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Early Life

William Carey was born on 17 August 1761 in 
the  village  of  Paulerspury,  Northamptonshire, 
England. The family was of modest means, and 
William  received  only  a  limited  formal 
education.  Nevertheless,  he  possessed  an 
exceptional desire to learn.

As a boy,  Carey showed remarkable  linguistic 
ability.  At  the  age  of  fourteen,  he  was 
apprenticed to a shoemaker. Despite long hours 
of manual labour, he devoted much of his spare 
time to study, teaching himself languages such 
as Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Dutch, and French.

In 1783 he joined the Baptist church and was 
baptised  as  a  believer.  He  soon  began 
preaching  in  local  congregations  while 
continuing  to  work  as  a  shoemaker  and 
schoolteacher.

A Burden for the Nations

Through reading travel  accounts and studying 
geography, he became increasingly aware that 
millions of people around the world had never 
heard the gospel. 

Carey often kept a large map of the world near 
him  and  used  it  as  an  aid  to  prayer.  As  he 
studied  the  nations  of  the  world,  he  became 
convinced that Christians had a responsibility to 
take the gospel to every people.

In 1792, Carey published his famous book,  ‘An 
Enquiry into the Obligations of Christians to Use 
Means for  the  Conversion of  the  Heathens’.  In 
this  influential  work,  he  argued  that  Christ's 
Great  Commission  remained  binding  on  all 

Christians  and  that  churches  should  actively 
support missionary work through prayer, giving, 
and sending missionaries.

That same year, Carey preached a sermon from 
Isaiah  54:2–3 in  which  he  issued his  famous 
challenge:  ‘Expect  great  things  from  God; 
attempt  great  things  for  God.’  The  sermon 
helped  inspire  the  formation  of  the  Baptist 
Missionary Society For The Propagation Of The 
Gospel Amongst The Heathen, one of the first 
Protestant  missionary  societies  devoted  to 
overseas evangelism.

Carey  himself  volunteered  to  serve  as  one  of 
the society's missionaries.

Journey to India

In  1793,  Carey,  accompanied  by  his  wife 
Dorothy, their children, and a physician named 
John  Thomas,  sailed  for  India.  The  journey 
involved great sacrifice, for Carey left behind his 
homeland, family, and friends in order to serve 
abroad.

The  family  arrived  in  Calcutta  in  November 
1793. The early years in India proved extremely 
difficult.  The  British  East  India  Company 
opposed  missionary  activity,  fearing  that  it 
might threaten political stability and trade. As a 
result,  Carey  could  not  openly  engage  in 
missionary work.

Financial  hardship  forced  him  to  take 
employment  as  a  manager  on  an  indigo 
plantation  in  Bengal.  While  supporting  his 
family,  Carey  devoted  himself  to  learning 
Bengali and other local languages. He believed 
that missionaries should communicate directly 
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with people in their own language and understand 
their culture.

These  years  were  marked  by  severe  personal 
suffering.  One  of  Carey's  sons  died  soon  after 
arriving in India. His wife Dorothy suffered from 
serious  mental  illness,  and  the  family  endured 
loneliness,  illness,  and  financial  struggles. 
Despite  these  hardships,  Carey  remained 
steadfast in his calling.

The Serampore Mission

A  significant  turning  point  came  in  1800  when 
Carey moved to Serampore, a Danish settlement 
near  Calcutta.  Because  Serampore  was  under 
Danish  control,  missionaries  enjoyed  greater 
freedom there.

At  Serampore,  Carey  joined  two  fellow 
missionaries,  Joshua  Marshman  and  William 
Ward.  Together  they  became  known  as  the 
"Serampore Trio." Their partnership became one 
of the most influential missionary collaborations 
in Christian history.

The mission established churches, schools, and a 
printing press. Carey also encouraged the training 
of Indian Christians for leadership, believing that 
local  believers  should  eventually  lead their  own 
churches.

Bible Translation and Literary Work

William  Carey's  greatest  contribution  was 
undoubtedly his work in Bible translation. 

Carey possessed extraordinary linguistic abilities. 
During  his  years  in  India,  he  learned  numerous 

Indian  languages,  including  Bengali,  Sanskrit, 
Hindi, and Marathi. 

His first major achievement was the publication 
of  the Bengali  New Testament in  1801.  Many 
other translations followed.

To  support  this  work,  the  missionaries 
established  the  Serampore  Press,  which 
became  one  of  the  most  important  printing 
centres  in  Asia.  The  press  printed  Bibles, 
educational  materials,  dictionaries,  grammars, 
and Christian literature in many languages.

Educational Ministry

The  Serampore  missionaries  established 
numerous schools throughout Bengal, providing 
instruction  in  reading,  writing,  arithmetic,  and 
other subjects. Carey was particularly interested 
in extending educational opportunities to girls, 
who  often  had  limited  access  to  formal 
schooling.

One  of  his  most  enduring  achievements  was 
the  founding  of  Serampore  College  in  1818. 
Established by Carey, Marshman, and Ward, the 
college aimed to provide higher  education for 
both  Christians  and  non-Christians.  The 
curriculum  included  theology,  literature, 
languages, and science.

Social Reform

Carey's  concern  for  India  extended  beyond 
evangelism  and  education.  He  was  deeply 
committed  to  social  reform and humanitarian 
causes.

One practice that particularly troubled him was 
sati,  the custom in which some Hindu widows 
were  burned  on  the  funeral  pyres  of  their 
deceased  husbands.  Carey  strongly  opposed 
this practice and worked tirelessly to secure its 
abolition.

He  gathered  information,  raised  public 
awareness,  and  supported  efforts  by  British 
officials  and  Indian  reformers  to  end  the 
custom. In 1829, Governor-General Lord William 
Bentinck  officially  prohibited  sati  in  British-
controlled India.

Final Years and Legacy

William  Carey  died  at  Serampore  on  9  June 
1834 after more than forty years of service in 
India. He was seventy-two years old.

Above all, William Carey is remembered for his 
perseverance.  Despite  poverty,  illness, 
bereavement,  and  opposition,  he  remained 
faithful  to the work to which he believed God 
had called him. From humble beginnings as a 
village shoemaker, he became one of the most 
influential missionaries in Christian history.

His famous challenge, "Expect great things from 
God; attempt great things for God," continues to 
inspire Christians around the world today.
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