
Evangelism: first

among equals

By Samuel Hugh Moffett

The New Testament uses the word

evangelize in what seems to be a

shockingly narrow sense. A whole

cluster of verbs, actually, is used to

describe evangelism: "preaching

the word" (Acts 8:4), "heralding the

kingdom" (Luke 9:2), "proclaiming

the good news" (Luke 4:18, 8:1). But

in essence, what all these words de-

scribe is simply the telling of the

good news (the Gospel) that Jesus

the Messiah is the saving King.

Evangelism was the announcement

of Christ's kingdom. It was more

than an announcement. It was also

an invitation to enter that kingdom,

by faith and with repentance.

Evangelism, therefore, is not the

whole of the Christian mission. It is

only a part of the mission. Jesus and

the disciples did many other things

besides announce the kingdom and

invite response. Evangelism is not

worship or sacraments. "Christ did

not send me to baptize but to evan-

gelize," said Paul (1 Cor. 1:17).

And it is not church growth or
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church planting. The planting and

growth of the church are surely

goals of evangelism and its hoped-

for results. But evangelism does not

always produce a church or more

members for it.

Neither is evangelism confined to

apologetics. Paul says, "We try to

persuade" (2 Cor. 5:11), but insists

that he was sent to tell the good

news "without using the language

of human wisdom" (1 CorJ^17, 20).

Finally, evangelism in the New
Testament was not confused with

Christian service, or Christian ac-

tion and protest against the world’s

injustices. A revealing and disturb-

ing incident in the Book of Acts tells

how Greek-speaking Jews among
the early Christians rose as a minor-

ity group to complain of discrimi-

nation in the distribution of funds.

The reply of the apostles seems al-

most callously narrow: "We cannot

neglect the preaching of God’s word

to handle finances" (Acts 6:1, 2

TEV). Of course, they did im-

mediately proceed to do something

about the injustice. But they did not

call it evangelism.

In the context of the kingdom,

however, the evangelistic procla-

mation was never so narrow that it

became isolated from the im-

mediate pressing needs of the poor,

the imprisoned, the blind and the

oppressed. Here I am reminded of

Korean evangelism. I asked a pastor

in the Philadelphia area why his

church was growing so fast.
‘‘When

Koreans come in," he replied, first I

get them jobs; I teach them some

English; I help them when they get

in trouble with their supervisors. I

invite them to church. And then I

preach to them the Gospel." That is

putting evangelism into context.

But if there is anything worse

than taking the text out of context, it

is taking the context without the

text. Just as Christ’s salvation is

never to be isolated from the im-

mediate, real needs of the people,

neither is it to be identified with

those present needs. When Jesus

quoted the Old Testament about

"good news to the poor" and "free-

dom for the oppressed," He did so on

His own terms. His salvation is not

Old Testament shalom, and His

kingdom is not Israel.

There is nothing quite so crip-

pling to both evangelism and social

action as to confuse them in defini-

tion or to separate them in practice.

Our evangelists sometimes seem to

be calling us to accept the King

without His kingdom; while our

prophets, just as narrow in their

own way, seem to be trying to build

the kingdom without the saving

King.

Leading partner

There was a time when most

Christians believed that evangelism

was the only priority. They were

wrong. Then the Church swung too

far the other way. The only Chris-

tian priority that came through

clearly out of the Uppsala Assembly

of the World Council of Churches in

1968, for example, was social justice

through reconstmetion. That, too, is

an important priority. But it is not

the only one. And when Uppsala

made it the only clear mission of the

Church, the result was a disaster. In

trying to speak to the world, the

WCC almost lost the Church.

Four years later, the Nairobi As-

sembly valiantly tried to restore the

balance, and did much to repair the

damage: "Christ mediates God's

new covenant through both salva-
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tion and service.. .Christians are

called to engage in both evangelism

and social action,” it declared (Offi-

cial Report of the Fifth Assembly, p.

43). But that was not enough. What
the church needs for the future in

mission is more than balance. It

needs momentum. Not an uneasy

truce between faith and works, but

a partnership.

Now in most practical, working

partnerships, there must be a lead-

ing partner, a "first among equals,”

or nothing gets done. Which should

be the leading partner in mission?

Evangelism or social action?

I submit that what makes the

Christian mission different from

other commendable and sincere at-

tempts to improve the human con-

dition is this. In the Christian mis-

sion our vertical relationship to

God comes first. Our horizontal re-

lationship to our neighbor is "like

unto it,” and is just as indispensa-

ble, but it is still second. The leading

partner is evangelism.

This is not to exalt the proclama-

tion at the expense of Christian ac-

tion. They belong together. But it

does insist that, while without the

accompanying deeds the good news

is scarcely credible, without the

word the news is not even com-
prehensible! Have you ever tried to

watch the news on TV with the

sound turned off? Besides, the real

good news is not what we in our

benevolence do for others, but what

God has done for us all in Christ.

Evangelism, as has been said, is one

beggar telling another where to find

bread.

The supreme task of the Church,

then, now and for the future, is

evangelism. It was the supreme task

for the Church of the New Testa-

ment. It was also set forth as the

supreme challenge facing the World

There is nothing quite so crippling

to both evangelism and social action

as to confuse them in definition

or to separate them in practice.

Council of Churches at its founding

in 1948. "If an ecumenical move-

ment,” wrote Bishop Stephen Neill

in the preparatory papers, "is not

primarily a strategy of worldwide

evangelism, then it is nothing but

an interesting academic exercise.”

Half the world unreached

The determining factor in de-

veloping evangelistic strategies, I

believe, is that evangelism moves

always in the direction of the un-

reached. "Those without the Gos-

pel” is what the Presbyterian Pro-

gram Agency’s excellent planning

paper calls them. "More than one-

half of the world's people are still

without the simplest knowledge of

the good news of God's saving love

in Jesus Christ,” it points out. There

is no greater challenge to evan-

gelism in mission than that.

In this connection it may be use-

ful to note that for general strategic

evangelistic planning, some mis-

siologists suggest as a rule of thumb
that "a group of people are clas-

sified as unreached if less than 20

percent claim or are considered to

be Christian.” Christians are rightly

concerned about the grievous

unbalances of wealth and food and

freedom in the world. What about

the most devastating unbalance of

all: the unequal distribution of the

light of the knowledge of God in

Jesus Christ?

I am not overly addicted to statis-

tics. But what does it say about a

"six-continent approach to

evangelism,” for example, to find

that most of our church mission

funds still go to ourselves on the

sixth continent, which is between

70-percent and 80-percent at least

nominally Christian? Africa, how-

ever, is perhaps 40-percent Chris-

tian by the same rough and impre-

cise standards. And Asia, which

holds more than one-half of all the

people in the world, is only

3-percent to 4-percent even nomi-

nally Christian.

In the next ten years, the number

of non-Christians which will be

added to the population of Asia will

be greater than the entire present

population of the United States

multiplied almost three times (650

million, compared to 220 million).

Treating all six continents as equals

for strategical purposes is a selfish

distortion of the evangelistic

realities in the world.

One last thought. There is an un-

expected bonus to keeping the de-

finition of evangelism simple. It

means that anyone can get into the

act. One of the happiest lessons I

ever learned about evangelism

came not from a professional

evangelist, but from a watermelon

vendor.

It was in a Korean village, and my
wife came up to ask him how much
a watermelon cost. He was so sur-

prised at finding a long-nosed

foreigner who spoke Korean that at

first he was struck dumb. He even

forgot to tell her the price. There

was something more important he

wanted to say. He asked, "Are you a

Christian?” And when she replied,

"Yes,” he smiled all over. "Oh, I’m so

glad," he said, "because if you

weren't, I was going to tell you how
much you are missing.”

If more of us were so happy about

what we have found in the Lord

Jesus Christ that we couldn't wait to

tell those who have not found Him
how much they are missing, we
would need to worry no longer

about the future of evangelism .
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