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The Early Church and Social Problems  
[Based on: “How the Early Church Responded to Social Problems,”  

by Edwin M. Yamauchi, Christianity Today, November 24, 1972, pages 6–8] 
Matthew 22.34–40  

Don Ruhl • Savage Street, Grants Pass, Oregon • November 10, In the year of our Lord Christ, 2019  
Scripture Reader and Reading: Nash Crisp – Galatians 6.10  

Song Leader and Song Suggestions: Larry Amberg – Songs that talk about good works  

Prelude:  

I. Liberals emphasize the social gospel to the exclusion of sound doctrine,  

A. conservatives emphasize sound doctrine to the exclusion of social works, but  

B. Christians should emphasize both.  

II. Christians are disciples of Christ  

A. who do as He did, and  

1. He emphasized truth and sound doctrine, and  

2. He emphasized doing good works for the people around you.  

B. In Matthew 22, someone asked Jesus a very important question and  

1. the answer that He gave revealed the two most important things in life:  
 
34 But when the Pharisees heard that He had silenced the Sadducees, 
they gathered together. 35 Then one of them, a lawyer, asked Him a 
question, testing Him, and saying, 36 “Teacher, which is the great com-
mandment in the law?” 37 Jesus said to him, “‘You shall love the LORD 
YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND 
WITH ALL YOUR MIND.’ 38 This is the first and great commandment. 39 
And the second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ 40 
On these two commandments hang all the Law and the Prophets.”  
 
– Matthew 22.34–40  

2. We cannot have one without the other.  

a) We cannot love God by pursuing sound doctrine, for example, but  

b) fail to love our neighbor as we love ourselves.  

(1) We cannot love our neighbor by helping him, but  
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(2) fail to love God by ignoring His sound doctrine.  

C. John wrote in his first letter  

1. that the love of God  

2. should move us to show love to our brother.  

a) How can we say that we follow Christ  

b) if we do not show love as He did?  
 
16 By this we know love, because He laid down His life for us. And 
we also ought to lay down our lives for the brethren. 17 But whoever 
has this world’s goods, and sees his brother in need, and shuts up his 
heart from him, how does the love of God abide in him? 18 My little 
children, let us not love in word or in tongue, but in deed and in 
truth.  
 
– 1 John 3.16–18  

(1) John asked a good question:  

(2) How can I shut up my heart from my brother and then  

(3) claim that the love of God abides in me?  

III. We do not have to decide between  

A. loving God or loving our neighbor, nor  

B. do we have to decide between  

1. showing God our love for Him by maintaining sound doctrine or  

2. loving our neighbor by ignoring doctrine that might condemn him.  

IV. If we understand what sound doctrine, sound teaching, is,  

A. we will both  

1. love God with everything that we are and  

2. love our neighbor as we love ourselves.  

B. Truly, loving our neighbor will show  

1. that we believe the sound teaching of the Scriptures!  
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2. If we ignore the teaching of Scripture,  

a) we will not love as the Lord teaches, but  

b) as the world teaches.  

Persuasion:  

I. Showing Love for Our Neighbor  

A. By meeting his needs:  

1. Deuteronomy 15 shows  

a) that this has been the Lord’s will for mankind forever.  

b) I know of no time that He did not expect it.  

(1) This passage will sound like the one I just read from First John, and  

(2) you may also think that it sounds like James 2.  
 
7 “If there is among you a poor man of your brethren, within any 
of the gates in your land which the LORD your God is giving you, 
you shall not harden your heart nor shut your hand from your 
poor brother…”  
 
– Deuteronomy 15.7  

2. Why did Jesus come to earth?  

a) He died to save us from our sin and to reconcile us to God.  

b) Does that mean He had no concern for man’s physical well-being?  

(1) No, He was moved with human suffering.  

(2) The problem arose when people saw Him only for those reasons.  

3. The Teaching of Matthew 25.31–46  

4. The Point of First Corinthians 16.1–3  

a) See also Second Corinthians 8–9  

5. The Early Church cared for widows – Acts 6  

B. By accepting in the church:  
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1. Jews  

2. Slaves – Onesimus  

3. Africans – Ethiopian treasurer  

4. Women – Lydia  

5. Soldiers – Cornelius  

6. Politicians – Sergius Paulus  

C. Pliny the Younger, Roman senator and writer,  

1. wrote a letter to Roman Emperor Trajan in the second century,  

2. showing how the church accepted all people,  

a) which he saw as a problem:  
 
“…a great many individuals of every age and class, both men and 
women are being brought to trial, and this is likely to continue. It is 
not only the towns, but villages and rural districts too which are in-
fected through contact with this wretched cult.”  

b) While he meant to slam the church,  

(1) he indirectly complimented the church but  

(2) also thought it should be persecuted for this reason.  

II. The Early Church  

A. Justin Martyr (b. 100 – d. 165), a martyr during the second century:  
 
“We used to value above all else money and possessions; now we bring to-
gether all that we have and share it with those who are in need. Formerly, 
we hated and killed one another and, because of a difference in nationality 
or custom, we refused to admit strangers within our gates. Now since the 
coming of Christ, we all live in peace. We pray for our enemies and seek to 
convert those who hate us unjustly…”  

B. Tertullian, an early theologian, (160–220):  
 
“It is our care for the helpless, our practice of lovingkindness, that brands us 
in the eyes of many of our opponents. ‘Only look,’ they say, ‘look how they 
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love one another.’”  

1. Should that not be said about the church in every age,  

2. not just the first several centuries?  

a) Should that not be said about every Christian?  

b) We either do ourselves or we help someone else do it.  

C. Adolf Harnack, a church historian, listed ten ways the church showed love:  

1. Alms in general  

2. The support of teachers and officials  

3. The support of widows and orphans  

a) Julian the Apostate, Roman emperor from 360–363, said:  
 
“These godless Galileans feed not only their own poor but ours; our 
poor lack our care.”  

b) Jesus told as to love our enemy.  

4. The support of the sick, the infirm, the poor, and the disabled  

5. Care for prisoners and for people languishing in the mines  

6. Care of poor people requiring burial, and of the dead in general  

7. Care for slaves  

8. Care for people visited by great calamities 

9. The furnishing of work  

10.Care for brethren on a journey  

Exhortation:  

I. From the beginning,  

A. the church has shown love for both  

1. people in the church and  

2. people out of the church.  
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B. Do you see any reason why that should cease?  

II. I know that we have already had a special contribution this year,  

A. only last month, and  

B. we typically only have one per year, but  

1. as you know hurricane Dorian devastated The Bahamas in August, and  

2. we have brethren there who are without everything.  

a) Many of them have grouped together in single shelters.  

b) They need our help.  

III. None of the money that you give for the special contribution  

A. will stay here, but  

B. it will all go to some brethren who oversee that work and  

1. they will distribute it to those in need.  

IV. However, there is something much more important that I urge you to do.  

A. Second Corinthians 8 and 9 address a need that came up in the first century.  

B. Jewish Christians were suffering back in Judea and Jerusalem.  

1. However, the Gentile Christians in the Mediterranean world  

2. gathered up funds to help their brethren.  

a) However, they were also suffering,  

b) nevertheless, they wanted to help.  

(1) Listen to their urgency and  

(2) see what they had done first that made them urgent:  
 
3 For I bear witness that according to their ability, yes, and be-
yond their ability, they were freely willing, 4 imploring us with 
much urgency that we would receive the gift and the fellowship 
of the ministering to the saints. 5 And not only as we had hoped, 
but they first gave themselves to the Lord, and then to us by the 
will of God.  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– 2 Corinthians 8.3–5  

V. Thinking that led to the early church’s generosity encompassed two things:  

A. Number one: They gave themselves to the Lord first!  

B. Number two: They gave themselves to their brethren!  

1. If a person has not done those things,  

a) then speaking of giving to others in need might be annoying.  

2. If a person has done those things,  

a) then he will beg to help.  

C. Where are you in your thinking? 


