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TRUTH B-P CHURCH 

Adult Sunday School 

 

AN INTRODUCTORY STUDY OF CHRISTIAN DENOMINATIONS AND MOVEMENTS 

 

LESSON FOURTEEN: SOCIAL GOSPEL 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

What is the gospel? The Bible has defined for us what the true gospel of Jesus Christ is in 1 Corinthians 

15:3-4, “For I delivered unto you first of all that which I also received, how that Christ died for our 

sins according to the scriptures; And that he was buried, and that he rose again the third day according 

to the scriptures.” This is the message which Christians had been commissioned to preach and teach 

to the whole world of unbelief and spiritual darkness. How then did the gospel become a social gospel?  

 

What is social gospel? According to Wikipedia, the “Social Gospel was a social movement within 

Protestantism that applied Christian ethics to social problems, especially issues of social justice such 

as economic inequality, poverty, alcoholism, crime, racial tensions, slums, unclean environment, child 

labor, lack of unionization, poor schools, and the dangers of war. It was most prominent in the early 

20th-century United States and Canada. Theologically, the Social Gospelers sought to put into practice 

the Lord’s Prayer (Matthew 6:10): “Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” 

They typically were postmillennialist; that is, they believed the Second Coming could not happen until 

humankind rid itself of social evils by human effort.” 

 

What is wrong with this social gospel movement? How does it affect the gospel ministry of the church 

today? In this lesson, we will learn why we as Bible-believing Christians must have nothing to do with 

the social gospel movement. May God help us.  

 

II. HISTORY & DEVELOPMENT OF SOCIAL GOSPEL 

 

A. The Social Gospel movement was born in the late 19th century in America which was deemed as a 

Christian nation. “At that time, liberal Christians within the Protestant church began tackling social 

reform in what has become known as ‘social Christianity,’ or sometimes ‘Christian socialism,’ 

which was later adapted into the more moderate ‘Social Gospel.’ Its purpose was to fight for social 

justice and tackle issues such as poverty, unemployment, civil rights, pollution, drug addiction, 

political corruption, and gun control. (Adapted from Bill Moyers Journal). 

 

B. There were three key American leaders of the Social Gospel movement. 1) Washington Gladden 

(1836-1918), a Congregational pastor, who ‘sympathized with workers and urged them to seek 

unity in Christianity.’ 2) William Dwight Porter Bliss (1856-1926), an Episcopal priest, who 

worked with the Knights of Labor and Socialist party. 3) Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918), a 

Baptist pastor and theologian, ‘called for a democratic cooperative society to be achieved by 

nonviolent means.’ (Adapted from Bill Moyers Journal). 

 

C. These movement leaders took Jesus’ message “love thy neighbor” into pulpits, published books 

and spread the social gospel to far and wide within and beyond the American soil. Charles Sheldon, 

a Congregational minister, explained the idea behind the social gospel in his 1897 novel “In His 

Steps.” He wrote that to be a Christian, one needed to walk in Jesus’ footsteps. And the book’s 

slogan, “What would Jesus do?” became a central theme of the Social Gospel movement. (Adapted 

from The Conversation Australia and New Zealand publisher of research-based news and analysis). 
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D. The Social Gospel movement impacted not only within the Protestant circle, but also the Roman 

Catholic Church. As such, the Social Gospel movement was also at work alongside with the other 

movements such as Liberalism, Ecumenism and Charismatism. Even then, it did not stay within 

the Christian world. It seeks also to promote interfaith activism from other faiths and religions 

which are also seeking the social good of mankind. Anyone from any social, or religious 

background can be part of this Social Gospel movement as long as they are committed to the 

transformation of social structures. 

 

III. EXAMINING KEY TEACHINGS UNDER SOCIAL GOSPEL 

 

A. Doing Social Good. This was a key message under the Social Gospel movement. It was backed 

up with the second table of the Decalogue: Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself. And this is 

regarded as the second greatest commandment by the Lord Jesus Christ (see Matthew 22:39). 

Without a doubt, Christians are to commit themselves to do good as part of their obedience and 

testimony for Jesus Christ. There is nothing wrong for a Christian in doing good works, providing 

community helps whenever opportunity arises. However, it is important to note that doing good 

works is not the Great Commission at all. The primary role of every Christian and every Christian 

church is to preach the true gospel of Jesus Christ. 

 

The main problem with the Social Gospel movement is that it deals mainly with man’s earthly 

issues such as poverty, alcoholism, civil rights, etc. Those who adhered to a social gospel sought 

to apply Christian ethics and principles to social problems. Doctrines of sin, salvation, Bible, God’s 

eternal kingdom and many other Christian doctrines were seriously undermined. 

 

The Social Gospel movement has certainly neglected the most important problem of man and that 

is sin. And this is what the Great Commission seeks to address. The church especially, must never 

be distracted from what she has been called to do in the first place. All evangelism effort must go 

towards the advancement of God’s kingdom in the saving of souls and the building up of the saints 

in these last days. 

 

B. Towards a Better World. This is also the aim of the Social Gospel movement. By and large, the 

Social Gospel leaders were postmillennialist, asserting that Christ’s second coming could not 

happen until the world has rid itself of all social evils by human efforts. Under such belief and 

understanding, they build on the premise that the world will get better and better. They look forward 

to a crime-free society, a kinder and loving world when the Lord returns. But the Bible teaches 

otherwise. The world will not get better (see 2 Timothy 3:13). If the Lord returns when the world 

is at its best, why will He still want to judge the world and destroys the world in the end? It does 

not make sense at all. The world will only be at its best when the Lord Jesus rules in the millennium 

kingdom. 

 

C. WWJD. “What would Jesus do?” is a slogan of the Social Gospel movement that saw peak 

popularity in US during the 1990s. The acronym WWJD became a trend that was engraved in 

bracelet or wristband worn on the hand to serve as a reminder to act in a manner that would 

demonstrate the love of Jesus in all situations. But this trend somehow has disappeared, but the 

principle has not. 

 

Such a question is not wrong persay. In fact, it is good to always ask ourselves so that we will 

always follow what Jesus would do if He is in our shoes. However, it must always be back up with 

the knowledge of the Holy Scriptures because only then we will know for sure what would Jesus 

really do in our situations. It will not be based on our own ideas and concepts what we assume 

Jesus will do. There is always a danger of making assumption of what Jesus would do in our 

situation by apply situation ethics. A good knowledge of God’s Word will save us from such a 

situation. 
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D. God’s Love Only for the Poor? The Social Gospel movement targets a specific group of people 

who are destitute, deprived and in need for social justice and financial help due to their 

underprivileged circumstances. What about those who are wealthy, respected, and perhaps have 

never need to go through any form of underprivilege circumstances in life at all? They too need to 

hear the gospel message as well. In fact, the Bible speaks of the difficulty and even near 

impossibility for rich people to enter into the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 19:23). 

 

This brings us back to the primary mission of every true church of Jesus Christ. God loves both 

the poor as well as the rich. It is not the poor who need the gospel more. All men, whether rich or 

poor, have sinned and come short of the glory of God (Romans 3:23). If the church pays more 

attention to the poor by focusing on their social needs, the welfare department will likely overtake 

its role and prominence over the evangelism department. 

 

IV. BEWARE OF SOCIAL GOSPEL 

 

Jesus did not come to earth to preach a social gospel. He came to save sinners who are lost in their 

sins. Yes, the Lord showed deep compassion for the poor, the sick, and the outcasts of society. He took 

care of them. He showed special attention to them. But it was not their physical wellbeing that was on 

His mind. He cared for the destiny of their souls. And that was the reason why He came. But Jesus 

ministered also many others, not just the poor, the sick and the outcasts. There were those who are rich, 

powerful and influential in society such as the Pharisees, the rich man, the Roman centurion and many 

others. 

 

Beware of the Social Gospel movement. It is not a movement that seeks to glorify God, but man. It is 

man-centered, rather than God centered or Bible-centered. Let us always remember the primary role 

of every true church of Jesus Christ is the fulfilment of the Great Commission. The world needs Jesus 

for the cleansing of their sins, and not for the sake of putting food on their tables, clothes on their back 

or a shelter over their heads. Let us go forth and preach the gospel faithfully. Let this be our priority. 

As for physical welfare of the needy, let us help whenever we are given opportunity to show forth our 

Christian love and compassion, but certainly not at the expense of the gospel truth. Let us not forget 

to share the gospel as we help others in need. May God help us. Amen. 


