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Christopher J. H. Wright is one of the leading evangelical voices today addressing the theology of the church’s mission. Wright, an Anglican pastor and
Old Testament (OT) scholar, is a key figure in the Lausanne Movement,
including his role as the Chair of the Cape Town 2010 Statement Working
Group, which drafted the Cape Town Commitment, the third major declaration of the movement, following the 1974 Lausanne Covenant and the
1989 Manila Manifesto. Both the Cape Town Commitment and the larger
body of Wright’s publications exhibit his passion for Christians to apply
Scripture, in particular the OT, to a broad range of ethical issues, including
matters within the socio-economic realm of secular society. Wright notes that
“the question of what authority the scriptures of the Hebrew Bible have for
Christians and how they should be used for ethics is, and always has been,
difficult and divisive.”1 But the complexity of the topic is met by Wright’s
zeal when he describes “the great love-affair of my life with the ethical study
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and relevance of the Old Testament.”2 Wright readily acknowledges that “I
am not an economist, nor a politician, lawyer, or sociologist, and claim no
special expertise in these areas,” but nonetheless believes that his paradigmatic approach to OT ethics provides a proper framework for considering
modern economic questions.3 This article will first describe Wright’s paradigmatic method, and then both commend and critique his approach in
general, and finally evaluate some of the specific applications he makes to
the socio-economic realm.
Describing Wright’s Paradigmatic Approach to OT Ethical
Application
When speaking of his paradigmatic approach to OT ethics, Wright uses the term
“paradigm” in two senses.4 First, he employs it to refer to a “wider conceptual
paradigm,” an “overall matrix of beliefs, values and assumptions,”5 what could
also be labeled a ‘worldview.’ Following this first definition of paradigm, Wright
sees the OT itself as providing an overarching worldview or broad paradigm.6
Second, Wright uses “paradigm” in a narrower sense as “a concrete model, a
practical, experimental exemplar of the beliefs and values” of the wider paradigm.7 Therefore, within the larger OT worldview, OT Israel is a particular
application of that broader worldview to a certain time and place—a “case
study” as it were. OT Israel as a case study or narrow paradigm provides us
with “actual experimental results” and with a “historical exemplar of what [the
OT worldview] meant in practice for one human community.”8 This illustrates
Wright’s conviction concerning the indivisibility of God’s particular will for
OT Israel in history and God’s universal will for mankind throughout history.
Though Wright resists making a simplistic transfer from the particular to the
universal, he does assume that “the laws and institutions God gave to Israel
accurately reflected, within the particular historical and geographical context,
his desire and design for human life in the world.”9 Wright sees this connection
between historical Israel and God’s universal purposes for humanity as an
“important hermeneutical principle [which] helps to unlock the relevance of
the Old Testament for our own ethical construction.”10
Wright outlines four basic steps for moving from the paradigm of Israel
to contemporary applications. First, the reader must acquire a general and
broad understanding of OT law and its various categories and functions.11
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Wright’s main point is that readers must begin by seeking to “step inside [the
OT world] and understand the law from Israel’s own social perspective” and,
in so doing, determine “the different ways [the] law functioned in Israelite
society, the different kinds of law that operated, and the different patterns
of judicial administration.”12 Readers should aim “to put ourselves in Israel’s
position and understand how Israel perceived and experienced their relationship with God and how that experience affected their practical living
as a community.”13 Step two is to turn from the OT law broadly considered
to the analysis of particular laws and institutions.14 This analysis includes
understanding the relationship of individual laws to the overall system of
law and the function of those individual laws within the society, an analysis
requiring in-depth engagement with “the fields of Old Testament economics,
politics, sociology, [and] legal history.”15 After attaining an understanding of
Israelite society and law, including the function of individual laws, step three
seeks to clarify the objective or objectives of those individual laws.16 Finally,
step four transfers the understood objectives and functions of particular
laws from within the context of OT Israelite society to the new context of
contemporary society.17 According to Wright, this process of translation
from ancient to modern is an attempt to achieve the underlying objectives
of OT laws within society today or, at the very least, to “bring our own
social objectives to point in the same direction” as OT Israel’s.18 Through
this four-step, paradigmatic ethical application, Wright seeks to establish a
framework or outer boundary for believers’ behavior, even while permitting
“a degree of variety and disagreement among Christians over the details of
ethical decisions and social policies.”19
The continuity of purposes which Wright desires to translate from the
OT context into contemporary settings is not merely drawn between the
Old Covenant people and the New Covenant people but is also continuity
in God’s purposes for all humanity, including humanity presently outside
the New Covenant. Therefore, Wright believes that OT Israel is intended to
function as an ethical model for Christians to apply in secular society today:
“What God did with Israel in their land functions for us as a model or paradigm from which we draw principles and objectives for our socio-ethical
endeavor in secular society.”20 Though Wright acknowledges the asymmetrical relationship between Israel as “a redeemed community” and present
day secular society as a mixture of believers and unbelievers, he holds that
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Israel as a model was rooted in unchanging, universal “creation ordinances.”21
Consequently, Wright believes that Christians today should also apply OT
ethics to secular society using his paradigmatic approach.22
In his major work on OT ethics, Wright explains his overarching goal as
“outlin[ing] the broad contours of the worldview that lies behind the wealth
of laws and exhortation in the Old Testament, as well as the moral values
implicit or explicit in the narratives, worship and prophecy. Old Testament
ethics are built upon Israel’s worldview.”23 He goes on to identify God, Israel,
and the land as “the three pillars of Israel’s worldview.”24 Wright presents these
three key elements as existing in a “triangle of relationships,25 with the three
corners labeled “God,” “Israel,” and “the Land.” Wright describes this triangle
as an interaction between the theological (Israel’s relationship with God),
the social (Israel’s life as a people), and the economic (Israel’s possession
and use of the land).26 Then, to demonstrate the correlation between the
particular “case study” of OT Israel and the universal biblical worldview,
Wright places this triangle within a larger triangle (See Figure 1). The apex
of the larger triangle is also labeled “God.” But the other two corners of the
larger triangle are labeled “Humanity” (corresponding to “Israel”) and “the
Earth” (corresponding to “the Land”).27 According to Wright, in the biblical
worldview, just as God was centrally concerned with OT Israel’s relationship
to the covenant land, so God continues to care deeply about all humanity’s
relationship to the whole earth.
While Wright acknowledges that his approach is similar in many respects to
Walter Kaiser’s method of deriving intermediate moral principles from the OT
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through a “ladder of abstraction” and John Goldingay’s process of distilling
“middle axioms” from the OT,28 Wright describes his paradigmatic approach
as “tak[ing] it a step further” than Kaiser and Goldingay by “look[ing] not
only at the principles that may be discerned in specific individual laws, but
also at how the whole fabric of Israel’s law and the socio-economic and
political structures embodied in it constitute an overall paradigm of the
kind of society God calls his people to be.”29 Wright terms this further step
as “descending the ladder of abstraction” in such a way that moves beyond
“highly generalized principles” to “more sharply articulated objectives”
which then should be applied in “the realm of specific policy and action
in our world,” applications which Wright describes as “authorized” by the
historical paradigm of OT Israel’s socio-economic reality.30 Therefore, not
only the explicit commands of the OT have applicatory authority for New
Covenant believers, but also both the “wider conceptual paradigm” of the
OT worldview and the narrower “concrete historical paradigm” of OT Israel
are themselves “divine revelation,” bearing the weight of God’s authority for
our lives today.31
Commending Wright’s Paradigmatic Approach
Commendably, Wright’s method joins Kaiser’s in interpreting the OT in a
“systematic, unified way, in spite of its manifest diversity,” as well as approaching the OT as a text which “does still hold moral authority for the Christian,”
an authority that, for Wright, moves beyond generalized principles to specific
applications.32 Further, though Wright believes that the OT paradigm should
be applied by Christians beyond the New Covenant community, he also
states clearly that “the social relevance of Israel must surely have its primary
application” within the church.33 In their present-day usage of the OT paradigm both within and beyond the New Covenant community, Wright also
cautions Christians against any simplistic attempt to “jump straight from the
text to modern application without analysis and assessment,” exhibiting a
laudable concern to handle the text judiciously.34
Respect for Authorial Intent
Wright sees his paradigmatic approach as completely consistent with a proper
emphasis on the hermeneutical authority of the human author(s)’ intended
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meaning as communicated by means of the text. Wright affirms that “our
primary way of finding out accurately what God wants to say through a passage
is by paying very careful attention exegetically to what the human author
wanted to say when he or she wrote it.”35 Wright calls this “the most common
sense way of reading any piece of writing,” in which one assumes that “the
best way to understand any written communication is to ask what the original
writer meant to say.”36 Even though he believes authorial intention can only
be discerned through the text, Wright clarifies that “texts by themselves ...
are objects. If we speak of [the texts themselves as] having ‘intention,’ we
surely can only mean that there were people somewhere in the process of
them coming into existence who had ‘intentions’—intentions now carried,
successfully or otherwise, and, of course, with all kinds of indeterminacy,
within the texts and their arrangement.”37 In addition to the initial interpretive task of “seeking to determine as far as is possible [the biblical texts’]
authors’ and editors’ intended meaning in the context they were spoken or
written” by “careful application of grammatico-historical tools,” readers must
also “move to appropriate the significance and implications of these texts”
within their contemporary circumstances, whereby Wright appears generally
to affirm E. D. Hirsch’s distinction between originally-intended “meaning”
(as well as valid “implications” or extensions of original meaning) and contextual “significance,” an interpretive approach which likewise maintains
authorial intent as the locus of textual meaning.38 In commending a focus
on “the natural meaning of the text,” Wright alerts his readers to the danger
of “assum[ing] that there are all kinds of hidden meanings and clever codes
[in the text],” encouraging his readers to “be very suspicious of books and
speakers who try to persuade you of amazing ‘meanings’ of the Bible that
don’t look like anything you think the text could ever have meant.”39 In all
of this, Wright advocates for a sturdy and tested interpretative approach to
biblical texts, an approach which for him obviously fits well with his paradigmatic method for OT ethics.
The Authority of the Canonical Text
Along with his stated desire to uphold the primacy and divine authority
of original authorial intent, Wright’s paradigmatic method also helpfully
presupposes the “final authority” of “the completed text in its canonical
form.”40 One result of this presupposition is that, for Wright, “we cannot
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fully interpret any single text with confidence that we have ‘heard the mind
of God’ on the matter, until it is set in the wider light of canonical teaching.”41
An important characteristic of the canonical form of Scripture for Wright
is its four-phase storyline: “creation, fall, redemption in history, and the
eschatological hope of new creation.”42 Another crucial element of the canon
which Wright identifies is “the sequence of the covenants.”43 According to
Wright, “the story of the covenants in the Bible is the story of God, and
vice versa,” since “the succession of covenants recorded in the Bible is like
a series of signposts in the developing story of God’s saving response to the
plight of humanity,” meaning that “to trace the sequence of major covenants
within the Bible is a very useful way of seeing the Bible as a whole.”44 When
readers “seek to interpret any passage ethically,” they must “locat[e] it within
the biblical framework of relationships” which “includes all the essential
features of that relationship between God and his people for which the term
covenant was used.”45 By his emphasis on the unified, covenantal storyline
of Scripture, Wright highlights the organic continuity within the narrative
from beginning to end. But Wright also correctly recognizes structural discontinuity along with continuity in the progressively developing plotline of
the Bible. For instance, though the Noahic Covenant is a part of the overall
covenantal structure of Scripture, Wright understands the Noahic Covenant
as a “common grace” covenant between God and all of his creation which is
“the basis of God’s providential preservation of all life throughout the span
of human history.” In contrast, Wright identifies the Abrahamic Covenant
as “the basis of God’s redemptive work within human history.”46 Related to
this discontinuity between the Noahic and Abrahamic covenants, Wright
recognizes a distinction between “the general blessing of God [upon all
humanity] and the specifically covenantal blessing that is enjoyed by the
descendants of Abraham and Sarah through the line of promise.”47
Following his identification of both continuity and discontinuity between
the covenantal articulations within the canonical macro-structure, Wright at
times explicitly highlights the impact of such distinctions upon the proper
interpretation of the text. For instance, in examining the question of the
relationship between the people of God and the state as revealed in the
OT, Wright emphasizes that the question must be answered with careful
attention given to the “five different phases of [Israel’s] OT history” (patriarchal period, exodus to judges period, monarchy period, exilic period, and
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post-exilic period), with the discontinuity between these different phases, at
times, leaving the reader with “apparently contradictory viewpoints on the
relationship between [God’s people and the state].”48 But the salutary result
of such careful textual treatment is that Wright cautions against making any
monolithic pronouncements about ‘the’ OT view of the proper interaction
between God’s people and the state.49 Wright demonstrates that, though his
paradigmatic method of OT ethics is fundamentally a means of showing ethical continuity within the canon, he also rightly sees aspects of discontinuity.50
Critiquing Wright’s Paradigmatic Approach
Even while generally agreeing with Wright in his desire to allow the OT to
speak authoritatively to Christians concerning contemporary ethical issues,
one might still question the level of specificity with which Wright believes
the OT addresses certain moral and social matters. In contrast to the more
generalized ethical principles derived from the OT that remain “higher up the
ladder of abstraction” and less precise in their required application, Wright
believes that the particularity of the “land economics of Israel” provides
the contemporary reader with “a greater degree of practical specificity and
sharpness” in discerning authoritative biblical answers to “economic and
environmental ethics in our day.”51 Wright is convinced that his paradigmatic
method enables (and compels) Christians to use the OT to engage in “specific policy and action in our world” with “much more sharply articulated
objectives” in matters of “ethical decisions and social policies.”52 For Wright,
a paradigmatic approach opens up the possibility of believers, as they participate in the socio-economic realm, advocating more definite policies that
can be said rightly to bear the moral weight of biblical authority.
An Expanded View of Authority
In his conviction that the OT must be allowed to speak authoritatively to
a broader range of ethical questions, including secular socio-economics,
Wright proposes that evangelicals must “move ... towards a more dynamic
understanding of the authority and role of the Bible in a post-modern world.”53
While not denying his own, above-stated emphasis on the primary authority
of the author-intended meaning of the text, Wright follows Oliver O’Donovan
in embracing a wider concept of authority. O’Donovan defines “authority”
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as “a dimension of reality that constitutes sufficient and meaningful grounds
for action.”54 O’Donovan goes on to propose that “the created order itself,
coming from the hand of God, provides that range of authority within which
we are free to act in a great variety of ways, for authority is a pre-condition of
freedom.”55 Wright applies O’Donovan’s conception of the inherent authority of the created order and of all reality to the authority of Scripture: “The
authority of the Scriptures lies, at least in part, therefore, in their revelatory
witness to that created order and the God who stands behind it.”56 Wright
concludes, “The authority of the Bible is that it brings us into contact with
reality—primarily the reality of God himself,” and secondarily with created
realities.57 In turn, these various realities “generate authority that governs
our responsive behavior.”58 Wright further elaborates:
Reading and knowing Scripture causes us to engage with reality [original emphasis].
That in turn functions to authorize and to set boundaries around our freedom to
act in the world ... these realities authorize our action in mission. They make our
mission appropriate, legitimate and indeed necessary and inevitable. The authority
for our mission flows from the Bible because [emphasis added] the Bible reveals
the reality on which our mission is based. I have three realities in mind, which
are rendered to us first by the Old Testament Scriptures and then confirmed in
the New. In these biblical texts we encounter the reality of this God, the reality
of this story, and the reality of this people [original emphasis].59

In this view of biblical authority, in addition to the reality of God himself,
Wright proposes that “the locus of ethical authority” is the reality of “what
God has actually done in history” with the result that Christians are “authorized” to act on the basis of “the authority of concrete historical events.”60
Though Wright’s application of O’Donovan’s concept of the inherent
authority of reality/creation to how one understands the authority of Scripture is thought-provoking, Wright seems too ready to equate the “authority”
that creation can be said to possess to the “authority” that the biblical text
possesses. Even if one grants O’Donovan’s premise concerning the authority
of created reality, it does not follow that this is also the proper way to conceive
of the authority of Scripture. In considering the question of the locus of textual authority, better to hew more closely to Wright’s own, above-noted words
commending the narrower and more limited authority of the author-intended
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meaning of the text rather than the broader and more open-ended authority
that could be said to be possessed by the realities themselves to which the
Bible points. In spite of Wright’s declaration that “we have no other access”
to the reality of God other than “through these Scriptures”61 and that “our
authority is ‘what the Scriptures say,’ not ‘what Israel was like,”62 he uses his
conception of the inherent authority of the historical realities referenced
in the text (such as OT Israel) to “authorize” a broadened range of mission
tasks for the church, such as creation care, tasks that otherwise often lack
extensive textual warrant or explicit, direct command.
One way to describe Wright’s blurring of the distinction between the
authority of author-intended textual meaning and the authority of the realities
to which the text points is a blurring of the distinction between text-revelation
and event-revelation. John Sailhamer describes a text-based hermeneutic as
one which “focuses on the text of Scripture as the locus of revelation,” while an
event-based hermeneutic “looks beyond the text to the events in the history
of Israel or to the ideals embodied in the text as the locus of revelation.”63 The
text view acknowledges that God has, in one sense, revealed himself in the
historical events referred to in the OT, while at the same time recognizing
that many who have personally experienced event-revelation (i.e., Israelites
in Moses’ day or Jews in Jesus’ day) profoundly misinterpreted what they
experienced. In the text view, event-revelation is acknowledged as a legitimate category, but text-revelation remains the only focus for determining
authoritative meaning, since it is the only divinely-inspired interpretation of
event-revelation. As noted in the previous paragraph, Wright, at times, seems
to adopt a text-revelation focus, recognizing “no other access” to authoritative
revelation beyond the text. But Wright also believes that Christians “need a
broader understanding of revelation,”64 in which “[Israel’s] social structure,
aspirations, principles and policies ... were also part of the content of that
revelation,”65 requiring carefully study of Israel’s social life because it is “a
major part of God’s self-revelation” and because “God’s message of redemption through Israel was not just verbal; it was visible and tangible.”66 Since
Wright admits that reconstructing a picture of Israel’s social life is “to a large
extent ... built on inference and analogy,”67 the ability of the historical reality
of OT Israel itself, including its socio-economic structure, to “carr[y] authority”68 which Christians then should paradigmatically apply today is highly
questionable. Rather than a broadened or blurred doctrine of revelation,
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a clear distinction between text-revelation and event-revelation should be
maintained, with authoritative guidance for ethical decision-making sought
only in text-revelation and not also in event-revelation.
Over-Emphasis on Continuity
Another critique of Wright’s paradigmatic method concerns the particular
way he conceives of the mixture of continuity and discontinuity within the
Bible’s covenantal storyline. While he clearly affirms elements of discontinuity between the covenants, rejecting “a flat identity between the two
Testaments” which would “overlook the diversity within the Testaments
and the crucial developments between them,” Wright also holds that “the
organic unity and continuity of God’s work of revelation and redemption in
history, from the call of Abraham to the return of Christ, is the fundamental
key to understanding the whole grand-narrative of the biblical canon,” with
the result that “discerning the unity of the narrative exercises hermeneutical
priority over isolating its parts.”69 In contrast, Wright identifies other evangelicals as proposing an “unfortunate dichotomy ... between the Old and the
New Testament,”70 one which does not recognize that “the unity of God’s
people in the Bible is a far more important theological truth than the different
periods of their historical existence.”71
Wright’s emphasis on the continuity between the covenants is one important aspect of how he develops the functional authority of OT ethics for the
present day, in particular in the application of the reality of OT Israel to the
New Testament (NT) church. Therefore if, for example, someone raises the
objection that the NT does not record Jesus explicitly giving the church a
mission of creation care, Wright dismisses such an objection as unwarranted
since “it is a distorted and surely false hermeneutic to argue that whatever the
New Testament tells us about the mission of the followers of Christ cancels
out [original emphasis] what we already know about the mission of God’s
people from the Old Testament.”72 For Wright, the continuity between the
Old Covenant and the New Covenant is such that Old Covenant responsibilities are assumed to continue into the New Covenant, unless explicitly
abrogated. This contrasts to a view of greater discontinuity which assumes
that Old Covenant responsibilities do not necessarily continue into the New
Covenant, unless explicitly reaffirmed. Concerning a macro perspective of
continuity, Wright proposes a level of continuity between the mission of
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God and the mission of the church such that “the scope of our mission must
[emphasis added] reflect the scope of God’s mission, which in turn will match
the scale of God’s redemptive work.”73 For Wright, the scope and scale of
“God’s comprehensive redemption” is best seen in Israel’s historical exodus
from Egypt, a work of redemption that involved salvation in the political,
economic, social, and spiritual spheres.74 Since OT Israel has paradigmatic
authority for Christians on the basis of the continuity of God’s work in history,
therefore the church must likewise embrace “exodus-shaped redemption,”
and “exodus-shaped redemption demands exodus-shaped mission.”75
Wright’s championing of paradigmatic continuity extends beyond the
connection between OT Israel and the NT Church to also include the link
between OT Israel and broader human society. Consequently, the exodus is
not merely a paradigm for God’s work in the church but is also a “model for the
way God wishes to act in the world.”76 Wright agrees with John Stott’s critique
that liberation theologians’ use of the exodus does not typically recognize
sufficient discontinuity between the position of those within the covenant
and those outside, but Wright goes on to claim that Stott’s point of objection
is “not the whole truth” since Stott does not go “far enough in recognizing the
paradigmatic nature of the exodus on the basis of the paradigmatic significance
of Israel itself for the rest of humanity”—that is, Stott does not embrace a
position which acknowledges enough continuity between the society of OT
Israel and general human society.77 Wright’s view of “essential continuity”78
between OT Israel and all humanity is visually expressed in Wright’s double
triangle illustration, whereby he sees “unmistakable correspondence between
the ‘redemption triangle’ of Israel’s faith (God, Israel and the land) and the
‘creation triangle’ (God, humankind and the earth).”79 Accordingly, Wright
believes that “unavoidably ... we are led to see that what God did in and to [OT
Israel], what he demanded of them, is intended to relate to the wider stage of
God’s creation” since, by “assuming [God’s] moral consistency,” Christians
should be able to “argue for social objectives and policies which are comparable
in principle to Israel’s, even in the wider world of fallen humanity around us.”80
Wright identifies this continuity and correspondence between OT Israelite
society and broader human society as “the theological key which unlocks the
ethical relevance of the Old Testament to the wider world of nations and the
global mission of the church” through means of his paradigmatic method,81
empowering Christians to “work to bring their society nearer to conformity
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with the overall paradigmatic structure of principles underlying the concrete
laws of Old Testament society.”82
But even if one does not embrace a view of discontinuity between the
covenants as radical as some forms of dispensationalism, the level of continuity claimed by Wright is dubious. As soon as one proposes greater
covenantal discontinuities than Wright allows, such as, in contrast to Wright,
perhaps seeing both covenantal continuity and discontinuity as being more
equally “fundamental key[s] to understanding the whole grand-narrative
of the biblical canon” and as “exercise[ing] [a more equal] hermeneutical
priority,” then Wright’s assertions of extensive paradigmatic ethical continuity between OT Israelite society and broader human society lose much
of their force. If one believes that “the unity of God’s people in the Bible,”
rather than being “a far more important theological truth than the different
periods of [God’s people’s] historical existence,” is instead a more equally
important theological truth, then Wright’s paradigmatic application of OT
Israel to secular society becomes increasingly questionable. As well, though
Wright’s position of continuity in covenantal responsibilities between the
Testaments unless explicitly abrogated is a defensible one, a position of discontinuity in covenantal responsibilities unless explicitly reaffirmed is at least
equally defensible. Likewise, Wright’s claim that “the scope of our mission
must [emphasis added] reflect the scope of God’s mission ... [and] the scale
of God’s redemptive work” does not seem to allow the possibility of more
significant discontinuity between the scope and scale of God’s work and
the scope and scale of the church’s work. Just because Scripture reveals a
certain scope and scale to what God is doing does not mean that Scripture
also assigns the church today a responsibility of similar scope and scale.
Furthermore, the mere fact that, in the historical exodus, God delivered Israel
in the political, economic, social, and spiritual spheres, does not prove that
the church is thereby given an “exodus-shaped mission” in broader society.
Rather, believers should pay closer attention to the responsibilities which
the NT explicitly assigns them.
Questionable Paradigmatic Applications of the OT to the
Socio-economic Realm
Based upon Wright’s proposal for paradigmatic continuity within the
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covenantal storyline of Scripture, he argues that “the economic sphere is
thus legitimately included within the scope of a biblical understanding of
redemption and its missional implications.”83 Wright freely admits that many
contemporary economic matters, such as “international debt or agricultural
subsidies” are “not directly addressed by the Bible,” but he still believes that
Christians are able to “seek an authoritative biblical perspective [emphasis
added] on such matters” by means of his paradigmatic approach.84 In light
of “the nature of the socio-economic ground of [OT Israel’s] covenant relationship,” a relationship “rooted in ... [the] social, economic, and political”
realities of ancient Israel’s society,85 Wright is convinced that Christians are
“justified therefore in taking the social and economic laws and institutions
of Israel and using them as models for our own ethical task in the wider
world of modern-day secular society.”86 Wright goes so far as to label such
paradigmatic economic application of OT Israel as “redeemed economics.”87
Communal Property Rights and “Equitable” Distribution
For Wright, “redeemed economics” is grounded not only in the socio-economic reality of OT Israel but also in the creation reality of Genesis 1-2.
Wright interprets Genesis 1-2 as portraying “man’s economic stewardship.”
According to Wright, one derivative principle from Genesis 1-2 is that “since
the earth was given to all mankind, access to and use of its resources were
meant to be shared and available to all. The creation narratives cannot be
used to justify privatized, individual ownership, since it is to mankind as a
whole that the earth is entrusted.”88 Wright quickly qualifies this statement by
clarifying that he does not think this means that “there can be no legitimate
private ownership of material goods” but only that “individual property rights,
even when legitimate, always remain subordinate to the prior right of all men
to have access to and use of the resources of the earth ... The right of all to
use is prior to the right of any to own.”89 But Wright’s claim that Genesis 1-2
teaches corporate human ownership of material goods as taking precedence
over individual human ownership is a weak textual claim. Yes, human property
rights are not ultimate because God is the supreme owner of all his creation,
but this fact does not mean that Genesis 1-2 assigns priority to common
human ownership above individual property rights. Rather than speaking
to the relative priority of corporate or individual property rights, Genesis
1-2 fundamentally addresses the issue of human “stewardship” of creation,
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Not Always Right: Critiquing Christopher Wright

not human “ownership” of creation, two concepts which are not equivalent.
But Wright not only discovers biblical support in Genesis 1-2 for an
ongoing requirement of the equitable distribution of land and other natural
resources. Wright also believes that the distribution of the covenant land
between the tribes of OT Israel demonstrates God’s will that “ownership
of the land should be as widely and equitably spread as possible”90 and that
“equal rights of access and use of [the land]” for all Israelites be guaranteed.91 Wright’s textual evidence for his claim that Israelite land distribution
also embodies a principle of equitable resource dissemination comes from
Numbers 26, in which a census of Israel in the wilderness establishes the
metric for the future division of the covenant land “in proportion to” the
relative size of each tribe (Num 26:52-56), and from Joshua 13-21, which
is the record of the actual division of the land.92 Wright is certain that the
narrative of Joshua establishes that God “clearly intends that the possession
and use of the land should be distributed as widely as possible throughout
the whole kinship system.”93 One problem with these claims is the question
of one’s definitions for “equitable,” “widely distributed,” and “equal rights of
access and use.” The accuracy of the description of the initial division of the
land as roughly “equitable” and “widely distributed” in a way that could be
said to provide “equal rights of access and use” was even called into question
by Israelites at the time. For instance, at the distribution time, Ephraim and
Manasseh complained to Joshua that their allotment was not equitable for
the size of their tribes ( Josh 17:14, 16), a complaint which Joshua dismissed
( Josh 17:15, 17-18). As well, even if the relative size of the tribal lands could
be called “equitable” according to initial population, some parts of the land
were undeniably more desirable than others. The family assigned a rocky,
arid plot would seem justified in questioning the principle of “equity” and
“equal rights of access and use” when another family received an equally-sized
plot of fertile, well-watered land. In addition, according to the Mosaic law,
when land within a family was to be divided by a father between his sons,
the firstborn should always receive a double portion, which is “the right
of the firstborn” (Deut 21:17). This also does not appear to fit any obvious standard of “equity.” These objections to Wright’s claim makes it more
convincing to see the emphasis in the initial division of the land not as an
expression of a principle of “equity” but rather as the embodiment of the fact
that God himself had determined the distribution of the land and allotted
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the portions according to his will (“divided by lot,” Num 26:55-6; 33:54;
Josh 14:2; 18:6, 8, 10).
Furthermore, even if the initial land distribution under Joshua could be
described as “equitable” according to the comparative populations of the
tribes at that time, those population ratios changed over time, meaning
that the amount of land a tribe or clan possessed by inherited right might
be significantly out of proportion to their relative population hundreds of
year later. For example, the tribe of Benjamin was reduced to 600 men in
Judges 20:47 after having been numbered at 45,600 in Numbers 26:41.
Though Benjamin’s land allotment was first based on 45,600 men, their
original allotment remained their lasting inheritance even when they were
reduced to 600 men, an outcome that no longer reflected the “equity” of the
initial distribution. These observations further call into question Wright’s
emphasis on the “equitable” distribution of the land as the underlying and
timeless principle. Instead, the more dominant principle appears to be the
inalienability of God’s sovereign allotment.
Beyond the initial division of the covenant land, Wright also discerns the
principle of “equitable distribution of the resources of the earth, especially
land” as underlying the jubilee of Leviticus 25.94 Even in making this claim,
Wrights provides multiple caveats. For instance, Wright acknowledges that
the jubilee “does not describe redistribution or equalization of wealth, but,
more precisely, a restoration to an original status quo,”95 a status quo which
“may not necessarily have been strictly egalitarian,”96 and that applying the
jubilee to “the infinite variety of human socio-economic life and environments
will be a complex matter.”97 But even with these caveats, Wright believes that
“the jubilee still remains a powerful model in formulating Christian biblical
ethics,” in particular, expressing God’s desire for the “broadly equitable distribution of the resources of the earth.”98 Therefore, in Wright’s interpretation,
these jubilee principles and objectives are “certainly not irrelevant to welfare
legislation or indeed any legislation with socioeconomic implications. And
indeed, taken to a wider level still, the jubilee speaks volumes to the massive
issue of international debt.”99 The jubilee means that the church is responsible
for a “holistic, exodus-shaped mission,” requiring the combination of “effective evangelism and discipleship” with efforts to “work for political reform,”
to “devise programs of economic uplift and community development,” and
to “campaign for redistributions of resources.”100 Wright goes so far as to
96

Not Always Right: Critiquing Christopher Wright

state, “If in our day the rich—individuals or nations—cannot be persuaded
[original emphasis] to make the sacrifices necessary to enable a more equitable deal for the poor, we face the moral and political question of whether
they should be compelled to do so, whether by radical revolutionary means
or by the more gentle process of redistributive taxation.”101 But with all the
objections and caveats noted above to Wright’s paradigmatic use of Genesis
1-2, of OT Israel’s initial land distribution, and of the jubilee, Wright’s bold
economic conclusions appear to go well beyond what the text of Scripture
authoritatively warrants.
Economic and Political Presuppositions
Along with “broadly equitable distribution of the resources of the earth,”
Wright interprets Genesis 1-2 as also requiring a “growth in material production and provision” which is “bound to lead to a surplus of some products in
some places, and scarcity of some in others, so that exchange and trade are
natural consequences of human growth in all its dimensions.”102 But though
Wright therefore does not see the economic market, private property, or
wealth creation as inherently tainted, he does believe that the church must
“engage in missional conflict with ... [the ideology of] destructive global
capitalism and the greed that fuels it.”103 Wright sees capitalistic ideology
as a key cause of both global poverty and climate change.104 Churches must
therefore “have courage to declare that the world cannot address, let alone
solve, the problem of poverty without also challenging excessive wealth and
greed ... [since] greed perpetuates poverty.”105 Furthermore, “world poverty
and climate change need to be addressed together and with equal urgency”
since “probably the most serious and urgent challenge faced by the physical
world” is “the threat of climate change.”106 But, “for the church to get involved
with issues of environmental protection it must be prepared to tackle the
forces of greed and economic power.”107 A primary way Wright calls the church
to confront global capitalism and address poverty and climate change is to
“advocate for [the United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals] before
governments” and to “exert legitimate means to persuade governments to
put moral imperatives above political expediency on issues of environmental
destruction and potential climate change.”108
Like his argument for a mission of equal resource distribution, Wright
develops his main biblical warrant for a church mission of creation care and
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environmental advocacy through his paradigmatic method of interpretation
and application.109 But not only should the adequacy of Wright’s paradigmatic
method be called into question, so should the adequacy of his economic
positions. Is Wright correct to identify global capitalism as a prime culprit
behind poverty and environmental destruction and to urge the church’s
advocacy before governments as a central solution to these problems? Or to
put it more crudely, is capitalism the problem and government the solution?
A more balanced perspective would see that human governments are themselves a significant cause of global poverty and environmental destruction and
that free markets are also a crucial part of the solutions. Economist R. Mark
Isaac describes the “three essential components of what might be broadly
called a market economy: well-defined property rights; voluntary exchange
and contracting; and voluntary agreements for collective action.”110 Rather
than free market capitalism being primarily an ideology that Christians must
oppose, it can also be seen as an economic system “for improving the lot of
mankind in processes that avoid the zero-sum, winner-take-all outcomes
of actions such as warfare, theft, plunder, and so forth.”111 If Christians are
concerned to reduce global poverty, they must consider “how markets and
freedom of contracting can facilitate the path of human progress, increase
material well-being, and reduce poverty.”112 They must also consider the
downside of advocating government action to address poverty since “government slows economic progress when it becomes heavily involved in
providing favors to some at the expense of others” and “central planning
replaces markets with politics, which wastes resources and retards economic
progress.”113 Conspicuously lacking in Wright’s economic applications are
the moral and ethical arguments in favor of free markets.114
Likewise lacking in Wright’s economic solutions to environmental abuse
is any recognition of the ineffectiveness of the typical government solutions
to environmental problems and the relative effectiveness of free market solutions. Economist Jonathan Adler proposes that “the fundamental problem
with existing environmental laws is that they embody a command-and-control, government-knows-best mentality,” as well as being based on the false
assumption that markets, by their very nature, “fail to address environmental
concerns,” because such matters are “‘external’ to the price signals that regulate
market transactions,” thereby requiring government intervention to safeguard the environment.115 But in truth, “centralized regulatory agencies are
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ill-equipped to handle myriad ecological interactions triggered or impacted
by private activity,” leading to “a growing consensus that federal regulatory
policies are too costly and ineffective.” In contrast to a government-driven
approach which seeks to “regulate each new potential risk to environmental
quality, free market environmentalists advocate the creation of institutional
arrangements that facilitate private solutions to environmental concerns.
Markets are not perfect, but they are superior to the regulatory alternative.”116
Adler observes that “environmental activists often disparage private ownership” even though “the record of private owners in conserving resources is
superior to that of government agencies.”117 Economist Fred Smith agrees
that “wherever resources have been privately protected, they have done better
than their politically managed counterparts—whether we are speaking of
elephants in Zimbabwe, salmon streams in England, or beaver in Canada.
Where such rights have been absent or suppressed, the results have been
less fortunate.”118 The starkest example of this truth is the environmental
destruction that occurred under the centrally-planned, communally-owned
economies of the former Soviet Union and her allies.119 Some had once argued
that in the Soviet Union there would be “no pollution because the absence
of private property, the profit motive, and individual self-interest would
eliminate the motives for harming the environment.”120 But, “the opening
of the Iron Curtain exploded this myth, as the most terrifying ecological
horrors ever conceived were shown to be the Communist reality. The lack of
property rights and profit motivations discouraged efficiency, placing a greater
stress on natural resources. The result was an environmental disaster.”121 In
disagreement with the claim that free market capitalism is one of the main
causes of environmental abuse, free market environmentalists suggest that
such problems are not the result of market forces, but rather of their absence.
The market already plays a critical role in protecting those resources which are
privately owned and for which political interference is minimal. Therefore, those
concerned with protecting the environment and ensuring human prosperity
should seek to expand capitalism, through the extension of property rights, to
the broadest possible range of environmental resources. Our objective should
be to reduce, not expand, political interference in both the human and natural
resources.122
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Representing in this article the alternative approach of free market environmentalists is in no way a blanket endorsement of their positions. Instead,
it is merely to call into question the economic adequacy of approaches to
environmentalism, such as Wright’s, which appear to see the free market
system as a central cause of environmental problems and increased governmental regulation as a required solution.
Conclusion
To engage with Christopher Wright’s prolific body of work is to engage with
the mind of a committed evangelical who loves the Scripture, loves God’s
people, and loves the larger world of humanity and all of God’s creation.
In this, Wright is a wonderful model for other believers to follow. But in
his zeal to bring the authority of God’s Word to bear on contemporary
ethical questions, including those in the socio-economic realm, Wright’s
conclusions claim a biblical warrant that goes beyond the clear data and
teachings of Scripture. There are other ways of conceiving of the covenantal
macro-structure of the canon that do not demand the specificity and force
of authoritative economic application that Wright proposes.123 But even
where one disagrees with Wright’s conclusions, he makes an important and
rigorous contribution to the complex question of how biblical truth relates
to ever-pressing economic questions.
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