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The Lord’s Prayer and Social Action

Most of the people in the world are power-
less to a great extent. Very few people could 
change their vocation if they wanted to. 

They’re just scratching out a living, barely, or maybe not 
even succeeding. Understandably, their religion would 
have nothing to do with this world; it is all heaven.  

In church history, those religious groups that ran gov-
ernments, like the Lutherans, or the Anglicans, or the 
Catholics, had theologies which are today called public 
theologies, or theologies of this world. The minori-
ties that never ran any government—groups like the 
Anabaptists, the Moravians, the Quakers—tended to 
think about the next world, because they had nothing 
they could do in this world. We’ve inherited more of 
that theology by far. The person who’s a devout fervent 
believer in Jesus Christ owes more to the Anabap-
tists than to the reformers or to the Catholics. The 
Evangelical Awakening is closer to us than it is to the 
Reformation itself, and it’s the Evangelical Awakening 
from which we derive our theology and our church life, 
which mostly has to do with the next world. The only 
exception to this is a man in the Anglican tradition 
named John Wesley. He took the Pietism from Ger-
many, which was mainly otherworldly, and he grafted 
into it all kinds of secular concerns. They reformed the 
courts, the prisons, the insane asylums, the schools—it 
was an immense transformation of society in England 
in the eighteenth century. The Evangelicals, though 
most of them don’t remember it today, have this his-
tory that did involve drastic and extensive social action. 

Today we tend to look down our nose at social action, 
and if that’s a means of getting into heaven, rightly so. 
But if it’s an outgrowth of our faith in the Lord’s Prayer, 
then this is the way we glorify God, to align ourselves 
with the light instead of with the darkness. When a 
Harvard professor could make a statement quoted in 

Time magazine that if the Intelligent Design people’s 
God exists, then he’s the author of all the evil we see, 
this does not demonstrate a very good basis for evan-
gelism. This isn’t the Bible talking, this is not the New 
Testament with its awareness of Satan; this is a kind of 
paganism, what we could call evangelical fatalism. 

People like John Piper say that everything that moves 
is God’s energy: when a gnat bats its wings, that’s the 
power of God. So he has no room for Satan at all. 
When you tell your child of 4 that you want them to 
decide whether they’re going to buy this dress or that 
dress, are you in control of that child, or are you just 
conceding free will? When God chooses to create 
beings with free will, he’s conceding his will, but he’s 
still in control. If the child chooses the wrong dress 
you could say “No, you can’t do that,” or you could 
make your child into a robot where it would never say 
anything or do anything that wasn’t you initiating it, 
but you may not want a robot for a child. 

Maybe God doesn’t want angels and human beings as 
robots. He wants them with free will. Now that doesn’t 
mean he condones whatever they do, he deplores what 
they do in many cases. Apparently, that’s part of God’s 
purpose. He chose not to control them. And it’s not 
that he can’t, not that he doesn’t have the power to 
defeat evil in all forms, but for some reason he wants 
us to work intelligently and voluntarily for him, to love 
him voluntarily, to give our lives for him voluntarily. 

But if you subtract the free will and say that God con-
trols everything, then you get into the question why he 
does all these evil things. Why does he create parasites 
that blind millions of people? In my book he didn’t 
do that. And to say that he did is a major obstacle in 
promoting the glory of God. But ever since Augustine, 
Thomas Aquinas, and John Calvin we have tried to 
insist on a brittle intellectual formula that is logical 
but erroneous. If you say, “Why pray the Lord’s Prayer 
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—Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it 
is in heaven—if that’s already true?” But it isn’t true. If 
it were already true, we wouldn’t be told to pray that 
prayer. If everything that happened on earth was God’s 
will already, why pray the Lord’s Prayer?

Historically the reason the evangelicals rejected the 
social gospel was because the masses of them were 
lower class people that D.L. Moody won to Christ. 
The people who were talking about governmental level 
decisions were wealthy college people—the old style 
evangelicals. So there was a social polarization there, 
the rejection wasn’t purely theological. 

Jesus taught in terms of changing society to the will of 
God. We say that’s hopeless, the world’s getting worse 
and worse anyway so forget it. It puts more blame on 
the evangelicals than on the liberals. But the people 
who are passionate social reformers were not necessary 
liberal. In fact, the thing that broke the myth about 
that was a book by Timothy Smith called Revivalism 
and Social Reform, where he shows how revivalism di-
rectly led to social reform. It wasn’t that revivalism was 
spiritual and social reform was liberal. Revivalism and 
social reform were the same thing in the 1850s, and 
there were incredible numbers of societies for the im-
provement of morals and societies for literacy, society 
for women’s education, societies for abolition of slavery. 
All this social activity was very evangelical. 

But that was before Moody came along. Moody 
brought millions of lower class people into the church, 
and they had no stake in running the governments or 
social change, and so they talked about the next world. 

The evangelicals at the Moody Bible Institute began to 
think about eschatology. For about 35 years, practically 
everything they taught and wrote about was what was 
going to happen at the end of time, any moment it’s go-
ing to happen. In other words, no use building a bridge 
because Christ may come before you finish the bridge—
that type of thinking. 

Well, Wesley didn’t think that way, he wanted to 
reform England anyway. And I think we need to align 
ourselves with the Lord’s Prayer whether we’re going 
to do all of that before Christ returns or not. We need 
to be lined up with God against darkness and evil. 
However, Evangelicals are not distinguished yet in the 
fields of medical research on the front lines of doing 
away with diseases for instance, they’re not involved 
in world level banking decisions, there’s no developed 
theology even about disease. 

Evangelicals didn’t form any colleges, they formed 
Bible institutes. And for 60, 70 years they went off 
into a tunnel, a detour, and kept out of public life—no 
congressmen, no lawyers, no mayors, no profession-
als practically. But now all those Bible institutes have 
become Christian colleges and universities. Evangeli-
cals are going into mainstream public life, and all of 
a sudden facing questions they never had to decide 
before. They are gaining a social conscience. They are 
now members of Congress. They are having to make 
decisions, which way to vote and how to run the gov-
ernment. They never used to do that, and now they’re 
developing what is called a public theology. This is the 
simple reason why I think the face of Evangelicalism is 
changing today.


