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For the voiceless, powerless, and vulnerable;  
for the least of these.
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First of all, I am indebted most of all to Jesus Christ. Thank You for 
justifying the ungodly, like me. I long for Your return, when You 
make all sad things untrue; where we enjoy the eternal comfort of 
living in a perfectly just world.

Second, I owe more than I can give to my wife and family. 
Kimberly, you are my “justice girl,” and sweet companion in the cause; 
“The heart of her husband trusts in her” (Prov. 31:11). To my five kids, 
James Arthur, Angela Grace, Jana Sophia, Victoria Joy, and Joshua 
Livingstone: may God raise you up and make you gospel-loving, 
justice-pursuing servants of Jesus. My parents, Gary and Brenda, have 
modeled generosity and simplicity to me for years; thank you. 

Imago Dei Church family, may God use us to preach grace and 
do justice to the ends of the earth.

I am indebted to four men, three of whom are personal friends, 
for sharpening me on issues in this book: Tim Keller, Russell Moore, 
Steve Timmis, and David Platt. Keller has helped me think through 
issues related to gospel and justice. Moore has helped me better 
understand the Kingdom. Timmis gave us the phrase, “ordinary 
people doing ordinary things with gospel intentionality,” and has 
really elevated my view of hospitality. Platt has encouraged me for 
years, particularly with his emphasis on global missions. I hope to 
echo much of Radical in Ordinary, with some of my own applications. 
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When Devin Maddox asked me to write this book, my reaction 
was negative. But I’m glad he made me do it! This has been a very 
sanctifying process, and I pray that the material here will help many 
believers and churches. So, thank you, Devin, for messing up my life! 
For real, I’m grateful to you and the B&H team for printing Ordinary. 
It’s a blessing to work with a publishing team that believes in the mes-
sage and mission of this book, and views their work as ministry, not 
merely as a business. 
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xv

“These men . . . have turned the world upside down . . . 
saying that there is another king—Jesus!”

Acts 17:6–7 hcsb

How were these early Christians turning the world upside down? 
They had a different King, Jesus, who called them to a unique way of 
life. They weren’t impressive people, but they had an impressive King. 

The book of Acts shows that the result of the early church’s 
efforts wasn’t due to their own gifting and wealth (though some were 
gifted and wealthy). When Peter and John were brought before the 
council they were called “unschooled, ordinary men” (Acts 4:13 niv, 
my emphasis). Not even the leaders were extraordinary! 

But these ordinary people turned the world upside down. 
By submitting to the lordship of Jesus, proclaiming His substi-

tutionary death and bodily resurrection, and displaying good deeds 
that reflect the values of the Kingdom, God used these ordinary 
Christians to change lives—one conversation at a time, one meal at a 
time, one act of mercy at a time. 

When Paul and his missionary team went to Philippi, they started 
the first church on European soil. That sounds amazing, but it actually 
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started in a very humble way. There were no light shows. The mission 
team went down by a river, where some ordinary women were gathered 
together. It looked like nothing more than a picnic with some prayers. 
I bet many people walked right past these ladies. But as the team 
approached them, and as Paul taught the gospel, God worked in the 
heart of a lady named Lydia to understand and believe the gospel. (That 
is an extraordinary thing!) Afterward, some others believed in the city, 
and the church got established. It more than likely met in Lydia’s home 
initially—not a majestic sanctuary, but a home. God opened her heart, 
and she opened her home. Ordinary people, redeemed by the King, 
then set out to live on mission, like we are called to do. 

A few years after the book of Acts, a man named Aristides com-
mented on the reasons for the influence of Christianity. He wrote to 
Emperor Hadrian in AD 125, noting some very “nonsensational,” but 
truly beautiful acts of mercy. Here is what he said described these 
Christians: 

Further, if one or other of them have bondmen and 
bondwomen or children, through love towards them they 
persuade them to become Christians, and when they have 
done so, they call them brethren without distinction. They 
do not worship strange gods, and they go their way in all 
modesty and cheerfulness. Falsehood is not found among them; 
and they love one another, and from widows they do not 
turn away their esteem; and they deliver the orphan from 
him who treats him harshly. And he, who has, gives to him 
who has not, without boasting. And when they see a stranger, 
they take him in to their homes and rejoice over him as a very 
brother; for they do not call them brethren after the flesh, 
but brethren after the spirit and in God. And whenever 
one of their poor passes from the world, each one of them 
according to his ability gives heed to him and carefully sees 
to his burial. And if they hear that one of their number is 
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imprisoned or afflicted on account of the name of their Mes-
siah, all of them anxiously minister to his necessity, and if 
it is possible to redeem him they set him free. And if there 
is among them any that is poor and needy, and if they have 
no spare food, they fast two or three days in order to sup-
ply to the needy their lack of food.1

In other words, they lived as though there was another King. 
In the following pages, I want to reflect on some of these types of 

acts described by Aristides. My prayer is that we would see a recovery 
of such movement, an “ordinary movement,” that involves ordinary 
Christians, not just the “super Christians,” who live on mission in 
the rhythms of everyday life. Ordinary Christians who proclaim an 
extraordinary message, and ordinary Christians who practice compel-
ling acts of justice and mercy.

And I pray that we can see this movement happening not just with 
individual Christians, but with churches. We are called to live out our 
Christian life in community. The church is God’s primary mission 
strategy that seeks to live out the values of the King. The church is an 
outpost of the Kingdom. About ten years after Paul started the church 
in Philippi, he wrote a letter to them. He said their “citizenship [was] 
in heaven” (Phil. 3:20). Realize that no ancient city was more like 
Rome than Philippi. When you visited Philippi, you would say, “This 
reminds me of Rome.” That sort of thing happens today when you 
visit a U.S. Embassy in another country. Yet, Paul calls the church 
“citizens of heaven.” In other words, the church was a little embassy 
of the Kingdom; the church was an outpost of the Kingdom. When 
people look at your local church they should say, “This way of life 
reminds me of the Kingdom to come.” 

That will happen only when we reject the prevailing philoso-
phies of our day, and instead live as though there really is another 
King, Jesus, who reigns and is coming soon to establish His glorious 
Kingdom. 



1

“I put on righteousness, and it clothed me;  
my justice was like a robe and a turban.”

Job 29:14 

“Will you lead a Bible study focusing on the poor each morning?” 
No problem, I thought. I’ll just survey the Bible, pull some passages 

together, tell a few stories, and it will be a fruitful week of student camp. 
I don’t recall a ton of students testifying about the impact of 

this particular study, but one thing definitely happened: it wrecked 
me. Soon my wife and I would reorient our lives, adopt five children, 
begin fighting human trafficking, and seek to put into practice what 
you’re about to read in this book. 

Ministries of mercy and justice weren’t very important to me 
until about six years ago. I became a follower of Christ in college. I 
soon surrendered to ministry, and went to New Orleans for seminary. 
I finished three degrees, pastored a church in New Orleans, and then 
went on faculty at the same seminary where I had been a student. 
While my wife had been doing inner-city ministry in New Orleans, I 
occasionally ministered to the poor. I never considered mercy and jus-
tice ministry central to my life. I was a preacher. A pastor. A professor. 

Trading Sensationalism for Ordinary Christianity
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Then I taught this Bible study. 
As I began to survey the Scriptures, and considered the wisdom 

of other evangelical writers, I began to see afresh God’s concern 
for the poor. I was struck by texts on God’s mercy and justice. The 
psalmists write: “The King in his might loves justice”2 and “The Lord 
works righteousness and justice for all who are oppressed.”3 I began 
to see the repeated emphasis on the trio of the vulnerable: the widow, 
the orphan, and the sojourner.4 I marveled at God as “father to the 
fatherless.”5

As I turned to the New Testament, I grew more aware of Jesus’ 
life and teaching on caring for the weak, the vulnerable, and the out-
casts. I was also impacted by Paul’s commitment to help the weak, and 
consider the poor, along with the other apostles.6 James’s words riv-
eted me, “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God, the Father, 
is this: to visit orphans and widows in their affliction.”7 Jesus’ words 
to the religious hypocrites had the same effect: “Woe to you, scribes 
and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and cumin, and 
have neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and 
faithfulness.”8 And we made T-shirts with Isaiah’s words: “Cease to do 
evil, learn to do good; seek justice, correct oppression; bring justice to 
the fatherless, plead the widow’s cause.”9

Please understand, I read these verses before. But I had every 
reason not to take them at face value. I excused them with theological 
arguments, like “Liberal theologians do social justice. I don’t want to 
go down that slippery slope.” Or, “This is fine for some people to do, 
but it’s not at the heart of what it means to follow Jesus.” Or, “That’s 
the Old Testament. That was theocracy.” But these pious arguments 
crumbled as God broke me with His hammer-like Word. 

As I worked through these passages of Scripture each day at youth 
camp, my own preaching convicted me. It was miserable actually. I 
repented that week of this blind spot in my life and ministry, and 
vowed to make some changes. I decided as much as possible to simply 
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submit to God’s Word, and live in light of it. This decision led me to 
some questions that would affect my everyday life. 

If God is a father to the fatherless, and I am to reflect Him in 
every way, then doesn’t that mean I should care for the fatherless too? 
If “true religion” involves caring for orphans in their affliction, then 
what kind of religion am I practicing if it doesn’t involve some mea-
sure of orphan care? Am I neglecting “the weightier matters” of doing 
justice and mercy like the Pharisees? Have I turned into a polished 
professional pastor whose public life is far more impressive than my 
own personal life? 

These questions haunted me. I began to see that in many ways the 
poorest of the poor were orphans, and there are millions of fatherless 
kids, not to mention the “functionally fatherless” in our neighbor-
hoods. This reality, coupled with the weight of numerous passages 
on the subject, led me to repentance and some life-altering decisions. 

JESUS AND JUSTICE

Let’s get back to Jesus. How did He demonstrate mercy and jus-
tice? One of my heroes, John Stott, points us in the right direction, 
saying: 

What sort of person do we think Jesus Christ is? Have 
we ever seen him as described in John 11, where first he 
“snorted” with anger (v. 33, literally) in the face of death 
(an intrusion into God’s good world) and then “wept” 
(v. 35) over the bereaved? If only we could be like Jesus, 
indignant toward evil and compassionate toward its victims.10

I have written this book as a recovering Pharisee, who wants to 
be like Jesus, “indignant toward evil and compassionate toward its 
victims.” If you think you don’t need this book, then it’s especially for 
you. I didn’t think a study on the poor would impact me either. But 
maybe you’ll recognize some blind spots in your life, like I did. 
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I’m in an evangelical tribe that believes the Bible, plants churches, 
and spreads the gospel. I love and support these emphases wholeheart-
edly. In fact, I planted a church, support my friends serving among 
unreached people groups, and I teach “expository preaching.” But my 
own tribe struggles with applying the social aspects of the biblical 
text, a text they view to be inspired and sufficient. Justice ministry is 
often viewed as an “extra credit option,” a “distraction,” or something 
to ignore all together.11 But those who have a high view of God, His 
Word, and justification by faith should be leading the way in such 
ministries. Stott poses some important questions: 

What sort of God do we believe in? Is he concerned 
exclusively with individual salvation? Or does he have a 
social conscience? Is he (in the words of Dr. Carl Henry’s 
memorable phrase) “the God of justice and of justifica-
tion”? How is it that so many of us staunch evangelical 
people have never seen, let alone faced, the barrage of 
biblical texts about justice?12

We need to face the barrage of biblical texts, and consider how we 
might practice a life of justice and mercy. 

While I’m not a master of everything I’m writing about, it’s my 
desire to practice what I’m writing, not only by myself, but in a com-
munity of faith called Imago Dei Church. We planted Imago Dei in 
Raleigh, North Carolina, in 2011, a church that grew to six hundred 
in two years. From the beginning, we set out to incorporate mercy and 
justice ministries within our global missions strategy. Our “PEACE 
Plan” hangs in our foyer: 

P – Plant Churches
E – Evangelize the World
A – Aid the Poor and the Sick 
C – Care for the Orphan and the Oppressed 
E – Equip Leaders 
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I don’t share this to impress with our church (we have our flaws), 
or to amaze you with my acronym-making ability (I modified Rick 
Warren’s plan), but to simply share the context from which I’m writ-
ing. This really is the heart and soul of our mission. We live it and 
breathe it. 

“ALL THAT IS NECESSARY FOR THE TRIUMPH OF EVIL IS . . .”

You can probably finish this quote, historically attributed to 
Edmund Burke: “All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that 
good men do nothing.”13 Martin Luther King Jr. stated the same idea 
more emphatically: “He who passively accepts evil is as much involved 
in it as he who helps to perpetuate it.”14 Others have pointed out that 
the opposite of love isn’t hate, but indifference. Indifference and pas-
sivity is a failure to love. We must learn how to love again, which 
always involves action.

Let me give you a biblical example of indifference and passivity 
from an obscure passage of Scripture. In 1 Kings 21, the heading in 
your Bible might say “Naboth’s Vineyard.” At first glance, this may 
not interest you, unless you like gardening, grapes, or your name is 
Naboth. But this passage shouts to us: “Be willing to act on behalf of 
the oppressed!” Naboth is a righteous Israelite who owns a vineyard. 
Ahab is the wicked king, or to quote a famous preacher, “the vile 
human toad who squatted on the throne of Israel.”15 In his greed, 
Ahab covets Naboth’s vineyard and makes him an offer for it. But 
Naboth refuses to let the land go because he knows the Israelite law. 
It isn’t his to sell. God owns the land. Naboth knows he’s simply a 
steward of it. In response to Naboth’s refusal, King Ahab returns to 
his palace, and pouts like a spoiled child. His evil wife Jezebel can’t 
believe her kingly husband is crying in his pillow. So she proposes a 
better idea. She writes letters to Naboth’s city, with the king’s let-
terhead, and has some men falsely accuse Naboth of blasphemy. They 
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follow her serpent-like scheme, and they stone the innocent man. It’s 
a classic case of injustice and the abuse of power. 

What gets my blood boiling in this story isn’t simply the wicked-
ness of Ahab and Jezebel. It’s the people in Naboth’s city. While we 
don’t know all of the details, the biblical writer doesn’t give a hint of 
anyone defending Naboth. Where are the protesters? Where are the 
men and women crying out for justice? Sure, they were afraid of the 
king and queen. We can resonate with that. But we can’t defend that. 
All that was necessary for evil to triumph in Naboth’s day was for the 
people to do nothing. 

Land grabbing remains a serious matter around the world. One of 
the organizations we partner with is the International Justice Mission. 
While many know them mainly for their incredible work to fight 
human trafficking, they also fight to give land back to the vulnerable. 
In many places, the vulnerable have their land and livelihood violently 
taken from them. Criminals have been known to come in the middle 
of the night and cut down a vulnerable widow’s crops, burn her house, 
or even push it over on top of those in the home. Many times the local 
officials won’t help. 

I recently watched a story of a Ugandan widow named Grace. 
Grace’s husband became ill and died, leaving her with five children. 
She then became a victim of property grabbing. She walked twenty-
five miles to local officials to get help . . . repeatedly, for two months. 
But she got nowhere in the process. Of course, she was asked to pay 
money for the help. It got so bad that she admitted, “I envied death. 
I became weak by walking so much. I wondered what would happen 
to my kids if I died.” Fortunately, IJM lawyers took up her cause, and 
advocated for her for nearly three years. After hours of work, she got 
her land back, and rebuilt her home brick by brick.16

Naboth and Grace aren’t the only examples of suffering unjustly. 
Jesus Himself knows what it means for the righteous to suffer. He 
was the ultimate innocent sufferer. He was also falsely accused and 
put to death in a kangaroo court even though He was totally sinless. 
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Naboth’s blood cries out for vengeance; but Jesus’ blood cries out with 
forgiveness for the whole world. And the true King promises to return 
and to execute perfect justice. Evil triumphs for a season, but the King 
will have the final word when He returns. Until then, His people must 
avoid passivity, and seek to correct oppression in His name. 

MY WIFE’S FIRST TATTOO 

People never guess that I’m a pastor and a professor. They typi-
cally think I’m in a band, or own a Harley shop or a tattoo parlor. The 
fact that I have a few tattoos doesn’t surprise anyone. But recently, 
my wife got a tattoo, which surprises people. She’s a soft-spoken, 
diplomatic, professional lady, and a musician. For her thirty-seventh 
birthday, though, she wanted some ink. She got six words from Micah 
6:8: “Do justice, love mercy, walk humbly.” The whole verse says this: 

He has told you, O man, what is good; and what does the 
Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kind-
ness [mercy], and to walk humbly with your God?

I’m not encouraging getting a tattoo of this verse. But I do want 
to encourage you to tattoo this verse on your heart. 

One Old Testament scholar says of this important verse: “This is 
the quintessence of the commandments as the prophets understood 
them.” 

Another says: “[This verse] is the finest summary of the content 
of practical religion to be found in the OT.” Yet another: “The rabbis 
who commented on this verse in the early centuries of the Christian 
era called it a one-line summary of the whole Law.”17

Think about these claims: the essence of the law, the summary 
of practical religion found in the Old Testament, and a one-line sum-
mary of the whole law. This verse could have been in the mind of 
Jesus when He spoke of the weightier matters of justice, mercy, and 
faithfulness.18
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The Hebrew word translated “kindness,” “mercy,” or “faithful-
ness” is, without question, one of the most important words in the Old 
Testament. It speaks of God’s loyal, faithful, covenant-keeping love to 
His people. God uses it to speak of His own nature.19 The word justice 
is an action word. It’s used to talk about punishing oppressors, as well 
as protecting and caring for the vulnerable. 

These two words, mercy and justice, obviously go together. Tim 
Keller says, “To walk with God, then, we must do justice, out of 
merciful love.”20 I affirm Keller’s four-fold description of doing justice: 
(1) Justice is care for the vulnerable; (2) Justice reflects the charac-
ter of God; (3) Justice is right relationships; and (4) Justice includes 
generosity.21

ORDINARY OR EXTRAORDINARY ?

How can we, ordinary people, do Micah 6:8 every day? Do you 
have to be a lawyer, or a missionary, or a podcasted celebrity preacher? 
No. You need to walk humbly with God, doing justice out of merciful 
love for others in every way possible. 

While most of the people I highlight in this book aren’t extraor-
dinary, some may claim that it’s a stretch to call a guy like William 
Wilberforce “ordinary.” After all, he’s a Christian hero. Books have 
been written about him, and recent movies continue to tell his unique 
story. While acknowledging his uniqueness, I want to hold up the 
transferable aspects of his life, namely, his communion with God and 
his faithful labor in a noble cause. Don’t distance yourself from him. 
Identify with him. Learn to commune with the Father like him. He 
was an ordinary dude. 

Several years ago, John MacArthur wrote a book entitled Twelve 
Ordinary Men in which he profiled the disciples. True, these men were 
extraordinary in one sense, but as MacArthur points out, “They were 
perfectly ordinary men in every way.”22 These were common guys 
with various personalities and obvious weaknesses, who responded to 
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an uncommon calling. After a period of training, they were eventu-
ally consumed with truth that Jesus vacated a tomb, and because of 
this event, everything changed. Of course, using ordinary people 
fits within the nature of the Master, who confounds the wisdom of 
the age. MacArthur states, “The strategy of Jesus chose typified the 
kingdom itself.”23 Do you feel too ordinary to be used? Think again! 
You’re just the right candidate! (cf., 1 Cor 1:27–29).

I like the way Steve Timmis and Tim Chester describe the 
Christian life in their helpful book Total Church. The following sen-
tence serves as a good summary of this book: “Most gospel ministry 
involves ordinary people doing ordinary things with gospel intentional-
ity.”24 Throughout this small book, I want to identify some “ordinary 
things” that ordinary people like us can do, and if we do them with 
gospel intentionality (speaking and showing the gospel), then we can 
make an extraordinary impact. 

Consider God’s servant Job. As Job reflects on his life, he provides 
a powerful word picture of an everyday justice kind of life in chapter 
29. He says, “I put on righteousness, and it clothed me; my justice was 
like a robe and a turban.”25 One scholar says, “His clothes witnessed 
to his complete commitment to justice. Indeed, Job implanted these 
qualities deep within himself so that they controlled his words and 
decisions.”26 

Job says that he wears justice. He puts it on everyday. He lives 
with a social conscious. The vulnerable are always on his mind and 
in his heart. His lifestyle reflects the character of God. The psalmists 
echoed similar thoughts of everyday justice:

It is well with the man who deals generously and lends; 
who conducts his affairs with justice.27

Blessed are they who observe justice, who do righteous-
ness at all times!28
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Ordinary is a call to, like Job, wear justice. It’s a call to live with a 
social conscience at all times. It’s a call to care for the vulnerable, not 
merely on mission trips, but in the ordinariness of our days. It’s a call 
to conduct our everyday affairs with honesty and integrity. It’s a call 
to work the character of God deeply into our hearts so that we will 
care about what God cares about. But it’s not a call to be radical; it’s a 
call to be ordinary. It’s a call to a new normal.

What does this look like specifically? Consider the verses around 
Job’s word picture. Job highlights the generosity, compassion, mercy, 
and justice that describe one who wears justice: 

“because I delivered the poor who cried for help,
 and the fatherless who had none to help him.
The blessing of him who was about to perish came upon 

me,
 and I caused the widow’s heart to sing for joy.
I put on righteousness, and it clothed me;
 my justice was like a robe and a turban.
I was eyes to the blind
 and feet to the lame.
I was a father to the needy,
 and I searched out the cause of him whom I did not 

know.
I broke the fangs of the unrighteous
 and made him drop his prey from his teeth.”29

Job mentions concern for the poor, the fatherless, the dying, the 
widow, the blind, the lame, the needy, and the oppressed. In chapter 31, 
he speaks of these same social concerns:

“If I have withheld anything that the poor desired,
 or have caused the eyes of the widow to fail,
or have eaten my morsel alone,
 and the fatherless has not eaten of it
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(for from my youth the fatherless grew up with me as with 
a father,

 and from my mother’s womb I guided the widow),
if I have seen anyone perish for lack of clothing,
 or the needy without covering,
if his body has not blessed me,
 and if he was not warmed with the fleece of my sheep,
if I have raised my hand against the fatherless,
 because I saw my help in the gate,
then let my shoulder blade fall from my shoulder,
 and let my arm be broken from its socket. . . .30

(the sojourner has not lodged in the street; 
I have opened my doors to the traveler).”31

These categories mentioned here make up the essential contents 
of Ordinary: advocacy, hospitality, fatherless ministry, and neighbor 
love. 

In addition to Job’s social concerns, we also find him stressing 
sexual purity in chapter 31. He says, “I have made a covenant with my 
eyes; how then could I gaze at a virgin?”32 While sexual purity isn’t 
a primary focus of this book, we must note the connection between 
morality and everyday life. We should never divide our moral and 
social lives; this sort of division often enables forms of injustice. For 
example, when James tells us to care for orphans and widows in James 
1:27, he also says to keep yourself “unstained from the world.” A just 
life involves a life of total integrity, not a focus on either personal 
morality or the common good. 

Personal morality can actually lead to the common good. For 
example, one of the ways you’ll actually do justice is by pursuing 
sexual purity. If you really want to do something to stop human traf-
ficking, then stop looking at porn. You’re perpetuating the problem 
of modern-day slavery, and failing to live a just life. Many of the 
girls viewed are slaves. When you view pornography, you’re helping 
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destroy their lives—those made in God’s image. You’re creating more 
demand, deadening your own soul, and perhaps opening up the door 
to even more despicable practices. Paul tells us that God’s people must 
live in the light, and shine the light on darkness, not participate in it:

Therefore do not become partners with them; for at one 
time you were darkness, but now you are light in the 
Lord. Walk as children of light (for the fruit of light is 
found in all that is good and right and true), and try to 
discern what is pleasing to the Lord. Take no part in the 
unfruitful works of darkness, but instead expose them. For it 
is shameful even to speak of the things that they do in 
secret.33

Being an ordinary Christian can sometimes feel inconsequential. 
But as we will see in the following chapters, an ordinary Christian life 
most often leads to extraordinary consequences. These are the sort of 
people who turn the world upside down.

CREATION, REDEMPTION, RESTORATION

Why should we bother following Job in this kind of life? While 
many people know they should care for the poor, few are motivated to 
do it over a lifetime. What should motivate us? I’ll mention three big 
distinct motivations for doing justice that will be reflected throughout 
this book. 

First, the doctrine of imago Dei, or the image of God, should 
compel us to love. If we believe that everyone is made in the image 
of God, then everyone is worthy of dignity, love, basic human rights, 
and hearing biblical truth. Those who abuse people made in God’s 
image through enslavement, torture, rape, and grinding poverty, are 
dehumanizing people and insulting God Himself. Many victims of 
human trafficking and abuse report how they felt inhumane after 
being oppressed. Those who believe in the imago Dei should live out 
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their theology through practical acts of love for the oppressed and 
vulnerable. 

Second, remember the doctrine of redemption. The Bible 
records for us the story of God coming to save people. When we 
were enslaved, He freed us. When we were orphans, He adopted us. 
When we were sojourners, He welcomed us. When we were widows, 
Christ became our groom. The mercy and justice of God meet at the 
cross, where our redemption comes from. We needed His redemption 
because neither Job nor we can live up to the standard God has set. 
But One did. Jesus Christ is the ultimate display of a life of righteous-
ness and justice. He wore justice perfectly. Jesus lived the life we 
couldn’t live, and then died the death that we should have died, in 
order to make us righteous in God’s sight. Through repentance and 
faith in Christ, we are clothed in His righteousness. Now, as believers, 
we have power to live just lives, and when we fail, we know God won’t 
crush us, for He has already crushed Christ in our place. Now we 
pursue justice because we love God, and have already been accepted 
in Him. We want to show mercy. That’s what God’s redemption has 
done for us. God has changed our status and our desires. Keller puts it 
well, “If a person has grasped the meaning of God’s grace in his heart, 
he will do justice.”34

Third, remember the doctrine of restoration. The good news 
about injustice isn’t only that we’re making some progress today, 
though we are. It’s that the King of kings will return to restore this 
broken world, bringing perfect shalom. The kingdom of God has an 
individual-salvation dimension to it, it’s about the realm of God’s sav-
ing grace; and it also has a socio-future dimension to it, it’s about the 
realm of righteousness, justice, and blessing that is here, but not fully 
here yet. In the coming Kingdom, will be no more orphans; no more 
trafficking; no more abuse. This fallen world will give way to glory. 
Doing justice and mercy is about showing the world what our King is 
like. It involves bringing the future into the present; that is, giving people 
a taste now of what the future will be like then. When you welcome 
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the stranger, share the good news among the nations, cultivate diverse 
friendships, adopt children, or defend the defenseless, you are simply 
living as the King’s people before a watching world. We don’t fight the 
problems of this fallen world as victims, but as victors. 

My focus flowing from these motivations is on people. You may do 
justice and mercy through large-scale, political and social transforma-
tion like William Wilberforce, who worked to abolish slavery. Or you 
may do mercy and justice through simple acts like welcoming a foster 
child. In whatever case, let’s do it all in effort to bless people. Because 
people are made in God’s image, because people need redemption, and 
because people will one day dwell with God in the new heavens and the 
new earth where everything will be finally transformed, we should be 
seriously interested in how to love our neighbors as ourselves—our 
orphaned neighbors, our lonely neighbors, our impoverished neigh-
bors, our enslaved neighbors, our racially different neighbors, and our 
lost neighbors. 

WHY ORDINARY ?

I was never opposed to orphan care or being generous to the poor. 
I was just very indifferent. Sure, I had a sense of sympathy toward those 
who were weak and powerless; I saw the pictures and was moved. But 
I rarely acted. I had to face the fact that sympathy is no substitute 
for action. My sporadic, momentary experiences of sympathy (for 
Ukrainian orphans and enslaved girls in the Philippines) didn’t help 
vulnerable children one bit. 

Worse yet, I considered myself spiritually mature. I could name 
a lot of authors and famous preachers, and even knew many of them 
personally, but I couldn’t name an orphan. I began to reevaluate how 
I evaluate spiritual maturity. Shouldn’t we be looking at the life of 
Jesus, instead of whether or not we are keeping up with the Christian 
subculture? 
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Spiritual maturity isn’t merely something you do with your mind. 
It’s not about the books you read. It’s not about the conferences you 
attend or speak at. It’s about the life you live. It’s possible to listen 
to ten podcasts weekly, and to sing with the hottest bands, and be in 
four Beth Moore Bible studies, but miss the call to care for the least 
of these—and all the while live in a deceived state of thinking you’re 
mature. 

One of the saddest indications of failure in the area of justice 
and mercy is our description of those who excel in doing justice. We 
describe them as radical, as extraordinary. Yet, as we read the Bible 
together, we find that the Bible treats issues of mercy and justice as 
anything but extraordinary. Frankly, doing justice is just a normal 
part of the Christian life.

Ordinary is not a call to be more radical. If anything, it is a call 
to the contrary. The kingdom of God isn’t coming with light shows, 
and shock and awe, but with lowly acts of service. I want to push back 
against sensationalism and “rock star Christianity,” and help people 
understand that they can make a powerful impact by practicing ordi-
nary Christianity.  

This way of life isn’t sexy enough for many in the Christian sub-
culture. They are drawn to mega conferences, mega church pastors, 
and mega controversies. And that’s a problem too. We need Christians 
focusing on ordinary Christianity—speaking up for the voiceless, 
caring for the single mom, restoring the broken, bearing burdens, 
welcoming the functionally fatherless, and speaking the good news to 
people on a regular basis in order to change the world.

Now let’s think together about how we, ordinary people, doing 
ordinary things, might turn the world upside down. 
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For the whole law is fulfilled in one word:  
“You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”

Galatians 5:14

A pregnancy crisis center recently contacted us about a particular 
need. A young teenager got pregnant and had nowhere to turn. Her 
mother told her that if she didn’t choose adoption or choose to abort 
the baby, then she would be kicked out of her house. One of our 
pastors, Matt, sent out the word to our church about this need, and 
an ordinary young couple, Mitch and Amy (pseudonyms), practiced 
neighbor love in a beautiful way. Amy had been doing a Bible study 
on the book of James, and that study, coupled with our current series 
on hospitality, had them asking the question, “How can we be doers of 
the word and show hospitality to others?” She and Mitch talked that 
night and decided to respond to Matt’s e-mail. The very next day they 
heard from the pregnancy center! This young girl was about to deliver 
her baby. She was going to be discharged from the hospital, and be 
homeless. Mitch and Amy had no idea what to expect, but they opened 
up their home and knew that God would be with them. As I write, 
they have hosted this young lady and her new baby for two months. 

How Justified Sinners Show Compassion  

in Word and Deed
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It’s not easy or convenient, but it’s definitely made an impact on this 
teenager and has shown many others what gospel-driven hospitality 
and neighbor love looks like. Their story makes me weepy-eyed for 
many reasons, and it reminds me of the story of the Good Samaritan, 
who simply responded to the need around him.

In a world filled with movies, songs, and stories about false loves, 
it’s refreshing to see what real love looks like. Many confuse love with 
at least four popular ideas. Millions seek it. Kids dream of it. Artists 
depict it. Movie buffs crave it. Preachers preach it. Singers sing it. But 
what is it? 

While every generation has its popular love ballads, I remember 
that the ’80s had numerous ones (and a lot of people with really bad 
hair). In 1984, Foreigner sang, “I Want to Know What Love Is.” Tina 
Turner rocked, “What’s Love Got to Do with It?” Stevie Wonder 
gave us something to say on our rotary-dial telephones with, “I Just 
Called to Say I Love You.” In 1985, Whitney Houston used her amaz-
ing voice to sing, “Saving All My Love for You.” Kool and the Gang 
reminded everyone, “love will stand the test of time,” with a hit song 
“Cherish.” Whitesnake sang, “Is This Love?” in 1987. That same 
year, LL Cool J (perhaps my favorite rapper of the era), sang, “I Need 
Love.” 

Others could add the most popular love songs of the 1990s and 
2000s. There’s no small amount of them. If songwriters are the poets 
and theologians of culture, then one thing is for sure: everyone is 
interested in love. But many confuse love with at least four popular 
ideas. 

WHAT LOVE IS NOT

Some think love means tolerance. Certainly tolerance has a right-
ful place in culture. It’s important in various contexts. In America, 
one is blessed to freely worship as he or she pleases. However, some 
believe that you should never disagree or challenge another person’s 
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viewpoint. To do so will cause one to be labeled “bigoted” or “narrow-
minded.” As a Christ-follower, we must not replace truthfulness 
with tolerance. No one loved like Jesus, yet He was bold and direct. 
Respect others? Absolutely. Show grace to those who disagree? Yes. 
Fail to speak the truth in the name of tolerance? No. Paul said it this 
way, “[Speak] the truth in love.”35 We don’t love the world the way 
Jesus loved the world if we don’t call others to repentance. And we 
should do so in a spirit of brokenness and repentance ourselves. Love 
doesn’t equal tolerance. 

Others understand love merely as eros. Countless movies, songs, 
and books are about erotic or sexual love. On a street level, many use 
love as a magic word to sleep with another person, stripping love of 
all its nonsexual power. So, if a dude takes a girl out for a movie, and 
later they do the cupid shuffle together, leaving them hormonally 
excited, the next move in the “Loser Handbook” is to say the words 
“I love you.” That’s code for, “Let’s break some commandments.” 
Ladies, don’t believe that cat. The type of romantic love that one is 
made for is covenant love. It’s the type of love that’s talked about in the 
Bible between God’s faithful love for His people; Christ’s love for His 
church; and a husband and wife’s love for one another. Love isn’t lust. 

Many have a diminished view of love. We’re tempted to use “love” 
for all kinds of things: “I love pizza.” “I love baseball.” “I love munch-
kins from Dunkin’ Donuts.” In doing this, people have no other word 
to describe deep, abiding, eternal love. When a teenager says, “I love 
you” to a girl he just took to the mall, he doesn’t usually mean it. He 
means, “I love you like a munchkin.” 

Finally, love isn’t sentimentalism. While one’s feelings are very 
important, we need to remember that love is more than a feeling. 
Love is more than feeling sorry for someone, or having your emotions 
stirred by a film or piece of music. Love involves tangible action. When 
one considers the millions of orphans in the world, or the millions of 
children being trafficked, or those going without bread today, our sen-
timentalism isn’t helping them. They need someone to act with love. 
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ORDINARY LOVE: WHAT LOVE IS 

So let’s try to answer Foreigner’s question. How can we tell 
someone what love is? I believe that the Bible cuts through the fog 
of confusion on this issue. The apostle John, Jesus’ beloved disciple, 
wrote much about love. Here’s what he says: 

By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and 
we ought to lay down our lives for the brothers.36

John says that we don’t have to guess about love. If the profes-
sor asks you, “What is love?” and you begin listing things on the 
whiteboard, you can quote 1 John 3:16. What kind of love was this? 
Jesus’ love wasn’t simply a mystical love, or a philosophical love, or 
sentimentalism. Jesus’ love was an active love. He didn’t merely say 
He “loved.” He demonstrated love. His greatest act of love was at the 
cross. Paul wrote, “God shows his love for us in that while we were 
still sinners, Christ died for us.”37

Therefore, I would define love something like this: Love involves 
compassion that leads to action. Jesus’ compassion drove Him to wash 
His disciples’ feet, to serve others, to weep over the city of Jerusalem, 
and to die as a substitute for sinners. John says it should drive us to lay 
down our lives for our “brothers.”38 He reminds us also that it’s more 
than words, “Little children, we must not love with word or speech, 
but with truth and action.”39

God’s people are called to care for those in the community of faith 
with a love that is different from its culturally conditioned counterfeit.40 
But as we scan the whole Bible, we know that Christians are also called 
to love their neighbor, to love the least of these, and to even love their 
enemies.41 Again, Jesus’ life and death exemplifies such love, and once a 
person receives salvation in Christ, then the Spirit empowers such love. 
Christ loved the brothers; He loved His neighbor; He loved the least of 
these; and He loved His enemies. In Jesus, we know what love is; it’s the 
ordinary expression of one neighbor to another. 
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JESUS’ MOST FAMOUS PARABLE 

Jesus’ most famous parable, typically called “The Parable of 
the Good Samaritan,” is so often misunderstood. Here it is in Luke 
10:25–37: 

And behold, a lawyer stood up to put him to the test, say-
ing, “Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?” He 
said to him, “What is written in the Law? How do you 
read it?” And he answered, “You shall love the Lord your 
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all 
your strength and with all your mind, and your neighbor 
as yourself.” And he said to him, “You have answered cor-
rectly; do this, and you will live.”

But he, desiring to justify himself, said to Jesus, 
“And who is my neighbor?” Jesus replied, “A man was 
going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, and he fell among 
robbers, who stripped him and beat him and departed, 
leaving him half dead. Now by chance a priest was going 
down that road, and when he saw him he passed by on the 
other side. So likewise a Levite, when he came to the place 
and saw him, passed by on the other side. But a Samaritan, 
as he journeyed, came to where he was, and when he saw 
him, he had compassion. He went to him and bound up 
his wounds, pouring on oil and wine. Then he set him 
on his own animal and brought him to an inn and took 
care of him. And the next day he took out two denarii and 
gave them to the innkeeper, saying, ‘Take care of him, and 
whatever more you spend, I will repay you when I come 
back.’ Which of these three, do you think, proved to be 
a neighbor to the man who fell among the robbers?” He 
said, “The one who showed him mercy.” And Jesus said to 
him, “You go, and do likewise.” 
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In this parable, the Samaritan was moved with “compassion,” 
which led him to action. He saw the need of a real human being. He 
had compassion on him, and made an inconvenient and financial sac-
rifice. He was committed to helping him in a real way. 

After telling this story, Jesus says, “Go and do likewise.”42 It 
was the Samaritan, not the religious leaders, who was held up as the 
example to follow. 

Simple enough, right? Yes and no. Let’s look closer. 
While many are familiar with the parable, the context is often 

ignored (verses 25–28 specifically, but also the surrounding context 
of Luke’s Gospel). As a result, the story is often presented as a mere 
moral example: Be a Good Samaritan. To be sure, he is a wonderful 
example. But there’s more than example here. Jesus is teaching the 
gospel. 

What one must see in this text is how the gospel is related to 
good deeds. The order of good deeds and good news is a matter of life 
and death. Good deeds follow the good news, but good deeds cannot 
merit eternal life. 

Luke tells us that a “Bible Lawyer” asks Jesus this question: 
“What must I do to inherit eternal life?”43 It’s a good question. It 
gets echoed throughout films, conversations, and public forums. 
It’s expressed like this in Pirates of the Caribbean, “Arr ye fearin’ the 
hereafter?” 

Why does this question provoke us? One biblical writer says, 
“God has put eternity into man’s heart.”44 The lawyer is to be com-
mended for his question; however, it seems that his motive isn’t right. 
Luke says that his goal was to “test” Jesus. He may have thought that 
Jesus had a low view of the law, and he wanted to point it out. But 
Jesus shows that the lawyer actually doesn’t have a high enough view 
of the law. 
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THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF ORDINARY LOVE

Religious leaders often sought to trap Jesus, but Jesus actually 
trapped them. When a different individual tried to ask Jesus about 
how to have eternal life, known as the Rich Young Ruler,45 he too 
received more than what he was anticipating. Jesus told the young 
ruler to sell everything and give it to the poor. In both stories, Jesus 
was trying to crush their self-righteousness. 

Instead of answering the lawyer’s question about inheriting 
eternal life, Jesus asks him “How do you read it?”46 Instead of 
quoting the entire Old Testament, the lawyer summarized it. He 
quotes Deuteronomy 6:5 (“loving God”), and Leviticus 19:18 (“lov-
ing one’s neighbor”). To the lawyer’s credit, he gave a good answer. 
These commands are repeated elsewhere in the New Testament, 
and cited by Jesus.47 We call these two commandments “the Great 
Commandments” due to their significance. 

But Jesus’ interest wasn’t in pointing out the imperative to love 
one’s neighbor. He wanted to show the impossibility of loving one’s 
neighbor 100 percent of the time. Jesus isn’t teaching “salvation by 
roadside assistance.” He wants to crush this man’s self-righteousness, 
to expose him of his need for a Savior. 

However, instead of humbling himself, the lawyer seeks to “jus-
tify himself,” asking, “Who is my neighbor?”48 He seeks a theological 
loophole. He wants the minimal requirements. Instead of embracing 
his neighbor, the lawyer wants to philosophize about what “neighbor” 
means. If you can’t keep the commandments, then you might be 
tempted to redefine them.

From this desire for self-justification, Jesus tells the famous par-
able, which actually intensifies the point. Jesus crushes the lawyer’s 
self-righteousness, and cuts him to the heart by exposing the lawyer’s 
racism against Samaritans. Jesus says that anyone in need is your 
neighbor, regardless of race or class. Such weighty instruction—that 
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one must love their neighbor, anyone in need, including one’s ene-
mies—should make one cry out “be merciful to me a sinner.” 

SALVATION IS A GIFT 

That salvation is a gift of grace given by the Savior is taught 
throughout the New Testament,49 and is actually taught in this same 
chapter of Luke’s Gospel as the parable of The Good Samaritan. In 
the beginning of Luke 10, Jesus sends out seventy disciples to do min-
istry. They come back rejoicing in all that they accomplished.50 But 
Jesus rebuked them saying, “Do not rejoice in this, that the spirits are 
subject to you, but rejoice that your names are written in heaven.”51 In 
other words, these disciples were to find their greatest happiness and 
deepest sense of security in what God had done for them, not in what 
they had accomplished for God. 

Then, in the very next paragraph of Luke 10 Jesus reiterates 
salvation by grace alone saying, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven 
and earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise and under-
standing and revealed them to little children; yes, Father, for such was 
your gracious will.”52 He then says that “no one knows who the Son is 
except the Father, or who the Father is except the Son and anyone to 
whom the Son chooses to reveal in him.”53 In other words, salvation 
is a gift of God. 

If we back up a bit further in Luke’s Gospel to chapter 9, we read 
an extremely important verse for understanding the Good Samaritan 
story, and Luke’s entire Gospel. Luke writes that Jesus “set his face 
to go to Jerusalem.”54 The rest of Luke’s narrative is to be understood 
in light of the cross. Jesus isn’t setting His face to Jerusalem and then 
saying, “You can have eternal life by being nice to your neighbor.” 
He’s going to the cross because no one completely loves God and 
neighbor the way the Bible demands. Except one: Jesus Himself! Jesus 
lived the life we couldn’t live and died the death we should have died. 
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Luke is showing us that we are saved by grace alone, through faith 
alone, in Christ crucified alone. 

A few chapters later, Luke gives us a story of what this looks like. 
In Luke 18, two men go pray: a religious professional, and a despised 
tax collector. Jesus says one of them prayed a self-righteous prayer, “I 
thank you that I’m not like other men. . . .”55 But the other “would 
not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, ‘God 
be merciful to me a sinner!’”56 Then Jesus tells us who understands 
the gospel, highlighting the prayer of the tax collector. He says, “I 
tell you, this man went down to his house justified, rather than the 
other.”57 Justification is a gift of God’s grace, given to all who humbly 
cry out to Christ in humble repentance. 

THE GREAT SAMARITAN 

Interestingly, some have pointed out that the ultimate Good 
Samaritan is Jesus. I’m not sure that Luke intends to communicate 
that, but it’s true. Indeed, Jesus was despised and rejected, like the 
Samaritan. He acted differently than the religious professionals of the 
day, caring for the weak and marginalized. He was moved with com-
passion and, at great cost to Himself, came to save dying individuals. 
He owed us the exact opposite of mercy, but gave it to us out of His 
amazing love. 

If you have come to Jesus, crying out for mercy, and He has jus-
tified you, then you should praise Him for it. If you haven’t, then I 
encourage you to consider the gospel. We can’t keep God’s command 
to love our neighbor as ourselves perfectly. But Jesus has kept the 
Great Commandments perfectly for us. And only Christ can justify 
us. Only Jesus can make us ordinary citizens of the kingdom of God.

Justification means “just as if I’ve never sinned” and “just as if I’ve 
always obeyed perfectly.”58 Jesus Christ can forgive you entirely, and 
give you His perfect righteousness. 
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Justified people stand accepted in Christ. So, don’t look to your-
self for salvation, but trust in Christ alone. From this acceptance and 
justified position, we can live in the power of the Holy Spirit to do 
good to all your neighbors. Tim Keller explains how receiving the 
good news leads to a life of good deeds: 

Before you can give neighbor love, you need to receive 
it. Only if you see that you have been saved graciously by 
someone who owes you the opposite will you go out into 
the world looking to help absolutely anyone in need.59

In other words, justification leads to justice for others. Receive—
and give—the neighbor love of the Great Samaritan, and give Him 
thanks. 

GOOD DEEDS FOLLOW

It’s a truism that “We are justified by faith alone, but the faith 
that saves is never alone.” Saving faith is an active faith. God’s people 
are about God’s business. The Reformer, Martin Luther, put it well:

Oh, it is a living, busy, active, mighty thing, this faith; and 
so it is impossible for it not to do good works incessantly. 
It does not ask whether there are good works to do, but 
before the question rises; it has already done them, and is 
always at the doing of them. He who does not these works 
is a faithless man.60

The believer who has been justified by grace alone should be 
instinctively engaged in good deeds. The half-brother of Jesus, James, 
reminds us of three kinds of faith: dead faith, demonic faith, and dynamic 
faith. Dead faith simply involves an empty profession of faith, but 
doesn’t give evidence to saving faith. James says that this type of faith 
is “useless.”61 Demonic faith simply says, “I believe in God.” James 
says that even demons do that.62 Dynamic faith, however, is that to 
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which Luther referred. It’s a faith that functions. James uses the 
example of Abraham and Rahab to show how true faith leads to real 
practical obedience to God.63 

Switching biblical authors, Paul says that while we aren’t saved 
by good works, we were saved for good works.64 Spurgeon comments: 

[The Christian] serves his Lord simply out of gratitude; 
he has no salvation to gain, no heaven to lose . . . now, out 
of love to the God who chose him, and who gave so great 
a price for his redemption, he desires to lay out himself 
entirely to his Master’s service. . . . The child of God 
works not for life, but from life; he does not work to be 
saved, he works because he is saved.65

What kind of works are ordinary Christians supposed to be 
doing? A starting point is with the Great Commandment: Love your 
neighbor as yourself. Simple enough. What does it look like to love 
our neighbor, or to do what some call “mercy ministry”? Tim Keller 
says that ministries of mercy involve “meeting felt needs through 
deeds.”66 Simple enough. Individuals and churches should be sensitive 
to the needs around them, and seek to meet those needs. 

Here’s the problem: Not everyone agrees on the nature of or need 
for mercy ministry! One group promotes social action, but doesn’t 
preach justification by faith alone. It’s social ministry with no gospel. 
This group longs to see the needs of the city met—with absolute 
sincerity—but for whatever reason, the gospel is either overlooked or 
avoided. Mercy ministry is service, but lacks proclamation.

Another group proclaims the gospel, but shirks back from social 
action in fear of compromising truth. The idea of laboring for the 
good of a lost neighbor seems like a waste of time if agreement on the 
doctrine of justification is not first reached. It might be confusing to 
the world, for example, if believers and unbelievers are both trying to 
serve the poor together by serving meals. For this group, real mercy 



ORDINARY28

ministry is proclamation, but lacks concern for the social needs of 
others.

Let me propose some principles for reconciling that tension. 
1. Let’s embrace mercy ministry under the shadow of the 

cross.67 This point is another way to say we must do both. The kind 
of mercy ministry advocated by the book of James is one of the Word 
and of deeds. Just as Jesus talked about loving our neighbor on His 
way to the cross, let’s do mercy ministry under the shadow of the 
cross. Let’s love our neighbor by demonstrating practical love, and 
let’s love our neighbor by declaring the only message that will save. 
It’s really that simple, but others make it difficult by their attitude 
toward either evangelism or social ministry. 

Stop quoting Saint Francis. People fired up about good deeds 
often quote St. Francis of Assisi, saying, “Preach the gospel and if 
necessary use words.” But this is problematic. Francis probably didn’t 
say it, and more important, it’s not true. The gospel must include 
words. Why? Because the gospel is an announcement. Gospel means 
“good news.” No newscaster will get on MSNBC or FOX and say, 
“Tonight, I’m going to bring you the news, and if necessary, I’ll use 
words.” They must speak words to give the news. 

We must use words. Remember that this parable is given in the 
context of Jesus’ going to Golgotha to pay the penalty for sinners 
like us. Every story in the Gospels, and in the Bible for that matter, 
is to be read with Golgotha in view. This message of salvation in the 
Substitute must be told. Peter said, “He himself bore our sins in his 
body on the tree.”68 You can’t communicate this essential message 
apart from words. 

Sadly, many today want to do mercy and justice ministry without 
talking about the atonement. But this shouldn’t be the case. Mercy 
ministry is about alleviating suffering. Those who want to alleviate 
suffering should want to alleviate more than temporary suffering. 
They should also want to alleviate eternal suffering, which can only 
come through faith in Christ. 
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GLOBAL EVANGELISM AS A JUSTICE ISSUE 

Often we hear the call to take the gospel of justification by faith 
alone to the nations. We are often told to do this out of love for the 
world. That’s a good motivation. However, I would also like to point 
out a different nuance to the notion of love that we’ve been making 
throughout this book. Justice is also about love. When it comes to 
global evangelism, justice says, “It is not right to keep the good news 
to ourselves when others have never heard it.” The gospel is the cure 
for the worst of all diseases. If we really care about justice ministry, 
we will really care about taking the cure to the ends of the earth. And, 
for the record, nearly half the world’s people groups live where there 
is no gospel access. Half. Let that sink in. We need to make this our 
problem. We need to pray. And we need to go.

But for those who only champion proclamation, and discard 
mercy ministry, I want to remind them of a few things. The places of 
greatest poverty and social need are often the places with the great-
est need for gospel proclamation also. We don’t need to argue over 
whether we should do word ministry or deed ministry; we simply need 
to go. When we get there, we should serve them in love and speak to 
them in love. 

The “anti-social ministry” people need to also remember that 
some can’t hear our proclamation until they’ve been delivered physi-
cally from injustice and other forms of suffering. Until we pick them 
up from the road, they won’t hear of the good news. Today, millions 
are being drugged, sold, and raped multiple times a day in sex traffick-
ing. Do you think they will hear your proclamation? I don’t. 

This argument reminds me of Exodus 6:9, where we read of 
Israel’s slavery in Egypt. We read, “They did not listen to Moses, 
because of their broken spirit and harsh slavery.” Commenting on this 
passage, Spurgeon said: 

Some cannot receive Christ because they are so full of 
anguish, and are so crushed in spirit that they cannot 
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find strength enough of mind to entertain a hope that by 
any possibility salvation can come to them. . . . the mere 
struggle to exist exhausted all their energy, and destroyed 
all their hope. . . . I do not wonder that a great many are 
unable to receive the gospel in this city of ours, because 
their struggle for existence is awful. . . . If any of you can 
do anything to help the toil-worn workers, I pray you, do 
it.69

Let’s do all we can for the weak to alleviate their present suf-
fering, and let’s do all we can to tell them of the glory that is to be 
revealed to those who are in Christ. Tell them about the King, who 
will usher in a new kingdom of complete shalom, where the lion plays 
with the lamb. 

THE WAY FORWARD: LOVE PEOPLE 

Those who think you must decide between either proclamation 
or good deeds puzzle me. I don’t think Jesus woke up and asked, 
“Should I do ministry of the word, or ministry of deeds today?” It’s 
a false choice. The same motive for giving a cup of cold water, or to 
adopt an orphan, is the same instinct that drives us to proclaim the 
gospel: love. Jesus put these two together. We must also put them 
together. 

John Stott points out that the church has historically put the two 
together. He says: 

It is sadly still the case that some believe that Christians 
do not have a social responsibility in this world but only 
a commission to evangelize those who have not heard the 
gospel. Yet it is evident that in his public ministry Jesus 
both “went about . . . teaching . . . and preaching” (Matt. 
4:23; 9:35) and “went about doing good and healing” (Acts 
10:38). In consequence, “evangelism and social concern 
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have been intimately related to one another throughout 
the history of the church. . . . Christian people have often 
engaged in both activities quite unselfconsciously, without 
feeling any need to define what they are doing or why.” 
Our God is a loving God who forgives those who turn to 
him in repentance, but he is also a God who desires justice 
and asks us, as His people, not only to live justly but to 
champion the cause of the poor and the powerless.70

So let’s cut through all this complexity by learning to simply love 
people. Loving our neighbor as ourselves means to love the whole 
person, not just the “spiritual” aspects of a person. We aren’t gnostics. 
We don’t believe the physical world is evil. And loving our neighbor 
as ourselves doesn’t just mean caring for others only “physically.” My 
friend Russell Moore puts it well: 

Now, there are always going to be those people who want 
to turn the mission simply into the physical maintenance 
of peoples and cultures. On the other hand, there are 
also going to be those people who want to turn to the 
hyper-spiritual and to say, “Let’s not be concerned with 
what people eat. Let’s not be concerned with the shelter 
that people have. Let’s not be concerned with their cul-
tures and with their communities. Let’s simply be con-
cerned with individual transport from earth to heaven.” 
Jesus allows us no such thing. You are to love God and 
you are to love neighbor as self. That means every aspect 
of human existence is being addressed here by the gospel. 
Carl F. H. Henry once spoke of the evangelical tendency 
to speak only of the spiritual aspect of mission—only 
speaking directly to evangelism and not speaking to the 
mercy that people need. This mercy asks the simple 
question, “If I am to love my neighbor as myself, do you 
minister to yourself in only that way?” Do you refuse to 
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feed yourself because you have the gospel? Do you refuse 
to clothe yourself because you have the gospel? Do you 
refuse to learn how to disciple your children because you 
have the gospel? No.71

In other words, as you purify water systems, tell of the living 
water in Christ. As you hug the AIDS patient, remind them of the 
glory of God that will be revealed to the saints. As you ladies care 
for homeless prostitutes, share how Jesus transformed ladies just like 
them by His redeeming love. Love your neighbor as you love your-
self—your whole self. 

In Acts 20, Paul gives a farewell address to the Ephesian elders. 
He also put preaching the Bible and doing justice together. After 
describing his preaching of the whole counsel of God, he concludes 
by saying, “we must help the weak and remember the words of the 
Lord Jesus, how he himself said, ‘It is more blessed to give than to 
receive.’”72 Keller comments on this passage saying, “You don’t use 
‘last words’ without saying something that is all-important to you. For 
Paul it was: ‘Don’t only preach—help the poor.’”73

Some worry that “social action is a slippery slope to liberalism.” 
Hear their concern, but don’t buy their logic. 

I want to ask my friends, “Is it wrong to obey the Great 
Commandment?” No. Don’t deny the social imperative in fear of 
adopting a social gospel. Simply yield to the Bible and let it shape your 
heart and life. 

Jonathan Edwards, who preached “Sinners in the Hands of an 
Angry God,” was anything but a “liberal progressive.” He once said, 
“Where have we any command in the Bible laid down in stronger 
terms, and in a more peremptory manner, than the command of giv-
ing to the poor.”74 Did you get that? Nothing is clearer in the Bible 
than loving the poor. His belief never led him down this theoretical 
slope. You’re never moving in the wrong direction by obeying the 
Great Commandment. 
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Other evangelicals argue that caring for those in need is the 
responsibility of the individual, not the church. But this is a misunder-
standing of the church, and a strange application of the Bible. The 
church isn’t a building you visit, or an event you attend, but a people 
to which you belong. It’s your identity as a Christian. Christianity 
is personal, but it’s not individualistic. It’s corporate. The church is 
about a people, living life together on mission in the name of Jesus. 
We put the gospel on display not only by how we love each other, but 
also how we love the world.

Another enemy of neighbor love is cause-centered Christianity. It’s 
easy to get excited about a cause, but never actually doing anything 
for a real person. Today it’s popular to put on a wristband advocating 
for the enslaved, or to wear a T-shirt pressing the need for clean water. 
That’s all fine and good, but remember love isn’t sentimentalism, nor 
is it a cause. Give a name. What desperate neighbor are you loving? 
Remember, Jesus wanted to know something very specifically in this 
story, “Who will help this dying man?” It’s not complex. It’s practical. 
It’s possible to discuss job opportunities or poverty without ever doing 
anything. Whose needs are you meeting with deeds of mercy? 

WHAT DOES MERCY MINISTRY LOOK LIKE? 

To embrace mercy ministry under the shadow of the cross means 
to get involved personally. This Samaritan ripped up his schedule, got 
his hands dirty, gave financially, stayed the night (it seems); he gave 
love, advocacy, and friendship. Mercy ministry is very broad. It could 
include, but is not limited to, the following: 
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Supporting the single mother
Defending vulnerable widows 

(especially in poor areas of 
the world)

Caring for orphans
Feeding the hungry
Praying with the dying
Freeing the enslaved 
Giving medical care to the 

diseased
Helping the unemployed 
Visiting prisoners
Welcoming sojourners
Counseling the abused
Comforting the grieving
Serving the elderly
Caring for the mentally ill 

Tutoring the underprivileged 
Ministering to juvenile 

delinquents 
Caring for the disabled 
Welcoming internationals 
Ministering to the addicted 
Aiding victims of disaster 
Reforming broken social 

structures 
Doing aftercare for rescued 

 victims of trafficking 
Fighting child labor, child 

pornography, and child 
prostitution 

Seeking racial reconciliation 
Bringing the gospel to the 

 spiritually lost

Who should you focus on? I find Jesus’ parable helpful for 
answering this question. This Samaritan cared for the person on his 
path. I don’t think one church can do everything, nor can one person. 
The question is, who is the dying man in your road? Who has God 
made you aware of that needs mercy? Such individuals are all around 
us. They may also be around the world, as we are made aware of global 
issues. The writer of Proverbs says, “Do not withhold good from 
those to whom it is due, when it is in your power to do it.”75 We can’t 
do it all, but we can all do something for our neighbors.

2. Let’s be motivated by the gospel of grace, not guilt. God 
cares not only about our deeds; He cares about our motives as well. 
One may be motivated to do good in order to gain merit before God, 
or to impress others, or a hundred other reasons. Guilt is often used to 
get people moving. I hate to admit it, but I’ve used guilt as well. What 
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I’ve discovered is that guilt is not only a great initiator but a poor 
sustainer. People eventually change the channel. They stop listening. 
They usually feel despair, or if they are self-righteous, feel prideful 
because they think they love their neighbor well. Let’s motivate, and 
be motivated, by grace, not by guilt.

We ultimately aren’t moved to action by seeing sad pictures, and 
hearing this: “Look at the big car you drive. How can you let this kid 
starve while spending all that money on an automobile!” That may 
change a person for a moment, but it won’t produce a life of mercy. 

But the gospel melts our hearts. It’s the only engine that can 
empower and sustain a life of mercy ministry. It shows us first how we 
can’t measure up, and then points us to the Redeemer, who receives 
us, washes us, forgives us, empowers us, and keeps renewing us beside 
still waters. We will love others well, when we rest in the love of the 
Redeemer. 

An honest Christian reading this book may admit, “I don’t love 
people like I should. How can I grow in my love?” Take note of what 
Paul says in 2 Corinthians. He says, “The love of Christ controls us.”76 
Then he says, “Because we have concluded this: that one has died for 
all, therefore all have died; and he died for all, that those who live 
might no longer live for themselves but for him who for their sake 
died and was raised.”77 Notice that the reason Paul says that Christ’s 
love controls him is because he has reflected upon the cross of Christ. 
The way you grow in your love for others, especially your enemies, 
is by working the message of the cross deep down into your soul. 
The more I’m saturated with the love that Christ has had on the 
ill-deserving, like me, the more loving I become. Paul goes on to say 
that one of the effects of embracing the message of the cross is that it 
frees us from our addiction to ourselves. Paul says, “Those who live 
might no longer live for themselves.”78 Those who are controlled by 
Christ’s love are melted by the message of the cross, freed from self-
absorption, and driven to live for the good of others and the glory of 
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the risen Christ. This is a motivation we have to keep coming back 
to every day.

Later in 2 Corinthians, Paul gives an example of how the gospel 
fuels mercy ministry. When urging the Corinthians to give gener-
ously, he doesn’t use guilt. He uses grace instead. He says, “For you 
know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, 
yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might 
become rich.”79 

The more one works the grace of Jesus into their hearts, the 
more generous they will become. Once you realize that you’ve been 
forgiven of an infinite debt, you will practice open-handed generosity. 
A new heart will lead to a new use of money. 

The gospel really does change us to care for people in practical 
ways. Think about this. Luke is known for being the gospel writer 
who wrote more about caring for the poor and more about hospital-
ity than the other gospel writers. He’s the only one who writes of the 
Parable of the Good Samaritan. But it wasn’t because he was more 
“progressive.” He also wrote about justification by grace through faith 
alone. Luke shows us the relationship between justification by faith 
and good deeds. The two go together. Grace-saturated people should 
be mercy-showing and justice-seeking people. 

3. Let’s remember that mercy ministry radically impacts the 
world. We don’t know what happened to this lawyer. One hopes that 
the message of Christ changed his heart. Surely, this radical picture 
of compassion impacted him. 

Our broken world needs mercy ministry, and the watching world 
needs to see others do it. Mercy ministry removes a lot of objections 
that others have about Christianity. Many think that religion does 
more harm than good. Certainly, much evil has been done in the 
name of religion. The world needs to see a true and compelling pic-
ture of Christianity. 

The Emperor Julian, “the Apostate,” in the mid-300s, tried to 
stop the spread of Christianity. He was angry because it was growing. 
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He said that a reason for the spread of it was Christians’ “charity to 
the poor.” He said, “The impious Galileans not only feed their own 
poor but ours as well, welcoming them to their agape; they attract 
them, as children are attracted, with cakes.”80

Such love was compelling to others. Such ministries of mercy 
arose from the mercy Christians received in Christ. They put into 
practice Jesus’ words, “Be merciful, even as your Father is merciful.”81 

Let’s go and do likewise. Not to earn salvation. But as glad-
hearted servants who have received infinite mercy from the Great 
Samaritan, Jesus Christ.
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