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Many years ago, in my first marketing position at the Christian relief and development giant World Vision, I took a call from a concerned supporter who, when she heard that I was the director of marketing and communications, scoffed at the legitimacy of such a position at a Christian enterprise. It seemed to her that marketing was a secular endeavor unworthy to be part of God’s work. 

After decades in and around marketing and communications work in the Christian sector, I have found that professional marketing is now a largely accepted part of Kingdom work, and the burden has shifted from defending marketing’s legitimacy to mastering its professional demands. Further, I have found little guidance for Christians who are involved in marketing and communication on how to assure that the work they are doing aligns with biblical guidance and church teaching, whether they are involved in business, nonprofits, education, ministry, or elsewhere. 

We’ll examine here aspects of the challenge as Christians employ the skills and outreach of the marketing discipline, using many of the same tactics as the marketing community that is separate from the work and unique claims of Christianity, while adopting requirements that are derived uniquely from teachings of Jesus Christ and the larger Judeo-Christian tradition.  

A Differentiated Promise

When we consider Christian marketing practice, we want to determine what it means to market Christianly--marketing companies, products, services, and organizations, or messaging in ways that align with Christian principles. This alignment postulates that a thriving and principled economy in which marketing is marked by mutually advantageous exchange is most likely to thrive in an environment where the Christian characteristic of focusing on others overwhelms the human propensity for self-interest and indulgence. 

While it uses many of the same tools and techniques as secular marketing, Christian marketing is often distinguished by its purpose, tone, ethical framework, and audience relationships. It places spiritual impact above profits, aiming to glorify God while creating authentic exchanges and meeting the needs of individuals and communities. Marketing Christianly has its foundation in biblical values such as honesty (Colossians 3:9-10), integrity (Proverbs 19), humility (I Peter 5:5), compassion (Colossians 3:12), and service (Galatians 5:13). This ethical grounding influences how marketers present messages, treat customers, and structure business practices. For example, honesty in advertising isn’t just a legal obligation—it is a moral one rooted in biblical commands like “You must not testify falsely against your neighbor.” (Exodus 20:16) Marketing messages are expected to be truthful, respectful, and encouraging rather than manipulative or exploitative.

Attributes of Redemptive Marketing 

There are many ways to define marketing. At its best, marketing is facilitating an authentic exchange by making your promises known and responding to the needs and desires of the market. There are distinct characteristics of redemptive marketing within the professional Christian subculture, but many of the elements are not confined there.  In fact, they may be practiced by people who do not identify as Christian, but whose professional practice aligns with the parameters of marketing done Christianly and that provide salt and light. 

When we think about companies thriving in the market that are Christian, we often cite Chick Fil a, Hobby Lobby, Tysons, and ServiceMaster.  But redemptive marketing will be seen in many companies that demonstrate Christian attributes. 

I was talking to a friend recently as we were grilling hamburgers at a football game at the school where our children attend, and when the topic of “marketing” came up he said (not knowing that I’ve spent my professional life in marketing) that marketing was tricking someone into buying your product or idea by telling them all the good features but not the bad.  

The conversation moved on, but I was left with a new challenge to describe the notion of redemptive marketing: engagements when our promises are made known, an interested party responds, and the result is a mutually beneficial exchange. This is true of the best of marketing: it is marketing that restores and fosters redemptive relationships.  

“When our marketing efforts are rooted in values,” writes advertising executive Ashley Monk, “they carry weight and resonance that transcends mere marketing campaigns – and instead become a reflection of our identity and mission as an organization and as followers of Jesus.”[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Beyond Profit: Embracing Christian Values in Your Marketing Strategy, Ashley Monk. Truth at Work, Sep 28, 2023.] 


These values will include truth, humility, mutuality, inspiration, service, balance, and more.

*Truth. A good place to start is the fundamental need to tell the truth, something that seems a natural expression of the virtuous businessperson, but sadly is so commonly variegated that it is often doubted by the consumer (like my friend at the grill). Truth and trust are linked, and full trust is guarded until truth-telling appears to be common to the brand and to its marketers. 

 While building a successful marketing program, Christian practitioners are truthful about their product or service, not minimally but with the whole truth in every way. The truth well-told is still the best marketing strategy, and it has the added advantage of being honorable and redemptive.  Speaking the truth can take courage. It is not always comfortable to tell it how it is, and while this may be difficult at first, the integrity shown by truth-telling draws people in. American educator and author Stephen Covey said: “Trust is the glue of life. It’s the most essential ingredient in effective communication. It’s the foundational principle that holds all relationships.”[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Stephen Covey https://www.forbes.com/sites/kevinkruse/2012/07/16/the-7-habits/] 


Misleading or manipulative marketing practices go against Biblical principles. Instead, marketing messages should be transparent and aligned with the truth. The marketing department is held to the same oath as a legal defendant: to “tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help me God.” In the context of marketing, telling the truth builds trust, and trust is the heart of marketing success. It’s also good business, for consistent truth-telling earns an enduring trust that helps retain customers and followers.  

Begin with the truth, because if a falsehood gets a foothold, you may never be able to reverse in in the public mind.  As Jonathan Swift wrote in 1710: “Falsehood flies, and the Truth comes limping after it.”[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Jonathan Swift, The Examiner, Nov. 9, 1710] 


*Promise-keeping. Marketing at its functional core is “making your promises known.”  To market Christianly is to make promises you can keep. Not over promising. An effective brand promise will help you attract new customers, paving the way to increased sales, revenue and profitability. 

Focusing on a truthful and attainable brand promise and keeping that promise leads to a positive reputation in the market that can help your business achieve long-term success. “When you make a promise,” said Lewis Smedes, “you have created a small sanctuary of trust within the jungle of unpredictability.” [footnoteRef:4] Clear and honest communication is essential in marketing. The Bible encourages us to speak with integrity and to communicate in a way that is truthful and edifying.  [4:  Lewis Smedes, Christianity Today magazine, January 21, 1983] 


Paul warns against being manipulative or insincere when spreading the Gospel, a principle that also applies to marketing. “You see, we are not like the many hucksters[a] who preach for personal profit. We preach the word of God with sincerity and with Christ’s authority, knowing that God is watching us.” 2 Corinthians 2:17 NLT
Maintain transparency in all business dealings, following Proverbs 12:22's caution:  about truthful “The LORD detests lying lips, but he delights in those who tell the truth.”

*Value. Of course, redemptive marketing depends on the virtue and value of the product, cause, or group that is being advanced.  It relies on the trustworthiness of that which is being marketed and can go no further than that. Often, choices are more nuanced than the distance between truth and lies, and instead are tarnished by deceptive quality claims, half-true promotion, or bounty gained through trickery. 

Marketing should aim to provide real value to the audience, demonstrating how the product or service can genuinely improve their lives. Redemptive marketing seeks to serve, not to exploit. Marketing is about satisfying customer needs and wants. Understanding the marketplace, and especially consumer needs and wants, is fundamental to marketing integrity and success. The Bible’s moral guidance is not only the basis for Christian behavioral differentiation, but also the historical underpinning of the interaction of people and markets, with ethical marketing an antidote to self.  

*Humility.  Christian humility is based on the simple idea that all people are fallible and sinful, and yet they matter. This Christian understanding leads to the establishment and thriving of right-sized habits and institutions, such as the nuclear family, the idea of limited government, the Western concept of the rule of law, and our culture’s emphasis on the relief of suffering. They all derive from this basic understanding of the dignity of fallible and sinful human beings. And importantly for the topic at hand, humility is a guide and boundary in the practice of redemptive marketing. 

19th Century Scottish preacher and pastor Andrew Murray wrote in his small book Humility: “Humility is the only soil in which virtue takes root; a lack of humility is the explanation of every defect and failure. Humility is not so much a virtue along with the others, but is the root of all.”[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  https://renovare.org/articles/humility-the-root-of-virtue ] 


Jesus’ teaching on humility is clear: When he noticed that all who had come to the dinner were trying to sit in the seats of honor near the head of the table, he gave them this advice: “When you are invited to a wedding feast, don’t sit in the seat of honor. What if someone who is more distinguished than you has also been invited? The host will come and say, ‘Give this person your seat.’ Then you will be embarrassed, and you will have to take whatever seat is left at the foot of the table!

Humility is an underrated virtue in marketing. It may seem counterintuitive — marketing often celebrates boldness, persuasion, and visibility —but humility creates stronger, more authentic, and longer-lasting relationships between companies and audiences.

At its core, humility starts with honesty and builds trust in marketing. This means avoiding exaggeration or hype that erodes trust, owning mistakes, and being transparent about what a brand can and cannot do.

Humility provides a basis for listening. Humble marketing is listening before talking. Leaders that lead with empathy — understanding real customer, partner, and employee needs rather than assuming them — create messages that truly resonate.

Because arrogance in marketing is off-putting, brands, companies, and leaders that lack humility often alienate audiences by appearing self-absorbed or tone-deaf. Humble marketing keeps a brand grounded, especially during moments of success.

Humility promotes ethical storytelling. Humble marketing respects truth and audience dignity. It avoids manipulation and recognizes that influence should be earned, not demanded.

Humility is hard, not because people are so wonderful, but because the demands of humility are countercultural and the return to its adherents may be invisibility. But it is honored, nonetheless. Even as we see a cultural rash of narcissism, advanced by social media platforms, the selfie lens, and the glorification of self-absorbed heroes, the deeper reality since the 1st Century has been the valuing of humility. It was elevated and modeled by Jesus’ words and ultimately his sacrifice, which--as the Christians have sought to be like Jesus--has been a strong counterpoint to rank selfishness and tasteless pride. 

*Mutuality. Marketing should seek to provide benefits and to be mutually beneficial to the marketer and the consumer. “Marketing should be a process of building effective relationships, which satisfy individual, organizational, and societal objectives and lead to the exchange of one thing of value for another,” writes Laurie R. Busuttil. “Indeed, resulting in the reconciliation of ‘opposing’ parties by offering a mutually beneficial exchange.”[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Laurie R. Busuttil, Redeemer University College. Toward a Practical Theology of Marketing. JBIB Volume 20, #2. Fall 2017] 


The Bible emphasizes integrity in our dealings with others. When we are marketing a business, product, or service, it’s important to build trust through consistent and honest communication. Long-term success in marketing comes from fostering genuine relationships with your customers, where they know they can rely on promise-keeping. Marketing is all about connecting with people—understanding their needs, desires, and concerns, and communicating how products or services can address them.

“Marketing plays a central role in the workings of exchange as its facilitating ‘handmaiden,’ ” writes Gary L. Karns.  “Both the effectiveness and the efficiency of the economy depend on the presence of marketing which brings suppliers and consumers together and works to build ongoing exchange relationships.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  A Theological Reflection on Exchange and Marketing: An Extension of the Proposition That the Purpose of Business is to Serve, by Gary L. Karns, Christian Scholars Review, October 15, 2008
] 


Redemptive marketing is a spiritual activity: an adventure of the heart and soul, when the directives and principles of Jesus’ teaching and the revelation of all of Scripture are applied to the marketing discipline.  What does this beneficial exchange produce? More than anything, it produces mutual benefit. It elevates the enriching themes of human accomplishment. 

Effective marketing starts with empathy, taking the time to listen to your customers and tailor your message and offerings to meet their needs. By focusing on serving others rather than just promoting yourself, you build trust and meaningful connections.

The goal is to elevate a culture of commonly observed mutuality. Effective marketing requires wisdom and understanding of your market, trends, audience, and competition. The Bible encourages us to seek wisdom and insight in all we do. This applies to marketing, where research and analysis are crucial.

Honest and mutually beneficial exchange is not a natural behavior for humankind. Unfortunately, the progenitor of much of today’s human interaction is primarily not Redemption but the Fall; not Christ’s sacrifice but Satan’s hollow promises. 

*Reconciliation. Reconciliation in marketing is possible only if there is mutual benefit--if winning doesn’t require a loser. The focus should be on genuinely serving and meeting the needs of others rather than manipulating them for profit.  This notion is derived from Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” (Matthew 7:12)

“Because we have been reconciled with God through Christ, we are called to be agents of reconciliation,” writes marketing professor David Hagenbuch.  “Our goal in marketing is to do this by participating in God’s creative and redemptive purposes for the world. 

“In the marketplace, in commerce, in the contest of ideas, there is naturally a state of opposition, a competition—a usually-mild attitude of wrath and enmity. On value, on price etc. Are you going to be a winner or a loser in the exchange?  This occurs in marketing. It is the goal of Christian marketing in the contest between parties to create a mutually beneficial exchange, where there is a reconciliation of opposing interests, and wrath and enmity is replaced with love and peace.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  David J. Hagenbuch, Marketing as a Christian Vocation: Called to Reconciliation.  Christian Scholar’s Review. April 10, 2022.  https://christianscholars.com/marketing-as-a-christian-vocation-called-to-reconciliation
] 


*Service. The Bible teaches that we should be mindful of the needs of others. In marketing, this translates into understanding your audience—who they are, what they need, what unresolved problems they have, and how you can serve them. “Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others.” - Philippians 2:4 

Understanding your audience allows you to speak to their emotions, values, and concerns, while also providing logical reasons for why your product or service is beneficial. Effective marketing touches both the emotional and rational aspects of decision-making.

The marketing exchange should provide more joy than sorrow. It celebrates the triumphs of the human spirit against all odds. That will happen when great products, companies, sectors, people, commercials, and marketing make us fans and cause us to smile. When the satisfied customer celebrates, pleased with the goods exchanged for their treasure, and the merchant is pleased with the volume of goods sold, as prices stabilized and marketing drives traffic. 

Jesus exemplified the ultimate form of service, putting others before Himself. In marketing, this principle teaches us that our primary focus should be on serving our customers, not just selling to them. When you prioritize service, your marketing becomes customer-centric, addressing real needs and creating meaningful connections. This shift from selling to serving leads to more authentic and effective marketing.

Gaining a deep understanding of your customers—what motivates them, what challenges they face, and how they perceive your brand—allows you to tailor your marketing strategies effectively. 

*Language. Words have tremendous power. In marketing, the words you choose can either build up or tear down, inspire trust or sow doubt. The Bible reminds us that our words have consequences, so it’s important to be mindful of the messages we send out. Redemptive marketing will advance the good and virtuous, representing products or services that bring people closer to each other and closer to God. It will promote products that elevate people or at least does not lower them. 

The Bible highlights the importance of speaking words that are timely and appropriate. In marketing, this means crafting messages that resonate with both the heart and mind of your audience. “A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silver.” - Proverbs 25:11

While words reflect our beliefs, they can be hollow without action. Virtue is essential to effective business because it is guided not by a desire for recognition or profit, but for the sake of goodness itself. In marketing, this means prioritizing a human-first approach, rather than treating others as means to an end.

*Virtue. Most marketing is philosophically neutral, promoting products and services without espousing a life-philosophy.  But alas, bad products cannot be marketed Christianly because the promotion is inherently based on a lie, or the product may be intrinsically harmful. Verbal jousting in marketing can be sharp-edged at times, but the Christian marketer does not seek to denigrate or harm competitors. Its impact should be pain free, doing no harm. 

Redemptive marketing resists mudslinging and doesn’t lie about competitive products, either directly or indirectly. It doesn’t cause pain or division. Marketing Christianly isn’t just guided by what works, but also by what is right.  For instance, smear attacks are ethically wrong, but they often work. Even when the facts behind a smear campaign are demonstrated to lack proper foundation, the tactic is often effective because the target's reputation is tarnished before the truth is known. While product comparisons—if honestly presented—are fair play, denigrating your competition is wrong on its face.  

Effective marketing uses words to uplift, inspire, and encourage, rather than to deceive or manipulate. The evidence of God’s hand in the affairs of man, including marketing exchange, are sacred moments of divine intervention. They advance corporate choices that will help overcome tragedy and evil. 

When exchanges in commerce elevates mind, body, and spirit, it can result in love, companionship, safety and a better livelihood. We can, quite literally, be surprised by God. At these times it provides inspiring exchanges that make the world a better place, where great products, companies, sectors, people, commercials, and marketing efforts make us fans and help us smile. 
By applying Biblical principles—such as empathy, honesty, creativity, and patience—we can create marketing strategies that not only resonate with our audiences but also reflect God’s wisdom and values. It is redemptive when our choices comport with Scripture's teachings on integrity and justice. Or when we prioritize long-term value creation over short-term gains and consider the impact on all stakeholders, including employees and the community. 
We are on solid ground when we seek wisdom through prayer and Christian counsel, and when our work follows the teaching in Colossians 3:23-24: "Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for human masters, since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward. It is the Lord Christ you are serving." 
*Balance. Both purpose and profit are essential foundations of any company. They form the basis of its ambition, identity, mission and vision. Profit can be measured, benchmarked and assessed against our commercial ambitions. But corporate purpose can be slightly ethereal, hard to define, quantify and measure. How do we know that we are progressing toward achieving our purpose?  It can include not only the mission of the work and output itself, but also the use of abundance to better the world. This perspective transforms our business practices from purely profit-driven decisions to purpose-filled actions that serve God.
The wise management of resources will reflect biblical principles, including Luke 16:10: One who is faithful in a very little is also faithful in much, and one who is dishonest in a very little is also dishonest in much.

Modern research supports the effectiveness of biblical business principles, with studies showing that companies practicing ethical leadership experience higher employee satisfaction and better long-term performance. Commitment to Christian values in business decisions helps build trust with stakeholders and creates a positive organizational culture.

The most successful company with broad intentionality around doing business Christianly is Chick-fil-A. The company writes: “From the beginning of Chick Fil A, founder Truett Cathey “based his business on biblical principles that he believed were also good business principles, and since 1982, our Corporate Purpose has guided all that we do: ‘To glorify God by being a faithful steward of all that is entrusted to us. To have a positive influence on all who come in contact with Chick-fil-A.’" 

In the early 2000s, that model would mature more fully into the range of innovative hospitality practices we see today (e.g. saying “my pleasure” instead of “you’re welcome” and Chick-fil-A’s unique “ownership” model of franchising, etc.). In turn, the chain would become just as famous for its customer service as it is for its actual products. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  https://rlo.acton.org/archives/111591-chick-fil-as-fast-food-witness-lessons-on-christian-business.html ] 

*Integrity. “The integrity of the upright guides them, but the crookedness of the treacherous destroys them,” reads Proverbs 11:3
When you align your business practices with biblical principles, you establish a framework for ethical decision-making that honors God while serving your stakeholders. Scripture provides clear guidance on managing resources, treating employees fairly, and conducting business with honesty, emphasizing the importance of honest business practices. Your commitment to biblical ethics can become a competitive advantage in today's marketplace. 
Research from the Gallup Organization shows that companies with strong ethical foundations experience 21 percent higher profitability. "Honest scales and balances belong to the Lord; all the weights in the bag are of his making." ~Proverbs 16:11
The content of redemptive marketing efforts will be wholesome in content and expression, observing biblically guided morality. The integration of Christian business ethics into your operations creates a foundation for sustainable success while honoring God. As a Christian business leader, your approach to stewardship should reflect the parable of the talents (Matthew 25:14-30), where Jesus teaches about the responsibility of managing resources wisely. This means viewing your business resources, relationships, and opportunities as gifts from God that require responsible management.
The concept of stewardship extends beyond financial management into relationships with employees, customers, and suppliers. You're called to create an environment where ethical decision-making flourishes naturally. Consider how your operational choices impact your testimony as a Christian business leader and your ability to influence others positively.
In the open marketplace, advertisers continue to use sexualized content with the belief that the audience's attention will result in a sale. This isn’t appropriate for redemptive marketing, of course, but empirical evidence has demonstrated and continues to demonstrate that ads using sexual appeals are not as universally effective as advertisers seem to think. Much of the literature in this field has concluded that sexual appeals do have an impact on the audience, but they negatively affect the audience’s ability to recognize brands. People remember the ads because they are drawn to the risqué, but don’t really remember the brand or its true features.    

We are to maintain transparent pricing and honest communication with all stakeholders. Research shows that companies operating with Christian values demonstrate higher employee satisfaction and customer loyalty. Your management approach should reflect the understanding that your employees and co-workers are brothers and sisters in Christ, providing fair wages and creating a supportive work environment that respects human dignity.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Christian Leadership Alliance ] 


*Courage. Redemptive marketing will feature uplifting feats of spiritual courage, with corporate choices to prioritize the good and honorable over the easy dollar; and the courage to provide a witness of faith amid hostility. The courage to seek God’s favor over the praises of man and culture. “The greater the marketing talent,” write Chad and Brian Engelland in the Journal of Markets & Morality, “the greater the ability to move people based on the value the product provides instead of the weakness of human nature. Marketers should have the confidence in their own products to market them in their own right.”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Chad Engelland, Brian Engelland: Consumerism, Marketing, and the Cardinal Virtues, Journal of Markets & Morality Vol. 19, No. 2 (Fall 2016) ] 


It takes courage to make marketing decisions that will resist profit from unmerited advantage.  It takes courage to avoid the vice and vitriol that may provide a step ahead in a competitive environment. Leaning into courage will impact all aspects of the marketing endeavor, from a strong foundation of groundbreaking ideas to the courage to ‘tell it like it is.”  It will involve exploring whether there is more risk in ‘fitting in’ than having the courage to push the envelope and stand out.
--

Redemptive marketing, with guardrails such as integrity and mutuality, becomes a powerful way to honor God, while effectively reaching and helping others. Jesus taught us to do unto others as we would have them do unto us, a principle that applies perfectly to how we obtain, convey, and value business. While marketing success will be determined by many factors, some in our control and others related to the marketplace and competitive environment, redemptive marketing provides the foundation for success and impact. Most importantly, marketing based on the principles of Christianity will enable our marketing to be glorifying to God, of a high professional quality, and positive for our personal lives as disciples of Jesus Christ.






James Jewell is executive-in-residence and professor of marketing and branding at Wheaton College.  
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