Is The Church Responsible For Social Services?

)

by Sid Lathann

Askihmg this question may seem like an academic rehash of
what went on tn the fifties and not a real issue for today.
Howevwver, the question needs to be asked. The ]P>1r(o>1b>1l<elnn1§ of

the past have a way of raising their ugly heads again when

we least expect it & there is a real likelihood that this one will.

As the government becomes increasingly wnable to deal with
social ills someone else will be expected to pick up the ball.
Mississippi governor Kirk Fordice has already gained national
media attention for his suggestion that churches need to step
un and solve the current crisis (Can Churches Save America?,
U.S. News, g/ (9)(6)))¢

It ts true that someone needs to ]huellp the poor, and ]pnr(owii(dle
medical care and psychological counseling when necessary.
The question is, should local churches be responsible for this
work?

There are at least two reasons the church should not become
a “social service ]P>]r<0)\\fii<dl(elrf" The furst is that God didn’t ask for
tt. We do not find a §[i1n1gll<e case of New Testament churches
plﬁO)\Vii(dl[Umg for the poor outs tde of Churist, 1b>1ULﬁ1l<dl[iln1g ]huo>§]p>iiltall§,\
or plm\vfudlfumg (C(onunnlselliilnlg The silence of God is p]ﬂ@)]hlilb)iilti\ve
and we find ourselves without authoricy for such practices
(Hebrews 12:14).



The second reason is that God has given thenn §(onnnuelt]h1funlg
else to do. God has <c]hlallrg(e<dl churches with p]ﬁeauc]hlihmg the
go)sp@lL equipping saints, and 1ta]l\<fun1g care of the needy among
them (Philippians 4:14—16; Ephesians 4:1 ; 12; 1 Corinthians 16:1—73).
If churches attempt to solve societal problems on a glraunudl
scale they will not be able to handle the task God gave them
of add ressing 1 farr more critical spiritual problems.

Poverty, illness, and emotional distress exist because of sun.

I aon not suggest[hmg that in every case someone is poor or
sick or emotionally distressed because of personal sin. People
do suffer because of their own sins but sometimes it is simply
because we live in a world corrupted by sin ((R(onnnlaums 8::118—22)}
In either case, sin is at the root of the problem. The church
has been charged with calling people out of sin. Any attempt
to solve the problems of society with large broad scale social
programs is a symptomatic approach & does nothing to cure
the disease. If churches will concentrate on ]p)rte;auc]huumg the
g@@p@ | and (e‘(CI[lU[lL]P)]P) ing saints to teach theur 1nuelug]h1 bor they will
have made a sigrmif ficant contribution to s @(o>ll\vm<g society’s root
]Pur(o)lb»ll(elnnl,\ sin.

Someomne may ask, “How will this feed and house the poor or
care for the sick?” It will do so because those converted to
Christ will take up their individual responsibility to bear the
trouble amnd (aunlgluﬂis]hl of others (()[aunnues 1:277; Galatians <6»::n<0)))¢ It s,
after all, an individual resporns ibility.

We are all familiar with the g@nondl Samaritan. Many tumnes
charitable organizations adopt the name “Good Samaritan”
to describe what they are about. Howewver, it should always
be remembered that the g(owowdl Sannaritan was a ““Jnueiig]hﬂbnour”
to the one he helped by becom ungr directly and personally
unvolved (Luke 10:30—36). He took care of the man’s needs.



The Lord has called His ]Pne;(oqp)lle to give s<onnnue\1t]h1[iln1g nmore
than money; He has called us to give ourselves. The more
dedicated Christians there are the better society will be as
a whole.

There is one final consideration with ]r(egaur(dl to whether
churches should be social service providers. While poverty,
illness and emotional distress are terrible problems they are
only temporary. Sin is a problem with eternal consequences.
Churches have a limited commission. If they take up the task
of soﬂlwumg social problems their God- ~griven task of deali ungr
with spiritual problems will suffer. One wonders how gratel ful
the lost people will be on the JJlU[(dlglnnue]nnt day for all the social
prograns that deterred churches from their spiritual mission
to prepare people to meet God.

The poor need to be fed and the sick need to be cared for,
but let not the local church be burdened with work which is
outside its sPi,l'itlIal mission. Let not the church be burdened
because it will cripple the s1uqu>assihn1glly vital work it has been
called to do. Let not the church be burdened with needs which
Lt ts the <ca11l1lii1n1<g of individual Christians to meet. lnstead, why
do not each of us take up the task of ll(O)\Vl‘Unlg our §1U[1F1F<elrl‘hn1g
1nueiig]h11b><onr§,\ and more ﬁ]Dﬂl]P)(O)]Fltal]nlltl[y,‘ 1t<ea1<c]h1[ilnug them the g@spelt
Pushing our responsibility to help those in need on to the
local church will neither please God nor will it adequately
solve the problem.’
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