
VALUE-DRIVEN vs NEEDS-DRIVEN
 

by Ed Walker
According to a survey of evangelical churches in the U.S. conducted by a
Minnesota research firm, the great majority of churches are
motivationally needs-driven. This means that their strategies for
communication and growth are based primarily on responding to people's
felt needs rather than being based on biblical values.

Even though these needs-driven churches are evangelical in doctrine, their strategies and programs are not determined by
biblical values as a bottom line, but are formed in response to needs observed in the congregation and community.
Biblical values which these churches do not perceive as meeting the needs of the congregation or community are not
given priority emphasis.

Since a missions effort is perceived to be something outside the immediate community in which the church is situated and
not responding immediately to its needs, the leaders of a needs-driven church resist giving high priority to the promotion
of missions in their congregation.

Churches occupy the whole spectrum from extremely needs-driven to extremely values-driven. In my opinion the ideal
church is values-driven while maintaining great sensitivity to felt needs of people, both in the church and in the
community. In other words, felt needs should be processed through a grid of biblical values.

Evangelical churches that are needs-driven are not directly heretical, but the content of their evangelism and their teaching
about the Christian life teaching is subtly affected. In evangelism, for example, the value of holiness from which sinful
human beings fall short is not emphasized. Instead, the presentation stresses the genuine by-products of biblical salvation,
such as peace of mind, a sense of self-worth, and psychological integration. These by-products are often emphasized to
the point of de-emphasizing, and often excluding, basic biblical values.

In teaching believers, for example, the needs-driven church emphasizes what the believers can get out of church
attendance and activities rather than underscoring the attributes of God and teaching that He ought to be worshiped simply
because He is God.

Values-driven churches emphasize agape love while needs-driven churches emphasize phileo love. Agape love works for
the happiness of the other without requiring reciprocation. Agape love is a choice based on biblical values. Phileo love is
reciprocal: "I love you if your love me. I do good to you if you do good to me."

People who have been discipled in a needs-driven church are not likely to give sacrificially to missions, because they see
no immediate return. The deferred rewards to be given at the judgment seat of Christ tend to receive little consideration in
the needs-driven church.

The needs-driven church emphasizes the more immediate rewards. This kind of church will give liberally to buy a new
organ or carpet for the church, new pads for the pews, a better program for their children, a new gym for the promotion of
their own health, or even to pay for a Christian Life Conference that will minister to their own spiritual needs as they
perceive them. But members of a needs-driven church are not turned on by the command of the Lord to make disciples of
people they have never seen in some distant part of the world. If they become at all interested in missions, it is because
they can in some way personally identify with the needs of the unreached. Needs-driven churches if they are to become
seriously involved at all in missions must have tour groups going abroad to see the needs of the unreached first hand and
are more likely to give for humanitarian needs rather than to evangelize the lost so that God might be glorified through
His church among all peoples. Their response is not based on recognition of the lordship of Christ.

Let's be careful. In proclaiming the gospel or in teaching believers there is nothing wrong in being aware of and
responsive to people's felt needs. On the contrary, it would be wrong, insensitive, and unloving not to recognize people's
felt needs and respond to them biblically. Nevertheless, it is wrong to be needs-driven rather than values-driven.
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Biblical Christianity is based on biblical values, and those values are not to be compromised or played down in order to
enhance the response to felt needs. Remember, for example, the occasion when our Lord taught values related to His
being the "bread of life." The crowds had been following Him enthusiastically because they were benefitting from the
miracles he did; but when our Lord taught the related values, the throngs turned away and our Lord asked the Twelve,
"Will you also forsake me?"

In responding to felt needs, we must not compromise biblical values or fail to teach the whole counsel of the Word of
God. This is the root problem with a "theology of self-esteem." It is in error not from what it does teach, but from what it
fails to teach. Needs-driven theology has little place for any teachings that do not respond to the felt needs of the
audience.

These insights related to whether a Christian, or a church, is needs-driven or values-driven have profound implications
concerning the work of World Team in developing human and material resources for missions. On the one hand, many of
the fast-growing dynamic church are needs-driven. On the other hand, too often the values-driven churches are so
insensitive to the felt needs of the people in their community and congregation that they are ineffective in evangelism and
church growth.

The values-driven churches that are growing and dynamic and give missions high priority are few and far between. It is
only the values-driven Christian and church that will keep missions in proper biblical perspective. The needs-driven will
not likely respond with any great depth of commitment to a missions appeal of any kind.

There is not much the mission agency, because of its para-church nature, can do to promote biblical values among its
constituency. It can only attempt to keep needs and values in proper biblical tension and balance internally and in the
churches it plants.

Within the agency's constituency, this discipleship process is the role of local-church leaders and teachers, not the agency.
Therefore in our resource development we must give priority to locating values-driven churches and individuals, because
they are the only ones who will respond with any degree of enthusiasm to a missionary appeal. At the same time, in
choosing methods for promotion we must take into account the reality that the majority of evangelicals are needs-driven
and not values-driven.

Our Lord and the apostle Paul dealt with individuals and groups as and where they were, not as and where they ought to
be. They tailored their message to their particular audiences, so long as no value was violated. In John chapter 6 our Lord
turned His audience off, because eternal values have higher priority than people's sentiments. World Team, therefore,
while maintaining a loving sensitivity to people will not violate its values in order to secure volunteers and gifts, or even
to motivate prayer.

Ed Walker
March, 1998

Visit http://www.worldteam.org and http://www.acmc.org on the web.
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