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    Jonathan Leeman


    Editor’s Note


    Over the last few years, 9Marks has offered occasional warnings about mission creep in the local church. We believe the local church exists to make disciples and to teach them to do everything that the Lord Jesus commanded. Therefore, the local church, its pastors, its public gatherings, and any joint institutional resources belonging to the body should be dedicated to equipping the membership for works of ministry through teaching the truth in love. Acts of mercy are surely essential for God’s people, but for the institutional church, teaching is essential in a way that organized and structured mercy-ministry programs are not. Teaching is the water that gives life to all Christian activity inside and outside of church building doors.


    But like every kindergarten teacher knows, sometimes the line is thin between teaching a kid to build a popsicle-stick house and being willing to get glue on your fingers and to build it with her. It just may be that, from time to time, even often, the local institutional church will best fulfill its Matthew-28 and Ephesians-4 mission by getting glue on its fingers. This not only teaches the saints what it means to be a Christian, it also provides a natural vehicle for organizing and facilitating their new-found love to do mercy ministry.


    Bottom line: the local church, institutionally speaking, is called to teach. That is its job. Lose that, you lose everything. But that institution is made up of human beings who must go and do. And where institutional resources (staff time, budget monies, etc.) are available for something more than teaching, they might be wisely and wonderfully stewarded in helping church members to pursue the good deeds that Jesus commands them to do.


    For these reasons, 9Marks wants to offer constructive help for how local churches might pursue such organized mercy ministry. (Clarification: some Presbyterian traditions use the term “mercy ministry” to refer to a church’s internal diaconal care for the physical needs of its own members. We are using it more broadly here.) Jamie Dunlop gets the ball rolling by offering the best big picture model we can think of. We will not fully endorse any one philosophy and method as “the 9Marks way,” but Dunlop’s model strikes us as very sensible, at least for churches in the wealthy West.


    Timothy Keller then takes a step back to provide an even bigger picture: do we really think preaching is primary? Yes. What role does that leave for anything else? Read Keller.


    Mike McKinley rightly connects mercy ministry to evangelism, and Kevin DeYoung offers wise counsel on how to discriminate between one need and another. Resources are finite. Where should we spend them?


    John Lauber, Jamie Dunlop, and Layla Wilder offer practical advice on more specific matters like how to speak with the down and out. And then David Apple, J. D. Greear, and Justin Holcomb offer three striking examples of how churches have become involved in good work. All three will be the first to tell you that they have not done everything wisely, and not everything may be worth replicating (we learn as we go!). Still, you might find one or two elements to inspire you.
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    By Jamie Dunlop


    The “Regulated Free Market” Approach to Mercy Ministry


    Let me tell you the story of two churches’ approach to mercy ministry (ministry to the physical needs of local non-Christians).1


    Mercy-for-the-City Bible Fellowship talks a lot about mercy ministry. Their staff is tireless in caring for the poor, though the church is clear that the ministry of the Word is primary. They advertize dozens of mercy-focused ministries on their website and in “infomercials” during the service. Their members love being part of a church that takes social justice seriously.


    But as you dissect members’ lives, you realize that their concern for the poor largely starts and stops with church activities. They gladly sign up once each month to deliver food and gospel tracts to low-income housing units, but they don’t really know their own neighbors. Strangely, the church’s very public commitment to mercy ministries has dampened the responsibility that individual members feel to care for the poor in their own circles. And it’s more than a little awkward when “the poor” show up to be part of the church: Mercy-for-the-City seems to think of “the poor” as “them” and not “us.”


    Then there is We-Are-the-Elect Reformed Bible Church. Their pastoral staff has been very careful to keep the mission of the local church simple, as Jesus intended it. Their job is to make disciples of all nations, and so the church as an institution limits itself to proclaiming the gospel and discipling believers. “Love your neighbor” is preached from the pulpit as the pastor faithfully preaches through the Gospels. But the effect isn’t quite what the pastor would like.


    The church’s neighborhood includes a large refugee population from East Africa with significant physical needs. The pastor cannot point to any one member and say that he or she is “in sin” for ignoring these needs. After all, his members are quite busy doing good things with their lives. But the fact that nobody sees these refugees as a priority just doesn’t seem to square with what he sees in the New Testament.


    PROGRAMMED MINISTRY AND ORGANIC MINISTRY


    How should your local church support mercy ministries?


    Sometimes we think that the answer falls into only one of two categories—the options in the story above. In the first category, which I’ll call “programmed ministry,” churches build a mercy ministry into their institutional life. They will fine-tune their budgets, staff, and vision statements to make sure that the ministry is integral to who they are as a church.


    In the second category, which I’ll call “organic ministry,” the church simply leaves responsibility for mercy ministry in the members’ hands.


    BOTH APPROACHES CAN FALL SHORT


    The first category wires mercy ministry into the institutional church; the second leaves it to individual Christians. While both of these approaches may be appropriate in different situations, both can at times fall short.


    Take a job training ministry, for example. On the one hand, should we integrate job training into the structure of our church as a programmed ministry? Probably not. While important, providing job training for needy non-Christians is not integral to the mission that Jesus gave us as a church, whereas Word ministry is. And I want my congregation to understand that Word ministry is something that we must do as a local church. Job training is something that individual Christians may find useful in what they must do: obey Jesus’ command to love their neighbor.


    On the other hand, given the specifics of this job training ministry, I may not want to leave it to the members as organic ministry either. Perhaps the members of my congregation, left to themselves, will not take as much initiative as they should in caring for their neighbors in our community. Perhaps if we don’t highlight at least some ministries like this as important, they will think that areas of service like this are unimportant to the Christian life.


    The programmed approach does a good job of helping Christians to love their neighbors, but it can compromise the primacy of preaching for the institutional church. The organic approach puts the primacy in the right place and keeps the Word central, but it can push mercy ministry too far off the radar screen of the individual Christians who make up the church.


    A THIRD OPTION: RESPONSIVE MERCY MINISTRY SUPPORT


    Therefore, it’s worth considering a third level of support, which I’ll term “responsive ministry.”


    In this model, we lead with the preaching of the Word, including commands like “love your neighbor.” Then as church leaders we watch to see where that Word is taking root and flowering into action, and we respond by using church resources to support the most strategic pieces of that work. Resources could include:


    • budget dollars;


    • coordination of volunteer resources through a weekly prayer meeting or online bulletin board;


    • highlighting member initiatives in sermon application,


    • and creating a deacon position to facilitate that work.


    If interest wanes and members determine that a different initiative or ministry would bear greater fruit, the church may slowly reallocate its resources in response.


    A REGULATED FREE MARKET APPROACH


    Think of this as a regulated free market approach to supporting mercy ministry. On the one hand, it is a free market. Rather than telling people how they ought to love their neighbor (as the programmed approach effectively does), we’re watching to see what naturally takes shape as the Holy Spirit convicts through his Word. And then, reactively, we get behind that activity.


    Yet on the other hand, this is not laissez faire capitalism in the church either. We are deliberately helping the best ideas to prosper, and unapologetically using the resources of the local church to do so.


    THE ADVANTAGES OF DELIBERATELY RESPONSIVE MINISTRY


    The deliberately responsive, “regulated free market” approach has a number of significant advantages.


    Advantages over the Programmed Approach


    I believe it’s better than the programmed approach for three reasons. First, it increases responsiveness. By fostering a “free market” of good deed opportunities, the responsive approach avoids pouring more and more congregational time and money into ministries that are no longer the most valuable areas for investment.


    Second, it leaves responsibility with the congregation. The programmed approach can leave mercy ministry in the hands of staff members, with church members essentially “outsourcing” their responsibility to their staff. The responsive approach leaves initiative and responsibility squarely in the hands of the congregation.


    “The programmed approach can leave mercy ministry in the hands of staff members, with church members essentially “outsourcing” their responsibility to their staff. The responsive approach leaves initiative and responsibility squarely in the hands of the congregation.”


    Third, it protects the primacy of Word ministry. The responsive approach makes a clear distinction between the primary mission of the church (proclaiming the gospel and making disciples) and the church’s role in fostering specific ways for members to live out their obedience to Jesus in the world. The programmed approach can sometimes blur this distinction.


    Advantages over the Organic Approach


    But I also believe the responsive approach has two advantages over the organic approach. First, it broadens participation. As convicted as a Christian might be from Scripture to love his neighbor, it is almost always easier to do that when joining an existing initiative rather than creating one from scratch. By using church resources to coordinate efforts and get new initiatives off the ground, church leaders can lower the bar for members to put Scripture into practice.


    Second, it focuses participation. By choosing which initiatives to highlight and support, church leaders can focus church involvement on those ideas that are the best conceived and that focus on meeting both temporal needs and eternal needs.


    NO SURFACE SHEEN, YET A DEEP CULTURE BENEATH


    In our church, we’ve often used this responsive approach to supporting mercy ministry. And on the whole, I’m pleased with the kind of ministry focus it has given us.


    When you first look in on our church, our concern for our neighbors doesn’t seem particularly impressive. There’s no banner on our website, no brochures about food programs in our lobby, no large 501(c)(3) that we’re running out of the church, no “director of mercy ministry” on our staff. But when you open up the church, poke around inside, and start talking to members, you discover a whole world of activity going on. Further, most of this “love of neighbor” activity is gospel-focused and carried out together with other church members.


    In other words, the sheen on the surface isn’t there, but the culture is deep. And I think that’s healthy. We can certainly still afford to grow in this area as a church, but with God’s blessing this responsive approach has served us well.


    


    ABOUT THE AUTHOR:


    Jamie Dunlop is an associate pastor of Capitol Hill Baptist Church in Washington, DC.


    


    
      1 Presbyterians often refer to the diaconal work of caring for a church’s own poor as “mercy ministry.”
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    By Timothy Keller


    How Do Word and Deed Ministry Fit Together for a Church?


    Should local churches stick to evangelizing and producing disciples? Or should they strive to do justice and work for good in the culture? Or should they equally emphasize both?


    Those who talk more of justice and cultural engagement are fearful of social marginalization. Without that emphasis, they believe, non-Christians will regard the church as a useless and divisive institution that should not be tolerated.


    Those who stress evangelism and discipleship talk instead of the reality of limited resources. It would simply overwhelm the local church to try to meet the endless economic and material needs of the city, they say. Besides, there are plenty of agencies doing that, while the church alone is calling people to salvation through faith in the gospel. So the church should focus its limited financial resources almost exclusively on evangelism and the ministry of the Word.


    How should we resolve this?


    RESOLVING THE TENSION BETWEEN WORD AND DEED MINISTRY


    First, we should establish that the ministry of the Word is the priority for the local church. The first thing I need to tell people when they come to church is “Believe in Jesus,” not “Do justice.” Why? First, believing in Jesus meets a more radical human need. Second, if they don’t believe in Jesus they won’t have a gospel motivation to do justice in the world. So the first priority of the local church under its elders is to make disciples, not to do housing rehabilitation or feed the poor.


    “The first thing I need to tell people when they come to church is “Believe in Jesus,” not “Do justice.””


    However, the church must disciple and support its members so they love their neighbor, integrate their faith in their work, and seek a more just and wholesome society and culture. This means that within the church there must be adequate teaching, preaching, and emphasis on how to be Christian in the public sphere, and how to be loving servants in our neighborhood. And of course there should be strong “diaconal” or mercy ministry within the congregation to meet the economic and material needs of members.


    Nevertheless, while the church disciples its members to help the poor and, for example, to be Christian filmmakers, the congregation should not own low-income housing or start a film production company.


    So the institutional church should give priority to Word ministry, but Christians must do both word and deed ministry in the world, and the church should equip them to do so.


    WHAT ABOUT LIMITED RESOURCES?


    What about the idea of limited resources? Most of the money that members of Redeemer Church in Manhattan give for mercy ministry within the congregation and for service to the needy out in the city comes through annual special offerings and designated giving. One special offering is taken at Christmas and goes to diaconal ministry within the church. Another special offering is taken at Easter and goes to Hope for New York, a Christian 501©3 birthed out of Redeemer which does all sorts of mercy and justice ministry in the city. A lot of other giving to mercy and justice related ends comes from our membership through individual gifts. Many Reformed churches have funded diaconal ministry this way over the centuries, with second or “special” offerings taken on communion Sundays or on other special occasions for the diaconal fund. The money was then used to meet needs inside the congregation and in the neighborhood. Meanwhile, basic Word ministry is funded from regular offerings and not from special or designated giving.


    This works very well for us. The special offerings do not cut into the regular offerings very much. They are generally “new monies” over and above regular giving. The existence of dynamic and compassionate ministry to the needy draws out giving that would not come if you did not give people the opportunity to give as their hearts direct. So Word ministry and acts of service are not an “either-or.” It is not a zero sum game. In fact, I have seen that when people see a church caring about its community in tangible ways, that generates a lot of goodwill and it makes people more willing to give to the regular offerings as well. So there is no trade-off. We have found that if you fund mercy and justice in this way, it only increases the overall giving to Word ministry.


    What about the charge that “we don’t have the money or resources to feed all the hungry”? Well, we do not have the money or resources to take the gospel to every single person in our city either. Instead, we do what we can with what we have.


    WHAT ABOUT RELEVANCE?


    What about the concern for relevance? If the church is giving a priority to Word ministry, will our city think us useless? No. We have shown how a church can give priority to the Word and nonetheless show great concern for the poor in its message and raise lots of financial and human resources for the poor in its ministry. And the better the church’s ministry of the Word, the more it will fill the city with mature Christians doing “salt and light” work, tackling the needs of the needy in sympathy and service. The local church and its Lord can and should get a lot of credit for that.


    (An earlier version of this article was posted at the Redeemer Church City to City blog.)


    ABOUT THE AUTHOR:


    Timothy Keller is the founding pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian Church in Manhattan, and is the author, most recently, of Center Church: Doing Balanced, Gospel-Centered Ministry in Your City (Zondervan, forthcoming 2012).
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    By Kevin DeYoung


    Obligation, Stewardship, and the Poor


    The Bible is full of explicit commands and implicit commendations to help the poor.


    One thinks of the gleaning laws in Deuteronomy 25 or the command to “open wide your hand to your brother, to the needy and to the poor” in Deuteronomy 15. We can read about Job’s heart for the needy and oppressed in Job 29 to 31 or of God’s special concern for the poor in Psalm 35 and Proverbs 14.


    We also know Jesus was moved with compassion for the weak, the harassed, and the helpless (Matt. 9:35-36). We see in the early church that the needs of the poor and distressed was a constant priority (Acts 4:34-35; Acts 11:30; Gal. 2:10). And frequently we are command to love one another not only with words but in the concrete actions of generosity and material support (James 2:15-17; 1 John 3:16-18). Even the elders, who are to be devoted to the word of God and prayer, were told by Paul to help the weak (Acts 20:35).


    Clearly, God cares about the poor and wants us to care about them too.


    But how?


    “Clearly, God cares about the poor and wants us to care about them too. But how?”


    Maybe you’re thinking: “Okay, I’m a Christian. I know God cares about the poor. I know I should care about the poor too. I do care about the poor. So what is my responsibility to help them?”


    HOW SHOULD WE HELP THE POOR?


    The question is deceptively complex. It’s very easy (and altogether biblical) for folks to insist that Christians ought to “be concerned about the needy” or “do something about the poor.” That’s powerfully true, but it doesn’t say nearly enough. In an age when easy travel and ubiquitous WiFi can connect us to billions of needs around the planet, how do we determine whom to care for and when to do something?


    If Christians have an obligation to help the poor (and we do), does that mean we are obligated to help everyone everywhere in the same way in any circumstance of need? How should we think about our responsibility to help the poor?


    I believe two critical principles can help us answer that question.


    Principle 1: We are most responsible to help those closest to us.


    In general, we ought to think of our sphere of responsibility as having expanding concentric circles. In the middle, with the closest circle, is our family. “If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially members of his household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever” (1 Tim. 5:8). This means that if you have the ability to help your (not lazy) children and don’t, you are a pagan. If you have the necessary resources and yet you neglect your aging, helpless parents, you have turned from Christ.


    In the next circle we have members of our church community. The principle is really the same: just as we have an obligation to provide for our natural family, so we ought to provide for our spiritual family. The New Testament frequently enjoins us—by example and by explicit command and warning—to care for the needs of the Christians in our local churches (Acts 2:45; 4:32-37; 6:1-6; James 2:15-17; 1 John 3:16-17). If there is a Christian in your church who is materially devastated by calamity or infirmity and we who have resources in abundance do nothing to help, we prove that we do not truly have the love of Christ or know Christ himself.


    Next we have members of our Christian family whose needs are more distant. We still have an obligation to care for our brothers and sisters, but the Bible speaks less forcefully the farther away the needs become. So in 2 Corinthians 8 and 9 Paul clearly wants the Christians in Achaia to generously support the Christians in Macedonia, but he is stops short of laying down a command (8:8) or exacting a contribution from them (9:5).


    In the outer circle we have the needs of non-Christians in the world. The church should still be ready to do good to all people, but this support is less obligatory than what we owe to Christians and is framed by “opportunity” rather than requirement (Gal. 6:10).


    One other category should be mentioned. Sometimes we come across needs that are so obvious, so immediate, and we are in such a unique position to help, that it would be wrong to ignore them, whether the person is a family member, a church member, or a complete stranger. Regardless of prior affiliation or acquaintance the “closeness” of the need is too close to ignore. This seems to be the point of Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37) and the story of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31). If we see a child drowning in the pool, we should dive in. If a woman is being beaten up, we should intervene. If a minivan has collapsed on a barren stretch of highway, we should stop and lend a hand. The concentric circles are helpful as a general guideline for care, but they should not be used to justify the lack of care when someone needs our assistance right here and right now.


    Principle 2: We are most responsible to help those least able to help themselves.


    Here again we can think of expanding concentric circles of responsibility. The progression with this principle is a little different because if we go out far enough in these circles we are actually commanded not to help. So the logic needs to be tweaked, but the basic imagery is still useful.


    At the center, we have those people whose situation is most desperate because their options are most limited. In the Bible this prototypically meant “orphans and widows” (James 1:27). But the principle applies to any person or persons who will crash unless we provide a safety net. Caring for believers in prison was another classic example in the ancient world (Heb. 10:34).


    Outside of this inner circle, we find those who are less desperate but still depend on others for their well-being. In the New Testament this meant being generous with hospitality, especially to travelling evangelists who relied on the kindness of their brothers and sisters for their mission (Matt. 10:40-42; 25:31-46).


    Next, we have those Christians with long term needs. The striking thing about almost all of the “poor” passages in Scripture is that they envision immediate, short-term acts of charity. There is nothing about community development (which doesn’t make it unbiblical) and only a little about addressing situations of ongoing need. By putting these situations in this circle I don’t mean to imply that we ought only to care about quick fixes. The point, rather, is that we must think more critically before committing to long-term assistance. In both Acts 6 and 1 Timothy 5 we see church leaders working hard to develop a fair and sustainable process for the regular distribution of resources to the poor. In particular, we see in 1 Timothy 5 that the widows who went on the official rolls had to meet certain requirements. The women had to be godly, older Christians in order to receive the church’s care (1 Tim. 5:9-16). No doubt, the church sympathized with almost all widows, but they had to be wise with their resources. They did not want to support young women who could get married or fall into idle sinfulness. And as for the other requirements, I imagine the church knew it had to draw the line somewhere and requiring “a reputation of good works” ensured that the widows on the rolls were genuine, faithful, known Christians and not just busybodies looking for a handout.


    In the farthest circle out we have people that must positively not be helped by the church. First, Christians should not provide hospitality for false teachers or do anything that would aid and abet their wicked works (2 John 10-11). Second, Christians should not support able-bodied persons who could provide for themselves, but prefer laziness instead (1 Thess. 4:11-12; 5:14; Prov. 24:30-34). The apostolic principle is clear: “If anyone is not willing to work, let him not eat” (2 Thess. 3:10). In fact, Paul insists that church discipline be exercised on those who persist in idleness (2 Thess. 3:14). The Christian responsibility to charity does not extend to those who expect others to do for them what they could do for themselves. Helping the poor in these circumstances is no help at all.


    BASIC PRINCIPLES FOR WISE DECISIONS


    Obviously, I have not begun to answer the myriad of “What if…?” and “What about…?” questions that arise when churches start to work on actually caring for the poor. I can’t give specific answers for every situation because the Bible doesn’t give those answers either.


    But what the Bible does do is provide the basic principles to inform wise decision-making. As you consider your personal obligation to the poor and your church’s corporate obligation, keep in mind these two principles: proximity and necessity. The closer the person is to you (relationally, spiritually, or geographically) and the more acute the need (because it’s immediate, urgent, or within your unique power to provide), the greater your obligation is to give, assist, and get involved. The farther out you go in either circle, the less “ought” you should feel and the more caution you should take.


    “The closer the person is to you (relationally, spiritually, or geographically) and the more acute the need (because it’s immediate, urgent, or within your unique power to provide), the greater your obligation is to give, assist, and get involved.”


    But please don’t use the two circles of responsibility as an excuse for apathy and inactivity. Use the biblical principles to help you set priorities wisely and respond in ways that are sustainable and effective.


    ABOUT THE AUTHOR:


    Kevin DeYoung is the senior pastor of University Reformed Church in East Lansing, Michigan, and is most recently the author, with Greg Gilbert, of What is the Mission of the Church? (Crossway, 2011).
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    By Mike McKinley


    How Mercy Serves Evangelism in the Church


    Many American churches have separated mercy and evangelism.


    Some congregations think that showing kindness to those in need is a good thing in its own right, and Christians should not feel compelled to evangelize in order to legitimize their deeds of mercy. In fact, some would go so far as to say that using mercy as a doorway to evangelism is disingenuous.


    Other congregations rightly believe that evangelism is the most important act of mercy that we could possibly undertake for our neighbor, but they wrongly conclude that other kinds of mercy are optional or unnecessary.


    It is my contention that churches should not separate the proclamation of the gospel from deeds of mercy. If a congregation is passionate about showing kindness to the poor, it must acknowledge that our greatest poverties are spiritual ones, and that the best bread we can give away is the Bread of Life. But if a congregation is particularly passionate about evangelism, they must also recognize that God has not made us disembodied spirits. So, in order to love our neighbor as Jesus commands, we should, as we are able, address their practical needs as well. After all, the Good Samaritan didn’t give the injured man a gospel tract, he bandaged his wounds.


    HOW CAN MERCY SERVE EVANGELISM?


    While mercy ministry can detract from evangelism, there are many ways in which mercy actually serves, and creates opportunities for, evangelism and disciple-making. Here are five of them.


    1. Deeds of mercy demonstrate the character of Christ.


    An important part of our evangelistic witness is showing unbelievers the excellence of Christ, and one of the most beautiful aspects of our Savior’s character is his kindness to those in need (e.g., Luke 7:13). When we show love and compassion to those in need, we display Christ’s compelling love and character.


    2. Deeds of mercy show the power of the gospel to change us.


    Similarly, when we help our neighbor we give evidence that our message is true. If we claim that the gospel has the power to change lives, then our mercy is one thing that proves it.


    In a world where most people keep to themselves and only take care of their own, Christians have an opportunity to stun others with our inexplicable love and selfless service. We want people to be perplexed by our care so that they realize the only explanation is that Christians have been genuinely transformed by the good news.


    3. Deeds of mercy model a pattern of discipleship.


    The Great Commission calls us to make disciples and teach them to obey all that Jesus commanded (Matt. 28:18-20). When Christians obey the Lord’s instructions to love our enemies and be sacrificially merciful to our neighbor, we model what is meant by the call to take up our cross and follow Jesus. The recipients of our mercy are invited to join us in a life lived in submission to the Savior.


    “In a world where most people keep to themselves and only take care of their own, Christians have an opportunity to stun others with our inexplicable love and selfless service. We want people to be perplexed by our care so that they realize the only explanation is that Christians have been genuinely transformed by the good news.”


    4. Deeds of mercy acknowledge the human condition.


    As we observed above, God created humans as physical beings. The state of our flesh greatly impacts our lives. Life is more difficult when we are hungry, cold, intoxicated, sick, or in danger. And so evangelistic proclamation that doesn’t recognize the physical factors at work in the lives of its hearers risks being tone-deaf and insensitive.


    It’s important that we recognize that there is an order to our needs, and that sometimes our greatest needs are not our most immediate needs. So we can say with confidence that the greatest need of every human being is to be reconciled to God through faith in Christ. But if someone comes to your door with a gaping head wound, that need, though lesser, is more urgent. First you must take care of the head wound, and then you should share the gospel.


    5. Deeds of mercy generate opportunities to share the gospel.


    There’s an old saying: if you want a friend, be a friend. We all like to be around people who are kind to us, who take an interest in our lives, and who demonstrate a desire to help us. So, showing practical care to others is an easy way to build bridges into your community.


    We should all be sharing Christ with the people whose lives naturally intersect with ours, such as neighbors, friends, and co-workers. But moving towards needy people with deeds of mercy provides opportunities to build relationships with those with whom we might not otherwise come into contact.


    Here are a few examples from the congregation that I serve as pastor:


    • A food pantry provides groceries to hundreds of needy people. These people hear the gospel when the food is distributed, they begin to build relationships with people in the church, and they are asked if they’d like a visit in their home to talk about the Bible.


    • A group of homeless people are invited into a church member’s home for a weekly dinner and Bible study. They receive a meal that’s better than the food in the shelter, a chance to be in a home, a relief from the monotony of daily life on the streets, and the opportunity to build friendships and be treated with dignity. Over time they are challenged to respond to the gospel and to begin to integrate into the life of the church.


    • A group of at-risk teenagers are hosted at the church each week. They get a meal, a chance to hang out with their friends in a safe environment, and an opportunity to build relationships with positive adult role models. Each week they hear a lesson from the Bible that presses the gospel into their lives.


    • A family provides foster care to a teen who has been sexually abused. They welcome her into their family, provide her with safety and shelter, and begin to point her to Christ.


    In each of those situations, the act of mercy initiated the contact with the person who needed the gospel. Without the initial step of care and love, there would not have been an opportunity to share Christ.


    STRIVE TO DO GOOD TO ALL—ESPECIALLY ETERNAL GOOD


    In short, we pit evangelism and mercy against each other to our own detriment. Instead, one way they complement each other is that mercy serves evangelism. So we should strive to do good to all men (Gal. 6:10), especially that we might do them eternal good.
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    By Mike McKinley


    We Need to Be Careful, But We Also Need to Care


    Mercy ministry can be dangerous for the health of a church.


    For instance, its appeal can seduce us away from less immediately rewarding priorities. It’s hard to measure the effects of preaching, counseling, and mentoring in people’s lives. But you can count the number of sandwiches distributed to the poor, and you can know exactly how many coats your church gave to needy children. Not only that, but people are (usually) very grateful for the help that you give them; far fewer people are ecstatically grateful when you preach the gospel to them. Add in the applause of the watching world that doesn’t find much else about Christianity worth celebrating, and you have ministry that will be popular inside and outside of your congregation.


    Because of this, churches can sometimes find themselves distracted from the proclamation of the gospel by the demands of mercy ministry. It’s easy to allow more and more of the church’s efforts and resources to go towards deeds of practical service and allow the proclamation of the gospel to fall by the wayside. That is dangerous for the life of the church, so I am glad for those who have raised a flag of warning. I am grateful for the precision and faithfulness that many have displayed in calling the church to remain faithful to its central charter and mission. I really am.


    But I’m also worried.


    HOW MUCH IT COSTS TO HELP THE POOR


    You see, if your church really wants to help needy people, it is going to cost you corporately and individually.


    In the United States, churches tend to think of mercy ministry in terms of financial assistance to needy people. And while that is often very important, it is only part of the larger picture. Poor people themselves tend to define their needs less in economic terms (“I need more money”, “I need more food”) and more in emotional and social terms (“I feel invisible”, “I feel hopeless”, “I feel insecure about the future”). So a church with a vibrant mercy ministry will try to show love to their neighbors by addressing a whole spectrum of their needs: physical, emotional, and spiritual.


    In addition to sharing the gospel, this might mean helping people find food, friendship, housing, counseling, literacy and job training, or detox programs. That can be a daunting challenge. Frankly, it’s easier not to get involved.


    And if you get involved in helping needy people, it’s going to get messy quickly. For every one person who genuinely needs your help, there seems to be two people who are trying to take advantage of you.


    People who are experiencing significant needs—whether their suffering is self-inflicted, or they are victims, or a combination of both—usually have a complex ecosystem of problems and challenges. The problems often seem overwhelming; making a difference for even one person can be exhausting. The fact that there are so many people in need makes it seem like mercy ministry is an exercise in emptying the ocean with a thimble.


    THE TEMPTATION TO HIDE DISOBEDIENCE BEHIND NUANCE


    Given all this, and given the worst tendencies of my own heart, I know how easy it is to hide behind theological nuance and ecclesiological carefulness to excuse our sinful lack of care and mercy. Our selfishness often encourages us to avoid loving our neighbors.


    Therefore, we need to be on guard against the temptation to disobediently neglect the call to show mercy, justifying our sin with theological formulations.


    “We need to be on guard against the temptation to disobediently neglect the call to show mercy, justifying our sin with theological formulations.”


    Honestly, I do not have anyone specifically in mind as I write these words. I simply want to point out the danger. There’s a reason why Jesus told so many parables teaching us to be loving and merciful.


    ASSESS YOUR HEART, YOUR PEOPLE, AND YOUR STRUCTURES


    So if you are a pastor, take the temperature of your heart. Has the gospel borne fruit of compassion and mercy in your own soul? Or do you find yourself making excuses for why you cannot be bothered with the needs of the people outside your church?


    Next, take the temperature of your congregation. Are the people under your care compelled by the gospel to show Christ’s love to people in need around them? Do you see evidence that the people in your church are more concerned to help the poor and the weak than the average non-believer is?


    Finally, take an honest look at your church structures. Are there ways that you could be encouraging your people to this kind of obedience? Are there subtle social pressures that keep members of your church from pursuing needy people?


    LOVING THE POOR IS, AND SHOULD BE, A JOY


    The fact is, loving the poor and needy around us is a source of joy for God’s people, even if it sometimes feels like a burden. The gospel message reminds us that God moved toward us to provide for us in our time of need. When Christians internalize that good news, it moves them out in kindness, forgiveness, and compassion towards the poor and helpless. Therefore, embracing all the nuances and necessary cautions, our churches should nevertheless be characterized by diligent, heartfelt care for those who are in need.
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    By John Lauber


    How to Have Gospel Conversations with Torn Up People


    There I was with my cup of coffee, peering out my living room window, watching my neighbor collect the morning paper. He was wearing his trademark white tank top and holding his first beer of the day.


    We had moved into one of those gentrifying neighborhoods that were common in the early 2000’s, and two doors down was a Section 8 house. Living in this house was a needy family whom I could pray would move or with whom I could have gospel conversations. Honestly, I did both.


    On Tuesday evenings in that same living room a group of young families would meet for a Bible study. They were all young professionals, the predominant demographic of the church where I served as an associate pastor.


    TRYING TO INTEGRATE TWO WORLDS


    I struggled to find ways to integrate my two worlds. My neighbors were materially and spiritually needy. My Bible study was only spiritually needy. Step one of my integration plan was to host a barbeque where everyone was invited—from both worlds.


    At first there was not much mingling between the two groups, but eventually my neighbor collected a bunch of us and began to tell his story. He shared with us how he did time. He told us that the woman he was living with was not his wife, but a girlfriend. He relayed that his wife, who was locked away in prison, did not like the idea of him having a girlfriend, but “A man has got to do what a man has got to do.” He went on to tell stories of drugs, drinking, and poverty.


    His was a story about the poverty of the soul, and it was dangerous for those of us who were listening. Our churches feel safe when we address material poverty, but this was more than material. We would rather write the check, donate food, or hand out sandwiches than engage in the mess of someone else’s story. Yet that evening, my neighbor was transformed in my mind from a Section 8 neighbor to a man who was poor in spirit. Helping him required more than a handout, it required a relationship. But how could we connect? I had never been imprisoned, never had a mistress on the side. There seemed to be nothing that I had in common with him other than our address.


    But the more I thought about it, the more I realized that I shared more than an address with my neighbor: I am poor in spirit, and I too search for redemption. We were both participating in the story that all of us experience, at least in part: the biblical narrative of Creation, Fall, and the search for Redemption. The search for redemption from our personal fall fills our music, literature, television, film, and sports. It defines our lives, yet rarely do we actually look to Jesus for our redemption.


    UNDERSTANDING OUR NEIGHBORS’ STORIES THROUGH A BIBLICAL LENS


    As we develop a Creation, Fall, and Redemption framework for understanding of our lives, we learn to connect our story with our neighbors’ stories. As a result, we learn to establish the foundations of transformative gospel conversations.


    Let’s practice.


    1. Creation: Try to pick a moment of “creation,” or new beginning, in your life. It can be a monumental event like marriage, the birth of a child, or even getting a new iPhone. It can also be each new day, relationship with a boss, a hobby, or an athletic activity.


    2. Fall: At some point, that new thing disappointed you. It broke or you broke it. How? What pain did it bring? What suffering?


    3. Redemption: It is following the break, disappointment, or hurt that the key question arises: where did you look to redeem the disappointment? Perhaps you looked to a new relationship. Or maybe an inappropriate relationship, or food, or anger, or violence, or escape, or a bigger and better ____ (fill in the blank).


    As you think through this process, you might begin to see a cycle emerge. That thing that we seek redemption in becomes our “new creation.” And when that redeeming new creation is not Christ, our “new creation” will always lead to another fall.


    When I see my and my neighbor’s life through this lens, I suddenly have something in common with him. I can actually relate to him. When I experience pain or disappointment, I may not choose alcohol at 8:00 in the morning, but I have chosen baseball and anger. And “redemption-less” redeemers have disappointed me too many times to count.


    PRACTICAL STEPS FOR GOSPEL CONVERSATIONS


    After connecting our stories through this narrative we can use a modified version of the relationship framework “Love, Know, Speak, Do” (developed by the Christian Counseling and Education Foundation) as steps to cultivate gospel conversations with the needy.


    1. Love: Because Christ first loved us, we can love others, including the needy. Do you pray for a heart that loves the needy?


    2. Know: This simply involves finding ways to listen to someone’s story. Maybe it’s a random conversation that they begin, or maybe it starts with your own thoughtful questions. People have a deep desire to be known. Can you listen?


    3. Love: After we hear their story, our willingness to stay there, talk with them, and be excited the next time we see them are all signs of love. We may be the first person not to walk away from them and their story.


    4. Speak: This is where we can share our story and unite with them in the longing for redemption. Tell them about your falls and your searches for redemption. Gospel conversations will often include such sharing. The needy should hear from us that we do not always look for redemption in Christ (though these conversations must point to the saving work of Christ).


    5. Do: Walk with them to help them choose better and more Christ-like responses to their falls. Now we have a conversation that can last a long, long time.


    Gospel conversations with the needy will become possible as we see our need and often-wayward search for our own redemption. These conversations will then flow out of our experience that Jesus employs a “love, know, love, speak, and do” model of relationship with us.


    “After we hear their story, our willingness to stay there, talk with them, and be excited the next time we see them are all signs of love. We may be the first person not to walk away from them and their story.”


    Now it is time for all of us to consistently practice what Christ models for us!


    ABOUT THE AUTHOR:


    John Lauber is a biblical counselor with Heartsong Counseling and is a member of Emmanuel Presbyterian Church in Arlington, Virginia.


    

  


  


  
    [image: 9Marks_Journal_Book-AD_Finding_Faithful_Elders.jpg]

  


  
    [image: C:\Users\bobby.jamieson\Documents\9Marks work\eJournal\Author Photo Archive\Dunlop, Jamie.jpg]


    By Jamie Dunlop


    Church Mercy Ministry as Integrated Auxiliary


    Let’s say a mercy ministry in your church grows to the point where it needs a more stable structure. How should you structure it?


    One possibility is to structure the ministry as what the IRS calls an “integrated auxiliary” of a local church. This can strike the right balance between tethering ministry to a local congregation without de-prioritizing the gospel in the mission of that congregation.


    At our church, we have used integrated auxiliaries to house 9Marks, a campus-based student ministry, an economic development company to assist overseas church planting efforts, and (potentially in the near future) a micro-loan non-profit. Redeemer Presbyterian Church in New York has structured Hope for New York as an integrated auxiliary “to provide volunteer and financial resources to organizations serving the poor and marginalized of New York City.”1


    WHY LEGAL STRUCTURE MATTERS—AND WHAT THE OPTIONS ARE


    But before diving into the specifics of IRS terminology, let’s step back to consider why legal structure matters in the first place, and what the options are for structuring a ministry with respect to the church in which it was born.


    A General Preference for Organic Ministry


    Generally, mercy ministries start off small as the informal effort of a few church members. This is a good thing. For those who believe in the priesthood of all believers, “organic” ministry is healthier than “programmed” ministry.


    That is, as church leaders, our desire is to preach the Word faithfully and then watch that Word bear fruit as Spirit-filled Christians identify the most strategic opportunities to proclaim the gospel, build up the church, love their neighbors, and generally “do good to all people, especially to those who belong to the family of believers” (Gal. 6:10). I believe this kind of “organic” ministry is preferable to “programmed” ministry where we effectively tell our people that living out the Christian life means signing up for some program that we have hardwired into our life as a church.


    Options for Structuring Ministry when it Outgrows the Organic Stage


    But even with this preference for organic ministry, there comes a time when a ministry’s growth requires some degree of infrastructure. Perhaps some volunteers should be hired as staff, a building purchased, funds solicited from outside the church, and a ministry budget put in place. When that point is reached, how should this ministry be structured with respect to the local church?


    Generally, there are two available options:


    1. Close-In. You could keep this ministry as part of the church. Ministry staff are church staff, ministry facilities are church facilities, and so forth. But talk to many pastors who have a Christian school bolted to their church like this and you will hear stories of the tail wagging the dog. Elders become engrossed in managing the details of the ministry and can become distracted from the business of the church. This is exactly what the apostles were trying to avoid in Acts 6. And if this distraction occurs, the church itself can become confused about what it means to be a church. Is the church’s mission as simple as Jesus’ instructions in Matthew 16, 18, and 28? Or does the church exist to make disciples and feed the hungry and seek political change and promote access to healthcare?


    2. Arms-Length. Alternatively, you could set up the ministry as a separate, parachurch, 501(c)(3) corporation. But this option has downsides as well. It can be expensive, since maintaining a 501(c)(3) costs money every year. It also has disclosure requirements that might reveal more information about donors and staff than is wise (say, for a ministry assisting gospel work in closed countries). And without being tethered to a local church, parachurch ministries can sometimes lose the gospel focus with which they were founded.


    Then there is a third option that can be a happy combination of the first two.


    3. Integrated Auxiliary. Recognizing that churches sometimes form organizations to carry out legitimate ministry that falls outside the primary focus of churches themselves, in 1969 the U.S. Congress established the concept of an integrated auxiliary of a church.2 These integrated auxiliaries are structured as separate corporations from a local church, with their own governing boards and finances. Nonetheless, they are permitted to share the church’s special religious exemption from some filings (such as the 990 and 1023 forms) and are considered as integrated under the local church’s 501(c)(3) status. Think of it as a legal blurring—but not merging—of the ministry and the church. As outlined by the IRS, an organization must meet a number of qualifications if it is to be considered as an integrated auxiliary of a church.3 It must be affiliated with a local church (or church association)4; it must be described as both a 501(c)(3) charitable organization and a public charity (that is, not a private foundation)5; and it must either qualify as a mission society or show that it garners most of its financial support internally from the church.6 In general, a mercy ministry would meet these qualifications.


    BENEFITS AND MANAGEMENT OF INTEGRATED AUXILIARIES


    From a pastoral perspective, the integrated auxiliary structure has a number of benefits:


    1. It formally places the ministry under the authority of the local church. This helps ensure lasting gospel focus by tying the ministry to the institution Jesus designed to protect the integrity of the gospel: the local church.


    2. Yet: this structure creates a distinct identity and governance for the ministry that will (hopefully) minimize the chance that church leaders will be distracted from their primary calling to pastor the church.


    3. It relieves the ministry of some of the more onerous filing responsibilities of an ordinary 501(c)(3) organization.


    In our church, we have done the following to structure our integrated auxiliaries:


    • Authorization: At the elders’ recommendation, the congregation has voted to formally authorize the creation of each integrated auxiliary.


    • Formal Governance: Our elders constitute the formal board of each integrated auxiliary. However, we generally limit the actions of the full elder board to hiring or firing an executive director and annually approving the integrated auxiliary’s budget.


    • Informal Governance: Each integrated auxiliary has an informal board of advisors who meet roughly quarterly and provide closer oversight than would be wise for the full elder board to exercise. These informal boards include some elders and some non-elders. For integrated auxiliaries that partner with other churches, these advisory boards may include members of those partner churches.


    • Reporting: Each members’ meeting, one integrated auxiliary will give a report to the congregation, and on a regular basis all our integrated auxiliaries formally submit a financial report to the congregation.


    Being a pastor and not a lawyer or accountant, I’m not in a position to advise churches on the more legal and technical details of creating and maintaining integrated auxiliaries. (So please don’t send me questions about those matters, because I won’t be able to answer them!) But with the help of some of our church members who are lawyers, our church has found this legal structure to be of great pastoral benefit. It has helped us to take full advantage of the opportunities God has placed in front of us without deviating from the very specific mission we received from our Lord to “make disciples of all nations” (Matt. 28:19).
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    By Layla Wilder


    How to Start a Mercy Ministry in your Church


    If you want your church to help poor people, just decide how you are going to help, find people to serve, start serving, and tell them about Jesus as you serve.


    Okay, I admit that there is a little more than that to starting a mercy ministry. At Guilford Baptist Church, just two years ago we launched a ministry that includes a food pantry and reaches out to homeless people and at-risk youth. Based on our admittedly brief experience, we have developed a long list of “things to do” and “things not to do” when starting a mercy ministry. Our three most important “to-dos” are to decide how you are going to serve, find people, and preach the gospel.


    DECIDE HOW YOU ARE GOING TO SERVE


    Low-income people have many different needs, and people will likely ask for help you cannot give them, so it is important to decide how you are going to serve your community. You need to define what services your church will offer.


    At Guilford, we have at times overextended ourselves trying to respond to too many needs at once. People became frustrated that we could not help them, and our main goal of sharing Christ sadly took a back seat. So we have found it helpful to create a referral list of other organizations and agencies in our community that can help in ways our church cannot.


    In order to decide how your church can best serve the poor in your community, pair the strengths of your church body with the needs of your community.


    Is your church full of families? Get the children involved in serving. Perhaps you can contact your public schools and ask how to serve needy children there. Or, offer to tutor low-income students and then invite them to Bible studies.


    Do you have great counselors in your congregation? Start a Bible study for substance abusers or young pregnant mothers.


    At Guilford, we started a food pantry because we are surrounded by Spanish-speaking people who do not qualify for food stamps. So we collect non-perishable donations and household products from local churches and grocery stores, and we distribute groceries on the third Saturday of every month after a brief evangelistic service.


    Once you decide what to do, contact organizations who offer similar services to get ideas of how to structure your ministry. There’s no need to reinvent the wheel.


    FIND PEOPLE


    Probably the most important thing to do in starting a mercy ministry is connecting with people. A church can have shelves of free food and clothes to offer and still not have a mercy ministry. So find needy people by telling other organizations and agencies in your area what your church wants to do. Contact your local social services departments, nonprofits, community centers, and public schools. Send details about your services so they can spread the word. Note high crime areas in your city and drop off fliers there.


    Finding people is not always comfortable. It did not feel comfortable when we went to day laborer sites to hand out fliers about our food pantry. It did not feel comfortable, at first, to hang out at the homeless shelter. It is sometimes awkward to knock on the doors of strangers to offer them free food and an invitation to Bible study, like one of Guilford’s Hispanic pastors does. But it is remarkably exciting when some of these people show up to church and Bible studies and we get to share with them the good news of what God has done in Christ to save sinners.


    I remember getting a call one night from a homeless woman. She said that if we did not come get her, police officers were going to take her to jail for the night because the shelters were full. Guilford’s friendship with that woman eventually blossomed into a whole ministry at our local homeless shelter.


    PREACH THE GOSPEL


    Most importantly, use your mercy ministry to pursue the lost with the gospel. This is what distinguishes Christian mercy ministries from social programs that anyone else can provide.


    So push into broken lives with the healing message of the cross whenever you can. This means making the effort to really get to know needy people. Many of the people we serve at Guilford are illegal immigrants and live in fear of being deported. Several of them are single mothers who have suffered intense abuse. Some are addicts. A handful of our contacts live in tents throughout our community.


    Because of the kind of lives the needy typically live, they are often uncomfortable walking into a church for help unless they are warmly invited. So encourage people in your church to lovingly welcome the poor into your midst by having them share specific ways church members can serve and pray for the needy people who come into contact with your ministry (with sensitivity to privacy).


    At Guilford we use a database to regularly update files of people we help. We also keep lists of volunteers and donors. When needs or prayer requests come up, we e-mail them to supporters. It also may be helpful to create an internet presence with a blog or Facebook page to help you keep people informed and excited about the ministry.


    WORTH THE WORK


    Although it poses many challenges, starting a mercy ministry can be a pretty straightforward process. And although the sin and brokenness of this world often make mercy ministry uncomfortable and challenging, praise God that he uses our efforts to provide for others’ needs and to the spread the gospel which radically changes and redeems.
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    By David Apple


    Loving the Unlovely and Unwanted


    The prayer meeting had ended, and a small group of Tenth Presbyterian Church members were bundling up in their coats to go home. They were about to step around the lump of blanket huddled on the church steps when something stopped them short. Here they had been in God’s presence in prayer, while right outside the church was one of God’s children, suffering in the cold. One member turned to another and said, “We need to do something about that.” (from Churches That Make a Difference, 33)


    That is how ACTS Ministries started here at Tenth Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia. Tenth members saw a need and responded, and since 1985 ACTS (Active Compassion Through Service) has provided evangelism, fellowship, and hospitality to homeless persons, drug addicts, people with AIDS, prison inmates and their children, nursing home residents, divorced and separated individuals, and people with special needs. ACTS has one full-time paid staff person and over 200 volunteer staff from Tenth and other area churches.


    Tenth’s outreach is to its immediate neighborhood, and also to greater Philadelphia and beyond through expository preaching (webcast on www.tenth.org), small groups, Christian education, campus ministry, local and overseas missionary endeavors, church planting, international student work, and mercy ministry. Tenth’s bulletin states: “To all who are spiritually weary and seek rest; to all who mourn and long for comfort; to all who struggle and desire victory; to all who sin and need a Savior; to all who are strangers and want fellowship; to all who hunger and thirst after righteousness; and to whoever will come—this church opens wide her doors and offers her welcome in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.”


    Tenth’s “open-door policy” has encouraged the creation of safe, hospitable space for many considered unwanted, unlovely, or unworthy. In this way, Tenth’s mercy ministry is an alternative to what the world provides.


    NO MERCY WITHOUT EVANGELISM


    Further, Tenth believes there is no mercy without evangelism. Others may do good works, but Tenth’s priority is pointing everyone to the source of all mercy—Jesus Christ.


    “Others may do good works, but Tenth’s priority is pointing everyone to the source of all mercy—Jesus Christ.”


    Here is an example. Tenth provides a community dinner for those who are homeless or poor. But it is not a soup kitchen where people enter, grab a tray with food, sit, eat quickly, and leave. Instead, we welcome our guests to a service and afterward dine together, restaurant-style, with dinner elegantly prepared by our ministry team and served by the church’s youth. Each table has Christian hosts who provide friendly, gospel-oriented conversation and invitations to worship and Bible study. According to one of our homeless neighbors, “It just makes good plain sense to come to Tenth to hear the Word and be fed a good meal rather than revisit the emptiness and junk food offered elsewhere.”


    MINISTRY PRINCIPLES: GOOD, PLAIN SENSE


    The principles of our ministry are also good, plain sense: show up, get involved, establish relationships, and offer hope. God will do the rest, as seen in the lives of Annie, Moses, and Frank.


    One Sunday Annie was not feeling well and missed our nursing home worship. Later when she saw the worship leader near her room, she called to him, “I couldn’t attend. What was today’s sermon about?” The leader asked if he could come into her room, and he repeated the entire sermon to her. When he finished, Annie said that she wanted to accept Jesus as her savior. They prayed together and she asked Jesus to be her Savior and Lord.


    Moses was homeless, drug-addicted, and slept in an alleyway near Tenth. For several months one of our members talked to him and would often bring him a sandwich. She also invited him to attend Fellowship Bible Study, an ACTS ministry to homeless persons. After growing “sick and tired of being sick and tired,” Moses finally came to the Bible study and over a few years he received the help he really needed. He has been clean and sober, restored to his wife and family, and a new creature in Christ for twelve years now.


    Inmate Frank, a new believer who regularly attended ACTS’ prison Bible study, had just received a twenty-three year sentence. He had hoped for a reduced sentence and was angry that he would be incarcerated for so long. Then God used him to bring salvation to another inmate who was equally discouraged. With an interesting look on his face Frank said to the Bible study leader, “Now I know why God is keeping me inside—to bring good news.”


    SEEKING TO BE USER-FRIENDLY AND REPRODUCIBLE


    ACTS Ministries seeks to make ministry user-friendly for its volunteers, and also to make it reproducible in urban or suburban settings and in large or small churches. We have helped other churches develop new ministries and have crafted a biblical paradigm for the use of members’ gifts. We have also helped other churches get involved in their communities, establish relationships, and offer hope in local schools, libraries, hospitals, retirement and nursing homes, and elsewhere.


    Reproducing our ministry model requires little. Many times it simply requires asking the right questions. Who can we come alongside? What opportunities are there to show that our church cares? Where can we visit “orphans and widows in their distress” (Jas. 1:27)?


    What usually follows is making contact with a community leader (the “gatekeeper”) and asking him or her, “How can we help you?” God, in his faithfulness, will open doors and help with the next steps.


    MERCY MINISTRY DOESN’T HAVE TO BE BIG


    Mercy ministry doesn’t have to be big. It can be any size—there is no small service. And mercy ministry can be tailored to fit any context. So pray for it, work at it, trust God for it. And then, as Tenth did with ACTS Ministries, watch it grow.


    (For more information on ACTS Ministries, see articles, FAQ, and links under “Learn More” at www.compassion.tenth.org, http://www.urbansermons.org/f/wiki/profile-tenth-presbyterian-church, and http://byfaithonline.com/page/in-the-church/doing-mercy-in-the-suburbs.)


    ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
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    By J.D. Greear


    Adopting a School


    Does serving our neighbor and blessing our community have a role in evangelism, or is it a time-wasting distraction?


    To be clear, Jesus established the church’s mission in Acts 1:8: “You shall be my witnesses.” Witnesses have a message to tell. The focus of our ministry, therefore, is not what we do for the world, but what Jesus has done for it. To lose sight of that is to lose sight of the gospel itself.


    That said, a compelling witness often requires tangible demonstrations of the power of what is being witnessed to. Jesus and the apostles gave “signs” of the gospel as a regular part of their preaching. These signs were more than awe-inspiring magic tricks; they were “miracles with a message.” In the same way, our humble spirit, our gentle conduct, and our extravagant generosity should all point to the redeeming, life-transforming power of the gospel, driving observers to ask, “Why?” The Apostle Peter urged his readers to “adorn” the gospel by their conduct to such an extent that it drove observers to ask about its cause (1 Pet. 2:12–3:17).


    CONVICTION


    In 2004, God convicted our church that we were not displaying the generosity of the gospel to our community. I was teaching through the book of Acts, and we came to Acts 8:6–8: “The crowds paid attention with one mind to what Philip said, as they heard and saw the signs he was performing…so there was much joy in that city.” So I asked our church if there was “much joy” in the city as a result of our presence there.


    Then I read the story in Acts 9 about the Christian Tabitha, who had the toughest nickname of the New Testament, “Dorcas.” She had done so many good works and acts of charity that when she died a group of widows gathered at her bedside and wept. “If the Summit Church ‘died,’” I asked, “would needy people weep because we were gone?”


    We believed the answer to both of these questions was “no.” If anything, our community may have been excited that we were gone because they would regain access to our tax-exempt property and get one less Easter inviter card cluttering their mailbox.


    We resolved that with God’s help we would become a blessing to our city—to demonstrate Christ’s love to them, to bring the manifestation of his healing to the places in our city that needed him most.


    OPPORTUNITY


    Shortly thereafter, God brought to our attention a very underperforming public elementary school in the inner city. It was the worst-ranked school in our county and was on track to be shut down within two years.


    Over the next several years we led several innovative projects for that school. Many of our people started tutoring children. Small groups adopted classrooms and teachers, housed refugees, and met physical needs of families in the school. One soon-to-be-married couple in our church asked that any gifts for their marriage be redirected to a family in the school whose house had been destroyed in a fire.


    As that first year ended, the principal asked if we would pray for her kids during the end-of-year exams because the school would be evaluated chiefly by their scores. We gladly obliged.


    By the fourth year of our involvement, the school had the highest percentage of kids pass their end-of-year exams of any school in the county. And the principal officially credited the church’s efforts with helping to improve the school’s academic performance.1 At a subsequent teacher’s banquet, one of the teachers said, “I have always known you Christians believed you should love your neighbor, but I’ve never known what it looked like until now.”


    FRUIT


    In 2010 I was invited to speak at our city’s annual Martin Luther King, Jr. rally. It is a very significant event in our city. It is televised, and all city and county government officials are present. They asked me simply to explain why we thought it was important to love our community.


    Just before the program started, I stood backstage as nervous as Joel Osteen would be at Together for the Gospel. The County Manager, sensing my anxiety, put his hand on my shoulder and said, “J.D., do you know why you’ve been asked to speak today?”


    I said, “No, and if you could tell me I’d really appreciate it, because I’m super nervous.”


    He said, “Everywhere in our city we find a need, we also find people from the Summit Church meeting that need. We couldn’t think of anyone to better embody the spirit of brotherly love in our city than you all at the Summit Church.”


    In front of our entire city government, I explained that our church’s generosity was a response to the radical generosity of Christ toward us. Christ had done for us what we could not do for ourselves, so how could we not extend that to those in need? When I finished, the school board, mayor, and city council gave a standing ovation.


    “Our kindness to the people of our city is, of course, only a dim shadow of Jesus’ great kindness to us. But I believe it has helped people in our city understand more of what Jesus is like.”


    SUBSTANTIATING THE PREACHED MESSAGE


    Don’t misunderstand: Gospel words and gospel deed do not always yield applause. Much of the time, in fact, they produce just the opposite. Jesus promised we would have trouble in this world for following him. Still, there is a simple lesson here: Gospel-driven works substantiate the preached message. They make it visible and understandable. They create a thirst for it. Our generosity provides us with an opportunity to proclaim the gospel.


    Our kindness to the people of our city is, of course, only a dim shadow of Jesus’ great kindness to us. But I believe it has helped people in our city understand more of what Jesus is like. It has helped create more hunger in Raleigh-Durham for the gospel.


    The work of the local church is to proclaim the gospel and makes disciples. But the effective witness of Christians must contain both word and deed. Without word, there is no gospel. Without deed, we fail to confirm our testimony with our lives. As Francis Schaeffer famously said, the love on display in and through the church is Christ’s “final apologetic” to a skeptical world.


    ABOUT THE AUTHOR:
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    By Justin Holcomb


    Facing Up to Sex Trafficking


    Sex trafficking is the work of the devil, and it’s all around you.


    KIM’S STORY


    With some caution, and even reluctance, let me offer you a very concrete and very real picture of what this means. Kim (not actual name) is 18 years old and has been prostituted all around the United States since she was 13. She has been sexually abused and assaulted more times than she can count. The first abuser and rapist was her father, followed by her brother, two of her mother’s boyfriends, and a new step-father.


    She ran away from home at 13 to live with her 18-year-old boyfriend, who groomed her to be a prostitute through his friends. He abused her and then sold her to another pimp when she was 14. This man got her pregnant soon after buying her, and he gave the baby to his family so that Kim had to stay with him and do whatever he demanded in order to see her baby.


    Over the next few years, paying men forced themselves on her every night. She has been kidnapped, tortured, and on more than one occasion threatened with death. Over the last five years, she has been abused by thousands of men and women. Beneath it all, the guilt, shame, and sense of defilement she feels is overwhelming, and she has often wanted to end her life. But then she wouldn’t be around for her daughter, and that has kept her from committing suicide.


    How can Christians and churches care for a woman like Kim? Should we point her to non-Christian social workers for “getting help” and then invite her to church when she is more stable? Do we send her to progressive churches that offer self-esteem therapy sprinkled with religious language? Do we shrug our shoulders and assume she is beyond help?


    If none of these options are correct, how do gospel-centered Christians draw a woman like Kim to the full hope, healing, and promises of the gospel of Jesus?


    TRAFFICKING: MODERN-DAY SLAVERY ABROAD AND NEXT DOOR


    Kim’s story is horribly tragic, but sadly common. The average age of entry into prostitution is between 12 and 14 years old. The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services estimates that over 300,000 American children are at risk for sexual exploitation, and that an estimated 199,000 incidents of sexual exploitation of minors occur every year within the United States.


    Human trafficking is the fastest-growing criminal industry in the world. It is defined as the recruitment, transportation, harboring, or taking of people by means of threat, force, coercion, abduction, fraud, or deception for the purpose of exploiting them.


    The United Nations estimates that 2.5 million people are trafficked annually. The U.S. State Department estimates an even higher number: about 12.3 million adults and children “in forced labor, bonded labor, and forced prostitution around the world.” Human trafficking deprives people of their human rights and freedoms, is a global health risk, and fuels organized crime.


    Victims of trafficking are forced into labor or sexual exploitation. Sex trafficking is one of the most profitable forms of trafficking and involves many kinds of sexual exploitation, such as prostitution, pornography, bride trafficking, and the commercial sexual abuse ofchildren. According to the United Nations, sex trafficking brings in an estimated $32 billion a year worldwide. In the U.S., sex trafficking brings in $9.5 billion annually.


    The United States is a significant destination country for international trafficking: foreign women and children are transported into the United States for purposes of sexual and labor exploitation. The U.S. State Department estimates that approximately eighteen thousand foreign nationals are trafficked annually into the UnitedStates. Victims come from Asia, Latin America, Eastern Europe, and Africa. Most such women and children are forced to work in massage parlors, commercial or residential brothels, escort services, and stripclubs.


    Sex trafficking also happens to United States citizens within U.S. borders. The Department of Justice estimates that more than 250,000 American children are at risk for trafficking into the sex industryannually. The average age of entry for girls into street prostitution, again, is between 12 and 14.


    “Sex trafficking also happens to United States citizens within U.S. borders. The Department of Justice estimates that more than 250,000 American children are at risk for trafficking into the sex industry annually. The average age of entry for girls into street prostitution, again, is between 12 and 14.”


    Traffickers coerce women and children to enter the commercial sex industry through a variety of recruitment techniques, such as the lure of love, protection, wealth, designer clothes, fancy cars, and exclusive nightclubs. Pimps move from city to city looking for children and young women who are easy prey—the lonely, desperate, and alienated. They particularly target runaway, homeless, and foster-care children. Often these children have run away from home in order to flee incest and other forms of abuse.


    Once a pimp moves a victim from her hometown into a strange city, he can easily force her to work as a prostitute. Thousands of children and women are victimized in this way everyyear.


    PROCLAIMING LIBERTY TO CAPTIVES


    My wife and I have been involved in reaching out to victims of the sex trafficking industry for a number of years. In the summer of 2009, I was finishing my sixth year of teaching in the University of Virginia’s sociology department, specializing in violence against women. My wife Lindsey was working as a case manager for sexual assault and domestic violence victims. We both cared deeply about the issues of sexual assault and sex trafficking.


    We knew that many churches are not aware of, comfortable with, or equipped to confront these issues, and we knew the pitfalls of churches making social justice their primary mission—to the detriment of gospel proclamation. Still, we loved the idea of serving in a place where the fight against sex trafficking and sexual abuse was treated as a natural outgrowth of the gospel ministry, not a replacement for it. We believe that wherever the gospel of Jesus is preached, lives will be transformed, healed, and freed. People who have been freed from spiritual slavery to sin will in turn want to proclaim freedom to others who are still in bondage, of whatever kind.


    That summer we received a call from Mark Driscoll, founding pastor of Mars Hill Church in Seattle. Washington State is a hotbed for sex trafficking, with its major shipping ports and the important north-south Interstate 5 corridor. Sophisticated criminal networks smuggle thousands of people from around the world into and out of Washington. Seattle itself is one of the top cities in the United States for underage prostitution. Mars Hill Church wanted to expand its ministry to victims of sexual abuse and was also open to starting an outreach ministry to combat sex trafficking.


    When the offer came, it didn’t take long for my wife and me to make the decision: we were moving to Seattle. Not only was Seattle a strategic place to fight sex slavery, but we also knew that Mars Hill Church was Bible-preaching, Christ-focused, and gospel-based, so this important humanitarian work would be framed rightly as a fruit of the proclamation of the gospel.


    Soon after we had settled into our new home in Seattle, my wife and I finished writing a book on gospel hope and healing for victims of sexual assault called Rid of My Disgrace. Around this time, we met with leaders and deacons of the church who were interested in starting an outreach ministry to women and girls working on the streets.


    Under the authority of the Mars Hill elders and spearheaded by one of our deacons, a ministry called REST (Real Escape from the Sex Trade) was born. Volunteer teams of church members were trained to go out in the evenings, strike up conversations with the women and girls, offer practical help, and invite them to church. Rather than immediately launching into either evangelism or rescue attempts, the teams learned how to navigate the difficult waters of coercion, dependence, and mistrust that often ensnare workers in the sex trade. This approach seeks to build relationships and trust that ultimately lead to opportunities for real help and for sharing the gospel.


    REST organized teams of female volunteers to visit known track areas, strip clubs, massage parlors, and bikini barista stands (a growing Seattle phenomenon). While these venues do not, strictly speaking, provide prostitution, they often serve as gateways to more serious forms of sexual exploitation and abuse. REST also built teams to do weekly Bible studies at a juvenile detention center to reach at-risk girls, teams to help and counsel men who are trying to buy sex, and teams to regularly pray for the battle.


    The fruit of these initial efforts was very encouraging: many women and girls escaped the trade, connected to the church, and gave their lives to Jesus. Some immediately began serving with REST to help others escape the sex trade. Others, however, demonstrated how difficult it is to leave a pimp because of the coercive emotional and psychological control they experience.


    In late 2011 our church decided to spin off REST as an independent 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization that worked alongside the church in order to invite Christians and churches outside Mars Hill to participate and thus allow us to pool resources rather than compete. Mars Hill leaders and members continue to serve on the board and in outreach, but this institutional separation allows REST to pursue fundraising from outside sources and to work more easily with other churches and with secular agencies where appropriate. There are also plans to expand the outreach teams and to create temporary housing for girls as they attempt to transition out of the sex trade.


    PURE RELIGION


    Historically, the Christian church has at its best been known for its exemplary love and sacrificial service to “the least of these”—the poor, oppressed, and marginalized. Such service has provided a powerful apologetic for the gospel. The 4th-century church provides one example:


    In his attempt to reestablish Hellenic religion in the empire, [the Emperor] Julian instructed the high priest of the Hellenic faith to imitate Christian concern for strangers. Referring to Christianity as “atheism,” he asked, “Why do we not observe that it is their benevolence to strangers, their care for the graves of the dead and the pretended holiness of their lives that have done most to increase atheism?” He therefore instructed the priest to establish hostels for needy strangers in every city and also ordered a distribution of corn and wine to the poor, strangers, and beggars. “For it is disgraceful that, when no Jew ever has to beg, and the impious Galilaeans [Christians] support not only their own poor but ours as well, all men see that our people lack aid from us. Teach those of the Hellenic faith to contribute to public service of this sort.”


    Similarly, in more recent history, Christians of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries led the charge for the abolition of slavery, again providing a strong apologetic for the Christian faith and visibly embodying Jesus’ mission to proclaim liberty to captives. The growth of modern-day slavery in the heinous form of sex trafficking is another opportunity for Christians to take the gospel to those who are most in need, provide an alternative community centered on Jesus to the marginalized and oppressed, and show the transformative power of the gospel to the watching world.


    Moreover, responding to this epidemic in our communities is a way the church can practice the charge of James to practice “pure religion” (James 1:27) by caring for vulnerable women and children.


    SIX WAYS CHURCHES AND INDIVIDUALS CAN FIGHT SEX TRAFFICKING


    Many churches may not have the resources to start a ministry like REST. But there are still many ways to help. Here are six ways churches and individual Christians can help fight sex trafficking:


    1. The single most important step is to get informed and inform others about the prevalence of the sex trade right under our noses, not only in cities, but also in the suburbs. A recommended reading list on human trafficking can be found here on the Resurgence.


    2. Read our book Rid of My Disgrace to learn about the effects of sexual assault and sex trafficking, and the hope and healing for victims that is found in the person and work of Jesus Christ.


    3. Support organizations that are fighting trafficking:


    a. REST


    b. International Justice Mission


    c. Love146


    d. Not For Sale


    e. Unearthed Pictures


    f. Abolition International


    4. Get involved.


    5. Be an informed consumer.


    6. Join a local or state anti-trafficking group.


    EPILOGUE: KIM’S STORY CONTINUES


    After meeting some REST volunteers, Kim started coming to Mars Hill Church and getting connected to healthy community. Through REST, she was offered a safe place to stay where she could begin healing. Though she struggled on and off with going back into prostitution, she has found freedom and hope in Jesus for the first time. She is now actively involved in reaching other girls who are trapped in the sex industry with the message of Jesus and the freedom of the gospel.
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    Book Review: Ministry by His Grace and for His Glory: Essays in Honor of Thomas J. Nettles


    Reviewed by Sam Emadi


    Thomas Ascol and Nathan Finn, eds., Ministry by His Grace and for His Glory: Essays in Honor of Thomas J. Nettles. Founders Press, 2011. 342 pages. $29.95


    Tom Nettles, professor of historical theology at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, is a man known as much for his piety as for his years of pastoral and academic service to Baptist churches. In fact, several of his students have noted that he is as likely to break into a hymn in the middle of a class as he is to discourse on the finer points of Baptist history.


    CELEBRATING TOM NETTLES’ 35 YEARS OF MINISTRY


    The recent festschrift published in his honor, Ministry by His Grace and For His Glory, celebrates the 35-year milestone of Dr. Nettles’ seminary teaching ministry. Edited by Thomas Ascol and Nathan Finn, this collection of essays focuses on the subjects Nettles has championed in the course of his ministry: the inerrancy of Scripture, the doctrines of grace, biblical Baptist theology, and the need for a theologically defined Baptist identity.


    BAPTIST HISTORY, THEOLOGY, AND ECCLESIAL IDENTITY


    The book has three major sections which mirror the structure of Nettles’ own major work, By His Grace and for His Glory. The first section focuses on matters related to Baptist historiography and theological controversies that Nettles has helped to clarify over the course of his ministry. The second section is theological, focusing on the Reformational emphases of the doctrines of grace and justification by faith alone. The final section focuses on practical matters of ecclesiology, ministry, and Baptist identity.


    The Question of Baptist Identity


    Though more than twenty authors contributed to the book independently, the same themes run through many of the essays. For instance, the question of Baptist identity is addressed from a number of angles. Ben Mitchell notes that “a great deal of concern has been expressed…about the loss of Baptist identity” (316) and several of the contributors share that concern. Many of the essays endeavor to forge out the particulars of that identity.


    One of the most helpful essays on this subject is C. Jeffrey Robinson’s, who relates Nettles’ reflections on Baptist identity to the broader evangelical movement. In contrast to theological moderates who want to maintain a latitudinarian posture and to conservative separatists who seek to find their origins in the Swiss Anabaptists (62), Nettles has argued persuasively that Baptists stand in the stream of historic evangelical Christianity.


    Robinson also notes that Nettles has helped a generation of Baptists define evangelicalism as a “Word-centered, Christ-centered, and Cross-centered” movement (66). In contrast to historians such as David Bebbington, Nettles has shown that evangelicalism and its Baptist children are not primarily products of the Enlightenment. Rather, the theological convictions, worldview, and praxis of Baptists derive from their commitment to the authority of Scripture and the work of Christ. As such, Baptist identity is marked by the theological legacies of the Protestant Reformation: sola scriptura, justification by faith alone, and the doctrines of grace.


    The Authority and Inerrancy of Scripture


    Another theme that runs through many of the essays is the authority and inerrancy of Scripture. This should come as no surprise to anyone familiar with Nettles’ writing ministry, especially his landmark book Baptists and the Bible, co-authored by Russ Bush.


    Nathan Finn’s essay provides readers with the historical context which precipitated Baptists and the Bible; it also delineates the impact the book had on the inerrancy debate among Baptists. In his essay on the C. H. Toy controversy, Greg Wills also addresses the issue of Scripture’s authority in Baptist history. And David Dockery likewise weighs in with a short essay that attempts to rightly define “authority” and “inerrancy” and to survey historical Baptist convictions about the character of Scripture.


    Some More Valuable than Others


    As is often the case with a collection of essays, some are more valuable than others. Unfortunately, a few of the essays in the second section fail to meet the standard of quality achieved by most of the others. Notably, Geoff Thomas’ impassioned defense of limited atonement lacks the charity and clarity Nettles so consistently models when dealing with volatile subjects.


    Other essays in this section, however, are exceptionally good. Samuel Waldron’s article on justification by faith alone in Romans 4:3 is commendable, as is Phil Newton’s reflection on the perseverance of the saints.


    Most Helpful Parts for the Busy Pastor: The Summaries of Nettles’ Work


    For the busy pastor, the most helpful parts of Ministry by His Grace and For His Glory are the summaries of Nettles’ most important contributions to Baptist history and theology. And one of the most helpful of these is Nathan Finn’s essay on Baptists and the Bible. As Finn explains, Nettles and Bush argued that “most Baptists have historically believed the Bible is fully trustworthy, even though the word ‘inerrancy’ is of relatively recent vintage. In other words, Baptists have almost always affirmed the doctrine of inerrancy, even if the nomenclature itself has evolved over time” (4). Finn also helpfully summarizes the argument of Bush and Nettles that a consensus of historic Baptist figures has affirmed the authority and inerrancy of Scripture until certain transitional figures, such as E.Y. Mullins and A.H. Strong, opened the door for more progressive theological positions.


    A JOY TO SEE A FAITHFUL MAN HONORED


    Tom Nettles deserves to be commended for his faithfulness to the gospel and his commitment to excellence in academic and pastoral ministry over the course of the last three and a half decades. I am privileged to have had the opportunity to sit in Dr. Nettles’ classroom lectures and witness his devotion to Christ and deep learning. It is a joy to see him honored by so many friends, colleagues, and students.
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