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    This book arises out of a course that I have taught for twenty-five years in a number of undergraduate and graduate institutions. When I first taught an introduction to mission course in 1988, I struggled to structure the course in keeping with the momentous changes taking place in the world church and mission during the twentieth century. I was acutely aware of the inadequacy of the colonialist paradigm, which had given rise to a certain way of teaching missiology. But I did not know a better way to proceed. After teaching the course a few times, I happened upon David Bosch’s Transforming Mission days after it was released. I devoured that book. I saw a new path for mission studies and a new way to structure an introductory course. Of course, today, over two decades after the release of that book, we know its importance. It has served to help many reconfigure and restructure their way of teaching missiology in a new setting where the church is now in every part of the world.


    I have used Bosch’s book many times in courses but have found that its length and density are sometimes prohibitive for students. I hoped that someone would offer a more popular version that employed Bosch’s basic structure that I could use as a textbook. Although many good books on mission have emerged since that time, none has tried to cover the waterfront of mission studies as his does yet in a more popular way. And as I faced the difficulty, in almost every chapter of this book, of trying to summarize enormous amounts of material in brief chapters, I understand why! Nevertheless, I have persevered, and I offer this as a more popular introduction to mission studies. It is intended as an introductory book for students and pastors.


    I start with the missio Dei as narrated in the biblical story and place the mission of the church in that narrative context. Mission is participation in the story of God’s mission. The role that the people of God are to play in that story gives them their missional identity. Thus, the church is missional by its very nature, and the whole of its mission springs from this identity. So this book roots mission in ecclesiology; it is thus a missiology that takes the church with utmost importance—something that is surprisingly rare. It is also a missiology that takes history seriously, attempting to understand and learn from the church as it has carried out its mission in various historical and cultural contexts. It is, moreover, a missiology that takes the global context seriously, formulating a missiology that understands mission to be in, from, and to all parts of the world. It is, finally, a missiology that takes the contemporary context seriously. The various tasks facing the global church today in its different settings set the agenda for mission.


    No one is neutral, of course. And so my confessional and geographical location has greatly shaped this book. Considered from a global perspective, I stand in the Evangelical tradition. More specifically, the authors who have shaped me most are J. H. Bavinck, Harvie Conn, Lesslie Newbigin and David Bosch. And so it is from within the Reformed tradition that this introductory book arises. Bavinck and Conn set the structural girders for my thinking early, and that early foundational formation remains to the present. And so my approach to missiology stands more narrowly within the Dutch Neocalvinist tradition, although I hope that my appreciation for many other traditions is evident. My indebtedness to Newbigin and Bosch at many points will be obvious. I believe them to be the leading mission thinkers in the latter part of the twentieth century, and therefore I have attempted to read all of their writings. I have also benefited tremendously from many others. I think specifically of Hendrik Kraemer, Wilbert Shenk, Gerald Anderson, Darrell Guder, Chris Wright, Andrew Walls, George Vandervelde and Jan Jongeneel.


    I am also a Canadian, and no doubt this will be evident as well. It is the Western context that informs my scholarship, but I have attempted to listen to brothers and sisters from outside the West. I have had many opportunities for interaction with brothers and sisters from other parts of the world. I have also taught a course in contextual theology for a number of years, most recently at Regent College, Vancouver, and this has helped me hear voices from other parts of the world. Both my reading and personal contact have contributed to a more global perspective in my own thinking, as well as enriching and correcting my thinking. No doubt I have not quoted them as much as I should, but their insight has shaped my work more than what appears in the footnotes.


    I am thankful to Dean Flemming, Mark Glanville and Albert Strydhorst, who have taken the time to read earlier versions of the whole manuscript, as well as Mike Williams, Chris Gonzalez, Tim Sheridan, Wilbert Shenk and Andrew Beunk, who read certain chapters. They have offered helpful comments and critique, and as usual, I am unable to incorporate all their good suggestions, sometimes because of inability and sometimes because of time. I am also grateful for my family, who have discussed with me as well as practiced much of what is in this book. My wife, Marnie, and many of my grown “children,” as well as some of their spouses, have taken the course out of which this book arises. All have taken their role in God’s mission, and many of the topics of this book continue to be fodder for ongoing family discussion. I have also learned much from my brothers and sisters in the congregations where I am set. My present congregations, both New West Christian Reformed Church in Burnaby, British Columbia, and Missio Dei Communities in Tempe, Arizona, have been a source of enrichment that has contributed to my understanding of mission. The Geneva Society has given oversight to a chair in worldview studies that I have occupied over the past seven years. The Oikodome foundation and Pieter and Fran Vanderpol have funded it. Both have enabled me to carry out my scholarly calling, of which this book is a part. I have been warmly received by the Missional Training Center—Phoenix, by Calvin Theological Seminary as the Jake and Betsy Tuls Chair of Missiology, and by Newbigin House of Studies as professor of missional theology in the next stage of my academic career, but I remain deeply grateful for the sacrifice and work of the many who were involved with the funding and oversight of the Geneva Chair. Finally, my thanks go to Daniel Reid at InterVarsity Press, who has supported this project from the beginning even though many factors have prohibited me from getting the manuscript in on time.


    There is a website that supports this book along with others I have written. There are many free resources, ranging from scholarly and popular papers to PowerPoint presentations of all sorts, in the areas of biblical story, worldview and mission. Professors who use this book as a text will be able to find Powerpoint presentations for lectures and syllabi there that may be used for an introductory course in mission. That website is www.missionworldview.com.


    I worked on my PhD dissertation for a decade studying Newbigin as well as the missiological developments that informed his thinking. During that time, not only the life and writings of Lesslie Newbigin, but also the expert supervision of both Jan Jongeneel and George Vandervelde, helped me refine my thinking in missiology. George and Lesslie are with the Lord, while Jan continues to be academically productive in retirement. I dedicate this book to those three men.

  


  
    
Introduction


    A Paradigm Shift in Mission Studies Today
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    When the words “mission” or “missions” or “missionary” or “mission field” or “missiology” are used today in many Christian circles, the traditional idea of geographical expansion still predominates. Mission is considered to be a unidirectional activity that proceeds from the West to other parts of the world such as Africa, Asia or Latin America. A mission organization or denominational mission arm is the agency that sends missionaries to do certain tasks. The home base where these sending institutions are located is the Christian West, and the mission field is a non-Christian area outside the West. In its traditional understanding, missiology is the discipline that studies the issues arising from the geographical expansion of Western Christianity into other cultures.


    
      
        In its traditional understanding, missiology is the discipline that studies the issues arising from the geographical expansion of Western Christianity into other cultures.
      

    


    This use of the word “mission” carries resonances of the traditional practice of the modern missionary enterprise of the last two centuries. But it also points to the theological concern of taking the gospel to those who need to hear it. During the twentieth century the word “mission” began to be used with growing frequency in Christian circles and was broadened significantly in the process. Nevertheless, the word still carries much of the theological and traditional meaning of the modern missionary movement, at least in the Evangelical tradition.


    The word “mission” derives from the Latin word mittere, “to send,” and thus assumes a sender, someone sent, a place or persons to whom the messenger is sent, and a task to fulfill. The Jesuits were first to use this word when in their fourth vow they promised obedience to the pope in regard to mission outside the church’s fellowship—including Protestants—to gather them in to mother church. Given this origin, it is surprising to see how quickly Protestants employed the word to describe their task of propagating the gospel among those who had never heard. Indeed, mission had become a new orthodoxy by the end of the nineteenth century, and today for the most part, at least in the Evangelical tradition, the word continues to carry positive connotations.


    At the beginning of the eighteenth century over 90 percent of Christians in the world were found in the West. Thus, an important motivation for the missionary expansion that took place over the next two hundred years was the biblical motive to take the good news of Jesus Christ to people and places where there was no witness. But at the same time this missionary activity coincided with Western colonialism. Thus, the course and the practice of Western Christianity’s geographical expansion were deeply shaped by colonialist patterns.


    
      
        “Colonialism and mission, as a matter of course, were interdependent; the right to have colonies carried with it the duty to Christianize the colonized.”


        David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission, p. 227

      

    


    Over the course of the last half-century many factors combined to make a traditional understanding of mission unsuitable for today. This is not to say that the missionary enterprise of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was a mistake. Indeed, a scriptural impetus drove much of the motivation and practice of mission. Nor do I want to eclipse cross-cultural missions. The concern to take good news to places where there is no witness remains a continuing aspect of the church’s mission. It is rather to say that dramatic changes in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have made a traditional paradigm of mission inadequate for our time.


    Changing World Church


    Over the past century a dramatic demographic shift has taken place in the world church. Until just over a quarter of a century ago the majority of Christians lived in the Western world, especially Europe and North America. However, over the past century the center of gravity has shifted southward and eastward to Africa, Asia and South America. Whereas the overwhelming majority of Christians lived in the West when the modern missionary movement began, today perhaps as many as two-thirds to three-quarters of the world’s Christians live in places outside the West. As Philip Jenkins summarizes, “The era of Western Christianity has passed within our lifetimes, and the day of Southern Christianity is dawning.”1


    
      
        “A Christian Rip Van Winkle, who fell asleep under a tree midway through the twentieth century and then woke up this past week to the sound of church bells (or a synthesizer with drums) on a Sunday morning, would not recognize the shifted shape of world Christianity. It is as if the globe had been turned upside down and sideways. A few short decades ago, Christian believers were concentrated in the global north and west, but now a rapidly swelling majority lives in the global south and east. As Rip Van Winkle wiped a half-century of sleep from his eyes and tried to locate his fellow Christian believers, he would find them in surprising places, expressing their faith in surprising ways, under surprising conditions, with surprising relationships to culture and politics, and raising surprising theological questions that would not have seemed possible when he fell asleep.”


        Mark A. Noll, The New Shape of World Christianity, pp. 19-20

      

    


    Numerical growth does not tell the whole story of this revolution. While there remains much need in churches of the South and the East, and while the church in those parts of the world is not always faithful to the gospel, it is also true that there is much vitality in the Southern church evidenced in worship and prayer, and in doctrinal and moral faithfulness. Moreover, the churches in the South and the East have now begun to take responsibility for the lion’s share of cross-cultural missions.


    The dramatic growth of the church in the South and the East has coincided with steep decline in the older churches of the West. Today Christians in Europe and European-derived cultures only make up about 15 percent of the total Christian population. David Barrett estimated almost three decades ago that the Western church was losing about 7,600 professing members every day.2 Lamin Sanneh’s estimate a decade ago, 4,300 people per day,3 was lower; nevertheless, it is clear that the church in the West is dwindling. Moreover, the numerical decline is accompanied by deep compromise to the secular humanist worldview of Western culture. And alongside of the growing participation in cross-cultural missions of churches in the majority world, the church in the West has seen a corresponding decline.


    
      
        Today Christians in Europe and European-derived cultures only make up about 15 percent of the total Christian population.
      

    


    This brief sketch is not intended to simply paint a romantic and rosy picture of the church in the South and the East, nor a dark and gloomy picture of the church in the West. Indeed, there is much to be concerned about in African, Asian and Latin American Christianity, and much to be heartened by in Western Christianity. This characterization is rather to indicate a significant shift in global Christianity that makes a traditional view of mission inadequate for today. In light of these statistics it would seem absurd to divide the world into a Christian home base and a non-Christian mission field, and to classify the growing churches of the South and the East as a mission field and the declining churches of the West as the home base for Christian mission.


    Beyond the growing Southern church and the declining Western church, a third factor in the global church is transforming mission today: the explosive growth of the global Pentecostal church. The year 1980 was a watershed year in the history of Christianity because two things happened: the number of nonwhite Christians surpassed the number of white Christians for the first time, and Pentecostals surpassed all other Protestant groups to become the biggest in the world.4 Perhaps the term “Pentecostal” is the imposition of a Western category on the growing churches of the South and the East; these churches often manifest marks that have been associated with Pentecostal churches, yet these are indigenous churches that differ significantly from each other. For the moment, there is no easy categorization, so I will continue to use the term “Pentecostal” with the hope that a more suitable way of classifying these churches will emerge.


    
      
        “Already today, the largest Christian communities on the planet are to be found in Africa and Latin America. If we want to visualize a ‘typical’ contemporary Christian, we should think of a woman living in a village in Nigeria or in a Brazilian favela.”


        “Soon, the phrase ‘a White Christian’ may sound like a curious oxymoron, as mildly surprising as ‘a Swedish Buddhist.’ Such people can exist, but a slight eccentricity is implied.”


        Philip Jenkins, The Next Christendom, pp. 2, 3

      

    


    In 1980, after less than a century of existence, Pentecostals had grown to become one of the three largest Protestant communions in the world. They joined the Anglican and Baptist churches, all with numbers around 50 million adherents. By 2000 the Anglicans had grown to 76 million, the Baptists to 110 million, and the Pentecostals to over 400 million. Today Pentecostals may number as many as 500 million. They continue to grow at the remarkable rate of 55,000 per day and 20 million each year. The large majority of Pentecostals are found in the churches of the South and the East. Perhaps it is true that because of its short history and incredible growth rates, “the appearance of the Pentecostal-charismatic movement may well be the single most important fact of twentieth century Christianity.”5


    For the past five centuries it has been primarily three traditions—Roman Catholic, Protestant Evangelical and Protestant Ecumenical—that have carried the mission of the church. But Pentecostals, especially those from the two-thirds world, constitute a fifth tradition beyond Eastern Orthodoxy, Roman Catholicism and the Protestant Evangelical and Ecumenical traditions. Thus, they bring a fresh approach to mission, and their sheer numbers and vitality play a role in the changing face of mission today.


    Changing Global Realities


    The factors leading to a new paradigm of mission are not only those associated with the global transformation of the church. There are also significant global realities and megatrends that set the context for the church’s mission. The first is the collapse of colonialism in the twentieth century. During the twenty-five year period from 1878 to 1914 European countries seized more than ten million square miles of land and subjugated a half billion people—half of the non-­European people in the world—in Asia and Africa. This Western global dominance shaped the missionary enterprise of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Missionaries flowed along the paths of colonial rule. Beginning in 1947 on the Indian subcontinent and continuing through the next two decades virtually every nation under European colonial rule gained its independence. To the degree that the mindset, strategies, structures and practices of cross-cultural missions had been formed in this Western colonial milieu, its collapse brought the challenge to rethink the entire approach to mission.


    
      
        To the degree that the mindset, strategies, structures and practices of cross-cultural missions had been formed in this Western colonial milieu, its collapse brought the challenge to rethink the entire approach to mission.
      

    


    A second factor is globalization.6 The global dominance of Western civilization has been a feature of the world for many centuries. However, toward the end of the twentieth century the term “globalization” became quite popular to define a new global reality. Globalization is the spread of the modern Western story of economic progress around the world, especially with the use of new information technology. Globalization is the “single most adequate way of describing the context in which we work today.”7 It has beneficial potential but also has been the source of a consumer society in the West, a growing gap between rich and poor, ecological destruction, a massive displacement of peoples, and a homogenizing force imposing the spirit of Western culture on the cultures of the world. René Padilla believes it to be “the greatest challenge that the Christian mission faces,”8 and Richard Bauckham agrees, devoting the last chapter of his book Bible and Mission to the church’s mission in a globalized world.9


    A third factor, a result of a globalized world, is urbanization. In 1800 only 5% of the world’s population lived in cities. One hundred years later the number had risen modestly to about 14%. But by the year 2000 over half of the world’s population could be counted as urban, and by the middle of the twenty-first century this will rise to 80%. Cities represent powerful centers of cultural, economic and political dominance in the world. The urban setting is also the scene of the enormous social and economic problems facing the world. The 2010 World Disasters Report focused on violence, health problems and other issues facing the urban population.10 The cities are also the place where people live! We face an urban future, and the city represents mission’s “new frontier.”11


    A fourth factor is the staggering social and economic problems that afflict our world. The level of poverty and hunger in our world is alarming. Three billion people, almost half of the world’s population, live on less than $2.50 per day, and 80% of the world’s population on less than $10 per day. Thirty thousand children die each day due to poverty, and 1.5 billion people live below the international poverty line. Although enough food is produced in the world to feed everyone, 854 million people do not have enough to eat, and the number is growing each year. Tragically, most of those who are hungry are women and children. And things are not improving; in fact, the gap between the rich and poor is growing. In 1960 the richest billion were thirty times richer than poorest billion, while in 1990 that number had doubled to sixty times, and today it is almost ninety times. The income ratio between the richest to the poorest was 44 to 1 in 1973 but had risen to 74 to 1 by the end of the century. The wealthiest 20% of the world’s population accounted for 76.6% of consumption of the world’s resources, while the poorest fifth consumed 1.5%. Americans spend $8 billion on cosmetics and $17 billion on pet food, while $6 billion is needed for education for all, $9 billion for water and sanitation for all, and $13 billion for health and nutrition for all. The primary problem driving poverty, hunger and the growing gap between rich and poor are unjust structures—corrupt governments, inequitable global markets, worldwide arms race, structural consumerism, massive third-world debt, and more.


    One can add to this a long list of other social and economic problems that boggle the mind: the HIV-AIDS epidemic, which has been called “the greatest human emergency in history”;12 organized crime, heavily involved in human trafficking, the prostitution and the sex “industry,” drug trafficking and more, ruining lives and raking in over $1 trillion a year; escalating numbers of wars fueled by racial, ethnic, religious and ideological animosities in which over 75 percent of the victims are civilians; a crisis of uprooted peoples and mass migration caused by conflict, persecution, natural disasters and poverty; gender inequality that leaves women much more vulnerable to violence, illiteracy and poverty; growing violence, terrorism and crises in the areas of food, education and healthcare, along with other areas, could be added.


    Two crises threaten the very existence of the planet: nuclear and environmental. There are between forty thousand and fifty thousand nuclear warheads in the world, capable of destroying the world sixty times over. Nine countries are armed with nuclear weapons, with the potential of up to twenty more in the next decade. Over $1 trillion is spent annually on arms, an expenditure that could feed the world’s hungry for years. A UN environmental study said about a decade ago that “the planet is poised on a precipice, and time is running out for making tough, economic and political choices that can pull it back from disaster.”13 We face global warming, protective ozone layer depletion, acid rain, loss of biodiversity, toxic chemical waste, deforestation, air and water pollution, a depleting energy supply, looming water shortage, unbridled harvesting of resources of ocean floor, and more. Much of the problem is driven by a faith commitment to economic growth and an accompanying runaway consumer culture that lives off designed waste. If the whole world used resources at the rate that North Americans do, the world’s resources would last about ten years. If Jesus in his mission “launches an all-out attack on evil in all its manifestations,” the church is called to do likewise.14


    Fifth, the soaring population of the last century, which shows no signs of abating, brings new challenges to mission. Although there is decline in parts of the West and in Japan, the overall global picture is one of escalating growth. When William Carey set sail for India in the late eighteenth century, there were not yet 1 billion people in the world. That number would not be reached until 1830. It took another century until in 1930 there were 2 billion people. The third billion came thirty years later (1960), and the fourth fourteen years after that (1974). By 2000 world population passed the 6 billion mark, and we passed 7 billion in 2011. While the global population explosion increases pressure on the limited resources of the earth and contributes to growing poverty, it also heightens the evangelistic challenge of reaching this burgeoning number of people with the good news.


    Sixth, we are witnessing a resurgence in religions around the world. At the beginning of the twentieth century it was predicted that the “acids of modernity”15—science, technology, the new consumer culture—would corrode religious belief, and that all religions would wither away and die. And it seemed in the “secular sixties” that this prediction would be fulfilled. Instead, today we see a renaissance of all religions. Christianity has grown from 558 million people in 1900 to 2.3 billion today, a 1.3% growth rate. At the beginning of the twentieth century both Muslims and Hindus numbered about 200 million. At the beginning of the twenty-first century Muslims number 1.6 billion, a growth of about 1.8%, and Hindus number just under 1 billion, a growth rate of 1.4%. There is, moreover, a rebirth of spirituality in the West among those who have abandoned traditional religion. We observe not only the growth of religious commitment but also the increasing tension among religions groups and the advance of fundamentalism in all religious traditions. Not only is religious plurality a fact in many countries of the world, but also the growth of ideological pluralism that has given up on a search for truth is a global phenomenon. All of this leaves the Christian church with a difficult path to navigate in its mission to adherents of other faiths.


    
      
        While the global population explosion increases pressure on the limited resources of the earth and contributes to growing poverty, it also heightens the evangelistic challenge of reaching this burgeoning number of people with the good news.
      

    


    Finally, tectonic cultural shifts in Western culture establish a new context for mission today. These shifts affect not only the church and its mission in the West but also the global church because the globalization of Western culture especially in urban centers impacts the church in every part of the world. The economic dimension of Western culture that began to emerge as an ascendant power in the eighteenth century has become the dominant spirit overriding all others as it shapes our culture today. The profit motive and market are driving all areas of Western culture. A consumer society that dominates every aspect of life has emerged. Technological changes have been nothing short of dizzying. The digital revolution, information and media technology, medical technology and nanotechnology are raising enormous issues and changing the face of Western culture in many ways. Much technology has been pulled into the wake of economic currents; for example, computers enable global finance, and advertising in media stimulates consumerism. Yet it has done much more. Information overload leads to disorientation, apathy, chronic boredom and decreasing wisdom. We also see a new, postmodern spirit that is suspicious of truth claims and authority, that longs for relationship, that values subjective experience, that is rooted in local context, and that is skeptical of certainty. These and other changes in Western culture demand a fresh look at our context and how it influences mission in the West and also beyond.


    A New Understanding of Mission


    This book will explore mission today, but by way of preliminary anticipation I can indicate a new understanding that is emerging by way of four definitions. The first definition derives from the World Council of Churches ecumenical missionary conference in Mexico City in 1963, which enunciated its theme as “witness in six continents.” If one considers mission from the standpoint of geography, then mission is not to three continents (Asia, Africa, Latin America) from two continents (Europe, North America). Rather, it is from all six continents, including Africa and Asia; it is to all six continents, including Europe and North America; and it is in all six continents. The whole of God’s world is a mission field, and the “base” for mission is in every congregation in every part of the world. The definition does not yet tell us what mission is; it simply challenges old geographical notions and opens broader horizons. We can move further along the path of probing the meaning of mission by considering the following definitions.


    Christopher Wright offers as a definition “our committed participation as God’s people, at God’s invitation and command, in God’s own mission within the history of the world for the redemption of God’s creation.”16 This definition moves us away from misunderstanding mission as first of all what the church does. Rather, the church must understand its mission as participation in the mission of the triune God. And this mission has a communal nature: it is a mission of God’s people. Often evangelism and cross-cultural missions are understood in individualistic ways. However, mission is the calling of a people. Finally, the scope of mission is as broad as creation because God’s mission is the redemption of his whole world.


    
      
        The church must understand its mission as participation in the mission of the triune God. And this mission has a communal nature: it is a mission of God’s people.
      

    


    A third definition follows the lead of four Dutch missiologists who want to replace the “the paradigm of ‘expansion’ with one of ‘communication.’”17 Mission is the communication of the gospel. Mission is no longer primarily understood as the geographical expansion of Christianity, but rather as the task given to God’s people everywhere to communicate the good news not only with their words but also with their lives and deeds. Mission is witness in life, word and deed. Putting “life” before “word” and “deed” is intentional: the gospel is first of all communicated in the lives of believers, both in their communal life together and as they are scattered in the world. Flowing from the new power at work transforming their lives will be words and deeds that further communicate the gospel.


    A final definition follows a similar path. Mission is the whole church taking the whole gospel to the whole person in the whole world. This definition is a slight variation on the wording found in official documents from the Ecumenical and Evangelical traditions. In 1963 the statement from the ecumenical missionary conference in Mexico City spoke of mission as “the common witness of the whole Church, bringing the whole Gospel to the whole world.”18 In 1974 the evangelical Lausanne Covenant followed suit when it said, “World evangelization requires the whole church to take the whole gospel to the whole world” (paragraph 6). This was affirmed again in 2010 by the Third Lausanne Congress, meeting in Cape Town, in the preamble of the “Cape Town Commitment”: “The Lausanne Covenant defined evangelization as ‘the whole Church taking the whole gospel to the whole world.’ That is still our passion.”19


    It is the whole church, not just missionaries or evangelists. It is the whole gospel for the whole person, not a “spiritual” gospel for the soul or a “social” gospel for the body. It is in the whole world, not just in certain parts of the world labeled “mission field.”


    The Landscape of Mission Studies Today


    The church’s mission is always contextual. The church must always ascertain what the issues of the day are and address those. Missiology must remain rooted in the gospel and the Word of God. But it also must address the times and places in which it lives. Thus missiology will vary from place to place and time to time. If we take seriously the context sketched out in this introductory chapter, we must ask, what kinds of subjects arise that are important to study in missiology today? If we want a relevant and contextual missiology, what are the burning issues that must be part of mission studies today?


    
      
        Missiology must remain rooted in the gospel and the Word of God. But it also must address the times and places in which it lives.
      

    


    First, there must be a fresh reflection on Scripture and mission. The opportunity that presents itself to the church today is to return to the Bible and judge our understanding of mission by the scriptural text. When the church is confident of its mission, it is more likely to find texts to support its activity. Uncertainty can drive us back to the text. It is essential at this time that what drives mission not be the global context, as important as that is, but rather the light of Scripture. Whereas in the past a few texts such as the Great Commission (Mt 28:19-20) undergird the church’s mission, we now need to see the centrality of God’s mission in the biblical story and the missional role that the church plays. Happily, a missional hermeneutic is developing today that attends to the central importance of mission in interpreting Scripture. Moreover, in the past the universalization of an Enlightenment methodology has masked the local character of a Western hermeneutical approach to Scripture suppressing other contextual approaches and marginalizing mission. Today the growing reflection of third-world theology is enabling us to profit from contextual theologies that see mission as central to the biblical story.


    And so a return to the biblical story will demand deepened theological reflection to empower the mission of the church. For too long abstract theological reflection has parted ways with the mission of the church.20 We certainly will need renewed theological work on the mission of God and of the church, but it will also be essential to recover the “missional nature of all theology”21 and so to address other theological themes that shape the church’s mission at a deep level—biblical themes such as the nature of the gospel, Christology, kingdom of God and eschatology, pneumatology (doctrine of the Spirit), ecclesiology (doctrine of the church), anthropology (doctrine of humanity), soteriology (doctrine of salvation) and culture.


    A second task for missiology today is to reassess the way we understand the history of mission. An African proverb says that until lions have their historians, the hunter will always be the hero of the story. History is always told from some standpoint, and its result is to invite us to participate in a story. The history of mission in the past most often has been told from a Western perspective. Moreover, it has been told from the standpoint of the geographical spread of the gospel, and so this view governed the selection, organization and interpretation of the narrative. The question that confronts missiology today is this: how do you write mission history if all of the global church’s life is mission?


    A third task that missiology must engage is fresh reflection on the nature of mission. What is mission anyway? Twentieth-century studies have returned to the mission of the triune God as the starting point for mission. As the people of God participate in God’s mission, the church understands itself to be “missionary by its very nature.” Thus, all of life is to make known the good news in life, word and deed. How do we relate this broader understanding of mission to some of the more narrow tasks that have been studied in mission in the past, such as evangelism, deeds of mercy and justice, and cross-cultural missions? Have we overcome the dualistic heritage bequeathed to us that splits word from deed? When we view the staggering social and economic problems of our world, surely the people of God living in God’s new world of justice and shalom cannot be oblivious to these problems but rather will seek ways of embodying and seeking justice and compassion in keeping with the gospel. In a world longing for good news of justice God’s people can offer the good news of God’s kingdom. How do evangelism, mercy and justice relate to the life of the church and the callings of believers in culture? Is there still a place for cross-cultural mission, and what does that look like in a world where there is a church in every corner of it? In fact, this will be an important issue: with the broadening of mission, it is essential to see the place for taking the gospel to those who have never heard in other parts of the world. These are some of the questions and issues that need continued reflection as missiology struggles toward a biblical vision of mission.


    
      
        “The church only becomes the church as it responds to God’s call to mission, and to be in mission means to change continually as the gospel encounters new and diverse contexts. Such change, however, is not arbitrary; rather, there have always existed certain constants that, while they might differ in content, are always present as a kind of framework by which the church identifies itself and around which the gospel message takes shape.”


        Stephen Bevans and Roger Schroeder, Constants in Context, p. 72

      

    


    


    Fourth, the growth of the church in every culture of the world makes the issue of contextualization—the relation of the gospel and church to its cultural context—an important one. Today, with a global church, we see many different expressions and theologies as the gospel incarnates itself in various cultures. This creates difficult issues that surround two major sets of questions. The first is the relation of the gospel to cultures (plural). There is one gospel and yet many embodiments in the various cultures of the world. How can we be faithful to one gospel without privileging one cultural expression? How can we honor diverse expressions without falling into relativism? The second is the relation of the gospel to culture (singular). How do we relate the gospel to a particular culture? How can it be both at home and at odds in each context? How can the gospel both affirm the creational good and confront the idolatries of each culture? Contextualization studies that struggle with these questions will be an essential item on the agenda of missiology today.


    Fifth, as a particular subset of contextualization studies, the issue of the gospel and Western culture must be prominent. The long history of the gospel in the West makes it difficult for us to gain a critical distance on our culture. Much of the church’s life, including its missionary enterprise, has been shaped by Western cultural assumptions that are not in line with the gospel. Moreover, how can we recover a missionary consciousness that has been stunted by the false assumption that we live in a Christian or a neutral culture? Where can Western Christians receive the gift of new eyes to see the idolatry that shapes its culture? Further, we are more aware today that we live in a “mission field,” if by that term we mean a culture and people who need the gospel. How can the church embody the good news in Western culture? What makes this even more urgent is that Western culture, with all its benefits and distortions, is being transported around the world in the process of globalization. Understanding the spiritual roots of Western culture is essential for the church today.


    A sixth item on the agenda of mission studies is to understand what a missionary encounter with other world religions looks like. In the past the church was isolated from the various religions of the world, but today the fact of pluralism faces every church. Amidst constant interaction with adherents from other faiths, caricatures are increasingly difficult to maintain. Moreover, with the West losing prestige and power in the global community, a condescending attitude based on cultural superiority is something of the past. Further, our notion of religion as a private department of life is challenged by the comprehensive worldviews of major world religions. All of this opens up complex issues. How are Christ and the gospel unique amidst other religious commitments? How are we to understand religions from the standpoint of the gospel? What is our mission to the members of these faith communities?


    Seventh, the explosive growth of cities, their cultural power, and the growing socioeconomic problems that beset them makes urban mission a critical issue to be studied by mission studies today. Mission is no longer a rural phenomenon. What does a missional church look like in the increasingly sophisticated Western and Westernized cities of our world? How does the church follow Jesus in the slums, favelas and shantytowns of the cities of our world?


    Finally, in a world with a global church it will be important to deepen our understanding of the world church. A number of schools today label their mission department with some variation of “mission and world Christianity.” Should the subject of world Christianity be part of a mission course? On the one hand, we might say no. After all, this continues to spread the false assumption that anything associated with “overseas” and “Christian” is mission. On the other hand, other areas of theological study have been slow to address this topic. Sadly, issues surrounding the third-world church often are considered to be exotic and something to be taught only in mission classes, which, after all, are in the business of talking about Christianity overseas. Arguably, the whole theological curriculum needs to engage third-world Christianity. What then is an authentic way of addressing world Christianity within the context of mission? It is to examine churches in various cultural contexts in light of the kinds of issues they face in mission today.


    
      
        What then is an authentic way of addressing world Christianity within the context of mission? It is to examine churches in various cultural contexts in light of the kinds of issues they face in mission today.
      

    


    In this book I introduce these various areas of mission studies. In the first section I ground the mission of the church in God’s mission as narrated in the biblical story and reflect theologically on the church’s mission. In the second section I look at the way the church has carried out its comprehensive mission at various times in history. Moreover, I consider the church today in terms of an emerging ecumenical paradigm, current theological traditions and a survey of the global church. Finally, in the last and longest section I address a number of important current issues facing the church today: holistic mission, contextualization, mission in Western culture, world religions, urban mission and cross-cultural missions.


    Further Reading


    Escobar, Samuel. The New Global Mission: The Gospel from Everywhere to Everyone. Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2003.


    Myers, Bryant L. Exploring World Mission: Context and Challenges. Monrovia, CA: World Vision, 2003.


    Pocock, Michael, Gailyn Van Rheenen and Douglas McConnell. The Changing Face of World Missions: Engaging Contemporary Issues and Trends. Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005.


    Tennent, Timothy C. Invitation to World Missions: A Trinitarian Missiology for the Twenty-first Century. Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2010, pp. 18-50.


    Discussion Questions


    
      	Do you think a more traditional view of mission remains prevalent in your church circles? How is the word mission understood in your church?


      	What seems right about a traditional view of mission? In what ways might it be inadequate for today?


      	What factors do you think are most significant for rendering a traditional view of mission obsolete?

    


    Essay Topics


    
      	Characterize the traditional view of mission. Why was this understanding and practice of mission important for its time?


      	Discuss the factors that render a traditional approach to mission inadequate. Which are most important? Are there others?


      	Do you find the four preliminary definitions of mission helpful? Why or why not? What characteristics of the shift in mission do they capture?

    


    


    

  


  
    
PART ONE
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    Biblical and Theological Reflection on Mission


    

  


  
    
1


    Scripture as a Narrative Record of God’s Mission
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    I remember well my first course on biblical foundations for mission over thirty-five years ago. We moved rather quickly through the Old Testament because there was little missionary gold to be mined there1—or so we believed. Somehow the extermination of the Canaanites just did not fit our view of mission. We dealt more extensively with Jonah, Ruth and Isaiah 40–66 because they more readily lined up with our vision of cross-cultural witness. The New Testament more promptly yielded its missionary gold, but there were still favorite texts: “go and make disciples,” “you will be my witnesses to the ends of the earth,” and so forth. The problem was that sitting there in that Bible college, situated as it was in the Evangelical tradition, we knew what mission was, and we could not imagine anything but being committed to it. All we needed was a biblical foundation to justify it.


    Our point of departure was an already existing missionary enterprise, to which we all joyfully offered our wholehearted support. Through this lens we looked for missionary texts and found those that fit our preexisting paradigm: a geographical expansionist understanding of mission that highlights sending from one place (Christian West) to another place (pagan non-West). We were unaware that on closer scrutiny Jonah did not really fit in any other way beyond crossing the water to a foreign place, or that the “go” of the Great Commission was not the primary command at all.2


    These comments are not meant to be disparaging. Indeed, I remain thankful for my early years in that tradition and the fervent commitment to taking the gospel to those who have never heard. My point is simply that when we examined the Bible’s teaching on mission, our preexisting understanding of mission dictated what we saw. Thus, we did not bring our missionary practice to the Bible to be scrutinized; rather, familiar endeavors were legitimized by divine authority. I have no interest in hopping on the bandwagon that maligns the modern missionary movement. I am grateful for what was accomplished, and I believe there was much in the way of biblical faithfulness. My purpose at the beginning of this chapter is to raise the question of how to proceed in dealing with mission in the Bible.


    The Bible and Mission in a New Era


    With the changes in mission today, it is essential to return to the Bible to get our bearings. David Bosch says that in this new era “if we want the missionary enterprise to be authentic and our reflections on mission to be relevant, we will have to pay even more serious attention to this branch of missiology than we used to do.”3 He further observes that in the past a biblical foundation for mission was laid by gleaning certain “missionary texts” from the Old and New Testaments to undergird the contemporary missionary enterprise. Mission was understood primarily as a geographical movement from the West to the non-West. Thus, it was more difficult to find Old Testament passages to fit this understanding, but the New Testament offered more. And yet here also the practice was to isolate missionary texts that fit a geographical-expansion understanding.


    Mission should be based not on isolated passages of Scripture but rather on “the thrust of the central message of Scripture. In other words, either mission—properly understood—lies at the heart of the biblical message or it is so peripheral to that message that we need not be overly concerned with it.”4 Bosch advocates a missional reading of Scripture that recognizes the centrality of mission to the biblical story. So instead of grasping isolated missionary texts, we need to read Scripture as a whole.5


    
      
        “What sort of hermeneutic will enable us to enter into the Bible’s own missionary direction? . . . It must be, in the first place, a canonical hermeneutic, that is, a way of reading the Bible as a whole. Secondly, it will be a narrative hermeneutic, one which recognizes how the Bible as a whole tells a story, in some sense a single story . . . constituting in its overall direction a metanarrative, a narrative about the whole of reality that elucidates the meaning of the whole of reality.”


        Richard J. Bauckham, The Bible and Mission, pp. 11-12

      

    


    In regard to reading Scripture “as a whole,” there are two important senses in which this is true. First, there is a redemptive-historical whole. Mission must be understood as central to the whole plot of the biblical story. Second, there is a literary whole. Various texts must be read in terms of the whole literary structure of the book. For example, the so-called Great Commission must be set within the whole literary structure of the book of Matthew. It is the first of these “wholes” that will concern us in this chapter.


    The Bible is a narrative record of God’s mission in and through his people for the sake of the world. It tells a story in which mission is a central thread—God’s mission, Israel’s mission, Christ’s mission, the Spirit’s mission, the church’s mission. Indeed, “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. . . . Mission is not just one of a list of things the Bible happens to talk about, only a bit more urgently than some. Mission is, in the much abused phrase, ‘what it is all about.’”6 Thus, a faithful reading of Scripture is one that takes seriously a missional hermeneutic. A missional hermeneutic might be defined as “a way of reading the Bible for which mission is the hermeneutical key. . . . A missionary hermeneutic of this kind would not be simply a study of the theme of mission in the biblical writings, but a way of reading the whole of Scripture with mission as its central interest and goal.”7 In this chapter I will briefly trace the biblical story with mission as a central theme.


    
      
        A faithful reading of Scripture is one that takes seriously a missional hermeneutic.

      

    


    God’s Mission to Restore the Whole World


    It is not controversial to claim that the Bible tells one story.8 It is more disputable to say that this is a story with universal validity—the true story of the whole world in which all people in all places at all times must find their place. But that is the claim being made here. To use current terminology, it is a “metanarrative”9 about the meaning and destiny of universal history. Scripture, as N. T. Wright puts it, “offers a story which is the story of the whole world. It is public truth.”10


    God’s mission to restore the world and its peoples is a central theme in the biblical narrative. Christopher Wright offers an approach that “sees the mission of God (and the participation in it of God’s people) as a framework in which we can read the whole Bible. Mission is a major key that unlocks the whole grand narrative of the canon of Scripture.”11 Whereas a traditional interpretation of the missio Dei revolves around “sending”—the Father sends the Son, and together they send both the Spirit and the church—Wright speaks of God’s mission in terms of God’s long-term purpose to restore people from all nations and the whole creation. Thus, the Bible tells us the story of God’s long historical journey to liberate his world from the destructive power of sin.


    
      
        “The Old Testament tells its story as the story or, rather, as 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 metanarrative, a grand narrative.”


        Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God, pp. 54-55

      

    


    God announces his intention to restore the creation right after Adam and Eve’s treasonous act of rebellion (Gen 3:15). God, as the first to announce good news, proclaims, “Through one of Eve’s children I will crush the evil forces you have unleashed by your foolish defection.” The story of God’s mission is the path he follows to make this good news known to the ends of the earth. The mission of God’s people is to take their role in this drama.


    The horizon of God’s mission is the ends of the earth. God’s intention is to restore all nations, all cultures, indeed all of the creation from the sinful rebellion of humankind and its effects. So God’s purpose is restorative and comprehensive, and it involves a battle against the corruption and idolatry that befouls his creation.


    God Chooses Israel to Bring Salvation to the Whole World


    The election of one people for the sake of all nations. In the Old Testament God chooses and forms Israel as a people with a view to bringing salvation to the ends of the earth. God’s way of carrying out his mission is to choose a particular people and then gather all humankind into that community. One way of speaking of God’s mission is in terms of a movement from the particular to the universal, or from the one to the many. We must learn to “read the Bible in a way that takes seriously its missionary direction.” The story of the Bible “embodies a kind of movement from the particular to the universal, which we as readers need to find ourselves inside. The Bible is a kind of project aimed at the kingdom of God, that is, towards the achievement of God’s purposes for good in the whole of God’s creation.”12 God travels a particular road—Israel, Jesus, church—to arrive at his universal destination.


    
      
        God travels a particular road—Israel, Jesus, church—to arrive at his universal destination.
      

    


    


    



    Here we are faced with the biblical doctrine of election. Why does God choose one people? First, election must always be understood in terms of God’s universalistic intention. Election has to do with God’s means of extending his blessing to the many. Second, election must be understood in the context of the covenant as both privilege and obligation, gift and task, grace and responsibility. Election often has been formulated in terms of privilege only. In reaction, some have emphasized only task. Yet in Scripture it is a matter of privilege and responsibility. When God’s people forget the purpose of their election, they stand under divine judgment: “You only have I chosen of all the families of the earth; therefore I will punish you for all your sins” (Amos 3:2).


    The particular community chosen by God is first the place of God’s mission and then the channel. God works out his redemptive purposes first in the community and then through that community for the sake of the whole world. When God graciously saves his people, it is not only for their sake; it is also for the sake of others.


    Genesis 12:1-3: Blessed to be a blessing. This story of a chosen people begins with the election of Abraham and the promise that God gives to him (Gen 12:1-3). However, the biblical story does not begin with Abraham. Genesis 1–11 provides the universal backdrop against which Abraham is chosen. To set the story of Abraham in this context is to emphasize “the universal dimensions of a divine plan that embraces all humanity and all creation.”13 A number of important themes that will continue throughout the biblical story are introduced: the God of Abraham and Israel is the creator of heaven and earth; there is only one true God, and there is none other; he is the God not only of Israel, but of all nations; he is the sovereign ruler over the whole earth and all of history; all nations have descended from one man created in God’s image to love, worship, and serve him; all peoples are living in revolt against him, shape their cultures and society in rebellion, are accountable to him, and are under his judgment; the scope of God’s redemptive intention is creation-wide, with his promise being to undo the deleterious effects of human sin in all creation, for all nations, and all of human life.


    Against this universal backdrop God chooses Abraham to be a channel of redemptive blessing to all the families of the earth. God does not reject the nations but rather chooses Abraham precisely for their sake (Gen 12:1-3). The promise of Genesis 12:2-3, referred to as “the gospel in advance” by Paul (Gal 3:8), is summarized later in terms of a twofold promise: “Abraham will surely become a great and powerful nation, and all nations on earth will be blessed through him” (Gen 18:18). God has chosen Abraham; God will form Israel into a nation and bless them. Yet the ultimate purpose is “so that all nations on earth may be blessed” through him.14 God’s people from their inception are a “so-that people”—chosen and graciously blessed so that all people might know God’s merciful blessing. It is essential to understand the pivotal significance of these verses. “What is being offered in these few verses is a theological blueprint for the redemptive history of the world.”15Genesis 12:2-3 offers the two-stage plan by which God will carry out his redemptive purpose.


    
      
        God’s people from their inception are a “so-that people”—chosen and graciously blessed so that all people might know God’s merciful blessing.
      

    


    Although this promise remains central to the following patriarchal narratives, we are not told exactly how God will bring that redemptive blessing. We are given something of a hint in Genesis 18:19. God says, “I have chosen him, so that he will direct his children and his household after him to keep the way of the LORD by doing what is right and just, so that the LORD will bring about for Abraham what he has promised him” (Gen 18:19). The fulfillment of the promise to bless the nations is tied somehow to the way in which Abraham and his household will live. They must keep the way of the Lord and do what is right and just.


    Exodus 19:3-6: A display people to the nations. The way God will bless the nations is revealed more clearly in Exodus 19:3-6. The whole of the book of Exodus leads up to these words, which define Israel’s role and identity in redemptive history. The imagery that the author of Exodus uses to describe what God does for Israel is that of redemption (Ex 6:6; 15:13). Redemption refers to the recovery of a son who once was part of a family but has been alienated. Redemption is the return of this son to his proper relationship. Israel as God’s son (Ex 4:22) is enslaved, but God intervenes to restore Israel to their proper place in God’s family. Israel is liberated from slavery to the gods and idols of Egypt and from the tyranny of Pharaoh to serve the living God. He leads them out of Egypt, cares for them in the wilderness, and now brings them to himself at Sinai. Why has God done this for Israel? What role does he have for them to play? This is answered in the critical verses of Exodus 19:4-6.


    God chooses Israel as his special possession. Israel will be bound to God in covenant and will hold a special place in God’s redemptive purpose. But again, the universal horizon of God’s redemptive intention is evident: “for the whole earth is mine” (Ex 19:5).16 Israel is God’s treasured possession for the sake of the whole earth. More specifically, Israel is called to be a priestly kingdom and a holy nation. Holiness refers to being set aside wholly for God’s use. Thus, Israel is a nation set apart for God’s use in his redemptive work. They are to live holy lives in the midst of the nations. The role that Israel will play is a priestly one. In the same way a priest plays a special role in the midst of a nation, Israel will play a priestly role among the nations. A priest is separated from the rest of the nation to be a model of devotion consecrated to God’s service and to be a mediator of God’s blessing to the rest of the nation (Num 6:22-26).


    In this call Israel is summoned to be a model of what God intends for human life. They are to be an illustration of God’s creational purposes for all peoples. In the words of John Durham, God charges Israel to be “a display-people, a showcase to the world of how being in covenant with Yahweh changes a people.”17 Israel is to incarnate in the midst of history what God intended in creation at the beginning of history and what he will accomplish in his redemptive work at the end of history. If Israel is faithful, their life will be attractive and draw the nations into the covenant with the Lord. In the later language of Isaiah, Israel is called to be “a light to the nations” (Is 49:6; cf. Mt 5:14).


    
      
        “It is not the case that Israel alone belongs to God and other nations do not, or that Israel is more “possessed” by God than they were. For the text expresses God’s possession of the world (and by implication the nations) in exactly the same terms as God’s anticipated possession of Israel. All nations belong to God, but Israel will belong to God in a unique way that will, on the one hand, demand covenantal obedience, and, on the other hand, be exercised through a priestly and holy identity and role in the world. . . . Or in other words, the particularity of Israel here is intended to serve the universality of God’s interest in the world. Israel’s election serves God’s mission.”


        Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God, pp. 256-57

      

    


    


    On the heels of this momentous call God gives Israel the Torah (Ex 20–23). The Torah directs Israel’s life and provides the pattern by which they should live as a holy nation in the midst of the nations. Mosaic law is a divinely authorized way of life, which manifests both the “universal and enduring principles of creation and the historical situation of a particular people (Israel) in a particular place (Palestine) at a particular time (the centuries between Moses and Christ).”18 The law calls for a communal life of love and justice with a special concern for the poor and weak. “Israel’s distinctive practice of justice was meant to shine as a beacon in the ancient Near East, attracting other nations to the distinctive God who wills such justice.”19 Israel was to “function as a people who would show the rest of humanity what being human was all about,”20 a people called to “model genuinely human existence.”21


    The instruction that Israel received in the law indicates a threefold orientation for their lives visible to the nations. They were oriented backward to creation: they were to be a picture of what God originally intended for human life in the creation. All of their social and cultural lives were to conform to God’s original creational design. They were oriented forward: they were to be a sign or preview of God’s goal for humanity and all creation at the end of history. They were oriented outward: they were to confront and engage the other pagan cultures of the day, embracing what was good but rejecting the idolatry. So they were to live as a contrast society to the nations that did not know God.


    It is hard to overestimate the importance of Israel’s call in Exodus 19 for the rest of the Old Testament story. “The history of Israel from this point on is in reality merely a commentary upon the degree of fidelity with which Israel adhered to this Sinai-given vocation.”22 The remainder of the Old Testament history narrates how faithful Israel is to this call.


    The book of Exodus ends with God coming to dwell among his people (Ex 25–40). Robert Martin-Achard reminds us that mission “is a matter of presence—the presence of the People of God in the midst of mankind and the presence of God in the midst of His People.”23 A little while later Moses will remind Israel of their missional calling as they are about to enter the promised land. Their distinctive lives are to lead the nations to say, “Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people” (Deut 4:6). This will lead to questions about the God who dwells in their midst and the righteousness of His laws that direct their lives (Deut 4:5-8). Thus, God will reveal himself to the nations as he dwells in the midst of Israel and transforms their lives with the law.


    It was difficult for Israel to keep the universal horizon of their mission clear. An exclusivistic nationalism constantly corrupted their understanding of election and covenant, as the book of Jonah shows. And so God gives psalms to Israel to constantly nourish their mission.24 Their songs in worship reminded them that they were a “so-that people,” a people blessed so that they might be a channel of blessing to the nations.


    May God be gracious to us and bless us


    and make his face shine on us—


    so that your ways may be known on earth,


    your salvation among all nations.


    May the peoples praise you, God;


    may all the peoples praise you. . . .


    May God bless us still,


    so that all the ends of the earth will fear him. (Ps 67:1-3, 7, italics added)


    
      
        Robert Martin-Achard reminds us that mission “is a matter of presence—the presence of the People of God in the midst of mankind and the presence of God in the midst of His People.”
      

    


    On the land in the sight of the nations. It is important to hold in view the narrative trajectory that Genesis 12:2-3 and Exodus 19:3-6 set as we read the rest of the Old Testament story. In the book of Joshua Israel is given the gift of the land. They are placed at the crossroads of the nations and the navel of the universe25 as a display people visible to the nations.26 From this point on, “Israel knew that it lived under constant surveillance of the then contemporary world.”27 This is the way of God’s mission: “God’s mission involves God’s people living in God’s way in the sight of the nations.”28


    
      
        “Israel did not live in vacuum-sealed isolation from the rest of the world. On the contrary, they could not have lived on a more crowded international stage. The land of Canaan, as the land bridge between three continents, was a veritable public concourse of the nations. Israel’s presence there was internationally visible.”


        Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God, p. 467

      

    


    Thus, the nations appear as witnesses throughout the historical narratives of Israel’s history.29 When God threatens to destroy Israel in the wilderness after redeeming them from Egypt, Moses intercedes: “Why should the Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that he brought them out, to kill them in the mountains and to wipe them off the face of the earth’?” (Ex 32:12). When again God threatens Israel with a plague after their complaining, Moses intercedes. He fears that the Egyptians and Canaanites will hear about it and conclude that the Lord was unable to bring these people into the land that he promised to give them (Num 14:13-16; cf. Deut 9:28). And so the story continues: Israel’s history is under the scrutiny of the nations.


    
      
        The nations appear as witnesses throughout the historical narratives of Israel’s history. . . . Israel’s history is under the scrutiny of the nations.
      

    


    In the book of Judges the people Israel, as so often in their history, are swallowed up by the darkness of the idolatry of the very pagan nations to which they are to bring light. Israel’s repeated covenant breaking is a threat to God’s mission, and so the situation cries out for a king who will enable Israel to live as a faithful people (Judg 21:25). In the books of Samuel God gives them a king to mediate God’s rule to Israel. Israel’s request for a king is an act of apostasy; it stands in stark contradiction to God’s missional purposes for Israel to be different from the other nations for the sake of the other nations. But Israel wants a king so that they can “be like the other nations” (1 Sam 8:20; cf. 1 Sam 8:6). God grants them the king, but he incorporates the kingship into his covenantal and missional purposes. God promises David that he will grant an everlasting kingdom to David’s descendant (2 Sam 7:11b-16). It is this kingdom that now becomes the universal horizon of God’s redemptive purpose—an everlasting kingdom into which all nations will be brought.


    The psalms and prophets pick up this theme. The psalms nourish the universal end of Israel’s election, but now with the image of a king and a kingdom. Especially significant is the phrase “to the ends of the earth,” found in various psalms and prophets to describe the universal reign of Israel’s coming king (e.g., Ps 2:8; Mic 5:4; Zech 9:10). One day the reign of God’s faithful king will be acknowledged to the ends of the earth (Ps 72:8-11).


    The books of Kings narrate the failure of those kings and the consequent failure of Israel to fulfill their mission. The narrative tells of Israel’s slide into rebellion as they follow their faithless kings, and it finally culminates in God’s judgment—first as the northern kingdom is scattered by Assyria, and then as the southern kingdom is exiled to Babylon. It seems that God’s redemptive mission has ground to a halt.


    The prophets’ message: The future fulfillment of God’s mission. It is at this moment in the story that the prophets emerge and point to a time when Israel’s mission will be fulfilled for the whole creation and all nations. They speak of an end-time event when God will rule the whole earth and bring salvation to the nations (Is 2:2-5; 52:10). For this to happen, Israel themselves must first be converted. It is only when Israel is gathered, purified, and given a new heart to fulfill their calling that they can be a light to the world (Ezek 36:22-32). This climactic moment will be ushered in by a Messiah, a faithful anointed king, who will come in power and glory as a world ruler (Zech 9:9-13), but who is also, paradoxically, a suffering and lowly servant (Is 53; cf. Lk 24:25-26). God will make his servant “a light for the Gentiles that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth” (Is 49:6). The kingdom would come in the power of the Spirit as the Spirit is poured out on the Messiah (Is 61:1), on Israel (Ezek 36:26), and on all people (Joel 2:28-32). The Messiah would bring judgment and destruction on the earth (Is 63:1-6; Joel 1:15; Mal 3:2). But it would also be a day of salvation, not only for Israel but for all the nations as well. Isaiah declares, “In the last days the mountain of the LORD’s temple will be established as the highest of the mountains; it will be exalted above the hills, and all the nations will stream to it. Many peoples will come and say, ‘Come, let us go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob’” (Is 2:2-3).


    And what stands out in Old Testament prophecy is that this salvation of the nations is viewed as a spontaneous coming. “This is what the LORD Almighty says: ‘In those days ten people from all languages and nations will take firm hold of one Jew by the hem of his robe and say, “Let us go with you, because we have heard that God is with you”’” (Zech 8:23).30 So “Israel must itself become a living power by means of which the nations would be drawn into the light of the salvation of Israel’s God. . . . Israel . . . shall now emit its magnetic light and draw the peoples of the world to itself.”31 Israel will finally fulfill the calling that they were given in Abraham to be a blessing to the nations: “Just as you, Judah and Israel, have been a curse among the nations, so I will save you, and you will be a blessing” (Zech 8:13).


    
      
        The mission of God through Israel can be described in three terms: universal, centripetal and eschatological.
      

    


    The mission of God through Israel can be described in three terms: universal, centripetal and eschatological. It is universal: even though Israel is chosen to be God’s covenant people, the whole earth and all nations are clearly in view. It is centripetal: Israel’s role is to be a light to the nations, to live their lives in such a way that the nations see the true and living God and are attracted to their lives and to their God. It is eschatological: although the recognition of Yahweh by the nations in the life of Israel “is the meaning of Israel’s history and the contents of her liturgy,” it is also true that “during the whole history of Israel this comes to realization little if at all”; thus, the achievement of this goal looks to the future: “Israel’s history, is eschatologically defined.”32 The final gathering of the nations awaits a future time when God will break into history in an unusually powerful way through the Messiah and by the Spirit to gather and purify Israel as an eschatological people and to bring about a comprehensive salvation for all the peoples of the earth.


    God Sends Jesus to Gather and Restore Israel to Its Mission


    The “already but not yet” era of the kingdom as a time of gathering. The eschatological era of the ingathering of Israel and the nations begins with the kingdom mission of Jesus. The prophets promised that comprehensive salvation and final judgment would come through the Messiah in that great eschatological future when God ushered in his kingdom. As one empire after another oppressed Israel, the flame of hope ignited by the prophets was fanned into a raging inferno of eschatological expectation. In this context of intense expectation Jesus announces the good news: “The kingdom of God has arrived!” (cf. Mk 1:14-15).


    All Jews nurtured on the Old Testament prophets expected the kingdom to come immediately in fullness; the old age would draw to a close, and the age to come would dawn (see fig. 1). John the Baptist believed that the ax and the winnowing fork were already in the hands of the Messiah to bring salvation and judgment (Lk 3:9, 17). Yet John, like others, finds himself confused when God’s judgment does not fall, and he sends his disciples to enquire whether or not Jesus is in fact the Messiah promised in the Old Testament (Lk 7:18-23). Jesus assures him that he is, and that the works that he is doing are signs that the power of God to renew the creation has indeed broken into history. Jesus’ own disciples also struggle to understand, and so he tells them parables so that they might understand that although the kingdom has already dawned, it has not yet arrived in its fullness. The forces of the age to come are flowing into history, but the counterforces of the old age remain a powerful reality. There is an overlapping of the old age and age to come (see fig. 2).


    The reason for this overlapping of the ages is mission.


    The meaning of this “overlap of the ages” in which we live, the time between the coming of Christ and His coming again, is that it is the time given for the witness of the apostolic Church to the ends of the earth. The end of all things, which has been revealed in Christ, is—so to say—held back until witness has been borne to the whole world concerning the judgment and salvation revealed in Christ. The implication of a true eschatological perspective will be missionary obedience, and the eschatology which does not issue in such obedience is a false eschatology.33
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          Figure 1. Prophetic expectation
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      Figure 2. New Testament fulfillment

    

  


  
    
      Strong words: eschatology apart from missionary obedience is false!
    

  


  Strong words: eschatology apart from missionary obedience is false! The biblical testimony bears this out. The biblical testimony bears this out: this “already but not yet” time period is taken up with the end-time ingathering of the nations. It begins with Jesus’ mission to Israel and then continues as a renewed Israel is invited to participate in his mission to the remaining sheep of Israel and then to the nations.


  
    
      “Contemporary New Testament scholars are thus affirming what the systematic theologian Martin Kähler said eight decades ago: Mission is the ‘mother of theology.’ Theology, says Kähler, began as ‘an accompanying manifestation of the Christian mission’ and not as ‘a luxury of the world-dominating church.’ The New Testament writers were not scholars who had the leisure to research the evidence before they put pen to paper. Rather, they wrote in the context of an ‘emergency situation’, of a church which, because of its missionary encounter with the world, was forced to theologize.”


      David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission, p. 16

    

  


  Gathering is what gives this interim era meaning. Gerhard Lohfink laments that whereas “the ‘gathering of the scattered people of God’ has been . . . one of the fundamental statements of Israel’s theology,” Old Testament theology has paid scant attention to it.34 This eschatological gathering motif is important for mission. “The gathering of all peoples into one is the eschatological deed of God. The Old Testament says so, and Jesus remains loyal to this viewpoint. . . . The divine action . . . is now found to be entrusted to human beings—first of all to the human being Jesus, and then to those who, in his footsteps, will be sent forth to the harvest.”35


  The Gospels employ three images of gathering from the prophets and intertestamental literature: the gathering of the harvest into the barn, of sheep into the fold, and of guests to the banquet. Isaiah foresaw a time when all peoples would gather on Mount Zion for an end-time banquet of salvation (Is 25:6-9), which is now fulfilled in Jesus (e.g., Mt 8:11). In the parable of the great banquet Jesus describes a delay after the banquet is ready (Lk 14:15-24). J. H. Bavinck comments on this parable,


  The kingdom lay ready . . . in a certain sense all was ripe for the consummation, but there must first come a period in which the servants of the Lord must work. . . . The intervening time is marked by the activity of the servants. According to the above parables such work consists particularly in going out into the highways and byways to invite all to the marriage feast of the king. One may say thus that the interim is preoccupied with the command of missions, and it is the command of missions that gives the interim meaning.36


  The second image is agricultural: the gathering of the harvest. Jesus invites his disciples to open their eyes to see the fields that are ripe with harvest (Jn 4:35; cf. Mk 4:3-8, 26-29). Jesus says, “The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few. Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field” (Mt 9:37-38). This is a “missionary prayer” driven by the conviction that “the harvest of the end time is ripe and is entering human history; human harvesters, especially Jesus and his disciples with him, are called to associate themselves with it.”37


  The third image is of a shepherd gathering in lost sheep. Ezekiel and Jeremiah employ the imagery of an eschatological shepherd who will gather his scattered sheep back into the fold on the last day (Jer 23:2-3; 31:10; Ezek 34:12, 23-31). Jesus announces that he was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel (Mt 15:24) and begins to gather them into a little flock (Lk 12:32). But as the good shepherd, he foresees the day when the nations will also be gathered into his flock: “I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also. They too will listen to my voice, and there shall be one flock and one shepherd” (Jn 10:16).


  Jesus is sent first to gather Israel for their mission. Mission has been explicated in terms of “the God who sends.” The gospel of John portrays God as sending Jesus, and Jesus as the sent one. “It cannot be overemphasized how deeply the sending concept relates to Jesus’ identity. Almost every page of the Fourth Gospel breathes with a passage in which Jesus expressed who he is in terms of his sense of being sent, his sense of mission.”38


  Jesus is sent on his mission in the power of the Spirit (Lk 4:18). This period between the first and the second coming of Jesus is the time of the Spirit. Indeed, the prophets envisioned a time when God’s Spirit would be poured out on the Messiah to renew Israel and gather the nations. Thus, the Gospels begin with the outpouring of the Spirit on Jesus to carry out his mission (Mk 1:10; Lk 3:21-22; Acts 10:38).


  What was the mission that the Father sent him to accomplish? In the first place, it was to gather Israel into an end-time community according to the prophetic promise. Joachim Jeremias makes the astonishing comment that “the only significance of the whole of Jesus’ activity is to gather the eschatological people of God.”39 The gathering of the end-time people of God begins with Israel. Matthew makes it clear that Jesus’ mission is limited to Israel. Jesus says to the Canaanite woman, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel” (Mt 15:24). He sends his disciples only to the lost sheep of Israel (Mt 10:6). The apparent narrowing of Jesus’ mission to Jews only has puzzled interpreters. How does this fit in with the clear universalistic horizon of the Old Testament, a horizon that Jesus clearly shares (Mt 8:11; 24:14)?


  This anomaly must be read in terms of Old Testament prophecy. “Jesus read in his Bible” that there would be an “eschatological pilgrimage of the Gentiles to the Mountain of God”40 (e.g., Is 2:2-4). God would reveal his glory to the Gentiles in and through Israel. First, Israel would be gathered to the messianic banquet on this mountain. Only after that would the nations come. When Jesus speaks of the many Gentiles gathering at the banquet table with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, it is clear that he has this prophetic promise in mind (Mt 8:11). So the prophets looked forward to “two successive events, first the call to Israel, and subsequently the redemptive incorporation of the Gentiles in the kingdom of God.”41


  The ministry of Jesus is directed to the first event. For Israel to carry out their role to draw the nations, two things must take place: Israel must be gathered; then Israel must be renewed so that they might live in obedience to God’s Torah and shine as a light to the nations. Ezekiel offers a glimpse of both of these features—gathering and purifying—in God’s eschatological future. Israel has failed in their mission and profaned the Lord’s name among the nations (Ezek 36:16-21). However, God tells Israel that he will act so that the nations would know that he is the Lord when he is “proved holy through you before their eyes” (Ezek 36:23, italics added). Thus, God will act to complete his mission through Israel:


  For I will take you out of the nations; I will gather you from all the countries and bring you back into your own land. I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws. (Ezek 36:24-27)


  
    
      According to the Old Testament prophets, the ministry of the Messiah is first to gather Israel and then to purify and empower Israel for its missional calling.
    

  


  Thus, according to the Old Testament prophets, the ministry of the Messiah is first to gather Israel and then to purify and empower Israel for its missional calling. The Gospels show the way in which this was fulfilled: salvation is offered first to Israel, and a community is gathered; then the central events of the cross, resurrection and Pentecost accomplish salvation so that gathered Israel is renewed and empowered, ready for their mission to the nations.


  Israel gathered and formed to take up their missional calling. Jesus calls this gathered community to take up their missional identity. In the Sermon on the Mount he applies to them the Old Testament images that portray Israel’s mission: “You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and glorify your Father in heaven” (Mt 5:14-16). Together, the images of light and city refer to “the eschatological Jerusalem, which the prophets foretell will one day be raised above all mountains and illumine the nations with its light (cf. Is 2:2-5).”42 In the mission of Jesus Israel is being restored to be a light to the nations.


  
    
      “We stand in need of an interpretation of salvation which operates within a comprehensive christological framework, which makes the totus Christus—his incarnation, earthly life, death, resurrection and parousia—indispensable for church and theology. All these christological elements taken together constitute the praxis of Jesus, the One who both inaugurated salvation and provided us with a model to emulate.”


      David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission, p. 309

    

  


  


  


  There are two elements of the missional vocation to which Jesus calls his people. The first is to embody a distinctive and attractive life. Jesus announces the coming of the kingdom of God. The kingdom can be characterized as the inbreaking of God’s dynamic power to defeat all that stands against his rule, and as the arrival of the comprehensive salvation of the world. The announcement calls for a response of radical allegiance. To those who respond in faith and repentance the good news promises the gift of renewal: a restored relationship with the Father, forgiveness, the Spirit, a new heart that will renew their whole lives. As they believe and follow Jesus, the promise is that they will participate in the renewal of the whole creation.


  Those who have received the gift of the kingdom are to embody the life of the new creation given by the Spirit. They are to live a distinctive life that embodies God’s creational intention for human life in creation, that is a sign of the coming new creation, and that challenges the idols of culture that stand against that life. And so Jesus spends much of his mission instructing this community in a distinctive way of life as an alternative community (e.g., Mt 5–7; Jn 13). Theirs is to be a life of love, reconciliation, peace, joy, justice, compassion and solidarity with the poor and marginalized. To live in this way will challenge the societal structures of injustice among the Jews and Romans. And so, this disciple community can expect to suffer as the price to be paid for living distinctively (Jn 15:18-21). Such a life can be lived only in communion with the Father and Son, and as a gift of the Spirit. And so, the distinctive lives of God’s people can be known only by prayer. The kingdom comes as the Spirit works in response to prayer.43


  
    
      “A recognition of this missionary character of the documents will help us to see them in true perspective and to interpret them in the light of their intention. They are at one and the same time the product of a dynamic process of evangelism and nurture and the tools for accomplishing that process. It is the recognition of this organizing principle that enables us to have a coherent understanding of them. Essentially the New Testament is a collection of books that express the gospel or good news that was proclaimed in the Christian mission. . . . Recognition of the missionary orientation of the New Testament will alert us to a more dynamic view of the church as the agent of mission instead of the static view that we sometimes have.”


      I. Howard Marshall, New Testament Theology, pp. 35-36

    

  


  The second element of renewed Israel’s missional vocation is to participate, by word and deed, in Jesus’ gathering mission. Not only is this community gathered and formed to live as an alternative community, but also it is invited to participate in the more intentional task of gathering that Jesus has begun. Jesus says to Simon and Andrew, “Come, follow me, and I will send you out to fish for people” (Mk 1:17). The “calling of the disciples is a call to follow Jesus and a being set aside for missionary activities. Calling, discipleship, and mission belong together.”44 Jesus sends out his twelve disciples to proclaim the arrival of the kingdom and to demonstrate its arrival with deeds (Mt 10; Lk 9:1-6; 10:1-16). It is through the words and deeds of the disciples that others would be invited to participate in the salvation of God’s kingdom. If such words and deeds are to be the power of God unto salvation, then they too must be accompanied by prayer (Mk 9:29).


  The elements of Jesus’ kingdom mission. Thus, the kingdom mission of Jesus is to gather and restore Israel to its missional vocation. But it is not only important to see those to whom Jesus directed his mission. It is equally important to understand the way he carried it out—the elements that comprised his kingdom mission. We must look carefully at “the earthly Jesus if we want to elucidate ‘the beginnings of the earliest Christian mission.’ . . . Here we are confronted with the real starting point of the primitive Christian mission: it lies in the conduct of Jesus himself. If anyone is to be called ‘the primal missionary,’ he must be.”45This is significant because Jesus incorporates his disciples into his mission to Israel, and after the major redemptive events of the cross, resurrection, exaltation and Pentecost Jesus sends that little community to continue his mission in the world. “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you” (Jn 20:21). Jesus’ mission is a pattern and model for our own.


  
    
      “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you” (Jn 20:21). Jesus’ mission is a pattern and model for our own.
    

  


  Jesus’ mission is centered in the kingdom of God. He announces the arrival of the kingdom: “Good news! God is breaking into history in power and love in me, the Messiah, by the power of the Spirit to restore the whole creation and all of human life to again live under the gracious rule of God.” To this message he invites and commands a response of total commitment: repent, believe, and follow him. When asked by John’s disciples if he is the Messiah, Jesus tells them to tell John that his deeds demonstrated that the power of God to heal and liberate was present in him (Lk 7:22-23). Indeed, in his deeds Jesus “launches an all-out attack on evil in all its manifestations.”


  God’s reign arrives wherever Jesus overcomes the power of evil. Then, as it does now, evil took many forms: pain, sickness, death, demon-possession, personal sin and immorality, the loveless self-righteousness of those who claim to know God, the maintaining of special class privileges, the brokenness of human relationships. Jesus is, however, saying: If human distress takes many forms, the power of God does likewise.46


  Thus, words of Jesus that announced the salvation of the kingdom were authenticated by deeds. But his life also witnessed to the kingdom: his dependence upon the Spirit (Lk 3:22; Acts 10:38); his loving communion with the Father (Jn 14–17); his glorifying of the Father (Jn 14:13); his life of devoted prayer (Lk 5:16); his compassion, mercy and justice for the poor, sick and marginalized (Lk 4:18-19); his self-giving life of sacrificial service (Jn 13:1-17); his submission and obedience to the Father (Heb 5:8); his love, gentleness and joy (Mt 11:29; Jn 15:11); his suffering for the kingdom’s sake as he opposed hostile powers that stood against it (Jn 15:18). All of this, and more, witnessed to a life empowered and controlled by the Spirit.


  We might list the components of Jesus’ mission thus:


  
    	Jesus announced the kingdom with his words.


    	Jesus demonstrated the kingdom with his deeds.


    	Jesus “lovingly attacks” every form of evil that he sees in the individual and social lives of people.


    	Jesus embodied the kingdom with his life.


    	Jesus formed a kingdom community.


    	Jesus taught his disciple community about the kingdom and life in it.


    	Jesus stands with sinners and outcasts, the poor and marginalized, and welcomes them into the kingdom.


    	Jesus prayed for the coming kingdom.


    	Jesus suffered as he withstood the powers that opposed the kingdom.

  


  The mission of Jesus provides a model: mission must be in Christ’s way. “Mission flows from a desire to follow in the way of Jesus, who healed the sick, associated with outsiders, rebuked the self-righteous, challenged the absolute power of the state, restored people’s dignity, opposed legalistic and corrupt religious practices, and ultimately gave his life to demonstrate that even enemies were encompassed in his love. Jesus tells his disciples to ‘go and do likewise.’”47


  
    
      “The integral character of salvation demands that the scope of the church’s mission be more comprehensive than has traditionally been the case. Salvation is coherent, broad, and deep as the needs and exigencies of human existence. . . . From the tension between the ‘already’ and the ‘not yet’ of the reign of God, from the tension between the salvation indicative (salvation is already a reality!) and the salvation subjunctive (comprehensive salvation is yet to come!) there emerges the salvation imperative—Get involved in the ministry of salvation! Those who know that God will one day wipe away all tears will not accept with resignation the tears of those who suffer and are oppressed now. Anyone who knows that one day there will be no more disease can and must actively anticipate the conquest of disease in individuals and society now. And anyone who believes that the enemy of God and humans will be vanquished will already oppose him now in his machinations in family and society. For all of this has to do with salvation.”


      David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission, p. 400

    

  


  Yet, as the church goes to the nations and finds itself in new situations, it must follow the pattern of Jesus with imagination and creativity. “Jesus did not set up a rigid model for action but, rather, inspired his disciples to prolong the logic of his own action in a creative way amid the new and different historical circumstances in which the community would have to proclaim the gospel of the kingdom in word and deed.”48


  Crucifixion, resurrection and commissioning. The kingdom mission of Jesus climaxes in his death on the cross and his bodily resurrection from the dead. The Torah had been given to Israel to shape them into a faithful people who would be a light to the nations. However, the law could not form that people into a contrast community because of the power of sin. And so, if there was to be a faithful people, sin must be defeated at the cross. “For what the law was powerless to do because it was weakened by the flesh, God did by sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh to be a sin offering. And so he condemned sin in the flesh, in order that the righteous requirements of the law might be fully met in us, who do not live according to the flesh but according to the Spirit” (Rom 8:3-4). It is only after the death of Jesus, who takes upon himself the guilt and power of sin, liberating his people to walk in obedience, that “the law will go out of Zion, the word of the LORD from Jerusalem” (Is 2:3).


  
    
      As the church goes to the nations and finds itself in new situations, it must follow the pattern of Jesus with imagination and creativity.
    

  


  The bodily resurrection is the dawning of the age to come. Jesus is the firstborn from the dead (Col 1:18; Rev 1:5), the firstfruits of the resurrection life (1 Cor 15:20). As God’s people are united to Christ by faith, they already begin to share the life of the resurrection (Rom 6:1-14), a life that they will enjoy fully at their bodily resurrection when Christ returns (1 Cor 15:23).


  These two events constitute the turning point in universal history: the old age is passing away as the enemies that dominate it—sin, death, Satan—have been defeated, and the life of the age to come has arrived. The forces of the future world of the kingdom are streaming into the present. Now, newly gathered Israel can begin to participate in the life of the age to come. But the import of these events moves beyond Israel. The death and resurrection of Jesus have cosmic scope and universal significance. The cross accomplishes the salvation of the entire creation and all nations; the resurrection is the dawning of the renewed creation. On the basis of these events Jesus draws his disciples together and commissions them to take the good news to all nations, even to the ends of the earth. The eschatological gathering of the nations can now proceed.


  The Gospels offer various versions of the commissioning to worldwide mission.49 In Matthew, Jesus commissions freshly gathered Israel to make disciples who are to be baptized into this newly founded community and to be taught to acknowledge the absolute and comprehensive authority of Jesus, to whom all authority is given, by obeying all that he has commanded (Mt 28:18-20). In Luke, Jesus charges his followers to proclaim repentance and forgiveness in response to the central events of world history—the cross and the resurrection—to all nations in the power of the Spirit (Lk 24:45-49). In John, Jesus sends his people into the world to continue what he has been doing (Jn 20:21). Here the biblical story stands at the threshold of the goal toward which it has been moving: the gathering of all people to a kingdom in which God restores everything.


  The Church’s Mission to the Ends of the Earth


  The church is taken up into God’s mission to continue the mission of Israel and of Jesus to the ends of the earth. It is the book of Acts that records the earliest mission of the church as it moves from Jerusalem, to Judea, to Samaria, and through the Roman Empire finally to Rome. Referring to the book of Luke, the writer of Acts opens the narrative with these words: “In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach” (Acts 1:1). The implication is that the ensuing narrative is what the exalted Christ will continue to do and teach, now by the Spirit in and through the church.


  Jesus, alive from the dead, appears to the disciples, and over forty days speaks to them about the kingdom of God and the coming of the Spirit. For the disciples, like for all Jews of that time, these three things—resurrection, kingdom, Spirit—mean one thing: the end-time kingdom is about to dawn. And so they ask the obvious question: “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6) Jesus’ fourfold answer (Acts 1:7-8) is significant for mission. First, the culmination of the kingdom is not yet here. The interim period as a time for gathering will continue for a while yet (“It is not for you to know the times”). Second, until the end does come, your task is to be a witnessing community. “When the Spirit of God comes to them and gives them the gift of power, their very identity will be transformed into that of witnesses”50 (“you will be my witnesses”). Third, you can carry out this role only if the Spirit comes to equip you, and more importantly as he gives you the life of the kingdom of God (“you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes upon you”). Finally, the witness will go to “the ends of the earth.” It will begin in Jerusalem, then move to Judea, and then to Samaria, but the ultimate horizon for your mission is the ends of the earth.
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