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THE CHRISTIAN AND SOCIAL WORK

Overview
The issue of “social work” comes into focus as we consider the purpose and priority of the
church and the Christian in this fallen world. This is a world full of suffering and distress; there
are just causes to fight, wrongs to right, people who seek rescue from their plight. Yet as we
have already seen and emphasised, the church is commissioned primarily to preach the gospel
and to teach the word of God. How then should the church respond to the ills of society and
the crookedness of human culture?

We must begin by considering what the gospel is, and why we preach it. Then we will consider
biblical guidelines for the place of “social work” in the life of the Christian and the church.

The Place of the Gospel
Why do we preach the gospel? Scripture tells us that this is a fallen world, due to the sin of
Adam, our representative head. It is because of man’s sin and rebellion that there is death in
the world, and all manner of suffering. Importantly, however, death and suffering are not
limited to this world and this life. Physical death, if we die in our sins, leads to eternal death:
that is, eternal torment and judgment; for that is the righteous penalty for sin against the
perfect and eternal God.

Therefore, whatever may function as a temporal “cure” for the ills of society or the distress of
an individual, we preach the gospel because it is the only ultimate cure for the root of the
problem; it is the only hope for any individual to escape this eternal judgment. The Great
Commission, then, is not merely a command for the church to be a temporal blessing to the
world; not merely a command for the church to make people’s lives in this world better ‒ it is a
command to yield ourselves as instruments of God to be used, through the declaration of His
word, according to His purpose for the eternal salvation of souls.

Thus, as mentioned earlier, the gospel is the best thing that the corporate church and the
individual Christian have to offer to the world. We give “such as we have,” not silver and gold,
but something infinitely better (Acts 3:6). Indeed, this is the focus and emphasis we see
throughout the book of Acts.

The Place of “Social Work”
Does this mean there is no place for “social work” at all? No; we referred previously to James
1:27, which clearly marks out the Christian “religion” as characterised by a kind of social
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concern. As much as we are to focus on the gospel, the very same word of God commands us
not to neglect those who are in need.

“Social Work” Within the Church

Certainly, within the church, we are instructed by scripture to be concerned for the needs of
fellow Christians. The widows were not to be neglected; when this did happen in the early
church, steps were taken to rectify the situation (Acts 6:1-6). So also in the church today: but
such material help must always be coupled with a spiritual emphasis. The church is primarily a
place for spiritual rather than material nourishment.

“Social Work” Outside the Church

Thus there is a place for “social work” in the context of the Christian’s activity in the world.
There have been many Christians who, motivated by Christian love and compassion, have set
up orphanages and homes, hospitals and schools, and so on.

At the same time, there are limits to such activities. Christians are not called to take up arms, in
the name of Christ, for any social cause ‒ that would be a contradiction in terms, for the
kingdom to which we belong is “not of this world” (John 18:36). These social causes cannot
consume us to the extent that the gospel is no longer our primary focus.
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