PRINCIPLES OF KINGDOM MINISTRY

By Dr. Tim Keller, Pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian Church, New York City

1.
THE BASIS FOR HOLISTIC MINISTRY

a.
The kingdom of God is ‘already’ but ‘not yet’.

(1)
The kingdom has arrived (Mark 1:14; Matt. 13: 16-17). The kingdom exists in the midst of gathered Christians (Luke 17:20-21). Since the time of John the Baptist, forceful people had been laying hold of it and entering it (Matt. 11:12; Luke 16: 16). The “strong man” Satan is even now bound by the king, enabling us to plunder his goods, taking away his possessions, as evidenced by Jesus’ exorcisms (Matt. 12:28-29; Luke 10:17-18).

(2) But the kingdom has not arrived fully. His disciples were to pray for the kingdom to arrive (Matt. 6: 10). At the end of time his followers would receive the kingdom (Matt. 25:34). The Son of Man will return to bring the kingdom. His agricultural parables show that the kingdom of God is by nature a growing thing, which is planted by Jesus and grows by invisible divine activity. Like a seed its presence is nearly hidden, but still revolutionary, and eventually it will grow into fullness, and overcome all opposition to God’s rule (Matt. 4:26-29; Matt. 13:31-32, 24-29, 36-42).

b.
The kingdom of God is the renewal of the whole world by the healing of all the results of sin: spiritual, psychological, social, and physical.

(1)
The “circles” of alienation and human need. The first Biblical description of the results of sin is Genesis 3:7-19. Four different results of Adam’s sin, four different “alienations”, can be discerned. Let’s define alienation as “disintegration which arises from using an object for a purpose other than that for which it was designed”. If I use a wristwatch to drive a nail, my watch experiences alienation! Why? Because it is not built for such a purpose. Man was designed to both know and serve his Creator God. When he determined to be his own master, the immediate result was a multi-dimensioned condition of alienation.

(a)
Spiritual alienation. Gen 3:8 – We are cut off from God. One way to understand our alienation from God is to consider the solar system. There is harmony between the planets because they all agree on the center – the sun. But if each planet were to have a different center for its orbit, there would be cataclysmic collisions. God’s “center” is his own glory; he does everything because it is consistent with his own righteous, holy, perfect nature. We, however, “center” on our own comfort and happiness; we live for our own glory. Therefore, there is an inevitable collision between God and man. Man is traumatized by and is hostile to the holy presence of God. Yet we were built for fellowship with God. We cannot live with God and we cannot live without God. This is the essence of man’s condition. All of our problems flow out from it, none can be understood apart from it. It is only in Christ that we are reconciled to God. Paul teaches that we receive through Christ that safe intimacy that was forbidden to Moses.

(b) Psychological alienation. Gen 3:10 – We are cut off from ourselves. Unhappiness, guilt, lack of meaning, fear/anxiety. Originally the human soul was an integrated, harmonious whole, but now there is disintegration. We were created dependent on God for all dimensions of our being. We need to serve God for meaning or purpose; we need to know God for love (our “relational” dimension); we need to be right with God for self-worth (our “conscience”). But sin leads every person to reject God as our only source of meaning, security, and worth. When we reject God, our hearts must constantly manufacture idols – persons, relationships, objects, and conditions which we believe will give us fulfillment. We believe that these things, these conditions will bring us meaning, security, and worth. But no idol can fill the void in our hearts. All idolatry leads to deep hunger pangs in the soul, because nothing but a relationship with God can fulfill us.

(c) Social alienation. Gen. 3:7 – We are cut off from each other. Rebels against God do not only need to hide from God, but from each other. The first marriage squabble, complete with blame-shifting and backbiting, immediately ensues (Gen. 3:12-13)! Now self-centered with their inner passions at war with one another, all sinful humans are on a collision course with others (James 4:1-3). Our “social problems” all stem from sin. Those on the Left will blame them on injustice, greed, racism, imperialism, war, oppression. Those on the Right will blame them on family breakdown, crime, personal immorality, selfishness, and a lack of discipline. Both are right! Our social problems are myriad: loneliness, interpersonal conflicts, marital and family problems, poverty, class struggle, constant political confrontation and ineffectiveness. All are the results of sin.

(d) Physical alienation. Gen. 3:17-19 – We are cut off from nature. God declares to Adam and Eve that they are now cut off from nature. Once a “friend”, under our dominion, the natural world is now hostile to us. “Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it... until you return to the ground.. .for dust you are and to dust you will return.” v. 17,19. Our alienation from nature results in famine, disease, decay, aging, environmental problems, natural disasters, death itself.

(2) The Healing of the Nations by the King.

In Christ, even the natural order will be redeemed. Psalm 96 tells us what will happen when Jesus returns to “judge”, or rule the earth.

Let the heavens be glad, let the earth rejoice; let the sea roar and all that fills it; let the field exult, and all that is within it.

Then shall the trees of the wood sing for joy before the Lord, for he comes, he comes to judge the earth.

He will judge the world in righteousness and the people with his truth. Psalm 96:11-13

This refers to the Final Day, when we come finally into the presence of our Lord and know the freedom of being completely submitted to his royal Kingship. The healing Kingship of Christ will extend to all of life and nature. The blessedness of the kingdom is radical and all-embracing (Matthew 5:3-10). All the alienations caused by sin are healed. Each Christmas we sing Isaac Watts’ hymn of praise to the blessedness of the kingdom. He paraphrases Psalm 96 in stanza two.

Joy to the world! the Savior reigns:
Let men their songs employ,
While fields and floods, rocks, hills, and plains,
Repeat the sounding joy.

Then, in striking language, he announces that the kingdom of Christ means the complete reversal of all the curse of sin pronounced by the Lord in Genesis 3.

No more let sins and sorrows grow,
Nor thorns infest the ground;
He comes to make his blessings flow
Far as the curse is found!

The kingdom of God is the means the renewal of the entire world and all the dimensions of life. From the throne of Jesus Christ flows new life and power such that no disease, decay, poverty, blemish, or pain can stand before it.

If this is the ministry of the kingdom – to heal all the results of sin in all the areas of life, then the church must intentionally use its resources to minister in every “circle”. We are to do not just’ evangelism but must be a “full service” body. This becomes clear as we briefly consider the relationship of the church to the kingdom of God.

c.
The kingdom is the presence of God’s supernatural ruling power already entered into human history, but not yet come in its fullness.

(1) The “conservatism” imbalance. The kingdom is too future. This model is strong on evangelism, but is pessimistic about social and even personal change. Tends to be anti-intellectual, seeing intellectual discourse as “worldly”. Little view of importance of Christians specifically penetrating public domain with kingdom values. Tends to have a “fortress mentality”, an inclination to legalism, and see the church as against the city.

(2) The “miracalism” imbalance. The kingdom is too present. This model is strong on expectations of change and expectations of God’s presence in worship. But it tends to be naive about remaining sin in the heart, often expecting change to come easily or simply. It tends to have an under developed theology of suffering and give pat answers. People may trust too quickly in the divine origins of their impulses, and not lead with humility. Tend to focus on helping people get personal happiness and escape. They see the church as “above” the city.

(3)
The “liberalism” imbalance. The kingdom is too natural. This model de-supernaturalizes the faith. This model is strong on social justice and involvement in the city, but it abandons the idea of a supernatural authority for the Bible and the necessity of the new birth. It is intellectually conversant, but tends to accept modern and even post-modern thought forms. The result is that the church becomes another social service agency without anything distinctive to say or offer. Without a divine Word to judge modern thought forms, the church tends to become a mere reflection of what is already in the city, it can’t speak prophetically. This is a church of the city.

Each of these models are inadequate because they are not informed by a Biblical theology of the kingdom. One is strong on evangelism, one strong on worship, one strong on social concern. But each one is in the end ineffective in its strong suit because of its lack of balance. The kingdom model’s “tri-pod” stresses dynamic worship, an obsession with evangelism, and discipling people to live the gospel out in society. The kingdom model produces a church for the city!

d.
Implications for social concern.

We must not forget that Christ is even now ruling in a sense over history (Eph.1:22ff). Through “common grace”, he gives the world the institutions of family and government restraining evil, and he gives strong consciences and gifts of art and leadership and science to many to enrich the world. Also, Christians are “salt and light”, clearly equipped and intended to penetrate the world for good and righteousness. Christians have worked for improved health care and medical advance, for a growing defense of human rights, for the abolition of slavery, for many protections for working people, and so on. Why? Because they see his purpose for his kingdom is not a disembodied paradise but a new heavens and a new earth. Therefore, to reverse the brokenness of society and the material realm is to use the gifts of the kingdom (spiritual gifts) to spread the kingship of Christ. And to a great degree, Christians have been successful. The “already” means that Christians can expect to use God’s power to change social conditions and communities.

But, on the other hand, the kingdom is not yet here in its fullness. There will be “wars and rumors of wars”. Selfishness, cruelty, terrorism, oppression will continue. Christians harbor no illusions about politics nor expect utopian conditions. The “not yet” means that Christians will not trust any political or social agenda to bring about righteousness here on earth.

e.
Biblical words for holistic ministry.

There are a number of words in the Bible that refer to the “holistic” ministry of the kingdom work.

(1) Justice. Christians are to “do justice” (Titus 2: 12) – dikaioma. In Micah 6:8 we are told to “do justice, love mercy”. When Job is taking an inventory of his life, he said, “I rescued the poor who cried for help, and the fatherless who had none to assist him. The one who was dying blessed me and I made the widow’s heart sing. I put on righteousness as my clothing and justice was my robe and turban. I was eyes to the blind and feet to the lame. I was a father to the needy and took up the case of the stranger. I broke the fangs of the wicked and snatched the victims from their teeth.” (Job 29:12-17) Job is saying that these people are not treated fairly or justly in the social system: the single mother, the lame, blind, and poor, the alien and disadvantaged children. God demands that people without economic or social “clout” not be taken advantage of. Justice means being an advocate for the powerless.

(2) Service. Christians are to “serve” – diakonia. This word means to humbly provide for the most basic and simple needs through deeds. The root meaning of the word diakonia is to feed someone by waiting on a table. An example is in Luke 10:40, where Martha is preparing a meal for Jesus. A group of women disciples followed Jesus and the apostles and provided food and other physical needs, and this ministry is called diakonia (Matt. 27:55; Luke 8:3). The work of providing daily necessities for the widows in the early church is diakonia (Acts 6:2). In Luke 22, Jesus asks the question: “who is greater? the one who sits at the table or the one who serves? (diakonia)” This question is remarkable because in the value of the Greek culture of the day, it was considered highly demeaning. Plato said, “How can a man be happy when he has to serve someone?” Then Jesus makes the startling statement that Christian greatness is the polar opposite to the concept of the world’s. “I am among you as one who serves (diakonia).” A diakonos! A busboy! This is the Christian pattern of greatness and the pattern of Christ’s work.

(3) Mercy. Christians are to “show mercy” – eleos. This word is used to describe holistic ministry in Luke 10:25-37 and James 2:14-17, two of the key passages in the Bible about holistic ministry. Because the famous parable of the Good Samaritan is so rich and full, we will do a fuller look at “mercy” through it below.

These three Biblical words are really just three perspectives on the same ministry. (They match John Frame’s tri-perspectives on knowledge.) “Justice” means we have to be “prophetic” and speak on behalf of the poor and demand equity for them. “Mercy” means to be “priestly” and to move toward the poor with compassion and deep sympathy. “Service” means to be “kingly” in that we are to be most practical and concrete in meeting needs. Actually, each word is a perspective on the whole of holistic ministry.

Sum: Holistic ministry is to meet basic human needs through deeds, out of a heart for justice and a heart of compassion. (Human needs are needs which require no spiritual discernment to perceive – see Matthew 25; they are “felt needs” that the world can see us meet – see Matt. 5:16) Holistic ministry also unites deed with word. When Jesus raised the dead son of the widow of Nain, He spoke words of comfort (Luke 7:13). After he healed the blind man, he returned with a gospel charge (John 9: 35-38). It is both natural and necessary that ministers of mercy also minister the word while they are in the process of meeting human needs.

2. BIBLICAL HISTORY OF HOLISTIC MINISTRY

a.
Creation

Adam is told to have dominion over all creation, both the physical and spiritual realms, to bring it under the order and rule of God (Gen. 1:28). God’s servants are, therefore, to be concerned to subdue physical disorder as well as spiritual disorder caused by sin. Both are fundamental to covenant service.

b.
Fall

Sin defaces all of nature. Man is alienated from God (Gen. 3:8) causing guilt and hostility to the knowledge of the Lord. Man is alienated from himself (Gen. 3:10), causing loss of identity and loss of meaning, as well as anxiety and emptiness. Thirdly, man is alienated from other men (Gen. 3:7), causing war, crime, family breakdown, oppression, and injustice. Finally, man is alienated from nature itself (Gen. 3:17-19), causing hunger, sickness, aging, and physical death. God’s first redemptive action, the clothing of Adam and Eve, points to the salvation of Christ’s sacrifice, but it also meets a deep psychological need (for privacy) and a fundamental physical need (for shelter). In this first deed of ministry, God reveals that his redemption will heal all the effects of sin. We must follow Him in our own patterns of ministry.

c.
Patriarchal period

Abraham’s seed (through Joseph) first becomes a blessing to the nations through a hunger relief program (Gen 41:53-57). Job, who lived in this period, is aware that God’s judgment falls on those who forget the poor (Job 29:15-16; 31:16-23).

d.
Early Israel

God gave Israel many laws of social responsibility. Kinsmen and neighbors were obligated to give to the poor man until his need was gone (Deut. 15:8-10). Tithes went to the poor (Deut. 14:28-29). The poor were not to be given simply a “handout”, but tools, grain (Deut. 15:12-15) and land (Lev. 25), so that they can become productive and self-sufficient.

e.
Later Israel

The prophets condemned Israel’s insensitivity to the poor as covenant breaking. They taught that materialism and ignoring the poor are sins as repugnant as idolatry and adultery (Amos 2:6-7). Mercy to the poor is an evidence of true heart commitment to God (Is. l:10-17; 58:6-7; Amos 4:1-6; 5:21-24). The great accumulation of wealth, “adding of house to house and field to field till no space is left” (Is. 5:8-9), even though it is by legal means may be sinful if the rich are proud and callous toward the poor (Is. 3:16-26; Amos 6:4-7). The seventy-year exile itself was a punishment for the unobserved Sabbath and jubilee years (II Chron. 36:20-21). In these years the well-to-do were to cancel debts, but the wealthy refused to do this.

f.
The ministry of Christ.

Jesus proves to the Baptist that he is the Christ by pointing out that he heals bodies and preaches to the poor (Matt. 11:1-6) even as the prophets said he would (Is. 11:1-4; 61:1-2 cf. Luke 1:52-53). Jesus teaches that anyone who has truly been touched by the grace of a merciful God will be vigorous in helping the needy (Luke 6:35-36; Matt. 5:43-48). God will judge whether we have justifying faith or not by looking at our service to the poor, the refugee, the sick, the prisoner (Matt. 25:44-46). Jesus, in his incarnation, “moved in” with the poor (Luke 2:24; II Cor. 8:9). He lived with, ate with, and associated with the lowest class of society. He called this “mercy” (Matt. 9:13). The Bible demands that we emulate Him in it (II Cor. 8:8-15).

g.
The early church.

The church reflects the social righteousness of the old covenant community, but with the greater vigor and power of the new age. Christians are to open their hand to the needy as far as there is need (I John 3:16-17; cf. Deut. 15:7-8). Within the church, wealth is to be shared very generously between rich and poor (II Cor. 8:13-15; cf. Lev. 25). Following the prophets, the apostles teach that true faith will inevitably show itself through deeds of mercy (James 2:1-23). Materialism is still a grievous sin (James 5:1-6); I Tim. 6:17-19). Not only do all believers have these responsibilities, but a special class of officers – deacons – are established to coordinate the church’s ministry of mercy. This shows that the ministry of mercy is a required, mandated work of the church just as is the ministry of the word and discipline (cf. Rom. 15:23-29). Paul tells the Ephesian elders in his farewell address that he has taught them the whole counsel of God (Acts 20:27). It is highly significant, then, that in his very last words, Paul exhorts them to give to the weak and poor (v. 35). Not only did Paul consider mercy to the poor as part of the “whole counsel of God”, but he deemed it so crucial as to make it the very last piece of teaching he gave them.

Summary: The church is not simply a collection of individuals who are forgiven. It is a “royal nation”, a new society (I Pet. 2:9). The world must see in us the wisdom of God, namely, what family life, business practices, race relations, and inter- personal relationships can be in all their beauty under the kingship of Jesus Christ. We are a pilot plant of the kingdom of God. (See Francis Schaeffer, Pollution and the Death of Man, Tyndale, 1970, pp. 8 1-93.) The church is to use its gifts and power to heal all the results of sin, spiritual, psychological, social

