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Unit 5. Evangelism And Social Action 
 
Consider the following scenarios: 
 
1. A church member asks why they should give to a Christian development agency and 

not to a well-known secular agency. Why indeed? Do they get something different for 
their money? Or do they get the same thing done in a more Christian way — whatever 
that might mean? 

 
2. An African denomination is able to get money for development from Western donors. 

The development department has modern offices, well-paid workers and four-wheel 
drive vehicles. The village pastors have poor or intermittent salaries; if they have 
transport it is just a bike and they have few books. What does this reveal about the 
priorities of the world church? We can restate the general scenario with a true story of 
an African denomination that I worked with on one occasion. The development 
department is able to access significant sums of grant money from Western donors — 
both Christian and non-Christian. They are doing great work which is integrated with 
the work of local churches. However, the development workers are unhappy because 
in grant applications the development department overstates the salaries they receive 
and distributes the extra money to departments that cannot access money from the 
West. They stay because of their commitment to their church, but their salaries are a lot 
lower than they could receive from other NGOs (Non-government Organisations). Yet 
they receive more than most people employed by the denomination. Most village 
pastors only get goods or work in kind. 

 
3. A Christian NGO digs a well in an Indian village. The villagers have a strong sense of 

the spiritual world — they look to spirits for guidance, fertility and prosperity. The drilling 
team have strong technical skills. They do the right tests, drill in the right place and 
construct a good well, but what message is communicated? That salvation is found 
through Western technology and lifestyle? Or do the villagers thank their spirit-gods for 
the provision of this water? Or do they fail to use the water because they believe the 
cause of sickness is bad karma rather than dirty water? 

Reflection 
 
How would you respond in each of these scenarios? 

 
Luke: care for the poor 
 
Let us focus our attention on Luke’s Gospel. Luke’s Gospel has a lot to say about the poor 
and the marginalised. Luke writes to Theophilus so “that you may have certainty 
concerning the things you have been taught” (Luke 1:4). Theophilus has been taught that 
there is a coming a day of reversal. God will include the marginalised and Gentiles, and 
exclude (judge) the self-important, self-serving and self-sufficient, exemplified in the 
religious elite of Israel. The first shall be last and the last shall be first. 
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This assertion demands evidence if it is to be held with ‘certainty’ (1:4). Luke writes from 
the conviction that the evidence is to be found in the story of Jesus. Here in the life of 
Jesus we see the proof of God’s eschatological intentions. The story of Jesus as it is 
narrated in the Gospel of Luke gives certainty of this future reality by allowing us to 
glimpse a foretaste of it in the ministry of Jesus, especially in the ways in which Jesus 
anticipates the messianic banquet. 
 
Luke’s readers should believe this word of promise and put this word into practice by 
aligning ourselves with the grace of God through the inclusion of the poor. We should, as it 
were, ensure we are on the underside of history when the reversal takes place. The sect of 
Jesus the Messiah, although now small, persecuted and marginal, on the final day will be 
vindicated and glorified. “Blessed is the one who is not offended by me,” says Jesus to 
John and Luke to Theophilus (7:23). In the light of the coming reversal, we should adopt a 
reversal of values. So Luke calls on his readers to associate with the poor, persecuted 
Christian community even though this may mean forsaking their social privileges. 
 
Luke: the centrality of God’s word 
 
Luke has a lot to say about the poor, but he also has a lot to say about the centrality and 
sufficiency of God’s word. 
 
Luke 8:4-21 
In the parable of the Sower, the kingdom is advanced as the seed is scattered. Jesus says 
the seed is “the word of God” (8:11) and the good soil consists of those “As for that in the 
good soil, they are those who, hearing the word, hold it fast in an honest and good heart, 
and bear fruit with patience.” (8:15). The true family of Jesus is defined as those “who hear 
the word of God and do it.” (8:21). 
 
Luke 10:38-42 
There is an echo here of the parable of the sower. Martha’s problem is that she is “worried 
and upset about many things.” The word ‘worried’ is the same word as ‘cares’ in the 
description of the rocky soil in the parable of the sower (8:14). These cares divert people 
from the word of God and so it is with Martha. In contrast, Mary chooses “what is better,” 
which is to listen to Jesus’ words. 
 
Luke 11:27-32 
A woman says to Jesus that blessed is the womb that bore him. “But he said, ‘Blessed 
rather are those who hear the word of God and Keep it’” (11:28). He then responds to the 
request of those who were demanding that he perform a sign (11:16). The only sign that 
will be given is the sign of Jonah. In Matthew’s account it is a reference to the resurrection. 
However, in Luke the focus is on Jonah the preacher. They want a sign, but all they get is 
a preacher. The word of God is enough. The Queen of the South who came to hear the 
words of Solomon and the people of Nineveh who responded to the word preached by 
Jonah will condemn those who now reject that word (11:45-52). 
 



 

Luke 16:19-31 
In Luke 16, Jesus tells the story of a beggar called Lazarus who lives at the gate of a rich 
man. When they die Lazarus goes to heaven with Abraham while the rich man goes to 
hell. The rich man wants Abraham to send Lazarus with water to cool his pain. When he is 
refused, he makes a second request. He asks Lazarus to be sent to his brothers to warn of 
God’s judgement. Abraham replies: “If they do not hear Moses and the Prophets, neither 
will they be convinced if someone should rise from the dead” (16:31). In other words, 
God’s word is enough. God’s word is all we need. Nothing else will persuade us if God’s 
word does not persuade us — not even apparitions of the dead. 
 
Luke 24:25-27, 44-47 
What does the risen Christ do on the first Easter day? He teaches the Scriptures. If anyone 
could simply have declared the truth and elicited faith it must surely have been the Lord 
Jesus freshly risen from the grave. However, he spends that first Easter day conducting a 
Bible study. He brings comfort and faith to his disciples by opening the Scriptures for them. 
Here is someone risen from the dead — just as the rich man requested (16:30) — but 
what he does is proclaim the word of God. 
 
So, in any Christian ministry, including ministry among the poor, proclaiming and teaching 
the word of God must be central. That is because the greatest need of the poor — as for 
us all — is to be reconciled to God and so escape his wrath. So what makes Christian 
social involvement distinctly Christian is a commitment to reconciling the poor to God 
through the proclamation of the gospel.  
 
This means it is never enough to address people’s felt needs. Felt needs can be a good 
starting-point because the gospel addresses the human condition in all its complexity. 
However, we need to move beyond people’s felt needs. Nobody articulates God’s 
judgement as a felt need. Indeed people are blind to the need to escape God’s judgement 
— the need which is in fact their greatest need. Sometimes something happens that 
awakens people to the reality of judgement, but it is rare for people to ask how they can 
escape God’s judgement without the Spirit using the gospel message to open their eyes to 
that need. 
 
A community development project in Honduras was working with indigenous people in the 
rainforest. The communities felt their greatest need was for education, but the 
development agency knew that loggers were progressively clearing the forest. If nothing 
was done the land and the livelihood of the communities would be threatened. The 
community had no awareness of this. So the development agency took them upstream to 
show them what was happening. They then began to work together on claiming land rights 
and establishing a reserve. Their need for education was a real need but they had to be 
shown that they faced a much greater need. 
 
It is like that with God’s judgement. People think they have all sorts of needs and often 
they are real and pressing needs, but there is a much greater need of which people are 
unaware. It is our job to take them upstream, as it were, and warn them of the coming 
judgement of God. We cannot wait for people to express the need for reconciliation with 
God. Apart from the gospel, we have enough trouble acknowledging we are sinners, let 
alone acknowledging that we deserve the judgement of God. 
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Without an ongoing awareness of eternal needs, over time our focus will become temporal 
needs. A community’s temporal needs press themselves upon us. They are, by definition, 
immediate. We need consciously, therefore, to keep in mind that greatest need which is 
known to us only through the gospel — the need of a person to be reconciled with God 
and escape his wrath. Time and again this has proved the greatest challenge facing 
Christian social involvement — to keep in view the greatest gift we have to offer a needy 
world: the words of eternal life. 

Reflection 
 
Think about your Christian community. Are you on ‘the underside of history’? Are 
you committed to the centrality of God’s word? 

 
Three principles for evangelism and social action 
 
Evangelism and social renewal are distinct activities 
Some refuse to make any distinction between evangelism and social action. They conflate 
social action and proclamation into one activity. The problem is that this usually ends up 
with one aspect — and it is usually evangelism — being lost. This approach, says Melba 
Maggay, “tends to lose sight of the proclamation aspect of the gospel, the fact that it is 
news, a thing you shout from the housetops.”36 So it is important to retain the idea that 
proclamation and social involvement are distinct activities. Attempts to fuse development 
and proclamation cannot work from a biblical perspective for two reasons. 
 
First, social involvement is about effecting change in history. It is historical, and therefore 
provisional: that is, it can be undone. Proclamation on the other hand is about effecting 
eschatological change, and is, therefore permanent: it cannot be undone. I remember 
consoling a friend after the Rwandan massacres in 1994. He had spent four years involved 
in community development in Rwanda. Now it seemed his years of hard work had been 
overturned in a matter of days. The fruit of social action can be undone; the fruit of 
proclamation cannot. 
 
Second, social involvement at its best is about harnessing the resources within a 
community. It is about empowering a community through their participation. The alternative 
is a paternalistic approach which is short-term, creating dependency in its beneficiaries. In 
good development an understanding of the problem and its solutions come from within a 
community. In contrast, the message of the gospel is that we are powerless and cannot 
participate in our salvation. Both an understanding of the problem and the solution must 
come from outside the community. This outside message does not come from Western 
technology, money, expertise, still less from free-market capitalism. It comes from heaven. 
This is one reason for the emphasis in John’s Gospel that Jesus is ‘from heaven’. 
 

                                                
36 Maggay, M., Transforming Society (Regnum, 1994), 17 



 

Proclamation is central  
Many evangelicals want to argue that evangelism and social action are equal activities. 
They describe evangelism and social action as two wings of bird or the blades of a pair of 
scissors. While evangelism and social action are partners in many situations, it is 
inadequate to think of them as corresponding activities of equal impact. As we have seen, 
the greatest need of the poor, as it is for all people, is to be reconciled with God and 
escape his wrath. Only the message of the gospel can do this. 
 
So we cannot be satisfied with the adage, often attributed to St Francis of Assisi, that, “We 
should preach always, sometimes using words.” Social action can demonstrate the gospel, 
but without the communication of the gospel message, social action is like a signpost 
pointing nowhere. Indeed, without the message of the gospel it points in the wrong 
direction. If all we do are good works among people, then we point to ourselves and our 
charitable acts. People will think well of us, but not of Jesus Christ. We may even convey 
the message that salvation is achieved by good works. Or we may convey the message 
that what matters most is economic and social betterment. We cannot do social action 
without evangelism. 
 
Evangelism and social renewal are inseparable 
Given that the greatest need of people is to be reconciled with God and given that this 
need can only be met through the message of the gospel, it might seem logical to say that 
evangelism has priority. The problem is that it is not clear what ‘priority’ means in this 
context. It suggests a choice between the two, and so evangelism should be chosen; it 
sets the two activities up as competing priorities in which social action can be neglected. 
We prioritise by making a list and doing the activities at the top of the list. If there is no time 
left for items lower down the list, then this does not matter because we have deemed such 
things less important. The implication of saying evangelism has priority in this sense is that 
it does not matter if we have no time for social action. 
 
However, such choices rarely bare any relationship to reality. In our involvement in the 
lives of others, we cannot choose to ignore their social needs. We cannot treat people in 
isolation from their context. Evangelism alone might make sense in the lecture room. It 
may even just about make sense in a middle-class suburb. It makes no sense at all when 
working among the poor. Mission takes place in and through relationships and 
relationships are multi-faceted. Proclamation should be central, but a centre implies a 
context and our proclamation should take place in the context of a life of love. 
 
So social action and evangelism should neither be identified with one another, nor 
separated. Evangelism and social action should be viewed as distinct, but inseparable 
activities in our mission to the poor in which proclamation is central. In any relationship 
with poor people or with a poor community, we must as evangelicals be looking for 
opportunities to share the message of the gospel. This is not because our social action is 
invalid without evangelism. It is because love requires that we share the message of hope 
that meets people’s greatest need. 
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Text and context 
 
The relationship between evangelism and social action can be thought of as the 
relationship between text and context. The first rule for reading the Bible is to look at the 
context. If you want to understand a text (a word, a phrase, a paragraph or a story) you 
need to understand it in the light of its wider context. In fact that is true of all texts. 
Consider the following statement: “I’m mad about my car.” The word ‘mad’ could mean 
enthusiastic and excited or it could mean angry and annoyed. Taken on its own, the 
statement is unclear, but add a bit of context and it becomes clearer: “I’m mad about my 
car; it was stolen from right outside my house.” Context clarifies a text. It can even alter 
what we originally thought it meant. Texts only truly make sense in a context. 
 
The same is true of the gospel message. The ‘text’ of the gospel message is heard by 
people in a context. It is not a question of whether it should be or not. It always is. 
Whenever you share the gospel with someone, they will understand it within a certain 
context. Our text — the message we proclaim — will be interpreted by the context of our 
lives and our life together as Christian communities. Proclamation cannot take place apart 
from a context. The question is whether that context matches the message of the 
transforming grace of Jesus Christ.  
 
If you talk about God’s grace while constantly being legalistic about other people’s 
lifestyles, then you should not be surprised if you are misunderstood. People will think the 
gospel is about adherence to rules and norms. Nor will you be understood if you talk about 
God’s love while you exhibit bitterness and envy. Jesus does not simply tell Zacchaeus 
that God graciously accepts the lost (Luke 19:1-10). He embodies that message in his 
request to eat with Zacchaeus. He expresses the inclusion of God’s grace by sharing a 
table with Zacchaeus. His actions reinforce and embody his message that “For the Son of 
Man came to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10). 
 
Peter says in his first letter: “but in your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, always being 
prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in 
you; yet do it with gentleness and respect.” (1 Peter 3:15). Commenting on this, Jim Wallis 
says: 
 

Evangelism in our day has largely become a packaged production, a mass-
marketed experience in which evangelists strain to answer that question which 
nobody is asking. Modern evangelists must go through endless contortions to 
convince people that they are missing something that Christians have. Without the 
visible witness of a distinct style of life, evangelists must become aggressive and 
gimmicky, their methods reduced to salesmanship and showmanship. Evangelism 
often becomes a special activity awkwardly conducted … instead of being a simple 
testimony rising out of a community whose life together invites questions from the 
surrounding society. When the life of the church no longer raises any questions, 
evangelism degenerates.37 

 
When the context of our lives does not match the text of our message we should not be 
surprised if evangelism becomes hard work. In contrast, I want to suggest there are two 

                                                
37 Wallis, J., A Call to Conversion (Lion, 1981),19-20, 29 



 

contexts that best enable people to understand the message of the gospel: loving actions 
and loving community.  
 
Loving actions 
The context that properly interprets the gospel message is love. In our love for the ‘other’ 
— especially the marginalised — we model the grace of God. We all recognise this at an 
individual level. Even those who deny the place of Christian social action, still want 
Christians to live godly lives. They do not suppose that godly living is a distraction from the 
task of proclaiming the gospel. Quite the opposite. Godly lives commend the gospel. Paul 
tells Titus how he is to teach slaves to live “so that in everything they may adorn the 
doctrine of God our Saviour.” (Titus 2:10). In the same way the good works of social action 
commend the gospel. Peter says: “Keep your conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so 
that when they speak against you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and glorify 
God on the day of visitation.” (1 Peter 2:12). Part of the problem is that we read the Bible 
with our Western individualistic glasses on. It is not just my private life that adorns the 
gospel; it is also my public life. It is not just what individual Christians do, but how the 
Christian community lives. 
 
Loving community 
Jesus said: “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you 
must love one another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one 
another” (John 13:34-35). People will see the gospel at work in the world and know that 
Jesus is from God (John 17:23) through the life of the Christian community. This means 
we must ensure unbelievers experience the church as a caring, inclusive community. That 
does not just mean a warm handshake on the door — it means drawing people into the 
network of relationships that make up the church. It means ensuring that your unbelieving 
friends meet your Christian friends so they can observe how you relate to one another. 
The church must be a community of gospel people, not something you attend on Sunday. 
 
Reminding them of his ministry among them, Paul writes to the Thessalonians: “So, being 
affectionately desirous of you, we were ready to share with you not only the gospel of God 
but also our own selves, because you had become very dear to us.” (1 Thessalonians 2:8). 
Paul shared both the gospel and his life with people — word and life together. Yet often we 
divide into those who share the gospel without sharing our lives and those who share our 
lives without sharing the gospel. Some engage in cold evangelism outside the context of a 
relationship. Others form deep relationships with people, but never have the courage to 
challenge them with the claims of the gospel. 
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Exercise 
 

• What makes Christian social involvement different from social involvement 
which is not distinctively Christian?  

• How can we avoid the danger of people’s immediate needs diverting our 
attention from their eternal need? 

 

Exercise 
 
Paul says: “So, being affectionately desirous of you, we were ready to share with 
you not only the gospel of God but also our own selves, because you had become 
very dear to us.” (1 Thessalonians 2:8). 
 

• Can you identify examples of sharing the word of God without sharing our 
lives? 

• Can you identify examples of sharing our lives with sharing the word of 
God? 

• What is the first step you can take in your Christian community so that you 
are sharing both lives and the word of God? 
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