For this 
paper what is important is whether the study participants 
tried to integrate their faith at work in some fashion, and 
not what that speci�ically meant to them.

We examine the following hypothesis in this essay: 
there would be a recognizable level of integration between 
a Christian business leader’s faith and praxis, and those 
who consciously attempt to integrate faith at work would 
demonstrate consistently proactive eff ort and success. In 
this study, a small survey was conducted to shed light on 
this hypothesis.

The Empirical Study

The study looked at the experiences of sixteen business 
leaders and CEOs.22 Four questions were administered in 
personal interviews. 

1. “Do you try to integrate your faith at work?” – an-
swer yes/no 
2. “How successful do you think you are at integrat-
ing your faith at work?” - answer on a scale of zero 
to ten, with zero being the lowest and ten being the 
highest. 
3. “Why are you not fully integrating your faith at 
work?” – answer open-ended
4. “What is the meaning of a God-centered enter-
prise?” -  answer open-ended

A summary of the answers is provided in the box The 
Survey. 

Observations
The response to the �irst question, in which all the respon-
dents indicated that they do try to integrate their faith 
at work, is expected. Since these business leaders were 
all self-professed Christians and volunteered their time 
to help with this research, it would follow that they are 
conscious in their eff ort in integrating their faith at work, 
albeit to varying degrees of success. 

It was a bit of a surprise to �ind that, in response to 
the second question, more respondents did not report a 
higher degree of success at the integration eff ort. It has 
been the author’s experience that people tend to overes-
timate their achievements in matters of faith, so the fact 
that only half of the interviewees rated their success  as at 
least 7 out of 10 (a “C” or better) is disappointing.

There could be a variety of explanations for this result. 
For example, because the respondents were leaders who 
regularly make dif�icult judgments on performance, they 
might be hyper-self-critical. Another possible (if ironic) 
explanation may be related to their personal faith. These 
individuals may presumably see themselves, as the Bible 
asserts: “humans as sinners.” This perspective echoes 
Paul when he wrote “What a wretched man I am!” (Rom 
7:24 NIV). In light of the answers from the following open-
ended questions, the �irst explanation is perhaps more 
likely (see discussion below)

Questions three and four were the most interesting 
with regards to the intent of this research: exploring the 
meaning and implications of the First Commandment in 
the context of the twenty-�irst century marketplace. 

Seven of the sixteen (43%) interviewees reported that 
they are not currently fully integrating their faith at work 
because of “competitive” reasons, meaning they feel they 
would be at a competitive disadvantage by integrating 
their faith more fully. Another four (25%) reported that 
they do not integrate their faith and work because of legal 
and/or regulatory concerns. Two of the sixteen (13%) 
were ideologically opposed to integrating faith and work. 
They believe in the Sunday-Monday gap, in which the faith 
one practices on Sunday at church should not in�luence 
what they do in the of�ice on Monday. Two more (13%) 
reported being afraid that integrating their faith and 
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THE SURVEY
Sixteen owner/chief executive of�icers of businesses encompassing diff erent industries and �irm sizes were 

interviewed for this study during the period Jan. 5-22, 2016. Subjects were selected based on personal rela-
tionship and referrals. The interviews were administered either in person, via telephone, Skype or FaceTime, 
and in a manner consistent with the National Institute of Health’s “Human Research Protection Program.”

The interviewees represent �irm sizes de�ined as: (1) Sole Proprietorship, (2) Small Business, with 50 or 
fewer employees; (3) Medium-sized Business, with 51 to 1,000 employees; and (4) Large-sized Business, with 
1,001 or more employees. All �irms represented are secular for-pro�it entities. BAM (Business-as-Mission) 
enterprises were purposely excluded from this research because BAM companies usually do not face the same 
competitive market forces as for-pro�it enterprises.

Four questions were administered:

1. “Do you try to integrate your faith at work?” (Yes/No) 
2. “How successful do you think you are at integrating your faith at work?” (Scale 
from 0 to 10, the highest) 
3. “Why are you not fully integrating your faith at work?” (Open-ended)
4.  “What is the meaning of a God-centered enterprise?” (Open-ended)

     Consulting  Sole  Yes 7 Competitive Ethical Practices

     Entertainment Sole Yes 5 Competitive Quiet Evangelism

     Financial Services Sole Yes 8 Competitive Servant Leader

     Technology  Sole Yes 5 Financial Ethical Practices

     Basic Materials Small Yes 8 Competitive Quiet Evangelism

     Consumer Goods Small Yes 9 Competitive Ethical Practices

     Financial Services Small Yes 9 Legal  Pro�its to Charity

     Technology  Small Yes 4 Reputation Ethical Practices

     Consumer Goods Med Yes 10 Competitive Evangelism

     Entertainment Med Yes 6 Reputation Ethical Practices

     Industrial Goods Med Yes 6 Competitive Servant Leader

     Utilities  Med Yes 2 Regulatory Quiet Evangelism

     Aerospace  Large Yes 10 Legal  Ethical Practices

    Financial Services Large Yes 4 Regulatory Pro�its to Charity

     Hospitality  Large Yes 10 Ideological Ethical Practices

     Technology  Large Yes 4 Ideological Ethical Practices

     INDUSTRY 
 

FIRM 
SIZE

Q1        Q2        Q3               Q4
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work would hurt their reputation and that they would be 
thought of as the “type of Christians one sees on television 
and the movies,” being mocked by mainstream culture, or 
as a “Bible-thumper.” Finally, a single individual (6%) re-
ported that he did not integrate his faith at work because 
of “�inancial” reasons.

In summary, a majority (88%) of the survey par-
ticipants failed to integrate their faith at work because 
of fear: fear concerning competitive advantage, personal 
reputation, legal and regulatory rami�ications, and �inan-
cial consequences. 
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Fear is a powerful motivator and can be God-given. 
For example, if a child has ever touched a hot stove with 
her hand and been burnt, she is unlikely to repeat this 
behavior because of healthy fear. Mature Christians who 
succumb to fear of personal loss in contrary to the biblical 
narrative can fall into idolatry, however.23 

Mouw tells how, when he was President of Fuller 
Theological Seminary, had dispensed with pastoral and 
biblical niceties when terminating employees because he 
had to instead focus on the “legal considerations” of ter-
mination.24 His fear over legal consequences overshadows 
proper conduct in accordance with biblical principles. 
When a Christian business professional operates out of 
fear, he is worshipping fear, rather than God.

Ethical behavior is important in business, but secular 
ethics is not neces-
sarily biblical. Half of 
the respondents felt 
that a God-centered 
enterprise implies 
behaviors that are 
ethical. However, eth-
ics is often perceived 
to be relative, meaning 
diff erent things to dif-
ferent people. To the 
survey participants, 
the meaning encom-
passes concerns for 
the environment and 
creation care, provid-
ing employees with living wages and bene�its, having 
integrity in paying bills and taxes on time, advocating for 
LGBT and civil rights, and giving back to the community. 
Two participants consider it important to give a portion 
of pro�its to charity and another two indicate that a God-
centered enterprise means that they should be servant 
leaders, using their businesses to advance a higher cause 
generically de�ined as promoting human prosperity. 

Three of the respondents also felt that a God-centered 
enterprise should involve “quiet evangelism,” which one 
of them de�ined as (mistakenly attributed to St. Francis of 
Assisi) “Preach the gospel, and if necessary, use words.” An-
other considers “evangelism” as the use of the company’s 
resources to preach the gospel and fund missionaries.

The dif�iculty with the ethics-centric view for a God-
centered enterprise is that ethics, without the grounding 
of a biblical worldview, is merely a human-construct based 
on secular values (see box Biblical vs. Secular Business 
Ethics). Dedicated pursuits of secular ethics could indeed 
lead to idolatrous practices.

 The survey responses are handicapped by the prelimi-
nary nature of this study. To provide a better understand-
ing of the reasons behind many of the interview responses, 
additional research is required, such as interviews with 
the subjects’ employees and colleagues to determine if the 

interviewees’ valuation of their abilities align with others’ 
perceptions.

Idolatry in the Marketplace – Further 
Thoughts

This study brings forth some thoughts on how business 
professionals might attempt to reconcile God’s and their 
business priorities.

Resist the Idol of Fear
As human beings, we all have diff erent degrees of pride, 
envy, jealousy, and greed in our hearts. We desire success. 
We want to be liked. We are willing to tell a “white lie” if 

it seals the deal, makes things 
go smoother, or reduces 
workplace drama. The survey 
indicates most of us also wor-
ship an idol called fear; this is 
an idol bigger than the 420-
foot Spring Temple Buddha in 
China that people physically 
bow to in worship.25 Christian 
businesspeople, including 
myself, often bow to and 
worship fear, rather than 
worshiping the God of the 
Bible and his admonition to 
trust him and not fear (Pslm 
56:3-4; Matt 6:33; 2 Cor 3:4-

6; 1 Tim 6:17).
Had the Ten Commandments begun just with moral 

teachings, designed to regulate human behavior toward 
one and another, such as do not lie, steal, or commit adul-
tery, that text would not be signi�icantly diff erent than 
the moral teachings found in other religions, such as the 
Eightfold Path of Buddhism, the Smritis of Hinduism, and 
the Adj Granth of Sikhism. But these commandments be-
gin with a prohibition of other gods before God. One could 
obey all the other nine commandments meticulously, 
yet still betray God’s covenant by having other gods at 
heart.26

The First Commandment, therefore, is just that: the 
primary commandment. It is not a suggestion, a good 
idea, or a mere philosophical construct. It is an absolute. 
We must repent from worshiping these other gods in the 
marketplace in order to exhibit obedience to the First 
Commandment. And we need to remember that repen-
tance is more than just saying we are sorry for worshiping 
idols; repentance involves a change in current and future 
behavior.

Integration Follows Mission
Integration follows a clearly de�ined mission. Christian 
business professionals need to de�ine their concept of 

Mature Christians who 
succumb to fear of per-
sonal loss in contrary to 
the biblical narrative 
can fall into idolatry.
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mission in order to clarify what God-centered enterprise 
actually means. 

Charles Van Engen sees mission in terms of “sentness,” 
sending the people of God to intentionally cross barriers 
from church to non-church, faith to non-faith, to proclaim 
by word and deed the coming of the kingdom of God in 
Jesus Christ.27 We see this in Ephesians 4:11, in which Paul 
writes about unity in the body. The apostles had a diff er-
ent mission than the prophets. Christian business profes-
sionals have a diff erent mission than each other, but that 
each does have a mission.

Neill asserts that “If everything is mission, then noth-
ing is mission.”28 When Neill made this statement nearly 
�ifty years ago, the problem he saw in the church was that 
mission was being de�ined so broadly that it was increas-
ingly dif�icult to 
off er focus. How 
one perceives 
mission dictates 
how one engag-
es in mission.

For example, 
historically, the 
church has spo-
ken of God the 
Father sending 
the Son, and the 
Father and the 
Son sending the 
Holy Spirit.29 In 
1934, Karl Hartenstein, a German missiologist, coined the 
term Missio Dei based on the work of Karl Barth and his 
perception of a diff erent movement: one of the Father, Son, 
and the Holy Spirit together sending the Church.30 Others 
see mission as just “followers of Jesus…seeking harmony 
by modeling their lives after his.”31 And then there are 
those who hold that Christian mission is “to know Christ 
and to make him known.”32

In business how Christian business professionals per-
ceive mission will dictate their actions in the marketplace 
If, for example,  mission means making Christ known to 
the nations, then the business leader will ensure that 
the business operations are set up for that purpose. This 
model would be diff erent than that of a business whose 
mission was to make as much money as possible in order 
to donate a percentage of pro�its to charity, or if mission 
was considered to be synonymous with ecological cre-
ation care. And all of these approaches would likewise be 
diff erent from mission as increasing shareholder value. It 
is not possible to begin the process of integrating faith at 
work until one knows what the mission is. 

God’s Way Is Also Good Business
Christians need to break the conventional wisdom that 
the world’s ways of doing business are more “success-
ful” or “better” than God’s ways. We tend to believe a lie 

that being Christian or applying biblical principles in the 
marketplace is somehow bad for business. Research has 
shown that ethical business conduct can be a source of 
competitive advantage because it reduces transaction 
costs of litigation through its trust-building activities and 
social capital preservation.33 As Christians in the market-
place, modeling biblical ethical behavior could be good for 
business.

 A lady I know is a supplier to the entertainment indus-
try. She applies biblical principles diligently in her person-
al and professional lives. While she is honest, trustworthy, 
reliable, competent, and in high demand, she declines lu-
crative contracts if the project mocks God, is violent, por-
nographic, or profane, or in some other way violates what 
she sees as redemptive activity. One would think that this 

woman would have 
dif�iculty surviving 
professionally in 
Hollywood. In fact, 
the opposite is true; 
she is so sought-af-
ter that she raised 
her rates several 
times last year be-
cause she had too 
much work!

This is the case 
as well, in examples 
like Arthur Guinness 
and his mission to 

create a highly successful beer business that bene�its the 
kingdom.34 More recently, the Christian business leaders 
at Tyson Foods,35 A�lac,36 and Marriott37 enjoy successful 
careers while striving to follow the biblical narrative in 
the marketplace. 

Let Our Faith Shine
We need to apply our faith more in our spheres of in�lu-
ence, whether as an entry-level intern or a seasoned CEO. 
We must actively trust God, his promises, and his word 
by putting away the idols, especially the idol of fear, and 
worshipping him alone in the marketplace. Business lead-
ers need to make it easier for their employees, coworkers, 
bosses, friends, and family members to put away idols as 
well. By word and deeds, they should exhibit God-fearing 
behaviors. 

God is always faithful, and he will not let us down if 
we honor him as our �irst priority in the marketplace. In 
doing so, we will see successes in business, in life, and be a 
living testimony to others about God’s faithfulness.

Conclusion

In many respects, this research invites more questions 
than it provides answers. However, it shows many Chris-
tian professionals do desire to live integrated and holistic 

Christian business professionals 
need to defi ne their concept 
of mission in order to clarify 
what God-centered enterprise 
actually means.
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Biblical vs. Secular Business Ethics
Business ethics are de�ined as “a set of [moral principles relating to business principles] conceived of as 

forming a code of conduct in business.”38 The idea that business ethics even exists is not universally agreed 
upon. For example, John C. Maxwell, writing from a biblical perspective, argues that there is no such thing as 
business ethics, only personal ethics.39 Peter F. Drucker, writing from a secular perspective, arrives at the same 
conclusion and asserts that there is only one set of behavior that applies to business and humanity alike.40

The following table attempts to lay out some commonly recognized contrasts between business ethics 
from a biblical (taken from Alexander Hill) and from a secular (taken from Andrew Crane & Dirk Matten) 
viewpoint:

BIBLICAL BUSINESS ETHICS SECULAR BUSINESS ETHICS

Focus

Source

Basis

Drivers

Process

Study of “shoulds” (absolutes) 
based on biblical values

Biblical theology; the study of 
God’s character

Holiness, justice and love

Holiness – zeal for God, purity, ac-
countability, and humility
Justice – reciprocal rights and du-
ties for members of business com-
munity; anchor of order
Love - empathy, mercy, and sacri-
�ice; cements the virtues of holi-
ness and justice in relationship.

A balanced approach using all 
three drivers, averting harsh or 
legalistic actions

Study of “rights and wrongs” based largely on exist-
ing laws, where answers to many morally contest-
able issues are equivocal

Ethical theories – (humanistic) rules and principles 
that determine right and wrong for a given situa-
tion.

Varies –
Absolutism where right and wrong are objective 
qualities that can be rationally determined; 
Relativism where there are no universal rights and 
wrongs; 
Other considerations -  character and integrity; 
relationships and responsibility; emotional and 
moral impulse towards others, etc.

Morality is a social phenomenon based on harm 
and bene�it
Goal of business ethics is to instill decision makers 
with knowledge of the diff erent moralities that 
they are likely to be faced with, in order to make 
better business decisions

A four-stage model – recognize a moral issue; de-
termine a moral judgment about the issue; applies 
normative theories; act on the proper judgment.

Sources: Alexander Hill, Just Business: Christian Ethics for the Marketplace (IVP, 2008) and Andrew Crane & 
Dirk Matten, Business Ethics: Managing Corporate Citizenship and Sustainability in the Age of Globalization 
(Oxford University Press, 2010).

As Hill would argue, in order to have biblical business ethics in the marketplace Christians must “behave in a 
manner consistent with God’s character.”41 Therefore, character af�irming behaviors such as telling the truth, 
keeping promises, making restitution, respecting legitimate governmental authority, and valuing the rights of 
others would be good starts. Ultimately, the challenge is to know God’s character well enough so that we can 
correctly apply it in our lives in general, and the marketplace in particular.
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lives. It also appears to con�irm that it is easier for the 
Christian business professional to follow the ways of the 
world in the marketplace, as it seems to off er more “suc-
cess” than following God’s way as revealed in the Bible. 

The First Commandment is unambiguous: “And God 
spoke all these words: I am the Lord your God, who 
brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. You 
shall have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:1-3 NIV). 

This commandment is equally relevant for the twenty-�irst 
century marketplace as it was for the ancient Israelites. 
When we put fear or success or secular concerns in a place 
of more importance than our worship of God of the Bible, 
we commit idolatry. The challenges of the First Command-
ment off ers great opportunities for business professionals 
to lead as faithful witnesses to God’s wisdom and truth.   
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