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Introduction 

If the recent Lausanne Congress in Cape Town is a barometer there is much interest in 

global justice issues among Evangelicals these days. I was involved with the Lausanne 

Theology Working Group and on day two especially, we considered the theme of „Building 

the Peace of Christ in our Divided and Broken World.‟ 

 

In a Newsletter of ACEV [North East Brazil] received today – a Pentecostal denomination 

and long term partner of Tearfund, this was said: „This coming weekend will see hundreds of 

our youth gather for their annual congress held at Green Pastures with the theme: “Thirst for 

Justice”‟ 

 

Some questions that may pop into your mind as you encounter my topic:- 

 Why this interest in justice? 

 Is this interest the result of a change in theological outlook among Evangelicals?  

 In what sense is working for justice a part of the mission of the church? 

 Is there a danger that the interest in justice issues will distract the church from its 

crucial global mission of saving souls from their sin through faith in the atoning death 

of Christ? It grieves me to include this question, but it is still being asked. [1] 

 

I am going to focus on some very practical manifestations of this interest in the second half of 

this lecture [2]. But first I want to do some historical and theological reflection on the topic. 

The reason for doing this is to prove that the passion for justice that is being manifested 

among evangelicals today is no „strange fire‟ in our tradition. To the contrary the „strange fire‟ 

is the lack of passion for justice. 

 

William Carey and the Serampore community 

For the 200 years or so drama of the modern Evangelical missions movement there have 

always been key actors who have seen a close link between global mission and justice. 

William Carey, who can justifiably be called the father of the movement, is a good case in 

point.  
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In February 1801 Carey and his associates in Serampore, India wrote the following in a letter 

to Dr J.T. van der Kemp in South Africa, 

 

Cold reason alone would suggest that a world so beautiful and in so many ways so 

plainly under the government of God, cannot for ever be the sphere of oppression, 

sedition, slavery and war, and would incite us to hasten the reign of righteousness 

and peace. Nevertheless we have little sure hope of this being accomplished till we 

read the divine promises and consider the pledge of their fulfilment in the death of 

our adorable Redeemer. Then firm rock is felt beneath our feet and we know that 

the earth shall be filled with God‟s glory, as the waters cover the seas.‟ [3] 

 

Here we have a letter from a group of English missionaries working in India to a Dutch fellow 

missionary working with the London Missionary Society in South Africa referring to slavery 

that had its evil heart in the Caribbean. The context is global and the passion for justice in 

this context of global mission is clearly evident. That the ground of hope of a more just world 

is the atoning death of Christ is proof of the thoroughly evangelical credentials of the 

missionaries. The reference to Isaiah 11:9 with which the quotation ends points to the biblical 

and theological grounds for their hope. [4] 

 

This wonderful description of the just and peaceful reign of the Messiah was deeply 

significant for Carey and his associates as inheritors of a Puritan eschatology that had been 

set alight by the flames of the Great Awakening.  There were a number of factors motivating 

Carey and his fellow Baptist pastors into overseas mission but what has been called „the 

Puritan hope‟ figured prominently among them. This was the lens through which they read 

Isaiah 11.  They believed that Christ‟s kingdom was bound to be set up over the face of the 

whole earth and that the earth and its peoples would enjoy a long period of peace and 

tranquillity [the millennium] before the Lord Jesus would return in glory. For those who like to 

put people into pigeon holes most of the founders and pioneers of the modern Evangelical 

missionary movement – including the Wesleyan Methodists - were post-millennialists. 

 

There is ample proof that the Northampton fraternity of Baptists that founded the Baptist 

Missionary Society in 1793 had drunk deeply at the well of this Puritan hope. In April 1784 an 

evangelical Church of Scotland minister, John Erskine, sent a copy of Jonathan Edward‟s 

Humble Attempt to the Baptist pastor John Ryland in Northampton. [5] 

 

Just a couple of quotes will give you the strong sense of hope that there is in this volume for 

the successful extension of Christ‟s rule over the earth before his Second Coming, 

 

It is evident from the Scripture, that there is yet remaining a great advancement of 

the interest of religion and the kingdom of Christ in this world, by an abundant 

outpouring of the Spirit of God, far greater and more extensive than ever yet has 

been… It is often foretold…, that there should a time come, when all the nations, 
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throughout the whole habitable world, should embrace the true religion. It is natural 

and reasonable to suppose, that the whole world should finally be given to Christ, as 

one whose right it is to reign… [6] 

 

The whole point of Edwards‟ book written in the wake of the experience of the Great 

Awakening was to fan the flames of revival through concerted prayer so that the impact of 

the revival would expand over the whole earth. That great things had happened was 

encouraging Edwards and many others involved with the Great Awakening to think that even 

greater things were about to happen – and that they could by prayer at least move matters in 

the right direction. 

 

Ryland passed the book along to his fellow pastors in the Northampton Association of Strict 

Baptists and one of them, John Sutcliff, re-published it in 1789. As a result a prayer meeting 

was established and in 1793 Sutcliff became one of the founders of the BMS. Carey refers to 

the monthly prayer meeting that had been inspired by Jonathan Edwards‟ book in his famous 

Enquiry published in 1792. What he lists as possible results of „extraordinary‟ prayer is very 

interesting, 

 

The churches that have engaged in the practice have in general since that time 

been evidently on the increase;… there are calls to preach the gospel in many 

places where it has not been usually published; yea, a glorious door is opened,…,by 

the spread of civil and religious liberty, accompanied also by the diminution of the 

spirit of popery [this is a reference to the French revolution – a cause of joy to the 

then republican Carey]; a noble effort has been made to abolish the inhuman Slave-

Trade, and though at present it has not been so successful as might be wished… In 

the meantime it is a satisfaction to consider that the late defeat of the abolition of the 

Slave-Trade has proved the occasion of a praise worthy effort to introduce a free 

settlement, at Sierra Leone, on the coast of Africa,… [7] 

 

The integral/holistic view of what is meant by the extension of Christ‟s kingdom on earth in 

this quote from the Enquiry is very striking. Church growth, new evangelistic opportunities, 

increase in civil and religious liberty, political campaigning against slavery and commercial 

activity to improve the lot of West Africans is included as evidence of the „success of the 

gospel‟ [Enquiry p. 79] as a result of prayer.  

 

Up to this point William Carey is still on English soil so it may be worth considering before 

going any further what happened to his principles when he eventually put them into practice 

in India.  

 

The most striking testimony to his integral approach is probably found in the first chapter of a 

little book by Ruth and Vishal Mangalwadi entitled William Carey: A Tribute by an Indian 

Woman. [8] An imaginary quiz master at the finals of the All India Universities‟ competition 
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asks the best informed students „Who was William Carey?‟ Students from different 

disciplines answer. Here is just a taste of what follows:- 

 

 A science student says that William Carey was a botanist who, 

 

Published the first books on science and natural history in India such as Flora 

Indica, because he believed the biblical view, „All thy works praise thee, O Lord.‟ 

Carey believed that nature is declared „good‟, by its Creator; it is not maya (illusion) 

to be shunned, but a subject worthy of human study…‟  

 An economics major says that Carey was the first to introduce the „concept of a 

savings bank to India to fight the all-pervasive social evil of usury.‟ 

 A medical student says that he was the first man to lead a „campaign for humane 

treatment of leprosy patients‟ in India‟. 

 A student of printing technology says that he was „the father of printing technology in 

India.‟  

 The student of mass communication says that he „established the first newspaper 

ever printed in any Oriental language.‟ 

 A student of agriculture says that he was the founder of the Indian Agri-Horticultural 

Society in the 1820s – 30 years before the Royal Agricultural Society was established 

in England. 

 The student of education says that he „began dozens of schools for Indian children of 

all castes and launched the first college in India in Serampore.‟ 

 The social science student says that he was the, 

 

First man to stand against both the ruthless murders and widespread diabolical 

oppression of women. In the India of his day…He published… reports in order to 

raise public opinion and protest both in Bengal and England…It was Carey‟s 

persistent battle against Sati for 25 years, which finally, led to Lord Bentick‟s famous 

Edict in 1829, banning one of the most abominable practices in the world: widow 

burning. 

 

The quiz carries on in this vain for a few pages more as we become more and more amazed 

at the breadth and depth of this one missionary‟s understanding of what it could mean to fill 

the Indian sub-continent with the knowledge of the Lord. And just to put the mind of some of 

you at ease he also consistently and incessantly proclaimed the gospel of salvation through 

faith in Jesus throughout his time in India – and as you probably know he was instrumental in 

translating or publishing the Bible – or parts of the Bible – into around 40 Indian languages! 

 

In 1805 the missionary community that had by then become established in Serampore drew 

up a covenant that was to become the basis of their work together, and which they agreed to 
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solemnly re-commit to at least once a year, maybe three times. They had decided that in 

order to fulfil their calling they had to be profoundly committed to one another in their great 

cause. They were very serious about being a real Christian community. They saw no hope of 

impacting India without being a church that bears comparison with the church described in 

Acts 2 & 4. 

 

The terms of this covenant would satisfy the most ardent supporter of the Gospel Coalition 

today. Take this statement from the first paragraph, 

 

It becomes us to fix in our minds the awful doctrine of eternal punishment, and to 

realize frequently the inconceivably awful conditions of this vast country, lying in the 

arms of the wicked one. If we have not this awful sense of the value of souls, it is 

impossible that we can feel aright in any other part of our work, and in this case it 

had been better for us to have been in any other situation than in that of a 

Missionary.‟ [9] 

 

The intensity of their commitment to proclaiming the gospel led them to eschew private 

property for the sake of the cause. This is the last paragraph of the covenant, 

 

Finally, let us give ourselves up unreservedly to this glorious cause. Let us never 

think that our time, our gifts, our strength, our families, or even the clothes we wear, 

are our own. Let us sanctify ourselves for His work! Let us ever shut out the idea of 

laying up a dowry for ourselves or our children. If we give up the resolution which 

was formed on the subject of private trade, when we first united at Serampore, the 

Mission from that hour is a lost cause. A worldly spirit, quarrels and every evil work 

will succeed the moment it is admitted that each brother may do something on his 

own account. Woe to that man who shall ever make the smallest movement toward 

such a measure. Let us continually watch against a worldly spirit, and cultivate a 

Christian indifference towards every indulgence. Rather let us bear hardness as 

good soldiers of Jesus Christ, and endeavour to learn in every state to be content. If 

in this way we are enabled to glorify God, with our bodies and spirits which are His, - 

our wants will be His care.  

 

No private family ever enjoyed a greater portion of happiness, even in the most 

prosperous gale of worldly prosperity than we have done since we resolved to have 

all things in common, and that no one should pursue his business for his own 

exclusive advantage. If we are enabled to persevere in the same principles, we may 

hope that multitudes of converted souls will have reason to bless God to all eternity 

for sending His Gospel into this country. 

 

I am convinced that Carey and his associates would have been puzzled by the heated 

arguments over evangelism and social action in the last half century. For them the kingdom 
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of Jesus the Messiah was a kingdom of justice and peace that they expected would be 

established on earth to a great extent before the return of Jesus and the final judgment. That 

the gospel could be advanced in the world without reference to the establishment of just 

social relationships was inconceivable. So they worked with all their might for the betterment 

of the human condition in every sense; physical, social, psychological and spiritual. A global 

messianic kingdom was inconceivable to them without global justice. I believe that this 

approach prevailed for most of the Nineteenth Century. [10] 

 

Eschatology, Theology and the Kingdom of God 

The abandonment of the Puritan hope was crucial in leading to the divorce of evangelism 

and social action in the Twentieth Century. It was not the only factor I am sure. The 

progressivism of social Darwinism, the optimism of liberal idealism and the horrors of the 

First World War made it more difficult to cling to the Puritan hope. But the most crucial factor 

was probably the triumph of pre-millennialism especially among the technocratic and 

fundamentalist Evangelicals of the US. Pre-millennialism is the polar opposite of post-

millennialism in its attitude to the future prospects of the rule of Christ on earth.  

 

All we can expect before the return of Christ is for things to get worse and worse; with even 

the church itself becoming more and more corrupt. I remember vividly preaching on the 

parables of the mustard seed and leaven in a Brethren Assembly as a student and being told 

in no uncertain terms that my more Puritan interpretation of the parables as referring to the 

growth of the benign influence of the Kingdom in the world was completely wrong.  

 

„Leaven‟ I was told always refers to sin/evil in the Bible and what Jesus had in mind in his 

parable was the growth of evil in the world after his time. Any vestige of Christ‟s rule/kingdom 

would be drained from the earth until Jesus returned to establish His Kingdom at the 

beginning of the millennium. In this way the Kingdom was banished from the earth, the 

church as a holy community was declared an impossibility and the two key Christian tasks 

became rescuing individuals for heaven and restoring the Jews to the land of Israel.  

 

Ironically His future rule over a reconstituted Jewish nation in the land of Israel became the 

only place where Jesus was expected to have any meaningful contact with the earth 

between now and the final judgment. In such a context social justice was no concern of 

Christians.  

 

Some of the consequences of adopting this position were highlighted on the day off of the 

recent Lausanne Congress in Cape Town when I spent a morning with the Reconciliation 

Group in the company of the Methodist bishop, Peter Storey. He was pastor of the Methodist 

Church in District 6 when it had been declared a „white only‟ district, chaplain to the prison on 

Robben Island and an active opponent of apartheid. He explained that the churches of South 

Africa were divided three ways on the issue of apartheid. The Dutch Reformed Church 

provided the theological underpinning for it; the denominations linked to the World Council of 
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Churches opposed it and the Evangelicals, including Pentecostals, said that it had nothing to 

do with them. There were individual Evangelicals that stood bravely against apartheid but the 

movement as a whole was resolutely neutral refusing to dirty its hands with some of the most 

brutal injustices ever seen on earth! I have to admit that my memory will not absolve me from 

having to admit that that Evangelical position was also my position in the 60s. As I went 

around the District 6 museum that is now housed in the church building where Peter Storey 

served from 1966-71 I felt deep shame. 

 

But I was never a pre-millennialist. I am from good Welsh Calvinistic stock but, amazingly, by 

the middle of the Twentieth Century even many Calvinists had rejected social action as a 

legitimate Christian concern. This was in reaction to the Social Gospel and a brilliant 

example of a bad argument being answered by an even worse one. Reducing the Kingdom 

of Christ to Social Action was the very bad argument of the Social Gospel movement. 

Answering that bad argument by saying that the Kingdom of Christ has nothing to do with 

social justice was an even worse argument. The way the Calvinist pietists did this was by 

reducing the Kingdom of Christ to a matter of individualistic spiritual experience that 

banished the influence of the Kingdom of Christ from the earth as effectively as it had been 

banished by the pre-millennialists. I became convinced that this position was unbiblical and 

un-Calvinistic in the 70s and it has been one of my deepest frustrations that my Calvinistic 

friends have been and remain most sceptical and critical of the ministry of Tearfund. But this 

is going ahead a little. 

 

The fact remains that in the late 60s and 70s that I, along with many other Evangelicals, 

changed my mind on issues of justice. I became convinced that active involvement with 

justice issues was a biblical and theological imperative. I believe that this was a truly 

evangelical change because it was driven by growth in biblical understanding. This story is 

well told for the US in Russell D. Moore‟s book. [11] 

 

The thesis of the book is that since the end of the Second World War a new consensus on 

the nature of the Kingdom of God has developed among Evangelicals that provides a sound 

foundation for Evangelical social engagement. It begins with a short chapter focusing on the 

challenge to Evangelicals in Carl Henry‟s Uneasy Conscience of Modern Fundamentalism, 

published in 1947, to develop a more adequate theology of the Kingdom. [12] 

 

As I have already intimated, by the middle of the Twentieth Century the reduction of the 

Kingdom to the amelioration of social ills by the Social Gospel movement had led to two main 

reactions from fundamentalist Evangelicals. On one hand the dispensationalists had made 

the coming of the Kingdom an entirely future event while on the other hand the Reformed 

saw it as an entirely spiritual reality. Both these streams led to Evangelical isolationism 

where social engagement was concerned. What Carl Henry did was challenge 

Evangelicalism to develop a more adequate theology of the Kingdom that would enable 

Evangelicals to re-engage with public affairs. This is why the movement associated with him 

was called neo-evangelicalism. 
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Moore describes how more profound biblical and theological study has led both 

dispensationalists and Reformed covenantalists to modify their understanding of the 

Kingdom in a way that makes it necessary to accommodate social action. Crucial to this 

change was George Eldon Ladd‟s convincing case for the „already and not yet‟ 

understanding of the Kingdom. [13] 

 

Theologically what this meant was that the coming of the Kingdom was inextricably linked 

with the coming of the Christ/Messiah. If the Kingdom means the rule of the messianic King 

since the King has already come and as a result of his redemptive work has been given all 

authority in heaven and earth it must follow that where the authority of the King is recognized 

the Kingdom is already present. Many on the Reformed side have come to recognize the 

strongly „political‟ language of biblical eschatology and now accept that the present rule of 

Messiah Jesus has strong social implications while we wait for the full revelation of His rule in 

his second coming.  

 

A number of significant dispensationalist theologians have also taken the „already/not yet‟ 

understanding on board even though that has very significant implications for their 

understanding of eschatology. For example, the severe division between the age of the 

church and the age of the Kingdom is no longer tenable. If Jesus is already ruling then 

something of the reality of the Kingdom must be present now in the age of the church and 

the popular dispensationalist image of the church as a rescue boat cannot possibly be 

adequate. To quote Moore, „Believers cannot have the option of inaction against judicial 

abuses since they are presently ruled by One whom the Scriptures describe as judging his 

subjects with fairness and equity‟ (p. 70). Moore does recognize, however, that the immense 

popularity of books like Late Great Planet Earth and the Left Behind series suggests that the 

shift among dispensationalist theologians has a long way to go to impact the 

dispensationalist camp within Evangelicalism as a whole. 

 

In reflecting on what has happened in the last 50 years on this side of the Atlantic I do not 

think that Moore gives enough credit to the increasing emphasis on resurrection in 

Evangelical eschatological thinking. The attack on the influence of Greek dualism on 

Evangelical eschatological thinking that has led to greater appreciation of the holistic/integral 

nature of the Christian hope has been very significant in the UK. If our eternal hope for the 

reign of our Lord is holistic/integral then our present life under his authority has to be 

holistic/integral as well. Here again thinking has been transformed by New Testament 

studies. 

 

In his third chapter, „Toward a Kingdom Soteriology: Salvation as Holistic and Christological’, 

Moore begins by defending Carl Henry and the „neo-evangelicals‟ against the charge that 

they led Evangelicalism in the direction of the Social Gospel. Henry and his associates never 

questioned the fundamentals of Evangelicalism even in its fundamentalist form. They fully 

embraced, for example, the Evangelical and fundamentalist doctrines of the authority of the 
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Bible, the universal sinfulness of humanity, atonement through penal substitution and the 

physical return of Jesus Christ in glory. What they did was challenge evangelical 

fundamentalists to consider the implications of the lordship of Christ over the lives of 

believers in the here and now. If the „already‟ lordship of Christ is at the heart of what it 

means to be saved then dispensationalists must modify their conception of the people over 

whom Jesus Christ rules. Classic dispensationalism believes that there are two peoples of 

God, Israel and Christians from the nations, with two distinct futures; Israel‟s future being 

physical and Christians from the nations being spiritual/heavenly. Convinced by Ladd‟s 

argument significant dispensational theologians are now arguing for a unified people of God 

under the authority of Jesus living out the life of the Kingdom to a certain extent in the world 

now.  

 

The idea of living the life of the Kingdom in the present age was never a problem for the 

Reformed side of the argument and they had no need to modify their spiritual understanding 

of salvation either. What they needed was to appreciate the wider canvas of God‟s purpose 

on which the story of an individual‟s salvation is played out. As we put it in Tearfund‟s 

Statement of Faith they needed to appreciate that „God‟s plan for the universe is to bring 

about, through Jesus Christ, a transformed creation wholly governed by God, from which all 

evil and suffering will be banished and in which God will live with redeemed humanity for 

ever.‟ When individual salvation is seen in the context of God‟s cosmic purpose in Christ then 

its meaning cannot possibly be confined within an isolationist pietism. Social action becomes 

a necessity.  

 

I was quite excited by the time I came to chapter 4 in Moore‟s book, „Toward a Kingdom 

ecclesiology: the church as kingdom community’. The quote from Stanley Hauerwas with 

which the chapter begins whetted my appetite further: “One of the most important questions 

you can ask theologians is where they go to church” (p. 131). Sadly, I found the chapter 

somewhat disappointing. Many good things are said, especially in describing the challenge 

that Henry and Ladd provided for Evangelical isolationism in the context of ecclesiology. 

Moore is in no doubt that the church as a manifestation of the Kingdom of Christ must model 

just living to the world but his focus is more on how the church can distinguish itself from the 

world rather than on what it does in the world.  

 

I agree that the church needs to be countercultural but there is far more to that than baptism 

by immersion and church discipline! Maybe I expected too much but I would think that if the 

church is a manifestation of the Kingdom of Christ that the implications of that for how the 

church is in the world is as crucial an issue as how to distinguish the church from the world. 

But at least the new consensus on the Kingdom as Moore sees it is a consensus that the 

church should be in the world, though not of it, on the side of social justice. 

 

We are probably in the early days of working out what it means for the church to be on the 

side of justice but significant justice movements have emerged in the Evangelical community 

in the last 20 years or so.  
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Conclusion 

It is interesting to note, that as Evangelicalism launched into global mission at the end of the 

Eighteenth Century, it was also almost united on an issue of global justice, namely slavery. 

Evangelicals became involved in a host of other justice issues in the Nineteenth Century – 

education, health-care, banking, employment/employment law, animal welfare etc. – but the 

desire to abolish slavery united Evangelicals across international boundaries like no other 

cause (the main exception being Evangelicals in the south of the US). 

 

Is it possible that there is a just cause that unites Evangelical Christians in the same way 

today? The terrible scandal of the absolute poverty of around a billion people could be the 

defining justice issue of our generation.  

 

The key question in the context of the topic of this lecture – global mission and justice is; 

what does it mean for us as church to live under the rule of Jesus Messiah now, as we wait 

for the full revelation of His glory in the new heaven and earth? It must mean testifying to 

who Jesus is, as the designated ruler of all following His resurrection and ascension. But it 

must also mean seeking to transform the world in accordance with His will and in His 

strength.  

 

In the context of the world in which we live we have opportunity to seek justice for the poor of 

the earth on a scale unknown before. Justice is fundamentally about the right exercise of 

power and there has never been a time when even ordinary people like you and me can 

have access to power. Maybe the Puritans were right and we can look forward to the earth 

being filled with the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea. But if that is to 

happen churches are going to need to be just people. Maybe we have much to learn from the 

Serampore community in this context as well! 

 

Notes 

[1] Witness John Piper‟s outburst at Lausanne. 

[2] The second half of the lecture has not been re-produced, except for a small section which forms 

the conclusion above (ed.). 

[3] S. Pearce Carey, William Carey, London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1923 p. 202. 

[4] Isaiah 11:9 is the last verse in the first of two poems in Isaiah 11 that describe the wonderful reign 

of the Messiah (the shoot of Jesse). 

[5] The full title of the book that had been originally published in 1748 was – An humble attempt to 

promote the agreement and union of God's people throughout the world in extraordinary prayer for a 

revival of religion and the advancement of God's kingdom on earth, according to scriptural promises 

and prophecies of the last time.  

[6] Edwards, Works, Vol. 2, p. 284 [col. 2] – 285 [col.1]. 
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[7] Enquiry, pp. 79-80. 

[8] New Delhi: Good Books, 1993. 

[9] www.christianhistorytimeline.com/pdf/serampore.pdf. 

[10] This is not to say that they got things right all the time. Their integral approach tended to assume 

that the impact of Christianity on their own culture meant that their culture was, by definition, superior 

to the culture of those to whom they ministered. Their view of providence also meant that they saw 

Western hegemony as part of God‟s purpose to spread the gospel. They were also rather too 

optimistic about the beneficial influence of commerce. 

[11] Entitled The Kingdom of Christ: the New Evangelical Perspective, Wheaton: Crossway Books, 

2004. 

[12] Interestingly Henry‟s little book was published the year I was born so the development of the new 

consensus has happened through my whole lifetime! 

[13] Ladd was actually building on the foundations laid by German NT scholars like Kűmmel. 
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