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Acts 2:44-47; Matthew 25:31-46

In May this year (1973), | was elected as a Commissioner to
attend the 185th General Assembly of our denomination held in Oma-
ha, Nebraska. | observed that one of the things which cause much an-
guish among the Commissioners is the fact that whenever a social issue
comes up, almost inevitably the house becomes divided and tension
arises. | am sure that all the Commissioners were sincere. Their differ-
ences were not based on any partisan spirit but on their understanding
of the essence of the Christian Gospel and the mission of the Christian
Church. Is Christianity an individual Gospel or a social Gospel? Should or
shouldn’t the church concern itself with religious matters only and not
social matters? These are basic questions in the minds of all the Com-
missioners, which in turn reflect the attitudes of the rank and file of all
the Christians of the local congregations.

On the one hand, we hear people say that a Christian’s primary
concern is for the salvation of his own soul in preparation for the world
to come, and that the Church ought not be directly interested in social
or economic reform, because the real evil is the moral and spiritual evil
in men’s hearts, and it can only be dealt with by individual conversion.
On the other hand, we hear people say that true Christianity is a social
Gospel, with a program for the transformation of human society and a
passion to make this world a better place for all sorts and conditions of
men. Therefore, the Christian Church cannot possibly stand aside from
the social evils and problems of the age. It dare not keep silent about
them; its message must be vitally concerned with them. And as for the
individual Christian, if he is more interested in saving his own soul than
in securing social justice and opportunity for his less fortunate fellows,
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then his religion is a religion of selfish escape, and not a genuine Chris-
tian religion.

These are the two sides of this argument. On the one hand, we
hear many voices cry out that the preacher should stay off the street
and in the pulpit, and that the church should concern itself with reli-
gious and not social matters. On the other hand, we are reminded that
our Lord Jesus was concerned about the physical needs of the people as
well as their spiritual needs, and that his message in the 25th chapter of
Matthew’s Gospel clearly indicates that anyone who hardens his heart
against the needy will be condemned on the Day of Judgment, however
pious he may have been about such religious duties as attending
church. Which of these is right? Surely, the right answer is, “Both, and
both together.” They cannot be separated, or they both go bad. There is
a distinction between these two. But they cannot be separated from
each other. They are two sides of the same coin.

It will be helpful if we go back to the beginning of the Chris-tian
Church to see how these two aspects of the Christian Gospel, the indi-
vidual aspect and the social aspect, were both present right at the be-
ginning of the Christian Church on the Day of Pentecost. On the one
hand, we see that on the Day of Pentecost, each individual had a per-
sonal experience of receiving the Holy Spirit; each one had a personal
religious experience of his own. On the other hand, we notice that reli-
gion had also, all at once, become a more deeply social thing than it had
ever been before. For all sorts and conditions of people, men and wom-
en, who had a personal experience of the Holy Spirit, seemed to have
become a new community, with one heart and one soul, with a new
and wonderful comradeship that the world had never seen before. In a
word, Christianity is shown to be both an individual and a social Gospel;
it speaks to us of an individual salvation, and, at the same time, a new
social order.

Let me expound it a little more. Had you been present in the
city of Jerusalem on that Day of Pentecost, you would have been struck
by two things. First, you would have been struck that all sorts of ordi-
nary people had all at once come to have a personal religion of their
own. Each one of them had received the Holy Spirit, and had a personal
knowledge of God. This was quite unusual. For in the ancient world,
religion was much more a public matter than a personal matter. The
ordinary people were hardly expected to have a personal knowledge of
God. They were expected to take their religion on trust, at second hand,
from those exceptional and outstanding people on whom God had
poured out His Spirit. These people were called seers or prophets. They,
and they alone, had direct knowledge of God. For God had poured out
His Spirit on them. But now, on the Day of Pentecost, things had
changed. God'’s Spirit seemed to have been poured out upon all sorts of
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people. They had come to know God for themselves. As Peter said in
his speech, “This is what was predicted by the prophet Joel—It shall
come to pass in those days, saith the Lord, that | will pour out of my
spirit upon all flesh; and your sons and your daughters shall be like
prophets, and your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall
dream dreams; and even on my servants and on my handmaidens | will
pour out of my spirit.” Indeed, if anything special happened on the Day
of Pentecost, it was that the Holy Spirit was no longer the monopoly of
a few exceptional people, but a gift from God to all those who had pre-
pared to receive it. From now on, all true believers would have the
privilege of direct access to the knowledge of God. The Gospel of Jesus
had made religion a far more personal thing for the ordinary individual
than it had ever been before, and it was on the Day of Pentecost that
this came home to them.

But there was another thing that would have struck you if you
had been present in the city of Jerusalem on that Day of Pentecost. You
would have noticed that religion had also, all at once, become a more
deeply social thing than it had ever been before. All those people who
had received the Holy Spirit, who had a personal religious experience,
came together, and became a new community, with one heart and one
mind, with a new and wonderful comradeship that the world had never
seen before. These people would do anything for each other. They
even forgot all about the rights of private property, and made a little
experiment in voluntary communism in Jerusalem. Luke describes it
with these words: “And all that believed were together, and had all
things in common; and they sold their possessions and goods, and dis-
tributed them to all, as any man had need.” In other words, a new kind
of care for the poor, and a new kind of attitude to slaves, had sprung
up. They had a new sense of loyal responsibility for all their fellow crea-
tures, and they started to spread the good thing that had made them
into a community.

| would not say that this kind of voluntary communism is a
pattern for all Christian churches to follow. No. For evidently it did not
exist very long even in Jerusalem, and the other early Christian church-
es did not adopt that kind of life together. But the Pentecostal spirit of
community, the spirit which delivers a person from self-centeredness
and transforms him into the sort of person that cannot separate his
own welfare from that of his fellows, is indeed a lasting feature of all
the early Christian churches, and is a key factor which wins people into
Christianity. Those people have a clear sense of being saved. But to
them, “being saved” does not merely mean to have in one’s possession
a passport for a place called heaven after death. It means primarily be-
ing transformed into the sort of person who cannot bear to see his fel-
low creatures missing the true opportunities of life, or living in condi-
tions he would not live in himself. It is true that they did not embark
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upon a program of social reform. They did not even try to banish slav-
ery. But this is quite understandable. For they had no political power in
the great Roman Empire. Most of them had no vote; they had none of
the opportunities of modern democracy that the people in this country
have—that was far beyond the horizon. But the spirit was there—a
spirit of community with all mankind—a new community without dis-
tinctions of class or race, in which every man was a child of God, a slave
just as much as his master. That was the Pentecostal Spirit of Communi-
ty. That was true Christianity.

There is an old Indian Buddhist story. A wise king was trying to
teach a young man the secret of spiritual freedom. He sent the young
man to carry a jar filled with oil to the very brim through the streets of
the town where a fair was going on, and told him that he should be
careful not to spill one drop; otherwise he would be killed instantly by
the soldier who was ordered to walk behind him with a sword. The
young man carried the jar safely back to the king without having lost
one drop of the oil. The king asked him, “As you walked through the
town, whom and what did you see?” “Sir,” said the young man, “I kept
my eyes fixed on the vessel of oil, and saw and heard nothing else.” And
then the king told him that such was the secret of spiritual freedom: To
be so intent on keeping one’s own soul that one was blind to the affairs
of one’s fellows.

This is a good story to a certain extent. But it is a Buddhist para-
ble of spiritual freedom. The Christian Gospel is quite different. To be
free means to be delivered from self-centeredness, to be unhindered
for that which one counts good, to be aware of the needs of one’s fel-
low creatures. As soon as they had that deep personal experience of
the Holy Spirit of God, the Christians in Jerusalem came together, and
became a new community, with one heart and one mind, with a new
and wonderful comradeship that the world had never seen before. This
is the sign of true Christianity.

The Southern Baptist Convention, America’s largest Protestant
body, and generally speaking one of the most conservative denomina-
tions in this country, is now trying to teach its traditionally conservative
members that welfare reform is not only a political issue but also a pro-
foundly Christian concern. In a series of articles on “Christian morality
and national politics,” Dr. Phil Strickland, associate secretary of the Bap-
tist Christian Life Commission of Texas, points out that much of the hos-
tility toward welfare among evangelical Christians stems from misinfor-
mation. For example, many Americans think that the majority of wel-
fare recipients are black, that at least 50% of welfare children are ille-
gitimate, and that many welfare recipients are able to work but are too
lazy to work. But Dr. Strickland says that a majority of welfare clients
are white, and that only 30% of welfare children are illegitimate. Less
than 1% of welfare recipients are employable males. He goes on to say
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that a lack of factual information is only one reason why some church
members attack welfare; there also is depressing evidence of what Je-
sus called “hardness of heart,” or insensitivity to the needs of the poor.
So you see, even the most conservative denomination in this country is
now beginning to realize that there is a social aspect in the Christian
Gospel, and is taking steps to educate its members.

One of the lessons we learn from the parable of the goats and
sheep in Matthew’s Gospel is that many of the things which we thought
would have no connection whatsoever to Jesus and His Kingdom turn
out to be reckoned by the Son of Man as things inseparably related to
Him and to His cause on the Day of Judgment, and that those who have
failed to contribute to these things will be punished. Those who were
on the left-hand side of the Lord were not lying when they said that
they did not see the Lord in personal need. What they saw were some
common people who were in need, but they did not see any connection
between these people and their glorified Lord, and so they withheld
their help. But the Lord said, “Truly, | say to you, as you did it not to one
of the least of these, you did it not to me.” And he held them responsi-
ble for doing nothing to help those who were in need.

Of course, no social reform can be a substitute for personal
conversion. For unless a person has first got himself put right, he will
have no right nor power to get the world put right for other people.
There is also a danger of trying to escape from God and our own un-
easy consciences by busying ourselves in social reform, just like an un-
faithful husband might try to appease his uneasy conscience by buying
expensive gifts for his wife at home. But it remains true to say that
there is a broader sense of salvation in the term “being saved” than the
salvation of one’s own soul in preparation for the world to come; it also
includes deliverance from self-centeredness and transformation of one-
self into the sort of person that cannot separate his own welfare from
that of his fellow men. In other words, when we do hear God’s voice
through Jesus Christ, it calls us out of ourselves into communion and
fellowship with God and man. The individual Gospel and social Gospel,
our vertical relationship with God and our horizontal relationship with
our fellow men, cannot be separated from each other. If we do try to
separate them, the result will be that we destroy them both. It is my
hope and my prayer that we all understand the importance of keeping
these two aspects of the Christian Gospel together, and be willing to
listen to the voice of the Holy Spirit to come back to the right track
when we consciously or unconsciously go to either extreme.

Editor’s Note: This article is reprinted here by permission. If you would
like to purchase Rev. Chow’s book, please contact Mr. Timothy Chow and
he can be reached via email [tchow@alum.mit.edu].
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