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Over the years many books have been written about what Jesus says about business management.  Some of these have become “best sellers.” Almost all take the approach that the Bible teaches managers to act with honesty and integrity, to be kind and loving. Most suggest that this will make managers more financially successful in the long-term.  

I have studied many of these books. Unfortunately, they often miss the heart of Jesus’ teachings because they fail to interpret them in light of their original socio-economic context. I have spent much of the past five years examining what the Gospel of Luke says about management. Perhaps my most surprising finding is that teachings about management play a very prominent role in the Gospel.

The Greek word oikos refers to the primary goods and service producing organizations in the first century. The management of the oikos is oikonomia, which is where we get today’s word economics. The Gospel of Luke uses the word oikos over 50 times, and has another 50 references to oikos without explicitly using that term. That’s a lot of talk about goods and service producing organizations.
I find it terribly unfortunate that oikos is typically translated as “house” or “household.” Modern readers are often unaware that in the first century someone’s household included not only their immediate families, but could also include many other non-kin-related members.  And modern readers often assume that people’s jobs are outside of the household, whereas in the first century the oikos itself was the primary goods and service producing organization.
Much like today, people who lacked membership in an oikos did not survive very long. This included social outcasts, the sick and the marginalized.  Jesus came to save people who did not belong to an oikos, and to provide for them a new kind of oikos where everyone is included as a brother or sister, even if they are not blood relatives.

It turns out that oikos plays a central role in Gospel teachings about the kingdom of God and salvation. Jesus taught more often about the kingdom of God than any other topic, and it is found in 21 passages in Luke. Four of these passages describe how the kingdom of God is proclaimed to crowds, five passages describe how disciples learn about it, four passages describe how it is enacted by followers, and eight passages describe outcomes associated with the kingdom of God.  What is striking is that almost all of the passages that describe outcomes or practices associated with the kingdom of God take place in an oikos setting. In other words, goods and services producing organizations are the primary setting where the kingdom of God is manifest! For example, the kingdom of God is evident when someone hosts a banquet and invites the poor and the crippled and others who do not belong to an oikos themselves.
Along similar lines, oikos also has a prominent place in Luke’s description of salvation. In the first century the term salvation had two dimensions. First, people could be saved from oppression (e.g., the Jewish people longed for a savior to allow them to escape the tyranny of the Romans). Second, people could be saved for the bestowal of new blessings (e.g., the introduction of new forms of oikos where social outcasts were included). Both of these dimensions are evident in Luke, where the verb form of salvation (“to be saved”) tends to be used when individual people experience either of the two forms of salvation, whereas as the noun form (“salvation”) is used when both dimensions are evident.

What is most striking is that Jesus himself only once uses the noun form of salvation, and only once talks about salvation coming to more than one person at a time.  When a rich chief tax collector named Zacchaeus announces that he will give half his money to the poor, and that he will repay fourfold anyone whom he has defrauded, Jesus says: “Today salvation has come to this oikos.” Does it make a difference to Jesus how people manage their business? The Gospel could hardly be clearer.

Of course there are many other similar examples. There is the Roman centurion of whom Jesus says: “not even in Israel I found such faith.” And perhaps most famously the Good Samaritan, a travelling businessman who showed compassion to someone in need, of whom Jesus says: “Go and do likewise.” Go and do likewise in deed!
