
Modern Church History 
(Part 6:  The Rise of Modern Missions) 

 
 
 
I.  Introduction.   

A.  “The fact is indisputable that revivals of true Christianity issue in missionary 
effort.  In the absence of revival and of a healthy Church life missionary interest 
and effort alike languish.  Some may be inclined to dispute the claim, however, by 
asking in what way the preaching of the gospel to the heathen was the result of the 
16th Century Reformation.  The answer is that the Reformation itself was a great 
missionary effort, the mission field being Central and Western Europe, areas 
which, although not heathen, were grossly ignorant of the gospel of the grace of 
God.  Not until medieval darkness had been dispelled could the true light shine out 
to other parts of the world” (Houghton, 202).   

B.  “Protestant churches did not do much [foreign] missionary work during the era of 
the Reformation because all their energies were absorbed in the work of 
organization and the struggle to exist.  During the Counter Reformation the great 
missionary work was done by the Jesuits and other orders in the Roman Catholic 
church.  But a combination of forces, beginning with the work of William Carey in 
1792 led to such great missionary effort in the nineteenth century that this has been 
called the ‘Great Century’ in Protestant missionary effort.  The emphasis of the 
twentieth century has been on ecumenism or church reunion” (Cairnes, 410).   

C.  “This missionary enthusiasm was the result of revivalism among the Pietists and 
Methodists and among the Evangelicals of the Anglican church.  People wanted to 
convert others to the same joyous religious experience that they had had.  The 
gaining of empires by such Protestant nations as Holland and England acquainted 
Europeans with the spiritual need of people in other lands.  Such missionary 
explorers as Livingstone, Grenfell, and Rebmann and Krapf, revealed the extent 
and needs of Africa to the world.  The Reformation concept of the importance of 
the individual's relation to God provided a final motivating force for such work.  
Individuals rather than whole states were won” (410-411).   

 
 

II.  The Beginnings of Protestant Foreign Missionary Work.   
A.  “Linked with the growth of Puritanism in the 17th Century was the conviction that 

the Father in heaven had given the whole world to his Son as his inheritance and 
the uttermost parts of the earth for his possession (Psalm 2:8).  Evidences began to 
multiply that the Puritans were taking this scripture to heart.  ‘The Pilgrim Fathers 
were the first Puritan missionaries’ writes one historian of Christian missions.  It is 
certainly true to say that the voyagers in the Mayflower were not only seeking 
freedom of worship but were ambitious to reach their Indian neighbours with the 
gospel.  Robert Cushman, one of their number, was set 
apart ‘to promote the conversion of the Indians’.  He 
appealed to England on their behalf in 1621” (Houghton, 
202).     

B.  “It is significant that when the Pilgrims were followed by 
others who formed the Massachusetts Bay Company in 
1629, the Company seal showed the figure of an Indian 
saying to the men of England, ‘Come over and help us’.  
Oliver Cromwell, despite all his burdens and problems in 
home affairs, had a keen interest in missionary work, the 
more so because the Red Indians were the first heathens to 
become British subjects” (202).   
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C.  “But missionary interest was not confined to the English-
speaking world.  As early as 1550 Gustavus Vasa, King of 
Sweden, sent a missionary to Lapland.  Calvin hoped to promote 
gospel work in Brazil.  In 1620 the King of Denmark urged the 
chaplains of Danish settlements in India to preach the gospel to 
the Hindus.  Gustavus Adolphus of Thirty Years' War fame had 
plans for missions which his godly chancellor Oxenstierna tried 
to carry out after the king's death in 1732.  For example, he sent 
John Campanius to work among the Red Indians along America's 

Delaware River.  He also had Luther’s small 
Catechism translated into the Indians’ 
language” (202).   
D.  “In 1721 Hans Egede, a Norwegian pastor, went to the 
Eskimos, but the results were not startling.  Later, when Count 
Zinzendorf (of whom we have spoken earlier) was visiting the 
Norwegian court, attending a king’s coronation, he met two 
Eskimos whom Egede had baptized.  The result was the 
sending of Moravian missionaries to Greenland to assist Egede 
who continued to labour until his death in 1756” (202).   

 
III.  The Great Missionary Movement of the 19th Century.   

A.  William Carey (1761-1834).   
1.  “Towards the end of the 18th Century there was a stirring of 

missionary interest among Baptist ministers in 
Northamptonshire, England.  Their interest was, in part, 
caused by a book written by Jonathan Edwards of 
Northampton, New England.  The outcome was that twelve of 
these ministers founded the Particular (Calvinistic) Baptist 
(Missionary) Society, and to finance it they contributed the 
initial sum of £13 2s. 6d. which was all they could afford.  
William Carey, one of their number, had already published a 
small pamphlet urging Christians to use all the means at their 
disposal in missionary effort” (202-203).   

2.  “India was opened to missionary work after 1813, when the 
East India Company was forced to admit missionaries.  China was forced to 
accept missionaries by the 1858 Treaty of Tientsin, which ended the second 
Opium War.  It is paradoxical that the war to force China to admit opium into 
her land should have resulted in opening China to missions” (Cairnes, 402).   

3.  “Not all ministers of the gospel were in favour of missionary activity.  The story 
has often been told, perhaps with some embellishment, that the elder John 
Ryland at a Ministers’ Fraternal at which Carey, Andrew Fuller and other 
missionary-minded men were present, rebuked Carey for his zeal:  ‘Young man, 
sit down, sit down.  You're an enthusiast.  When God pleases to convert the 
heathen he will do it without your aid or mine.’  Obviously to Ryland, while the 
conversion of the heathen was earnestly to be prayed for, to attempt it seemed 
like a profane outstretching of the hand to help the ark of God” (Houghton, 203).   

4.  “Carey went to India, where he managed an indigo factory to earn a living until 
he moved to Danish Serampore in 1800, but he made missionary work and Bible 
translation his first interest” (Cairnes, 402).   

5.  “It was Carey who became the first of the new Society’s missionaries.  His 
motto was, ‘Expect great things from God; attempt great things for God’, which 
is precisely what he himself practised.  He arrived in Calcutta, India, in 1793 
and died in India in 1834, having been there without a break for the whole of 



3 

that period.  His chief co-workers were John Marshman and William Ward.  
They were unable to live in Calcutta because of opposition to missionary work 
by the British East India Company, and had to settle at Serampore, 14 miles 
inland, under Danish protection.  Here they showed immense industry both in 
the work of translating the Scriptures into various Indian languages, and in 
preaching.  There was much to discourage but nothing could diminish their zeal.  
Carey's own particular flair was for languages.  Before leaving England for India 
he had acquired a tolerably good knowledge of Latin, Hebrew and Greek – a 
remarkable achievement for a cobbler!  In India he succeeded in circulating 
about 200,000 Bibles, or portions of the Bible, in about forty languages or 
dialects, besides many tracts and Christian books.  For many years he was 
Oriental Professor at Fort-William College, Calcutta.  His knowledge of Eastern 
languages was truly remarkable” (Houghton, 204).   

 
B.  Henry Martyn (1781-1812).  “Another English missionary who worked in India 

was Henry Martyn, at one time Senior Wrangler (in Mathematics [first among 
students who graduated with first-class honors]) at Cambridge University.  Yet as 
he grasped the honours of the award, he tells us, ‘I 
was surprised to find that I had grasped a shadow’.  
After serving for a short time as curate to the 
famous Charles Simeon of Cambridge he believed 
that God was calling him to gospel service in India, 
and he sailed there in 1806.  Like Carey he was 
highly-skilled in language work and much of his 
time was spent in translating the Bible into 
Hindustani, and later into Persian.  But his health 
was never good, and he died at the early age of 31.  
Yet his career was a stimulus to many and 
continues to be so” (204).   

C.  Adoniram Judson (1788-1850).   
1.  “American missionary effort was joined to British effort after the first American 

missionary society was founded in 1810.  Many single women became mission-
aries in this era” (Cairnes, 402).   

2.  “Adoniram Judson, a native of Massachusetts, was one of the most devoted of 
19th-Century missionaries from the American 
Churches.  At the age of 24 he and his wife sailed for 
India with the support of the American Board of 
Missions (Congregational).  During the voyage, 
however, they adopted Baptist views, were baptized 
on arrival at Calcutta, and thereby cut themselves off 
from American financial support until, at a later date, 
they were adopted by the American Baptist 
Missionary Union” (Houghton, 204-205).   

3.  “It is as a missionary to Burma that Judson is 
remembered.  He mastered the Burmese language 
without undue difficulty, but six years passed before 
he baptized the first convert.  From 1824-26 England 

was at war with Burma and the Judsons suffered almost incredible hardships.  
He was imprisoned under most degrading conditions and at times was bound 
with as many as five pairs of fetters.  The records of his sufferings from fever, 
heat, hunger, and imprisonment have passed into missionary history.  One might 
say that his physical survival was a miracle.  His work finally met with success 
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and he has become known as ‘the apostle of Burma’” (205).    
 

D.  David Livingston (1813-1873).   
1.  “A letter from Carey resulted in the founding of the 

London Missionary Society of the Congregationalists in 
1795.  John Philip, David Livingstone, Robert Moffat, and 
John Mackenzie, the man who persuaded the British 
government to annex Bechuanaland to protect the natives 
from exploitation by the Boer colonists, were among its 
greatest missionary statesmen” (Cairnes, 402).   

2.  “The Scottish Missionary Society and the Glasgow 
Missionary Society were founded by Scottish 
Presbyterians in 1796 and 1797 respectively, and the 
Church Missionary Society was founded by the 
evangelicals in 1799.  The latter's greatest missionaries 
were Pilkington (1865-97), the missionary translator of Uganda, and George 
Alfred Tucker (1849-1914), the missionary bishop who was largely responsible 
for bringing Uganda under the British crown and for instituting the progressive 
policies that made that country for a time one of the finest in Africa.  The 
Methodists founded the Wesleyan Missionary Society in 1817.  J. Hudson 
Taylor (1832-1905) founded the China Inland Mission as a faith mission in 
1865, and by 1890 it embraced 40 percent of the missionaries in China.  Other 
societies were founded in Europe in rapid succession, and missionaries were 
sent out to all parts of the world” (402).   

3.  “In the middle of the 19th Century ‘the Dark Continent’ of Africa began to be 
opened up.  David Livingstone of Scotland was one of the pioneers.  He crossed 
Africa from East to West, made many discoveries in the area of the Zambesi 
River, wrote his Missionary Travels (1857), and even hoped to solve the 
mystery of the source (or sources) of the River Nile.  But it eluded him.  He 
married Mary Moffat, the daughter of Robert Moffat, a pioneer missionary in 
South Africa” (Houghton, 205).   

4.  “The Moffats began, in 1820, a work which continued for 50 years.  They had 
been preceded by a Dutchman named John van der 
Kemp, for whom it has been claimed that ‘he laid the 
foundation for the Christianization of South Africa’.  
Moffat followed in his steps because, by the peace treaty 
which ended the Napoleonic Wars, Britain was 
confirmed in the possession of ‘the Cape Province’ 
which had been taken from the Dutch during the wars.  
As a missionary he worked with the London Missionary 
Society which had been founded in 1795 as the result of 
the Bengal Mission of William Carey.  It fell to David 
Bogue, Presbyterian minister of Gosport (near 
Portsmouth), to organize the work of this Mission which 
was one of the most important of its type” (205).   

5.  “The London Missionary Society followed the Moravians into South Africa and 
did excellent work among the natives, though not without considerable friction 
with the Boer settlers.  John Philip protected the rights of the natives by 
persuading the British government to grant them civil liberties.  Robert Moffat 
(1795-1883) translated the Scriptures into the language of important tribes of 
South Africa.  David Livingstone expanded geographical knowledge of central 
Africa from 1841 to 1873 and fought the Arab slave trade, which was destroying 
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potential village preaching centers.  His purpose in both was to promote 
missionary effort.  The Scottish Presbyterians took up Livingstone's challenge to 
work in the region of the great lakes of central Africa.  The evangelical Church 
Missionary Society provided the missionaries who started work in Uganda and 
became martyrs there” (Cairnes, 403).   

6.  “George Grenfell (1848-1906) was the Baptist society's greatest missionary 
explorer.  He, rather than Stanley, should be given the credit for mapping the 
Congo River and its tributaries between 1884 and 1886” (402).   

 
 

E.  John Paton (1824-1907).   
1.  “The 19th Century saw also the beginning of efforts to reach out to the islands 

of the Pacific with the gospel.  The voyages of exploration of Captain James 
Cook, the settlement of New South Wales (Australia) as a convict station, and 
later the acquisition by England of New Zealand, all contributed to Christian 
interest in the South Seas” (Houghton, 205).   

2.  “But the inhabitants of the Pacific Isles were 
noted for their cannibalism and this naturally 
occasioned intense horror in Christian minds.  
When John Paton of Scotland informed his 
Glasgow friends that he purposed to become a 
missionary in the New Hebrides, ‘one dear old 
Christian gentleman’, he says, ‘sought to deter me, 
his crowning argument being “The cannibals! you 
will be eaten by the cannibals!”’'.  The risks were 
indeed great.  John Williams, one of the early 
pioneers in Polynesia, as the area was called, was 
clubbed to death by the natives.  But John Paton's 
life was preserved.  His labours, described by his 
own pen, are of intense interest.  After long, 
patient and dangerous toil he had the immense joy 
of seeing some whose hands had been stained by 
fearful sins brought to repentance and faith in Christ, so that they were able to sit 
with him at the Lord's table.  His joy was almost too great to be borne” (205).   

3.  “John Paton was preceded in the New Hebrides by another Scotsman, John 
Geddie, who had emigrated to Nova Scotia in his youth and was sent out as a 
missionary by the Presbyterian Church of that area.  ‘When he landed in 
Aneiteum (New Hebrides) there were no Christians, and when he left in 1872 
there were no heathens.’  Such are the wonders of grace!” (205).   

 
F.  China.   

1.  William Chalmers Burns (1815-1868).  “Mention must be made of China, the 
Celestial Empire, as it called itself.  For many centuries 
it had been closed to Christian influence.  The way in 
which England began to force the Chinese authorities to 
open their ports to her trade is a sad story indeed.  The 
date was 1839-42.  Indian merchants were trying to 
force opium into China and England assisted them with 
her ‘gunboat diplomacy’!  Victory in war was followed 
by England's acquisition of Hong Kong.  There was a 
second Chinese War in 1858, the result being that 
westerners were the more easily able to enter China.  
Among those who entered China as missionaries was 
William Chalmers Burns of Scotland whose labours 
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extended from 1846 to 1868” (206).   
2.  Robert Morrison (1782-1834).   

a.  “Burns was not the first British missionary to enter China, for Robert 
Morrison of Northumberland had found earlier entrance and had 
accomplished a remarkable work as the pioneer of Protestant missions.  He 
had become the chief European expert in the 
difficult Chinese language, both spoken and 
written, and with the help of one or two others he 
had translated the entire Bible into Chinese by 
1819.  The East India Company had given him 
financial help, surprisingly so in view of its 
general opposition to missions, but in this case it 
had found Morrison's linguistic work of great 
benefit to trade relations with the Chinese.  It 
had, in fact, met the expense, amounting to 
£12,000, of printing Morrison's Chinese Dic-
itionary, the first that met the needs of 
Europeans.  Morrison was diligent in the work of 
the gospel but seven years passed after his entry into China before he was 
able to baptize the first convert” (206-207).   

b.  “Robert Morrison (1782-1834) studied the Chinese Mandarin language and 
provided a Chinese dictionary and a Chinese translation of the Bible that 
could be used as soon as missionaries were granted access to China after 
1858.  Adoniram Judson (1788-1850) made a dictionary of Burmese and 
translated the Bible into that tongue” (Cairnes, 403).   

 
3.  Hudson Taylor (1832-1905).  “The best-known English missionary to China in 

the second half of the 19th Century was Hudson Taylor, a 
Yorkshireman who founded the China Inland Mission.  
Earlier missionaries had been substantially confined to 
China's coastal lands, but Hudson Taylor wanted to reach 
the vast interior.  He met with considerable success.  But 
the mission did not escape the hand of the persecutor.  In 
the late 1890's the Boxer risings took place.  The Boxers, a 
secret society whose Chinese name means ‘fist of 
harmony’, were opposed to all ‘foreign devils’, and a con-
siderable number of Christian workers were driven from 
the land.  One missionary who belonged to an Anglican 
mission at work in the interior, recorded his experiences in 
a book entitled A Thousand Miles of Miracle in China.  He 

and his family escaped with their lives, but many missionaries made the 
supreme sacrifice” (Houghton, 207).   

 
G.  Other Efforts.   

1.  “Missionary work in Mohammedan lands has always proved particularly 
difficult because of the intense hostility of the followers of Mohammed to the 
Person and the atoning work of Christ.  Converts in such lands have invariably 
been few in number, and won with great labour and difficulty” (207).   

2.  “The 19th Century saw several efforts to reach Israel also with the gospel.  The 
Church of Scotland sent a team of ministerial explorers to Palestine in 1839 and 
on their return they made a report which gives us a fascinating account of the 
Holy Land and its peoples at that time.  But the Land was then under Turkish 
rule and missionary progress was retarded.  Dr W. M. Thomson, an American 
missionary who spent 25 years in Syria and Palestine in the second half of the 
century has left the Church a most interesting record entitled The Land and the 
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Book” (207).   
 

H.  Results and Evaluation.   
1.  “The results of missionary work have been tremendous, not only in the salvation 

of natives but also in many cultural accomplishments.  Missionary explorers 
were often the first to inform the world of geographic conditions.  Many names 
of missionaries are on the roster of the Royal Geographical Society of Britain 
because of their work as explorers.  Others, such as Alexander Mackay and 
James Stewart, built the first roads in Uganda and Nyassaland respectively.  
Missionaries have opened academic and industrial training schools such as 
Lovedale in South Africa, introduced new crops, and stimulated trade so that the 
natives could raise their own standard of living.  Others have been empire 
builders because they thought that the British government would better protect 
the interests of the natives than the colonists who wanted the land.  Such men as 
Moffat, Morrison, Pilkington, and Carey were used of God to give the natives of 
their adopted lands the Scriptures in their own tongue.  The missionary 
movement was in some respects the ancestor of the modem ecumenical 
movement because, as natives could not understand the divisions among 
Christians, missionaries of many denominations began to work together.  
Christianity became a global religion” (Cairnes, 403).   

2.  “This advance has not been without struggle.  Nationalism in the Far East and 
the unfortunate linking of the missionaries with Western imperialism have 
created problems in China and other countries.  Communism and Catholicism 
have often opposed Protestant missionary effort.  Liberalism among many of the 
missionaries has become an increasing problem in our own time.  In spite of 
these handicaps, however, any unbiased historian will admit the great 
contribution that the church has been able to make to the world through its 
missionary effort” (403).   

3.  “The greatly improved travel facilities of the 20th Century, and the development 
of inventions and techniques which our forefathers would have supposed 
impossible, have contributed to change the pattern of modern missionary work, 
but the apostle's questions are still wholly relevant to the matter:  ‘How shall 
they hear without a preacher? and how shall they preach except they be sent? as 
it is written, How beautiful are the feet of them that preach the gospel of peace, 
and bring glad tidings of good things!’ (Romans 10:14-15)” (Houghton, 207).   


