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Considering the Case for "Prophetic Ethics": 
Surveying Options and Recognizing Obstacles I 

By M. Daniel Carroll R.* 

Introduction 
Evangelicals have always shown interest in the prophetic books. 

Because of our commitment to the Bible as the Word of God, we have been very 
diligent in our study of this literature: we work at uncovering their historical 
background, some learn Hebrew and work at exegesis to better mine their 
treasures, and all of us try to learn their theological message in order to 
communicate and apply that truth. In some circles-especially at a lay, popular 
level-the fascination with eschatology has generated a variety of detailed 
scenarios about the future based on some of these prophetic books, particularly 
Ezekiel and Daniel. 

Interest in the prophetic is commendable. At the same time, however, 
the prophetic books can and should orient us in another important area of our 
existence and faith, an area which often has been overlooked: social ethics. It is 
ironic that we as evangelicals, who are committed to a high view of the authority 
of the Scripture and who are proud of our biblical knowledge, have not given 
this fundamental part of the prophetic message the attention it deserves. It is 
time that evangelicals reread the prophetic literature and recognize its 
contemporary relevance. Theologically, in light of our commitment to the Bible, 
it is inexcusable to ignore this important task. Missioiogicaliy, it is crucial that 
we do so in order to be able to reflect better upon our calling and obligations in a 
fallen world. 

Sometimes when evangelicals have entered the public arena to speak 
out or act on issues, it has been sobering to witness how unprepared we have 
been to articulate clearly a substantive and sensitive (even sensible!) biblical 
position. This has repeatedly been the case in Latin America, where I have spent 
much of my life. While it is true that there has been phenomenal church growth 
in several countries south of the border, the lack of adequate biblical and 
theological thinking in the analysis of sociopolitical problems and in the 
elaboration of viable solutions has been equally evident. Over the last two 
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decades there has been a growing desire among Latin American evangelicals to 
have a more visible profile, but the results thus far have not always been 
encouraging. One could mention, for example, the controversial presidencies of 
Efrafn Rfos Montt and Jorge Serrano Elfas in Guatemala, the manipulation of 
Peruvian evangelical leaders in 1990 by Alberto Fujimori during his successful 
election campaign, the consistent inability of evangelicals to offer an appropriate 
theological orientation during the bloody civil wars that our countries suffered 
for so many years, an'd the recent machinations of some evangelical politicians 
in the Brazilian congress.2 

This is not to say that in Latin America evangelicalism has not had a 
constructive impact on many individuals, families, and the social fabric. 
Sociological and anthropological studies acknowledge the positive results of 
conversion and church attendance: the strengthening of marriages, the efforts to 
improve the educational levels of the younger generation, greater honesty in the 
workplace, the increased valuing of women, abstinence from alcohol 
consumption, and a greater willingness to be charitable to the needy.3 
Nevertheless, these personal and familial "ethical impulses" rarely are guided by 
any sort of sustained theological thinking; rather, they are more the product of a 
vague Christian ethos. 

In contrast, North American evangelicals have a long history of 
sociopolitical thinking and involvement. One wonders, though, how widespread 
such biblically informed considerations might actually be. In certain sectors of 
the evangelicalism in the United States there is a strong emphasis on 
accentuating and marketing the pragmatic and quantifiable at the expense of the 
reflective. Seminars, conferences, all sorts of publications, and even seminary 
curricula can seek to reduce the Christian life to a manageable set of easy steps 
and formulae, or they highlight numerical growth and economic success as signs 
of divine blessing. Many of these trends may not be of much help in exploring 
how to live out the ethical implications of the biblical .message in an 
increasingly postmodern and post-Christian world. Not a few churches, groups, 
and believers prefer the simple, the emotive, and the immediately practical. In 
its worst manifestations, all of this can lead tragically to a superficiality that 
celebrates its ignorance. 

In our complex context, here and abroad, how might a return to the 
prophets for ethical guidance help? What might being "prophetic" mean? The 
following discussion will survey how various movements and thinkers from 
different parts of the globe have appealed to the prophets. Subsequently, we will 
mention some possible reasons why evangelicals have not made use of the 
prophetic literature for ethics. 
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Prophetic Ethics in Contexts of Injustice 
In this section we present six examples of those who have looked to the 

prophets for ethical insight and inspiration. The first two come from the 
"Majority" or Two-Thirds World-that is, those parts of the earth that represent 
the vast preponderance of the human population. One example is drawn from 
Latin America, the other from Africa. The next four examples represent the 
thinking of authors from Great Britain and the United States. The problems of 
each of these contexts, of course, are not the same, but every example exhibits a 
desire to plumb the prophetic in the face of serious social ills. 

The "Majority" (or, Two-Thirds) World 
When most think of socially engaged theologies, Liberation Theology 

comes readily to mind, and it is there that we begin. Latin American Liberation 
Theology has utilized the Old Testament prophets in two principal ways. On the 
one hand, liberation theologians and biblical scholars cite prophetic texts to 
substantiate the "preferential option for the poor" and their critique of unjust 
social and economic structures. Interestingly, they have not used the same 
textual method.4 For instance, Jose Porfirio Miranda employed source and 
tradition criticism to uncover what was for him the essence of the prophetic 
message: the absolute demand for justice.5 Croatto utilized contemporary 
literary theory to speak of relecturas (i.e., re-readings) of the Bible from the 
perspective of the poor;6 on other occasions, redaction criticism has been his tool 
to contextualize his studies in the book of Isaiah.7 Articles in Revista de 
interpretacion biblica latinoamericana (RIBLA) , a journal published in Costa 
Rica, demonstrate the methodological diversity among liberationists. No matter 
the textual approach chosen, however, all these biblical efforts are driven by a 
common cause on behalf of the oppressed. 

Second, Liberation Theology has challenged Christian churches and 
leaders to take up a "prophetic voice."s To be prophetic, in this view, means 
denouncing injustice in solidarity with the poor, raising their consciousness 
about their suffering and the possibility for change, and announcing the hope of 
an achievable, historical utopia that would bring a new sociopolitical, economic, 
and cultural order to Latin America. In a recent issue of Revista latinoamericana 
de teologia Rafael de Silvatte compares the persecution of the prophets in 
ancient Israel with the killing of six Jesuits in 1989 on the campus of the 
Universidad Centro americana in San Salvador.9 He lists several reasons why 
prophets-both then and now-are rejected: they condemn an idolatrous 
religion that legitimates the government's ideology and does not question its 
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injustice, and they announce the ethical demands of the God of Life. Those 
Jesuits assassinated (martyred) by the Salvadoranean army paid for their 
convictions with their life: 

Over against the frequent accusation that they got what they deserved, 
that they stuck their nose where they did not belong, that they suffered 
the consequ~nces of their sin, what the persecution and martyrdom of 
the prophets does is clarify the significance of their life: a life in 
communion with the Suffering Servant and, therefore, in communion 
with God himself and his feelings of solidarity with suffering 
humankind. 10 

For di Sivatte, their sacrifice continues to motivate those who have the 
courage to take up the prophetic mantle. 

This focus on the prophetic also surfaced on the other side of the world, 
in another context of extreme political tension and social violence. In the 
Republic of South Africa, to the complexities of oppression was added the 
poison of racism. To protest apartheid, in 1986 a significant number of Christian 
leaders signed The Kairos Document. 11 The document describes the three basic 
theological options taken by the churches in that country and argues for the need 
to embrace the third, a "prophetic theology." 

First, there is the "theology of the state." This theological stance 
defended the status quo of the apartheid regime on the basis of passages like 
Romans 13:1-7 and taught that Christian citizens should obey the authorities. It 
never questioned the inequalities of that society; any civil disobedience was 
labeled as communist motivated. Second, and in contrast to the first, "Church 
theology" did admit the unfairness of the system. It sought reconciliation 
between the warring parties and, accordingly, decried the use of violence by 
those who opposed apartheid. It failed, however, to recognize the institutional 
violence perpetuated by government forces; it was unable to appreciate that 
justice at all levels was a prerequisite for authentic reconciliation, and it naively 
believed that governmental reform and personal conversion would provide a 
sufficient solution to the national crisis. "Prophetic theology," the third option, 
was different. It underscored the importance of social analysis to better 
understand the multiple evil mechanisms of the context; it read the Bible for 
insights to help confront injustice; and it looked to Christian history for models I 

of movements that had brought significant changes to their own situation. South 
African churches were to be beacons of light in the dark world of apartheid and 
point people to the kingdom of God. 
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It is interesting to see how some evaluate all those efforts today. In an 
article titled "Where Have All the Prophets GoneT' J. G. Strydom lists the 
things that anti-apartheid prophets had denounced years before, such as political 
repression, the corruption of the judiciary, lack of equal educational 
opportunities, structural violence, and religious hypocrisy. Then he contrasts 
those stirring convictions and brave actions of yesteryear with the deafening 
silence of those same individuals before similar maladies under the new 
government. 12 The South African official state of affairs indeed had changed, 
but much of the social sickness remains. Some of those heroic voices now are 
compromised by positions of power and comfort; others perhaps thought that 
with the fall of the white government their mandate had ended. Here we have a 
lament for the prophetic voice of an earlier time, one that at present lacks moral 
authority. 

Great Britain and the United States 
We begin this section with an author from Great Britain. In Prophecy 

and Praxis Robin Gill, professor of ethics at Edinburgh University, seeks to 
answer the question: Is it possible for the Christian Church to maintain a 
prophetic voice in society, when its ideas and structures have been so thoroughly 
influenced by that very same society?13 In many ways, he says, the mores and 
actions of Christians are indistinguishable from those around them. What is 
more, the Church continues to lose its socio-cultural and political status. These 
realities complicate the prophetic task, which Gill takes to be the explicit 
proclamation of the implications of the Christian faith in every sphere of life. 
Those limitations signify that prophecy in this specific sense will be limited to a 
few individuals and cannot be the role of the established Church. What does 
correspond to the Church is permeating society with the general moral values of 
the faith. This can be an ironic (and often frustrating) undertaking, since the 
Western world continues to respect these values to some degree, even as it 
consciously and inexorably marches to a comprehensive secularism. This 
mission of reminding the populace of these fundamental truths is slow work and 
requires a long term vision; yet, it is just as important to society's health as what 
the prophets must do. In the end, therefore, Gill envisions two kinds of prophetic 
activity-one individual, the other institutional. 

The call to be prophetic is found as well in the United States. Glenn 
Tinder portrays what he calls the "prophetic stance.,,14 His starting point is John 
3: 16 ("God so loved the world ... "), which in his mind establishes the dignity of 
each person and God's solidarity with humankind. These twin notions are the 
basis of the believer's political obligations. The prophetic stance understands 
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this, but at the same time is realistic. It is realistic, because it acknowledges the 
consequences of the Fall: There can be no actions done from totally pure 
motives, nor can there ever be a perfect society. It is realistic, too, because 
eschatology relatives everything. In light of a future sovereignly directed by 
God, all human projects are finite, flawed, and sooner or later must pass away. 
For Tinder, this stance is individual, not institutional. It is characterized by a 
close observation of the world and a careful deliberation about the meaning of 
history. It also understands the importance of patience and civility for 
responsible service to the community. 

The activist and theologian Jim Wallis presents his notion of a 
"prophetic vision" in his book The Soul of Politics. 15 Wallis tries to position 
himself between what he sees as two extreme Christian tendencies. On the one 
hand, there are the conservatives, who refuse to show due disquiet for political, 
racial, and economic injustice; they prefer to limit their concerns to personal 
spirituality, family issues, and select doctrinal disputes. On the other hand, there 
are the liberals, who can be nai've in their support of social change and who 
minimize the need for personal conversion. Each side of the divide could do 
with renewal. 

In the Bible Wallis finds two elements that define the prophetic 
vocation that could secure personal and social transformation: the courage to 
proclaim the divine demand for justice and a creative imagination that can offer 
an alternative vision to the destructive reality in which we live. 16 Key 
ingredients of the prophetic vision include the "conversion" to compassion for 
the poor, advocacy for minorities that goes beyond the assimilation agenda of 
the majority culture, support for the equality of women, ecological sensitivity, 
and the conviction that the future is not closed and that things can be changed. 
Wallis believes that individuals and social movements that have this vision are 
emerging from many cultures and religions. 

Our last example of the prophetic comes from Os Guiness' Prophetic 
Untimeliness. 17 By "prophetic untimeliness" Guiness means the ability to 
discern the times and live faithfully. This skill requires a clear understanding of 
the profound implications of the Creation and the Fall, which is the biblical 
foundation for a worldview that allows one to be both for and against society. 
From this perspective, it is possible to stand with integrity against a culture that 
moves at a crazy pace and that is driven by seductive and self-destructive fads. 
In their desire to be relevant and popular, Christians can slide too easily into 
compromising their principles, unaware that there are elements of their faith and 
the lifestyle demanded by God that can never be negotiated. Guiness's 
impassioned indictment merits quoting: 
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In its place [that is, of a properly Christian world view] a new 
evangelicalism is arnvmg in which therapeutic self-concern 
overshadows knowing God, spirituality displaces theology, end-times 
escapism crowds out day-to-day discipleship, marketing triumphs over 
mission, references to opinion polls outweigh reliance on biblical 
exposition, concerns for power and relevance are more obvious than 
concern for piety and faithfulness, talk of reinventing the church has 
replaced prayer for revival, and the characteristic evangelical passion 
for missionary enterprise is overpowered by the all-consuming drive to 
sustain the multiple business empires of the booming evangelical 
subculture. 18 

"Resistance thinking" (a term Guiness takes from C. S. Lewis) is what 
is called for, not uncritical cultural adaptation, conformity, and assimilation. He 
declares that prophetic untimeliness is distinguished by the deep conviction that 
it cannot fit in; it is impatient and dissatisfied with the world. Guiness ends with 
a call to return to the Church's historical roots and to the transcendent (and 
timeless) truths of the Christian faith. 

One could multiply examples of those who are call for a return to a 
prophetic vocation or to a prophetic ethics. These voices from around the world 
and from across the breadth of theological and ecclesiastical persuasions have a 
profound sense of social malaise and are convinced that a word from God must 
be heard-both to denounce sin (however that is conceived) and to offer hope of 
a different future. In the prophets these authors find exemplars of spokespersons, 
who stood up for the right even in the face of strong opposition, and an ethical 
message that transcends the frontiers of ancient Israel. It is not our concern to 
evaluate these various proposals. Rather, the point is to emphasize that the 
prophetic literature can serve, and is serving, as an important ethical source. The 
question to which we now turn is why evangelicals in the United States have not 
made more use of the prophets in their own ethical thinking. We suggest that 
there are at least two reasons for this neglect. 

The Marginalization of the Prophets in Evangelical Ethics 

Limiting Old Testament Ethics to the Law 
To begin with, when evangelicals go to the Old Testament for ethics, 

they usually restrict their attention to the Law. For instance, in his work on Old 
Testament ethics Walter Kaiser declares categorically, ''The heart of Old 
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Testament ethics is to be placed squarely on the explicit commands found 
mainly in the Pentateuch, but to a lesser degree in the Prophets and Wisdom I 

Books.,,]9 His book is organized around the theme of holiness, which he feels is 
the key concern of the first five books of the Bible. Chapters are dedicated to 
analyzing the four prominent collections of laws: the Decalogue (Exod. 20:1-17~ 
Deut. 5:6-21), the Book of the Covenant (Exod. 20:22-23:33), the Holiness 
Code (Lev. 18-20), .and Deuteronomy. In several publications Christopher 
Wright presents his own ideas about how best to use the laws that determined 
the structure, and hence the morality, of Israelite society.2o His extrapolation of 
the Law to contemporary society develops along (and here I use his 
terminology) paradigmatic, typological, and eschatological lines. He has 
devoted his efforts particularly to the Jubilee (Lev. 25) and the implications of 
that legislation for today. For both Kaiser and Wright, then, the Law provides 
the foundation for the ethics of the rest of the Old Testament. 

Of course, the Law does playa crucial role in Old Testament ethics. 
Nevertheless, in the field of Old Testament ethics research, others study the 
narratives of the Pentateuch (and other parts of the Old Testament) and do not 
limit themselves to the law codes.2! Recent publications take the entire Hebrew 
canon into consideration.22 For our part, we would want to underscore that, 
although the Law in some measure does sustain the ethics of the prophets, there 
is no need to minimize their contribution to a more complete Old Testament 
ethics. 

This tendency to focus almost exclusively on the Law is also evident 
among those who are more theologians than biblical scholars and cannot be 
limited to anyone school of doctrine. It is most obvious in Reformed thought. 
Historically, Calvinistic circles have spoken about three uses of the Law: First, 
the Law is a tutor that leads us to repentance and thus to Christ~ second, it can 
serve as a moral guide to society~ and third, the Law reveals the will of God to 
the believer, who now is empowered by the Spirit to obey it. The second use of 
the Law presupposes the universal relevance of the Law; its significance, in 
other words, is not bound by the four walls of the Church.23 It has been those 
sociopolitical movements shaped by reformation thinking that have tried to 
establish quasi-theocratic societies in different parts of the globe. The city-state 
of Geneva under Calvin and his successors, the rule of Oliver Cromwell in Great 
Britain in the seventeenth century, the Puritan experiment in the American 
colonies, the Afrikaner settlement in South Africa, and some of the theological 
tenets behind the government of Rlos Montt in Guatemala in the early 1980's 
come to mind as case studies of experiments in implementing the Law in 
concrete ways in a post-biblical context. 
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Excluding Prophetic Ethics for Theological Considerations 
A second reason why some evangelicals do not appeal to the prophets 

for ethics is because their theological system either ignores or discourages it. 
Here we mention three instances of this phenomenon. 

There are those on the charismatic wing, who tend to identify prophecy 
with (and therefore limit discussions to) the supernatural gift of the Early 
Church and the Pentecostal movement. This kind of discussion of prophecy can 
range from studies of a more academic sort24 to the more popular, which even 
provide instructions for developing that gift.25 Their reading of the Old 
Testament prophets is especially interested in discovering the various ways of 
receiving revelation and verifying connections between those Old Testament 
experiences with those of prophets of the New Testament and, ultimately, with 
prophets today. The realm of social ethics, which is so central to the Old 
Testament prophets' calling and message, simply is not an important concern of 
this approach. 

Some within premillennialism, especially certain strands of 
dispensationalism, also exclude the prophets from ethical discourse. In this case, 
the most fundamental reason is hermeneutics. Classical dispensationalism, for 
example, makes a sharp distinction between Israel and the Church.26 For many, 
this is the sine qua non of the theological system itself.27 The Law had been 
revealed to Israel during the Mosaic dispensation, but the Church now lives in 
the dispensation of grace. According to this scheme, the Law, as the law code of 
an ancient theocracy, no longer has direct bearing on the life of the believer, the 
Church, or the broader society, even though particular laws may suggest moral 
principles that are applicable?8 The contemporary relevance of the prophetic 
books does not extend to social ethics, since they, too, like the Law, deal with 
the problems of a theocracy of which the Church is not a part. At this juncture, a 
personal story is apropos. Years ago, as I was getting ready to pursue doctoral 
studies, a classic dispensationalist asked me what my research topic would be. I 
explained that my hope was to explore how to utilize the prophets (in particular, 
the book of Amos) to respond to the social problems of Latin America. His 
comment was, "The question is not how they should be used but rather if they 
can be used dispensationally.,,29 

This attitude does not mean that the prophetic literature is mute, 
however. At least for some, whatever political significance the prophets might 
have is related to God's eschatological plan.3o Because of the classic 
dispensationalist interpretation of the place of Israel in the past and future plan 
of God, those of this persuasion regularly are firm supporters of the modern state 
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of Israel, a position with obvious implications for electoral politics and foreign I 

policy. This fact has made this brand of dispensationalism the target of criticism 
from both theological31 and socio-historical points of view.32 

A third cause of the neglect of the prophets for ethics among 
evangelicals in the United States has historical roots and applies to the 
movement in general. This reluctance can be traced back to the end of the 
nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth, to the conflict between 
fundamentalism and the more liberal wing of the nation's seminaries and 
denominations. At that time, heated debates centered around the Social Gospel 
and the sociopolitical responsibilities of Christians. Those of the Social Gospel 
side did appeal to the prophets and their social critiques.33 As has been well 
documented, one of the repercussions of that controversy was what has been 
called the "Great Reversal," the turning away by more conservative groups from 
a heritage of social involvement.34 They came to view with suspicion any hint 
that social action might be part of the task of the Church, which increasingly 
was narrowed to evangelism. Consequently, the profound ethical significance of 
the prophetic literature did not (and does not) find a hearing. This stance had 
repercussions for missions, too, as a more spiritualized conception of Christian 
mission was carried to other parts of the world by the generation of missionaries 
spurred on to service by that controversy. The churches that they planted and the 
theological institutions they founded perpetuated this reticence to engage the 
context socially, politically, and economically. Evangelical leaders and thinkers 
today in Latin America and elsewhere, while appreciative of the sacrifices of 
those pioneer missionaries, decry this theological legacy that disconnected them 
from the pressing issues of their countries.35 

The reasons for ignoring the prophetic literature for ethics within North 
American evangelicalism are varied. They include focusing on other parts of the 
Old Testament for ethics and overlooking the ethical material in those books 
because of certain theological emphases. Historical factors have also played a 
part. This inattention is out of step with the insights and power to lift a voice 
before the sins of society that others have gleaned from the prophets. 

Conclusion 
The purpose of this paper is modest. I have tried to raise an awareness 

of the need to go to the prophets for ethics. On the one hand, we have seen how 
theologians of different persuasions have recognized the contribution of the I 

prophets to ethics. We also have looked briefly at several reasons why 
evangelicals have failed to do so. It behooves us to return to this key part of the 
biblical canon to seek guidance for mission today. There is much that we can 
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learn from others, and there is much more to consider about how to actually 
analyze the prophetic literature and apply it to the modern world.36 My hope is 
that these reflections might help spur us on to allow the prophets to speak their 
word once again in fresh and powerful ways. 
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23 This championing of the Law for modem society has been especially 
propounded by theonomy, an extreme position that even those of the Reformed tradition 
reject. 
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Books, 2003). This tendency would be true in other parts of the world as well. Note, e.g., 
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13 



Considering the Case for "Prophetic Ethics" 

26 It is essential to distinguish between "classical" or "normative" 
dispensationalism and "progressive" dispensationalism. The latter does not hold to 
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Dispensationalism (Wheaton, IL: Victor, 1993). Progressive dispensationalism is well 
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Evangelicalism, 1870-1925 (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1980) and 
Reforming Fundamentalism: Fuller Seminary and the New Evangelicalism (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987). A landmark critique of the lack of evangelical social concern 
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"El reino de Dios, la escatologfa y la etica social y poIitica en America Latina," in El 
reino de Dios y America Latina, ed. C. R. Padilla (El Paso, TX: Casa Bautista de 
Publicaciones, 1975), 127-56; Jose Miguez Bonino, Faces of Latin American 
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