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PREFACE to
the SECOND EDITION


“WHAT ARE YOU WORKING ON AT THE MOMENT?” The opening question of the preface to the first edition of this book never goes away, once someone knows you are a writer. For some time now I have answered, “Well, I’m revising the mission of God,” hastily adding, to avoid the impression of overweening arrogance, “I mean I’m revising my book about the mission of God.” That usually requires some further reassurance that “revising” does not mean I have changed my mind on any of the book’s major arguments but simply that there is more that needs to be said on that topic and a lot that has been said in the meantime.

It is nineteen years since the first edition of this book was published. A lot has happened in the field of biblical theology of mission and missional hermeneutics of Scripture since then. In responding to the request of InterVarsity Press and many readers for a second edition, several objectives have clarified in my mind.

First, I have taken note of some of the reviews and critiques of the original work and, where appropriate, have sought to respond to them. In several places this has led me to offer further clarification or explanation at points where my earlier argument may have been susceptible to misunderstanding or misinterpretation.

One angle of critique has come from those who fear that my emphasis on a holistic (or in more recent terms, integral) understanding of mission (holding the evangelistic and social dimensions inseparably together), drawn from my reading of the Bible as a whole including the rich teaching of the Old Testament, results in a dangerously inadequate emphasis on the spiritual realities of human fallenness, divine judgment, and the prospect of a lost eternity from which Christ alone can save us. Seeking to correct what I see as a misunderstanding of my position in such matters, I have expanded my discussion into a separate chapter thirteen, “Gospel-Centered Integral Mission.”

Another line of critique focuses on the “linear” nature of my approach, seeing the whole Bible as one big story, a single grand narrative that renders to us the mission of God. This, it is argued, has an inbuilt theological assumption of supersessionism. R. Kendall Soulen views this as a major and perilous structural flaw of my presentation in the first edition. According to Collin Cornell, this “dramatic paradigm” for the whole Bible also obscures another major biblical center and theme, namely, God’s desire for loving communion with his creation, and also, by its unilinear progression toward an ending, builds in the danger of obsolescence, for Israel and even for the incarnate Christ—dangers which I believe I avoid. These are challenges that I address in a new chapter eight in this edition. I am grateful in particular for some extensive email correspondence with Collin Cornell, who kindly sent me a draft of his own book for comment, after which some helpful interaction and clarification took place.1 I would hope our respective positions might be seen as complementary rather than opposed. Some readers, however, may prefer to come back to chapter eight after reading to the end of part two.

Second, I have always been well aware that the original work had a few significant gaps, which some reviews also pointed out. One of these was the church (in the sense of the theological significance of the church within a biblical understanding of the mission of God). I have given some more attention to this here, but two of my later books have set out my understanding of the mission of the church in practice.2 Another gap that is well spotted by many is that, given that my intention was to offer an overarching missional hermeneutical framework for reading the whole canon, not to provide in-depth applications to every book, there are biblical books that received little, if any, attention. I am glad that such gaps are being filled by others, as, for example, for Ruth and Esther, Ezra-Nehemiah, and Jonah.3

Third, I have tried to take account of the ongoing conversation in the field of biblical missiology since 2006 and have been personally enriched by perusing some very significant contributions in the intervening years. The additional bibliography for this second edition is a testimony to the scale of the expansion of this field (the field now commonly designated “missional hermeneutics”), an expansion that is still ongoing. Titles marked by an asterisk in the bibliography are ones that have contributed to this revised and updated edition, mostly published post-2006. There are more than 190 of them! They can be blamed for the considerable increase in quotations and footnote references, which I hope have enhanced this edition.

Most gratifying in surveying this literature in the field has been the number of explicitly missional readings of particular books of the Bible that have emerged in recent years. There are personal reasons for being pleased about this. In the decade or so (mainly the 1990s) leading up to the writing and publication of The Mission of God, I was teaching at All Nations Christian College, and I used to encourage our master’s-level students, for their ten-thousand-word dissertations, to think about what a missional reading of a particular part of Scripture might look like. This was genuinely as much for my own interest and curiosity as theirs, as I was in the early stages of my own exploration of what missional hermeneutics meant (before I was even aware of that terminology). Some fascinating extended essays were the result, on what a missional perspective might look like on Deuteronomy, the Deuteronomic History, Ezekiel, Proverbs, and others I may have forgotten.

Then, in the years after The Mission of God came out, I was invited by Michael Goheen and his friends in Phoenix, Chris Gonzalez and Tyler Johnson, to join the teaching faculty of the pioneering and innovative Missional Training Center.4 In that congenial environment, with different cohorts of students over the years, I have been asked to explore missional readings of different books or sections of the Old Testament canon, including the Pentateuch and its individual books, the Deuteronomistic History, Jeremiah, and the Wisdom literature. There has been so much to learn as well as share in those classes, in person and online.

So I warmly welcome symposia and books that do the job far more thoroughly. In addition to the three already mentioned above, I rejoice to discover explorations of what a missional hermeneutic means for the Bible as a whole, for Job, for the psalms of lament, for Jeremiah, for Paul in general, for Philippians, 1–2 Thessalonians, Hebrews, 1 Peter, Revelation.5 All of these and more have contributed, by way of quotation, discussion, or reference, to the revision and updating of the chapters of this book.

These and other works have convinced me that my own early (and somewhat naive and intuitive) attempt to answer the questions, “Can we read the whole Bible from the perspective of the mission of God, and what happens when we do?” was embarking on a road that would yield some worthwhile fruit, and a road on which I have encountered encouraging fellow travelers, such as those who participate in the Forum for Missional Hermeneutics at the annual Society of Biblical Literature convention.6 May their tribe increase! And it is this collective encouragement also that gives a sense of justification for attempting this revised and updated second edition of The Mission of God.

By way of acknowledgment (beyond those mentioned and thanked in the preface to first edition), I appreciate and thank all those named above already for the various ways they have encouraged and contributed to all the work on this second edition (and waited long enough for it!). In addition, my thanks to Jon Boyd of InterVarsity Press (US), who insisted years ago that a second edition was needed, at a time when I had no idea how much work it would involve; to Rachel Hastings for her detailed and encouraging editorial work; to Tom Creedy of Inter-Varsity Press (UK) for his insightful comments on the whole revised manuscript; to my good friend and former colleague, Richard Harvey, through whose generous encouragement I have come to appreciate the community of Messianic Jews and wrestle with issues that for them are not just theological but existential; and to Charlie Trimm, who, as peer reviewer, in addition to many helpful bibliographical suggestions, gave me the relief of his assurance that this second edition would be worth getting, even by those who have enjoyed the first.

That relief will be shared by my wife, Liz, to whom must go my final thanks for enduring the years of work on this project second time around, with what Baruch must have felt in relation to the second edition of his Jeremiah scroll: “Baruch wrote on it all the words of the scroll that Jehoiakim king of Judah had burned in the fire. And many similar words were added to them” (Jer 36:32).

I gladly renew the dedication of the book to our son and daughter-in-law, Tim and Bianca, and their gift of two of our eleven grandchildren, Isabel and Ethan, who, like this book itself at its second publication, are now robust teenagers.









PREFACE to
the FIRST EDITION


“WHAT ARE YOU WORKING ON AT THE MOMENT?” It has been hard to give a straight answer to this common question during the past few years I have been working on this book. “A book on the Bible and mission” has been my usual reply, but I have never been sure which of the two words to put first. Am I seeking to understand Christian mission in the light of the Bible or to understand the Bible in the light of God’s mission? Or, in phrases that are explained in the introduction, is this book a biblical theology of mission or a missional reading of the Bible? I think the final product is probably a bit of both but with more emphasis on the second. Many others have produced fine and comprehensive works establishing a biblical foundation for Christian mission. My major concern has been to develop an approach to biblical hermeneutics that sees the mission of God (and the participation in it of God’s people) as a framework within which we can read the whole Bible. Mission is, in my view, a vital key that unlocks the whole grand narrative of the canon of Scripture. To that extent I offer this study not only as a biblical reflection on mission but also, I hope, as an exercise in biblical theology.

Books that offer a biblical theology of mission typically have an Old Testament section and then a (usually much larger) New Testament section. Then, in each section (and especially in the second), they tend to examine different parts of the canon or isolate the mission theology of particular authors, such as each Gospel writer, the apostle Paul, and so on.

My approach has been rather different. I have tried to identify some of the underlying themes that are woven all through the Bible’s grand narrative—themes that are the foundational pillars of the biblical worldview and therefore also of biblical theology: monotheism, creation, humanity, election, redemption, covenant, ethics, future hope. In each case I have then tried to pay full attention to their Old Testament roots before moving through to see the New Testament development, fulfillment, or extension in each case. Most of the chapters therefore include reflections drawn from both Testaments, sometimes moving backward and forward between them.

Since my own field of special interest has been the Old Testament for more than thirty years, it is inevitable that much more space and much greater depth of discussion has been accorded to Old Testament texts and themes. There was a time I thought the book would be simply an Old Testament theology of mission (and there are few enough good models of that genre).1 However, I write as a Christian theologian, and while I endeavor to read and listen to the Old Testament with its own integrity and on its own terms, I cannot fail to read it also as a Christian. And, as I understand it, that means that I read it in submission to the one who claimed to be its ultimate focus and fulfillment—Jesus Christ, in the light of the New Testament Scriptures that bear witness to him and in relation to the mission he entrusted to his disciples. If, in the end, however, there is a lot more of the Old Testament than of the New in this book, I suppose I can at least claim that the same is true of the Bible, after all.

Since my main aim has been to argue for a missiological reading of biblical theology, I have not felt it necessary to devote acres of space to footnotes documenting all shades of scholarly exegesis or critical analysis of all the texts I have referred to. For certain key texts that are of pivotal importance in my argument, I have sought to present adequate exegesis and documentation. In many other cases, scholars or students who wish to pursue such issues in commentaries and journals will know where to look.

All authors know the debt they owe to others in the formation of their own thoughts and perspectives. So I offer my hearty thanks to a host of people who have walked this road with me for longer or shorter stretches. These include:

Two decades of students at the Union Biblical Seminary, Pune, India, and All Nations Christian College, England, who shared my developing efforts to relate Bible and mission through more classes than any of us care to remember, many of whom are still wrestling with the issues in practical mission service all over the world.

Jonathan Bonk, director of the Overseas Ministries Study Center, New Haven, Connecticut, and Gerald Anderson before him, who, along with their marvelous staff and community, have given me repeated hospitality at the Overseas Ministries Study Center for research and writing on this project.

John Stott, who has constantly encouraged and prayed for me in this project, and graciously allowed me the frequent benefit of his writing retreat cottage, the Hookses, on the west coast of Wales.

Langham Partnership International Council, for giving me not only a job that keeps me in touch with the realities of world mission but also specified time for study and writing each year.

Eckhard J. Schnabel, M. Daniel Carroll R., Dean Flemming, and Dan Reid, who read the original manuscript and made dozens of constructively critical comments that have helped me to clarify and improve what I wanted to say in many places. Thanks also to Chris Jones for helping to prepare the indexes.

My wife and family, who have been as encouraging (and patient) in this as in all previous projects and are represented in the dedication by the one who, as Israel was for God, is our firstborn son, Tim, and his wife, Bianca, with the joy and the prayer of 3 John 4.









INTRODUCTION


I REMEMBER THEM SO VIVIDLY from my childhood—the great banner texts around the walls of the missionary conventions in Northern Ireland where I would help my father at the stall of the Unevangelized Fields Mission, of which he was Irish secretary after twenty years of missionary service in Brazil.1 “Go ye into all the world and preach the Gospel to every creature,” they urged me, along with other similar imperatives in glowing gothic calligraphy. By the age of twelve, I could have quoted you all the key ones—“Go ye therefore and make disciples,” “How shall they hear . . . ?” “You shall be my witnesses . . . to the ends of the earth.” “Whom shall we send? . . . Here am I, send me.” I knew my missionary Bible verses. I had responded to many a rousing sermon on most of them.

By the age of twenty-one I had a degree in theology from Cambridge, in which the same texts had been curiously lacking. At least, it is curious to me now. At the time there seemed to be little connection at all between theology and mission in the mind of the lecturers, or of myself, or, for all I knew, in the mind of God either. Theology was all about God—what God was like, what God had said and done, and what mostly dead people had speculated on all three. Mission was about us, the living, and what we have been doing since William Carey (who of course was the first missionary, or so we erroneously thought). “Mission is what we do.” That was the assumption, supported of course by clear biblical commands. “Jesus sends me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”

Many years later, including years when I was teaching theology myself as a missionary in India, I found myself teaching a module called The Biblical Basis of Mission at All Nations Christian College—an international mission training and graduate school in southeast England. The module title itself embodies the same assumption. Mission is the noun, the given reality. It is something we do, and we basically know what it is; biblical is the adjective, which we use to justify what we already know we should be doing. The reason we know we should be doing mission, the basis, foundation, or grounds on which we justify it, must be found in the Bible. As Christians, we need a biblical basis for everything we do. What then is “the biblical basis for mission”? Roll out the texts. Add some that nobody else has thought of. Do some joined-up theology. Add some motivational fervor. And the class is heartwarmingly appreciative. Now they have even more biblical support for what they already believed anyway, for these are All Nations students, after all. They came to the college only because they are committed to doing mission.

This mild caricature is not in the least derogatory in intent, though I do critique the basic methodology in chapter one below. I believe passionately that mission is what we should be doing, and I believe the Bible endorses and mandates it. However, the more I taught that course, the more I used to introduce it by telling the students that I would like to rename it: from The Biblical Basis of Mission to The Missional Basis of the Bible. I wanted them to see not just that the Bible contains a number of texts that happen to provide a rationale for missionary endeavor but that the whole Bible is itself a missional phenomenon. The writings that now comprise our Bible are themselves the product of and witness to the ultimate mission of God. The Bible renders to us the story of God’s mission through God’s people in their engagement with God’s world for the sake of the whole of God’s creation. The Bible is the drama of this God of eternal sovereign purpose engaged in the mission of achieving that purpose universally, embracing past, present, and future, Israel and the nations, “life, the universe, and everything,” and with its center, focus, climax, and completion in Jesus Christ. Mission is not just one of a list of things that the Bible happens to talk about, only a bit more urgently than some. Mission is, in that much-abused phrase, “what it’s all about.”

Now, I am well aware that the language of the preceding paragraph has become controversial and its use of the very terms mission and missional may be deemed to beg the question (in the technical sense of assuming without explanation or definition what one intends to argue for). Michael Stroope argues forcefully and at great length that mission vocabulary must be jettisoned for several powerful reasons.2 According to Stroope, the language of mission is anachronistic (because the terminology is neither biblical nor present in Christian history until the Roman Catholic Jesuit usage), confusing (because it has a limitless polyphony of meanings that renders it banal and often redundant—if everything is missional, why bother using the word itself?), distorting (because it imposes on biblical interpretation a lens or a bias that, in Stroope’s view, is not in itself biblical), and toxic (because it is tainted with the multiple mistakes, prejudices, and horrors of the history of Christian mission in the Christendom, colonial, and modern eras). I will offer a limited response to Stroope’s arguments in chapters one and two, but for the moment, some minimal definition is called for as to how I use this vocabulary, in the unrepentant belief that we are justified in continuing to use it.


SOME DEFINITIONS

Mission. It will be immediately clear from my reminiscences above that I am dissatisfied with popular use of the word mission (or, more commonly in the United States, missions) solely in relation to human endeavors of various kinds. I do not at all question the validity of Christian active engagement in mission (in a very broad sense), but I do want to argue throughout this book for the theological priority of God’s mission.3 Fundamentally, our mission (if it is biblically informed and validated) means our committed participation as God’s people, at God’s invitation and command, in God’s own mission, which the Bible reveals to us as God’s sovereign purposefulness in Christ from all eternity for the flourishing and redemption of God’s creation along with humanity redeemed from all nations in the whole earth.4 The church’s mission flows from, participates in, and is dependent on the mission of God.5

Furthermore, I am dissatisfied with accounts of mission that stress only the etymological root of the word in the Latin verb mitto, “to send,” and that then see the primary significance of mission in the dynamic of sending or being sent. Again, this is not because I doubt the importance of this theme within the Bible but because it seems to me that if we define mission only in “sending” terms we necessarily exclude from our inventory of relevant resources many other aspects of biblical teaching that directly or indirectly affect our understanding of God’s mission and the practice of our own.6

Generally speaking, I will use the term mission in its more general sense of a long-term purpose or goal that is to be achieved through proximate objectives and planned actions. Within such a broad mission (as applied to any group or enterprise), there is room for subordinate missions, in the sense of specific tasks assigned to a person or group that are to be accomplished as steps toward the wider mission.


In the Second World War, for example, the Allies had an all-encompassing mission—their war aim—namely the defeat of Nazi Germany and the liberation of the peoples that had been subjected to Nazi domination. But within that overall mission or aim, many thousands of “missions” were undertaken at multiple levels, by armed forces, secret services, espionage agents and others, all of them aligned with and justified by the single overall mission—victory. The declared single mission of the British government and their Allies (to defeat Nazism) required the mobilisation and participation of their people in multiple missions of many kinds.

The Bible, in this analogy, is a declaration of the single overall mission of God—to rid his whole creation of evil and create a people for himself redeemed from every tribe and nation of humanity. And this declared mission of the God who governs the universe calls for the mobilisation and participation of his people in multiple cultures and eras of history, in manifold missions of all kinds. The mission and missions of God’s people flow from, and participate in, the mission of God. God’s plan and purpose governs ours. Or should do.7



In the secular world, mission statements seem to be much in vogue. Even restaurants (whose purpose in life one would have thought rather obvious) sometimes display them on their front windows in an effort to link the task of feeding their customers to some wider social goal for human flourishing. Companies, schools, charities—even some churches (whose purpose in life also ought to be more obvious than it is, even to their own members)—feel it helps them to have a mission statement, which summarizes the purpose for which they exist and what they hope to accomplish. Mission as a term “is everywhere and is used by everyone. Mission is everyday speech.”8

The Bible presents to us a portrait of God that is unquestionably purposeful. The God who walks the paths of history through the pages of the Bible pins a mission statement to every signpost on the way, from the divine intentionality in the creation narratives through the purpose statements accompanying the call of Abraham, the exodus, the giving of the law, the vision of the prophets, Christ’s incarnation, death and resurrection, the identity and raison d’être of the church, and the parousia. It could be said that the mission of this book is to explore that divine intentionality and all that lies behind it and flows from it in relation to God himself, God’s people, and God’s world, insofar as it is revealed to us in God’s Word. A purposeful God, covenantally bound to a people whom he calls to share in the accomplishment of that purpose: that is what I mean to convey by the use of the term in what follows.

Missionary.9 The word is usually a noun, referring to people who engage in mission, usually in a culture other than their own. Popular usage of the term has given it even more of the sense of “being sent” than the word mission itself. Missionaries are typically those who are sent by churches or agencies to work in mission or on missions. They characteristically believe themselves to be called and sent by God. The word is also used as an adjective, as in “the missionary mandate” or “missionary zeal.”

Unfortunately, the word has also generated something of a caricature, the missionary stereotype, as a regrettable side effect of the great nineteenth- and twentieth-century mission effort of the Western churches. The term missionary in everyday parlance evokes images of White, Western expatriates among “natives” in far-off countries, often with the associated assumptions and myths of the damage they are alleged to have done. And the term still evokes that image all the more regrettably in churches that ought to know better. For it is long overdue that Western churches ought to know that, for decades now, the majority of those engaged in crosscultural mission are not Western at all but come from the growing indigenous and independent churches of the Majority World. As a result, many mission agencies that continue to build networks and partnerships with Majority World churches and agencies prefer to avoid the term missionary because of these unreconstructed mental images and describe their personnel as “mission partners” instead.

Because of the dominant association of the word missionary with the activity of sending, and with crosscultural communication of the gospel—that is, with a broadly centrifugal dynamic of mission—I prefer not to use the term in connection with the Old Testament. In my view (which is not agreed on by all), Israel was not mandated by God to send missionaries across cultural and language barriers to other nations.10 So while it will be abundantly clear that I certainly do read the Old Testament missiologically (see below), I would not choose to speak of “the missionary message of the Old Testament” (the title of an early book by H. H. Rowley in 1944).11 There are many biblical resources (in the Old as well as the New Testament) that are profoundly enriching in our understanding of mission in its broadest sense (and especially the mission of God) that are not at all about sending missionaries. It is probably inappropriate, therefore, to refer to those texts and themes as missionary.12 How, then, shall we speak of such texts and themes?

Unfortunately, until recently missionary seemed to be the only available English adjective formed from mission. Another form, however, has been welcomed into wider use in recent decades.

Missional.13 Missional is simply an adjective denoting something that is related to or characterized by mission, or has the qualities, attributes, or dynamics of mission. Missional is to the word mission what covenantal is to covenant, or fictional to fiction. Thus, we might speak of a missional reading of the book of Exodus and the events it records, meaning a reading that explores its dynamic significance in God’s mission for Israel and the world and its relevance to Christian mission today. Or we might say that Israel had a missional role in the midst of the nations—implying that they had an identity and role connected to God’s ultimate intention of blessing the nations. Thus, I would argue that Old Testament Israel had a missional identity and calling (God entered into a unique elect and covenant relationship with Israel as part of God’s sovereign intention for the world and all nations), without implying that they had had a missionary mandate to go to the nations (whereas we could certainly speak of the missionary role of the church among the nations with that meaning).

Once again, Stroope has issues with the word missional—somewhat more justifiably, one has to admit. For indeed, as he says, the word has become so elastic that it can be attached to almost anything to add an aura of vogue activism in ways that he rightly criticizes as often tautologous.14 However, the word still has value, in my view, when it calls attention to how some theological or practical dimension of the church needs to be seen in the light of and in explicit relation to the purposes of God and the purposeful nature of the church’s life. It is easy to forget that the church exists for something. It is easy to fail to evaluate the many dimensions and intentions of a church (locally or in wider networks) by the criteria of our very reason for existence. Interestingly, Darrell Guder in more recent work would like to see the “missional scaffolding” of such theological vocabulary eventually removed as unnecessary, since it is indeed superfluous once the church comes to understand that mission (in the senses I have outlined above) defines the essence and calling of the church.15


Missional, then, is a hermeneutical posture before the Scripture that assumes several things. It assumes that the Bible itself is a product of the mission of God in revealing himself to fallen humanity, providing humanity with the authoritative vision of God’s will for the universe. God revealed himself in history to correct, encourage, warn, and comfort his people; he spoke concretely in historical contexts, and the Bible is the result of that speaking. . . . A missional hermeneutic also assumes a posture that Scripture is a witness to God’s work in the world. Scripture truly narrates God’s intention for creation, the problem in creation, God’s solution in Jesus Christ for creation, and the destiny of creation. Scripture narrates the mission of God for the whole of the cosmos.16



Missiology and Missiological. Missiology is the study of mission. It includes biblical, theological, historical, contemporary, and practical reflection and research. Accordingly, I will normally use missiological when such a theological or reflective aspect is intended. In the two examples above, one might equally speak of a missiological reading of the book of Exodus, but it would be less appropriate to speak of Israel having a missiological role in the midst of the nations. In fact, in this latter case it is because neither “missionary role” nor “missiological role” seems quite right that the word missional is increasingly helpful.




THE JOURNEY AHEAD

A word is also in order at this point regarding the structure of the book. Returning to my personal reminiscence: for years I continued to teach The Biblical Basis of Mission at All Nations Christian College. At one point I introduced an opening lecture raising the specific issue mentioned in my passing comments at the start of the course—the missional basis of the Bible itself. This arose partly from the ambient theological culture at All Nations, which was intentionally to approach every subject in the curriculum from a missiological angle—including, naturally, the Bible itself. And it happened that I was also teaching the module on the doctrine of Scripture and biblical hermeneutics at the same time, so it was natural to ask how a missiological perspective affected one’s understanding of what Scripture is in itself, how it came to be in the canonical structure we now have it, and the hermeneutical assumptions and principles with which we approach it as readers. My thinking tended to oscillate between both courses in a cross-fertilizing way. Biblical mission and biblical hermeneutics seemed to morph into each other in unexpected but fascinating ways.

But the need to look more carefully at a missiological hermeneutic of the Bible partly also arose from the specific challenge of a colleague in another institution.17 In 1998 I was invited to give the Laing Lecture at London Bible College (now called the London School of Theology). I offered the title “‘Then They Will Know That I Am the Lord’: Missiological Reflections on the Ministry and Message of Ezekiel.” At the time I was working on my exposition of Ezekiel in the Bible Speaks Today series, and this was a useful opportunity to expose these reflections to friendly criticism. And that is what they got.

In his response, Anthony Billington (then lecturer in hermeneutics at London Bible College) first of all warmly appreciated the lecture’s content and then went on to raise questions concerning the validity of using missiology as a framework for interpreting Ezekiel (or any other biblical text). There are, of course, many frameworks within which people read the text, as he pointed out (feminist, psychological, liberationist, dispensational, etc.). This is not intrinsically wrong in itself, since we all have to start somewhere. But, Billington said, the question is:


Does this or that particular framework do justice to the thrust of the text in its biblical-theological context? Or does it distort the text? In other words, it’s not that the bringing of a framework to a text is necessarily wrong in and of itself, nor even that the text may not be illuminated in significant ways when we do—for it frequently is. The question is more what sort of control the framework exercises over the text, and whether the text is ever allowed to critique the framework at any point.18



The entirely appropriate challenge of Billington’s words led me to reflect further on what a missiological hermeneutic of Scripture actually means and whether it is a framework that does justice to the text or seriously distorts it. This is the concern I address in part one, “The Bible and Mission.” It is my objective in this book not only to demonstrate (as many others have done) that Christian mission is fully grounded in the Scripture (though I deliberately pay more attention to its Old Testament roots than most books on the subject do) but also to demonstrate that a strong theology of the mission of God provides a fruitful hermeneutical framework within which to read the whole Bible.19

So in chapter one I survey some steps that had already been taken toward a missiological hermeneutic by the time of this book’s first appearance but argue that a more thorough effort is needed to go beyond them. Chapter two is a sketch of some contours of what I think a missiological hermeneutic of the Bible entails. If all hermeneutical frameworks are like maps of the territory of Scripture, then the only test of a map is how faithfully it interprets the territory for the traveler in terms of what the traveler wants or needs to know in order to travel safely and intelligently in that territory. The rest of the book tests whether the map provided by approaching the whole Bible from the perspective of the mission of God fulfills the subtitle of the book, enabling us to grasp the driving dynamic of the Bible’s grand narrative.

The remaining three parts of the book take up in turn three major focal points of the theological worldview of Israel in the Old Testament, which are also foundational to a Christian worldview when understood in relation to Christ:


	The God of Mission (part 2)


	The People of Mission (part 3)


	The Arena of Mission (part 4)




In part two, I examine the missiological implications of biblical monotheism. The identity, uniqueness, and universality of YHWH, the God of Israel (chap. 3), and the directly related claims that the New Testament makes for Jesus (chap. 4), have enormous implications for mission. Indeed, Christian mission would have no foundation at all apart from these biblical affirmations about the one and only living God who wills to be known to the world through Israel and through Christ. But we cannot do full justice to biblical monotheism without seeing it in conflict with the gods and idols of human construction that consume so much biblical rhetoric and ink. The conflict with idolatry is a somewhat neglected biblical theme that I subject to some analysis and missiological reflection (chap. 5).

In part three I move on to consider the primary agent of the mission of God, namely, the people of God—the people created, called, and mandated by God to participate with him in his purposes for creation and humanity. I will follow the order of the biblical narrative as we walk first with Old Testament Israel. They were chosen in Abraham, redeemed out of Egypt, brought into covenant relationship at Sinai, and called to a life of ethical distinctiveness from the nations. Each of these great successive themes is rich in missional significance. Accordingly, I will be reflecting on


	election and mission (in chaps. 6-8)


	redemption and mission (in chaps. 9-10)


	covenant and mission (in chap. 11)


	ethics and mission (in chap. 12)




In chapter thirteen, I draw together the biblical threads of the preceding chapters in terms of what they imply for the breadth and scope of the mission of the church, local and global, in light of those great biblical themes, and address some objections that arise to what has become known as holistic, or integral, mission.

In part four I move to the wider canvas of the world itself—the earth, humanity, cultures, and the nations. I will explore first the missional implications of the goodness of creation and the connections between creation care and Christian mission (chap. 14). The paradox of human dignity (because we are made in God’s image) and human depravity (because we are mired in rebellion against God’s authority) has profound implications for mission, since the gospel and our living witness to it must be as comprehensive as the comprehensive onslaught of evil (chap. 15). The Wisdom tradition in the Old Testament is the most international of all biblical literature and provides a rich source for reflecting on a biblical theology and missiology of human cultures. So we shall include wisdom in chapter 15’s reflection on humanity. The biblical world is a world full of nations, and they are there by God’s creative intention. How do the nations figure in God’s redemptive intentions? The Old Testament’s eschatological vision for the nations surely provides some of the most exciting of all its trajectories of missional rhetoric (chap. 16 ). The same theme will then be carried forward to the more centrifugal horizons of New Testament mission theology and practice (chap. 17).

A diagrammatic outline of the book, then, might look something like this:

[image: A triangular diagram outlines the four parts of the book.]

Figure 0.1




In the center of the triangle is Part 1: The Bible and Mission: a missional hermeneutic. At the top of the triangle is Part 2: The God of Mission: YHWH and monotheism; Jesus as Lord; and confronting idolatry. In the bottom left corner of the triangle is Part 3: The People of Mission: election, redemption, covenant, ethics. In the bottom right corner of the triangle is Part 4: The Arena of Mission: the earth; humanity, sin, and evil; wisdom and culture; the nations and the future.














  

  
PART ONE

    The BIBLE

    and MISSION



MISSION IS WHAT THE BIBLE IS ALL ABOUT, I suggested earlier. We could as meaningfully talk of the missional basis of the Bible as of the biblical basis of mission. Now this is a bold claim. One would not expect to be able to turn the other way around any phrase that began “The biblical basis of . . .” There is, for example, a biblical basis for marriage, but there is not, obviously, a marital basis for the Bible. There is a biblical basis for work, but work is not what the Bible is all about. So isn’t my assertion rather exaggerated or even conceited? Indeed, in view of the enormous variety of the contents of the Bible and the huge scholarly literature devoted to exploring every highway and byway of genre, authorship, context, ideology, date, editing, and history of all these documents, does it make sense to speak of the Bible being “all about” anything?

I take some encouragement in persisting with my claim from the words of the risen Jesus as recorded in Luke 24.1 First to the two on the road to Emmaus and then later to the rest of the disciples, Jesus made himself as Messiah the focus of the whole canon of the Hebrew Scriptures that we now call the Old Testament (Lk 24:27, 44). For that reason, we are accustomed to speaking of the christological focus or center of the Bible. For Christians, the whole Bible revolves around the person of Christ.

Jesus went on, however, beyond his messianic centering of the Old Testament Scriptures to their missional thrust as well.2 “Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. He told them, ‘This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance for the forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem’” (Lk 24:45-47). Jesus’ whole sentence comes under the rubric “this is what is written.” Luke does not present Jesus as quoting any specific verse from the Old Testament, but he claims that the mission of preaching repentance and forgiveness to all nations in his name is “what is written.” He seems to be saying that the whole of the Scripture (which we now know as the Old Testament) finds its focus and fulfillment both in the life and death and resurrection of Israel’s Messiah and in the mission to all nations, which flows out from that event.3 Luke tells us that with these words Jesus “opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures,” or, as we might put it, he was setting their hermeneutical orientation and agenda. The proper way for disciples of the crucified and risen Jesus to read their Scriptures is messianically and missionally.

Paul, though he was not present for the Old Testament hermeneutics lecture on the day of resurrection, clearly found that his encounter with the risen Jesus and his recognition of Jesus as Messiah and Lord radically transformed his (Paul’s) own way of reading his Scriptures. His hermeneutic now had the same double focus. Luke records Paul as testifying before Festus, “I am saying nothing beyond what the prophets and Moses said would happen—that the Messiah would suffer and, as the first to rise from the dead, would proclaim light to his own people and to the nations” (Acts 26:22-23 NIV modified). This dual understanding of the Scriptures then shaped Paul’s whole résumé as the apostle of the Messiah Jesus to the Gentiles.

Down through the centuries it would probably be fair to say that Christians have been good at their messianic reading of the Old Testament but inadequate (and sometimes utterly blind) at their missional reading of it. We read the Old Testament messianically or christologically in the light of Jesus; that is, we find in it a whole messianic theology and eschatology that we see as fulfilled in Jesus of Nazareth. In doing so we follow his own example, of course, and that of his first followers and the authors of the Gospels. But what we have so often failed to do is to go beyond the mere satisfaction of ticking off so-called messianic predictions that have “been fulfilled.” And we have failed to go further because we have not grasped the missional significance of the Messiah.

The Messiah refers to the one whom YHWH promised to send, who would embody in his own person the identity and mission of Israel as their representative, King, Leader, and Savior. Through the Messiah as his anointed agent, YHWH, the God of Israel, would bring about all he intended for and through his servant Israel. But what was that mission of Israel? Nothing less than to be “a light to the nations,” the means of bringing the redemptive blessing of God to all the nations of the world, as originally promised in the title deeds of the covenant with Abraham. For the God of Israel is also the Creator God of all the world.

Through the Messiah, therefore, the God of Israel would also bring about all he intended for the nations. The eschatological redemption and restoration of Israel would issue in the ingathering of the nations.4 The full meaning of recognizing Jesus as Messiah, then, lies in recognizing also his role in relation to God’s mission for Israel and through Israel for the blessing of the nations. Hence, a messianic reading of the Old Testament has to flow on to a missional reading—which is precisely the connection Jesus makes in Luke 24.

The point is well made by Bruce Ashford and Heath Thomas.


This great missional imperative [sc. Matt. 28:18-20] is not some sort of ad hoc directive (“Oh wait! One more thing, I almost forgot . . .”) but the fulfillment of God’s mission for Israel and his mission through Jesus. Indeed . . . Matthew wrote his Gospel account in order to show that Christianity is the fulfillment of Old Testament faith, the flowering of God’s seminal work through Israel. . . . This is the context of the Great Commission. It is not an afterthought but a concise summary of the whole Christian mission, a compact rending of the gospel’s implications for the Christian life.5



A useful comparison may help the point. We recognize that the christological focus of the Bible operates in many different ways—some direct and others much more indirect. To speak of the Bible being all about Christ does not (or certainly should not) mean that we try to find Jesus of Nazareth in every verse by some feat of imagination. Rather, I mean that the person and work of Jesus become the central hermeneutical key by which we, as Christians, articulate the overall significance of these texts in both Testaments. Christ provides the hermeneutical matrix for our reading of the whole Bible.

The same is true of the missiological focus of the Bible. To say that the Bible is all about mission does not mean that we try to find something relevant to evangelism in every verse. We are referring to something deeper and wider in relation to the Bible as a whole. In a missiological approach to the Bible we are thinking of


	the purpose for which the Bible exists


	the God the Bible renders to us


	the people whose identity and mission the Bible invites us to share


	the story the Bible tells about this God and this people, and indeed about the whole world and its future




This is a story that encompasses past, present, and future, “life, the universe, and everything.” There is the closest connection between the biblical grand narrative and what is meant here by biblical mission. To attempt a missional hermeneutic, then, is to ask: Is it possible, is it valid, is it profitable, for Christians to read the Bible as a whole from a missional perspective, and what happens when they do? Can we take mission as a hermeneutical matrix for our understanding of the Bible as a whole?

Before outlining in chapter two some contours of an approach that would answer those questions affirmatively, we will look first in chapter one at several ways in which the Bible has been related to mission in recent decades—ways that have their own validity and significant contributions to make but do not seem quite adequate to what I have in mind as a comprehensively missional approach to biblical hermeneutics. Chapter one, then, outlines some steps in the search for a missional hermeneutic—but in each case I believe we need to go further.









ONE
SEARCHING for a
MISSIONAL HERMENEUTIC



THERE ARE MORE THAN ENOUGH BOOKS offering biblical foundations for Christian mission.1 Not all of them are of the same quality, however. Some are tracts to the already converted, providing justification for the task to which writer and readers are already committed. Some pay no attention to critical scholarship; others, perhaps, too much.2 Too many, more culpably, pay scant attention to the bulk of the Bible itself—the Old Testament. What they all seek to do, however, is clear: to find appropriate biblical justification and authority for the mission of the Christian church to the nations. This may be in order to encourage those already engaged in such mission with the assurance that what they do is biblically grounded, or it may be to motivate those who are not yet engaged in it with the warning that they are living in disobedience to biblical imperatives. There is a rhetorical dimension to such writing, seeking to encourage the missionally persuaded, and to persuade the missionally unengaged, on the common basis that both camps respect the authority of Scripture.


BEYOND “BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR MISSION”

Biblical apologetic for mission. Such work, which might be called “biblical apologetic for mission,” is of course pragmatically valuable. It would, after all, be a shattering thing if the church were to be suddenly seized by the conviction that all the missionary effort of two thousand years was grounded in no clear warrant of Scripture. From time to time, of course, there have been voices that have argued exactly that. Indeed, it was against such voices, arguing theologically and biblically (as they thought) that mission to the nations was not required of good Christian citizens, that William Carey developed his biblical case for “the conversion of the heathens,” becoming one of the first in the modern period to do so.3

The illustrious example of Carey, however, points to a shortcoming inherent in many “biblical foundations for mission” projects. Carey built the whole of the biblical section of his case on a single text, the so-called Great Commission of Matthew 28:18-20, arguing that it was as valid in his own day as in the days of the apostles and that its imperative claim on the disciples of Christ had not lapsed with the first generation (as the opponents of foreign mission argued).4 While we would probably agree with his hermeneutical argument and indeed that his choice of text was admirable, it leaves the biblical case vulnerably thin. We might defend Carey with the consideration that it was an achievement in his context at the time to make a biblical case for mission at all, albeit from a single text. Less defensible has been the continuing practice in many missionary circles to go on and on building the massive edifice of Christian missionary agency on this one text, with varying degrees of exegetical ingenuity. If you put all your apologetic eggs in one textual basket, what happens if the handle breaks?

What happens, for example, if all the emphasis on the word Go in much mission rhetoric is undermined by the recognition that it is not an imperative at all in the text but a participle of attendant circumstances, an assumption—something taken for granted? Jesus did not primarily command his disciples to go; he commanded them to make disciples. But since he now commands them to make disciples of all nations (having previously restricted their mission to the borders of Israel during his earthly lifetime), they will of course have to go to the nations as a necessary condition of obeying the primary command. So Go still has an implied imperative force as a participle preceding a command, even though it’s not the major point.

What happens if one questions the common assumption that this text gives some kind of timetable for the return of Christ: he will come back just as soon as we have all the nations discipled? And is discipling a task that can ever be said to be completed (noting in passing that the text does say “disciple,” not evangelize)? Doesn’t every fresh generation of long-evangelized nations (so-called reached) need fresh discipling? The Great Commission is an expanding and self-replicating task, not a ticking clock for the end times.5

What happens if, even more controversially, one heeds the voices of critical scholars who question whether Jesus ever actually uttered (in Aramaic, of course) the words recorded in Greek in Matthew 28:18-20?6 In response to such a challenge one might make several defensive moves:


	seek to defend the authenticity of Matthew’s text against the skeptics, and there are good grounds for doing so;7


	argue that even if this text is not a transcripted recording of words from the mouth of Jesus, it does authentically express the inevitable implication of his identity and achievement as understood by the postresurrection church engaged in mission; and


	search for more texts to back up this one, to show that Matthew has indeed captured an essential element of the witness of Scripture and legitimately linked it with Jesus, who saw the mission of himself and his disciples as thoroughly grounded in the Scriptures.




The last option is the most common. Most books offering a biblical basis of mission see their task as assembling as many texts as possible—texts that can be said to mandate or, in more indirect ways, support the missionary enterprise. Now, this is important as far as it goes. Such biblical inducement to mission engagement is needed in churches that otherwise seem rather selective in their reading of the Bible.

There are many ordinary and worthy Christians whose personal piety relishes those Scriptures that speak to them of their own salvation and security, that encourage them in times of distress, that guide them in their efforts to walk before the Lord in ways that please him. They love their Bibles. But it comes as a surprise for them to be confronted with such an array of texts that challenge them in relation to God’s universal purpose for the world and the nations, the multicultural essence of the gospel, and the missional essence of the church. But they need to get over that surprise and hear the burden of the Bible.8

Equally, there are many theological scholars and students whose understanding of theology is bounded by the horizon of the classical shape of the Western academic theological curriculum, in which mission in any form seems remarkably absent (as was my own experience) or located only in the peripheral realms of “practical theology.” If it can be shown (as I believe it certainly can) that there is a surprisingly vast number of texts and themes in the Bible that relate to the mission of God and God’s people, then missiology may regain respectability in the theological academy (of which there are encouraging signs already). Otherwise, theology itself is deficient. John Flett makes the point with great force in his concluding challenge.


With few exceptions, mission is absent from the all-encompassing theological “system.” Mission, it would seem, is unessential when articulating the fundamentals of the Christian faith . . . an omission that is deleterious to the whole dogmatic task: many of the contemporary challenges with theology stem from the absence of mission as a theological category. . . . In short, the absence of mission has deleterious consequences for the doctrine of God. . . . The lack of reference to mission at every level of the teaching ministry of the church is a frightful abrogation of theological responsibility. If it is possible for a ministry candidate to progress through academic training—as much within a seminary as a secular university—without any dogmatic attention given to the purpose for which the Christian community exists, then this indicates the community’s own radical disorder. Jesus Christ’s call for the community to be his witnesses cannot be relegated to some derivative status. Because mission is located in the doctrine of the Trinity, it must again return to the theological curricula, must become central to the teaching ministry of the local congregation, and must inform liturgical practice.9



The danger of inadequate prooftexting. However, whether one text or many, the danger that attends all prooftexting is still present. We have already decided what we want to prove (that our missionary practice is biblical), and our collection of texts simply ratifies our preconception. The Bible is turned into a mine from which we extract our gems—“missionary texts.” These texts may indeed sparkle, but simply laying out such gems on a string is not yet what one could call a missiological hermeneutic of the whole Bible itself. It does not even provide an adequate whole-Bible grounding for mission.

Commenting on this text-assembly approach, David Bosch observes:


I am not saying that these procedures are illegitimate. They undoubtedly have their value. But their contribution towards establishing the validity of the missionary mandate is minimal. This validity should not be deduced from isolated texts and detached incidents but only from the thrust of the central message of both Old and New Testaments. What is decisive for the Church today is not the formal agreement between what she is doing and what some isolated biblical texts seem to be saying but rather her relationship with the essence of the message of Scripture.10



Now, we may feel that Bosch makes a false contrast here between two things that are actually both necessary. There ought indeed to be formal agreement between what the church does and what biblical texts say. And texts with mission relevance are far from isolated. To accept, on the one hand, the inadequacy of prooftexting through shallow and hermeneutically spurious sprinkling of texts at a problem is not by any means, on the other hand, to reject the painstaking effort to prove one’s case through patient study of all relevant texts. Returning to Bosch’s quote: articulating what “the thrust of the central message,” or “the essence of the message of Scripture,” actually is constitutes precisely the issue we are wrestling with in these pages. To be able to say that the thrust or essence of the Bible is “the mission of God” requires a lot more than just compiling a list of helpfully benevolent texts. It requires careful attention to multiple texts in some kind of coherent connectedness and a consistent depth of significance and implication—which is a modest description of what I attempt in this book.

A final limitation of this list-of-texts approach is that it has a suspicion of circularity. The danger is that one comes to the Bible with a massive commitment to the task of mission already in place, with a heritage of hallowed history in the past, with methods and models in the present, and with strategies and goals for the future. We know what we mean by mission. And all this we have assumed to be biblically warranted. So in searching the Scriptures for a biblical foundation for mission, we are likely to find what we brought with us—our own conception of mission, now comfortingly festooned with biblical luggage tags. This is a major part of Stroope’s critique of the very language of mission in distinction from the actual language of the Bible, and his critique is often justified empirically.

One can go further. While I would continue to claim that establishing a substantial biblical grounding for mission per se is legitimate and essential, to claim to find biblical grounding for all our missionary practices and structures and so on is much more questionable. Some would say it is impossible—even dangerous. Rather than finding biblical legitimation for our activities, we should be submitting all our missionary strategy, plans, and operations to biblical critique and evaluation. Marc Spindler (anticipating Stroope) articulates this point well:


If “mission” is understood as the sum total of all actual missionary activities in the modern period or as everything undertaken under the banner of “missions,” then an honest biblical scholar can only conclude that such a concept of mission does not occur in the Bible. It is therefore anachronistic and hence meaningless to attempt to base all modern “missionary” activities on the Bible, that is, to seek biblical precedents or literal biblical mandates for all modern missionary activities. Mission today must, rather, be seen as arising from something fundamental, from the basic movement of God’s people toward the world [i.e., with the good news of salvation through Jesus Christ]. The genuineness of our biblical grounding of mission stands or falls with the orientation of modern missions to this central thought. All “missionary” activities that have grown up in history must be reassessed from this perspective. Once again, a biblical grounding of mission by no means seeks to legitimate missionary activities that are actually being carried out. Its goal is, rather, evaluation of those activities in the light of the Bible.11



But in order to do that evaluative task, we have to have a clearer understanding of that “something fundamental,” as Spindler calls it—mission in its biblical sense or, more precisely, a missiological framework of biblical theology, a missional hermeneutic of the whole canon of Scripture.




BEYOND MULTICULTURAL HERMENEUTICAL PERSPECTIVES

Global church, global hermeneutics. Slowly but inexorably, the world of Western academic theology is becoming aware of the rest of the world. Efforts such as the increasing output of theological writing by non-Western authors published by the Langham Partnership have brought to the attention of the theological community in the West the wealth of theological and hermeneutical perspectives that are, in some cases at least, the product of the success of mission over the past centuries.12 The map of global Christianity has changed dramatically. Statistics of global religious demographics are necessarily rather imprecise. However, it is broadly agreed that from a situation at the beginning of the twentieth century when approximately 90 percent of all the world’s Christians lived in the West or North (i.e., predominantly Europe and North America), the first quarter of this twenty-first century finds an estimated 75 percent of the world’s Christians living in the continents of the South and East—Latin America, Africa, and parts of Asia and the Pacific. The whole center of gravity of world Christianity has moved south—a phenomenon described, not entirely felicitously, as “the next Christendom.”13 Others prefer terms such as “the Global South” or “the Majority World.”14

The challenge to biblical hermeneutics comes from the way other parts of the global body of Christ ask questions that do not even occur to the dominant Western church and academy. Andrew Walls puts the issue with characteristic vigor.


Africa is already revealing the limitations of theology as generally taught in the West. The truth is that Western models of theology are too small for Africa. Most of them reflect the worldview of the Enlightenment, and that is a small-scale worldview, one cut and shaved to fit a small-scale universe. Since most Africans live in a larger, more populated universe, with entities that are outside the Enlightenment worldview, such models of theology cannot cope with some of the most urgent pastoral needs. They have no answers for the most desolating aspects of life—because they have no questions. They have nothing useful to say on issues involving such things as witchcraft or sorcery, since these do not exist in the Enlightenment universe. Nor can Western theology usefully discuss ancestors, since the West does not have family structures that raise the questions. Western theology has difficulty coping with principalities and powers, whether in relation to their grip on the universe or to Christ’s triumph over them on the cross. . . . Perhaps Africa, which knows so much about systemic evil and where the principalities and powers are not a strange concept, may open the way to a more developed theology of evil, as the issues already appearing in African pastoral practice are threshed out.15



We live, then, in an age of a multinational church and multidirectional mission. And appropriately, we now live with multicultural hermeneutics. People will insist on reading the Bible for themselves, you see. There is a great irony in the fact that the Western Protestant theological academy, which has its roots precisely in a hermeneutical revolution (the Reformation), led by people who claimed the right to read Scripture independently from the prevailing hegemony of medieval Catholic scholasticism, has been slow to give ear to those of other cultures who choose to read the Scriptures through their own eyes, though the situation is undoubtedly improving.16

The phenomenon of hermeneutical variety goes right back to the Bible itself, of course. The New Testament was born out of a hermeneutical revolution in reading those Scriptures we now call the Old Testament. And within the early church itself there were different ways of handling those same Scriptures, depending on the context and need being addressed. Jewish and Greek forms of Christian identity, the product of the church’s mission, felt themselves addressed and claimed in different ways by the demands of the Scriptures. Paul wrestles with these differences in Romans 14–15, for example. He makes his own position clear, but he insists that those who differ strongly on matters of interpretation and application of scriptural injunctions must accept one another without condemnation from one side or contempt from the other because of the prior claims of Christ and the gospel.

So a missional hermeneutic must include at least this recognition—the multiplicity of perspectives and located contexts from which and within which people read the biblical texts. Even when we affirm (as I certainly do) that the historical and salvation-historical context of biblical texts and their authors is of primary and objective importance in discerning their meaning and their significance, the plurality of perspectives from which readers read them is also a vital factor in the hermeneutical richness of the global church. What persons of one culture bring from that culture to their reading of a text may illuminate dimensions or implications of the text itself that persons of another culture may have not seen so clearly.17

Reflecting on such hermeneutical plurality, James Brownson argues that it is a positive thing with biblical roots and emerges out of the reality of missional engagement all over the world.


I call the model I am developing a missional hermeneutic because it springs from a basic observation about the New Testament: namely, the early Christian movement that produced and canonized the New Testament was a movement with specifically missionary character. One of the most obvious phenomena of early Christianity is the way in which the movement crossed cultural boundaries and planted itself in new places. More than half of the New Testament was in fact written by people engaged in and celebrating this sort of missionary enterprise in the early church. This tendency of early Christianity to cross cultural boundaries is a fertile starting point for developing a model of biblical interpretation. It is fertile, especially for our purposes, because it places the question of the relationship between Christianity and diverse cultures at the very top of the interpretative agenda. This focus may be of great help to us in grappling with plurality in interpretation today. The missional hermeneutic I am advocating begins by affirming the reality and inevitability of plurality in interpretation.18



Mission as a focus of hermeneutical coherence. However, just as we saw in the last section that a missional hermeneutic has to be more than merely aggregating all the prooftexts for mission one can find in the Bible, it would be similarly inadequate to think that a missional hermeneutic of the Bible amounts only to aggregating all the possible ways of reading its texts, from all the multicolored church and mission contexts around the globe. That is, of course, a fascinating and enriching thing to do. It is the common witness of those, including myself, who have lived and worked in cultures other than their own that reading and studying the Bible through the eyes of others is a challenging, mind-blowing, and immensely instructive privilege.

But are we left with only glorious plurality? And if so, are we consigned to a pluralistic relativism that declines any evaluation or adjudication? Are there any boundaries as to readings of biblical texts that are right or wrong—or even just better or worse? And how are those boundaries or criteria to be defined? Are there criteria by which we could distinguish between a manifestation of cultural diversity that truly expresses the richness of the gospel and one that is deficient, distorted, or indeed subversive of the gospel, or a syncretistic admixture of gospel and the unredeemed features of a given culture? And where are such criteria (if they exist) to be found?

John Franke is a strong advocate of intercultural hermeneutics within a postmodern and nonfoundationalist epistemology. All human knowledge has a local and contextual character. This is in part motivated by a laudable resistance to both the arrogant epistemological universal certainties claimed for the exercise of autonomous human reason in the “modern” Enlightenment worldview, and to the dominant assumptions of Western theology that claim a kind of a priori or axiomatic normativity as over against any other contextual approaches. Franke says, “In non-foundationalist theology all beliefs are open to criticism and reconstruction.”19 So it’s not just a free-for-all in which any cultural hermeneutic is as valid as any other. There can be criticism and reconstruction.

But I want to ask, on what basis or from what prior stance is such criticism and reconstruction of “all beliefs” to be made? And who validates that basis itself? Can nonfoundational theology itself be critiqued other than from some position that presumes to have a foundation of some kind? Surely you have to stand somewhere?20 Indeed, is the position not victim to the same self-contradictory logic as absolute relativism? Namely, the affirmation that there are no foundations is itself a foundational statement. It seems hard to avoid a relativistic hermeneutical circularity. Franke acknowledges and responds to this danger with these words:


A missional theology beyond foundationalism seeks to respond positively and appropriately to the situatedness of all human thought and therefore to embrace a principled theological pluralism. It also attempts to affirm that the ultimate authority in the church is not a particular source, be it Scripture, tradition, or culture, but only the living God revealed in Jesus Christ.21



In a different book, while warmly appreciating much of Franke’s contribution, I offer this critique of that claim.


In “Intercultural Hermeneutics” he claims that “mission theology is beyond foundations.” But in (rightly) rejecting modern foundationalism based on the autonomous rational self as final authority, he seems to sail close to a radical postmodern relativism. He says that “nonfoundationalist theology does not eschew convictions,” but subjects them to critical scrutiny, revision, etc. But what then are the criteria for that critique? “The ultimate authority in the church,” he concludes, “is not a particular source, be it Scripture, tradition or culture, but only the living God revealed in Jesus Christ.” But how does he know that? Where, we must ask, is the authoritative source of our knowledge of the living God and his revelation in Jesus Christ, if not in the Scriptures? What other access do we have to the person of Christ and all he reveals of God the Father and the Holy Spirit, and the grand missional purpose of this triune God in creation and redemption?22



“Principled theological pluralism” is the position Franke argues for even more substantially in his recent book coauthored with Michael Barram, Liberating Scripture: An Invitation to Missional Hermeneutics.23 This is not the place for a full review, of which doubtless there will be many, but simply to say that the concerns I have expressed above remain for me. I could not have lived and worked in the Majority World, been involved for years with the global Lausanne Movement, and spent the past two decades serving the international ministries of Langham Partnership without being just as committed as Barram and Franke are to the glorious, multiculturally rich plurality of the ways in which the biblical gospel is received and exercises its transformative power. I am equally as committed to the necessity for the global theological enterprise to include voices from every context and to shake off the assumption that “West is best” in all matters of hermeneutics and theology. All that is gratefully applauded.

However, while Barram and Franke rejoice (as I do) in the plurality of ways in which the gospel has been and goes on being articulated (historically and geographically), I miss any clarity on the “having-happened-ness” of the New Testament meaning of the word gospel itself—that is, announcing as good news the historical events in which the God of Israel, in faithfulness to his covenant promise, acted through Messiah Jesus of Nazareth, and specifically in his death and resurrection, for the salvation of humanity and reconciliation of creation. There is a sense in which pluralism ends at the hard, historically unique events of the cross and the empty tomb. But I could find no clear affirmation of either the cross or resurrection in their discussion of what the gospel means and has accomplished, even though I am sure that both Barram and Franke would affirm both as central (foundational, if they will allow the term!) to the gospel itself and to all missional motivation and practice that claims to be biblical (as I do in this book).

And while I affirm the contextual nature of all biblical interpretation, and the context-based origins of the biblical texts themselves, I fear there is some confusion between what (in my personal evangelical convictions) I would affirm as the inspiration of the biblical text in its origins by the Holy Spirit and the ongoing work of the Spirit in the illumination of its readers ever since. Liberating Scripture from the hegemonic claims of one single hermeneutical tradition, and being constantly open to critical evaluation of one’s own readings, are good intentions that I share. But that should not imply, in my view, abandoning the assumption that there is a coherent canonical authority, intended by the divine author, inherent in this collection of texts we receive as Scripture. Barram and Franke affirm that the Bible is “normative and paradigmatic,” yet their commitment to hermeneutical pluralism sometimes seems to raise questions as to what those words actually mean in practice in the handling of concrete texts.

The starting point for understanding the meaning of biblical texts, in my view, remains a careful application of grammatico-historical tools in seeking to determine as far as is possible their authors’ and editors’ intended meaning in the contexts they were spoken or written. But as we apply those tools and then move to appropriate the significance and implications of these texts in our own context, cultural diversity plays its part in the hearing and receiving of them. That is inevitable and good. But it is a diversity with methodological and theological limits and boundaries that arise from the givenness of the text itself and the presumption that it carries intentional and intelligible meaning.

In agreement with that, Brownson goes on from his discussion of a missional hermeneutic of diversity to argue for “a hermeneutic of coherence.” The plurality of interpretative stances requires that we speak and listen to one another with respect and love, affirming our common humanity and our common commitment to the same biblical texts. “Once we have affirmed plurality, however, we need also to grapple with how the Bible may provide a center, an orienting point in the midst of such diversity. What does it mean to speak the truth in love?”24

The answer Brownson offers is the shape, the content, and the claim of the biblical gospel itself. He agrees with scholars who have found a core of nonnegotiable affirmations in the varied New Testament presentations of the gospel and insists that this must provide the hermeneutical framework or matrix for assessing all claimed readings of the texts.


An understanding of the hermeneutical function of the gospel is critical to a healthy approach to plurality and coherence in biblical interpretation. Interpretation will always emerge out of different contexts. There will always be different traditions brought to bear by various interpreters. In the midst of all this diversity, however, the gospel functions as a framework that lends a sense of coherence and commonality.25



While agreeing wholeheartedly with this, I would go further and point out that the gospel (which Brownson discusses in exclusively New Testament terms) actually begins in Genesis (according to Paul in Gal 3:8). I would thus want to bring a whole-Bible perspective to the question of what Brownson calls “a hermeneutic of coherence.”

On this point I am in agreement with Kevin Vanhoozer, who writes:


It follows that the primary story from which Christians derive their sense of what the world is like and of who they are is the story of God in Christ reconciling the world to himself (2 Cor: 5:19). The once-for-allness of the canon is a function of the once-for-allness of the history of Jesus Christ himself. Of course, one cannot appreciate what God was doing in Jesus Christ without understanding what God was doing beforehand in creation and in the history of Israel: hence, the Old Testament is just as much a part of Jesus’ story as the New. Hence, the canonical text carries an authority that one’s contemporary cultural context does not. Our deepest, truest identity is thus discovered in biblical narrative, not the so-called foundation narratives of this or that culture or this or that nation.26



This surely is also implied in Luke’s messianic and missional hermeneutic of the Hebrew canon in Luke 24. Luke, who had lived and worked with Paul and who wrote the turbulent story of the earliest theological controversies in the church in Acts, knew perfectly well the diversity of interpretation of Old Testament texts even within the first generation of those who followed the Way of Jesus. Nevertheless, the words of Jesus “opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures” (Lk 24:45). In other words, Jesus himself provided the hermeneutical coherence within which all disciples must read these texts, that is, in the light of the story that leads up to Christ (messianic reading) and the story that leads on from Christ (missional reading). That is the story that flows from the mind and purpose of God in all the Scriptures for all the nations. That is a missional hermeneutic of the whole Bible.




BEYOND CONTEXTUAL THEOLOGIES AND ADVOCACY READINGS

Contexts and interests. The diversity of contextual approaches to reading the biblical texts includes those that are explicit in their interested stance—that is, readings done in the midst of and on behalf of, or in the interests of, particular groups of people. As against the rather blinkered view of theology that developed in the West since the Enlightenment (which liked to claim that it was scientific, objective, rational, and free from either confessional presuppositions or ideological interests), theologies have emerged that declare such disinterested objectivity to be a myth—and a dangerous one in that it conceals hegemonic claims. These theologies argue that contexts do matter, that in the act of reading and interpreting the Bible, questions such as who you are, where you are, and whom you live among as a reader all make a difference. The Bible is to be read precisely in and for the context in which its message must be heard and appropriated.

So these approaches to the Bible and theology came to be called contextual theologies within the Western academy. This term in itself betrayed the arrogant ethnocentricity of the West, for the assumption was that other places are “contexts,” and they do their theology for those contexts; whereas we, of course, have the real thing—objective, allegedly contextless theology. This assumption is being rightly challenged, and the West is seen for what it is—a particular context of human culture, not necessarily any better or any worse than any other context for reading the Bible and doing theology but a contextual theology nonetheless.27

But the West does happen to be the context within which a certain mode of being Christian emerged and sustained itself for centuries and then came to have a dominant position in the world, largely through missionary activity and its sequel. It is the cultural context that culminated in the great tower of Babel that we call Enlightenment modernity, which is now in the process of fragmenting, like its Genesis prototype, into the scattered diversity of postmodernity.

What many of these newer theologies have in common is their advocacy stance. That is, they arise from the conviction that it is fundamental to biblical faith to take a stand alongside the victims of injustice in any form. Thus the Bible is to be read with a liberationist hermeneutic—that is, with a concern to liberate people from oppression and exploitation. The earliest to make its impact on theological thinking in the West in the twentieth century was liberation theology from Latin America.28 Theology was not to be done in the study and only then applied in the world. Rather, action for and on behalf of the poor and oppressed was to be undertaken as a first priority, and then out of that commitment and praxis, theological reflection would follow.29 This presented a radical paradigm challenge to the standard Western way of doing theology. Other examples include Dalit theology from India, Minjung theology in Korea, and Black theology in Africa and among African Americans. Feminist movements have also generated a broad and influential hermeneutic and theology, which has probably been more influential in the West than any of the others. All these approaches to the text offer a hermeneutic that is intentionally “interested.” That is, they read in the interests of those they speak on behalf of—the poor, the outcastes, Black people, women, and so forth.

Exploding the missionary stereotype. So could a missional hermeneutic be presented as a “liberation theology for missionaries”? The idea is mooted only half in jest. Given that missionaries in popular mythology are seen as the compromised adjuncts of colonialism and almost synonymous with Western arrogance and cultural totalitarianism, it might be more natural to propose a liberation theology from missionaries.30

However, the multinational nature of the global church has generated a new reality that is hardly yet acknowledged in many churches in the West, let alone in the popular culture and media there. And that is the fact that much more than half of all the Christian missionaries serving in the world today are not White and Western. It is the churches of the Majority World that are now sending the majority of people into all kinds of crosscultural mission work. One is as likely to meet an African missionary in Britain as a British one in Africa; the same is true for Brazilians in North Africa; Nigerians in parts of West Africa, where few White people now venture; and Koreans almost anywhere in the world.31 While it remains true that the United States still sends the highest number of missionaries to other parts of the world, the country that has the second-highest number of crosscultural missionaries is India.32 There are at least thirty times more Indian national missionaries than there are Westerners serving as missionaries within India.

What simply cannot be said of this new phenomenon of world mission is that all these Christian missionaries are agents of oppressive colonial powers or that they operate as a religious veneer to political or economic imperialism. On the contrary, for the most part Christian mission as carried out by the churches of the Majority World operates out of powerlessness and relative poverty, and often in situations of considerable opposition and persecution. Such missionaries may not qualify as an oppressed class on the scale of, say, the poor in Latin America or the Dalits in India (though many Indian missionaries are also Dalits). But they could certainly do with some liberation from the oppressive stereotypes and unjust caricatures that still surround their calling, as well as from the marginalization that mission commitment faces in many churches and that missiology still battles with in the strongholds of theological academia.

So, yes, a missional hermeneutic is “interested.” It reads the Bible and develops a biblical hermeneutic in the interests of those who have committed their own personal life story into the biblical story of God’s purpose for the nations. But it does so with the even stronger conviction that such commitment actually ought to be the normal stance for the whole church, for, on this reading of Scripture, a church that is governed by the Bible cannot evade the missional thrust of the God and the gospel revealed there.

Missional reading embraces liberation. However, a missional hermeneutic goes further. It is not content to take its place as just one of several liberationist, advocacy, or “interested” theologies on offer—though even as such, I contend, it has a right to exist, a right to put forward and defend its own validity.33 Rather, a broadly missional reading of the whole Bible, such as I hope to outline in these pages, actually subsumes liberationist readings into itself.

After all, where else does the passion for justice and liberation that breathes in these various theologies come from if not from the biblical revelation of the God who purposefully battles with injustice, oppression, and bondage throughout history right to the eschaton? Where else but from the God who triumphed climactically over all such wickedness and evil (human, historical, and cosmic) in the cross and resurrection of his Son, Jesus Christ? Where else, in other words, but from the mission of God for the redemption of the world? Biblically, all true liberation, all truly human best interests flow from God—not just any god but only from the God revealed as YHWH in the Old Testament and incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth.

So inasmuch as the Bible narrates the passion and action (the mission) of this God for the liberation not only of humanity but of the whole creation, a missional hermeneutic of Scripture must have a liberationist dimension. Once again we are driven back to see how important it is to ground our theology of mission (and our practice of it) in the mission of God and in our worshiping response to all that God is and does. From that perspective, we are advocates for God before we are advocates for others. “This trinitarian grounding of mission should make clear that God and not the church is the primary subject and source of mission. Advocacy is what the church is about, being God’s advocate in the world. The church must therefore begin its mission with doxology, otherwise everything peters out into social activism and aimless programs.”34




BEYOND POSTMODERN HERMENEUTICS

Plurality yes, relativism no. The rise of contextual theologies and then the recognition that all theology is in fact contextual, including the Western “standard” variety, has coincided with the arrival of postmodernism and its massive impact on hermeneutics (as on all the academic disciplines). The contemporary Western theological academy was largely built on an Enlightenment modernity worldview, which privileged objectivity and sought a singular, all-embracing theological construct. Naturally, then, it had difficulty with theologies that seemed so situated in local and historical contexts. But the postmodern shift, in deliberate contrast, welcomes and elevates precisely such locality and plurality.

Postmodernism, however, not only celebrates the local, the contextual, and the particular, but it goes on to affirm that this is all we’ve got. There is no grand narrative (or metanarrative) that explains everything. On the contrary, any claims that there is some “truth for all” that embraces the totality of life and meaning are rejected as oppressive power plays. Radically postmodern hermeneutics delights, therefore, in a multiplicity of readings and perspectives but rejects the possibility of any single truth or unitive coherence.35 This postmodern rejection of metanarratives, as being intrinsically totalizing and oppressive, obviously then includes a rejection of Christian claims to “true truth” based on reading the whole Bible as a complex but coherent grand narrative with explanatory and redemptive power.

A counterargument seems to me to lie in the very complexity of the biblical narrative itself. For it is explicitly a narrative that includes, celebrates, critiques, and redeems the multiple smaller narratives of “all the kinships of the earth” (whom God promised to bless through Abraham) and “every nation, tribe, people and language” (whom John saw before the throne of God redeemed by the blood of Christ). The biblical metanarrative is not exclusive but radically inclusive, in the Messiah. It is not oppressive but radically liberating, in his death, resurrection, reign, and return. Ross Hastings makes this point well:


Postmodernism has expressed incredulity toward the notion of metanarratives, which are oppressive by drawing in and homogenizing individual narratives. Historically, the oppressive metanarratives have included Greek imperialism, Roman imperialism, medieval Christendom, Islam and post-Enlightenment rationality and progress.

But what if Christianity can offer a metanarrative that is not oppressive, and, significantly, one that is relational yet not collectivist, personal yet not atomistic, one that can absorb all the personal stories into one grand story without obliterating the identity of each story in doing so? Moreover, what if the significance of the particular narratives could be elucidated meaningfully by a universal narrative that was not only nonoppressive but in fact made sense of the whole of reality?36



That is indeed the claim of the missional hermeneutic explored in this book.

The kind of plurality now so celebrated by postmodernism has been the reality, after all, for two thousand years of Christian existence, ever since the word Christian was invented (by others) in Gentile Antioch. Christians have wrestled with the problems of multiple cultural contexts ever since the book of Acts. And yet in the midst of them all the church has sustained the conviction that there is an objective truth for all in the gospel of Christ that addresses and claims people in any context, and that the Bible tells the true story of all humanity and of the earth itself.

I would go further and argue that Israel in the Old Testament also wrestled with a similar dynamic challenge, namely, the need to relate the singular faith of the one true living God, YHWH, to the many changing cultural and religious contexts through the millennium and more of Israel’s history. And let us remember that it is that same singular, unique, and transcendent God of Israel who is the God we worship as the incarnate, crucified, risen, and ascended Jesus of Nazareth, to whom God has given the name that is above every name—his own.

Singularity of confessional faith amid a plurality of cultures is woven into the whole Bible narrative. The historical cultures and languages underlying the names in Hebrews 11 span millennia from the antediluvian Abel and Enoch to the Canaanite Rahab, but the writer insists they were united by faith in the same living God. Doubtless the Christ-following believers in Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia differed culturally and ethnically in many ways from each other, and vastly so from the Israelites clustered at the foot of Mount Sinai three months after the exodus, yet Peter tells them that they have put their faith in the same God who addressed Israel back then, through his Son Jesus Christ (1 Pet 2:4-10).

Cultural plurality per se is nothing new for Christian mission, then. It is, rather, the very stuff of missional engagement and missiological reflection, the very essence of biblical history and faith. We may be challenged by swimming in the postmodern pool, but we need not feel out of our depth there.37

In an interesting and complex article Martha Franks explores the way Christian theology of mission within the span of the twentieth century has moved from a fairly flat presentation of a single biblical message, through a more historically nuanced understanding (as in the theology of Gerhard von Rad, for example), to a recognition of the plurality within the Bible and within the contexts of mission (as in Donald Senior and Carroll Stuhlmueller). She observes how Lesslie Newbigin, for example, sensitively balances the particularity of election with the plurality and universality of the Bible’s vision for all nations and cultures, and how Newbigin sees the fullness of the gospel brought into ever-increasing visible glory through the two-way task of crosscultural mission. She then goes on to link this to the concerns of postmodernism and claims that Christian mission has long preceded postmodernism in recognizing the validity of multiple contexts as home for the gospel.

Christian mission has long experience of postmodern challenges. Mission, Franks points out, has never been merely a matter of transferring an object from one subject to another. Rather, the living dynamic of the gospel has been such that, while it has an unchanging core because of its historical rootedness in the Scriptures and the Christ event, it has been received, understood, articulated, and lived out in myriad ways, both vertically through history and horizontally in all the cultures in which Christian faith has taken root.


Newbigin . . . argues that mission work in the world’s plurality is “two-way.” Hearing the new understandings of the gospel that arise when the message of Christ is brought to a new context is an important part of understanding the whole meaning of the Lordship of Jesus. This insight from mission work is sympathetic to the similar suggestion of postmodernism with regard to the meaning of texts—that communication between people, even when it is by book, is always “two-way.” . . . Moreover, Newbigin’s understanding of mission points to the fact that Christian missiology has long preceded the postmodern world in recognizing the possible problem of the fact that transplanting language and concepts from one context to another leads to wholly new ways of understanding them. Having centuries of experience with the very problem on which the postmoderns have tumbled, it is appropriate to respond to the challenge of postmodernism not with revulsion, but with counsel. We know about these questions. We have something to offer.38



What we have to offer, I contend, is a missional hermeneutic of the Bible. The Bible got there before postmodernity was dreamed of—the Bible that glories in diversity and celebrates multiple human cultures, the Bible that builds its most elevated theological claims on utterly particular and sometimes very local events, the Bible that sees everything in relational, not abstract, terms, and the Bible that does the bulk of its work through the medium of stories.

All of these features of the Bible—cultural, local, relational, narrative—are welcome to the postmodern mind. Where a missional hermeneutic will part company with radical relativistic postmodernism, however, is in our insistence that through and by means of all this variety, locality, particularity, and diversity, the Bible is nevertheless actually the true story. This is the way it is. This is the grand narrative that constitutes truth for all. And within this story, as narrated or anticipated by the Bible, there is at work the God whose mission is evident from creation to new creation. This is the story of God’s mission. It is a coherent story with a universal claim. But it is also a story that affirms humanity in all its particular cultural variety. This is the universal story that gives a place in the sun to all the little stories.39












TWO
SHAPING a
MISSIONAL HERMENEUTIC



IN CHAPTER ONE I NOTED some of the steps that had been taken already toward a missiological reading of the Bible by the time of the first edition of this book, which were appreciated for their insights but found to be inadequate in various ways for the broader task of missional hermeneutics. Since then, as the preface pointed out, significant strides have been made in defining and shaping missional hermeneutics as a valid discipline within the theological academy. A significant milestone on that journey was a conference at Calvin Theological Seminary, Grand Rapids, in 2013, “A Missional Reading of Scripture,” which resulted in the 2016 book edited by Michael W. Goheen, Reading the Bible Missionally, ten years after the publication of my book The Mission of God.1

In addition to Goheen’s own opening chapter, “A History and Introduction to a Missional Reading of the Bible,” George Hunsberger provides a most helpful and insightful survey of the conversations that began in 2002 in Tyndale Seminary, Toronto, and then found sponsorship under the Gospel and Our Culture Network and eventually a home as an annual Forum for Missional Hermeneutics at the Society of Biblical Literature conventions.2

Hunsberger outlines four major emphases in which missional hermeneutics of the Bible has been given meaning and content in this collective effort. These are the missional direction of the biblical story, the missional purpose of the biblical texts, the missional locatedness of the readers, and the missional engagement with cultures. These four streams or emphases (represented, respectively, by myself and Michael Goheen, Darrell Guder, Michael Barram, and James Brownson) are not at all in conflict but rather constitute complementary and overlapping ways of engaging the power of the biblical texts in light of the mission of God and God’s people.

Given that I have participated in these conversations and seminars over nearly two decades now, it hardly needs saying that the rest of this chapter owes a lot to the work of these fellow travelers. Likewise, I have condensed the fruit of all these contributions in the chapter “A Missional Hermeneutic of Scripture” in The Great Story and the Great Commission.3 Greater attention is being paid to this approach to biblical interpretation, as evidenced in the recent handbook by J. D. Payne.


A missional hermeneutic is a means of interpreting the Scriptures, in their historical and cultural contexts, with the person and work of Christ and the mission of God as the central key to proper understanding of the biblical story. . . . This interpretative approach must reflect the whole canon of Scripture, clarify what is at stake, and articulate the Bible’s message. A missional hermeneutic is the result of recognizing God’s mission in the canon of Scripture.4



Michael J. Gorman emphasizes that this is not a merely intellectual exercise but a self-involving commitment.


Missional hermeneutics is what happens when missiologists, biblical scholars, and ecclesial leaders intentionally work together to probe the biblical text for what it says about the missio Dei and about our participation in it. . . . [It is] appropriate to the church in its quest to know, love, and serve God and neighbor, and therefore to bring Scripture and all aspects of theology into constructive conversation. . . . Practitioners of a missional hermeneutic deliberately read the biblical text as witness to God’s purposes in the world and as an invitation—even as summons—to participate in that divine activity.5




THE BIBLE AS THE PRODUCT, RECORD, AND TOOL OF GOD’S MISSION

A missional hermeneutic of the Bible begins with the Bible’s very existence.6 For those who affirm some relationship (however articulated) between these texts and the self-revelation of our Creator God, the whole canon of Scripture is a missional phenomenon in the sense that it records and bears witness to the self-giving movement of this God toward his whole creation and toward us, human beings who are made in God’s own image but are wayward and wanton. The writings that now comprise our Bible are themselves the product of and witness to the ultimate mission of God.


The very existence of the Bible is incontrovertible evidence of the God who refused to forsake his rebellious creation, who refused to give up, who was and is determined to redeem and restore fallen creation to his original design for it. . . . The very existence of such a collection of writings testifies to a God who breaks through to human beings, who disclosed himself to them, who will not leave them unilluminated in their darkness, who takes the initiative in re-establishing broken relationships with us.7



Furthermore, the processes by which these texts came to be written were often profoundly missional in nature. Many of them emerged out of events or struggles or crises or conflicts in which the people of God engaged with the constantly changing and challenging task of articulating and living out their understanding of God’s revelation and redemptive action in the world. Sometimes these were struggles internal to the people of God themselves; sometimes they were highly polemical struggles with competing religious claims and worldviews that surrounded them. So a missional reading of such texts is very definitely not a matter of, first of all, finding the “real” meaning by objective exegesis and only then, second, cranking up some “missiological implications” as a homiletic supplement to the text itself. Rather, it is to see how a biblical text often has its origin in some issue, need, controversy, or threat that the people of God needed to address in the context of their mission. The text in itself is a product of mission in action.

This is easily demonstrated in the case of the New Testament.8


The New Testament texts reveal for us that mission is a primary category for our understanding of theology, and specifically, of Christology. Ecclesiology . . . must flow out of this missional Christology. Theological reflection on the New Testament documents that does not acknowledge the context of missional engagement is disingenuous, and, by extension, a theology without a mission is no true theology, and a church without a mission is no true church.9



Most of Paul’s letters were written in the heat of his missionary efforts: wrestling with the theological basis of the inclusion of the Gentiles, affirming the need for Jew and Gentile to accept one another in Christ and in the church, tackling the baffling range of new problems that assailed young churches as the gospel took root in the world of Greek polytheism and Roman imperialism, confronting incipient heresies with clear affirmations of the supremacy and sufficiency of Jesus Christ, and so on.

And why were the Gospels so called? Because they were written to explain the significance of the evangel—the good news about Jesus of Nazareth, especially his death and resurrection. Confidence in these things was essential to the missionary task of the expanding church. And the person to whom we owe the largest quantity of the New Testament, Luke, shapes his two-volume work in such a way that Christ’s mandate to the disciples to be his witnesses to the nations comes as the climax to volume one (Lk 24:45-48) and the introduction to volume two (Acts 1:8).

Thus, Howard Marshall sees this as the focal point of New Testament theology. Obviously, he points out, all the New Testament documents hang together around their recognition of Jesus of Nazareth as Savior and Lord.


It may, however, be more helpful to recognize them more specifically as the documents of a mission. The subject matter is not, as it were, Jesus in himself or God in himself but Jesus in his role as Savior and Lord. New Testament theology is essentially missionary theology. By this I mean that the documents came into being as the result of a two-part mission, first the mission of Jesus sent by God to inaugurate his kingdom with the blessings it brings to people and to call people to respond to it, and then the mission of his followers called to continue his work by proclaiming him as Lord and Savior and calling people to faith and ongoing commitment to him, as a result of which his church grows. The theology springs out of this movement and is shaped by it, and in turn the theology shapes the continuing mission of the church. The New Testament thus tells the story of the mission and lays especial emphasis on expounding the message proclaimed by the missionaries.10



But in the Old Testament also we can see that many of these texts emerged out of the engagement of Israel with the surrounding world, in the light of the God they knew in their history and in covenantal relationship. People in Israel produced texts in relation to what they believed YHWH their God had done, was doing, or was planning to do in their world, in constant interaction for better or worse with other nations and cultures.

The Torah, for example, records the exodus as an act of YHWH that comprehensively confronted and defeated the power of Pharaoh and all his rival claims to deity and allegiance. It also presents a theology of creation that stands in sharp contrast to the polytheistic creation myths of Mesopotamia. The historical narratives portray the long and sorry story of Israel’s struggle with the culture and religion of Canaan, a struggle reflected also in the preexilic prophets. Exilic and postexilic texts emerge out of the task that the small, remnant community of Israel faced to define their continuing identity as a community of faith in successive empires of varying hostility or tolerance. Wisdom texts interact with international wisdom traditions in the surrounding cultures but do so with staunch monotheistic disinfectant. And in worship and prophecy, Israelites reflect on the relationship between their God, YHWH, and the rest of the nations—sometimes negatively, sometimes positively—and on the nature of their own role as YHWH’s elect priesthood in their midst.

The language of missional “shaping” that Howard Marshall uses in relation to the New Testament texts, at the end of the quotation above, also has powerful relevance in the Old Testament as well. This is where the third term of the above subheading applies. One can see how some Scriptures functioned as a tool for God’s shaping his people to be those who could meaningfully participate in God’s own mission—God’s purpose for their existence in the midst of the nations.11

Old Testament Israel as a people did not receive a centrifugal mandate to go to the nations (though their worship certainly had the nations in view), but they were mandated to live among the nations as a priestly and holy people—distinctive, therefore, in every aspect of their social, political, economic, and religious lives. And for that purpose, God gave them the “guidance” or “teaching” (the primary meaning of torah) of his law. As I say elsewhere:


My own work on the purpose of the law in Old Testament Israel includes the observation that it was given in order to “shape” Israel into a community that would reflect the character of Yahweh, enabling them to be the public, visible, exemplar of God’s intention for a redeemed community of people.12 So the legal texts can be interpreted with this sense of their “mission” within Israel’s society. The mission of Israel was to be a light and blessing to the nations; the “mission” of the law was to shape Israel for that task.

The same shaping function can be discerned in other texts, however, even if more implicitly than the explicit statements of such purpose in the law. Narratives, for example, functioned with powerful ethical impact, shaping the self-perception of Israel and their understanding of the norms and paradigms of what was “done” or “not done” in Israel.13 The prophets spoke to generations of Israelites that had gotten badly “out of shape” and needed to be called back to radical repentance and conformity with the covenant requirements. The wisdom literature is most explicitly didactic in this direction, while the poetry of worship inculcates the kind of behaviour, attitudes and relationships that fit with the claims and promises of the covenant. At the same time, some Psalms lament and protest when God, Israel and the world seem to be so out of joint and those who were trying to live in the ways of God got nothing but suffering and oppression.

So a missional hermeneutic asks: How did this particular text function to equip and shape God’s people for their missional witness, and how does it continue to shape us today? The answer may include negative as well as positive dimensions, but the point is to see how scripture, including Old Testament scripture, functioned to enable the people of God to live out that identity and role in the midst of the world of surrounding nations.14



The Bible, then, is in so many ways a missional phenomenon in itself. The individual texts within it often reflect the struggles of being a people with a mission, seeking (or often failing) to live in the obedience of faith to the missional purpose of their Lord and God, in a world of competing cultural and religious claims. And the canon eventually consolidates the recognition that it is through these texts that the people whom God has called to be his own (in both Testaments) has been shaped as a community of memory and hope, a community of mission, failure, and striving. Indeed, as David Filbeck observes, this missiological thrust provides theological coherence to the Bible, including the relationship of the Testaments.


Indeed, it is this missionary dimension, so often neglected in modern theological interpretation, that unifies both Old and New Testaments and coordinates their various themes into a single motif. It is the logical connection between the Testaments that many modern theologians unfortunately seem to despair of ever finding. . . . In short, the dimension of missions in the interpretation of the Scriptures gives structure to the whole Bible. Any theological study of the Scriptures, therefore, must be formulated with the view of maintaining this structure. The missionary dimension to the interpretation of the Old Testament as displayed in the New Testament, I believe, accomplishes this in a way that no other theological theme can hope to match.15



In short, a missional hermeneutic proceeds from the assumption that the whole Bible renders to us the story of God’s mission through God’s people in their engagement with God’s world for the sake of the whole of God’s creation.16




BIBLICAL AUTHORITY AND MISSION

Giving the title “the Great Commission” to the closing words of Matthew’s Gospel recognizes that they contain an imperative, a mandate. And the word commission also presupposes an authority behind that imperative—the one who commissions. Indeed, that presupposition is fully explicit in Jesus’ opening claim about himself. The authority behind the command is the lordship of Christ himself.

We find this and other similar missionary imperatives in the Bible. So our involvement in mission is, at one level, simply a matter of obedience to the authority of Scripture, regarded as the Word of God. This offers an immediate illustration of one of the distinctions I referred to in chapter one—namely, the difference between a “biblical basis of mission” approach and a missional hermeneutic of Scripture as a whole. Consider: A biblical basis of mission takes the Bible’s authority as a given assumption and seeks out those biblical texts that express or describe the missionary imperative. A missional hermeneutic of the Bible, however, explores the nature of biblical authority itself in relation to mission. Does a missional approach to the Bible help us in articulating what we actually mean by biblical authority? That is the question we explore here.

Authority as command. This is not the place for a full account of the Christian doctrine of the authority of the Bible. One aspect, however, is important for our purpose here. For many people the concept of authority that they subconsciously bring to their understanding of the authority of the Bible is a military one. Authority is what gives the officer the right to issue commands. Commands are there to be obeyed. The Bible is our authority. As such, it issues the commands and tells us what to do or not do. Authority, then, is simply a matter of orders on the one hand and obedience on the other.

In missionary circles the Great Commission is frequently surrounded with military metaphors of this sort. This text is said to provide the church’s marching orders, for example, not to mention the whole range of other military metaphors that follow—spiritual warfare, mobilization, recruits, strategies, targets, campaigns, crusades, frontlines, strongholds, the missionary “force” (i.e., personnel), and the like. The language of authority seems easily converted into the language of mission, with the military metaphors functioning as the dynamic connector.

However, even if we strongly affirm our acceptance of biblical authority, the association of authority primarily with military-style command does not sit comfortably with most of the actual content of the Bible. There are, of course, many commands in the Bible, and indeed the psalmists celebrate this as a mark of God’s goodness and grace (e.g., Ps 19; 119). Those commands that we do have from God are to be cherished for the light, guidance, security, joy, and freedom they bring (to mention a few of the benefits praised by the psalmists). But the bulk of the Bible is not command—in the sense of issuing direct commands either to its first readers or to future generations of readers, including ourselves.

Much more of the Bible is narrative, poetry, prophecy, song, lament, visions, letters, and so on. What kind of authority is inherent to those forms of utterance? How does a poem, or a story, or somebody’s letter to somebody else, tell me what I must do or not do? Is that even what it was intended to do? And, more importantly in relation to our task here, how do such nonimperative sections of the Bible connect to mission, if mission is seen primarily as obedience to a command?

I would suggest that it is partly because we have so tightly bound our understanding of mission to an elevated single imperative of Jesus that we have difficulty making connections between mission and the rest of the Scriptures where those other Scriptures are not obviously or grammatically imperative. We do not perceive any missional authority in such nonimperative texts because we conceive authority only in terms of commands. We further conceive mission as simply a matter of obedience to one specific command. And that very narrow conception of both authority and mission obviously militates against a missional hermeneutic of Scripture as a whole, including those great tracts of text that are not commanding anything directly.

Authority and reality. We need to widen considerably our understanding of the word authority. In his majestic apologia for evangelical biblical ethics, Resurrection and Moral Order, Oliver O’Donovan argues that authority is a dimension of reality that constitutes sufficient and meaningful grounds for action. The created order itself, by its objective reality, provides an authority structure within which we have freedom to act (both in the sense of permission to act and a wide range of options for action).17 Authority is not just a list of positive commands; authority includes legitimating permission to act. Authority authorizes; it grants freedom to act within boundaries.

For example, the authority of my driver’s license and my bishop’s license as an ordained pastor in the Church of England is not to order me every day where I must drive or what sacred service I must render. Rather, these licenses authorize me to make those choices. Their authority lies in giving me authority to drive where I wish within the vehicular limits set by the license, or to take services, preach, baptize, and so forth. In those specific and designated contexts, I am an authorized person. I am liberated by, while still subject to, the authority of the realities that stand behind those documents (the laws of the road; the canons of the church).

Authority, then, is the predicate of reality, the source and the boundary of freedom. Now, as O’Donovan argues, the created order itself is also a structure of authority, because it is the fundamental reality structure of our existence. A physical brick wall, for example, by its simple existence in the real world constitutes an authority. You have complete freedom to act as you please on this side of the wall or on the other side of it. But your freedom ends when you attempt to run through it at high speed. It exerts its authority rather abruptly. Similarly, gravity as a force in the reality of this physical universe is an authority built into the way the universe exists. For us humans, it authorizes an immense freedom of action on and above the surface of the planet provided we work in cooperation with it. But it also sets limits to that freedom. You may freely choose to step off a cliff, but the authority of gravity will decree that to be the last free choice you make. Reality kicks in. The authority of the so-called laws of nature lies in the fact that nature itself is real. The universe is simply there, and we are not at liberty to behave as though it weren’t. Its reality conveys its authority.

Now, how do these considerations help our understanding of the authority of the Bible?

The authority of the Bible is that it brings us into contact with reality—primarily the reality of God himself, whose authority stands behind even that of creation. In fact, the Bible renders to us several connected realities that we explore below, each of which has its own intrinsic, predicated authority. Reading and knowing the Scriptures causes us to engage with reality. That in turn functions to authorize, and to set boundaries around, our freedom to act in the world. And more specifically for our purpose here, these realities authorize our action in mission. They make our mission appropriate, legitimate, and indeed necessary and inevitable.

The authority for our mission flows from the Bible because the Bible reveals the realities on which our mission is based and thereby authorizes us to act accordingly.

I have three realities in mind, which are rendered to us first by the Old Testament Scriptures and then confirmed in the New. In these biblical texts we encounter the reality of this God, the reality of this story, and the reality of this people.

The reality of this God. It is becoming increasingly important in any talk of God to be clear who we are talking about. God is merely an Anglo-Saxon monosyllable that in its origins would more commonly have been plural, the gods—the generic term for the deities of the early tribes and settlers of northern Europe. The Bible introduces us to the very specific, named, and biographied God known as YHWH, the Holy One of Israel (and other titles). This is the God whom Jesus called Abba. This is the God worshiped as the Lord by Israelites and as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit by Christians. This is not a generic god at all. This is not one god in a boxful of alternatives. On the contrary, this is the only God there is and all the God there is.

While the Bible does insist that there is much that has been disclosed about this God through the natural world around us (which is in fact this God’s creation), it is fundamentally the texts of the canon of Scripture in both Testaments that bring us knowledge of this God. YHWH is the God rendered to us by the lips and pens of Israel.18 YHWH is the ultimate reality to which the Old Testament Scriptures testify. His, therefore, is the authority that those Scriptures mediate, because we have no other access to YHWH’s reality than through these Scriptures. The Scriptures are authoritative because the God they reveal is real.

This rendering of God in the Old Testament includes God’s identity, God’s character, and God’s intentions (the mission of God) for his whole creation, including us. The point here is simply this: if the God YHWH, who is rendered to us in these texts, is really God, then that reality—God’s reality—authorizes a range of responses as appropriate, legitimate, and indeed imperative. Those responses include not only exclusive worship but also ethical living in accordance with this God’s own character and will, and a missional orientation that commits my own life story into the grand story of God’s purpose for the nations and for creation. Mission flows from the reality of this God—the biblical God. Or, to put it another way: mission is authorized by the reality of this sovereign and purposeful God. As has been said more than once: our mission flows from the mission of God. This God. Israel’s God. The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.

The reality of this story. That the Old Testament tells a story needs no defense. My point is much greater, however. The Old Testament tells its story as the story or, rather, as a part of that ultimate and universal story that will ultimately embrace the whole of creation, time, and humanity within its scope. In other words, in reading these texts we are invited to embrace a grand narrative—a metanarrative that, as we saw in the last chapter, is not oppressive but liberating and redemptive. And on this overarching story is based a worldview that, like all worldviews and metanarratives, claims to explain the way things are, how and why they have come to be so, and what they ultimately will be.19

The story that engages us in the Old Testament answers the four fundamental worldview questions that all religions and philosophies answer in one way or another:20


	
Where are we? (What is the nature of the universe around and above us?)

Answer: We inhabit the earth, which is part of the good creation of the one living, personal God, YHWH.



	
Who are we? (What is the essential nature of humanity?)

Answer: We are human persons made by this God in God’s own image, one of God’s creatures but unique among them in spiritual and moral relationships and responsibility.



	
What’s gone wrong? (Why is the world in such a mess?)

Answer: Through rebellion and disobedience against our Creator God, we have generated the mess that we now see around us at every level of our lives, relationships, and environment.



	
What is the solution? (What can we do about it?)

Answer: Nothing in and of ourselves. But the solution has been initiated by God through his choice and creation of a people, Israel, through whom God intends eventually to bring blessing to all nations of the earth and ultimately to renew the whole creation.





Now, the reality of this story is such that it includes us, generation after generation of its readers, in its scope, for it points to a universal future that embraces all the nations. It is the story that is taken up without question (though not without surprise) in the New Testament. It is the story that stretches from Genesis to Revelation, not merely as a good yarn, or even as a classic of epic literature, but fundamentally as a rendering of reality—an account of the universe we inhabit and of the new creation we are destined for. We live in a storied universe. And this is its true and universal story.

Once again, such a rendering of reality carries its intrinsic authority. For if this is truly the way things are, if this is truly how and why they have become the way they are, and if this is truly where things are going in the ultimate future, then there are all kinds of implications for how we ought to respond personally and collectively. Once again, worship, ethics, and mission all spring to mind. These responses, including mission, are authorized by the reality of this story and the intrinsic authority it carries for us. Mission means authorized living in and for this story, the true story of the reality of the universe and God’s intentions for it.

The reality of this people. The third reality, which the Old Testament Scriptures render to us, is that of the people of Israel. Biblical Israel, with their distinctive view of their own election, history, and relationship to their God, YHWH, is a historical reality of enormous significance to the history of the rest of humanity.21 Christian mission to the nations is deeply rooted in the calling of this people and in the way they saw themselves and their story. In Old Testament terms, Israel’s story had a past and a future, and both are important in shaping their ethical and missional response—and ours. For the Christian church—that is, all who have come to faith in Israel’s Messiah—joins Israel as a community of memory and hope: memory of a complex historical past and hope of gloriously universal future.22

Israel’s celebration of its past is legendary. It was the very stuff of their existence, for it rendered to them not only their own identity and mission but also that of YHWH, their God.


Sing to the LORD, praise his name;

proclaim his salvation day after day.

Declare his glory among the nations,

his marvelous deeds among all peoples. (Ps 96:2-3)



The name, salvation, and glory of YHWH were all bound up with “his marvelous deeds.” YHWH was known through what he had done, and Israel knew that to preserve YHWH’s identity they must tell this story—whether to themselves or (in some way that remained a mystery in Old Testament times) to the nations. For in the telling of the story stood the rendering of the God who was its prime character.

So Israel told their story as a bulwark against idolatry (Deut 4:9-40). They told the story as an explanation and motivation for the law (Deut 6:20-25). They told the story as a rebuke to themselves (Ps 105–106; Mic 6:1-8; Amos 2:9-11) or to YHWH himself (Ps 44; 89). They told the story as a comfort and anchor for hope (Jer 32:17-25). Israel’s whole theology depended on their memory, and Israel’s memory was constitutive of their peoplehood. The same identity as the people of God with this storied memory constitutes also for us the authority for our mission. For their story is our story, or rather, our story is rooted and validated in their story, in and through Messiah Jesus.

But the story Israel told had an anticipated future right at its beginning. They were a people with a future in the purposes of God. The call of Abraham included the promise that through his descendants God intended to bring blessing to all the nations of the earth. That vision shone with greatly varying degrees of clarity or obscurity at different eras of Israel’s life, but there is in many places an awareness of the nations as spectators both of what God did in and for Israel, and of how Israel responded positively or negatively (Deut 4:5-8; 29:22-28; Ezek 36:16-23). Ultimately, Israel, from the evidence of their Scriptures, knew themselves to be both a people uniquely created, chosen, and loved by YHWH, and the people whose calling was to serve God’s purpose for the sake of the nations. We will explore these themes in depth, of course, in the chapters to follow.

So there is a teleological (purposeful) thrust to Israel’s existence as a people and the story they narrated and projected. Here is God with a mission and people with a mission. Israel’s mission was to be a light to the nations so that ultimately,


the glory of the LORD will be revealed

and all people will see it together. (Is 40:5)



Such a vision undoubtedly generated a range of responses within Israel itself. For if that is the future for all nations, guaranteed by the faithfulness of God, what should be the impact on the way Israel as God’s people should live in their historical present? That question governs much of the chapters that follow and is a question that flows through the New Testament and confronts us too as God’s people in the Messiah Jesus. For we share the same vision of the future, one which to the eyes of faith is a reality, “the substance of things hoped for” (Heb 11:1 KJV), and therefore we also live within an ethic-generating and mission-mandating authority that is shared by all those who live in the light of that future.

The reality and the story of the biblical people of Israel, and God’s declared purposes through them, generate authority for our mission. Their reason for existence shapes ours. In Christ their story generates our story. So the reality of this people, rendered to us through the texts of the Old Testament, carries authority also for our missional intentionality in view of God’s purposes for all nations of humanity in the future.

Authority and Jesus. These three features of the Old Testament—Israel’s God, Israel’s story, and Israel as God’s people—are affirmed as realities also for Christian believers in the New Testament. They are all, in fact, focused on Jesus in such a way that their authority and missional relevance is not only sustained but enhanced and transformed for those who are in Christ. At this point we are approaching the missiological significance of a truly biblical (i.e., cross-testamental) theology. For what happens when we encounter Jesus?

In Jesus we meet this God. The New Testament unquestionably affirms (as we will see in chap. 4) that Jesus of Nazareth shares the identity and character of YHWH and ultimately accomplishes what only YHWH could.23 So to know Jesus as Savior and Lord is to know the reality of the living God. It is to know the way, the truth, and the life, the Word, the Creator, Sustainer, and heir of the universe. As it was for Israel in knowing YHWH, so also for us, knowing the reality of Jesus as Lord and God carries its own authority for how we are to live and act in God’s world. His reality (God’s reality in Christ) carries the intrinsic authority that generates our mission.

In Jesus we have the climax of this story and the guarantee of its final ending. This story is also our story, for if we are in Christ, then, according to Paul, we are also in Abraham and heirs according to the promise. Our future is the future promised by God to Abraham, achieved by Jesus, and to be enjoyed by the whole of redeemed humanity, believing Jews and Gentiles, from every nation, tribe, people, and language (Rev 7:9-10). Our lives also then are to be shaped by the gratitude that looks back to what God has promised and the mission that looks forward to what God will accomplish.24

In Jesus we have become part of this people, sharing in the comprehensive range of identity and responsibility that was theirs. For through the cross and the gospel of the Messiah Jesus, we have become citizens of God’s people, members of God’s household, the place of God’s dwelling (Eph 2:11–3:13). Such an identity and belonging generate an ethical and a missional responsibility in the church and the world, which the New Testament spells out in some detail.25

So then, our mission certainly flows from the authority of the Bible. But that authority is far richer and deeper than one big single biblical command we must obey. Rather, our obedience to the Great Commission, and even the Great Commission itself, is set within the context of these great and broad realities. The Great Commission is not something extra or exotic. Rather, the authority of the Great Commission itself is embedded


	in the reality of the God whose universal authority has been given to Jesus,


	in the reality of the story that the Great Commission both presupposes and envisages, and


	in the reality of the people who are now to become a self-replicating community of disciples among all nations.




This is the God we worship, this is the story we are part of, this is the people we belong to. How should we then live? What then is our mission? That leads us to biblical imperatives and their relationship to biblical indicatives.




BIBLICAL INDICATIVES AND IMPERATIVES IN MISSION

Another way of looking at this issue is to focus on the point often observed in biblical theology, namely that biblical imperatives are characteristically founded on biblical indicatives. An indicative is simply a statement of reality (or it claims to be). It is an affirmation or declaration or proposition: this is so; this is how things are. By situating its imperatives in the indicative contexts that we have just considered, the Bible effectively grounds their authority in those realities.26

A familiar example of this dynamic is the way the Old Testament law is set within a narrative context. The narrative expresses the indicative: here is what has happened in your history, and these are the things that YHWH your God has done. Then the law expresses the responsive imperative: now then, this is how you must behave in the light of such facts.

Exodus 19:4-5 classically articulates this order:


You yourselves have seen what I did . . . (the indicative)

Now if you will obey me fully and keep my covenant, then . . . (the imperative)



Similarly, the Decalogue begins not with the first imperative commandment but with the indicative statement of God’s identity and Israel’s story (so far): “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery” (Ex 20:2). In other words, the indicative of God’s redeeming grace comes before, and is the foundation and authority for, the imperative of responsive obedience to the law that follows.

This fundamental priority of grace over law (in the Old Testament itself, notice), is even more explicit in the answer the father is instructed to give his son when he asks (as countless Christians have done ever since, and might have saved themselves much theological blood, sweat, and ink by attending to the father’s answer), “What is [the meaning of] all this law?” The father responds not simply with a reinforced imperative (“Just do it!”) but with a story, the exodus story, the old, old story of YHWH and his love—that is, with the indicative of redemption. The very meaning of the law and its demands is grounded in the gospel of God’s saving grace in history (Deut 6:20-25). The facts generate the obligation. The history (experienced redemption) produces the imperative (love and obey the God who redeemed you).

Now, when we think of the Great Commission, it is sometimes pointed out that whereas that particular text is never actually given that title in the Gospels themselves, Jesus did emphatically endorse the Great Commandment, in so many words.

Asked about the greatest commandment in the law (a familiar debating point in his day), Jesus pointed to the magnificent Shema of Deuteronomy 6:4-5, which is about loving God with all our heart and soul and strength, and then he complemented it with Leviticus 19:18, the command to love our neighbors as ourselves. But what we must not miss is that both these commandments are founded on indicatives—the fundamental propositional affirmations about the identity, uniqueness, singularity, and holiness of YHWH as God.


Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. (Deut 6:4)

Be holy because I, the LORD your God, am holy. (Lev 19:2)



It is the revealed reality of YHWH that constitutes the authority for these greatest commandments, on which, Jesus declared, hang all the rest of the Law and the Prophets.

Here, then, we have a very clear imperative—to love God with the totality of our being and to love our neighbor as ourselves. This could easily be described, with even more justification, as “the great commission,” for it governs the whole of life whatever our specific calling. This fundamental twin commandment certainly precedes, underlies, and governs the so-called Great Commission itself, for we cannot make disciples of the nations without love for God and love for them. We cannot obey what we have called the Great Commission without obeying what Jesus actually called the first and greatest commandment, and for the same reason in principle: the fundamental affirmations on which both are predicated.

It is no surprise, therefore, to find that when we come to the Great Commission, it too follows the same formula: indicative followed by imperative. Jesus begins with the monumental cosmic claim that “all authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (Mt 28:18), words that echo the affirmation of Moses about YHWH himself (Deut 4:35, 39). This is the reality behind the command, the indicative behind the imperative. The identity and the authority of Jesus of Nazareth, crucified and risen, is the cosmic indicative on which the global mission imperative stands authorized.

But in order to understand all that such an indicative claim for Jesus implies and includes, we need the whole of the Scriptures—as Jesus himself affirmed when, in Luke’s account, he draws both the significance of his own messianic identity and the anticipation of the church’s missional future from the bold indicative “this is what is written” (Lk 24:46)—meaning, of course, the Scriptures we now call the Old Testament. We need, then, both a missional hermeneutic of the whole Bible and its great indicatives and committed obedience to major imperative texts such as the Great Commission.27

A missional hermeneutic, then, is not content simply to call for obedience to the Great Commission (important though that is), nor even to reflect on the missional implications of the Great Commandment. For behind both we find the Great Communication—the revelation of the identity of God, of God’s action in the world and God’s saving purpose for all creation. And for the fullness of this communication, we need the whole Bible in all its parts and genres, for God has given us no less.

A missional hermeneutic takes the indicative and the imperative of the biblical revelation with equal seriousness and interprets each in the light of the other.

Such mutual interpretation of indicative and imperative in the light of each other means that, on the one hand, biblical missiology joins biblical and systematic theology in exploring the great indicative themes and traditions of the biblical faith in all their complexity and remarkable coherence. But biblical missiology recognizes, on the other hand, that if all this indicative biblical theology is indicative of reality, then that carries a massive missional imperative for those who claim this worldview as their own. If this is how it really is with God, humanity, and the world, then what claim does that make on the life of the church and individual believers? Such facts cannot be shorn of their intrinsic imperative implications. The great biblical affirmations carry an inescapable “So what?” that issues in missional response.

Conversely, 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 (e.g., evangelism or social justice or liberation or any other activity as the only “real” mission). 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 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 biblical mandate for mission cannot be separated from the vast tapestry of biblical revelation in all its comprehensive whole-life dimensions. This is an important comprehensiveness that underlies our further discussion of integral mission in chapter thirteen.

A missional hermeneutic, then, cannot read biblical indicatives without their implied imperatives. Nor can it isolate biblical imperatives from the totality of the biblical indicatives. A fully biblical missional hermeneutic seeks a holistic understanding of mission from a holistic reading of the biblical texts.




MISSION BELONGS TO THE LORD

However, even if we accept, returning to the introduction, that Jesus himself offers us a Messiah-focused and mission-generating hermeneutic of the Scriptures (Lk 24:45-48), we may still query the claim that somehow there is a missional hermeneutic of the whole Bible such that mission is what it’s all about. This uneasiness stems from the persistent, almost subconscious, paradigm that mission is fundamentally and primarily something we do—a human task of the church. This is especially so if we fall into the reductionist habit of using the word mission (or missions) as more or less synonymous with evangelism. Quite clearly, the whole Bible is not just about evangelism, and I am certainly not trying to claim that it is—even though evangelism is certainly a fundamental part of biblical mission as entrusted to us. To be sure, evangelism is something we do, and it is validated by clear biblical imperatives. But it will not bear the weight of the case for saying that the whole Bible can be hermeneutically approached from a missional perspective.

The appropriateness of speaking of a missional basis of the Bible becomes apparent only when we shift our paradigm of mission


	from our human agency to the ultimate purposes of God himself,


	from mission as “missions” that we undertake to mission as that which God has been purposing and accomplishing from eternity to eternity, and


	from an anthropocentric (or ecclesiocentric) conception to a radically theocentric worldview.




In shifting our perspective in this way and trying to come to a biblical definition of what we mean by mission, we are in effect asking the question, Whose mission is it, anyway? The answer, it seems to me, could be expressed as a paraphrase of the song of the redeemed in the new creation. “Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb” (Rev 7:10). Since the whole Bible is the story of how this God, “our God,” has brought about his salvation for the whole cosmos (represented in concentric circles around God’s throne in the magnificent, neck-craning vision of Rev 4–7), we can affirm with equal validity that “mission belongs to our God.”

Mission is not ours; mission is God’s. Certainly, the mission of God is the prior reality out of which flows any mission that we get involved in. Or, as has been nicely put, it is not so much the case that God has a mission for his church in the world but that God has a church for his mission in the world. Mission was not made for the church; the church was made for mission—God’s mission.28

A missional hermeneutic of the Bible, then, begins there—with the mission of God—and traces the flow of all other dimensions of mission as they affect human history from that center and starting point. That leads us to the somewhat controversial but still useful and significant phrase missio Dei.

The term missio Dei, “the mission of God,” has a somewhat obscure history. A popular theory is that it goes back to a German missiologist Karl Hartenstein, who is said to have been influenced by Karl Barth and a lecture he gave in 1932. This is the standard account given by David Bosch and L. A. Hoedemaker, but its historicity has been robustly challenged by John Flett, who finds no documentary evidence for the alleged Barthian origins of the term.29 Whatever the origins, however, the phrase became popular in ecumenical circles after the Willingen world mission conference of 1952, through the work of Georg Vicedom.30

The phrase originally had an intrinsically trinitarian meaning, that is, “the sending of God”—in the sense of the Father’s sending of the Son and their sending of the Holy Spirit. All human mission, in this perspective, is seen as a participation in and extension of this divine sending. It had the strength of connecting mission to the theology of the Trinity—an important theological gain. Mission flows from the inner dynamic movement of God in God’s own eternal personal relationships.31

But in some circles the concept of missio Dei then became seriously weakened by the idea that it referred simply to God’s involvement with the whole historical process in the world, not to any specific work of the church. So, while the phrase signaled a necessary move away from the earlier ecclesiocentrism of mission (mission is simply what we as the church do) to a more biblically rooted theocentrism (mission is what God is doing in the world), the pendulum swung too far. The affirmation that mission was God’s came to mean that it was not ours. Rather, the church should back off from its missionary collusion with past eras of Western ethnic arrogance and colonial oppression and simply pay attention to what God is (allegedly) doing in the world and follow along, get with the program.

Instead of the traditional dynamic direction of missional movement, God—church—world, this thinking generated the sequence God—world—church. The role of the church was not to evangelize and change the world but rather, first, to observe those historical movements that were taking place in the contemporary world (such as the struggle for justice and liberation), then, second, to assume that such movements constitute the missio Dei in the world, and only then, third, to align the church with those processes. Such theology virtually excluded traditional understandings of mission, including especially evangelism, and quite rightly therefore came under sustained criticism from evangelical critics of the ecumenism of that era that even called for a moratorium on mission.

In spite of such misuse, however, the phrase can be retained as expressing a major and vital biblical truth (as the title The Mission of God is intended to reaffirm). The God revealed in the Scriptures is personal, purposeful, and goal oriented—and presents as such from the beginning. The opening account of creation portrays God working toward a goal, evaluating in process, completing it with satisfaction and resting, content with the result. And from the great promise of God to Abraham in Genesis 12:1-3 we know this God to be totally, covenantally, and eternally committed to the mission of blessing the nations through the people of Abraham. In the wake of Genesis 3–11, this is good news indeed for humanity—such that Paul can describe this text as “the gospel in advance” (Gal 3:8). From that point on, the mission of God could be summed up in the words of the hymn “God is working his purpose out as year succeeds to year,” and as generations come and go.32 Indeed, Paul gives us his own astonishing definition of the mission of God, in terms of God’s “will” (thelēma) embracing and unifying the whole creation through Christ. “[God] made known to us the mystery of his will according to his good pleasure, which he purposed in Christ, to be put into effect when the times reach their fulfillment—to bring unity to all things in heaven and on earth under Christ” (Eph 1:9-10). The Bible presents itself to us fundamentally as a narrative, a historical narrative at one level but a grand metanarrative at another.


It begins with the God of purpose in and for creation,

moves on to the conflict and problem generated by human rebellion against that divine purpose,

spends most of its narrative journey in the story of God’s redemptive purposes being worked out on the stage of human history,

and finishes beyond the horizon of its own history with the eschatological hope of a new creation in which God dwells with redeemed humanity, who serve him, as originally intended, as kings and priests on the renewed earth.



Since Irenaeus in the second century, this has been presented as a four-point narrative: creation, fall, redemption, and future hope. This whole worldview is predicated on teleological monotheism: that is, the affirmation that there is one God at work in the universe and in human history, that this is the God who revealed himself in the story and the Scriptures of Israel and walked among us in the man Jesus of Nazareth, and that this God has a goal, a purpose, a mission that will ultimately be accomplished by the power of God’s Word and for the glory of God’s name. This is the mission of the biblical God.33

The Bible is not, of course, just a single narrative, like a river with only one channel. It is rather a complex mixture of all kinds of smaller narratives, many of them rather self-contained, with all kinds of other material embedded within them—more like the Amazon River basin. But there is clearly a direction, a flow, a destination, just as all the water in the mighty Amazon and all its tributaries will end up eventually in the Atlantic Ocean. Richard Bauckham says it is important that “the Bible does not have a carefully plotted single story-line, like, for example, a conventional novel. It is a sprawling collection of narratives.” It is not an aggressively totalizing story that suppresses all others—the accusation that postmodernism makes against all metanarratives, as we saw earlier. Rather,


These inescapable features of the actual narrative form of Scripture surely have a message in themselves: that the particular has its own integrity that should not be suppressed for the sake of a too readily comprehensible universal. The Bible does, in some sense, tell an overall story that encompasses all its other contents, but this story is not a sort of straitjacket that reduces all else to a narrowly defined uniformity. It is a story that is hospitable to considerable diversity and to tensions, challenges and even seeming contradictions of its own claims.34



To read the whole Bible in the light of this great overarching perspective of the mission of God, then, is to read with the grain of this whole collection of texts that constitute our canon of Scripture.35 In my view, this is the key assumption of a missional hermeneutic of the Bible. It is nothing more than to accept that the biblical worldview locates us in the midst of the true story of the universe, behind which stands the mission of the living God.

Mission, then, in biblical terms, while it inescapably involves us in planning and action, is not primarily a matter of our activity or our initiative. Mission means the committed participation of God’s people in the purposes of God for the redemption of the whole creation. The mission is God’s. The marvel is that God invites us to join in.36 “Mission arises from the heart of God himself and is communicated from his heart to ours. Mission is the global outreach of the global people of a global God.”37

Putting these perspectives together, a missional hermeneutic means that we seek to read any part of the Bible in the light of


	God’s eternal purpose for his whole creation, including the redemption of humanity and the creation of the new heavens and new earth;


	God’s purpose for human life in general on the planet and of all the Bible teaches about human identity as the image of God and its implications for culture, relationships, ethics, and behavior;


	God’s historical election and redemption of Israel, their identity and role in relation to the nations, and the exclusive covenantal demands he made on their worship, social ethics, and total value system;


	the centrality of Jesus of Nazareth, his messianic identity and mission in relation to Israel and the nations, his incarnation, cross, resurrection, ascension, and reign; and


	God’s calling of the church, the community of believing Jews and Gentiles in Christ who constitute the extended people of the Abraham covenant, to be the agent of God’s blessing to the nations in the name and for the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ.




Such will be the contours of our journey of exploration in this book.




A HERMENEUTICAL MAP

The validity of any framework for hermeneutics or for biblical theology must always be open to critique, and the one who offers it must be humble enough to recognize that ultimately it is the text that must govern the framework and not the other way around. This is the legitimate challenge of Anthony Billington’s question: “Does this or that particular framework do justice to the thrust of the text in its biblical-theological context? Or does it distort the text?”38 I repeat my agreement with Billington’s concern. All I would ask is that the missional framework I propose in this volume be evaluated for its heuristic fruitfulness. Does it in fact do justice to the overall thrust of the biblical canon? Does it illuminate and clarify? Does it offer a way of articulating the coherence of the Bible’s overarching message? Only the reader can answer, if the reader can stay with me through the long biblical journey ahead.

There is, however, a sense in which any framework necessarily distorts the text to some degree. The only way not to distort the biblical text is simply to reproduce it as it is. Any attempt to summarize it, or provide some system or pattern for grasping it, or erect some structure to organize its content—even merely to preach it—cannot but distort the givenness of the original reality, the text itself.

In this respect, a hermeneutical framework for reading the Bible (like any scheme of biblical theology) functions rather like a map. As cartographers will agree, every existing map and any possible map is, to some degree, a distortion of the reality it portrays. Maps of the world are the clearest examples of this. There is simply no way of producing on a two-dimensional plane the reality of the three-dimensional spherical globe without distortion in some way or another. So all world maps (“projections”) compromise on where the unavoidable distortion occurs—the shape of the continents, their relative area, the lines of latitude and longitude, distortion at the poles or compass orientation, and so forth. The choice will depend on who the map is for and what it is intended primarily to show.

With larger-scale maps of smaller areas (e.g., for walking in the countryside or finding one’s way in a city), the issue is a matter of what is to be included or excluded from the symbolic representation that all maps are. Not every feature of the real landscape can be on a map, so the question again is, What purpose is the map intended to serve? What are the most significant features that the person using this map will need to see clearly? What can then be omitted—not because it doesn’t exist in the geographical reality but because it is not of primary relevance to this particular way of viewing that reality?

Somewhere there must be maps of the sewers of London. They are doubtless of crucial importance to city engineers and local authorities, but they are of limited value to tourists. It is more than they need to know. The map of the London Underground, on the other hand, is a classic and brilliant representation of that railway system, invaluable to tourists while underground but of very limited value on the streets above. It distorts and omits (all its lines are dead straight, vertical, horizontal, or diagonal) in order to simplify and clarify. And indeed, that iconic map provides a much more comprehensible framework for understanding London by Tube (subway) than any map would do that showed all the Underground lines in their actual twists and turns, distances and directions (as some of the early maps actually did!). Furthermore, we all know that the Underground map is a distortion of reality for the purpose for which it was designed—to enable us to navigate the actual reality of the Tube simply and safely. The degree of distortion is justified and accepted for what it is, and we do not accuse that map of falsehood or of misleading the public (“The Central Line doesn’t actually run dead straight from left to right like that!”). Distortion, in this context, is not at all the same thing as inaccuracy. In its own terms, the London Underground map is a comprehensively accurate and, one might say, an infallible and sufficient document—it will get you where you need to go if you use it as it was intended.

I think there is some value in this analogy of comparing hermeneutical frameworks for the Bible to maps. The given reality is the whole text of the Bible itself. No framework can give account of every detail, just as no map can represent every tiny feature of a landscape. But like a map, a hermeneutical framework can provide a way of seeing the whole terrain, a way of navigating one’s way through it, a way of observing what is most significant, a way of approaching the task of actually encountering the reality itself (just as a map tells you what to expect when you are actually in the terrain it portrays).

A missional hermeneutic such as I have sketched seems to me to fulfill some of these mapping requirements. It does not claim to explain every feature of the vast terrain of the Bible, nor to foreclose in advance the exegesis of any specific text. But when you encounter on your hike some feature of the landscape that is not marked on your map, you do not deny its existence because it has no place on your map. Nor do you necessarily blame the map for choosing not to include it. Rather, the map enables you to set that feature in its proper geographical location and relationship with the other features around you.

The more I have attempted to use (or stimulate others to use) a missional map of the Bible, oriented fundamentally to the mission of God, the more it seems that not only do the major features of the biblical landscape stand out clearly, but also other less well-trodden paths and less scenic scholarly tourist attractions turn out to have surprising and fruitful connections with the main panorama.










  

  
PART TWO

    The GOD of

    MISSION


  
    
      To the LORD your God belong the heavens, even the highest heavens, the earth and everything in it.

      DEUTERONOMY 10:14


    

    
      LORD, the God of Israel, . . . you alone are God over all the kingdoms of the earth. You have made heaven and earth.

      
2 KINGS 19:15


    

    
      I am the LORD, the God of all mankind. Is anything too hard for me?

      JEREMIAH 32:27


    

    
      The Holy One of Israel is your Redeemer;

      he is called the God of all the earth.

      ISAIAH 54:5


    

    
      Will not the Judge of all the earth do right?

      GENESIS 18:25


    

    
      For God is the King of all the earth.

      PSALM 47:7


    

  


WHEREVER YOU LOOK IN THE CANON of the Old Testament, there are texts to be found that declare that YHWH, the Lord God of Israel, is the one and only universal God of all the earth and of all the nations and of all humanity. YHWH made all, owns all, rules all. The sample texts above are drawn from the Torah, the narratives, Prophets, and Psalms. The uniqueness and universality of YHWH are foundational axioms of Old Testament faith, which in turn are foundational to New Testament Christian faith, worship, and mission. In the three chapters of part two, I will survey some dimensions of that axiomatic monotheistic worldview as they affect our understanding of biblical mission.

If YHWH alone is the one true, living God who made himself known in Israel and the God who wills to be known to the ends of the earth, then our mission can contemplate no lesser goal. Monotheism is intrinsically missional (chap. 3).

If Jesus of Nazareth is the one who embodies the identity and mission of YHWH, the one to whom the Lord God has given all authority in heaven and earth, the one to whom every knee will bow and every tongue confess that he is Lord, then the Christ-centered heartbeat and witness of all our mission is nonnegotiable (chap. 4).

If the conflict between the living God and his Christ, on the one hand, and all that human and satanic effort erects in the form of other gods and idols, on the other, constitutes the great cosmic drama of the biblical narrative, then our mission must involve us in that conflict with idolatry, assured of the ultimate victory of God over all that opposes his universal reign (chap. 5).

Before we embark on these tasks, however, two further introductory points need to be made.

First, questions surrounding the historical origins of monotheism in ancient Israel are not our concern here. This has been the focus of very extensive scholarly and critical inquiry for many years, and it is beyond the scope of this work to survey it in depth. What we have in our hands as the Hebrew Scriptures, our Old Testament as Christian readers, is of course just that—the Scriptures as preserved and handed down within the canonical tradition by those who represented the official faith of Israel, as it were. It is difficult to have access to the religious minds of average Israelites at any given point in Israel’s Old Testament history except to say that much confusion seems to have resided there. Even within the pages of Israel’s Scriptures we are explicitly informed of the long struggle through many generations of Israel between popular religion and advocates of the monotheistic covenant faith portrayed in the documents. There were those who understood this covenant faith to demand the worship of YHWH alone, and there were those who saw fit, for many reasons, to worship other gods instead of (or more probably often as well as) YHWH. Such archaeological evidence as we have appears to confirm the impression we get from prophets such as Hosea, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel that there was a confusion of popular polytheistic cults being practiced on the soil of Israel (including cults of female deities, such as Asherah).1

Historians of the religion of Israel offer us various reconstructions of the stages by which it is assumed Israel became truly monotheistic. It seems clear that from a very early stage Israel had a conviction that to be Israelite required an exclusive attachment to YHWH as their God. This is sometimes called mono-Yahwism. Whether this commitment to YHWH originally included the conviction that YHWH was the only deity in reality (as distinct from the only deity Israel was to worship), and if not, by what stages and by what date such a conviction eventually took hold, is a matter of continued and inconclusive debate.2

However, it seems to me that the extent to which affirmations of YHWH’s uniqueness and universality penetrated all the genres of Israel’s texts allows room for believing that there was a radically monotheistic core to Israel’s faith from a very early period, however much it was obscured and compromised in popular religious practice.3

Second, however, we have to ask, What does monotheism mean in this context? If we bring to our investigation a predefined assumption about monotheism in abstract philosophical terms and then measure Israel against our definition, we will get a rather reduced perspective on Israel’s monotheism. In fact, as Nathan MacDonald and Richard Bauckham show, the captivity of the Western theological academy in general to Enlightenment categories as the framework for defining monotheism has led, on the one hand, to serious misunderstanding of the core claims of Israel regarding YHWH and, on the other hand, to speculative reconstructions of the evolution of monotheism in Israel that are intrinsically unverifiable and incompatible with the witness of the biblical text itself.4

If, instead, we ask the more relevant question as to what the people of Israel meant when they said such things as “YHWH is God, and there is no other,” then we may come to an understanding of monotheism more in line with Israel’s own dynamic faith. That is, we should seek to understand Israel’s religious and theological world from within rather than squeezing it through the sieve of our post-Enlightenment philosophical and religious categories.

Or if we ask, What did Israel mean by “knowing YHWH”? we will open up a rich vein of biblical monotheistic teaching. This wonderfully flexible term—knowing the Lord—has several significant dimensions, of which the most fundamental is that YHWH presents himself as the God who wills to be known. This self-communicating drive is involved in everything God does in creation, revelation, salvation, and judgment. Human beings therefore are summoned to know YHWH as God, on the clear assumption that they can know him and that God wills that they should know him.

Those who stand in elect and covenant relationship with God, as Israel uniquely did in the Old Testament period, are entrusted with this knowledge and must live accordingly. But ultimately it is God’s intention that all humanity will know YHWH to be the true God one way or another. Accordingly, making God known for who he is is part of the mission of those who are called to participate in the mission of the God who wills to be known. “Knowing YHWH,” then, is among those dynamic Old Testament expressions by which an Israelite might have expressed what we would call monotheism. So it is that voyage of discovery on which we now embark. How did Israel come to know YHWH as God alone? How did they envisage others coming to the same knowledge?

Our pathway through these three chapters, then, will be as follows. In chapter three we will note how Israel came to know the uniqueness of YHWH through their experience of God’s redemptive grace, especially in the key events of the exodus and the return from exile. But then we will also note the converse—how both Israel and other nations came to know YHWH through exposure to God’s judgment. Then in chapter four, moving on from the Old Testament, we will see how the New Testament fills out the knowledge of Israel’s unique and universal God by recognizing his identity in the person of Jesus of Nazareth as Lord and Christ. After that, we will draw the threads of those two chapters together and ask why such biblical monotheism is missional, or to put it another way in line with the purpose of this book, how a missional hermeneutic illumines our reading of these great biblical monotheistic affirmations regarding YHWH and Jesus Christ.

We cannot leave our survey of monotheism and mission, however, without attention to its dark side—the conflict with false gods and idols. So in chapter five we will analyze what the Old Testament has to say about this phenomenon, tackling in the process what seem to me to be some rather superficial and patronizing misunderstandings of its polemic. Finally, we will reflect on how Christian mission should address the continuing reality of idolatry, drawing on the nuanced tactics we find in the mission practice and writings of the apostle Paul.







  

  
THREE

    The LIVING GOD MAKES

    HIMSELF KNOWN in ISRAEL


  
    IT IS SOMETHING OF A TRUISM that in the Bible God is known through what God does and what God says. So the combination of the mighty acts of God and the words through which those acts were anticipated, explained, and celebrated form the twin core of so much of the Old Testament literature. Two mighty acts in particular, at either end of Israel Old Testament history, are recorded as occasions par excellence when Israel came to know their God—the exodus and the return from exile. In both cases we will consider some of the key truths that Israel associated with these events and how they relate to the uniqueness and universality of YHWH. This in turn shapes and informs our understanding of this dimension of God’s mission—his will to be known for who he is.

    
      KNOWING GOD THROUGH THE EXPERIENCE OF GOD’S GRACE

      The exodus. The exodus stands in the Hebrew Scriptures as the great defining demonstration of YHWH’s power, love, faithfulness, and liberating intervention on behalf of his people. And all of those are bound up with the historic revelation of his personal name, the Tetragrammaton itself, YHWH. That unique name of this unique God—the most frequently attested proper name in the Bible—occurs seven thousand times in the Old Testament and multiple times in the New as well in the form familiarized by the LXX rendering of it as kyrios. Kendall Soulen stresses its importance:

      
        The Tetragrammaton is indeed only a single word, but it is arguably the single most important word in the Bible, for the simple reason that it is the proper name of the biblically attested God. We use proper names for nonfungible1 objects: objects for which qualitative duplicates would be unacceptable. The biblically attested God is such a nonfungible “object.” The importance of the Tetragrammaton is that it expresses God’s nonfungibility in a way that precedes, unifies, and illumines all the other divine names in the Bible—including the name “Jesus.” If the Christian canon has literary and theological unity at all, it is because of the unity of the God who bears this name, and it can be adequately discerned only in light of this name and the God it identifies.2

      

      The exodus was thus a major act of self-revelation by God and also a massive learning experience for Israel. Indeed, even before it happened, the prophetic word of God through Moses that interprets it in advance emphasizes this as part of its purpose. Exodus 5:22–6:8 is a pivotal text in the developing story. It emphasizes YHWH’s determination to be known for who he is and what he will do.

      YHWH wills to be known. Since Moses’ arrival in Egypt and his demands on Pharaoh to grant freedom to the Hebrew slaves, things have gone from bad to worse (Ex 5:1-14). As the oppression becomes more severe, the leaders complain to Moses, and Moses in turn complains to God. He accuses God of failing to deliver on his rhetoric of salvation at the burning bush (Ex 5:15-23). In response, God offers a renewed clarification of his identity (Ex 6:2-3) and a concise but comprehensive summary of his redemptive intentions (Ex 6:6-8).

      Exodus 6:6-8 is God’s mission statement in relation to this whole narrative. On the warranty of his own name and character (“I am the LORD” is repeated at the beginning and end, Ex 6:6, 8), God promises to do three things for Israel:

      
        	
          1. to liberate them from the Egyptian yoke,

        

        	
          2. to enter into a mutual covenant relationship with them, and

        

        	
          3. to bring them into the land promised to their forefathers.

        

      

      The only thing that Israel will do in the whole scenario is that they will come to know YHWH conclusively as God through these events: “Then you will know that I am the LORD your God, who brought you out from under the yoke of the Egyptians” (Ex 6:7). The following months and years would see Israel on a steep learning curve, but by the end of it their worldview would be changed forever. They would know who alone was truly God in Egypt (and everywhere else).

      So the anticipated outcome of the exodus was that Israel should know YHWH as God and should also know some fundamental truths about his character and power. This indeed is how Deuteronomy looks back on the great events of that generation. Those events constituted an unprecedented and unparalleled revelation of the identity and uniqueness of the Lord, the God of Israel. And they had been planned for exactly that purpose.

      
        Ask now about the former days, long before your time, from the day God created man on the earth; ask from one end of the heavens to the other. Has anything so great as this ever happened, or has anything like it ever been heard of? Has any other people heard the voice of God speaking out of fire, as you have, and lived? Has any god ever tried to take for himself one nation out of another nation, by testings, by signs and wonders, by war, by a mighty hand and an outstretched arm, or by great and awesome deeds, like all the things the LORD your God did for you in Egypt before your very eyes?

        You were shown these things so that you might know that the LORD is God; besides him there is no other. (Deut 4:32-35 [repeated in 36-39])

      

      What, then, did Israel come to know about YHWH through the exodus? Three lessons stand out for attention, two drawn from Exodus 15: (1) that YHWH is incomparable and (2) that he is sovereign; and one drawn from Deuteronomy 4: (3) that YHWH is unique.

      The Song of Moses (Ex 15:1-18), which is acknowledged by most scholars to be among the earliest of the poetic texts in the Old Testament, celebrates two ringing conclusions that could be drawn from what God had done for Israel in bringing them out of Egypt and safely across the sea to freedom.

      1. YHWH is incomparable in power. This is the thrust of the rhetorical question, “Who is like you?” which surfaces here and echoes in other texts.

      
        Who among the gods

        is like you, O LORD?

        Who is like you—

        majestic in holiness,

        awesome in glory,

        working wonders? (Ex 15:11)

      

      YHWH had proved himself superior to “all the gods of Egypt” (Ex 12:12) in the massive demonstration of power that occupies the previous eight chapters of Exodus. Whatever may or may not have been believed about YHWH in relation to what we call monotheism—that is, whether this is a claim for YHWH’s sole deity—is not the concern here. All that matters is that Israel’s God is clearly the most powerful God around. YHWH is beyond comparison when it comes to a conflict of wills and power. Whoever or whatever the gods of Egypt may be (and the narrator does not even trouble to name them, any more than he names the pharaoh who claimed to be one of them), the emphatically named God of Israel is more than a match for all of them.

      Similar rhetoric is used elsewhere in the Old Testament to express wonder and admiration for YHWH as the God without equal. The affirmation that there is no god like YHWH (“none like him” or “none like you”) declares him to be beyond comparison. There is simply no god like YHWH:

      
        	
          in keeping promises and fulfilling his word (2 Sam 7:22);

        

        	
          in power and wisdom, especially as seen in creation (Jer 10:6-7, 11-12);

        

        	
          in the heavenly assembly (Ps 89:6-8);

        

        	
          in ruling over the nations (Jer 49:19; 50:44);

        

        	
          in pardoning sin and forgiving transgression (Mic 7:18); and

        

        	
          in saving power on behalf of his people (Is 64:4).

        

      

      And because there is none like YHWH, all nations will eventually come and worship YHWH as the only true God (Ps 86:8-9). This is the missional dimension of this great truth, which I will pick up and expand in chapters fifteen and sixteen.

      One important truth, then, that Israel came to know about YHWH through the exodus is that he is incomparably greater than other gods. This is affirmed with such superlative intensity that it is tantamount to the more truly monotheistic claim. That is to say, the simple reason YHWH is incomparable is that there is nothing in reality to compare him with. YHWH stands in a class of his own—a class with no other occupants whatsoever. No other god is “like” him because no other gods are there at all in any comparable meaning of that word.

      2. YHWH is sovereign as King. The climax of the Song of Moses is the triumphant acclamation, “The LORD reigns for ever and ever” (Ex 15:18). The form of the Hebrew verb is imperfect; it has the flexibility of meaning “he has now demonstrated that he is king, he is now reigning, and he will go on reigning forever.”3 This is the first significant time the kingdom of God is mentioned in the Bible, and it comes in the specific context of YHWH’s victory over those who have oppressed his people and refused to know him (Ex 5:2). So there is a confrontational, polemical dimension to this affirmation of YHWH as king. Because YHWH is king, other kings (Egyptian or Canaanite) tremble.

      In this Exodus text the kingship of YHWH is set in the context of the historical crossing of the sea and defeat of Pharaoh’s army. But the Hebrew poetic imagery draws on mythic traditions of the ancient Near East and particularly from Canaanite epics of El and Baal. At Ugarit, Baal was praised as “our king” and “Lord of Earth.” He achieved this position after great victories over the primordial chaos, represented by the great god Yamm (Sea). Then, having defeated Sea, Baal sat enthroned above it, on the sacred mountain from where he exercised his “eternal kingdom.” Such motifs as the defeat of the sea, command of the winds, crushing of the sea dragon (Rahab), being enthroned over the deep (or the flood), and reigning from the holy mountain are drawn from the world of Canaanite mythology.4 But they are also found within the Old Testament (as here in Ex 15) as a way of expressing and celebrating the reign of YHWH as king. Clear echoes of this Canaanite mythology are to be found, for example, in Psalm 29:10; 74:12-14; 89:9-10; 93:3-4; 104:3-9; Habakkuk 3:3-15; and Isaiah 51:9-16.

      The use of this Canaanite imagery does not mean, of course, that the Old Testament endorsed the myths of El and Baal. On the contrary, the faith of Israel subordinated any affirmations about these gods to the reign of YHWH. Israel took over the language of Baal’s kingship for the purpose of subverting and contradicting it, by ascribing all rule in heaven and on earth to YHWH alone.

      And furthermore, though making use of such mythic imagery, the Old Testament explicitly earths the reign of YHWH fully in actual, on-the-ground history. That is to say, it was not the case that the existence of such Canaanite myths generated Israel’s imagined historical exodus narrative. Rather, using such descriptive imagery was a way of affirming that those real events that had taken place on the plane of human history bore a significance that was cosmic and revelatory. In this historical sequence of events, Israel must now recognize cosmic theological truth about their God, YHWH. And that truth is that the enemies of YHWH (whether human or claimed deities) are no match for his victorious kingship. “YHWH is king,” sings Moses, with the unspoken implication, “and not Pharaoh, or any other of the claimed gods of Egypt or of Canaan.”5

      The nature of YHWH’s kingship, however—that is, the way YHWH actually functions as king—is unexpected. He exercises his kingship on behalf of the weak and oppressed. This is implied already in the Song of Moses at the sea, for what is being celebrated is precisely the liberation of an ethnic minority community who had been undergoing economic exploitation, political oppression, and eventually a state-sponsored campaign of terrorizing genocide. But into the empire of Pharaoh steps the reign of YHWH, the God who hears the cry of the oppressed, the God who hears, sees, remembers, and is concerned (Ex 2:23-25).

      Yet again Deuteronomy provides commentary on the events we are considering. Deuteronomy 10:14-19 paradoxically puts YHWH’s universal reign right beside YHWH’s highly localized compassion. The passage is structured like a hymn and takes the form of two main panels with three verses in each. The first verse of each panel (Deut 10:14, 17) is a doxology. The second (Deut 10:15, 18) is a contrasting surprise. And the third (Deut 10:16, 19) is the practical and ethical response required of Israel to the affirmations just made (see table 3.1).

      
        
          Table 3.1. Deuteronomy 10:14-19

        

        
          
            
            
            
            
            
            
              
                	
14 To the LORD your God belong the heavens, even the highest heavens, the earth and everything in it.


                	
Hymn / Doxology


                	
17 For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty and awesome, who shows no partiality and accepts no bribes.


              

              
                	
15 Yet the LORD set his affection on your ancestors and loved them, and he chose you, their descendants, above all the nations—as it is today.


                	
Surprise


                	
18 He defends the cause of the fatherless and the widow, and loves the foreigner residing among you, giving them food and clothing.


              

              
                	
16 Circumcise your hearts, therefore, and do not be stiff-necked any longer.


                	
Response


                	
19 And you are to love those who are foreigners, for you yourselves were foreigners in Egypt.


              

            
          

        

      

      The two opening doxologies make a remarkable double claim: YHWH is the God who owns the universe (for it belongs to him in its entirety, Deut 10:14), and YHWH is the God who rules the universe (for all other powers and authorities are subject to him, Deut 10:17). Elsewhere God’s claim of universal ownership is based on the right of creation (e.g., Ps 24:1-2; 89:11-12; 95:3-5). Similarly, his claim to universal sovereignty is grounded in his power as Creator (Ps 33:6-11; 95:3; Is 40:21-26).

      But the startling claim in Deuteronomy 10 is, first, that this God who rules over the entire universe has uniquely chosen Israel of all people as his covenant partner (Deut 10:15), and second, that the power of this God over all other forms of power and authority, human or cosmic (“gods” and “lords”), is exercised on behalf of the weakest and most marginalized in society—widow, orphan, and foreigner (Deut 10:18). Indeed, the parallel between Deuteronomy 10:15 and Deuteronomy 10:18 (both using the language of God’s love) implies that when God saved Israel from their suffering as foreigners in Egypt, when he fed them and clothed them in the wilderness, God was acting in character—exercising for Israel, in unique electing and covenantal particularity, the love that he characteristically exercises for others—especially foreigners. That is what YHWH does for foreigners generically, and therefore did for Israel, though uniquely in relation to their election, and therefore what YHWH wishes to be done for foreigners by his elect people (as the Torah will repeatedly demand). YHWH is the God who loves to love, and especially to love the needy and the foreigner; his people must emulate him in that. Since the Israelites were in that needy condition in Egypt, they became the objects of his compassionate, loving justice.6 YHWH, whom Israel now knows to be king, is the King who reigns in compassion and justice. For indeed: “Righteousness and justice are the foundation of your throne; love and faithfulness go before you” (Ps 89:14).7

      3. YHWH is unique as God. Turning again to our Deuteronomic commentary on the exodus and Sinai events in Deuteronomy 4:32-39, what was Israel expected to deduce from their experience of God’s grace in redemption (the exodus, Deut 4:34, 37) and in revelation (Sinai, Deut 4:33, 36)? The bottom line of Moses’ argument is that “the LORD is God in heaven above and on the earth below. There is no other” (Deut 4:39).

      The language of there being “no other” god than YHWH is found in a number of other texts that should be brought alongside this one:

      
        
          There is no one holy like the LORD;

          there is no one besides you;

          there is no Rock like our God. (1 Sam 2:2)

        

        So that all the peoples of the earth may know that the LORD is God and that there is no other. (1 Kings 8:60)

        
          Then you will know that I am in Israel,

          that I am the LORD your God,

          and that there is no other. (Joel 2:27)

           

          I am the LORD, and there is no other;

          apart from me there is no God. (Is 45:5; see also Is 45:6, 18)

        

      

      There are scholars who question whether (with the exception of the Isaiah text) a fully monotheistic claim is being made in such passages. Some argue that such language still falls in the category of mono-Yahwism—that is, the only thing that these texts imply is that YHWH and “no other” is to be the only God worshiped by Israel. Whether the other gods of other nations have any real existence is not at issue and is not being denied in such texts, it is claimed. Indeed, the assumption in such texts (according to these scholars) is that other gods do exist, but none of them has any claim on Israel’s worship or allegiance.

      However, this seems to me a very a priori assumption, which is virtually impossible to refute. For it would seem that whatever an Israelite were to claim about the uniqueness of YHWH, it could be understood by a determined reader in that reductionist and relativist way. But suppose an Israelite truly did want to make the ontological claim that YHWH was indeed the sole universal deity, what more could that Israelite say than Deuteronomy 4:39?

      Nathan MacDonald is right to say that Deuteronomy is not dealing with Enlightenment categories or definitions of deity in the abstract. Nevertheless, Deuteronomy does put the whole universe before our eyes (“in heaven above and on earth below”) and then affirms that wherever you look, YHWH is God, and “there is no other.” Well, where else was there to be god in? The implication, which the Isaiah text makes explicit (“apart from me there is no god”), seems virtually built in to the other affirmations. Even if not expressed in so many words, it is a conclusion not far from the surface.

      Having made that point, however, we do need to acknowledge that the Old Testament often speaks of other gods in a way that seems to imply some kind of existence—even if it is not be compared to the categorically distinct reality of YHWH as “the God.” We will return to this tension in chapter five on YHWH and the gods and idols of the nations. But for the moment I would agree with the carefully articulated argument of Richard Bauckham, who uses the phrase “YHWH’s transcendent uniqueness” and defines it very precisely as follows:

      
        The essential element in what I have called Jewish monotheism, the element that makes it a kind of monotheism, is not the denial of the existence of other “gods,” but an understanding of the uniqueness of YHWH that puts him in a class of his own, a wholly different class from any other heavenly or supernatural beings, even if these are called “gods.” I call this YHWH’s transcendent uniqueness (Mere “uniqueness” can be what distinguishes one member of a class from other members of it. By “transcendent uniqueness” I mean a form of uniqueness that puts YHWH in a class of his own). Especially important for identifying this transcendent uniqueness are statements that distinguish YHWH by means of a unique relationship to the whole of reality: YHWH alone is Creator of all things, whereas all other things are created by him; and YHWH alone is the sovereign Lord of all things, whereas all other things serve or are subject to his universal lordship.8

      

      This way of understanding the uniqueness of YHWH converges with the above point on his incomparability. The reason there is no other god like YHWH is that there is no other god, period. YHWH is “the God”—haʾělōhîm. As Bauckham points out, the use of the definitive article in this way effectively puts YHWH into a class of his own.

      
        What Israel is able to recognize about YHWH, from his acts for Israel, that distinguishes YHWH from the gods of the nations is that he is “the God” or “the god of gods.” This means primarily that he has unrivaled power throughout the cosmos. The earth, the heavens and the heaven of heavens belong to him (Deut. 10:14). By contrast, the gods of the nations are impotent nonentities, who cannot protect and deliver even their own peoples . . . (see especially Deut. 32:37-39).9

      

      This reinforces the view that those texts that speak of YHWH as being incomparable imply more than just mono-Yahwism (that YHWH is the only God for Israel). To see that they mean more than just limited or relative mono-Yahwism, we should notice that some of them significantly combine the phraseology of incomparability (none like him) with that of transcendent uniqueness (no other god). Examples of this combination include:

      
        There is no one like you, and there is no God but you. (2 Sam 7:22)

        
          Among the gods there is none like you . . .

          you alone are God. (Ps 86:8, 10)

        

        I am God, and there is no other;

        I am God, and there is none like me. (Is 46:9)

        LORD, the God of Israel, there is no God like you in heaven above or on earth below . . . so that all the peoples of the earth may know that the LORD is God and that there is no other. (1 Kings 8:23, 60)

      

      On this last text, Bauckham comments: “[It] can surely not mean that all the peoples of the earth will know that YHWH is the only god for Israel. What they will recognize is that YHWH alone is ‘the God.’ They need not deny that there are other gods, but they will recognize the uniqueness of YHWH as the only one who can be called ‘the God.’ It is in this category that ‘there is no other.’”10

      The return from exile. We will think later about the lessons Israel learned about God from the experience of being sent into exile when we consider how they shared with other nations in knowing God through exposure to his judgment. At the point, however, when the prophetic word assured them of God’s gracious intention to bring an end to the exile and restore them to their own land and to renewed covenant relationship with himself, there was another huge burst of learning to be done. And at each point, something more is being affirmed about the uniqueness and universality of YHWH.

      Here again, then, we have a section of Israel’s history and Scripture that speaks directly to our theme. For if God has the mission of bringing salvation to the nations and re-creation to the whole earth, then he needs to be capable of accomplishing such a mammoth agenda. The confidence of the great exilic prophets is that he will not be found wanting in any aspect of his promises. The following great affirmations flow mainly from the book of Isaiah, along with some of the visions of Jeremiah and Ezekiel.

      1. YHWH is sovereign over history. The older idea within Old Testament scholarship that Israel was unique among all the nations of the ancient Near East, by virtue of having an unparalleled belief that YHWH their God was active in history in a way that the gods of other nations were not, has been shown to be false. Other nations did make similar claims for their own gods, albeit not with the sustained intensity and scope of the claim made in Israel for YHWH.11 Getting involved in the affairs of their own nations, especially through prospering their military efforts, is what gods were for. The question, however, is not which nation believed their god had some control over historical events, but rather, which nation was right? Or rather, about which god was the claim (to be in control of history) vindicated and valid?

      What is remarkable about the repeated claim made in Israel’s prophetic texts at the time of the exile is not just the vehemence and insistence with which it is made. (Israel’s rhetoric about the sovereignty of YHWH over events far outstrips any of the extant texts we possess about the claims made on behalf of the gods of other nations at the time.) What is remarkable is, first, that such claims were made at all, given the circumstances. For a great imperial power to claim that its gods were in control of events would seem natural enough. For one of the defeated little nations—scarcely a nation at all any longer—to claim the same for its own deity would seem absurdly arrogant. Surely these people are living in delusion, in pathetic denial of the reality that has dashed them down and will soon delete them and their little god from the annals of history altogether.

      Yet the prophetic texts that spoke into the captivity of the Judean exiles dared to call the other nations and their gods into court, to challenge them to a grand contest to see which of their gods really was in control of history—and which one could therefore legitimately claim to be the true God.

      
        Tell us, you idols,

        what is going to happen.

        Tell us what the former things were,

        So that we may consider them

        and know their final outcome.

        Or declare to us the things to come,

        tell us what the future holds,

        so that we may know you are gods. (Is 41:22-23)

         

        I am God, and there is no other;

        I am God, and there is none like me.

        I make known the end from the beginning,

        from ancient times, what is still to come.

        I say: “My purpose will stand,

        And I will do all that I please.” (Is 46:9-10)

      

      A second remarkable feature of the claims made on behalf of Israel’s God, however, is that YHWH controls the whole history of all nations, not just the affairs of his own covenant people. On the whole, other nations in the ancient Near East were content to affirm their gods’ involvement in events that either extended their own power or that defended the national territory or city. It is rare to find any reference to other ancient Near Eastern gods claiming to get involved in the history, politics, or fortunes of third parties, and when they do, it is usually through the agency of their own nation. Yet precisely such involvement in other nations is claimed for YHWH.

      Not only does YHWH intervene in the fortunes of nations who do not worship him, but he is perfectly able to do so with or without the direct agency of his own covenant people and independently of their particular interests. In exilic prophecies he can use Babylon as the agent of his judgment on Israel, but he can also use Cyrus as his agent against Babylon—and in the same breath claim that all Cyrus’s victories over other nations are attributable to YHWH’s sovereignty also (Is 41:2-4, 25; 44:28–45:6). These are astonishing claims.

      They are also unprecedented and unparalleled claims. Simon Sherwin studies this feature of the Old Testament’s claim for YHWH in detailed comparison with the kinds of claims made by contemporary nations for their gods and finds it quite distinctive. He surveys material from a wide range of ancient Near Eastern cultures over a wide span of history. Significantly, he argues that this feature of Israelite polemic is most likely linked to Israel’s monotheistic worldview. Sherwin points out that most of the claims of ancient Near Eastern gods were concerned with territorial gains or losses. It was common enough for other nations to claim that it was their own national god who had obtained territory for them, in the distant or recent past. The actions of these national gods were entirely focused on the fortunes of the nation that worshiped them.

      
        However, the claims of Yahweh go beyond this. He claims to be able to appoint kings in other countries; he can use nations not his own to punish others; he is even able to take the real superpowers of the day, use them for his own purposes and then dispose of them. On a positive note he is also able to bring deliverance to nations that are not his. This is remarkable given the size of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah and their insignificant position on the political world stage and the fact that even the superpowers of Assyria and Babylon stop short of such claims. The explanation may well lie in the monotheistic outlook of the final form of the Hebrew Bible. If Yahweh is the only God, the creator of the ends of the earth, the “Most High” who “rules the kingdom of men and gives it to whom he will” (Dan. 4:17, 32) or, to quote Jehoshaphat, “You rule over all the kingdoms of the nations” (2 Chr. 20:6), then it is well within his jurisdiction to use whom he pleases to accomplish his purposes.12

      

      2. YHWH exercises sovereignty through his word. The power of the word of God was already an established part of Israel’s faith. Not only in Genesis 1 but also in the worship of Israel the link was made between the word of the Lord and the creation of the cosmos.

      
        By the word of the LORD the heavens were made,

        their starry host by the breath of his mouth. . . .

        For he spoke, and it came to be;

        he commanded, and it stood firm. (Ps 33:6, 9)

      

      The same psalm moves from the sovereignty of the word of God in creation to its governing role in history.

      
        The LORD foils the plans of the nations;

        he thwarts the purposes of the peoples.

        But the plans of the Lord stand firm forever,

        the purposes of his heart through all generations. (Ps 33:10-11)

      

      This article of faith is raised to new prominence, however, by the exile. And in that context the potency of God’s word is highlighted all the more vividly by the impotence of God’s people. If there ever had been any idea that YHWH accomplished his purpose, and thus demonstrated his incomparable sovereignty, through the agency of Israel’s military victories (which in some situations had been true, as, e.g., the Song of Deborah celebrated in Judg 5), that option was manifestly not available for the God of a struggling community of war captives. In any case, Israel was in exile, not because YHWH was incapable of defeating his enemies but because he had used Babylon as the agent of his judgment on Israel. His sovereignty had been exercised through military victory, paradoxically achieved against his own people. Would YHWH now prove his sovereignty (and his deity) by reversing the polarity and raising up the Israelites again to military victory over Babylon? Precisely not. YHWH’s superiority over the nations and their gods would be demonstrated not on the battlefield but in the law court, not by weapons but by his word.

      At this point we need to be careful about the implications we might draw from this. The shift from coercive force was not an admission of YHWH’s impotence—as though he had no other option. It was not as if YHWH had now been militarily defeated and so had to resort to other, less violent means of imposing his will. Claus Westermann’s comment at this point is dangerously open to such misunderstanding: “Since Israel had ceased to be an independent state, her God could not now prove his superiority to the gods of Babylon by means of victory over her foes. So Deutero-Isaiah shifts the arena of decision from the battlefield to the law court.”13

      Israel had not been an independent state at the time of the exodus either, yet God decisively proved his superiority to the gods of Egypt by a victory routinely described as having been achieved by “his mighty hand and outstretched arm.” God could exercise coercive power without human agency if he chose to. So Westermann’s immediately following comment is more acceptable.

      
        It [the shift from battlefield to law court] does not, however, in any way imply a severance of the link between God’s action and history; it only means that the hitherto accepted proof of a god’s divinity, his power to win military victory for his own people, was replaced by another, the dependable and unremitting continuity between what a god says and what he does.14

      

      It was the word of God that counted. Even the great display of God’s power in the exodus had been accompanied by the predictive and interpretative word of God through Moses, and was quickly followed by the massive “word event” of God’s revelation at Sinai. And, more sharply pertinent to the exiles, even the military victory of Nebuchadnezzar and destruction of Jerusalem was proof of the truth and power of the word of God spoken through the prophets beforehand. Millard Lind comments:

      
        Deutero-Isaiah is saying that the politics which tries to control by coercion is ineffective in terms of the continuity of community and that the “gods” of such communities are therefore not really divine. The only effective politics of the continuity of community is based not on military might but rather upon the continuity of the creative word and deed of Yahweh, who therefore is alone God.15

      

      So, through these two great demonstrations of God’s redemptive grace, the exodus and the return from exile, Israel learned that part of the uniqueness of YHWH their God was that he exercised his sovereignty over the ebb and flow of international history through his word. The claim of Isaiah 40–55 is that this capacity established not just his superiority over all other claimed gods but in fact his sole deity.

      3. YHWH acts for the sake of his name. Two questions introduce our point in this section. First, what motivated YHWH to bring his people back from exile in a second great act of redemption? Second, why did it matter that in doing so he should demonstrate his claim to deity by his sovereign control of history through his word? The answer to both questions lies in God’s concern for his own name.

      To the first question—the motivation for God’s action: YHWH would deliver his people from their captivity because the only alternative (to allow the status quo to continue) threatened permanent damage to his own reputation as God. There was an ancient principle at work here, first articulated in Moses’ intercession with God on behalf of sinful Israel at the time of the golden calf apostasy and again in the midst of the rebellion at Kadesh Barnea. On both of those occasions Moses appealed against God’s declared intention to destroy the people of Israel. And he based his appeal (among other things) on the grounds that God had a reputation to think of. What would the nations (especially the Egyptians in that context) think of YHWH as God if he first delivered Israel from Egypt and then destroyed them in the wilderness (Ex 32:12; Num 14:13-16; Deut 9:28)? They would think YHWH was either incompetent or malicious. Is that the kind of reputation YHWH wanted? The name (reputation) of YHWH among the nations was at stake in what God did against his own people, just as it was involved in all that he did for them.

      It was Ezekiel, however, who took this principle to its most radically theocentric extreme. In Ezekiel 36:16-38, Ezekiel argues, first, that the exile had been a moral necessity as an act of God’s punishment on a nation that had proved incorrigibly and unrepentantly wicked for generations. The result of the exile, however, had been that the name of YHWH was being “profaned” among the nations. That means the name YHWH was being treated as the common or ordinary name of just another defeated god among the long list of gods whose nations had been conquered and exiled by Babylon.

      Imagine the Babylonian public encountering captive Judean exiles: “Who are these people?” “They’re from that kingdom of Judah that our great Nebuchadnezzar has conquered.” “Who is their god, then?” “YHWH—a strange name, but that’s it.” “Well, he’s not much of a god then, is he? Just another of those inferior gods of inferior nations conquered by our glorious gods of Babylon!” That’s what “profaning my name” meant—causing the name of YHWH to be held in derision by those who would (understandably) regard him as a defeated, petty god of a defeated, petty nation.

      This was a situation YHWH could not tolerate as a permanent state of affairs. Indeed, in Ezekiel’s graphic phrase, YHWH “had pity for [his] holy name”—such was the disgrace it was suffering (Ezek 36:21 KJV). So, yes, YHWH would act again to deliver his people, but the primary motivation, in Ezekiel’s uncompromising theocentricity, would be to salvage YHWH’s own name from the gutter of profanity among the nations—not (in the first place) for Israel’s own sake.

      
        It is not for your sake, people of Israel, that I am going to do these things, but for the sake of my holy name, which you have profaned among the nations where you have gone. I will show the holiness of my great name, which has been profaned among the nations, the name you have profaned among them. Then the nations will know that I am the LORD, declares the Sovereign LORD, when I am proved holy through you before their eyes. (Ezek 36:22-23)

      

      Isaiah also captures the fact that YHWH will act in forgiveness and restoration primarily for his own sake (see Is 43:25), but he lays greater emphasis on the final part of Ezekiel’s concern, namely that YHWH wills to be known among the nations for who he truly is.

      This brings us to the second of our two questions: Why did it matter that YHWH’s sovereignty through his word should be clearly—even forensically—demonstrated? Repeatedly, Isaiah declares that the intention behind this demonstration is that the name of the true and living God should be universally known. Herein lies the missional thrust of the matter.

      The prophecies in relation to Cyrus are explicit on this point, and gloriously ironic. To prove the power of his word, YHWH names Cyrus in advance and predicts his initial rise to power, his eventual defeat of Babylon, and his instrumentality in the release of the exiles and the rebuilding of Jerusalem. The irony lies in the fact that although Cyrus is named in the text of the prophecy (Is 44:28; 45:1), it will not be his name that will be known to the ends of the earth. That honor will go to YHWH, whom Cyrus does not even acknowledge.

      
        I am the LORD, and there is no other;

        apart from me there is no God.

        I will strengthen you [Cyrus],

        though you have not acknowledged me,

        so that from the rising of the sun

        to the place of its setting

        people may know that there is none besides me. (Is 45:5-6)

      

      So from the prophet’s perspective, the historical events that were being set in motion through the word of God would demonstrate the transcendent uniqueness of YHWH as God and would eventually result in the universal acknowledgment of that fact from one end of the earth to the other. And we might add that the truth of YHWH’s words through his prophet is confirmed by the fact that today not many people other than ancient historians know the name of the sixth-century BC king of Persia, whereas there are millions who worship the Lord God of Israel, both Jews and believers in his Son Jesus Christ.

      4. YHWH’s sovereignty extends over all creation. A theme that had not been lacking in Israel’s preexilic faith and worship comes to particular prominence around the time of the exile and return, namely, YHWH’s sovereignty over all creation as the only living God. Psalm 33, as we saw above, directly links this affirmation about creation to YHWH’s governance of international history. Jeremiah explicitly contrasts YHWH’s power as Creator with the impotence and transience of other gods.

      
        
          The LORD is the true God;

          he is the living God, the eternal King. . . .

        

        “These gods, who did not make the heavens and the earth, will perish from the earth and from under the heavens.”

        
          But God made the earth by his power. (Jer 10:10-12)

        

      

      But it is the prophecies in the book of Isaiah, given to renew the faith of the exiles, that make the most of this sovereignty of YHWH as Creator—precisely because the exiles needed to regain their confidence in the universality of YHWH. Far from being defeated, far from being confined to either his own people or his own land, YHWH was still Lord of the whole cosmos as much as he had ever been.

      This truth had a double edge, however. On the one hand it meant that Israel could believe, against all the appearances of their present circumstances, that when YHWH would act to bring about their return from exile, nothing could stand in his way, for everything was under his sovereign control—the earth, the heavens, the great deep, even the stars (and their alleged astral divinity). This was Israel’s ancient creation faith, so let them be reminded of it: “Do you not know? Have you not heard?” (Is 40:21).

      On the other hand, it meant that if Israel should feel inclined to protest at the means by which God would bring about their deliverance (i.e., through a pagan king who did not even know YHWH but who is nevertheless provocatively described as YHWH’s “shepherd” and “anointed one”), they would do well to remember who it was they presumed to argue with—the Creator of the universe.

      
        Concerning things to come,

        do you question me . . . ?

        It is I who made the earth

        and created mankind on it.

        My own hands stretched out the heavens;

        I marshaled their starry hosts.

        I will raise up Cyrus in my righteousness: . . .

        He will rebuild my city

        and set my exiles free. (Is 45:11-13)

      

      So, the reason God’s plan for Israel’s deliverance will be spectacularly successful is that it is grounded in his universal sovereignty as Creator. The effect of that saving action will be to demonstrate the unique identity and status of YHWH to the rest of the world. Israel would do well not to protest, for they have a role to play in that divine agenda. If Israel’s long-term Abrahamic mission is to be a blessing and a light to the nations, they need to cooperate with God’s means of executing that purpose, whether they approve of it or not.

      5. YHWH entrusts his uniqueness and universality to the witness of his people. How will the rest of the world come to know these great truths about YHWH? This essentially missiological question receives the remarkable answer that YHWH entrusts his intention for the nations to the witness of his own people.

      Returning to the metaphor of the law court again, we are to imagine the other nations being summoned to present whatever they can in support of the claimed reality and power of their gods. There are criteria, however, for what constitutes admissible evidence. It will not be a case of which of the gods claims the greatest military victories but which of them had the ability to predict and interpret history, in the way YHWH had done through his prophets. Can the other nations bear witness to anything like that for their own gods? No. Israel, on the other hand, has abundant witness to bear on precisely those points on behalf of YHWH.

      So it will be through Israel’s witness that YHWH’s powers of revelation and salvation, and ultimately YHWH’s identity as sole God, will be posted in the public arena of world history.

      
        All the nations gather together

        and the peoples assemble.

        Which of their gods foretold this

        and proclaimed to us the former things?

        Let them bring in their witnesses to prove they were right,

        so that others may hear and say, “It is true.”

        “You are my witnesses,” declares the LORD,

        “and my servant whom I have chosen,

        so that you may know and believe me

        and understand that I am he.

        Before me no god was formed,

        nor will there be one after me.

        I, even I, am the LORD,

        and apart from me there is no savior.

        I have revealed and saved and proclaimed—

        I, and not some foreign god among you.

        You are my witnesses,” declares the LORD, “that I am God.” (Is 43:9-12)

      

      Now, the primary responsibility of witnesses is to tell what they know. Herein, then, lies the huge responsibility of knowing God. This is what gives such powerful significance to the words of Moses to Israel in Deuteronomy 4:35. Pointing to all that the Israelites had witnessed of the words and works of the Lord, he draws the conclusion: “You were shown these things so that you might know that the LORD is God; beside him there is no other.”

      The you is in an emphatic position in the sentence. An expanded paraphrase of the text might render it, “You, Israel, know that YHWH is ‘the God.’”16 “Other nations do not yet share the privilege of this knowledge, precisely because they have not experienced what you have just experienced, through the exodus and Sinai encounters. So this unique knowledge of this unique God is now your unique stewardship.”

      Israel, then, alone among the nations, is the people who do know YHWH. Other nations as yet do not. Idolatry is, among other things, a form of ignorance (Is 44:18). The nations do not know YHWH’s laws, which he had given only to Israel (Ps 147:19-20). Israel, therefore, as the people who do know the true identity of the living God, through his acts of self-revelation and redemption, must bear witness to that knowledge among the nations.

      It is not necessary to read a missionary mandate into this role within the Old Testament itself, in the sense of Israelites being physically sent out to travel to the nations to bear witness to this knowledge. But the concept is clearly there—in anticipatory imagination, if not in literal activity. This knowledge of the identity of the living God is to be proclaimed to the nations, just as much as the good news of its liberation was to be proclaimed to Jerusalem. Or, to be more precise, the good news of what God had done for Jerusalem would constitute part of the good news that would go also to the nations, when “all the ends of the earth will see the salvation of our God” (Is 52:10; see Jer 31:10). How this would happen is never clearly articulated in the Old Testament, but that it would happen is unequivocal.17 It is celebrated in advance in worship and prophecy.

      
        Sing to the LORD a new song;

        sing to the LORD, all the earth.

        Sing to the LORD, praise his name;

        proclaim his salvation day after day.

        Declare his glory among the nations,

        his marvelous deeds among all peoples. (Ps 96:1-3)

         

        Give praise to the LORD, proclaim his name;

        make known among the nations what he has done,

        and proclaim that his name is exalted.

        Sing to the LORD, for he has done glorious things;

        let this be known to all the world. (Is 12:4-5)

      

      It is clear, then, in concluding this section, that through their major historical experiences of YHWH’s grace in redemption and deliverance, Israel believed that they had come to know YHWH as the one and only true and living God. In his transcendent uniqueness, there was no other god like YHWH. Furthermore, they had a sense of stewardship of this knowledge, since it was God’s purpose that ultimately all nations would come to know the name, the glory, the salvation, and the mighty acts of YHWH and worship him alone as God. That divine mission, as God had told them, was part of the reason for their mission as God’s servant and witness.
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