
Should the local church engage in community work?

‘I hate church activities that are purely social,’ said our rector. ‘Our job is to preach the gospel!’
This left me musing about the question of social involvement and the Church’s mission. This
paper will explore the question, ‘Should the local church engage in community work?’1

Historically, many evangelicals were committed to social action. John Owen wrote,

All churches and all their members should consider how important is this grace, and how excellent is
this duty, of caring for the poor… one of the most important duties of Christian communities, and our
main way of showing the gospel grace of love.         (Owen, 1968, 144, modernised).

In the nineteenth century, many local evangelical congregations had an extensive program of
social welfare activities. “The evangelical impulse was to give rise to an empire of philanthropy”
(Bebbbington 1989, 71).

Today that impulse has changed: ‘modern evangelicals tend to be…committed to evangelism but
not committed to helping the poor and needy.’ (Woodhouse 1988, 7). This change has been well
documented in David Moberg’s The Great Reversal (1977). Most of our evangelical churches
today focus largely on word ministry. This paper seeks to understand and evaluate this ‘great
reversal’.

Conservative Critiques

In critiquing social involvement, modern conservative evangelicals employ four main arguments.

1. Evangelism and social involvement are quite different activities, and the Church’s
calling is evangelism.

…getting among the people, showing an interest … all this is at best secondary, very often not
worthy of a place at all. The primary task of the church…is the preaching of the Word of God.
(Lloyd-Jones 1971,19)

2. Social involvement does not work.

Only the gospel can deal with people’s real problem: sin (Battle 1999).

I don't find any place where God says that the world is to grow better and better...I look upon
this world as a wrecked vessel, God has given me a lifeboat and said to me, `Moody, save all
you can.’ (Dwight L. Moody in McLoughlin 1959, 257)

3. The social gospel can lead to liberalism.

I'm just warning your generation: If you look at the generations before you…they tried this,
they went down the path where they were all about social justice, and what they did was lose
the gospel.  (Dever, Boundless Show podcast #19).

                                                  
1 By Church we mean the local congregation. By community work we mean works of service and mercy
towards the community inside and outside the church.



4. Community work sends the wrong message.

Welfare activities distract from people’s real problem: sin and judgement.

“..our main problem isn’t AIDS, poverty, homelessness, etc. Our biggest problem is sin.”
(Vibist 2010)

What’s at Stake?

This question involves several theological issues:

1. Anthropological: What is the nature of the human dilemma under sin?

2. Missional: How does God get revealed - through words or deeds?

3. Cosmological: Is this material world important?

4. Eschatological: Does God in the gospel call us out of a doomed world, or into one with a
future?

5. Ecclesiological: Is the Church primarily God’s mouthpiece, or does it have other equally
important roles?

Since our question involves big-picture theological issues, we need to employ theological means
to deal with it. Our approach needs to be centred on the work of God in history. Jesus sums up
God’s purposes for his world in the announcement that he is ‘bringing the kingdom of God’ (Mark
1:14-15). We will attempt to address our question in terms of this focal idea.

The Kingdom of God

We will take a working definition for this concept from the kingdom prayer Jesus taught his
disciples:

Your kingdom come/your will be done on earth as in heaven. (Matthew 6:10)

The coming of the kingdom of God, then, can be defined as:

The transformation and reordering of the whole creation towards God the Father, through the
obedience of his Son by the power of his Spirit.

Paul likewise, describes how ‘in [Christ] the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through
him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven…through the blood of his
cross’ (Colossians 1:19-20).

These texts describe an earthly reality (the creation) which is holistic and universal (the whole
creation). They speak of acts of the Triune God (the Father through his Son by the indwelling
Spirit),  which occur in time (transformation). The arrival of the kingdom, then, is ‘his sovereign
redeeming activity…the inbreaking of God into human history to establish his will’ (Ladd 1968,
53). The concept can be depicted diagramatically:
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How does the idea of the kingdom of God , described in these Trinitarian terms, help answer our
question about community work?

The Human Dilemma

The concept of the kingdom of God reframes and enlarges our view of the human dilemma in sin.
Our trouble is not only our rebelliousness: it is that we are excluded from God’s kingdom, living
in a disordered world. “To whatever extent iniquity abounds in the world, to such an extent the
kingdom of God… is not yet come” (Calvin 1845, on Matt. 6:10).

Scripture pictures humankind as outcasts (Genesis 3) suffering under corruption inherited from
Adam. We are cut off from God, dying, enslaved to fear, without hope, subject to spirits and
powers, blind, harrassed, lost (Romans 3:23; Mark 5; Hebrews 2:15; Ephesians 2:1,12; 2
Corinthians 4:4; Matthew 9: 36; Luke 19:10). Sin is often externalised, portrayed as an enslaving
power. Scripture presents us with people suffering from disease, demons, death, hunger,
disability. Jesus’ response to such people is overwhelmingly one of compassion: they are ‘sheep
without a shepherd’, a harvest in need of labourers. The labourers he sends are commissioned “to
cast…out [unclean spirits], and to cure every disease and every sickness” (Matt 9:35-10:1). There
is no hint of concern that this might send the wrong message. On the contrary, “Theologically, the
notion of the demonic serves to give some account of the shared slavery of man and cosmos”
(Gunton 1998, 172).

Far from distracting from the problem of sin (Critique 4, above), relieving social needs can
highlight the pervasive effects of sin in our world. It can also demonstrate that the the kingdom,
though heavenly, is none-the-less a historical reality, bringing release and rescue from sin in the
earthly sphere: “Cure the sick who are there, and say to them, ‘The kingdom of God has come
near to you’” (Luke 10:9).
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Figure 1: The Father sends his Son and Spirit to transform and reorder Creation toward himself.



Proclamation vs. Action

How does God get revealed? Through words or works? The kingdom which Jesus proclaims is
something earthly, with material and tangible effects. In this light Jesus’ whole ministry becomes
theologically significant. He went about releasing the oppressed and announcing the kingdom.
His actions gave substance to his message. The kingdom comes near through the arrival of the
one who does God’s will on earth: the obedient Son. His whole life and ministry displays and
embodies the kingdom. “Jesus spoke, and his words were the embodiment of the power of the
kingdom. He acted, and his works were the acting of the kingdom” (Ladd 1968, 55).

Jesus’ ministry and kingdom teaching challenge the view that evangelism and social involvement
are quite distinct activities (Critique 1, above). In spite of widespread concern to carefully
distinguish word ministry from social works, in Jesus’ ministry they are theologically near-
identical. Both function to announce the coming of God’s liberating kingdom, in the power of the
Spirit.

The proper model is not to see mercy as a means to evangelism…but to see both word and deed,
evangelism and mercy, as means to the single end of the spread of the kingdom of God.

(Keller 1997, 112).

Matter vs. Spirit

Is this material world important in God’s purposes? Enlightenment philosophers like Kant
proposed two realms, the phenomenal realm of
perception, and the ideal or noumenal realm, to
which we have no real access. But Kant placed God
in the noumenal (Sproul 2000, 123). “The result of
this was the progressive elimination of God from the
world” (Gunton 1998, 134). The world was supposed
to stand on its own two feet without God intervening
all the time.

So strong was the sense of divide, many Christians
felt that they had to choose. To affirm (with the
humanism of Spinoza) the life of the everyday world,
the price seemed to be the abandonment of the

supernatural: this was the liberal Christian path
(Ramm 1973, 68, 81). For conservative evangelicals,
to stay faithful to the divine seemed to imply a retreat
from concerns about this world. (Henry, 1965, 4).
And so the Church too was divided. “The sharp
polarization that developed…made it politically
impossible to remain both an evangelical and a social
gospeler” (Moberg, 1977, 34). This divide is reflected
in the conservative argument (Critique 1, above) that
the Church’s calling is evangelism, not social
involvement.

In reality, however, social involvement can only be
Figure 3: The Enlightenment Divide
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seen as a rival to gospel proclamation if one has already committed to the Enlightenment divide.
The gospel itself tells us that the coming of the kingdom of God unites the two realms: Christ

brings the reign of God into the everyday material
world. God ‘bought into’ the created order at the
incarnation, and again at the Cross and resurrection,
and again at Pentecost, when he sent his Spirit. In
particular the salvation achieved at the Cross is not
limited to changing the status of individuals: in the
New Testament it is seen to effect the whole creation.
This involves a wide range of redemptive
transformations: relational, social, moral, physical
(Matt. 9:21; Luke 8:36; Luke 19:9). Though these are

not yet complete, they assure us of God’s ongoing
concern for the physical creation. Thus the kingdom
of God which Jesus inaugurates challenges the

perceived need to choose between the material world and the heavenly. It is “not…[merely] a
heavenly reality but…something God is doing and will do in the future here on earth” (Ratzinger
1988, 26).

God’s Plan for This World

This also informs our fourth problem: Does redemption call us out of a doomed world or into one
with a sure future?

The coming of God’s kingdom to us in Christ represents the foretaste and promise of God’s future
for the creation. In Christ, God was “identifying with the world’s structures in order to reshape
them to their eschatological destiny” (Gunton 1998, 192). So then Jesus’ story – the gospel – is
definitive for the world’s future. The way of Christ leads through death and the cross. The creation
must die. But the resurrection which follows, restores and transforms Jesus in the same body. The
creation must receive new life. The world’s future has already been secured, in the risen body of
Jesus. The kingdom of God, then, does not replace the creation but rather transforms, renews and
ultimately establishes it. Gunton, channelling Iraneus, explains: “Redemption means the
completion of the whole project of creation” (1998, 171).

The Cross is also definitive for the Christian’s stance towards this world. D. L. Moody’s lifeboat
analogy is potentially misleading, for in the gospel we are called not to escape the world but to
bear our cross in it, and die with Christ. Though social involvement may not make the world
‘grow better and better’ (see Critique 2, above), escape is not the only alternative. There is a third
possibility. The death and resurrection of Jesus reaffirm our connection with the ‘wrecked vessel’,
the material creation. Through following Jesus in works of mercy, we like him, stand in solidarity
with a lost world. We, like Jesus, must ultimately go down with the ship. And like him we await
the raising of our bodies here on earth, together with ‘the whole creation’ (Romans 8:21).

The Church’s Purpose in the World

What is the Church? In terms of the kingdom of God, we can say that the Church is the primary
place where creation is being transformed and reordered towards God the Father through the
obedience of his Son by the power of his Spirit. Disciples are transferred into the kingdom
(Colossians 1:13) and become its ‘children’ (Matthew 13:38). The Church is the primary locus of

Figure 4: The Trinitarian alternative
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God’s kingdom in the world, the ‘flock’ to which ‘the Father is pleased to give his kingdom’ (Luke
12:32). As Calvin says, Christ ‘is already initiating in us upon earth certain beginnings of the
heavenly kingdom,’ (Institutues, 4.XX.2) Jesus envisages the gospel community as ‘the light of the
world’ (Matt. 5:14-15). People will ‘see your good deeds (kingdom living) and give praise to your
Father in heaven’. This is central to the church’s purpose in the world (Dickson 2005, 79-82).
Contrary to Critique 1 (above), then, the Church is not merely messenger: it is also an incipient
embodiment of God’s kingdom. “We are the place on earth where God’s future can be seen”
(Chester 2004, 176).

Summary

The New Testament idea of the kingdom of God tells us that every Christian and the church as a
whole is not called out of the world, but rather we are sent to follow King Jesus into the world,
proclaiming in words and works the arrival of the kingdom we are embodying. Our stance
towards sinful mankind is not only to be one of denunciation, but one of identification, joyful
proclamation of good news, of invitation, compassion and goodwill. Through good works we give
substance and credibility to the faith we proclaim, investing in the future God has achieved for his
creation in Christ.

Mission Implications

This means works of service done in the name of Christ need no justification. Our acts of mercy
do not require an accompanying gospel presentation to legitimise them. Rather, community
servanthood is part of the local church’s calling to reveal the kingdom in every part of life. This
has many mission implications. Church-run ESL classes can be missional even at times when they
are not reading the Bible. Groups such as Anglicare can work closely with local congregations in
mission. We can stir up our instincts to show compassion, confident that this is compatible with a
faithful word-ministry. Leaders can encourage congregation-members to use the gifts they have to
‘promote the gospel’, even if they are not speaking gifts (Dickson 2005, 14-15). For any gift can
be used to display the grace of God in the world, if used in Jesus’ name.

Conclusion

The Evangelical Church’s withdrawal from social work was in part a response to the pressures of
Enlightenment dualism, and the resulting polarisation of the church into liberal and conservative
values and practices. A restoration of New Testament kingdom theology helps liberate us from
these entrenched divisions. It challenges us to reject a paradigm of ‘social gospel vs true gospel’,
and embrace instead a fully Trinitarian concept of the kingdom of God. This simple move clarifies
our sense of the Church’s mission calling. We have found no reason why community service
done in the name of Christ is a less valid or necessary expression of God’s kingdom than an
evangelistic sermon. For the Church to reject this Enlightenment divide will mean liberal
Christians returning to gospel doctrine, and conservative evangelicals returning to their glorious
tradition of community servanthood.
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