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Session 5 Teaching Manuscript
Biblical Christianity vs. The Social Gospel
	Session Core Statement
Biblical Christianity and the Social Gospel can share the same vocabulary while answering the four great questions in opposite ways: What is wrong with us? Who is the Savior? What is salvation? What is the mission of the church?


Session Purpose
In Sessions 1 through 4 we built a foundation. We defined the Gospel from Scripture, we saw why Scripture forbids changing it, we traced the origins of the Social Gospel movement, and we examined how liberal theology relocated authority from the Word of God to human experience and reshaped Christianity around ethics and social progress.
Session 5 is the center of this study. Here we place Biblical Christianity and the Social Gospel side by side and test both by Scripture.
Our goal is not to caricature anyone. We will state what the Social Gospel actually taught, in fair terms, before we evaluate it. We will also affirm what it got right, because the movement was responding to real neglect and real suffering. But we will show that, in the end, the Social Gospel did not merely add a concern for justice to the Gospel. It gradually moved justice and social transformation into the center and pushed the cross, repentance, and personal salvation to the edges.
Leader Preparation
Before leading this session, read and meditate on:
1 Corinthians 15:1-8
Romans 1:16-17
Mark 1:14-15
Luke 19:10
2 Corinthians 5:17-21
Micah 6:8
James 2:14-17
Matthew 28:18-20
Pray that the group would love their neighbors sincerely and hold to the Gospel firmly, refusing the false choice between truth and compassion.
Leader Instructions
· Keep Scripture central. The aim is to test messages by the Word, not to score points against people.
· Represent the Social Gospel honestly before evaluating it. Quote its real concerns fairly.
· Hold the line on a key distinction: the Gospel is what God has done to save sinners through Christ; the fruit of the Gospel includes justice, mercy, and good works.
· Guard against two opposite errors: collapsing the Gospel into social action, and using Gospel purity as an excuse to ignore real injustice.
Review from Session 4
	Review
In Session 4 we saw how liberal theology redefined Christianity. Schleiermacher relocated the heart of religion to human feeling and experience. Ritschl reframed faith around moral values and the kingdom as an ethical society. Rauschenbusch carried this into the Social Gospel, making the Kingdom of God a social order to be built on earth.
The common thread was a shift in authority: from what God has revealed in Scripture to what human beings experience, feel, and hope to achieve.


Opening Discussion
Ask the group: When you hear the phrase social justice used inside a church, what do you assume it means? Why might the same words mean very different things to different people?
Possible directions:
· The same word can carry biblical meaning or political meaning.
· People often agree on a word while disagreeing on its definition.
· A shared vocabulary can hide a divided theology.
· We must always ask not only what word is used, but what is meant by it.
Main Idea
	Main Idea
Biblical Christianity produces social good as the fruit of the Gospel. The Social Gospel makes social good into the Gospel itself. The question that divides them is not whether Christians should love their neighbor. It is what actually saves a sinner.


Key Terms (For the Teacher)
Biblical Christianity: The faith revealed in Scripture, centered on the person and saving work of Jesus Christ, received by grace through faith, and bearing fruit in love, holiness, and good works.
The Social Gospel: A movement, prominent in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, that applied Christian language to social reform and made the transformation of society, rather than the salvation of sinners, the central concern of the church.
The Kingdom of God: In Scripture, the reign and rule of God, inaugurated by Christ and consummated at His return. In Social Gospel theology, the Kingdom was redefined as an ideal human society to be progressively built on earth through social reform.
Regeneration: The new birth. The work of the Holy Spirit by which a spiritually dead sinner is made alive in Christ. The Social Gospel tended to replace personal regeneration with social regeneration.
Structural sin: Sin expressed through systems, laws, and institutions. Scripture acknowledges corporate and societal evil, but it never relocates the root of sin away from the human heart in rebellion against God.
Already and not yet: The biblical truth that the Kingdom has truly arrived in Christ but is not yet fully realized. The Social Gospel collapsed this tension by expecting the Kingdom to be built fully within history by human effort.
Historical Sidebar: Rauschenbusch and the Social Creed
Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918), a Baptist pastor in New York and later a professor, became the leading voice of the Social Gospel with Christianity and the Social Crisis (1907) and A Theology for the Social Gospel (1917). He argued that the central message of Jesus was the Kingdom of God understood as a transformed social order, that sin is fundamentally selfishness expressed in unjust social systems, and that salvation must be social as well as individual. He criticized what he called individualistic theology for concentrating on personal repentance while leaving the Kingdom, in his words, undeveloped.
In 1908 the newly formed Federal Council of Churches adopted the Social Creed of the Churches, first approved by the Methodist Episcopal Church earlier that year. It called the churches to stand for the abolition of child labor, a living wage, the reduction of working hours, protection of workers, and one day of rest in seven. Much of what it named was a genuine response to real industrial hardship.
We can affirm the legitimate concern behind these statements while still asking the deeper question this study keeps returning to: did the movement keep Christ crucified and risen at the center, or did it gradually shift the center to social transformation?
Scripture Study 1
1 Corinthians 15:1-8 - The Gospel Defined
Have someone read the passage aloud.
Paul states the Gospel he preached and by which they are saved. He defines it not as a program or an ideal, but as a series of events: Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, He was buried, He rose again the third day according to the Scriptures, and He was seen by many witnesses.
This is the heart of the matter. The Gospel is news about what God has done in Christ. It is rooted in history and centered on the cross and the empty tomb. A message that keeps the word Gospel but removes the death and resurrection of Christ for sinners has kept the label and lost the content.
	Leader Emphasis
The Gospel is first of all news about what God has done in Christ, not a plan for what we will do for society. Lose the cross and the empty tomb, and you have lost the Gospel itself.


Scripture Study 2
Romans 1:16-17 - The Power of God for Salvation
Have someone read the passage aloud.
Paul is not ashamed of the Gospel, because it is the power of God unto salvation to everyone that believes. The righteousness of God is revealed in it, and the just shall live by faith.
Notice where the power is located. The power that saves is not education, legislation, activism, or social engineering. It is the Gospel itself, received by faith. Social reform can improve conditions, and that is a real good. But it cannot make a dead sinner alive, reconcile a rebel to God, or grant righteousness.
	Leader Emphasis
Reforms can change conditions. Only the Gospel changes the heart and grants righteousness before God. We must not ask of social action what God has assigned to the cross.


Scripture Study 3
Mark 1:14-15 - Jesus and the Kingdom of God
Have someone read the passage aloud.
Jesus came preaching the Gospel of the Kingdom of God, saying the time is fulfilled, the Kingdom of God is at hand, repent and believe the Gospel. The Kingdom arrives with a call to repentance and faith, not with a building program for society.
The Social Gospel made much of the Kingdom of God, but redefined it as an ideal human society to be constructed by social effort. Scripture presents the Kingdom as the reign of God breaking into the world through Christ, entered by repentance and faith, advanced by the proclamation of the Gospel, and brought to fullness only when the King returns. It is received, not manufactured.
	Leader Emphasis
Jesus announced a Kingdom that is entered by repentance and faith and consummated at His return. A kingdom that humanity builds by its own effort is not the Kingdom Jesus preached.



Scripture Study 4
2 Corinthians 5:17-21 - Reconciliation and the Message of the Church
Have someone read the passage aloud.
Paul says that anyone in Christ is a new creation, that God has reconciled us to Himself through Christ, and that He has given to the church the ministry and word of reconciliation. The summons is clear: be reconciled to God.
This tells us the central message the church is sent to carry. The deepest human problem named here is alienation from God, and the remedy is reconciliation through Christ, who was made sin for us that we might be made the righteousness of God in Him. The church that loses this word of reconciliation has lost its commission, no matter how much good it does in other areas.
	Leader Emphasis
The church is the steward of one central message: be reconciled to God through Christ. Everything good the church does flows from that word, and nothing can be allowed to replace it.


Scripture Study 5
Micah 6:8; James 2:14-17 - Justice and Mercy as Real Commands
Have someone read the passage aloud.
We must be fair and complete. Scripture genuinely commands justice and mercy. Micah says the Lord requires us to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with our God. James says that faith without works is dead, and warns against telling a hungry brother to be warmed and filled while giving him nothing.
The Social Gospel was reacting against real failures: churches that ignored the poor, tolerated injustice, and reduced faith to private religion with no public fruit. That criticism had teeth. The biblical answer, however, is not to make justice the Gospel. It is to recognize justice and mercy as the necessary fruit and obedience of those who have already been saved by the Gospel. Good works do not produce salvation; they flow from it.
	Leader Emphasis
Scripture commands justice and mercy without apology. They are the fruit and duty of the saved, not the means of salvation. Affirm the command, and keep it in its proper place.



Scripture Study 6
Matthew 28:18-20 - The Mission of the Church
Have someone read the passage aloud.
The risen Christ commissions the church to make disciples of all nations, baptizing them and teaching them to observe all that He commanded. The mission is centered on proclamation and discipleship under the authority of Christ.
Teaching disciples to obey all that Christ commanded will certainly produce love of neighbor, mercy, and a concern for justice. But the mission is defined first as making disciples, not as reforming society. When the Great Commission is rewritten as a mandate to transform social structures, the church may stay busy while quietly ceasing to do the one thing Christ actually sent it to do.
	Leader Emphasis
Christ sent the church to make disciples, baptizing and teaching them to obey Him. Social good follows from that mission; it cannot be allowed to replace it.


Biblical Evaluation: The Social Gospel and the Four Diagnostic Questions
In Session 2 we learned four diagnostic questions for testing any message that claims to be Christian. We now apply them to the Social Gospel. The point is not that the Social Gospel answered every question with a flat no to Christianity. The point is that on each question it tended to shift the center away from Christ and toward society.
	Question
	Biblical Christianity
	The Social Gospel

	Authority
	Scripture as the revealed Word of God.
	Human experience, reason, and social ideals increasingly set the agenda.

	Main problem
	Sin against a holy God, rooted in the human heart.
	Injustice, poverty, and oppressive social conditions named as the deepest problem.

	The Savior
	Jesus Christ, crucified and risen for sinners.
	Functionally, social reform, education, and collective moral effort.

	Salvation
	Forgiveness, reconciliation, justification, regeneration, eternal life.
	Improved social conditions and a transformed society in this world.

	Kingdom of God
	The reign of God, received by faith, consummated at Christ return.
	An ideal society to be built on earth by human progress.

	Mission of the church
	Preach Christ, make disciples, baptize, teach obedience, do good works as fruit.
	Reform society, organize communities, advance social causes.

	Good works
	The necessary fruit of salvation.
	Often treated as salvation itself.

	Final hope
	Christ returns to make all things new.
	Humanity progressively brings in the Kingdom.


What the Social Gospel Got Right
	A Fair Hearing
It rightly saw that many churches had ignored the poor and tolerated injustice while reducing faith to private religion.
It rightly insisted, with James, that a faith producing no love for neighbor is dead.
It rightly recognized that sin is not only individual but also takes shape in unjust systems and structures.
We do not answer these concerns by ignoring them. We answer them by keeping justice and mercy as the fruit of the Gospel, not as a replacement for it.


Where the Social Gospel Went Wrong
The error of the Social Gospel was not that it cared about justice. The error was that it moved the center. It redefined the main problem from sin against God to unjust conditions. It redefined salvation from reconciliation with God to the improvement of society. It redefined the Kingdom from the reign of God received by faith to a social order built by human effort. And it redefined the mission of the church from making disciples to reforming structures.
Once the center moves, the cross becomes optional, repentance becomes old-fashioned, and the resurrection becomes a symbol rather than a saving event. The vocabulary of Christianity can remain in place for a generation or two while the substance quietly drains away. That is the pattern this study has traced from the beginning, and it is the warning Paul gave the Galatians: a different gospel is no gospel at all.
Group Discussion
1. From 1 Corinthians 15:1-8 and Romans 1:16-17, how would you state the Gospel and its power in your own words?
2. Mark 1:14-15 has Jesus preaching the Kingdom of God. How does the biblical Kingdom differ from the Social Gospel’s vision of a transformed social order?
3. 2 Corinthians 5:17-21 gives the church the ministry of reconciliation. How does that define the church’s central message?
4. Micah 6:8 and James 2:14-17 command justice and mercy. How do we hold these as real commands without making them the Gospel itself?
5. Using the four diagnostic questions and Matthew 28:18-20, where did the Social Gospel go right and where did it go wrong?
Weekly Assignment
Before Session 6, read:
Galatians 2:11-21
1 Corinthians 1:18-25
2 Corinthians 5:14-21
Amos 5:21-24

Write a short response to this question: How can the church hold together a firm commitment to the Gospel and a sincere commitment to justice and mercy, without letting one replace the other?
Optional memory verse: 1 Corinthians 15:3-4
Closing Summary
Tonight we placed Biblical Christianity and the Social Gospel side by side and tested both by Scripture.
We saw that the Gospel is defined by the death and resurrection of Christ for sinners, that it is the power of God for salvation received by faith, that the Kingdom is the reign of God received rather than a society we build, that the church is sent first to make disciples, and that justice and mercy are the real and required fruit of the Gospel rather than the Gospel itself.
We gave the Social Gospel a fair hearing and affirmed its legitimate concerns. But we also saw that it moved the center, and that moving the center eventually costs a church the very Gospel it claims to preach. In the sessions ahead we will trace this pattern further, into the Black church and the rise of liberation theology, always returning to the same test: is Christ crucified and risen still at the center?
Leader Notes for Sensitive Discussion
This session, and the ones that follow, may touch matters of justice, poverty, and race that people feel deeply. Lead with care.
We are not saying that justice does not matter. We are saying justice is the fruit of the Gospel, not the Gospel.
We are not saying the church should ignore the poor or the oppressed. We are saying the church must not lose the one message only it can carry.
We are not attacking the people who embraced the Social Gospel, many of whom were responding to real suffering. We are testing the message by Scripture.
Encourage the group to hold truth and love together, and to keep Christ crucified and risen at the center of every conversation.
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