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Both and Tension: Gospel Proclamation and Social Justice 
By Darrin Patrick 
 
In our pursuit to serve the “least of these” we must be careful not to overlook the church’s primary minis-
try, which is gospel proclamation. Before we go further, I need to explain briefly what I mean by the term 
gospel, so that my intent is clearer when I speak to gospel proclamation. 
 
Fundamentally, the gospel is the good news that the eternal Son of God entered our sinful world and 
lived a life of perfect obedience to the Father, died as a sacrifice in the place of sinners, and rose trium-
phantly from death as a sign of sin’s defeat and the Father’s acceptance. In all this, the Son established a 
righteousness for those who had no righteousness of their own. Therefore, there is “now no condemna-
tion” (Rom 8:1) for those who trust in Christ alone. Jesus’ death and resurrection are the permanent 
placeholders for the sinner’s right standing before the holy God. 
 
At times, evangelicals passionate about the gospel have thought only about conversions. As D.A. Carson 
notes, “For some Christians, ‘the gospel’ is a narrow set of teaching about Jesus and his death and resur-
rection which, rightly believed, tip people into the kingdom.” While belief in the gospel does indeed bring 
the Christian into the kingdom, this is not the only implication of the good news. The gospel is the 
“embracing category that holds much of the Bible together, and takes Christians from lostness and aliena-
tion from God all the way through conversion and discipleship to the consummation, to resurrection bod-
ies, and to the new heaven and the new earth.” The gospel informs everything. And as Christians grow in 
the grace of the gospel, they will find themselves eager to respond with compassion to the myriad needs 
in their midst (1 John 3:18). 
 
But here’s the tension again: we may not substitute social justice for spiritual transformation. While our 
heart for social justice grows out from the gospel, social justice by itself will not communicate the gospel. 
We need gospel proclamation, for as much as people may see our good deeds, they cannot hear the 
good news unless we tell them. Social justice, though valuable as an expression of Christian love, should, 
especially as a church-wide endeavor, serve the goal of gospel proclamation. We care for people because 
we love them as creatures made in God’s image and lament their suffering. But believing in the reality of 
eternal suffering, we also hope that giving a cup of cold water in Jesus’ name will win us a hearing for the 
gospel. We long to tell the story of Christ’s ultimate act of service, of his satisfying of divine justice, of his 
mercy toward the spiritually bankrupt sinner through his incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection. 
 
Respond 
What ideas that you just read are new to you? 
 
 
 
Do you agree or disagree with the author that “the primary ministry of the church is Gospel proclamation? 
Why? 
 
 



 

 

 
What social justice issues are currently pulling on your heart (poverty, orphan care, modern day slavery, 
sex trafficking, racial inequality, etc…) If none of these issues connect to your heart, why do you think 
that is? 
 
 
 
Right now, do you feel like you could connect the dots between serving the poor and sharing how the 
gospel is good news for the poor? How about the other social justice themes? 
 
 
 
Taking next steps 
Take a social justice issue that you feel passionately about and spend time exploring what the Bible has 
to say about it. Next, think about how this area of sin and brokenness might see healing and restoration 
through the lens of the gospel message. Put another way: How does Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection 
bring good news to this fallen aspect of human life? 
 
 
 
Pray for opportunities to share the Gospel as you serve “the least of these.” (the poor, the widow, the 
immigrant, the orphan) 
 

 


