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ABSTRACT: 
 

In the pre-democratic South Africa, conservative evangelicals were generally regarded 

as being either explicit or implicit supporters of the apartheid regime. Conservative 

evangelicals, themselves appeared to confirm these perceptions in their various 

submissions to the Faith Communities Hearing of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission. What was most significant in its absence from these submissions, 

though, was any sustained reflection on the role which conservative evangelical 

theology might have played in their failure to prophetically engagement with the 

apartheid regime.  This study sought to examine the ways in which conservative 

evangelical theology, in particular their theology of mission, has enabled or obstructed 

prophetic engagement with social justice within the South African context.  This study 

identified the conservative evangelical interpretation of the Great Commission as of 

particular significance for their missiological paradigm and, as a result, sought to 

interrogate the ways in which conservative evangelicals have interpreted the Great 

Commission and how that interpretation has shaped their paradigm of mission and 

enabled them to engage prophetically with social justice in the South African context.  

The conservative evangelical missiological paradigm is critically examined using 

Bosch’s missiological paradigm of “mission in creation tension” wherein mission 

consists of a dynamic interplay of competing missiological emphases. These tensions 

must not be integrated or synthesised but rather held together in a “creative tension”. 

This study particularly focussed on two dialogical tensions namely that between text 

and context and that between individual salvation and socio-political liberation. The 

conservative evangelical paradigm of mission attempts to collapse these missiological 

tensions in favour of an emphasis on an a-contextual and universally valid reading of 

the text and an individualised soteriology focussed primarily or exclusively on a gospel 

of spiritual redemption. The collapsing of these missiological tensions have 

significantly affected conservative evangelicals’ ability to engage in both evangelistic 

orthodoxy and prophetical orthopraxy within the South African context.  
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OPSOMMING: 

Voor die demokratiese Suid-Afrika, was konserwatiewe evangeliste oor die algemeen 

beskou as eksplisiete of implisiete ondersteuners van die apartheidsregime. 

Konserwatiewe evangeliste het verskyn om hierdie persepsies te bevestig in hul 

verskillende voorleggings aan die Geloofsgemeenskappe Verhoor van die Waarheid 

en Versoeningskommissie. Mees merkwaardig in die afwesigheid van hierdie 

voorleggings, was enige toegewyde denke oor die rol wat konserwatiewe evangeliese 

teologie moontlik gespeel het in die mislukking om profeties met die apartheidsregime 

betrokke te raak. Met hierdie studie is ondersoek ingestel na die wyse waarop 

konserwatiewe evangeliese teologie, veral hul missie-teologie, profetiese 

betrokkenheid by sosiale geregtigheid binne die Suid-Afrikaanse konteks moontlik 

gemaak of belemmer het. Hierdie studie het die konserwatiewe evangeliese 

interpretasie van die Groot Opdrag as 'n besondere belang vir hul missiologiese 

paradigma geïdentifiseer, en het gevolglik probeer om die maniere waarop 

konserwatiewe evangeliste die Groot Opdrag geïnterpreteer het te ondersoek, en hoe 

daardie interpretasie hul missiologiese paradigma beinvloed het en hulle in staat 

gestel het om profeties met sosiale geregtigheid in die Suid-Afrikaanse konteks 

betrokke te raak.  

Die konserwatiewe, evangeliese missiologiese paradigma word krities ondersoek deur 

gebruik te maak van Bosch se missiologiese paradigma van 'missie in 

“skeppingspanning”, waarin missie bestaan uit 'n dinamiese wisselwerking van 

mededingende missiologiese beklemtonings. Hierdie spanning moet nie geïntegreer 

of gesintetiseer word nie, maar eerder in 'n “kreatiewe spanning” gehou word. Hierdie 

studie het veral gefokus op twee dialogiese spanninge, naamlik dié tussen teks en 

konteks en dié tussen individuele verlossing en sosiopolitieke bevryding. Die 

konserwatiewe evangeliese paradigma van sending poog om hierdie missiologiese 

spanning in duie te stort ten gunste van die klem op 'n a-kontekstuele en universeel 

geldige lees van die teks en 'n geïndividualiseerde soteriologie wat hoofsaaklik of 

uitsluitlik op 'n evangelie van geestelike verlossing gerig is. Die ineenstorting van 

hierdie missiologiese spanning het die konserwatiewe evangeliste se vermoë in 

merkwaardige maniere beinvloed om binne die Suid-Afrikaanse konteks betrokke te 

raak in albei evangeliese ortodoksie sowel as profetiese ortodoks praxis. Hierdie 
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studie het getoon dat die samesmelting van hierdie spanning nie tot die doeleindes 

van konserwatiewe evangeliste in die prediking van 'n 'suiwer evangelie' wat nie deur 

konteks of politieke kwessies beïnvloed is nie, gelei het nie, maar instede dat 

konserwatiewe evangeliste 'n politieke konserwatisme omhels het wat nie net die 

status quo ondersteun het nie, maar wat self oortreders geword het van 

ongeregtigheid en apartheid binne hul eie kerke en teologiese stelsels. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 

 

1.1.1 Defining Evangelicalism 

The word evangelical derives from the transliteration of the Greek word euangelion 

(gospel), a word which has come to be associated with the content or “good news” of 

Christian proclamation (Pierard & Elwell, 2001: 405). As a result, implied within the 

term evangelical itself, is a self-designation which “takes the ‘speaking’ and ‘Word’ 

elements of faith as definitional” (Noll, 2014: 19). It will, therefore, be crucial for this 

study, that in order to understand both evangelical identity and evangelical missiology, 

to define how conservative evangelicals understand the content of the gospel 

message.  

Evangelicalism itself is an incredibly complex term to describe. Marsden (1984: viii) 

drawing on the work of Timothy L. Smith, has suggested that it is misleading to speak 

of evangelicalism as a whole but rather, to understand it as a “kaleidoscope” of 

“overlapping constituencies that vary in self-consciousness, but that are related at 

least loosely in their shared history and convictions” (Noll, 2010: 22).   

1.1.1.1 Evangelicals and the “Village Green” 

Michael Horton (2010: para. 5-6) echoing C S Lewis’ analogy of the hallway and the 

rooms1, has described evangelicalism as “the village green,” which whilst it may be 

surrounded by a number of different churches and church traditions, operates as a 

common space where those from the surrounding churches and traditions may gather 

in shared conversation and collaboration. It is, however in the churches (or rooms in 

Lewis’ analogy) that our faith and practices are actually formed. 2 It may even be useful 

 
1 Lewis (1952: 11-12) images a large house as representing the breadth of Christianity. The hallway is the place 
of what he calls a common or “mere Christianity”. It is the place to mingle, to meet others, to wait or to invite 
others into. “But it is in the rooms, not in the hall, that there are fires and chairs and meals.” It is in the 
particularities of actual churches and communities where people are nourished, and their theology is formed 
and practised. 
2 Roger Olson (2012: para. 4-6) objects to the “village green” analogy regarding it as a poor one which (a) “cannot 
do justice to evangelicalism as a theological and cooperative transdenominational movement” and (b) “it 
minimizes the common ground shared by evangelicals.”  
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to push Lewis and Horton’s analogies further by allowing that the different rooms or 

churches surrounding the village green represent not only differing churches or church 

traditions but also different contexts and times within history, sharing a common 

commitment to what has become known as evangelical theology. Consequently, 

conservative evangelicals in the South African context should be understood as both 

part of the global and historical village green, as well as one of the particular 

theological and contextual structures (or more accurately, a series of inter-related 

structures) occupying one corner of the wider evangelical “village green.”  

1.1.1.2 The “Bebbington Quadrilateral”  

David Bebbington has defined  four distinguishing marks of evangelicalism or what 

Kretzschmar (1988: 158) has termed evangelicalism’s “core of belief” namely: (a) 

conversionism: or an “intentional response or decision of some kind” (Balcomb, 2016: 

119) which results in a personally appropriated faith; (b) biblicism: a conviction 

concerning Scripture as the decisive source of authority which relativises all other 

sources of authority; (c) activism: an experience of God must of consequence lead to 

particular actions which indicate the genuineness of the conversion experience; and 

(d) crucicentrism: – at the heart of evangelical theology and experience is the 

substitutionary, atoning death of Christ (Noll, 2014: 20-21; Kretzschmar, 1998: 157-

158; Nthla, 2005: 27). 

The very strength of the “Bebbington Quadrilateral” namely its flexibility to be applied 

to a broad range of contexts and its succinct capturing of the shared values of a broad 

range of different groupings within modern evangelicalism (Noll, 2010: 22) is also 

precisely what makes evangelicalism so difficult to define. At most, the “Bebbington 

Quadrilateral” describes what constitutes membership of Horton’s “village green” but 

offers very little in the fleshing out of any substantial understanding of the actual 

content of the distinguishing marks. In reality within the “big tent” of evangelicalism 

(McKnight, 2010) there may exist quite significantly different views on the precise 

content of Bebbington’s distinguishing marks. Consider for instance, the vigorous 

debates within evangelicalism around the precise nature of the authority and 

inspiration of the Bible,3 or more relevant to this study, to what end might the activism 

 
3 See for example Merrick and Garrett (2013) in which a number of prominent evangelicals discuss five differing 
perspectives on biblical Inerrancy, all of which surround the “village green” of evangelicalism.  
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so characteristic of evangelicalism be said to be directed – evangelism or social action 

or perhaps some combination of the two?4 

Bebbington’s more doctrinal definition, though useful, has two further weaknesses, of 

particular importance for this study; (a)  it values orthodoxy over orthopraxy, which is 

in itself a uniquely Western methodology (Balcomb, 2016: 118); and (b) it does not 

give adequate attention to the ways in which evangelicalism is shaped by context. 

Consequently, it is unsurprising that within the South African context there should exist 

a number of “different forms of evangelicalism, such as conservative, moderate or 

radical evangelicalism” (Kretzschmar, 1998: 158). De Gruchy (1978: 46-47) similarly 

identifies five types of evangelicals; among them are “conservative evangelicals.”5   

1.1.1.3 Conservative Evangelicals in the South African Context 

Conservative evangelicalism therefore must be defined not only in terms of what it 

says doctrinally, but what correspondingly in terms of what it does missiologically and 

where it is located contextually. 

1.1.1.3.1 Doctrinally  

Following the “core of belief” (Kretzschmar, 1988: 158) outlined in the Bebbington 

quadrilateral, this study will describe conservative evangelicals in the South African 

context as those who generally hold the following doctrinal positions. 

Conversionism: Conversion is, for conservative evangelicals, fundamentally an 

existential, individualistic process of renewal. (Balcomb, 2001: 4), personally 

appropriated to the individual believer through the work of the Holy Spirit who both 

convicts of sin and awakens the individual believer to repentance and faith. The 

primary focus of conversion is the afterlife and great stress is put on “going to heaven” 

and eternal salvation as opposed to temporal liberation (Smith, 2010: 210; The Gospel 

Coalition, 2007: para.9; Kretzschmar, 1998: 161; Larsen, 2007: 10-12; Ntlha, 2005: 

27-28). 

 
4 The relationship between evangelism and social action has been the grounds of much debate and disagreement 
for at least the last 50 years. Adeyemo (1985: 41-61) surveyed nine different, at times conflicting and at times 
overlapping perspectives on the relationship between evangelism and social action.  More recently, Sexton 
(2017) presents four prominent evangelicals in debate around their differing perspectives on the mission of the 
church. 
5 De Gruchy’s five types of evangelicalism are: (a) Evangelical Protestantism; (b) Evangelical Pietism; (c) 
Evangelical Fundamentalism; (d) Conservative Evangelicalism; and (e) Radical Evangelicalism (1978: 46-47). 
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Biblicism: Conservative Evangelicals regard the Bible as divine, verbal inspiration 

infallible and “without error in all that it affirms” (Lausanne Covenant, 1996: 12) and 

entirely sufficient in matters of faith and practice. Scripture is, as a result, the final 

authority for all matters about which it speaks (The Gospel Coalition, 2007: para. 3). 

There may at times, be a tendency towards the overly rigid or literalistic hermeneutic 

commonly found in fundamentalism (Walker, 1989: 53; see also the Chicago 

Statement on Biblical Inerrancy on Inerrancy, 1978: 1-4; Global African Future 

Conference, 2008: para. 4; The Statement on Social Justice (SSJ) and the Gospel, 

2018: para. 1; Ntlha, 2005: 26-27; Pierard & Elwell, 2001: 406). 

Activism: The activism which conservative evangelicalism requires is primarily that 

which is directed towards evangelism, church planting or personal morality. Mission, 

for conservative evangelicals is primarily or even exclusively understood to be 

synonymous with evangelism and church planting (Balcomb, 2001: 5; Walker, 1989: 

57-59; The Lausanne Covenant, 1996: 28; DeYoung & Gilbert, 2011: 26-27). 

Crucicentrism: Penal substitution atonement, with at times very little emphasis on 

other atonement theories, occupies a central role in conservative evangelical theology. 

Conservative evangelicals hold to a particularistic soteriology which categorises all 

people into one of only two possibilities, the saved or the lost. (Walker, 1989: 56; cf. 

The Gospel Coalition, 2007: para. 7-8; Larsen, 2007: 9-10; Pierard & Elwell, 2001: 

406).  

1.1.1.3.2 Missiologically  

“Historically, the idea that the only mission of the church is to preach the gospel of 

spiritual salvation is very strong in South African evangelicalism” (Walker, 1989: 59). 

Conservative evangelicals understand the role of the church in the world as primarily 

or even exclusively the proclamation of what is essentially a spiritual and individualistic 

salvation which has the next life, or “going to heaven,” as its major focus (Balcomb, 

2001: 4; Smith, 2010: 210). The Baptist Union of Southern Africa’s (BUSA) Mission 

Policy Document for instance affirms, “A commitment to evangelism and consequent 

church planting as the primary function of mission work” (2014: 6). Conservative 

evangelicals regard socio-political involvement as lying outside the primary role of the 

church in the world. Social involvement may be regarded as either negatively, a 

betrayal of the gospel or a distraction from the main task or somewhat more positively, 
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either as a bridge to evangelism, a worthy activity but ultimately outside of the primary 

role of the church in the world, or as an implication of evangelism (Adeyemo, 1985: 

51-53; Graham, 1975: 31-32; Saayman, 1990: 101; Stott, 1975: 26-27). 

Fundamental to this conservative evangelical missiological paradigm is the 

conservative evangelical interpretation of the Great Commission (Matthew 28: 16-20), 

understood primarily or exclusively, as the command to engage in world 

evangelisation (De Young & Gilbert, 2011: 26). The Reformed Evangelical Anglican 

Church of Southern Africa (REACH-SA), formerly the Church of England in South 

Africa, (CESA) make this link to the Great Commission explicit in their Handbook of 

Procedures when they affirm as one of their distinctives, “We believe in the great 

commission. We are therefore evangelistic and missionary in our outlook. It is our 

vision ‘to bring the gospel to every man’s door’” (2014: 11). 

1.1.1.3.3 Contextually 

Historically most conservative evangelicals have regarded the gospel as an a-

contextual, universally valid, spiritual reality, which transcends all particular cultures 

and contexts. While the gospel might be able to transform contexts, though not as its 

primary responsibility, the opposite is not true that contexts can be seen to shape or 

influence the theology and praxis of conservative evangelicals. As a result, little 

significance is given to either historical or contemporary factors which have shaped, 

and which continue to shape how the gospel is understood or practised in the South 

African context (Balcomb, 2016: 126; Walker, 1989: 46-47). 

1.1.2 Before the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

In the pre-democratic South Africa, conservative evangelicals were generally regarded 

as being either explicit or implicit supporters of the apartheid regime. Walker (1993: 7) 

maintains that,  

For many, an evangelical conservative form of Christian faith is perceived to 

have been deeply implicated in the system of apartheid. Whether as an intrinsic 

part of its understanding, or through a distortion of its true message, 

evangelicalism has come to be seen as an enemy of the liberation of oppressed 

people. 
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Conservative Evangelicals, themselves appeared to confirm these perceptions in their 

various submissions to the Faith Communities Hearing of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (TRC). The Evangelical Alliance of South Africa (TEASA), for example, 

confessed that the evangelical community had “severely compromised the gospel” 

(1997: 2), being as captured by the prevailing, contextual ideologies as the rest of 

South Africa. “Instead of rejecting racism, we not only institutionalised it in our own 

churches, but we proclaimed the gospel as though the sin of racism and violation of 

human rights did not matter to the God we serve” (1997: 2).  

They were not alone among evangelicals in confessing their failures during apartheid. 

Conservative evangelical groups, such as The Church of England in South Africa 

(CESA) (1997), The Baptist Union of South Africa (BUSA) (1997), The Apostolic Faith 

Mission (AFM) (1997), Hatfield Christian Church (1997) and the International 

Federation of Christian Churches (IFCC) (1997) all made similar submissions, 

confessing their failures during the apartheid era to the TRC. 

1.1.3 Defining the Problem 

The reasons provided by conservative evangelicals for this self-acknowledged failure 

to prophetically engage with the injustices of the apartheid state are varied and include 

being “too pietistic and theoretical” (Baptist Union and Baptist Fellowship, 1997: 2); 

the rise of liberation theology (CESA, 1997: 4); the links between the African National 

Congress (ANC) and the “violently anti-Christian Communist Party” (Hatfield Christian 

Church, 1997: 2); being “blinded” (AFM, 1997: 6) and “indoctrinated” (AFM, 1997: 3); 

and hiding behind their “so-called spirituality” (IFCC, 1997, 1) and adopting a “neutral 

stance which resulted in complicity in the system” (IFCC, 1997: 2). 

What was most significant in its absence from these submissions was any sustained 

reflection on the role which conservative evangelical theology might have played in its 

failure to prophetically engage with the apartheid regime. This further provokes a 

number of other questions, for this study, such as (a) What role conservative 

evangelical theology has played in engaging apartheid? (b) Whether conservative 

evangelicals consider that there should or could be any role for the church to play in 

opposing apartheid or injustice generally? and (c) Are conservative evangelicals’ 

unwilling to admit the role their theology might have played in legitimising their own 

conservative politics? (Kretzschmar, 1998: 164).  



7 
 

Walker (1989: 46) argues that evangelicalism’s response to apartheid was closely 

linked to their own theological views of the role of the church in the world. Venter and 

Nthla (2005: 149) similarly admit that, "As evangelicals in South Africa... we have to 

confess that our conservative theology and church practice worked against any 

serious engagement in our deteriorating context." To what extent then, might 

conservative evangelicalism’s self-identified failure to respond adequately to the 

challenge of apartheid be understood as primarily or significantly a theological failure, 

as opposed to simply a failure of consistency or courage as suggested by the 

submissions to the TRC? And in particular, as it relates to the role of the church in the 

world, to what extent might conservative evangelicalism’s response to apartheid be 

regarded as a missiological failure? 

1.2 RESEARCH QUESTION 

The question this study seeks to answer is: In what ways has a conservative 

evangelical interpretation of the Great Commission enabled prophetic engagement in 

social justice in the South African context? 

This study seeks to interrogate the ways in which conservative evangelicals have 

interpreted and used the Great Commission to shape the evangelical paradigm of 

mission within the South African context. More specifically, to understand in what ways 

this paradigm of mission has, enabled conservative evangelicals to engage 

prophetically in their approach to social justice. 

Missiologically, questions must be asked regarding how conservative evangelicals 

understand the following correlated questions: 

1.2.1 Sub-Questions 

(i) How do conservative evangelicals understand the role of the church in the world? 

In particular, how do they understand the scope of salvation or what lies outside the 

mission of the church?  

(ii) How do conservative evangelicals understand the nature of the relationship 

between proclamation (orthodoxy, evangelism) and social action (social justice, 

orthopraxis), within the mission of the church?  
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(iii) How do conservative evangelicals understand the interaction between context and 

content in the shaping of their paradigm of mission?  

(iv) In what ways has the South African context shaped and been shaped by the 

conservative evangelical view of mission? 

1.3 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

This study seeks to examine the conservative evangelical understanding of the role of 

the church in the world (mission) and how this theological paradigm has shaped the 

church’s approach to social justice in the South African context. Central to this 

paradigm is the so-called Great Commission (Matthew 28:16-20). The interpretation 

of this text has both shaped and been shaped by conservative evangelicals to 

construct a paradigm of mission which has informed their approach to social justice 

within the South African context. If this study is to examine the roots of the self-

acknowledged conservative evangelical failure to engage prophetically with social 

justice both during and post-apartheid, then it is this theological paradigm of mission 

which must form a substantial part of this enquiry. 

In order to do this this study will need to:  

(i) Outline the history and expansion of evangelicalism, both globally and more 

specifically within the South African context. Conservative evangelicalism will need to 

be distinguished both in relation to the broader evangelical movement, and in its 

relationship with the ecumenical movement. 

(ii) Critically examine how conservative evangelicals have understood the mission and 

role of the church in the world. Specifically, to critically examine how conservative 

evangelicals have understood the nature of the relationship between evangelism and 

social action within the mission of the church.  

 (iii) Examine the role which the South African historical and contemporary context has 

played in both shaping and being shaped by the conservative evangelical Great 

Commission paradigm. In particular, this study will analyse the ways in which 

conservative evangelicals have understand the interaction between context and 

content in the shaping of their paradigm of mission. 
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(iv) Explore how the missiological paradigms of other evangelical scholars, have 

enabled them to engage prophetically in social justice within the South African context.  

1.4 HYPOTHESIS 

The conservative evangelical church’s failure in its task of prophetic engagement both 

during and post-apartheid must be understood as primarily a theological failure. In 

particular, it is a missiological failure grounded in a paradigm of mission, built off a 

narrow, a-contextual reading of the Great Commission, which has enabled the 

development of an individualistic, and at times, dualistic missiology which prioritises 

orthodoxy to the effective exclusion of prophetic engagement. Conservative 

evangelicals have not taken sufficient account of the way in which their historical 

context has both shaped and been shaped by their reading of the Great Commission 

and in turn, their theology of mission. 

Therefore, a hermeneutical approach to the Great Commission which takes more 

firmly into account the role in which both the biblical and historical context plays in 

interpretation, can empower the evangelical church in South Africa to engage more 

faithfully in both evangelistic orthodoxy and prophetic orthopraxy. 

1.5 SCOPE OF THE STUDY 

This study will be delimited by its three primary focus areas: 

(i) Conservative Evangelicals: this study will primarily focus on the conservative 

evangelical interpretation of the Great Commission and how that has informed and 

shaped their missiological theology and praxis. Where appropriate, as an aid to greater 

contextual and hermeneutical understanding, the broader evangelical movement will 

be consulted.   

(ii) The South African context: the primary contextual focus will be on how South 

African conservative evangelicals have interpreted the Matthean Great Commission 

and how this has shaped their missiological paradigm and praxis. Where appropriate, 

this study will incorporate evangelical studies from outside of the immediate South 

African context, which reflect similar theological convictions and missiological 

concerns.  
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(iii) The Matthean Great Commission: whilst recognising that there are forms of the 

Great Commission in Mark 16:14-18; Luke-Acts (Luke 24:44-49; Acts 1:6-8) and in 

John 20:20-21, this study will focus particularly on the interpretation of the Matthean 

Great Commission and the role which this has played in shaping a conservative 

evangelical paradigm of mission. 

1.6 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

This study will be conducted primarily by means of a literature review, of both primary 

and secondary sources, in order to determine the ways in which the Great Commission 

has been first interpreted and then utilised as the central motif in the formulation of the 

conservative evangelical Great Commission paradigm of mission, within the South 

African context. This study will give particular attention to the literature which 

demonstrates how this paradigm has enabled conservative evangelicals to engage 

prophetically in social justice within the South African context. This Great Commission 

missiological paradigm and how it has enabled prophetic praxis will then be evaluated 

using the conceptual framework provided by David Bosch’s (1991) model of “mission 

in creative tension”, particularly as it relates to the tensions between text and context 

and those between evangelism and liberation. The Prophetic Dialogue paradigm of 

Bevans and Schroder (2001) will also be engaged as a component of the conceptual 

framework, particularly as it relates to the dynamic interplay between text and context.  

1.7 RESEARCH OUTLINE 

Chapter 2: Conceptual Framework of the Study 

This chapter will firstly examine the conservative evangelical interpretation of the Great 

Commission and how that interpretation has shaped the conservative evangelical their 

paradigm of mission. Next, this chapter will outline Bosch’s (1991) missiological 

paradigm of “mission in creative tension” which will form the conceptual framework for 

this study. Particular emphasis, among Bosch’s numerous tensions, will be given to 

the tensions between (a) text and context; and (b) salvation (evangelism) and 

liberation. The Prophetic Dialogue paradigm of Bevans and Schroder (2001) will also 

be engaged as a component of the conceptual framework, particularly as it relates to 

the tension between text and context. 
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Chapter 3: A History of Evangelicalism - In the Global and the South African 

Context: 

This chapter will briefly examine the history of evangelicalism, in both the global and 

the South African context, paying particular attention as to how the (conservative) 

evangelical missiological paradigm has shaped prophetic engagement in social praxis 

within the South African context. 

Chapter 4: Collapsing the Tensions - A Critical Examination of the Conservative 

Evangelical Great Commission Paradigm of Mission 

This chapter will critically examine how the conservative evangelical Great 

Commission paradigm of mission has enabled prophetic engagement in social justice 

within the South African context. Making use of the conceptual framework provided by 

Bosch’s mission in creative tension, this chapter will critically reflect on how the 

conservative evangelical interpretation has both shaped and been shaped by the 

historical and contemporary South African context. Finally, this chapter will examine 

the ways in which the conservative evangelical paradigm of mission has both 

empowered and obstructed evangelistic orthodoxy and prophetic orthopraxy within the 

South African context.   

Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations 

This chapter will provide the conclusions of the study, as well as some tentative 

recommendations as to how a conservative evangelical paradigm of mission, which is 

able to hold in creative tension the various missiological emphases, might be 

developed and in what ways it might assist conservative evangelicals to stay true to 

evangelical orthodoxy, whilst simultaneously engaging in robust contextual orthopraxy 

within the South African context.   
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CHAPTER 2: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY 
 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter will provide the conceptual framework for this study by firstly outlining the 

conservative evangelical interpretation of the Great Commission and how that 

interpretation has come to be the central tenet of the conservative evangelical 

paradigm of mission. Secondly, this chapter will outline the basic elements of David 

Bosch’s concept of “mission in creative tension” as outlined in his Emerging 

Ecumenical Paradigm of Mission (1991: 368-510). This paradigm of “mission in 

creative tension” will form the conceptual framework for this study. Particular 

emphasis, among Bosch’s numerous tensions, will be given to (a) the tension between 

text and context; and (b) the tension between salvation and liberation.  

2.2 THE CONSERVATIVE EVANGELICAL GREAT COMMISSION 

PARADIGM OF MISSION 

 

2.2.1 The Centrality of the Great Commission 

Although it could be fairly argued that, the conservative evangelical paradigm of 

mission is dependent upon a broader selection of texts, than the so-called Great 

Commission texts. One would, however, be hard pressed to deny the centrality which 

these texts occupy in the formulation of the conservative evangelical paradigm of 

mission (Bosch, 1991: 340; Smith, 2004: 1; Hesselgrave, 1979: para.2; DeYoung & 

Gilbert, 2011: 62-63; Van Engen, 1996: 131). Schenk (1980: 41) notes that “In the 

popular mind Christian missionary activity arises from the Great Commission… The 

missionary mandate is a straightforward order which the faithful carry out.” 

Nissen (1999: 71) has contended that it was not until late in the seventeenth century 

that the Great Commission texts, in particular the Matthean version, were regarded as 

foundational for the development of a theology of mission. According to Bosch (1991: 

246) the Anabaptists were some of the first to regard the Great Commission as 

applicable not only to the early Church but to all believers. In fact, “no biblical texts 

appear more frequently in the Anabaptist confessions of faith and court testimonies 

than the Matthean and Markan versions of the Great Commission”. It was Carey 

(1792: 6-13) though who first developed a biblically argued foundation for the 

Matthean Great Commission as a missionary mandate. Since then, Wright (2006: 34) 
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argues that it has been the practice among evangelicals, in particular conservative 

evangelicals “to go on and on building the massive edifice of Christian missionary 

agency on this one text, with varying degrees of exegetical ingenuity.” 

It is for this reason that this study has designated the conservative evangelical 

paradigm of mission, as the Great Commission paradigm of mission (Bradley, 2019: 

para. 2-3). This missiological paradigm, though not universally applicable to all 

conservative evangelicals, within any theological tradition there may always be found 

the dissenting or alternative voices. Nevertheless, it may be said to fairly represent the 

missiological position of the majority of conservative evangelicals. This paradigm is 

both built of and, at times, read into a particular interpretation of the Great Commission.  

Though there are similar commissioning texts in all four gospels, as well as Acts, (Mark 

16:15-16; Luke 24:45-49; John 21:21-23; Acts 1:8), it is the Matthean version, which 

holds particular significance for a conservative evangelical paradigm of mission 

(Bosch, 1991: 341; Goheen, 2014: 27). 

2.2.1.1 The Last Command of Jesus 

The Matthean placement of the words of the Great Commission as Jesus’ ‘last earthly 

words’, has meant that they hold special significance and weight for conservative 

evangelicals (Bosch, 1983: 223; DeYoung & Gilbert, 2011: 43). James and Biedebach 

(2014: 43), whilst arguing against the church’s involvement in social justice, explicitly 

seem to attribute a higher scriptural authority to the Great Commission, due to its 

placement and imperative quality. “Passages such as Gal 6:10 (“Let us do good to all 

people”) are emphasized as if by position and wording they were intended to play the 

same defining role in the church as Jesus’ commission in Matthew 28:18-20” (James 

& Biedebach, 2014: 43). 

As significant as the placing is, the fact that the last words of Jesus are in the form of 

an explicit imperative, appears to carry even more weight for some conservative 

evangelicals (Bosch, 1983: 218-219). DeYoung & Gilbert (2011: 41) arguing for the 

Great Commission’s definitive role for the determinative of the church’s missiological 

paradigm argue that “We would… do well to ground what we must do in mission on 

Scripture’s explicit commands.” Leeman similarly asserts that “Whatever God sends a 

people to do, he must authorize them to do.” (2017: 19).  
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2.2.1.2 The Mark of Orthodoxy 

Bosch (1991: 340-341) argues that the late nineteenth century rise of secular, 

rationalist and humanistic ideologies, together with an increasing societal distaste for 

the gospel of salvation from God’s wrath and eternal punishment provoked among 

conservatives  (pre-millennialists in particular), a strong and “almost convulsive” 

reaction towards the promotion of the Great Commission as a “last line of defence” 

against liberalism. Consequently, the notion of obedience to the Great Commission 

came to dominate all other missiological motivations, and by the end of the nineteenth 

century the Matthean Great Commission had completely replaced all other texts as 

the primary missionary text. Obedience to the Great Commission had become the 

definitive mark of missiological and theological orthodoxy among conservatives.  

2.2.2 Elements of a Conservative Evangelical Great Commission 

Paradigm of Mission 

One cannot accurately speak of there being only one monolithic, and all conforming, 

conservative evangelical theology of mission; rather, it must be recognised that within 

conservative evangelicalism there exists, strictly speaking, a number of Great 

Commission paradigms of mission. Each of these paradigms whilst holding certain 

commonalities, will also differ depending on how strongly certain emphases are held 

and how sharply certain distinctions are drawn. Nuanced questions around the precise 

definitions of gospel and mission and how exactly these relate to each other, are to be 

found along a spectrum of beliefs for conservative evangelicals. The location in which 

conservative evangelicals find themselves along the spectrum(s) in defining the above 

questions will shape the exact nature of a particular, conservative, evangelical 

theology of mission. Nevertheless, this study, whilst recognising the nuance and 

spectrum along which conservative evangelical missiology exists, is able to identify a 

number of common characteristics which define a conservative evangelical Great 

Commission paradigm of mission. 
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2.2.2.1 The Priority of Proclamation 

The mission of the church, for conservative evangelicals is primarily, if not exclusively, 

understood as the verbal spread of the gospel through preaching, evangelism and 

church planting. The mandate to “go and make disciples” is essentially a call to world 

evangelisation, encompassing both local and global contexts (Bell, 1988: 6; Culver, 

1967: 115; Saayman, 1990: 104). For many conservative evangelicals it is sufficient 

to simply equate mission with evangelism (Hesselgrave, 1979: para. 20; Ntlha, 2005: 

29). Graham in his keynote address at the Lausanne Congress on World 

Evangelisation (ICOWE) said, “Evangelism and the salvation of souls is the vital 

mission of the church” (1975: 31). 

The priority of proclamation and world evangelisation is given an even greater urgency 

for conservative evangelicals by the imperative character of the Great Commission. 

That conservative evangelicals have often mistakenly put the emphasis in the Great 

Commission on ‘go’ as opposed to the more accurate exegesis which has the 

emphasis on ‘make disciples’ (O’Brien, 1976: 72-73; Culver, 1967: 118-124) serves 

as an overwhelming validation for the modern missionary movement, understood 

primarily as a call to the evangelisation of those who have not heard the gospel 

(Goheen, 2014: 147; Stott, 1975: 22-23). 

The priority of proclamation does not necessarily preclude a role for social justice 

within the mission of the church, but the exact nature of this relationship has been one 

of the most controversial subjects for discussion among evangelicals in the last 

century (Lausanne Committee for World Evangelisation (LCWE), 1982: 3). 

2.2.2.1.1 Betrayal or Distraction 

There are firstly those who regard social justice as lying wholly outside of the scope of 

the mission of the church. Any involvement in social action is regarded either 

negatively as a betrayal of the gospel or somewhat more positively as a worthy activity, 

but one which ultimately serves as a distraction from the principal mission of the church 

(Adeyemo, 1985: 48-49; James & Biedebach, 2014: 34-38).6 

 
6 James and Biedebach (2014: 38) for instance, endorse MacArthur’s view that the mission of the church is 
exclusively concerned with the proclamation of the gospel. “God’s purpose in this world – and the church’s only 
legitimate commission – is the proclamation of the message of sin and salvation to individuals, whom God 
sovereignly redeems and calls out of the world.” 
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2.2.2.1.2 Priority of Evangelism 

There are also a number of conservative evangelicals who, whilst acknowledging 

some role for social action within the mission of the church, primarily advocate for the 

priority of proclamation. Once again, this may take a number of forms:  

(i) Social Action as a Bridge or Accompaniment to Evangelism: Social action, in this 

view, can be a means to an end, as a bridge to the gospel, or a practical demonstration 

of gospel grace, which may open up opportunities for gospel proclamation. It is not, 

however, mission or an end in itself, and is only, at best, an accompaniment to the 

primary mission of the church, namely evangelism (Adeyemo, 1985: 51-52; Grudem, 

1994: 868; Saayman, 1990: 101; Stott,1975: 26-27). 

Bosch (1991: 394) notes that despite the almost universal presence of social action 

throughout church history: 

these ministries were almost always viewed as ‘auxiliary services’ and not as 

missionary in their own right. Their purpose was to dispose people favourably 

to the gospel, ‘soften them up’, and thereby prepare the way for the work of the 

real missionary, namely, the one who proclaimed God’s word about eternal 

salvation. 

These ministries, for conservative evangelicals, have often been referred to has mercy 

ministries (Grudem, 1994: 868) and most often focus on meeting the immediate needs 

through acts of charity or relief, and simultaneously avoiding issues of structural or 

systemic injustices (Bowers du Toit, 2010a: 431-437; Carson, 2008: 1-3; DeYoung & 

Gilbert, 2001: 27).  

(ii) Social Action as a Consequence of Evangelism: In this view, whilst social action is 

still not in and of itself considered to be within the scope of the mission of the church, 

it is however, regarded as a significant implication of the gospel. Social action, on 

behalf of the poor and the marginalised, ought to be a natural corollary of lives 

transformed by the gospel. The relationship between social action and evangelism, in 

this view, is often described using the analogy of social action being the fruit of the 

prior seed of gospel proclamation. The seed in this analogy naturally takes precedence 

over the fruit (Adeyemo, 1985: 52-53; Graham, 1975: 31-32; LCWE, 1982: 7; 

Saayman, 1990: 101). 



17 
 

Gospel proclamation still takes priority in this view, not least because, as advocates of 

this view claim, the increase of Christians in society ought to naturally lead to the 

increase in social action and a more just society. Bosch (1981: 13) notes that, “In this 

view the Gospel is only concerned about bringing people into a right relationship with 

God; if this happens, corrupt social institutions and malpractices will gradually atrophy 

of their own accord as happened in the case of slavery.” 

(iii) Broad and Narrow Views of Salvation: This view seeks to make a distinction 

between a broad and a narrow view of mission. The broad view of mission is 

concerned with God’s complete mission of redeeming and reconciling all aspects of 

his creation, whilst the narrow view of mission is concerned with the particular role 

which God has given the church to play, namely gospel proclamation, in the divine 

cosmic redemption plan. DeYoung and Gilbert (2011: 42), whilst acknowledging that 

the broad mission of the church includes the righting of societal and structural injustice, 

query the “hermeneutic that assumes a priori that we are partners with God in every 

particular of his redemptive purposes for the world.” This view acknowledges that 

whilst Christians may, and possibly should, get involved in social actions as 

individuals, in their personal capacities, they deny this aspect of God’s cosmic 

redemption as falling within the scope of God’s mission for the church.  

Leeman (2017: 32-35) whilst drawing a similar distinction between the narrow and the 

broad views of the mission of the church, does, unlike DeYoung and Gilbert, see the 

individual Christian involvement in social action as included within the broad mission 

of the church. For Leeman, the crucial distinguishing factor in the broad and the narrow 

mission of the church is between the temporal and the eternal. The institutional church, 

Leeman argues should give priority to that which is eternal, namely the narrow mission 

of the church (see also Carson, 2008: 2). 

2.2.2.1.3 Equal, Inseparable but Distinct Partners 

Finally, there are those who regard social justice and evangelism as equal, and 

inseparable but distinct partners in the mission of the church (Sider, 1975: 264-267; 

Stott, 1975: 27-28) but who yet maintain a certain priority for proclamation. Keller 

(2010: 139), for instance, whilst affirming the essential nature of both social justice and 

evangelism for the mission of the church describes the relationship between them as 

existing in  
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an asymmetrical, inseparable relationship. Evangelism is the most basic and 

radical ministry possible to a human being. This is true not because the spiritual 

is more important than the temporal but because the eternal is more important 

than the temporal. 

Article Five of the Lausanne Covenant (1996: 24) seeks to similarly affirm the essential 

nature of both social action and evangelism for the mission of the church, “Although 

reconciliation with man is not reconciliation with God, nor is social action evangelism 

nor is political liberation salvation, nevertheless we affirm that evangelism and socio-

political involvement are both part of our Christian duty”. Whilst in Article Six (1996: 

28) reserving a certain primacy for proclamation, “In the Church’s mission of sacrificial 

service, evangelism is primary.” 

Ultimately, it seems that no matter how conservative evangelicals attempt to define 

the relationship between evangelism and social justice, it effectively comes down to 

an affirmation of the priority of proclamation over social action. This priority was to 

prove decisive in the conservative evangelical response to apartheid (Bosch, 1991: 

403-407; Walker, 1989: 59-60). 

2.2.2.2 Individualised Soteriology and Discipleship 

Conservative evangelical soteriology is primarily individualistic, centred almost 

exclusively on the justification and regeneration of individuals through the atoning work 

of Christ (Grudem, 1994: 710-712; Sider, 1975: 251-252; SSJ, 2018: Article VI). The 

Great Commission imperative to “make disciples” has, for conservative evangelicals 

the primary goal of personal salvation or the “saving of souls” (Sider, 1975: 251). The 

only liberation which can be expected before the Parousia is a spiritual liberation. All 

socio-political aspects of cosmic redemption, may occur as implications of the gospel 

but they are not themselves, incorporated into the primary mission of the church in this 

present age (James & Biedebach, 2014: 37-38; Chester, 2004: 94).  

As soteriology is intricately shaped by hamartiology, as problem is to solution, so a 

theology of repentance is primarily shaped by both by soteriology and hamartiology. 

The scope of repentance for conservative evangelicals is likewise limited to individual 

sin, and discipleship is understood wholly within the context of personal ethics and 

morality (Balcomb, 2001: 15; Bosch, 1981: 12; Walker, 1989: 48). Consequently, 

Bowers Du Toit (2010: 437) writes that  
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The way in which one sees sin would affect one’s perception of the scope of 

the Gospel. If sin is regarded as purely individual then the ‘good news’ of 

redemption is only for the individual and any societal transformation can only 

take place through individual, not through the transformation of structures. 

Salvation and discipleship, is consequently, for the conservative evangelical, 

inherently dualistic with what is essentially a fundamental divide “between the spiritual 

and the material, between evangelism and social action, between loving God and 

loving neighbour” (Myers, 1999: 286). Bowers Du Toit (2010a: 436) highlights two 

fundamental aspects of this conservative evangelical dualism; firstly, defining the 

gospel with an inherent separation between evangelism and social action and 

secondly, an overoptimistic regard for personal spirituality as the answer to socio-

political issues (see also Balcomb, 2004: 13; Concerned Evangelicals (CE), 1986: 24-

25). 

2.2.2.3 An A-Contextual and Western Framework 

Evangelicalism arising as it did out of the modernistic era area, has a strong 

modernistic and rationalistic emphasis on the individual knowability of objective truth 

as a once for all time revealed, unchanging reality (Conn, 1978; Padilla, 1985b: 98; 

van Engen, 1996: 216-217). Thus “by the time the large-scale Western colonial 

expansion began,” Bosch (1991: 448) contends that “Western Christians were 

unconscious of the fact that their theology was culturally conditioned; they simply 

assumed that it was supracultural and universally valid.”  

Theology, is therefore, for conservative evangelicals, largely regarded as having been 

once for all time and contexts defined either in Scripture or more accurately, their 

interpretation of Scripture, or in a particular Protestant tradition, such as the 

Reformation. Consequently, all that remains for the task of Christian mission, is for the 

missionary to take these universally valid and essentially a-contextual truths and 

export them in their “unaltered and unalterable forms” (Bosch, 1991: 427) barring 

some essentially superficial indigenisation, to the rest of the world (Padilla, 1980: 77-

78). In this vein, Graham (1975: 32), would declare in his opening address of the IOWE 

that “the ‘message we proclaim never changes – only ‘methods’ change! The task of 

this Congress therefore is to relate the changeless Gospel to a changing world.”  
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There exists, at times, among conservative evangelical Christians somewhat of a 

naivety about the way in which contemporary social, economic and political factors 

affect their own interpretative processes (Padilla, 1980: 64; Wright, 2006: 41-43). As 

a result, there can be an unrealised collapse into a form of “culture-Christianity” 

(Padilla, 1980: 65), and in particular for this study, a synonymous association of 

Christianity with Western cultural norms (Kretzschmar, 1998: 164-165; Walls, 1996: 

8).  

Although conservative evangelicals place great emphasis on the importance of the 

biblical context for correct exegesis, the interpreter’s own contemporary context, 

though acknowledged as part of the fundamental framework which any interpreter 

brings to the study of any text, affects interpretation only tangentially and mainly 

negatively as a potential contaminating influence which should be put aside or 

overcome to arrive at the once for all time, objectively determined truth of Scripture 

(Holst, 2013: 175-176; Padilla, 1980: 64-65). In this light, Carson (1984: 129) argues 

that, “the interpreter must distance his or her own horizon of understanding from that 

of the text.” 

Of primary importance for conservative evangelicals in their interpretation of Scripture 

is the correct interpretation of the original meaning of the text, in its original context. 

Once the original meaning of the text has been correctly discerned and the 

fundamental, timeless and effectively a-contextual truths distilled from the text, only 

then, by way of application of these timeless truths may the interpreter’s contemporary 

context be legitimately introduced. Little value is ascribed to the contemporary context 

in the interpretative process, and conservative evangelical hermeneutics may be 

described as primarily an a-contextual exercise7 (Conn, 1978: para. 13-14; The Willow 

Bank Report, 1996: 83).  

Tienou, reminds us, though, that “all Christian theologies are products of their social, 

historical, and cultural environments” (1993: 246) and therefore all theology is, in some 

 
7 Balcomb’s (2004:12) comments on Retief’s book, Tragedy to Triumph: A Christian Response to Trials and 
Sufferings, essentially a theological and existential reflection on the tragic attack on St James Church in 1993, 
are significant for demonstrating the a-contextual nature of evangelical theology. “No connection is drawn 
between the attack and the church’s conservatism and implicit support of the apartheid regime. There is no 
mention of a political agenda besides a blanket condemnation of political violence, and there is no reappraisal 
of the church’s theology – political or otherwise – in the light of the attack. Indeed, the book shows a remarkable 
ability to reflect on the meaning of Christian forgiveness and suffering of individual Christians without 
undertaking political or social reflections of any kind.” 
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sense, contextual theology (Green, 2010: 6-7; De Gruchy, 1978: 54-55). There exists 

a dynamic relationship between text and context which always is at work shaping our 

theology and our missiology (Osbourne, 1991: 6). However, when this dynamic 

process happens uncritically or unacknowledged, the culture of the missionary or 

evangelist may end up controlling the interpretative process and consequently 

dominating and subverting indigenous cultures, under the guise of simply “preaching 

the gospel” (Concerned Evangelicals, 1989: 32-34; Conn, 1978; Padilla, 1980: 65). As 

a result, conservative evangelical missiology, even when done by Africans in Africa, 

may largely reflect the cultural values and concerns of both its contextual Western 

heritage, as well as the context, values and norms of its contemporary leadership, 

namely white, western and predominantly male (Balcomb, 2004: 15; Concerned 

Evangelicals, 1986: 39; Padilla, 1985b: 94-99). Thus, whilst pursuing an objective or 

a-contextual biblical theology, conservative evangelical theology and missiology 

largely reflects a westernised theology and paradigm of mission.  

2.2.2.4 An Under-Realised Eschatology 

Conservative evangelicals consistently warn of the dangers of an over-realised 

eschatology, in the mould of the Social Gospel, which encouraged an overly optimistic 

view of history and of humanity’s ability to overcome injustices and societal disfunction 

in order to create some sense of ‘heaven on earth’. Conservative evangelicals though, 

may be guilty of swinging the theological pendulum too firmly in the opposite direction 

and of emphasising an under-realised eschatology which has an overly pessimistic 

view of history and which, whilst it focuses on the past (the cross and resurrection) 

and emphasises the future (“saving souls for heaven” Bosch, 1981: 5), leaves the 

present empty of significance, except as a time of preparation for the Parousia, 

through evangelism and personal salvation (Bosch, 1991: 505). If ecumenicals have 

mistakenly placed too much emphasis on the “now” of the “now and the not yet” nature 

of the Kingdom of God, then evangelicals have placed too much emphasis on the “not 

yet” (Bosch, 1991: 508). 

Conservative evangelicals, whilst rightly placing a firm emphasis on the initiative of 

God to ultimately bring about the consummation of the Kingdom and the restoration of 

all things, have too low expectations concerning the present nature of the Kingdom. 

Conservative evangelicals have limited the now in-breaking nature of the Kingdom to 
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the transformation and spiritual liberation of individuals, with little or no expectation for 

the realisation of socio-political transformation or societal renewal in the present age.   

This under-realised eschatology has significant implication for the conservative 

evangelical theology of mission. Socio-political liberation is an essentially wholly future 

reality and there is little expectation in the present age for any significant socio-political 

transformation, through the work of the church, though possibly through the work of 

individual Christians (Leeman, 2017: 40-43; Concerned Evangelicals, 1986: 22; 

DeYoung & Gilbert, 2011: 29-35). Resistance to unjust laws and structures can 

therefore be done only through appropriate legal channels and never in such a way 

that would compromise the church’s ability to engage unobstructed in the work of 

evangelism. Where laws cannot be changed, however, Christians must submit to the 

government, engage justly with their neighbours at an interpersonal level, encourage 

patient endurance and bring hope for a future liberation through the work of 

evangelism (Concerned Evangelicals, 1986: 28-29; Walker, 1989: 54).  

2.3 MISSION IN CREATIVE TENSION 

Bosch’s concept of mission in creative tension as a dynamic interplay between various 

missiological emphases will form the conceptual framework for this study. This 

paradigm has been chosen because of its ability to hold in tension what may appear 

to be competing emphases, in order to form a missiology which both accepts the 

distinctives of conservative evangelicalism, as well as opening up new possibilities for 

engaging with context and Scripture from within those theological distinctives.  

There is for Bosch no one missiological meta-paradigm, as mission itself, is constantly 

being ‘transformed’ and re-interpreted for new and changing contexts. The New 

Testament itself exhibits this changing and adaptive paradigm of mission, as each of 

the gospels exemplify a specific sub-paradigm of an overarching early Christian 

paradigm of mission (Bosch, 1991: 54), as the church “incarnated itself in the life and 

world of those who had embraced it” (1991: 421). Likewise, church history Bosch 

suggests, drawing on the paradigm theory work of Kuhn, can also be divided into a 

series of missiological paradigm shifts.  

There are, for Bosch, (1991: 9) no one static and fixed for all times “immutable and 

objectively correct ‘laws of mission’ to which exegesis of Scripture gives us access 

and which provide us with blueprints applicable to every situation” (1991:9). Rather, 
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there exists a constantly evolving “pluriverse of missiology” existing as a 

“multicoloured mosaic of complementary and mutually enriching as well as mutually 

challenging frames of reference” (Bosch, 1991: 8).  

2.3.1 The Emerging Ecumenical Missionary Paradigm 

In the development of his own Emerging Ecumenical Paradigm of mission, Bosch 

(1991: 368-510) sought to be relevant to the pluralistic, inclusive and multi-dimensional 

character of the post-modern world by moving beyond the existing polarising views of 

mission, and bringing together into a singular paradigm of mission the various 

competing emphases of missiological thought prevalent throughout the twentieth 

century (Corrie, 2016: 192-193). These competing emphases, Bosch argues, must not 

be integrated in a compromised synthesis nor collapsed, one in favour of the other. 

Rather, they must be held together in a “creative tension” which allows new 

missiological possibilities to emerge from the interplay of creative tension, informed 

and shaped not only by the various emphases of the biblical text but equally by the 

dynamic tension between text and context (Corrie, 2001: 101). For, “It is only within 

the force field of apparent opposites that we shall begin to approximate a way of 

theologising for our own time in a meaningful way” (Bosch, 1991: 367). 

This missiological paradigm though requires a “bold humility” which acknowledges that 

“we do not have all the answers and are prepared to live within the framework of 

penultimate knowledge,” wherein mission is not a static or fixed entity but rather, an 

ongoing, continual and incomplete dialogue between text and context (Bosch, 1991: 

489). 

Although Bosch identifies a number of different missiological emphases to be held in 

tension, such as those between evangelism and social action; or between the Missio 

Dei and human responsibility; or between history and eschatology; or between 

university and diversity, this study will give particular attention to (a) the tension 

between text and context; and (b) the tension between salvation and liberation.  

2.3.2 Text and Context in Creative Tension 

Theology is, for Bosch, a continual dialogue between text and context, or what Padilla 

(1980: 67) terms “a participatory involvement,” in reading the text and as result is 

always “provisional and hypothetical” (Bosch, 1991: 427). Interpreting the text 
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therefore is more than merely a literary or spiritual task; it involves the entire context 

of the interpreter and therefore is simultaneously also a social, political and economic 

task. For Bosch (1991: 423) “all theology is by its very nature contextual” because our 

entire context is at work when interpreting a biblical text. Thus, the mission of the 

church is always a “contextual elucidation of the relationship between God, God’s 

world and God’s church” (Bosch, 1991: 427). Ultimately, Bosch desires to see a 

theological and creative tension between orthodoxy, as theology revealed, and 

orthopraxy, revelation as contextual. This journey is what Bosch refers to as a 

missiology of the road, “it has a map to guide it, but the precise direction is flexible and 

provisional as it discovers new dimensions of truth through its praxis” (Corrie, 2001: 

100). 

2.3.2.1 Prophetic Dialogue 

Prophetic Dialogue is a spirituality of mission (Bevans & Schroeder, 2011: 2) 

embedded in the trinitarian nature of God, who exists as relationship in a perpetual 

divine, dialogical dance within himself, into which he invites all of creation. To join in 

this trinitarian dance is to join in God’s self-diffusive, scattering and gathering mission 

of prophetic dialogue (Bevans & Schroeder, 2011: 9-10; Kritzinger, 2013: 35-36). 

Mission as prophetic dialogue is “an open and on-going dialogue between the human 

and the divine (and between unity and diversity, tradition and renewal, structures and 

relationships, ingathering and mission) as a reflection of the relational dynamic within 

the Godhead” (Corrie, 2001: 102). This must not be mistaken as a sort of uncritical 

and open-ended relativism of interpretation; rather, Bosch’s paradigm of creative 

tension affirms both the “absoluteness of the text and its contextuality” (Corrie: 2016, 

194). 

2.3.2.1.1 Mission as Dialogue 

Mission as dialogue is a deep and genuine encounter with context, in the recognition 

that God’s Spirit is simultaneously already present and at work, in that context and 

among those people (Bevans & Schroeder, 2011: 24-26). Mission as dialogue is the 

mission of presence, of sharing and of mutual respect, marked by a vulnerability to 

listen, to share and even to be open to the possibility of being changed by those one 

is trying to evangelise (Bevans & Schroeder, 2011: 20-22). It is not simply doing things 

for people but firstly, of being with and among the people and of receiving from the 
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people. It is a “two-way exchange of gifts” (Dorr, cited in Bevans & Schroeder, 2011: 

20). 

2.3.2.1.2. Mission as Prophecy 

Mission as prophecy is “the hope-giving imagination that a different life and a different 

world is possible – and that it can begin right now” (Kritzinger, 2013: 42), Mission as 

prophecy entails both a  

(i) “Speaking forth” – describing and demonstrating, in both speech and action, 

the reality of God’s new world of flourishing, of order and of beauty; of inviting 

others to join in this dance of possibility and of new creation. As Christians live 

authentic lives of justice, beauty and vibrant community “they speak forth 

without words what the gospel is and what human life might be if the gospel is 

lived authentically” (Bevans & Schroeder, 2011: 44). 

(ii) “Speaking against” – an unmasking of injustice and oppression in order to 

expose the brutality and the numbness of the present world in the light of the 

gospel and the promise of a new and better world. The church as a counter-

cultural community of prophetic praxis, by its faithful existence, reveals the 

possibilities of a different vision for the world (Bevans & Schroeder, 2011: 46). 

Prophetic dialogue invites the church into deep dialogue between text (prophetic) and 

context (dialogue); between listening (dialogue) and speaking (prophetic); between 

humility (dialogue) and boldness (prophetic); and between word and praxis. Prophetic 

dialogue is the spirituality of “bold humility” which binds and shapes the entire process 

of mission together in creative tension. It is impossible to do mission which is not 

contextual. Mission is to live in constant dialogue with and discerning prophetic witness 

to our context (Bevans & Schroeder, 2011: 63). 

2.3.3 Salvation and Liberation in Creative Tension 

The relationship between social action and evangelism or personal salvation has been 

one of the hardest fought and yet most significant theological debates throughout the 

twentieth century. Conservative evangelicals have tended to emphasise the priority of 

proclamation, or evangelism, whilst ecumenicals have tended, at times, to favour 

social action over evangelism. The priority of proclamation for evangelicals has often 

effectively meant the exclusivity of proclamation. This emphasis on the priority of 
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evangelism has, at times, been fuelled by a fear that to recognise the legitimacy of 

social action might mean the loss of the uniqueness of gospel proclamation. Bosch’s 

missiological paradigm offers the potential by which both of these biblical-missiological 

emphases may be held in creative tension, without compromising the validity and 

importance of either emphasis. To hold the twin missiological emphases of evangelism 

and social action in tension is to resist the urge to collapse either side of the tension 

through talk of priority or primacy. This study will contend that to attempt to collapse 

either side of this creative tension will significantly affect both sides of the tension.  

2.3.3.1 Tensions in Salvation 

Bosch (1991: 393) asserts that  

the Christian missionary movement has been motivated, throughout its history 

by the desire to mediate salvation to all. The ‘soteriological motif’ may indeed 

be termed the ‘throbbing heart of missiology’… since one’s theology of mission 

is always closely dependant on one’s theology of salvation; it would therefore 

be correct to say that the scope of salvation – however we define salvation – 

determines the scope of the missionary enterprise.  

Salvation in the early church was understood comprehensively but under the influence 

of the Greek patristics, salvation become more readily understood in terms of the 

redemption of individual souls in the afterlife. During the Enlightenment period, though 

this other-worldly salvation was rejected in favour of the priotisation of a more this-

worldly salvation encompassing liberation from religious superstitions, a broader 

concern for human flourishing and moral regeneration, both personal and structural of 

society as a whole (Bosch, 1991: 393-395). 

This shift resulted in a two-fold reaction from the church; on the one hand, the firm 

reiteration and defence of the more traditional concept of salvation as spiritual rescue, 

a route taken by conservative evangelicals. On the other hand, the more liberal 

theological positions, provoked by the challenge of the Enlightenment, began to 

reinterpret the supernatural and offensive elements of the gospel in favour of a focus 

on humanity and the example of Jesus (Bosch, 1991: 395-396). 

Sin was understood primarily as alienation between people and salvation was found 

in the breaking down of oppressive structures. This movement was exemplified in the 
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Social Gospel movement of the early twentieth century and the secular gospel 

movement of the mid-twentieth century. These movements brought the necessary 

corrective to the traditional, individualistic and too other-worldly interpretation of 

salvation prominent among conservative evangelicals, thus reminding us that 

“redemption is never salvation out of this world… but always salvation of this world” 

(Bosch, 1991: 399). Unfortunately, they ignored what was unique and unrepeatable 

about Christianity, namely the person and work of Jesus (Bosch, 1991: 402-403). 

2.3.3.2 Holistic Salvation 

Bosch though, appeals for the rejection of this false dichotomy, instead arguing that 

these two competing emphases ought to be held in creative tension so that our 

theology might “find a way beyond every schizophrenic position and minster to people 

in their total need, that… should involve individual as well as society, soul and body, 

present and future in our ministry of salvation” (Bosch, 1991: 399). The scope of 

salvation, Bosch opines, is as broad and comprehensive as the total redemptive needs 

of humanity (Bosch, 1991: 400). 

Wright, (2009: 92) similarly seeks to hold these two elements in creative tension by 

framing salvation within the whole Scriptural narrative, nevertheless arguing for the 

cross as the central and integral facet of salvation, which holds together all these 

aspects of holistic and biblical mission. “The cross” Wright says is “the fulfilment of the 

exodus, including within its total redemptive accomplishment final liberation from all 

that enslaves and oppresses humanity and creation” (Wright, 2010: 111). 

2.3.3.3 Contextual Evangelism 

Evangelism is always contextual. Conversion is not simply an individualistic, spiritual 

or existential experience for Bosch (1991: 418), but rather “evangelism… means 

enlisting people for the reign of God, liberating them from themselves, their sins and 

their entanglements, so that they will be free for God and neighbour”. Evangelism 

cannot be separated from the practice and preaching of justice because it involves a 

complete change of allegiance, in every aspect of one’s life, economic, social and 

political. The call to discipleship is a call to follow Christ whose values and priorities 

are totally other and at times, in clear conflict with the empire-Kingdoms of this world.  
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Contextual evangelism must also include taking leave of Eurocentric assumptions, its 

worldview and methodologies. The Christian faith must in each context be rethought, 

reordered and reimagined in ways which speak not simply to spiritual needs but to the 

full experience of a culture and a context, including issues of justice, inequality and 

oppression. Contextualised evangelism must take seriously, holding in creative 

tension, questions of both liberation and evangelism, particularly in the light of Western 

theological colonialism (Bosch, 1991: 448-449) and its failure to recognise the 

problems of systemic injustice (Bosch, 1991: 433).  

The danger for all theology and indeed missiology, has been the desire to collapse 

one end of the tension in order to more easily define a singular, uniform concept of 

mission and thus universalise one theological position system as applicable for all 

times and places (Bosch, 1991: 428; Padilla, 1980: 73). Missiological paradigms 

consequently become entrenched at one end of the tension or at the other. Therefore, 

in order to justify a particular theological system or missiological paradigm in the face 

of the missiological tension, the truth of that particular theological system is imposed 

upon others as normative or orthodox, usually at the expense of real-world concerns 

which exist at the other end of the tension. The maintenance of creative tensions is 

therefore vital for mission which both maintains an identity in Christ and are relevant 

and involved in the world (Corrie, 2001: 103; Bosch, 1991: 26). 

2.4 CONCLUSION 

This chapter has examined the central place which the conservative evangelical 

interpretation of the Great Commission plays in their paradigm of mission. This study 

has identified the central tenets of the conservative evangelical Great Commission 

paradigm of mission to be (a) the priority of proclamation; (b) an individualised 

soteriology and understanding of discipleship; (c) an a-contextual and westernised 

framework; and (d) an under-realised eschatology.  

The chapter also introduced the conceptual framework for this study, namely Bosch’s 

missiological paradigm of “mission in creative tension”. Mission, Bosch posits, consists 

of a dynamic interplay of competing missiological emphases, which must not be 

integrated or synthesised but rather held together in a “creative tension”. Although 

Bosch identified a number of these missiological tensions, this study will focus on two 

such dialogical tensions central to this study, namely the tensions between (a) the 
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absolute nature of the text and its existence within context and (b) individual salvation 

and socio-political liberation. Missiology which resists the desire to collapse either side 

of these tensions, opens up new and creative ways of theologising, which both uphold 

the distinctives of conservative evangelicalism and simultaneously open up new 

contextual possibilities for authentic orthopraxis. 

In the following chapter this study will turn its attention to a brief survey of the history 

of evangelicalism, first globally and then in the South African context, paying particular 

attention to how the conservative evangelical missiological paradigm has shaped their 

social praxis. 
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CHAPTER 3: HISTORY OF EVANGELICALS AND SOCIAL 

ACTION 
 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter will briefly examine the history of evangelicalism, both globally and more 

specifically in the South African context. This chapter will pay particular attention to 

how the (conservative) evangelical missiological paradigm has shaped their 

contextual, prophetic engagement in social praxis. Particular emphasis will be put on 

the acceptance and development of the Great Commission paradigm of mission as 

the normative paradigm of mission for conservative evangelicals and the impact which 

this paradigm has had within the South African context. 

3.2 EVANGELICALISM’S WORLD TRANSFORMATIVE BEGINNINGS 

 

3.2.1 The Protestant Reformation 

The roots of evangelicalism may be found in what Wolterstorff calls the “world 

formative Christianity”8 (1983: 3) of the Protestant Reformation, which arose in 

contrast to the “avertive” religion of mediaeval Christianity, the aim of which was to 

escape from the inferior political and social worlds through the pursuit of a purer 

spiritual realm (Smith, 2009: 248). 

Mediaeval Christianity viewed society as a definite, God-ordained and natural 

hierarchical structure which was both fixed and immovable. “In the grave all persons 

are equal. In life they are not so. They are created unequal… for different and 

hierarchically unequal positions in the social order” (Wolterstorff, 1983: 7).  

The Reformers, though, regarded social structures, and not only the individuals who 

populated those structures, in both church and society as human constructions, 

equally corrupted by sin and in need of reformation and renewal by the gospel. Semper 

Reformanda, Lochman argues (cited in Smith, 2009: 249) must never be applied only 

to the realm of doctrine and ecclesiology, but to all of life including socio-political and 

socio-economic dimensions (Smith, 2009: 248-249). The responsibility for the altering 

 
8 Smith (2009: 248) drawing on the work of Wolterstorff amends this term to “world-transformative Christianity” 
which this study finds the preferable expression but will use “world-formative” when particularly referring to 
Wolterstorff.  
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of unjust societal structures no longer belonged only to the ruling kings and princes 

but to the ordinary Christian as well (Wolterstroff, 1983: 9-12). 

3.2.2 Continental Pietism 

Evangelicalism owes its strong emphasis on the experiential nature of faith and, in 

particular, the importance of a personal conversion experience to the influence of 

continental pietism. The pietists believed that the most effective way in which to 

change society was to see individuals, particularly leaders transformed by the gospel 

(Rin Ro, 1985: 26). Evangelicals similarly argued that God worked primarily through 

personal intervention in the lives of individuals or communities and that “general and 

broad-based efforts of reform will be ineffectual apart from the direct working of God 

in the individual and the larger society” (Dyrness, 2007: 146). 

3.3 WORLD TRANSFORMATIVE EVANGELICALISM 

Evangelicalism as a self-conscious movement, though, emerged during the 

eighteenth-century revivals in Great Britain and America. As well as bringing extensive 

reform to the established church, early evangelicalism was marked as being 

predominantly a working-class or grassroots movement (Bebbington, 1989: 25-27). 

The field preaching of, in particular, Wesley and Whitefield, saw thousands of 

conversions among the poor and disenfranchised (Smith, 1998: 8). Early 

evangelicalism, Smith argues, was “a remarkable example of religion as a powerful 

agent for political and social change; it was world-transformative” (Smith, 1998: 2) 

The evangelical movement that arose out of the eighteen century revivals in Great 

Britain and the Great Awakenings in America inherited “a Reformed doctrine of the 

Christian calling in the world and anticipated that the spread of the Gospel would have 

significant social consequences” (Smith, 1998: x). Evangelicals were involved in all 

kinds of social reform including prison reforms, abolition of slavery, employment 

initiatives, orphanages, the founding of Sunday schools and numerous labour reforms 

(Bosch, 1991: 281; Rin Ro, 1985: 27-28). 

3.4 THE RISE OF A WORLD AVERTIVE EVANGELICALISM 

During the nineteenth century, however, this world-transformative impulse of 

evangelicalism began to wane and was eclipsed instead by the emergence of a new 
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and more avertive form of evangelicalism (Smith, 2009: 252). Two factors in the rise 

of a more avertive evangelicalism are of particular interest to this study. 

3.4.1 The Emergence of a Middle-Class Evangelicalism 

Though the rise of evangelicalism as a world transformative movement was 

predominantly among the poor, the working class and the disenfranchised, the later 

emergence of a self-consciously Anglican evangelicalism sought to bring greater 

respectability to evangelicalism through the combination of evangelical soteriology 

and Anglican discipline. Likewise, among the Methodists, revival did not just die out 

after the death of the founders, it was deliberately suppressed, so as to remove any 

hint of sedition (Smith, 1998: 20). 

The Clapham sect, while often lauded for their societal reforms, in particular 

Wilberforce’s campaign against slavery, showed little interest in changing the 

structures of society itself and held instead to a “highly stratified social order” (Smith, 

2009: 253), placing great emphasis on the transformation of individuals and in 

particular, those in the upper echelons of British society. Clapham attempted to make 

evangelicalism palatable to the rich and privileged by “assuring them that they might 

attain personal salvation in Christ without the slightest hint of a threat to their ‘station’ 

in life” (Smith, 1998: 17). Evangelicalism, Wilberforce argued, was not a threat to a 

hierarchical structure but rather, that which would ensure its preservation and spare 

Britain the possibility of revolution (Smith, 1998: 16-17).  

The 1812 Methodist Conference assured the government that evangelicalism 

“soothes the poor under poverty and distress and, by God’s grace, makes them 

content under the apparently diverse dispensations of Divine Providence” (Smith, 

1998: 21). The liberty promised in the gospel was consequently reinterpreted as being 

of a purely spiritual nature, with no impact on the social-economic situation of its 

substantial number of grassroots members (Smith, 1998: 20) and evangelicalism 

became increasingly a middle-class movement (Bebbington, 1989: 110-111; Smith, 

1989: 31).  

Despite the attempts from official Methodism to establish itself as a respectable 

denomination, there remained, at grass-roots level, though, a strong fusion of popular 

Methodism with radical politics. This strand of Methodism regarded faith not as that 

which offered only spiritual comfort to the marginalised of society but, as that which 
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provided the inspiration and the energy with which to change society (Smith, 1998: 22-

23). 

As result, two different strands of evangelicalism were emerging (a) those who saw 

Christianity as that which upheld and supported the traditional social order; and (b) 

those who saw in Christianity the promise of a new socio-political order grounded in 

biblical values of freedom, justice and inclusion (Smith, 1998: 22-23).  

3.4.2 The Rise of Theological Liberalism 

Evangelicals had already contextually and sociologically, begun a shift to a more 

avertive form of evangelicalism, or what has been designated in this study as 

conservative evangelicalism. But it was the rise of theological liberalism, in the 

nineteenth century, and, in particular, the fear of the social gospel, in the twentieth 

century, which finally sealed the shift from a world formative to a world avertive 

evangelicalism (Marsden, 2006: 91). 

Evangelicals in Britain and America, having lost contact with their historical roots, 

“came to identify a world transformative faith with what they believed to be ‘the Trojan 

horse of liberalism’ and instead turned to forms of mission that concentrated solely on 

individual salvation and church planting” (Smith, 2009: 263), a shift which Moberg 

(1972: 30) has termed “the great reversal”. The Social Gospel (1880-1929) gave 

almost exclusive priority to horizontal issues and the mission of the church was 

understood primarily as the reformation of unjust structures attainable through human 

endeavour in the here and now (Bosch, 1991: 283-284; Marsden, 2006: 92). 

Evangelicals fearful of the loss of the preaching of the gospel of eternal salvation and 

feeling as though they had their “backs to the wall” (Stott, 2006: 29), responded by 

rejecting almost all forms of social action as theologically suspect. In reaction, they 

embraced the Great Commission in an “almost convulsive manner” as a “last line of 

defence” against liberalism (Bosch, 1991: 340), and promulgated a narrow message 

of individual salvation that emphasised almost exclusively spiritual concerns and a 

futuristic eschatology (Bowers Du Toit, 2010b: 264-265; Rin Ro, 1985: 31).  

This was further entrenched by the growth among evangelicals of a more pessimistic 

pre-millennial theology which regarded the present corrupt world as beyond hope or 

redemption and expected the steady deterioration of society until the return of Christ. 
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The emphasis in evangelicalism thus shifted away from any sense of social 

involvement towards an exclusive emphasis on privatised faith and verbal 

proclamation (Bosch, 1991: 315-318; Larsen, 2007: 150; Stott, 2006: 30). Moody 

would capture this sentiment well in describing social action as being like cleaning the 

rooms on a sinking ship when clearly the priority was the rescue of as many souls as 

possible before the doomed ship finally sank (Stott, 2006: 30). At the same time, 

theologically conservative evangelicals became increasingly conservative; a reflection 

of their middle-class values, in their approach to politics, economics and social issues 

(Gill, 1976: 92; Marsden, 2006: 91). 

3.5 THE MODERN MISSIONARY MOVEMENT 

Indicative of the activism which came to mark the eighteenth-century evangelical 

movement was a renewed emphasis on missions. Whilst evangelicals still held to a 

strong belief in the sovereignty of God for salvation, there was a marked increase in 

the acceptance that people could be “appointed agents of bringing the gospel to the 

unevangelised nations” (Bebbington, 1989: 41).  

William Carey (1792: 6-13) went further still in his seminal work “An Enquiry into the 

Obligation of Christians to Use Means for the Conversion of the Heathen” when he 

argued, contrary to popular contemporary opinion, that not only was the Great 

Commission still binding for Christians but mission itself was central to Christianity 

(Bebbington, 1989: 41).  

The nature of mission was, for Carey, undoubtedly wider than simply evangelism, as 

witnessed by his extensive efforts in social reform, notably woman’s rights and the 

abolition of slavery, as well as economics, education and science, but it is equally 

significant that he still reserved a certain priority for evangelism (Bosch, 1991: 281). 

“The spread of civil and religious liberty” was the means by which “a glorious door” for 

the preaching of the gospel might be “opened wider and wider” (Carey, 1992: 79; see 

also Walls, 2009: 256). Bebbington (1889: 133) even suggests that slavery primarily 

became a focus for evangelicals in the 1830s because of the role it played as a barrier 

to missionary advancement in the Caribbean (Shaw, 1996: 132). 

Kretzschmar observes that although evangelicalism began as a British and American 

movement, it quickly spread to the far corners of the globe through the newly 

established missionary societies. Although evangelicals formed a significant 



35 
 

percentage of most missionary agencies (Kretzschmar, 1998: 159) they were, Bosch 

(1991: 294) notes, largely “blind to their own ethnocentrism,” confusing their own 

middle-class values with Christian doctrine and principles. Thus, evangelicalism came 

to South Africa as primarily a western theology which was transmitted unchanged to 

the rest of the world (Bosch, 1991: 294). 

The assumption evangelicals made was that their theology was essentially an a-

contextual, once for all times and places message which simply needed to be taken 

unchanged and unchangeable to the world. This assumption would become the chief 

means by which (often unintentionally) western cultural imperialism would be imported 

under the guise of Christianity. Most significantly for this study, was that 

evangelicalism’s own cultural emphases and weaknesses, as well as its particular 

theological approach to the creative tensions of mission were imported as uniquely 

orthodox. 

3.6 EVANGELICAL BEGINNINGS IN SOUTH AFRICA  

 

3.6.1 Early Evangelical Missionaries 

The early evangelical missionaries were often seen as agitators and nuisances by 

both Dutch settlers and British authorities because of their desire to share the gospel 

with the indigenous people and slaves, as well as their often relentless, campaigning 

for the fairer treatment of indigenous people and the abolition of slavery. Van der Kemp 

in particular, was significant because unlike many of the settlers and early missionaries 

who advocated for a version of the “Clapham gospel of Christ and civilization” he 

advocated for a gospel of “conversion and justice” (Shaw, 1996: 167). 

Most missionaries though, whilst holding to a spiritual equality among the races, did 

not extend that spiritual equality to a state of socio-political equality (Elphick, 2012: 2). 

Instead, they promoted a gospel of evangelical piety which “emphasized the 

inwardness of the kingdom and the ‘absolute surrender’ of the soul to the indwelling 

Jesus” (Shaw, 1996: 179-180). “Missionary piety,” Shaw asserts, “went hand in hand 

with missionary paternalism” (Shaw, 1996: 175).  
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3.6.2 Evangelical Scottish Presbyterian Ministers 

Another strand of evangelicalism was introduced to South Africa from 1817 onwards, 

through the arrival of evangelical Scottish Presbyterian ministers to address a 

shortage of ministers in the Dutch Reformed Church (DRC). The British authorities, 

were suspicious of the traditional practice of importing Dutch minsters, and instead 

encouraged the DRC to seek the help of evangelical Scottish Presbyterian ministers 

“whose churchmanship was acceptable…and whose citizenship was acceptable to the 

government” (De Gruchy, 2005: 4) The influence of Andrew Murray Jnr. was 

particularly significant in terms of the introduction of a strong evangelical emphasis on 

personal piety and a renewed enthusiasm for mission in the DRC (De Gruchy, 2005: 

4). 

3.7 THE EVANGELICAL ROOTS OF SEPARATE DEVELOPMENT 

 

3.7.1 The Threat of Gelykstelling 

The evangelical emphasis on the spiritual equality of all believers together with 

memories of the early missionaries, John Philip in particular, campaigning for the 

abolition of slavery and better treatment of indigenous people, created much tension 

within the Dutch Reformed Church. Many white Christians of Dutch descent feared 

that evangelical missions would lead to a desire for both a spiritual and a socio-political 

equalisation (‘gelykstelling’) among the race groups (Elphick, 2012: 42-43). 

“Gelykstelling” Elphick argues “was the evangelical’s problem. Their zeal for missions 

brought the issue into the bosom of the church, and from their ranks came the principal 

advocates” (2012: 51; see also Scheepers, 2018: para. 6-8). 

This tension was further compounded by the overwhelming success of evangelical 

mission among the indigenous peoples. As a result, the DRC evangelical missionaries 

were confronted with the issue of incorporating their black converts into their long-

established white congregations for whom any equalising implications of evangelical 

missions were, at best, confined to the spiritual realm (Elphick, 2012: 39).  

3.7.2 “Because of the Weakness of Some” 

Although baptism in theory, rendered all distinctions in the church body and at the 

Lord’s table invalid (De Gruchy, 2005: 7), many white settlers would not accept this 

and as a result, the 1829 Dutch Reformed Synod debated whether “persons of colour 



37 
 

admitted as members of the Church should be served Holy Communion equally with 

born Christians” (Elphick, 2012: 43; see also Scheepers, 2018: para. 1).  This Synod 

refused to allow race to determine church practice and maintained that Communion 

was to be administered “simultaneously to all members without distinction of colour or 

origin” stating that this was “an unshakeable principle based on the infallible Word of 

God” (De Gruchy, 2005: 7). 

In 1857 the Dutch Reformed Church again debated this issue and concluded that 

whilst it was both  

desirable and scriptural that our members from the Heathen should be taken 

up and incorporated in our existing congregation, wherever that can be done; 

but where this rule because of the weakness of some should stand in the way 

of the advancement of Christ’s cause among the Heathen, the congregations 

raised up, or to be raised up, from the Heathen shall enjoy their Christian rights 

in a separate building or institution (Elphick, 2012: 43; see also Scheepers, 

2018: para. 2). 

No synod prior to, and including, the 1857 synod could be convinced that there were 

any grounds for a scriptural justification of a policy of racially segregated churches 

(Saayman, 1983: 135). This resolution cannot, therefore be regarded as the sanction 

of racial prejudice but rather, as the endorsement of a pragmatic and strategic 

evangelical decision, which saw that if concessions were not made, the threat of 

gelykstelling would become a stumbling block to the progress of evangelism among 

the indigenous people. Evangelicals, Elphick argues (2012: 44), naturally “gave priority 

to their principle goal, the Christianization of the heathen,” thus reassuring the Dutch 

Christians that evangelisation did not necessarily carry with it the danger of racial 

integration  (De Gruchy, 2005: 7-9; Saayman, 1983: 136). 

If the threat of gelykstelling was to be a barrier to evangelisation, then evangelisation 

must of necessity take priority and a compromise which allowed evangelism to 

continue unhindered must be sought. The principle of separate indigenous churches, 

would also draw on contemporary missiological theory which promoted the 

establishment of autonomous indigenous churches, or what would later become the 
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“Three Selfs Principle” developed by Venn and Anderson9 (De Gruchy, 2005: 9; 

Elphick, 2012: 45; Saayman, 1983: 133).  

3.7.3 The Evangelical Roots of the Doctrine of Apartheid 

The compromise of 1857 was in a sense successful in that it both allayed Dutch-

speaking Christian’s suspicions surrounding missions and removed any obstacles 

which might have prevented evangelicals fulfilling their duty to evangelisation in the 

South African context (Elphick, 2012: 51). Consequently, what was intended in 1857 

to be a temporary exception, became the rule and led to the formation of separate 

buildings, churches, denominations and eventually to the full-blown doctrine of 

apartheid (De Gruchy, 2005: 8). Elphick notes that “Dutch neo-Calvinism contributed 

to apartheid, but only belatedly and indirectly, by providing a theoretical underpinning 

of Afrikaner nationalism and a defence of apartheid ideas previously adopted on other 

grounds” (2012: 320).  

That the 1857 Synod neither foresaw nor intended these consequences10 does not 

negate the fundamental role which evangelical mission theology, with its commitment 

to the Great Commission paradigm of mission, played in supporting the division of “the 

church along racial lines in a way that was recognized even then as theologically 

unsound” (De Gruchy, 2005: 8). The theology of Apartheid was thus nurtured in the 

soil of evangelical mission theory which elevated the spiritual aspect of salvation 

above all else by preaching an essentially a-contextual message of individual salvation 

and personal piety, but which left white supremacy untouched (Elphick, 2012: 320).  

3.8 THE CONSERVATIVE EVANGELICAL RESPONSE TO 

APARTHEID 

The conservative evangelical response to the introduction of Apartheid in 1948, closely 

tied as it was their view of social responsibility (Walker, 1989: 46), followed a similar 

pattern to what has been previously seen in this chapter, namely an emphasis on the 

 
9 Elphick (2012: 45) notes that whilst on the surface it was a step that seemed consistent with the “three selfs 
principles” – self-financing, self-governing and self-propagating, it was in truth none of these. The Mission 
Churches were black, but their ministers were white missionaries; funding came mostly from the white churches 
and its synods and presbyteries remained under the control and subject to the veto power of the white church. 
10 Saayman (1983: 136) notes that “To regard the decision of 1857 as the potential foundation for a policy of 
separate churches would be a serious violation of the historical context… supported by the fact that during the 
debate on the decision various speakers stated clearly that this prejudice among whites had to be combatted, 
albeit in a circumspect manner.” 
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priority of the proclamation, in obedience to the Great Commission, of an essentially 

spiritual and a-contextual gospel of personal salvation, individual ethics and a future 

socio-political liberation.  

3.8.1 The Nature of the Gospel 

TEASA’s (1997: 2) submission to the Faith Communities Hearing of the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission reflecting upon their more conservative evangelical 

members, raised questions about the very nature of an evangelical theology in which 

faith was understood “largely in other worldly terms” as a private concern for which 

“the defence of human rights was seen to be outside of the scope and mission of the 

church”. The CESA submission similarly admitted to “being strongly pietistic in its 

ethos” which they then defined as “separatist in mentality” (1997). McCaulay described 

his Pentecostal church’s response to apartheid as both a-political and as pietistic 

(Balcomb, 2004: 16).  

In the Presiding Bishop’s Charge at the 1988 CESA Synod, Bishop Bell11 (1998: 6) 

after acknowledging that “our Saviour was acutely aware of the suffering of humanity 

and always sought to alleviate it” and that “he showed himself acutely aware of the 

political, social and political problems of his day” makes it clear that for him there was 

no place for social justice within a gospel which has as its exclusive focus the 

redemption of individual souls.  

There is no recorded word, no instance, either implied or insinuated of our Lord 

setting out to change these scandalous injustices and social wrongs as part of 

His preaching message… He made no pronouncements or judgements on 

these cruel social evils… but rather declared the Gospel and its power and 

sufficiency as the remedy for mankind’s problems. The message committed to 

the Apostles was of the same character as the Saviour’s and they remained 

faithful to it (Bell, 1988, 6). 

Hoffmeister from the Baptist Convention of South Africa (BCSA), spoke to the Faith 

Communities Hearing of the TRC of how black evangelicals from a Baptist tradition 

had to separate their faith from their life experiences and “live the kind of dichotomised 

 
11 This address was given on 14 September 1988 at the opening of the annual CESA Synod, held that year at 
Holy Trinity Church, Pietermaritzburg from 14-17 September. Copies of this address were distributed to all 
present with the intention that the contents be taken back and disseminated among the churches. 
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life that was reflected in statements like: ‘You can rather send a man to heaven hungry 

than to send him to hell with a full stomach’ (Baptist Union and Baptist Fellowship, 

1997: 7). TEASA (1997: 2) further asserted in their submission to the TRC that 

evangelicals proclaimed a spiritualised gospel as though racism, oppression and 

human rights did not matter to God.  

Black evangelicals, such as Assemblies of God minister, Nicolas Bhengu, though not 

holding to an exclusively individualised or spiritual gospel, lacked confidence in the 

efficacy of a political solution. True liberation could be brought about only through the 

preaching and the “spiritual struggle and liberation” (Balcomb, 2004: 25) brought about 

through the preaching of the gospel (Balcomb, 2004: 24-25).12 

A number of conservative evangelical groups in their submissions to the TRC 

attributed their almost exclusive focus on evangelism to the fear that their theological 

position was under threat from the perceived threats of theological liberalism, liberation 

theology (CESA, 1997: 4) or communism (CESA, 1997: 3; Hatfield Christian Church, 

1997: 2; TEASA, 1997: 4), all of which were intricately linked with the struggle for 

freedom in South Africa.  

CESA (1997: 8) even went so far as to suggest that if it had not been for liberation 

theology “evangelicals would have been more involved in the struggle”. The fact that 

some liberation theologians advocated violence as a legitimate means of struggle, 

they described as “highly offensive to us and served only to alienate us and other 

evangelicals even further from those involved in the more visible aspects of the 

struggle”  (CESA, 1997: 7-8). 

There can be little doubt that the above concerns were not insignificant factors in 

shaping the conservative evangelical response to apartheid. This study, however, 

wishes to argue that the issues reach deeper still to the very heart of the conservative 

evangelical interpretation of the gospel, as an individualistic, personalised message of 

an essentially spiritual salvation which has little or no prophetic engagement with the 

injustices of apartheid.  

 
12 Though Bhengu argued against political activism, his insistence that the “emancipation of blacks depended on 
themselves and not on whites”,  as well as his insistence that blacks did not need to fight for a freedom already 
defined by white men but rather, to improve their situation as they saw fit, did make a significant and needed 
impact among black evangelicals (Balcomb, 2004: 26). 
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Hoffmeister strikingly illustrates this reality during the BCSA submission to the TRC, 

“It was possible for pastors and parishioners to fight their way through barricades, 

caspers, teargas and the stench of death to go to a prayer meeting to pray for the 

souls of people. What happened outside had nothing to do with ones (sic) faith” 

(BCSA, 1997: 2). If the gospel is defined in almost exclusively individualistic terms 

then it becomes possible for one to be regarded as doctrinally orthodox and committed 

to the true gospel, as so defined by conservative evangelicals, whilst simultaneously 

supporting and upholding the structures of apartheid, either through active promotion 

or through passive complicity (Ntlha, 2005: 11-12; Walker, 1989: 54). 

3.8.2 The Nature of Mission 

How the gospel is defined has a fundamental impact on how one understands the 

mission of the church. Consequently, the conservative evangelical gospel, as an 

individualistic, spiritually focused and otherworldly-orientated faith, is the central 

determinative element which shapes and defines the nature and character of the 

conservative evangelical Great Commission paradigm of mission (Kretzschmar, 1989: 

111; Ntlha, 2005: 12). 

As this study has shown in chapter two, conservative evangelicals define the mission 

of the church primarily or exclusively as the evangelisation of the world. Bishop Bell 

(1990: 3) addressing the 1990 CESA synod13 warned the delegates against allowing 

the mission of the church to be shaped by contextual issues, arguing that “the role of 

our church remains the same, whatever the circumstances around us may be”. The 

mission of the church remains the priority of proclamation,  

I encourage you not to allow yourself to be diverted by issues that will blunt your 

evangelistic cutting edge in the proclamation of the gospel. The clear command 

given to the Church by Christ before his ascension into heaven was to carry out 

the task of evangelism… Compared with evangelism, everything else 

happening in the Church is like re-arranging the furniture when the house is on 

fire (Bell, 1990: 9).  

 
13 This address was given on 12 September 1990 at the opening of the annual CESA Synod, held that year at 
Mount Grace Hotel, Maliesberg from 12-15 September. Copies of this address were distributed to all present 
with the intention that the contents be taken back and disseminated among the churches.  
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Hatfield Christian Church affirmed a similar a-contextual position, whilst arguing that it 

is through the transformation of individuals, through which society may be 

transformed, that “the institutional church has no role in direct confrontation with the 

institutions of society as change in brought about by individual members making a 

difference in their areas of responsibility and activity” (Hatfield Christian Church, 1997: 

2). CESA (1997: 8) similarly allowed that there may be a role for good works but only 

as a fruit of the gospel and as long as the gospel proclamation remains the priority 

mission of the church (1997: 8). Morphew, from the Vineyard Churches, representing 

TEASA before the TRC, confessed that evangelicals opted for a “form of gnostic 

dualism where evangelising the soul was unrelated to the transforming power of the 

Kingdom of God” (TEASA, 1997). 

The Baptists whilst not being entirely a-political, also embraced an essentially pietistic 

faith which equated mission with evangelism (Kretzschmar, 1989: 111). In 1988 the 

Baptist Mission Department clearly articulated their commitment to  

evangelism and consequent church planting as the primary function of mission 

work. Recognising that healing and education are a valid expression of 

Christian compassion… their role is nevertheless secondary, and the Baptist 

Mission Department will endeavour not to become inextricably involved in them 

(BUSA, 2014: 6). 

Most conservative evangelicals were in principle opposed to apartheid, or at least to 

the particular way it was practised by the nationalist government, even if they were not 

necessarily opposed to the concept of separate development itself (Knox, 1981: 3-4)..  

As a result, many conservative Christian denominations made statements or 

delegations to government officials opposing apartheid or particular injustices, such 

as political violence or the migrant labour system. But as the Baptist submission to the 

TRC noted “we might have plastered the walls of parliament with our resolutions” as 

“we did not put them into practice both internally or externally” (Baptist Union and 

Baptist Fellowship, 1997). Conservative evangelicals simply did not see it as their 

mandate to involve themselves in direct action in order to right the injustices of the 

context in which they found themselves. 
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3.8.3 Maintaining the Status Quo 

The mission of the church for the conservative evangelical is primarily or exclusively 

concerned with the proclamation of the gospel of individualised salvation and spiritual 

liberation. Socio-political liberation is primarily a future concern. For conservative 

evangelicals this was primarily the mandate given in the Great Commission and it is 

the mandate of world evangelisation on which the church must remain focused. 

Anything both positive and negative, which might serve as a distraction from this 

primary mission must be avoided (Walker, 1989: 58).  

Consequently, when considering the extent and manner in which the church might 

involve itself in socio-political issues, what was of primary importance was maintaining 

as far as possible, a conducive environment within which unobstructed evangelism 

could occur. Thus, for conservative evangelicals, an emphasis on socio-political 

involvement could have the dual effect of not only distracting their focus from the 

primary task of Christian mission, namely evangelism, but might also prove detrimental 

to church-state relations, creating a less than favourable environment for evangelism 

(Chester, 1993: 85).  

Conservative evangelicals usually supported the status quo, which inevitably was a 

pro-apartheid stance, even if not explicitly so (CE, 1986: 7). “For the sake of the 

gospel” Concerned Evangelicals wrote “they say, we must not interfere with those in 

power” lest they jeopardise our ministry. Some even sought out cordial relationships 

with those in power in order to “bribe existing systems for favours to preach the gospel” 

(CE, 1986: 31). 

3.9 THE RECOVERY OF EVANGELICAL SOCIAL ACTION 

There were, in the middle of the 20th century though, signs of a recovery of social 

action amongst evangelicals and a turn away from a more avertive evangelicalism.  

3.9.1 The Berlin World Congress on Evangelism 

Although Berlin was a congress primarily focused on evangelism there were 

indications throughout that social concerns were gaining a renewed emphasis for 

evangelicals. Although the congress declaration continued to “unreservedly” affirm the 

primacy of preaching, it also confessed “an unscriptural isolation from the world” and 

an affirmation of the need to “demonstrate anew God’s concern for social justice and 
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human welfare” (Chester, 1993: 30). Berlin was one of the first evangelical congresses 

where Western evangelicals began to encounter their majority world counterparts and 

at Berlin, for the first time, “the Third World began to speak and offer criticism of the 

West and the West began to listen” (Steuernachel cited in Chester, 1993: 34). 

3.9.2 The Latin American Congress on Evangelism (CLADE)  

CLADE held in Bogota, Columbia in 1969, was one of many follow-up conferences 

spawned from Berlin but probably the most significant, in terms of evangelicals and 

social action. Samuel Escobar’s paper on “The Social Responsibility of the Church” 

concluded that “any evangelism which does not take into consideration social 

problems and which does not proclaim the salvation and lordship of Christ within the 

context in which those who listen live, is a deficient evangelism which is a traitor to 

biblical teaching” (cited in Johnston, 1978: 255; see also Chester, 1993: 31). 

The conference reflected the rising strength and voice of majority world theologians 

who were beginning to assert their independence in finding inherited western 

missionary models inadequate to deal with their own contextual realities (Chester, 

1993: 34) and sought instead a more holistic and contextualised gospel (Johnstone, 

1978: 256). 

3.9.3 The Lausanne Congress for World Evangelization (ICOWE) 

Held in Lausanne, Switzerland in July 1974, the ICOWE should be regarded as 

probably the most significant single moment for evangelicals in their move towards a 

rediscovery of the world-transformative faith of early evangelicalism. Of particular 

significance for the Congress was the fact that almost half of the participants were 

from the majority world (McClymond, 2010: 350). The ICOWE came to be seen as 

both a culmination of the turn to a more world transformative evangelicalism which 

had already taken place in a number of streams now flowing into western 

evangelicalism from across the “emerging heartlands” of Christianity (Padilla, 1985a: 

27-29; Smith, 2009: 264), as well as the catalyst which began to move evangelicalism 

back towards its world-transformative beginnings (Chester, 1993: 70-71; Smith, 2009: 

264-265).  

It was perhaps a sign of things to come when conference chairperson, John Stott, 

admitted, in his opening plenary session that his own thinking regarding mission had 
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undergone a paradigm shift. He no longer thought that mission should be equated with 

evangelism but instead, one should rather speak of “the total mission of the church to 

the world” (Chester, 1993: 72). Stott (1975: 23) would later write of the Great 

Commission itself that “not only the consequences of the commission but the actual 

commission itself must be understood to include social as well as evangelistic 

responsibility.”  

The shifting paradigm within evangelicalism would be reflected in Article Five of the 

Lausanne Covenant (1996: 24) which affirmed that “Although reconciliation with man 

is not reconciliation with God, nor is social action evangelism, nor is political liberation 

salvation, nevertheless we affirm that evangelism and socio-political involvement are 

both part of our Christian duty.” Whilst the Lausanne Covenant had made great strides 

forward in recognising both evangelism and social action as integral parts of the 

mission of the church, what was less clear, perhaps deliberately so in an attempt to 

avoid controversy, was the exact nature of the relationship between these two equally 

valid aspects of the mission of the church? 

Partly in response to this lack of clarity and partly in response to the reaffirmation of 

the traditional evangelical position on the priority of proclamation in Article Six of the 

Lausanne Covenant (1996: 28), a group comprising predominantly majority world 

evangelicals drafted and submitted a response to the congress entitled  “Theology and 

Implications of Radical Discipleship.” Therein the gospel was defined as “the Good 

News of liberation, of restoration, of wholeness, and of salvation that is personal, 

global and cosmic” (Radical Discipleship Group, 1975: 1294). Regarding the mission 

of the church they affirmed that:  

There is no biblical dichotomy between the Word spoken and the Word made 

visible in the lives of God’s people… The Christian community must… proclaim 

the Gospel; it must express the Gospel in its life as the new society, in its 

sacrificial service of others as a genuine expression of God’s love, in its 

prophetic exposing and opposing of all demonic forces that deny the Lordship 

of Christ and keep men less than fully human; in its pursuit of real justice for all 

men (Radical Discipleship Group, 1975: 1294).  
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This statement was eventually included as an addendum to the covenant itself and by 

the end of the conference, was signed by over 500 delegates, including Stott, the 

conference chairperson, himself (Chester, 1993: 82). 

The relationship between social concern and evangelism would continue to be a point 

of contention within the Lausanne Movement. These tensions would again raise their 

head during the initial meeting of the continuation committee (LCWE), in Mexico, which 

famously featured a standoff between Stott and Graham over the congress’s mandate. 

Graham would maintain that their mandate was only the promotion of world 

evangelisation, whilst Stott would argue that they were tasked with the implementation 

of the entire covenant, including the concerns of the Radical Discipleship Group 

(Chester, 1993: 85-86). 

Despite the conservative backlash, there would be two further conferences focused 

on defining the nature of the relationship between social action and evangelism, 

namely the Grand Rapids Report on Evangelism and Social Responsibility (1982) and 

the World Evangelical Fellowship consultation (WEF) (1983) dedicated to “The Church 

in Response to Human Need (Padilla, 1985a: 30). Notwithstanding these ongoing 

tensions, by the early 1980s there was a clearly discernible new movement within 

mainstream evangelicalism determined to hold together the ‘creative tension’ of social 

action and evangelism within the mission of the church. 

3.9.4 Evangelical Witness in South Africa 

Indicative of this new movement within evangelicalism was the meeting of “Concerned 

Evangelicals” which met initially in September 1985, in Orlando Soweto, and then 

periodically over the next nine months, in order to discuss the state of evangelicalism 

in the South African context. As a result of these consultations, a document was 

produced entitled “Evangelical Witness in South Africa” (EWISA), a searing critique 

and challenge to “our evangelical family” which “has a track record of supporting and 

legitimating oppressive regimes here and elsewhere” (Concerned Evangelicals, 1986: 

20).  

EWISA condemned the individualistic dualism prevalent among South Africa 

evangelicals wherein "the oppressors of this world are able to maintain their system 

by conveniently confining the gospel to the spiritual realm alone” in order that "one can 

live a pietistic ‘spiritual’ life and still continue to oppress, exploit, and dehumanize 
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people… without any disturbance to their conscience" (CE, 1986: 24). EWISA further 

challenged the claim of white evangelicals that Christianity should stay out of politics, 

by noting that whilst black political concerns were demonised, it was regarded as 

biblically faithful to submit to unjust, white political systems (CE, 1986: 140). Ntlha 

(1994: 140), one of the drafters of EWISA would later note that the call to remain out 

of politics was patently biased, as the apartheid structures were “perfectly mirrored in 

the church.”  

EWISA also rejected the concept that it was sufficient to simply preach the gospel in 

order to bring about societal change, claiming that “the ones who are ‘born again’ and 

‘reconciled’ to God have turned out to be the worst racists, oppressors and exploiters” 

(CE, 1986: 26). EWISA additionally critiqued the shallow doctrine of repentance 

among evangelicals, citing white evangelicals’ failure to repent of sins, such as 

“dispossessing people of their land”, “accumulating riches by making profits at the 

expense of other vulnerable humans”, and the “monopoly of power” (Concerned 

Evangelicals, 1986: 27).   

Concerned Evangelicals sought nothing less than the recovery of a socially involved 

evangelical faith, from a conservative evangelicalism which they regarded as 

misrepresenting both the gospel and the evangelical tradition (Kretzschmar, 1998: 

166). Affirming their theology of mission, EWISA stated  

We believe that God loves this whole world and that God has called us to 

minister to this whole world. We are called to minister to both the spiritual and 

social needs of the world. We believe that one cannot meet the spiritual needs 

of people effectively if this does not touch on or have any bearing on their social 

needs. Evangelism therefore cannot be separated from social action and social 

justice (CE, 1986: 42). 

Evangelical Witness predictably found much support and widespread endorsement 

among black evangelicals, while white support was both hostile and dismissive. 

Conservative evangelicals, both black and white, showed little support for Evangelical 

Witness (Kretzschmar, 1998: 166; Ntlha, 1994: 140). 
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3.10 CONCLUSION 

This chapter examined evangelicalism from its emergence as a world-transformative, 

grassroots movement in the eighteenth century British and American revivals to its 

nineteenth century turn towards a more avertive form of evangelicalism which 

emphasised an individualised faith concerned with the attainment of personal salvation 

and piety, rather than the transformation of society. This more avertive form of 

evangelicalism would reach its high point in the early twentieth century with the so-

called Great Reversal.  

This chapter then examined the socially aware origins of evangelicalism in South 

Africa and how evangelicals’ commitment to the priority of personal proclamation saw 

evangelicals make a ruinous compromise with those who feared gelykstelling. This 

was a compromise which saw evangelicals endorse a pragmatic racial segregation, 

which would provide the seeds for the doctrine of apartheid and the legitimisation of a 

system of racial and economic injustice. The conservative evangelical missiological 

paradigm, with its priority on evangelisation and the maintenance of the status quo, 

would severely hamper conservative evangelicals in their prophetic engagement with 

apartheid. Finally, this chapter noted the recovery of evangelical social action through 

the voices of evangelicals from the majority world, both in the Lausanne Movement 

and the Evangelical Witness Document produced by Concerned Evangelicals. 

In the following chapter, this study will return to Bosch’s model of “mission in creative 

tension” and critically examine how the theological and contextual framework which 

has shaped conservative evangelicals in their interpretation of the Great Commission 

paradigm of mission has enabled them to engage prophetically in social justice within 

the South African context. This chapter will also examine how the conservative 

evangelical paradigm of mission has both empowered and obstructed evangelistic 

orthodoxy and prophetic orthopraxy within the South African context.   

  



49 
 

CHAPTER 4 - COLLAPSING THE TENSIONS: EXAMINING 

THE CONSERVATIVE EVANGELICAL PARADIGM OF 

MISSION 
 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter will, using Bosch’s conceptual framework of mission in creative tension, 

as defined in chapter two, critically examine the ways in which the conservative 

evangelical paradigm of mission has enabled conservative evangelicals to engage 

prophetically in social justice in the South African context. This chapter will also 

critically examine the conservative evangelical interpretation of the Great Commission. 

It will demonstrate how it has both influenced and been influenced by the historical 

and social context, both empowering and obstructing evangelistic orthodoxy and 

prophetic orthopraxy.   

4.2 COLLAPSING THE TENSION 

If mission is, in fact, according to Bosch, the dynamic, interplay of various biblical and 

missiological emphases incarnated contextually through a series of creative tensions, 

what then would result when theological or missiological paradigms attempt to 

collapse either side of those creative tensions? It is the contention of this study that 

conservative evangelicals with their Great Commission paradigm of mission have 

attempted to collapse these creative tensions in two significant ways: firstly, the 

tension between text and context; and secondly, the tension between salvation, or 

evangelism, and liberation. These “collapsing of the tensions,” as this chapter will 

show, have had a significant effect on how they have interpreted Scripture, defined 

evangelistic orthodoxy and engaged in prophetic orthopraxy.  

4.2.1 Collapsing the Tension between Text and Context 

Conservative evangelicals, this study previously noted, regard the mission of the 

church to be a once for all times and contexts unchanging and unchangeable mission, 

as defined by the conservative evangelical interpretation of the Great Commission. 

There exists for conservative evangelicals, therefore, little or no creative tension 

between text and context. Context becomes simply a setting in which the text is 

proclaimed and has little significant bearing on the mission of the church or the content 

of the message itself, except in secondary matters, such as the application of pre-
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determined and essentially a-contextual principles. Bishop Bell (1990: 3) in his 1990 

CESA synod address succinctly articulated the conservative evangelical position 

when he asserted that “the role of our church remains the same, whatever the 

circumstances around us may be”. Walker (1993: 20) attributes this to conservative 

evangelicalism’s tendency to operate within the theological paradigm of Protestant 

Scholasticism which he describes as “a system of static formulation which codifies 

doctrinal truth into clearly stated propositions and calls for unhesitating assent to these 

propositions.” 

If, however, all theology is in fact contextual theology (Tienou, 1993: 246; Green, 2010: 

6-7) and all mission is in fact a creative tension between text and context, then it is 

impossible to collapse either side of the tension without significantly altering both sides 

and therefore the character of mission itself. It is, consequently, not only impossible to 

escape from that tension but nor, as this study will later demonstrate, is it desirable to 

do so.  Padilla (1980: 67) notes in this regard that “the Bible can only be properly 

understood as it is read with a participatory involvement which allows it to speak into 

one’s own situation” (emphasis in original). 

Padilla (1980: 73) again writes that,  

it is clear that theology cannot be reduced to the repetition of doctrinal 

formulations borrowed from other latitudes. To be valid and appropriate, it must 

reflect the merging of the horizons of the historical situation and the horizons of 

the text. It will be relevant to the extent that it is expressed in symbols and 

thought forms which are part of the culture to which it is addressed, and to the 

extent that it responds to the questions and concerns which are raised in that 

context.  

Moreover, because it is impossible to read any text from a position of a-contextual 

objectivity, any such claim to that effect, will not only fail to bring about the desired 

escape from the subjectivity of context, but will instead re-introduce the text-context 

tension in unrealised and inappropriate ways. If context is not intentionally invited into 

the process of interpretation, to enable a critical interaction between text and context, 

it will always sneak in, so to speak, through the back door, unacknowledged and 

unrecognised, and as a result will ultimately control the interpretation process (Padilla, 

1980: 64; Wright, 2006: 41-43). 
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Molebatsi (1992: 17) helpfully notes that it is (conservative) evangelicalism’s strong 

emphasis on the authority of Scripture (text) which has “also led to a fear of 

contextualization”. In order to protect the one side of the tension, which they have 

perceived as most significant - text, conservative evangelicals have found it necessary 

to fear the opposite side of the tension - context, out of a perceived concern for seeing 

that which they most value lost or deemphasised.   

4.2.2 Collapsing the Tension between Salvation and Liberation 

Conservative evangelicals, as this study has already demonstrated, regard mission as 

primarily centred on the proclamation of a message of personal salvation and future 

liberation. The Great Commission, therefore, is understood as principally concerned 

with the task of evangelism, or spiritual liberation, and any sense that other aspects of 

liberation are present in the mission of the church are either purely individualistic 

(freedom from personal sins) or delayed to the Parousia. There is little recognition that 

people exist as beings in context; consequently, any individual liberation realised 

through personal salvation may itself be severely affected by or curtailed within 

oppressive or unjust systems. Similarly, conservative evangelical eschatology has a 

sharp division between the now of gospel proclamation and the not yet of holistic, and 

future liberation. 

Comparable to the relationship between text and context, any attempt to collapse the 

missiological tension between salvation and liberation in favour of either end of the 

tension, significantly alters both sides of the tension and consequently the character 

of mission itself. When conservative evangelicals attempt to collapse the tension in 

favour of salvation, the result is not simply a spiritual message which has little or 

nothing to say about present injustices. In reality, the message of salvation which is 

preached becomes instead a message of injustice and oppression, rather than one of 

salvation and liberation.  

In the same way that texts do not exist without contexts, so the offer of salvation does 

not exist outside of real historical contexts, shaped by economic, political and social 

systems of power, which contain within them the cries for liberation from the 

marginalised and oppressed. To speak words of salvation within real historical 

contexts without addressing the liberation of the poor and the marginalised is neither 

possible nor desirable. If the attempt is made to collapse the gospel message in favour 
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of an individualised salvation, the cries of liberation will not go unanswered by silence 

but will instead be all too clearly answered as acquiescence, or worse still an 

endorsement of the unjust systems and structures. 

4.3 Collapsing these Tensions in the South African Context 

The conservative evangelical missiological paradigm which attempts to collapse the 

tensions between text and context, and salvation and liberation have significantly 

affected both their evangelistic orthodoxy and their prophetic orthopraxy in the 

following ways: 

4.3.1 Adoption of a Westernised Theological System 

The conservative evangelical attempt to collapse the tension of text and context in 

favour of the text does not, in fact, result in the supposedly more desirable a-contextual 

reading and proclamation of the text but rather, to an unrealised collapse into a form 

of “culture-Christianity”, synonymous with Western cultural norms (Padilla, 1980: 65). 

The rejection of the importance of context in interpretation and mission by conservative 

evangelicals has allowed the western cultural context to control the interpretative 

process and dominate and subvert indigenous cultures under the guise of simply 

“preaching the gospel” (Kretzschmar, 1989: 113). 

This is what Conn (1978: para. 7) refers to as “the hidden curriculum” of 

evangelicalism, built off a Cartesian perception of the relationship between truth and 

practice which “reduces theology to the ideational and application to the practical” 

(Conn, 1978: para. 13). As a result, conservative evangelicals uphold a view of 

orthodoxy “defined in exclusively doctrinal terms which makes social moral deviation 

less serious than theological deviation”, and as a result “one will often find a broad, 

sometimes generous, tolerance of the supporters and perpetrators of apartheid, yet a 

narrow intolerance of those seen as ‘liberals’ or radical social activists. Acceptable 

orthodoxy is exclusively doctrinal… orthodoxy matters, ‘orthopraxy’ does not” (Walker, 

1989: 54). 

This dualistic conception of orthodoxy, arising as it does from an evangelicalism 

steeped in western thought patterns, clearly functions as that which both predisposes 

the acceptance of apartheid (Walker, 1989: 55), as well as that which itself is being 
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shaped and entrenched by a conservative evangelicalism which maintains a vested 

interest in a doctrinally exclusive orthodoxy. 

This attempt to collapse the tension between text and context, and the subsequent 

introduction of a westernised Christianity, affects not only the shape but the content of 

theological reflection. An individualised and westernised evangelicalism is not 

burdened by issues of liberation and injustice and thus fuels the collapsing of the 

tension between salvation and liberation. The collapsing of one missiological tension 

can and often does result in the collapsing of other tensions. 

EWISA notes the effects of this dualistic orthodoxy,  

evangelicalism… is blind to western domination and exploitation of the peoples 

of the Third World. What they see is more of winning souls for Christ rather than 

the pain and suffering the people are going through. Because of this 

insensitivity and lack of awareness on the part of these white missionaries 

about the oppressive nature of their tradition and culture they have transplanted 

this oppressive culture into the church (CE, 1986: 33). 

Ultimately, EWISA raises questions about the vested interests for conservative 

evangelicals in maintaining this dualistic orthodoxy: 

We are also convinced that there are other interests than those of the gospel 

which move these people to act against any struggle for justice in this country. 

We believe that it is the class interest of these people, their position of 

dominance in our society, their being beneficiaries of this racist apartheid 

system which moves them, rather than the gospel (Concerned Evangelicals, 

1986: 35). 

4.3.2 A Theology of the Status Quo 

The conservative evangelical focus on text to the exclusion of context, and personal 

salvation to the exclusion of liberation is driven by the belief that faith can exist as an 

a-political reality, concerned exclusively or primarily with the spiritual, distinct from and 

unaffected by the political situation in apartheid South Africa (Balcomb, 2001: 6; 

CESA, 1997: 5; IFCC, 1997: 3). 
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The result of this theological position, however, could never be an evangelical church 

which somehow managed to elevate itself above the all-pervasive, race-based political 

ideology, in order to maintain a social and theological neutrality, within which the 

gospel could be spread unhindered and uncontaminated by the political context. The 

more likely outcome however, and the one which ultimately did transpire, was a largely 

unexamined and often unintentional capitulation to the reigning conservative political 

and sociological ideologies, in order to maintain favour with the powers, and so secure 

a favourable environment for the propagation of an essentially spiritual message. 

Neither missiology in particular, nor theology in general, can survive in a vacuum and 

thus in the absence of an intentional contextual approach, theological systems will 

always, by necessity, default to the prevailing ideologies of the day (Concerned 

Evangelicals, 1986: 22-23; TEASA, 1997: 1-3; Walker, 1993: 9). 

The Great Commission texts, therefore, cannot be interpreted, as conservative 

evangelicals claim, without reference to the contemporary context of the interpreter. If 

they are not interpreted intentionally in prophetic dialogue both critiquing and affirming 

context in a creative tension between text and context, then it will be done 

unintentionally in an unexamined capitulation to the dominant contemporary context. 

When mission is equated with the proclamation of an individualistic message of 

spiritual redemption then conservative evangelical missiology can, and frequently has 

been, co-opted by the dominant political authorities to promote a political conservatism 

which does not engage the powers. (Venter & Ntlha, 2005: 149; Walker, 1989: 147; 

Walker, 1993: 7). 

According to Ntlha (1994: 139), the isolationist nature of (conservative) evangelicals, 

who refused to affiliate with the wider ecumenical struggle for justice, made them easy 

targets for the apartheid state’s “programme of winning the hearts and minds of the 

people”. Conservative evangelicals, thus, became often unwitting but clearly willing 

participants in the apartheid regime’s programme of black subservience and political 

quietism (TEASA, 1997: 4). Ntlha testifying before the TRC recalled that in the 1980s 

the apartheid government actively recruited thousands of black youth from the 

townships to attend all expenses paid camps where evangelical preachers would 

proclaim the gospel to them in the hope of “neutralising them from their political 

commitments” (TEASA, 1997: 4). Chikane similarly recalls numerous requests from 

white evangelicals asking him to come and preach the gospel in certain areas because 
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“there are a lot of terrorists here” (Sider, 1988: 10). The evangelical gospel was 

deliberately used by the apartheid government and other conservative elements, as a 

tool with which to suppress the popular struggle against apartheid (Ntlha, 1994: 10). 

This essentially dualistic theological position, rather than shielding conservative 

evangelicals from political, social or contextual influences, instead gave rise to what 

Concerned Evangelicals (1986: 21) refer to as a “theology of the status quo” defined 

as a theological system used to uphold and perpetuate existing and unjust, political 

systems. Romans 13 with its injunction concerning obedience to the ruling authorities, 

interpreted missiologically as the means by which a peaceable and favourable context 

for gospel proclamation was achieved, became a weapon for political oppression and 

subservience (CE, 1986: 29). Walker notes that when mission is solely occupied with 

the eternal or spiritual welfare of people then “the consequence is often indifference 

to, acquiescence with, and even endorsement of evil social systems” (1989: 57). 

Conservative evangelicals despite being fiercely critical of those Christians who mixed 

their faith with politics in opposing the apartheid regime, were simultaneously unaware 

of their own allegiances with and uncritical acceptance of conservative political 

ideologies (Kretzschmar, 1998: 164; Walker, 1989: 46). Conservative evangelicals 

CESA (1997: 3) admitted like “like most other whites” believed they were “in a struggle 

for western values and freedom, and that the liberation groups were all pawns of the 

Communist regime”. EWISA censured white (conservative) conservatives as being  

so obsessed and pre-occupied with what they call the ‘threat of communism’, 

to the extent of blessing any regime in the world that is anti-communist, 

however evil and corrupt it may be… they cannot see the evils of the systems 

within which they are living, and, in most cases, they are part of the perpetrators 

or beneficiaries of these systems (CE, 1986: 34). 

Similarly, most conservative evangelical groups appeared unaware of the extent to 

which their practices of “praying for our boys on the border” (Hatfield Christian Church, 

1997: 2), attendance at state funerals and inaugurations (CESA, 1997: 2) and the 

provision of chaplains to meet the spiritual needs of the white men serving in the South 

African Defence Force, were, in fact, substantial political actions in support of the 

apartheid state. Hoffmeister (Baptist Union and Baptist Fellowship, 1997: 8) further 

exposed the notion of an a-political conservative evangelicalism when, before the 
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TRC, he recalled two incidents which happened during the same Baptist General 

Assembly. State President Fouche was invited to give the opening address in 

celebration of one hundred years of the BUSA in South Africa. The announcement of 

Steve Biko’s death during the same assembly was, however, met with the resolution 

that “we should not express ourselves in any way” as his death “had no consequence 

to us… as Baptists at that particular time” (Baptist Union and Baptist Fellowship, 1997: 

8) 

Even the most horrific of events, such as the attack on St James Church, seemed 

unable to shake conservative evangelicals out of their theological captivity to political 

conservatism. Balcomb (2004: 12) reflecting on Retief’s book, “Tragedy to Triumph: A 

Christian Response to Trials and Sufferings”, written only a year after the attack notes 

that 

while it reflects on the attack from a theological and existential point of view, no 

attempt is made… to give the political or sociological view. No connection is 

drawn between the attack and the church’s conservatism and implicit support 

of the apartheid regime. There is no mention of a political agenda besides a 

blanket condemnation of political violence, and there is no reappraisal of the 

church’s theology – practical or otherwise – in the light of the attack.  

This does not mean evangelicals were never involved in social actions but rather, as 

Kretzschmar notes, these actions were carefully delineated so as to steer well clear of 

any actions which might have any systemic or political implications. It was perfectly 

acceptable, and even commendable to contribute money to poverty or disaster relief, 

whilst simultaneously never raising questions as to the economic or political systems 

which had brought about the poverty, malnutrition or educational deficiencies 

(Kretzschmar, 1989: 109). 

4.3.3 A Limited Theology of Repentance and Salvation 

The conservative evangelical attempt to collapse the creative tensions inherent in 

mission, in favour of a once for all times and places gospel proclamation of personal 

salvation, has affected not only the conservative evangelical ability to speak 

prophetically concerning matters of injustice and oppression within their contexts but, 

has correspondingly substantially affected the ‘gospel’ message they proclaim.  
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4.3.3.1 Repentance 

The conservative evangelical, singular message of repentance focused primarily or 

exclusively on individualistic sins, effectively limited the scope of sin and repentance 

such that their gospel addressed primarily only the sins of the victims of apartheid 

whilst leaving their perpetrators’ sins untouched. Conservative evangelicals thus 

developed a theology of sin and repentance which covered personal morality and 

responsibility, whilst leaving the structural sins of greed, exploitation, unjust labour 

laws, spatial apartheid, unequal education and land theft unaffected (Sider, 1975: 265; 

Walker, 1989: 48). This bias in the conservative evangelical doctrines of sin and 

repentance, directed as they are mainly at black people, has meant that whites can 

continue with racist, dehumanising and oppressive behaviours whilst still being 

regarded as upstanding Christians (CE, 1986: 44; Kretzschmar, 1989: 110).  

Relevant Pentecostal Witness (1988: 129) argues that to deal only with the individual 

sins of the victims without dealing with the conditions in society which often give rise 

to this individual behaviour is akin to dealing only with the symptoms and not the 

cause. To preach only a “single message of repentance” in a land of such inequality, 

such as South Africa is not only inconsistent with the biblical witness regarding 

repentance but fails to consider the complex and multi-faceted nature of sin as both 

individual and structural. Repentance too, like sin, is complex and multi-faceted and 

requires the recognition of both individual, corporate and structural sin.  

Padilla (1985b: 21) in his ICOWE plenary address defined repentance as “the 

complete reorientation of life in the world… in response to the work of God in Jesus. 

Consequently, people may never repent in the abstract but always contextually and in 

the particularly of a specific socio-political and economic context” (Padilla, 1985b: 37). 

Therefore the  

“call to repentance throws into relief the social dimension of the gospel. It comes 

to man enslaved by sin in a specific social situation, not to a ‘sinner’ in the 

abstract. It is a change of attitude that becomes concrete in history. It is a 

turning from sin to God not only in the individual’s subjective consciousness but 

in the world” (Padilla, 1985b: 19). 
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4.3.3.2 Salvation 

The conservative evangelical limited theology of individualised repentance has as its 

natural corollary an equally narrow message of an individualistic salvation, wherein 

there is good news for neither oppressed, for whom there is no liberation as the one 

sinned against, nor for the oppressor, who is left in bondage to their own dehumanising 

sin and god-complexes (Padilla, 1985b: 7). In the same way that it is not possible to 

speak of sin without reference to context, it is impossible to talk of salvation as if it 

occurs in an a-contextual vacuum with no reference to the context to which the 

individual belongs (De Gruchy, 1978: 55; Padilla, 1985b: 27; Walker, 1993: 1). The 

gospel cannot be limited to only the forgiveness of individual sin but must instead 

encompass the redemption and liberation from all that enslaves and binds. The gospel 

is God’s total response to humanity’s total need (Wright, 2010: 102). 

Ellis Andre warning the BUSA of preaching an individualised salvation distinct from its 

context, and without prophetic engagement with the State regarding injustice and 

socio-political concerns, argued that “South African Baptists need to re-evaluate their 

understanding of the gospel” (cited in Kretzschmar, 1989: 110). Baptists, Kretzschmar 

argued “do not really have a message that can penetrate the South African miasma of 

fear and rage. Nor can it satisfy the complex personal and social needs and aspirations 

of both its members and those whom it is seeking to reach” (1989: 114). Relevant 

Pentecostal Witness (1988: 128) similarly concluded that their message of an 

internalised spiritual salvation with little regard for the socio-political and economic 

conditions within which that message was proclaimed was “a wilful support of an 

ideology that is irreconcilable with the Holy Scriptures and with our Christian faith.”  

The conservative evangelical attempt to collapse the missiological tensions in order to 

(a) ‘stay faithful to the word’, thus downplaying context; and (b) preach the ‘pure 

gospel’ thus downplaying liberation, has not, as conservative evangelicals desired led 

to the safeguarding of the ‘pure gospel’ from contextual compromises. Rather, their 

attempt to collapse these missiological tensions in order to preach “a gospel that 

leaves untouched our life in the world” has produced a form of “culture Christianity, 

adjusted to the mood of the day” (Padilla, 1985b: 32) and captive to the prevailing 

status quo. A failure to consider the role of context plays in the formulation of our 
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doctrines of sin and salvation is a failure to adequately call to repentance and hope 

both oppressed and oppressor.  

4.3.4 Apartheid Mirrored in the Churches 

The conservative evangelical refusal to maintain the missiological tensions between 

text and context and salvation and liberation, not only left them open to a political 

conservatism, and implicit support of the status quo, but further led them to an 

unquestioning adoption of, and subsequent justification of, an institutionalisation of 

apartheid society, within their own ecclesiastical structures (TEASA, 1997: 2). A 

Finding Report of a Team of International Evangelical Visitors (IEV) to South Africa 

co-ordinated by the International Fellowship of Evangelical Mission Theologians from 

the Two-Thirds World, at the invitation of Concerned Evangelicals wrote that they 

found “apartheid firmly established within the Church as in all other areas of society” 

(1989: 21).  

The institutionalisation of apartheid structures was justified by conservative 

evangelicals as a natural application of their Great Commission paradigm of mission. 

If mission is synonymous with the evangelisation of individuals, and if spiritual 

reconciliation takes precedence over all other forms of reconciliation, context is then  

largely irrelevant to the mission of the church and no contextual factors should be 

allowed to hinder evangelism and everything contextually possible must be done to 

promote unobstructed evangelisation.  

Consequently, conservative evangelicals were cautious concerning any contextual 

factors which would create the impression that gospel proclamation was in anyway 

seditious or would give rise to any engagement towards socio-political liberation. As a 

result, and despite proclaiming notions of multiculturalism, conservative evangelicals 

replicated within their own ecclesiastical structures a mirror of societal apartheid, 

which served to both appease the apartheid authorities and allow conservative 

evangelicals to concentrate on their main task, evangelisation.  

This pragmatic alignment was subsequently given theological credibility through an 

appeal to the homogenous unit principle, popularised by the church growth movement. 

This principle argued that because people are more likely to become Christians 

without crossing significant race, language or cultural barriers, therefore not only are 

homogenous churches biblically allowable but are in fact, given the priority of the Great 
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Commission, missiologically desirable (Padilla, 1985b: 165-166). Padilla’s (1985b: 

169) estimation that the homogenous unit principle has become “a missiology tailor-

made for churches and institutions the main function of which is to reinforce the status 

quo” is significant for how it has been used in the South African context in order to 

justify apartheid (Bosch, 1983: 237-239; Saayman, 1983: 133-134). 

Apartheid “in broader society was perfectly mirrored in the church” (Ntlha, 1994: 140) 

in three significant ways: 

4.3.4.1 Racially Separate and Unequal Structures 

Evangelical churches, according to Concerned Evangelicals were “structured 

according to the apartheid norms of our society” with white, coloured, Indian and 

African churches (1986: 33). Not only were the churches separate, they were also 

vastly unequal; in effect there were often at least two or more churches within the 

same denomination: one wealthy and the other poor; one well-resourced and the other 

neglected. 

Thus, despite the CESA (1997: 6) claiming that they never had a policy of segregation, 

attributing the separate racial make-up of their churches to factors of language and 

geography, they clearly maintained a system of separate churches, leadership and 

training institutions of black and white clergy (Ive, 1992: 149). Majola (1996: 1) 

addressing the CESA Cape Youth Executive14 claimed that “racial discrimination did 

not only affect education, social, economic, and political aspects of life. It also greatly 

penetrated inside the church” and that there exists “two different church systems within 

CESA, Churches under Area Councils (whites) and those under regional council 

(blacks) manifests the inequalities inside our denomination.”  

The BUSA similarly admitted before the TRC that ““within the structures of our own 

Baptist Union, we practised apartheid”. In particular they noted how right up to 1987 

they had maintained separate training institutions, as well as kept separate lists of 

black and white pastors and of black and white churches (Baptist Union and Baptist 

Fellowship, 1997: 4; Kretzschmar, 1989: 106). Hoffmeister, from the BCSA, testifying 

for BCSA before the TRC would correspondingly maintain that “The struggle for Black 

 
14 This paper was presented at a public training event hosted by the CESA Cape Youth Executive at St Stephen’s 
Church in Cape Town, during February 1996. Copies of this paper were available on the day and were later also 
emailed to all participants.  
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Baptists against apartheid was a struggle within the church” (Baptist Union and Baptist 

Fellowship, 1997: 7). 

According to EWISA (1986: 34), (conservative) evangelicals had bought wholesale, 

whatever their reasoning, into the apartheid structure of society, with the result that 

“evangelicals normally move swiftly, without question, to redefine their boundaries to 

conform with this apartheid development... their structures are a mirror of the evil 

reality of our society. We are ashamed of the structures of our tradition which are also 

an indictment to us." 

4.3.4.2 Power Concentrated in the Hands of White Leadership 

Balcomb (2001: 5) notes that although conservative evangelical churches traditionally 

had both black and white sectors, control was concentrated in the hands of 

paternalistic white, leadership. White leadership living in comfortable suburban areas 

oversaw the ministry of black churches in township areas, with little or no experience 

or expertise in the realities of township life (CE, 1986: 33, 41; Ntlha, 1994: 140). 

Chikane adds that even though the black and coloured sections of the Apostolic Faith 

Mission constituted more than 80% of the church body, they still remained under the 

control of the Missions Director, appointed by the white church and responsible for the 

African, coloured and Indian daughter churches, all of which were separate (Sider, 

1988: 9).  

The BUSA national executive, up until 1989, was dominated by white members with 

only one black representative. Consequently, “decision making and policy setting for 

the Baptist Union was done by Whites, most often without any consultation with the 

Black members of our churches” (Baptist Union and Baptist Fellowship, 1997: 4). 

EWISA (1986: 40-41) in similar vein, noted that that even if churches or committees 

“had a black majority it would be a token majority whilst the influence and decision-

making authority remained with whites. Ideas, structures and policy are determined 

both psychologically and practically, by white Christians.”  

4.3.4.3 A System Designed to Create Subservient and Compliant Black Christians 

Conservative evangelicals in their attempt to be a-political, by collapsing the tension 

between text and context in favour of an exclusively text-based approach, not only 

mirrored the white supremacy of apartheid South Africa, they also perpetuated white 
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supremacy and black inferiority and subservience, which marred the reality of the 

image of God in both white and black (Concerned Evangelicals, 1986: 27). The 

dualistic gospel preached by conservative evangelicals kept the focus of black 

Christians on “heavenly things whilst others, claiming to be Christians, dispossess 

them of their land and enslave them to make profits out of them” (Concerned 

Evangelicals, 1986: 24). 

Black evangelicals were kept subservient by a Western-orientated system of 

orthodoxy, designed to keep black people from speaking out against the system for 

fear of “victimization from the dominant white block” (Concerned Evangelicals, 1986: 

33-34). To depart from this politically conservative position was to be regarded as 

theologically suspect by the white conservative evangelical leadership, and their black 

followers, and to be labelled as divisive and promoters of communism, liberation 

theology or the social gospel. These three terms were used by white evangelicals as 

highly emotive watch words for theological heterodoxy and were thus used to keep 

black evangelicals, and any particularly outspoken white evangelicals, in line for fear 

of being labelled and classified as theologically untrustworthy and of having departed 

from ‘the true gospel’. These designations of orthodoxy were of course shaped by the 

predominantly white conservative evangelical leadership with no little or no 

appreciation for black experience or context within apartheid South Africa. 

Not only were conservative black evangelicals to be kept in line through fear and 

accusation but those predominantly non-evangelical black leaders who were involved 

in the liberation struggle were similarly demonised and accused of being “instigators 

of violence” or of being “Marxists in Christian clothing” (Relevant Pentecostal Witness: 

1988: 128). Any association with the likes of Desmond Tutu, Frank Chikane or Allan 

Boesak would be enough to taint one with the stigma of theological liberalism and to 

be regarded as having betrayed the gospel (TEASA, 1997). 

4.3.5 Apartheid Enhanced Numerical Growth 

Conservative evangelicals experienced significant growth during the apartheid era 

mainly from those dissatisfied with the theological and contextual emphases in 

mainline churches. Conservative evangelicals would attribute this growth almost 

exclusively to their sense of biblical fidelity and doctrinal orthodoxy in the light of a 

growing liberalism in mainline churches. Whilst this was, at least in part, a significant 
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factor, the role which the socio-political context played in the rapid growth experienced 

by conservative evangelical churches during this time period should not be 

underestimated. Balcomb (2001: 7) notes that, during the seventies and eighties the 

CESA would become “one of the fastest growing churches in the country” as hundreds 

of white Christians would flee from the Anglican Church (CPSA) because of the 

prophetic ministry of Archbishop Tutu finding a safe haven from politics within the 

CESA (Balcomb, 2004: 11). 

Similarly, the rapid growth of the Charismatic movement within South Africa, can be 

attributed to both a new emphasis within evangelicalism on the role and work of the 

Holy Spirit, as well as its appeal to those who sought a vibrant, personal faith which 

emphasised spiritual realities to the exclusion of social and political aspects of faith. 

The work of the Spirit was primarily, for Charismatics, an individualistic experience 

based on an individualistic reading of the text of Scripture, with little thought given to 

the dynamic interplay of context and text in terms of how context affects the 

interpretation of Scripture, or what a socio-political work of the Spirit could look like.  

4.3.6 Agents of Oppression 

For conservative evangelicals their collapsing of missiological tensions, in particular 

the failure to acknowledge the significance of context and the individualising of 

salvation meant an inability (or unwillingness) to hold in tension the Scriptural themes 

of obedience to authority and liberation from injustice. The absence of this prophetic 

dialogue between text and context resulted in rigid interpretations of the injunction to 

submit to the authorities, as found for instance, in Romans 13. Because the text is in 

no ways interpreted by the context and the priority within mission is always 

proclamation, what is of highest importance for conservative evangelicals is the 

maintenance of a socio-political environment within which gospel proclamation, of an 

individualised soteriology, can take place unhindered (Concerned Evangelicals, 1986: 

30-31). 

The absence of prophetic dialogue between evangelism and liberation and 

significantly between conservative evangelicals and those they sought to reach with 

the gospel meant that what could be perceived by the former as a system of ‘law and 

order’ conducive for the preaching of the gospel, could be experienced by the latter as 

a system of violent oppression and injustice. Walker (1993: 7) notes that for many  
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an evangelical conservative form of Christian faith is perceived to have been 

deeply implicated in the system of apartheid. Whether as an intrinsic part of its 

understanding, or through a distortion of its true message, evangelicalism has 

come to be seen as an enemy of the liberation of oppressed people. 

Concerned Evangelicals (1986: 29-30) in a powerful critique of the evangelical 

interpretation of Romans 13 argue that the apartheid regime, which existed as a “terror 

to the people” was just the opposite of the government to which Paul enjoined 

obedience. Consequently, for conservative evangelicals to promote an unwavering 

obedience to the South African apartheid regime cannot be regarded merely as a 

matter of missiological pragmatism but rather, of the active promotion of injustice and 

oppression (Walker, 1993: 37). As a result, events such as the torture of Pentecostal 

pastor Frank Chikane being approved and overseen by a white deacon from his own 

AFM denomination can be regarded as more consistent with conservative evangelical 

theology than incongruous (Sider, 1988: 10-11).  

Conservative evangelicals, such as Bishop Bradley of the CESA (Giles, 2016: para. 

10) and Dr Knox (1981: 4), the founding principle of George Whitefield College, the 

official training college for the CESA, would also offer defences against their overseas 

critics for a “just and generous apartheid” (see also TEASA, 1997). Knox (1981: 3-4) 

would argue, that it is not separate development which is the problem, after all it is 

natural for all people to want their own separate land and way of life, but whether 

apartheid is practised justly. “The whites should be generous in administering 

apartheid, giving the blacks fertile land in proportion to their numbers together with… 

natural resources of the earth”. There is no question as to why whites should be the 

ones distributing resources, holding the power and organising the structures of society 

in the first place. 

4.4 Holding the Tension 

A commitment to an individualistic, spiritualised and a-contextual interpretation of the 

Great Commission has been at the centre of a conservative evangelical theology of 

mission. It has been this commitment which has led conservative evangelicals to 

believe they must attempt to collapse the missiological tensions between text and 

context and between salvation and liberation, in seeking to proclaim the pure, once for 

all time and place gospel of salvation.  
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The collapsing of these tensions though has not brought about the fidelity to pure 

gospel proclamation and a reading of Scripture unfettered by contextual concerns 

which they sought. Rather, their reading and interpretation of Scripture has been 

significantly affected by their historical and social context, both in how they understand 

the nature of the gospel itself, as well as the role of the church within society. Their 

commitment to the priority of the gospel proclamation has, of necessity, meant the 

development of a circular and self-authenticating reasoning whereby if proclamation 

has priority then everything must be done contextually to support unhindered 

proclamation. This then means that in a context of great injustice and oppression the 

message of proclamation must itself be of such a nature as to not create opposition 

from those in power.  

As result, in such a context the gospel message being proclaimed ought to be that of 

a primarily or exclusively privatised salvation which has little to say beyond personal 

morality to the social, economic and political systems of oppression and injustice; thus 

maintaining and even providing justification for the current status quo. The 

conservative evangelical interpretation of the Great Commission, as it sought to 

collapse Bosch’s missiological tensions, has therefore both influenced and itself been 

significantly influenced by contemporary historical and social context.   

4.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has, using Bosch’s conceptual framework of mission in creative tension, 

critically examined the ways in which the conservative evangelical paradigm of mission 

has enabled conservative evangelicals to engage prophetically in social justice in the 

South African context. The chapter has attempted to demonstrate that any attempt to 

collapse the missiological tensions in favour of either side inevitably affects and 

compromises both sides of the tension. As a result, the conservative evangelical 

attempt to collapse Bosch’s missiological tensions in favour of an a-contextual reading 

of the text and an individualised soteriology focused primarily or exclusively on the 

spiritual has not resulted, as conservative evangelicals have desired in the preaching 

of a ‘pure gospel’ unaffected by context or political issues. Instead conservative 

evangelicalism has embraced a political conservatism that not only supported the 

status quo but which itself, became perpetrators of injustice and apartheid within their 

own churches and theological systems. 
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The final chapter will provide the conclusions of this study, as well as some tentative 

suggestions as to what shape a conservative evangelical paradigm of “mission in 

creative tension” might take in the South African context, as conservative evangelicals 

seek to stay true to both evangelical orthodoxy, as well as engaging in robust 

contextual orthopraxy. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

The final chapter of this study will firstly provide a brief summary of the research, 

outlining how conservative evangelicals have interpreted and used the Great 

Commission to shape their paradigm of mission within the South African context and 

how that interpretation has both shaped and been shaped by their context. Secondly, 

this chapter will present the conclusions of this study, examining in what ways the 

conservative evangelical Great Commission paradigm of mission has enabled 

conservative evangelicals to engage prophetically in their approach to social justice. 

Finally, this chapter will provide some tentative recommendations as to how 

conservative evangelicals might better hold in creative tension the various 

missiological emphases and so engage more faithfully in both evangelical orthodoxy 

and prophetic orthopraxy within the South African context.  

5.2 SUMMARY OF RESEARCH 

 

5.2.1 Research Question and Aims of this Study 

This study set out to answer the following research question: In what ways has a 

conservative evangelical interpretation of the Great Commission enabled prophetic 

engagement in social justice in the South African context? 

This question was prompted by the widely held sentiment that during the apartheid era 

conservative evangelicals were either explicit or implicit supporters of apartheid 

(Walker, 1993: 7). These perceptions were further strengthened by the various 

submissions by conservative evangelicals to the TRC, which repeatedly confessed 

their own failure to engage in prophetic orthopraxy.  What was particularly significant 

in these various submissions was the lack of any sustained reflection on the role in 

which conservative evangelical theology itself might have played in this self-

acknowledged failure to prophetically engage the apartheid state. Conservative 

evangelicals it seems were prepared to admit to a failure of practice but not one of 

theology, as though orthodoxy and orthopraxy could be held separately. 

Consequently, this study has sought to examine the ways in which conservative 
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evangelical theology, in particular their theology of mission, has enabled prophetic 

engagement with social justice (orthopraxy) within the South African context.  

This study further identified the conservative evangelical interpretation of the Great 

Commission as of particular significance for their missiological paradigm and, as a 

result, sought to interrogate the ways in which conservative evangelicals have 

interpreted the Great Commission and how that has shaped their paradigm of mission 

and enabled them to engage prophetically with social justice in the South African 

context.  

In order to appropriately evaluate how the conservative evangelical paradigm of 

mission has allowed their effective engagement in prophetic orthopraxy within the 

South African context, this study engaged Bosch’s missiological paradigm of “mission 

in creative tension” as the conceptual framework. Bosch argued that effective mission 

requires the holding in tension of a number of competing missiological emphases. 

These tensions should be neither integrated nor collapsed to favour either side of the 

tension (Bosch, 1991: 367; Corrie, 2001: 101; Corrie, 2016: 193). This study has 

argued that it is impossible to collapse one side of the tension without significantly 

altering both sides of the tension. Consequently, this study has explored the 

significance of the conservative evangelical Great Commission paradigm of mission if 

these tensions are collapsed. This study particularly focused on the text-context and 

the salvation-liberation tensions.  

In order to address the initial research question this study was required to address a 

number of correlated questions regarding the conservative evangelical paradigm of 

mission: 

5.2.1.1 How do conservative evangelicals understand the role of the church in the 

world; in particular, the scope of salvation or what lies outside the mission of the 

church?  

This study has shown that conservative evangelicals understand the role of the church 

in the world as primarily or exclusively the proclamation of an essentially spiritual and 

individualistic message of salvation which has as its principal goal the afterlife or 

“going to heaven” (Balcomb, 2001: 4; Smith, 2010: 210). The scope of salvation for 

conservative evangelicals, this study has demonstrated, is primarily spiritual in this 
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present age with political and economic liberation only becoming a reality in a future 

eschatological age. Conservative evangelical missiology is thus essentially shaped by 

their individualistic soteriology with its primary focus on the justification and 

regeneration of individuals. 

Conservative evangelicals regard socio-political involvement as lying outside of the 

primary role of the church, which is understood to be primarily or exclusively the 

evangelisation of the world (Bell, 1988: 6; TEASA, 1997: 2). This study has shown that 

conservative evangelicals have attempted to collapse the salvation-liberation 

missiological tension in favour of an individualistic and overly spiritual salvation and 

that this has had a significant effect on their missiological engagement within the South 

African context. 

5.2.1.2 How do conservative evangelicals understand the nature of the relationship 

between proclamation (orthodoxy, evangelism) and social action (social justice, 

orthopraxis), within the mission of the church?  

This study has demonstrated that although there exists among conservative 

evangelicals some significant differences regarding the nature of the relationship 

between proclamation and social action, essentially thought, they favour the priority of 

proclamation.  

For some, social action is completely outside the mission of the church and is viewed 

as a betrayal of the gospel or somewhat more positively, as a worthy activity but one 

which ultimately distracts from the real mission of the church (Adeyemo, 1985: 48-49). 

Others meanwhile, regard social action more positively as either a bridge to 

evangelism or a natural consequence of personal salvation but not ultimately within 

the scope of the mission of the church  (Adeyemo, 1985: 51-53; Graham, 1975: 31-

32; Saayman, 1990: 101; Stott, 1975: 26-27). 

There are moreover, those who would speak of a broad and a narrow mission of the 

church, wherein the particular mission of the church, evangelism, should be 

distinguished from the broad mission of God, who is redeeming and reconciling all 

things to himself (DeYoung & Gilbert, 2011: 42). Ultimately, even those such as Stott 

(1975: 24) and Keller (2010: 139) who would define the relationship between social 

justice and evangelism as two, equal, inseparable but distinct partners in the mission 
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of the church, would prioritise evangelism, because the eternal is more significant than 

the temporal.  

This priority of proclamation has proved to be a significant factor in the conservative 

evangelical failure to engage in prophetic orthopraxy within the South African context. 

This study has shown that conservative evangelicals consistently attempt to collapse 

the salvation-liberation missiological tension in favour of a message of individualistic 

spiritual liberation. 

5.2.1.3 How do conservative evangelicals understand the interaction between 

context and content in the shaping of their paradigm of mission? 

For conservative evangelicals there exists no prophetic dialogue between text and 

context and in fact, to engage in any sort of prophetic dialogue between text and 

context would be regarded as a corruption of the gospel and the mission of the church. 

For conservative evangelicals the gospel is a fixed, universally valid once for all times 

and places message which, because it is primarily of spiritual significance, essentially 

transcends the particularity of context (Balcomb, 2016: 126; Walker, 1989: 46-47). The 

mission of the church is therefore the transmission of the unchanging and 

unchangeable, fixed for all times and places message of salvation to the world, with 

as little contextual contamination as possible (Bell, 1990: 3; Graham, 1975: 32).  

Conservative evangelicals have, therefore, intentionally attempted to collapse the text-

context missiological tension in favour of a supposedly a-contextual and universally 

valid message of spiritual salvation. This collapsing of the missiological and dialogical 

tension between text and context and the consequent disregard for the value of the 

contemporary context has significantly affected the conservative evangelical ability to 

engage prophetically in social justice within the South African context, as well as the 

consequent direct and indirect support for the unjust status quo. 

5.2.1.4 In what ways has the South African context shaped and been shaped by the 

conservative evangelical view of mission? 

This study has demonstrated that despite the conservative evangelical’s aversion to 

the contemporary context as a significant dialogue partner for missiological 

interpretation, the context has significantly affected the conservative evangelical view 

of mission and in turn, the context has itself been appreciably shaped by conservative 
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evangelical missiology. The conservative evangelical priority of proclamation must of 

necessity prioritise a stable and favourable socio-political environment wherein 

unhindered gospel proclamation can occur. Consequently, in a socio-political context 

of injustice and oppression wherein the ruling powers are correspondingly quick to 

silence and oppress any perceived dissent or opposition to their rule, such as 

apartheid South Africa, unimpeded gospel proclamation best occurs through 

acquiescence or support of the prevailing status quo (CE, 1986: 21). 

As a result, this study has shown that despite early evangelicals initially being 

regarded as agitators for justice and disruptors of the status quo (Elphick, 2012: 15-

17; Shaw, 1996: 162, 166-167) their emphasis on proclamation soon reshaped their 

gospel into a politically conservative, dualistic gospel which simultaneously upheld the 

status quo and allowed unhindered gospel proclamation among all races (De Gruchy, 

2005: 8-9; Elphick, 2012: 44-45). In the same way, their dualistic focus on 

proclamation at the expense of socio-economic liberation, introduced into South 

African society a pragmatic and missiological justification which, undergirded by their 

inherent theological materialistic-spiritual dichotomy, would later allow the theological 

justification of separate development and Christian nationalism (Elphick, 2012: 51; 

Saayman, 1983: 133-136). 

5.2.1.1 Evangelicals and Prophetic Engagement: 

This study has attempted to show that the modern evangelical missionary movement 

was built on the assumption that evangelical theology was an essentially a-contextual 

once for all times and places, fundamentally spiritual and individualised message of 

salvation which simply needed to be taken unchanged and unchangeable to the world 

(Bosch, 1991: 294). As a result, although early evangelical missionaries to South 

Africa sought to share the gospel with all people, including the indigenous people and 

slaves, this spiritual equality seldom extended to include a social equality (Elphick, 

2012: 2; Shaw, 1996: 179-180).  

During apartheid, the conservative evangelical commitment to the priority of 

proclamation, led to the subsequent collapse of Bosch’s missiological tensions in 

favour of text, at the expense of context; and individual salvation at the expense of 

holistic liberation. This led not, as this study has shown, to the desired a-contextual 

gospel witness but rather, to the adoption of a form of cultural Christianity synonymous 
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with Western cultural norms (Kretzschmar, 1989: 113; Padilla, 1980: 65), together with  

an often uncritical capitulation to, and support for, the reigning conservative political 

and sociological ideologies (CE, 1986: 22-23; Walker, 1993:9).  

The conservative evangelical commitment to the priority of proclamation led to a direct 

and indirect, support for a stable and non-confrontational environment where 

evangelism could occur unhindered. As a result, this study has shown, that 

conservative evangelicals became not only, at times unwitting supporters of the status 

quo but actually replicated within their own structures the same race-based structures 

of apartheid society (Ntlha, 1994: 140). Moreover, they themselves, became agents 

of oppression (Walker, 1993: 37) deeply implicated in, perpetuating and even at times 

defending, the theology of separate development itself (Giles, 2016: para. 10; Knox, 

1981: 3-4). 

5.3 CONCLUSION 

The hypothesis that this study sought to test was that the conservative evangelical 

church’s failure to engage prophetically both during and post-apartheid should be 

understood as primarily a theological failure and in particular, a missiological failure, 

as it relates to the role of the church in the world. This study further hypothesised that 

this theological-missiological failure was built from of a particular, supposedly a-

contextual, individualistic and dualistic reading of the Great Commission which valued 

orthodoxy over orthopraxy.  

This study thus sought to explore what role conservative evangelical theology played, 

and continues to play, in the failure of conservative evangelicals to prophetically 

engage with the injustices in the South African context. More particularly, because this 

question relates to the role of the church in the world, this study sought to explore in 

what sense conservative evangelical theology might have contributed, and continues 

to contribute, to a missiological failure of the evangelical church to engage faithfully in 

both evangelistic orthodoxy and prophetic orthopraxy within the South African context.  

Furthermore, since the conservative evangelical paradigm of mission has been so 

significantly shaped by its interpretation of the Great Commission, this study then 

sought to explore, in particular, how the conservative evangelical interpretation of the 

Great Commission has enabled its followers to engage prophetically in social justice 

in the South African context.  
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This study has proved its initial hypothesis to be correct that the conservative 

evangelical failure to engage prophetically with social justice in the South African 

context, as well as its members’ own complicity and perpetration of further injustices 

was primarily a theological-missiological failure, rather than merely failures of 

consistency or nerve. This study using the four major theological tenets of evangelical 

missiology outlined in chapter 2 will now further demonstrate how each of these 

theological-missiological convictions have either directly or indirectly contributed to the 

failure of prophetic orthodoxy among conservative evangelicals.  

5.3.1 The Priority of Proclamation Neglects Systemic Injustice and 

Promotes a Theology of the Status Quo 

This study has shown that the conservative evangelical missiological commitment to 

the priority of proclamation has in fact, largely meant a missiology which promotes not 

merely the priority of proclamation but, in fact, the exclusivity of proclamation. In 

contexts of injustice, such as apartheid South Africa, where to engage in active 

opposition to injustice would mean the disruption of the unjust status quo and the 

consequent potentially hostile reaction from the political and social powers, 

conservative evangelicals have repeatedly chosen to emphasise the priority of gospel 

proclamation over prophetic orthopraxy. Any action which may have compromised 

their ability to engage in unobstructed proclamation of the gospel, in a stable and 

favourable social and political environment, had to be regarded as essentially 

undesirable, when taken in the context of the priority mission of the church.  

Conservative evangelicals thus became conformist institutions which promoted a 

theology of the status quo, which for theological and missiological reasons supported 

and maintained the existing unjust systems of race and economic inequality (CE, 

1986: 21). The theological commitment to attempt the collapse of the text-context 

tension in favour of text (proclamation), ultimately led to a collusion with the prevailing 

unjust context.  

Conservative evangelicals were therefore able to, whilst claiming a certain opposition 

to apartheid, justify a lack of prophetic engagement with the injustices of apartheid by 

considering anything other than evangelism as ultimately lying outside of the priority 

mission of the church. Contrary to the many statements by conservative evangelicals 

before the TRC, it was not simply a failure of nerve (Baptist Union and Baptist 
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Fellowship, 1997: 4 ) or of ignorance fuelled by state propaganda (AFM, 1997: 3; 

CESA, 1997: 3) which caused them not to act decisively in opposition to the injustices 

of apartheid; it was the conservative evangelical prior theological and missiological 

commitment to the primacy of proclamation which played, and continues to play, a 

significant role in their failure to actively engage in prophetic orthopraxy within the 

South African context. Ultimately, the conservative evangelical commitment to the 

primacy of proclamation has always come at the expense of prophetic orthopraxy.  

Moreover, concerning the claim that proclamation is a priority because society will 

ultimately change through the transformation of individuals, it must be noted that the 

priority of proclamation is for conservative evangelicals, a theological, and not a 

pragmatic stance. It is feasible that if it were a pragmatic position, one could expect a 

change or re-evaluation of their missiological commitment within shifting contextual 

realities, but a theological position is more fundamentally held. A theological-

missiological commitment to the priority of evangelism will, unless there are 

fundamental, intentional and deliberate theological-missiological shifts, simply lead to 

more converted individuals who are likewise committed to the priority of proclamation 

and the conversion of more individuals. The questions which conservative 

evangelicals should therefore ask, concerns not only the importance of proclamation 

but perhaps more significantly, the nature of the gospel being proclaimed and to what 

end it is being proclaimed. 

5.3.2 An Individualised Soteriology Desires Individual Change but 

Cannot Speak Prophetically to Issues of Structural Injustice 

This study has demonstrated that the conservative evangelical Great Commission 

paradigm of mission with its individualised gospel of personal salvation and spiritual 

liberation is unable to speak prophetically to social injustice within the South African 

context. Similarly, conservative evangelical hamartiology, with its individualised focus 

is too narrow to adequately address structural sins of greed, exploitation and racial 

supremacy. The conservative evangelical Great Commission paradigm of mission fails 

to account for the multi-faceted nature of sin as both individual and structural and 

consequently, the complex and multi-faceted nature of sin as both structural and 

individual (Relevant Pentecostals, 1988: 129). This study has shown that it is possible, 

within the conservative evangelical paradigm of mission, to practise an impeccable 

individual piety and a robust commitment to the ‘saving of souls’ whilst simultaneously 



75 
 

neglecting or even perpetrating issues of structural and systemic injustice (Sider, 

1975: 265; Walker, 1989: 48). Walker (1989: 54) has, perhaps somewhat bluntly, 

asserted that for conservative evangelicals, orthodoxy matters whilst orthopraxy does 

not. 

Consequently, because conversion never occurs within an a-contextual vacuum, the 

conservative evangelical gospel of individualistic salvation and personal morality has 

promoted the proclamation of a gospel which both promotes a political and spiritual 

quietism, allowing injustice to perpetuate unchecked, as well as actively promoting the 

perpetuation of unjust systems (CE, 1986: 21). As a result of these theological-

missiological convictions concerning the nature of the gospel and of mission, 

conservative evangelical missiology is able to effectively ignore or even actively 

promote systemic and structural injustice within the South African context. 

This study has further demonstrated that these missiological tensions are 

interdependent; for instance, the collapsing of the salvation-liberation tension within 

the conservative evangelical paradigm of mission may also considerably affect the 

text-context tension. The conservative evangelical paradigm of mission which 

collapses the salvation-liberation tension in favour of an individualistic doctrine of 

repentance and salvation, has similarly to read this narrow emphasis back into the text 

of Scripture thus ignoring the multi-faceted nature of sin, repentance and salvation 

within the scriptural narrative. 

Finally, the conservative evangelical claim that it is through the preaching of the gospel 

and the transformation of individuals that ultimately structural change will be brought 

about in society should be called into question (Adeyemo, 1985: 52-53; Bosch, 1981: 

13; Graham 1975: 31-32; Saayman, 1990: 101). This study has demonstrated that 

despite a strong emphasis on gospel preaching and the substantial growth of 

evangelical churches throughout the apartheid era, there was no significant change 

among conservative evangelicals concerning their active opposition to injustices. 

There is little evidence to suggest that the conversion of individuals naturally leads to 

the transformation of structures, without deliberate theological and missiological intent. 

In fact, Ntlha (1994:139) and Chikane (Sider: 1998: 10) assert that very often the 

gospel, as preached by conservative evangelicals was used to encourage political 

quietism and subservience. 
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5.3.3 An A-Contextual Gospel Aids White Supremacy and Defaults to the 

Injustices of the Surrounding Culture 

This study has attempted to show that because all theology is contextual theology, it 

is impossible to escape from the text-context tension and any attempt to collapse the 

text-context tension in favour an a-contextually objective theology will, in truth, only 

lead to the re-introduction of context in often unrealised and inappropriate ways 

(Tienou, 1993: 246; Green, 2010: 6-7). The conservative evangelical attempt to 

escape from this text-context tension has therefore only re-introduced context into its 

theology-missiology in two particularly adverse ways.  

First, the conservative evangelical’s disregard for their own contemporary context in 

their theological-missiological formulation has allowed the dominant western 

theological-missiological context and methodology to control their own theological and 

missiological framework, through an (unrealised) collapse into a form of westernised 

‘culture Christianity’ (Kretzschmar, 1989: 113; Padilla, 1980: 65).   

Consequently, westernised theological agendas have proved unable to wrestle with 

particular contextual issues around injustice, liberation and a more holistic spirituality. 

Moreover, conservative evangelicals have also promoted in their theological 

formulations a sense of white supremacy, where white and western theological 

formulations are assumed to be superior to more contextual and African theological 

interpretations and methodology. In particular, the dualistic westernised theological 

framework, wherein orthodoxy is defined in exclusively doctrinal terms, has proved 

particularly detrimental for conservative evangelicals’ ability to engage in prophetic 

engagement in the South African context (Walker, 1989: 54). 

Secondly, rather than the desired a-contextual missiological engagement with the 

world, this study has shown that conservative evangelicals have repeatedly replicated 

the surrounding unjust apartheid social structure and values within their own churches 

(IEV, 1989, 21; Majola, 1996: 1; Ntlha, 1994: 140). These ecclesiastical apartheid 

structures fuelled as they were by conservative evangelical theological and 

missiological commitments, served to both appease the apartheid authorities and 

enable conservative evangelicals to focus on their main missiological task of 

evangelism, without giving any hint of sedition or active opposition to apartheid (CE, 

1986: 34). In essence, though conservative evangelicals sought to be a-contextual, 
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their theological-missiological commitment to the collapsing of the text-context tension 

meant that they themselves became both supporters and perpetrators of injustice.   

5.3.4 An Under-Realised Eschatology Defers the Realisation of Justice 

and Permits the Unhindered Perpetuation of Injustice 

This study has shown that conservative evangelicals in their attempt to collapse the 

salvation-liberation tension in favour of an overly spiritual salvation which defers 

liberation and injustice to a wholly future realisation, have both allowed the unhindered 

perpetuation of injustice in the present (CE, 1986: 30-31), as well as becoming 

perpetrators of injustice themselves (Walker, 1993: 7). To ignore the present injustices 

in favour of an exclusively future time of liberation has meant a gospel, which for 

conservative evangelicals, has little, or nothing, to say to the social, economic and 

political oppression and injustice currently at work in the world. 

In this present age, evangelicals have favoured a rigid interpretation of the injunction 

to submit to authorities found in Romans 13, and because conservative evangelicals 

have collapsed the text-context tension in favour of text, there is little contextual 

reflection on the actual character and ethics of the authorities. This interpretation of 

Romans 13 which upheld a system of violent oppression and injustice, was justified 

by the theological-missiological commitment to the deferment of liberation to the 

future, and promotion of a present priority of proclamation (CE, 1986: 29-30). 

The conservative evangelical Great Commission paradigm of mission has effectively 

allowed them to ignore issues of injustice and liberation in favour of a wholly 

eschatological day of liberation. This is preceded in the present day by a church whose 

mission is primarily, if not exclusively, regarded as preparation for the Parousia 

through the unhindered proclamation of the gospel. Conservative evangelical theology 

and missiology has both directly and indirectly led to the conservative evangelical 

failure to engage in prophetic orthopraxy in the South African context both during and 

post the apartheid era. 

5.4 RECOMMENDATIONS  

This study has shown that any attempt to collapse the creative tensions inherent in the 

mission of the church, will significantly compromise not only the side of the tension 

being minimised but will equally compromise the emphasis which is on the side of the 
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tension being emphasised. As a result, evangelicals have not only compromised their 

prophetic orthopraxy by attempting to collapse the tensions between text and context 

and between salvation and liberation but have equally compromised their evangelistic 

orthodoxy, expressed in their interpretation of Scripture and their commitment to 

evangelism. Going forward, conservative evangelicals should continue to explore how 

to hold in creative tension the various missiological emphases, without losing the 

distinctiveness of conservative evangelicalism.  

This study recommends three areas for further study which may enable conservative 

evangelicals to more constructively hold in creative tension evangelistic orthodoxy and 

prophetic orthopraxy. 

5.4.1 Learning to Read the Great Commission from Within the Narrative 

of Scripture 

An a priori assumption regarding mission as synonymous with evangelism, coupled 

with a vested interest in the maintenance of such a proclamation-centric interpretation 

of both discipleship and mission, has supported the more isolated reading of the Great 

Commission, which undergirds the conservative evangelical Great Commission 

paradigm of mission.  

Bosch (1991: 57) though, notes that the Great Commission cannot be isolated from 

the context of the entirety of Matthew’s gospel but rather, that “the entire gospel of 

Matthew points to these final verses” and that “all the threads woven into the fabric of 

Matthew… draw together here”. If Bosch is correct, then any interpretation which 

emphasises only a single faceted reading of Jesus messianic kingship must of 

necessity be rejected for a more holistic and multi-faceted interpretation of the 

Kingdom commission. The Great Commission is thus concerned with more than just 

‘conversion’; it is the call not only to believe but to participate in the now present and 

in breaking life of that kingdom in all its multi-faceted aspects of justice, inclusion and 

repentance.  

Conservative evangelicals committed to the Great Commission should therefore 

engage in a continual prophetic dialogue between Scripture and context, exploring the 

nature of this gospel which has as its focus the One who with all the power and all the 

privilege willingly laid it down to serve and to liberate the powerless, the undeserving, 

the marginalised and the poor.  
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The Great Commission, though, marks not only the climax of Matthew’s gospel but 

more significantly, the climax of the entire biblical redemption narrative. According to 

Carson (1995: 594-595), Jesus’ declaration of his now universal authority in the Great 

Commission, marks the decisive turning point in redemptive history; wherein the long-

awaited Messianic kingdom has finally been inaugurated. Jesus, now vindicated 

through his death and resurrection, is proclaimed as “the one through whom all God’s 

authority is mediated” (Carson, 1995: 595). Consequently, Wright (2006: 61) argues 

that  

a missional hermeneutic of the whole Bible will not become obsessed with only 

the great mission imperatives, such as the Great Commission, or be tempted 

to impose on them one assumed priority or another. Rather, we will set those 

great imperatives within the context of their foundational indicatives, namely, all 

that the Bible affirms about God, creation, human life in all its paradox of dignity 

and depravity, redemption in all its comprehensive glory, and the new creation 

in which God will dwell with his people. 

The form and content of the Great Commission, Wright posits, is “thoroughly 

covenantal and Deuteronomistic” (2006: 354)15 and therefore, the thrust of the Great 

Commission, is in essence, less about world evangelisation, and more precisely about 

the fulfilment of the covenantal promises to Abraham (O’Brien, 1977: 77; Wright, 2006: 

213-214) and the renewal of the Deuteronomistic covenant in Christ (Wright, 2006: 

354-355). Reading the Great Commission from within the immediate Matthean 

context, as well as within the broader narrative arc of Scripture, may enable 

conservative evangelicals to more faithfully hold in creative tension the dual 

missiological and biblical emphases of salvation and liberation found throughout the 

Scriptural record.  

5.4.2 Learning to Read the Great Commission from the Margins 

This study has demonstrated that (conservative) evangelicalism has been at its most 

‘world transformative,’ and thus best able to hold the tension most between prophetic 

 
15 Though Wright (2006: 244) admits that “the language of the Great Commission is drawn more from 
Deuteronomy than from Genesis” it is in the Great Commission that we are given the means by which the original 
“great commission” to Abraham can be fulfilled (Genesis 12:1-3). Wright goes so far as to argue that “the 
Abrahamic promise can stake its claim to be not only the ‘gospel in advance’ but even more so, the Great 
Commission in advance” (2006: 236 cf. 213-214). 
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orthopraxy and evangelistic orthodoxy, when it became a movement from the margins, 

in proximity to poverty, injustice and marginalisation. This study has noted this 

dynamic at play in the grassroots working class movement of early evangelicalism 

(Bebbington, 1989: 25-27), as well as in the twentieth century missionary conferences, 

such as ICOWE and the black led movement Concerned Evangelicals and their 

Evangelical Witness in South Africa document.  

A missiology developed exclusively in a context of privilege has found it hard to critique 

the status quo of power and privilege and raise its prophetic voice on the side of the 

poor and the marginalised. Conservative evangelicalism’s locatedness in proximity to 

wealth and power has blinded it to its own complicity with and perpetuation of the 

systemic injustice and oppression associated with the status quo (Sider, 1980: 318). 

Theologically, this has been justified through the collapsing of the missiological 

tensions in favour of an a-contextual text, which does not hear the contextual nature 

of its own missiology, or the contextual cries of the oppressed in favour of an overly-

spiritualised salvation which has little to say to the injustices of the current socio-

political context. 

The Great Commission interpreted from a place of privilege is easily reduced to the 

‘saving of souls’ which has little need for a missiology which speaks to injustice, racism 

and poverty. The social, political, economic and theological locatedness of an 

interpreter(s) has a significant impact on how Scripture is read and interpreted. Those 

who are at the margins of society, the victims of injustice and of oppression, can 

“discern the meaning of Scripture in a way that those from more affluent context 

cannot” (Walker, 1993: 99). 

Reading the Great Commission with those from the margins of society profoundly 

changes the interpreter(s) foundational presuppositions about the nature of the 

church’s engagement with the world.  A missiological reading of the Great Commission 

which  

proceeds from the underside of history… is incompatible with views which 

separate historical situations from spiritual experience… it cannot be the vehicle 

of a message which tells of a divine love which touches people in their souls 

but has no reference to their social and political existence (Walker, 1993: 11).  
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Conservative evangelicals should, if they wish to more faithfully maintain the 

missiological tensions inherent in Scripture, not only recover an inter-contextual 

methodology of reading Scripture, in genuine partnership between wealthy and 

marginalised communities, but should also be willing to have their theological method 

and missiology shaped by fresh readings of Scripture from the underside of history. 

There is, as Walker (1993: 11) notes, a “close connection between an understanding 

shaped by the situation of the poor and the discovery of a gospel that powerfully affects 

life in all its dimensions.”  

5.4.3 Learning to Read the Great Commission from within the Circle of 

Praxis 

Conservative evangelicals have traditionally employed a contextually detached 

method of reading Scripture, locating neither themselves nor their interpretation of 

Scripture in the concrete specificity of time or place. The gospel is thus, understood 

as an unchanging and unchangeable word of individual and spiritual salvation 

universally applicable to all contexts and time periods. This study has shown that this 

abstract, a-contextual, overly rational reading of Scripture does not lead to greater a-

contextual objectivity but more often than not, leads to an unexamined contextual 

subjectivity which both upholds the current unjust status quo and perpetuates further 

acts of injustice and oppression. 

Conservative evangelical missiology should therefore, of necessity, develop more 

holistic methods of theological and contextual inquiry which replace the current 

abstract and a-contextual methods of theological formation in favour of a more 

embodied and contextually committed missiology. The circle of praxis developed by 

Holland and Henriot (1983: 7-10) provides one such alternative methodological 

approach for a more embodied and contextual approach to theological and 

missiological formation.  

The praxis circle operates as “a sequence of four related movements” (Headley, 2018: 

4): (a) insertion; (b) social analysis; (c) theological reflection; and (d) pastoral action, 

centred around experience and which hold in tension the relationship between action 

(orthopraxy) and reflection (orthodoxy) (Headley, 2018: 4; Holland & Herriot, 1983: 7-

8) These four inter-related movements allow for the constant interaction, in prophetic 

dialogue, between text and context. Theological reflection thus emerges not out of 
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abstract or a-contextual study but out of a deep analysis of the contexts and histories 

within which people actually live and do theology. “Theology,” the Theology in Action, 

Workshop Report of the East Asia Christian Conference (cited in Boesak, 1979: 12) 

emphasises “is not detached, cool, objective or neutral. Theology is passionately 

involved. It begins with the experience of actual struggles, suffering and joys of 

particular communities.”  

When this “theological-praxis agenda” (De Beer & Swart, 2014: 1), rooted as it is in 

the process of insertion and analysis, is practised in proximity to, and with, the poor 

and the marginalised, it invites a more contextually relevant and embodied reading of 

not only the Great Commission, but of all Scripture itself.   

The circle of praxis has significant potential benefit to offer evangelical missiology, 

through the provision of a theological methodology, which more readily enables 

conservative evangelicals to hold in creative tension text and context by locating their 

missiology in the lived experiences and contextual realities of individuals and 

communities. This embodied theological methodology, practised in proximity to the 

poor and marginalised, readily provides a more natural lens through which the themes 

of liberation and salvation may be recognised in Scripture and thus integrated into 

conservative evangelical theology and missiology. 

As a result, the Great Commission reflected on theologically and missiologically, using 

the circle of praxis as the primary theological method, is grounded and embodied 

within the particularity of the South African context. Consequently, it immediately 

begins to ask different questions of the nature of mission, discipleship and evangelism 

than a more detached, westernised missiology, which favours orthodoxy over 

orthopraxy. 

5.5 FINAL CONCLUSIONS 

This study sought to answer the question as to what role conservative evangelical 

theology played, and continues to play, in the failure of conservative evangelicals to 

prophetically engage with injustices in the South African context. More particularly, 

because this question relates to the role of the church in the world, this study sought 

to explore in what sense conservative evangelical theology may have contributed, and 

continues to contribute, to a missiological failure of the evangelical church to engage 
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faithfully in both evangelistic orthodoxy and prophetic orthopraxy within the South 

African context. 

This study has clearly shown that the conservative evangelical failure to prophetically 

engage with the injustices of apartheid was directly related to their theology of mission. 

Whilst failure of nerve or the propaganda of the apartheid state were no doubt 

contributing factors, this study has identified the primary failure of conservative 

evangelicals to engage in prophetic orthopraxy during (and post) the apartheid era as 

a theological-missiological failure. In particular, the conservative evangelical 

interpretation of the Great Commission as fundamentally the proclamation of an 

essentially spiritual, a-contextual and individual message of personal salvation and 

future liberation, has directly impacted the conservative evangelical engagement with 

prophetic orthopraxy, provoking the neglect, deferment and perpetration of continued 

injustices within the South African context. 
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