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There is confusion among young people today about the mission of the church. This confusion is being 

spread by “Reformed” colleges and universities who are presenting cultural redemption, 

premillennialism, and leftist political philosophy in the garb of Reformed Christianity. Buzzwords like 

“shalom,” “vocational mission,” and “agents of renewal” fly from lecterns thick and fast. These words 

and their accompanying worldview are presented with many twisted scriptural proofs. Falsely, they are 

presented as the worldview of Christ, as the essence of Reformed theology, and as the mission of the 

church. 

 In an effort to protect Reformed young people from this confusion, authors Kevin DeYoung and 

Greg Gilbert wrote What Is the Mission of the Church? Making Sense of Social Justice, Shalom, and 

the Great Commission. Understandable, organized, and thorough, the book does an excellent job of 

critiquing popular errors about the mission of the church and setting forward biblical principles in their 

place.  

 From beginning to end, the reader will enjoy the authors' emphasis on correct scriptural 

interpretation. In my opinion, this is the book's greatest strength. After a brief introductory chapter, the 

authors dive right in to examining the most-quoted Bible passages that are twisted to support erroneous 

views of the church's mission in this world. Exegeting each passage in simple language, the authors 

look at the biblical context and the grammar of each passage to find its true meaning. By doing this, the 

authors demonstrate that in both the Old and New Testaments, God's mission on earth is not social 

transformation for all nations, but rather the forgiveness of sins for a particular people. Since Christ's 

mission on earth was gospel-centered, argue the authors, the church's mission should be gospel-

centered as well. The following quote gives a good sense of the prevailing content and tone of the 

book: 

 

  We know this sounds heartless, but it's true: it simply was not Jesus's  

  driving ambition to heal the sick and meet the needs of the poor...The  

  mission of Jesus is not service broadly conceived, but the proclamation  

  of the gospel through teaching, the corroboration of the gospel through  

  signs and wonders, and the accomplishment of the gospel in death and  

  resurrection (pp. 55, 57). 

 

 In the chapters that follow this, the authors give a general overview of the Bible, demonstrating 

that in all their parts, the scriptures have the person and work of Christ, not the formation of an earthly 

utopia, as their focus. In opposition to the popular teachings of many Christian colleges and 

universities, the authors also go to great lengths to deny that it is the church's mission to “partner” with 

God in extending a “cultural kingdom”: 

 

  ...that's the really glorious thing about the gospel of Jesus. Everything we  

  have—and everything we will ever have—is given to us. We will not have  

  earned it; we will not have built it. We will simply have received it all. When  



  eternity finally comes, we will live in a land that was made and created for us,  

  under a kingdom that was won and established for us, by a Savior who died  

  and was resurrected for us. Put simply, the gospel is the good news of  

  salvation, in all its parts, that is for us, and not in the least by us  

  [emphasis theirs] (p. 208). 

 

 Besides giving a good overview of the gospel message and the mission of the church, the 

authors do an excellent job of giving biblical guidance about common questions that young adults think 

about in college, such as: Does the Bible say anything about capitalism and socialism? Does the Old 

Testament advocate the formation of a welfare state? What is the concept of shalom, and is it biblical? 

What does the Bible say about the continuity between this present earth and the new heavens and new 

earth? As a Christian, what are my responsibilities toward the panhandlers downtown? The reader will 

notice with appreciation that in answering these questions, the authors affirm the Pentateuch as literal 

history, they explicitly present an amillennial view of the end times, they define the “kingdom” of God 

as “the redemptive reign of God over His people,” and they take the truths of sin and hell seriously.  

 For all its strengths and usefulness, I did notice three weaknesses in the book. First, the authors 

fail to recognize that the errors they are warning against have direct roots in the false teaching of 

common grace. As a consequence of this, the discerning reader will detect sentiments of common grace 

here and there in the book (with the actual words “common grace” appearing once as a partial 

explanation of why capitalism has worked out so well for so many countries). Second, in three places 

in the book, the authors apply the image of God to all people, rather than to only God's people. My 

third criticism of the book is more mild than the first two, and that is that in my opinion, the authors do 

not write with all the urgency and warning that I think their important topic deserves today. I do grant 

that this may be an effort on their part to apply the exhortation of Colossians 4:5–6. 

 Despite this, What Is the Mission of the Church? stands as a readable, organized collection of 

proof texts for a (truly) Reformed worldview. Full of biblical principles and practical applications, it 

will help the reader (young and old alike) maintain a scriptural outlook on politics, charity work, and 

the true mission of the church here on earth. If you are a young adult thinking about higher education, 

or if you are a parent of such a young person, this excellent book is a must-read. 

 

Originally published June 2020, Vol 79 No 6 


