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Preface





Ignoring or misunderstanding the mission of God has resulted in a church that has lost its spiritual vitality and ability to impact culture and a contemporary world with a life-transforming message. We seldom think in terms of a sovereign God who is actively “on mission,” for to do so would compel his people with the priority of being aligned with his divine activity. Pressed on the issue, one might define the mission of God as his eternal plan to redeem a lost world. Yet we often relegate that mission to the time-defined event of Jesus coming to earth to die to bear the sins of a lost world and be raised again.


The mission of God is not an afterthought when Jesus, having completed his earthly ministry, gathered with his followers on a hillside in Galilee and decided to send them out to make disciples of all nations. It was not in a moment of spontaneous inspiration that he decided the good news of the kingdom should break out of a narrow Jewish context and be declared to the whole world. No, this is something that was born in the heart of God before the foundation of the world. Certainly, it centered in the redemptive act of Christ dying on the cross and the glorious resurrection morning that followed, when sin and death were conquered once for all. But it was not just that moment that split time and opened the door to eternal life that defined the mission of God.


From the creation of the world the mission began to take shape. A glimpse of where it was going was given in the call to Abraham to leave his home and family so that all the families of nations would receive the blessing of being reconciled to God. The mission gained intensity as God raised up a special people, Israel, to declare his glory and to tell of his salvation. But once salvation had been assured by the cross and an empty tomb, the mission was empowered by the coming of the Holy Spirit, and the born-again people of God became the instruments through which the mission was to be fulfilled.


To miss the overview of a big-picture perspective is to reduce the mission of God to whatever we choose to do in ministry and witness on his behalf. Classical mission scholars have defined “missions” as the activities of the church to fulfill God’s mission, but the “mission” belongs to God. We need to rediscover the scope and vision of what God is doing and where he is going as he moves at an accelerated pace to reach every tribe, people, language, and nation with the gospel.


Discovering the mission of God helps bring all of our programs and activities into perspective. Too much of what we do has become ingrown and self-centered, feeding the fellowship of the redeemed, occasionally bringing an outsider into the kingdom, but seldom focused on the task of impacting a lost world to the ends of the earth.


There is a great deal of literature on the mission of God, but most of it is rather dated; written in a different era, applications are irrelevant to a contemporary world and God’s activity today. Even the innovative challenges of more recent missiologists such as Donald McGavran and Ralph Winter are several decades removed from the dizzying global changes and visionary advances seen in the twenty-first century. Most historians would agree that there was greater advance toward global evangelization in the last decade of the twentieth century than in all two hundred years of modern missions since William Carey went to India in 1793. However, it appears that even that era has been superseded by the first decade of the new millennium as God moves through wars and ethnic violence, political upheaval, social chaos, economic instability, and natural disasters to turn the hearts of a people to search for spiritual answers that can be found only in Jesus Christ.


Discovering the Mission of God is an exciting compilation of writing and reflections by contemporary actors who are involved in the divine activity that is moving toward that elusive objective when all peoples have the opportunity to hear, understand, and respond to the gospel in their own cultural context. Modern-day missionaries are undeterred by closed doors, government restrictions, antagonistic religious worldviews, and hostility toward a Christian witness. They are discovering creative access to resistant people, identifying with a hurting world, and offering hope in spite of personal risk and danger.


With the assistance of the International Mission Board, Dr. Mike Barnett has compiled and edited a comprehensive array of essays and insights, primarily from the perspective of a younger generation of scholars and mission leaders. The reader will find fresh insights into traditional biblical passages as doctrinal and theological positions reinforce the mission message. What happened to the mission of God from the New Testament for more than a millennium? How did it gain momentum from the Reformation and finally grow to prominence in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries? A reading of the historical section will serve to prepare one for the exciting insights into contemporary practices that reflect a God moving in providence and power to fulfill his mission.


A subtle impression emerges out of the multiplicity of writers contributing from diverse backgrounds and experiences to this volume from a biblical, historical, and contemporary perspective—it is an understanding that the mission accrues to the glory of God himself who alone is worthy of all praise, worship, honor, and glory. Discovering the Mission of God will challenge the church and motivate God’s people to adjust priorities and personal agendas to become aligned with what God is doing to fulfill his mission today.


Jerry Rankin, President Emeritus


International Mission Board, Southern Baptist Convention
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Introduction


DISCOVERING THE MISSION OF GOD


Mike Barnett


What is the mission of God? You might think this is a simple question that requires no answer. After all, most of us know about the mission of God. Or do we?


Most readers of this book already have an interest in missions. You have read the Great Commission that Jesus gave the disciples (Matthew 28:18–20). You have prayed for God’s missionaries. You have written checks for mission projects or programs of the church. Perhaps you have been on one or more mission trips in your homeland or even abroad. You are mission-minded lay people.


Others sensed a call to serve in the mission of God. You attended seminary, studied missiology, signed up as a candidate with a mission-sending agency, and are preparing for your first term of service.


And yes, some of you already serve faithfully as long-term career missionaries.


Some readers consider themselves barely novices in this mission of God stuff. You are a Christian—a follower of Christ—but you don’t know much about God’s mission. A friend encouraged you to attend a meeting or sign up for an overseas trip. You are just a normal person working in the marketplace of the world—a school teacher, accountant, businessperson, or technology consultant—certainly not a missionary. Sure you are interested, curious about God’s mission; but you really don’t have too much time to spend on this missions stuff. In fact, how did you get yourself into reading this book anyway? Hold that thought.


Perhaps a handful of you are not even sure you believe in the mission of God. Maybe you’re not really sure you believe in God. For you this is another test, an examination of God and what he is about. Reading this book might be a life-changing experience for you.


All of us, regardless of our specific circumstances, are on a journey: a journey of discovery—discovering the mission of God. For me, it is a familiar journey. I keep coming back for more. But I recall the first time I really dug into the meaning of missions. On my first serious trek into the mission of God, I was already one of those career missionaries, thoroughly equipped and engaged in God’s mission work. Or was I? My first journey was almost an accident. It began as a reading assignment—John Piper’s book Let the Nations Be Glad—given by my field leader. It ended with my shock and embarrassment that I knew so little about the real mission of God.


The purpose of this book is to take you on your journey into the mission of God. We will set the agenda and keep you on track, but you are free to experience this mission of God in the way he intended for you. Follow his Spirit as you journey.


The Briefing


Before we begin the journey, we need some basic orientation and answers to a few foundational questions about the mission of God.


Whose mission is it? The phrase “mission of God” answers this question quite literally. But do we usually think of the mission as God’s? As early as the 1930s, theologians like Karl Barth began to speak of mission as “an activity of God himself.”[1] In 1952, at a missions conference in Willingen, Germany, the phrase “mission of God,” or missio Dei, became the term of preference. Mission was being seen less as an activity of the church and more as “an attribute of God.” The mission to preach and teach salvation to the world wasn’t the church’s idea—it came from God. As one theologian put it, “It is not the church that has a mission of salvation to fulfill in the world; it is the mission of the Son and the Spirit through the Father that includes the church. . . . Mission is thereby seen as a movement from God to the world; the church is viewed as an instrument for that mission. There is church because there is mission, not vice versa.”[2]


So it is not really the church’s mission. Neither is it primarily the missionary’s mission, nor just the mission agency’s mission. It is God’s mission. As John Stott writes, “The living God of the Bible is a sending God. . . . [He is] a missionary God!”[3] God ultimately accomplishes his mission. He has chosen followers of Christ as his instruments. But the mission of God does not exist because of the church; the church exists because of the mission of God. This reality is both comforting and disturbing. We should take comfort in the fact that the redemption of all nations does not depend on us because it is God’s job, God’s mission. On the other hand, we should be both humbled and disturbed by the fact that God has chosen the church as his instrument, his agent, in accomplishing his mission.


The apostle Paul wrote about this mysterious strategy of proclaiming “to the Gentiles the boundless riches of Christ” (Ephesians 3:8). “[God’s] intent was that now, through the church, the manifold wisdom of God should be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians 3:10, emphasis added). This mission of God is a big mission. In fact, it not only impacts all nations on earth but it affects and transforms the heavens, the universe, and the entire creation of God. And the church is a key player in this cosmic drama. Though it is God’s mission, followers of Christ must take seriously this design and God’s call upon the church to be agents of his redemptive plan. This is serious business, this mission of God.


What is the mission of God? We acknowledged that it is God’s mission, but what exactly is it? The Latin word missio means a “sending” of someone with a purpose or duty to perform. It was often used to describe the task of a soldier sent out to perform a military function. So what is God’s task? God describes his mission throughout the Bible, from Genesis to Revelation. In fact, the subject of his mission pervades Scripture. That makes the fact that we so often miss it that much more perplexing.


Though it is mentioned earlier in Genesis, God clearly reveals his mission in chapter 12 in a conversation with Abram, soon to be known as Abraham: “The Lord had said to Abram, ‘Go from your country, your people and your father’s household to the land I will show you. I will make you into a great nation, and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you’” (Genesis 12:1–3). 


This is the mission of God: “All peoples on earth will be blessed.” A theme that flows throughout Scripture, it begins here with a promise to Abraham. And it ends in Revelation, as the heavenly hosts sing to the Lamb, “You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you were slain, and with your blood you purchased for God persons from every tribe and language and people and nation. You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they will reign on the earth” (Revelation 5:9–10). Everything between Genesis and Revelation is directly related to this mission of God, this sending of himself and his people to bless all the peoples on earth.


Why this mission? This is a fair question. If followers of Jesus Christ—the church—are to be, by design, agents of the mission of God, then surely we have the right to know why. Why is God so focused, so preoccupied as it were, on a blessing for all the peoples? This is the part that embarrassed me fifteen years ago when I first realized what God’s mission was all about. It is an overused expression, but this mission of God is about God. The answer to “Why this mission?” is, simply put, God’s glory. Again, this theme oozes out of Scripture. How can we miss it? Time after time God reveals to us how serious he is about his glory.


We teach and preach that the exodus event is all about God saving Israel from Pharaoh. But a closer look reveals the greater purpose, or mission, of God in that event. God tells Moses time after time to instruct Pharaoh to let his people go. This is the popular message of the book of Exodus. “Tell Pharaoh, ‘Let my people go!’” But why? So they might worship him (Exodus 9:13). It is true that God is rescuing Israel—but not for Israel’s sake. God desires that Israel worship him. That is the “why” behind the exodus event. That is the “why” behind the mission of God.


Listen to God as he instructs Moses what to tell Pharaoh:


This is what the Lord, the God of the Hebrews, says: Let my people go, so that they may worship me, or this time I will send the full force of my plagues against you and against your officials and your people, so you may know that there is no one like me in all the earth. For by now I could have stretched out my hand and struck you and your people with a plague that would have wiped you off the earth. But I have raised you up for this very purpose, that I might show you my power and that my name might be proclaimed in all the earth. (Exodus 9:13–16)


God saved the Israelites so they would know he was still their God and so they would worship and serve him. God saved the Israelites so Pharaoh and all the nations would know that he was the one, true, living, and all-powerful God. His plan worked. He saved the Israelites from Pharaoh, and the nations shuddered and trembled (Exodus 15:14–16). He saved the Israelites from Pharaoh, and hundreds of years later the Messiah sprang from this seed of Abraham. He saved the Israelites from Pharaoh, and we are still reading and telling his glorious story to the nations today. This is the reason for the mission: God’s glory.


God reveals this purpose throughout Scripture. One of my favorite examples is in Isaiah 48. Once again God reveals the reason for the mission. He patiently deals with the Israelites’ short memory, and their lack of faith and obedience seems to have pushed God into a kind of strategic corner. Should he rescue them once again? The prophet projects God’s voice in a kind of first-person soliloquy: “For my own name’s sake I delay my wrath; for the sake of my praise I hold it back from you, so as not to destroy you completely. See, I have refined you, though not as silver; I have tested you in the furnace of affliction. For my own sake, for my own sake, I do this. How can I let myself be defamed? I will not yield my glory to another” (Isaiah 48:9–11).


God’s mission is that all families on earth would be blessed. The substance of this blessing is that they would know, worship, and serve God. The effect of this blessing is a full and meaningful life for them today and eternally. The ultimate result of this blessing is the lifting up of God’s name, reputation, honor, and glory before the entire universe. This is the reason for the mission.


Where do we see it? As God goes about accomplishing his mission, shouldn’t we be learning from him? How can we do that? Where do we look to learn about the mission of God?


The Bible. The first place to look for the mission of God is in the Scriptures. We look to the Bible not just as a proof text for missions—i.e., simply to justify our programs, trips, budgets, and agendas. God’s mission is bigger than that. In recent years biblical scholars and teachers have rediscovered the missional basis of the Bible. Where we once searched the Bible for reasons for mission, today we understand that the mission is the reason for the Bible!


Christopher J. H. Wright captured this transforming concept in his book The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative. For years Wright taught a course titled “The Biblical Basis of Mission.” The more he studied God’s mission, the more he realized a better title would be “The Missional Basis of the Bible.” Wright concluded that the Bible did not merely include references, endorsements, and mandates for God’s mission, but indeed “the writings that now comprise our Bible are themselves the product of and witness to the ultimate mission of God.”[4] Wright summarizes his view in chapter 1 of this volume.


But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Back to the briefing.


This concept that the Bible itself exists because of God’s mission is truly transformational. If the Bible exists because of the mission, the same must be said about the church. If this is true, then all that we do as Christ-followers must point toward the mission of God. Everything the church (and parachurch organizations) does should connect with the mission of God. This concept is not merely the product of the missionary zeal of a few Bible scholars. It is the testimony of the Bible itself. We trust that readers of this book who embrace the missional basis of Scripture will thrive in this journey of discovery. We hope those readers who doubt it today will find evidence to support it tomorrow.


A word of caution. This renaissance of “missional” awareness sometimes results in the co-opting of God’s specific mission into a kind of vague, generic, and all-encompassing definition of church, ministry, and mission. In other words, once we are faced with the reality that the Bible is missional and we should all be about this mission of God in all that we do, there is a temptation or tendency to justify whatever we are doing today as definitively missional. The result is the claim that every ministry of the church is missional and every member a missionary. Indeed, this may or may not be so. Beware of this assimilation and potential watering down of the mission of God. Look to the Bible first and foremost for the definition and delineation of the mission of God.


To summarize, first we learn about the mission of God from the Bible. It is our record of God accomplishing his mission yesterday, today, and tomorrow. It begins with God’s vision, records how he goes about his mission, and concludes with the mission accomplished. It tells us whose mission it is, and why. It includes his mandate for us to be engaged in his mission. It reveals that God uses us, the church, as his instruments. It displays his power as he works throughout history among all the peoples on earth. It motivates and empowers us to boldly serve and worship him. It inspires us to be on mission with God—to know where we fit in his mission.


History. Second, we learn about the mission of God by studying history. God continued to fulfill his mission after biblical times. According to his mission plan, he used Christ-followers working through the church among the nations. As we study how God worked in the past through peoples, politics, societies, economies, nations, and churches around the world, we learn lessons for tomorrow. Sometimes these lessons teach us how to be on mission with God. They highlight historic best practices for discipling all nations. They affirm our best strategies or redirect our worst ones. They inspire us as we celebrate through history the successes of God’s people and the church on mission with him. Sometimes, however, these lessons teach us how to not be on mission with God. Our study of the history of God’s mission is frequently messy and heart-sickening. It includes “the good, the bad, and the ugly” aspects of disciplers and the church. It teaches us—if we will listen and learn—not to repeat the mistakes of those who have gone before us.


When students of God’s mission struggle with the reality that many of the great moments and personalities in the history of God’s mission are characterized by frailty and failure, it is time to go back to the Bible. We find these same messy and sometimes ugly moments in the biblical accounts as well. We shake our heads and wonder why God continued to use people as his primary instruments. We wonder how he employed such a corrupt and sometimes even evil church as the vehicle. And then we remember that the glory of God is the reason for the mission. As God uses people working through the church, in spite of their failures and imperfections, he transforms them and their world. Then he receives the glory. The nations see that only he could have made it happen. He is the ultimate missionary. He is the one who accomplishes the miraculous, the supernatural.


The mission of God today. Finally, we learn about God’s mission by studying how he is accomplishing it today. We listen to testimonies from missionaries, mission agencies, and new believers from around the world; and we learn more about God’s mission. We analyze the challenges and trends of twenty-first century missions, and we learn more about where we fit. We celebrate the progress of God’s mission, and it inspires us to serve him. God teaches us all about his mission through the Bible, history, and his mission today.


How does God do it? How does God accomplish his mission? We know to look to the Bible, history, and missions today. But what do we learn when we look there? What principles dominate these accounts of the mission of God? What plans do we see God and his followers making? How do they serve his mission? What practices can we learn?


God’s love. God blesses all peoples through his love. God loves us into his blessing and his kingdom. “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). But this method of God’s mission, this love of God, isn’t one-sided—i.e., just him to us. Jesus taught, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind” (Matthew 22:37). And it doesn’t stop there. This love of God flows throughout the mission of God: from him to us; from us to him; and, yes, from us to each other. “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Matthew 22:39). God’s method begins with his love. As you read the following chapters, look for the love of God in the mission of God. It is everywhere.


People-to-people. God extends his mission to people through people. I tell my students that if God had contracted me as a strategy consultant when he was drawing up his plan, I would have advised against depending on people to accomplish his mission. Think about it. With the universe at his disposal, God could have used so many other resources. Indeed, he could have spoken into being the blessing for all the peoples. He could have marshaled heavenly powers and beings to complete his mission. But he chose to work through people. Remember the promise to Abraham: “All peoples on earth will be blessed through you” (Genesis 12:3). Through Abraham and his descendants (those who are his spiritual descendants, whether Jews or Gentiles), God reaches the nations. He connects with, transforms, and empowers people to reach people with the good news of his mission through his Son, Jesus Christ. As you study the Bible, history, and God’s mission today, look for the people-to-people dynamic. Learn from God.


Discipling all peoples. Though we misuse and abuse the word disciple, it remains a foundational, biblical, and missional word to describe the method of God. It was Jesus’ word. Many younger followers of Christ have abandoned the term “discipleship” because of its confused meaning. The academic community divided it into at least three distinct categories: evangelism, discipleship, and church planting. Seminaries offer degrees and faculties in each specialty. Publishers carefully categorize their titles, and practitioners become specialists in one field or the other. Consequentially, churches call leaders who specialize in one of these “ministries.” No wonder our “twenty-something” church leaders are giving up on the term “disciple.” If only we could recapture Jesus’ simple yet powerful meaning when he commanded his followers to disciple all nations (Matthew 28:18–20).


The “Great Commission” of Christ to his disciples was as much instruction as commandment. He told them to go into the world and “disciple all nations.”[5] Then he told them how to do it. We disciple by baptizing new believers in the name of the three-in-one God and teaching them to obey all that Jesus commanded. The genius of this job assignment is subtle. By teaching each other how to obey all that Jesus commanded, we insure our continued involvement in the mission of God. By mentoring each other to do more than know the words of Christ—indeed, to live them—our lives are transformed and we recognize our call to be a part of God’s mission.[6] We learn how to work in his mission by observing how he accomplishes it. We rely on his power (“And surely I am with you always”), we ultimately discover where we fit, and we go for it. This is discipling all nations. This is how God does it, this mission of his.


Equipping the saints. Paul briefs us on training in his letter to believers in Ephesus. We regularly teach and preach these “equipping” verses (Ephesians 4:9–13), but seem to struggle with their application. Could it be that what has been missing in our thinking is the mission of God? Paul says that Jesus intends some of us to be equippers of the ones who do the bulk of the work of the church. Some are to be apostles—sent ones, going to those who have yet to hear. We think of our missionaries. Some are to be prophets—gifted proclaimers or “forth-tellers” of the gospel truths. We think of our preachers. Some are to be evangelists—those most effective defenders of the faith whom God uses to attract others. We think of our most active outreachers in church and parachurch ministries. (All believers are to be witnesses, per Acts 1:8, but some are especially gifted to share the good news of Christ with those who have never heard.) Some are to be pastors or shepherds who protect and lead our churches. We think of our church staff pastors and their associates. And some are to be teachers—who clearly communicate the Word of God. We think of Bible teachers, teaching pastors, and educational leaders.


But here is the key to these equippers: they are to coach all disciples to do the work and ministries of the church and its assignment in the mission of God. Most Westerners (and Western-influenced churches) have turned this best practice of God on its head. We employ “equippers” to teach and lead us, but we also expect them to do the bulk of the work and ministry of the church as well. When we think of this tactical approach outside the context of God’s mission, it seems possible to get it wrong. After all, a good-sized staff of professionally trained ministers can handle all the tasks of a church—preaching, teaching, hospital visits, Christian education, worship, weddings, funerals, and community service. They lead the way and we lay people passively plug in if and when we are able. But if the context for this assignment of “equippers” is the mission of God to reach all peoples on earth, then it becomes obvious that we cannot train and hire enough professional “equippers” to do the work. Indeed, everyone must do the work. The church must be indigenous, or home-grown, and dependent upon grassroots workers rather than elite equippers. Thus, the genius of God’s method—equippers coaching “the saints” to get the job done—makes perfect sense. Look for the equippers and the workers in God’s mission.


Through the church. One last practice of God on mission clarifies the role of the church. I came to Christ through the Jesus movement of the early 1970s, an antiestablishment movement of young believers. We were passionate about the Bible and a personal relationship with Jesus, but we weren’t so excited about the church. Many of us avoided the organized church and sought authentic Christian community in student groups or informal Bible studies. We were “Lone Ranger” followers of Christ. We were twentieth-century versions of a “churchless Christianity.”[7] How ironic that many significant organized churches and parachurch organizations today are led by those same recalcitrants who met Jesus through the nonconforming Jesus movement. God does have a sense of humor!


The bottom line is that we cannot be long-term Lone Rangers or churchless Christians and be on mission with God. It simply is not his plan. Sure, he can use an individual and disconnected believer as a witness and catalyst for his mission. But ultimately we are to be catalysts for the multiplication of his church—the primary and nonnegotiable instrument of his mission. The teachings of Christ and the letters of the apostles clearly define this vital role of the church. As Paul summarizes it, “Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen” (Ephesians 3:20–21).


By what power? In the text above, Paul uses the phrase “according to his power.” Where does this power of God to accomplish his mission come from? This may be the most profound but least understood aspect of his mission. It comes from the gospel. Paul says more than once that the gospel is powerful (Romans 1:16; Colossians 1:6). If you have ever shared the good news of Jesus with one who had never heard it, you probably know about this power. Are we so accustomed to the gospel that we’ve lost our sense of its power? I hope not. Of course, the power to understand God’s Word and act accordingly comes from the Holy Spirit, our coach along the journey of God’s mission (Matthew 28:20; Acts 1:8). The power also comes from the passion, or suffering, of Christ. Mel Gibson’s film The Passion of the Christ demonstrated this. Hollywood’s rendition of the last days of Jesus’ life and his death on a cross profoundly impacted unbelievers and believers alike around the world. Do you sense this power? This is the power for God’s mission. Read about it in the chapters that follow.


Where do we fit? The last question in our briefing asks where we fit in the mission of God. Clyde Meador’s chapter will focus on this question, but the entire volume seeks to inform and challenge us on this point. After discovering the mission of God, we no longer can say that we do not fit. We are unable to pass the responsibility to missionaries or mission pastors. We are all called by God to participate in his mission of blessing all the peoples.


The Layout


This discovery journey follows three major themes: “The Mission of God in the Bible,” “The Mission of God in History,” and “The Mission of God Today.” Each theme builds on itself in order to lay a foundation of understanding about God’s mission and where we fit. We do not apologize for the directness of this approach. This volume of discovery intends to challenge each reader to make a personal and prayerful assessment of where he or she best fits in God’s mission and to commit wholeheartedly to that task.


We’ve enlisted a mix of highly acclaimed authors and younger, emerging writers in the field of missions. Readers will notice that almost all our authors are experienced in living and working cross-culturally, and about half are still field-based. We seek reports and observations from the leading edges of the mission of God. There is risk in this approach, but we hope for fresh thinking from field strategists and practitioners without sacrificing well-reasoned and well-developed principles and strategies. Our authors come from a variety of church and missions backgrounds, all of which are “Great Commissional” in nature. The message of this volume is intended for the broader community of Great Commission Christian workers and their constituencies.


In addition, the Discovering the Mission of God Supplement e-book includes sixteen extra chapters that supplement the content of the printed book. The Supplement is intended as a companion to this main book to provide even more resources for going deeper into God’s mission. See www.ivpress.com for more information.


Our greatest regret is that we do not have more authors from the non-Western world. With this in mind, many of our sidebar case studies highlight their lives and work.


Bon Voyage


This is a journey of discovery of the mission of God. As you begin this literary trek, remember God’s mission of a blessing to all the peoples on earth. This is a survey of its past, a briefing on its present, and a glimpse into its future. God’s mission dominated his relationship with Israel. It came to a climax with the birth of Emmanuel (“God with us”)—Jesus Christ’s life, work, crucifixion, and resurrection. It is completely and finally fulfilled in Revelation. Mission accomplished. May this journey of discovery be life-changing and work-changing! May God’s Spirit lead you every step of the way for the sake of his mission and glory forever!


Discussion Points




	What do we mean when we say this is God’s mission?


	What category of reader are you—missionary, student, missional lay person, seeker? What do you expect to get out of this discovery journey?


	Which question in the briefing spoke to you? Share your insights.


	Do you know where you fit in God’s mission? What is your role today? What do you see on the horizon?





Further Reading
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Part One


The Mission of God


in the Bible


In the beginning was the Word. . . . The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us” (John 1:1,14). The mission of God is as basic as this—God sent his Son, the Word, to reveal himself to his creation. He outlines this mission throughout his written revelation: from beginning to end, from Genesis to Revelation. Why do we so often miss this primary message of the Bible? How can we overlook this preoccupation of God to be on mission to reach all peoples on earth? Perhaps, at its core, this is a function of our self-centeredness. Like the Israelites before us, we pilfer the mission of God and make it our own.


As you read these chapters on the mission of God in the Bible, remember that this is God’s mission, not ours. He is the one on mission. Learn from him. What is his mission? How does he accomplish it? What patterns repeat themselves throughout this mission of God? Where does the power for the mission come from? And how do these lessons from the Bible inform our role in God’s mission today? The Bible is our best textbook, our primary training manual for the mission of God. Learn your mission lessons well in this first part of your discovery journey.





See also the following e-chapters in the Discovering the Mission of God Supplement e-book:




	Israel’s Mission to All Peoples—Timothy M. Pierce


	The Love of God—Gordon Fort


	The Power and Presence of the Holy Spirit—James M. Hamilton Jr.


	Letter from the Field—Brother John
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Word of God and Mission of God


Reading the Whole Bible for Mission


Christopher J. H. Wright


A Short Personal Journey


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


By the age of twenty-one I had a degree in theology from Cambridge, where the same texts had been curiously lacking. At least it is curious to me now. At the time there seemed to be little connection at all between theology and mission in the minds of the lecturers, or of myself, or, for all I knew, in the mind of God. “Theology” was all about God—what God was like, what God had said and done, and what mostly dead people had speculated on such questions. “Mission” was about us, the living, and what we’ve been doing since Carey (who, of course, was the first missionary, we so erroneously thought). Or more precisely, mission is what we evangelicals do since we’re the ones who know the Bible told us (or some of us, at least) to go and be missionaries. “The Bible” was somewhere in the middle—the object of critical study by theologians and the source of motivational texts for missionaries.


“Mission is what we do.” That was the assumption—supported, of course, by clear biblical commands that were taken seriously by at least some people in the church. Mission was a task that some specially called folks got involved with. I had little concept at that time that mission should have been the very heartbeat of theology and the key to knowing how to interpret the Bible (hermeneutics).


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


There is the task (mission). Here are some folks who are going to do it (the missionaries). And here are the bits of the Bible that might encourage them (the missionary texts). That is what everybody seemed to mean by the biblical basis of mission.


This mild caricature is not in the least derogatory in intent. I believe passionately that mission is what we should be doing, and I believe the Bible endorses and mandates it. However, the more I taught that course, the more I used to introduce it by telling the students that I would like to change its name from “The Biblical Basis of Mission” to “The Missional Basis of the Bible.” I wanted them to see not just that the Bible contains a number of texts which happen to provide a rationale for missionary endeavor, but that the whole Bible is itself a “missional” phenomenon.


The Bible as the Product of God’s Mission


A missional understanding of the Bible begins with the Bible’s very existence.[1] For those who affirm some relationship (however articulated) between these texts and the self-revelation of our creator God, the whole canon of Scripture is a missional phenomenon in the sense that it witnesses to the self-giving movement of this God toward his creation and toward us, human beings who have been made in God’s own image but who are wayward and wanton. The writings which now comprise our Bible are themselves the product of, and witness to, the ultimate mission of God.


The very existence of the Bible is incontrovertible evidence of the God who refused to forsake his rebellious creation, who refused to give up, who was and is determined to redeem and restore fallen creation to his original design for it. . . . The very existence of such a collection of writings testifies to a God who breaks through to human beings, who disclosed himself to them, who will not leave them unilluminated in their darkness . . . who takes the initiative in re-establishing broken relationships with us.[2]


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


This is easily demonstrated in the case of the New Testament.[3] Most of Paul’s letters were written in the heat of his missionary efforts: wrestling with the theological basis of the inclusion of the Gentiles, affirming the need for Jew and Gentile to accept one another in Christ and in the church, tackling the baffling range of new problems that assailed young churches as the gospel took root in the world of Greek polytheism, confronting incipient heresies with clear affirmations of the supremacy and sufficiency of Jesus Christ, and so on. And why were the Gospels so called? Because they were written to explain the significance of the evangel—the good news about Jesus of Nazareth, especially his death and resurrection. Confidence in these things was essential to the missionary task of the expanding church. And the person to whom we owe the largest portion of the New Testament, Luke, shapes his two volumes in such a way that the missionary mandate to the disciples to be Christ’s witnesses to the nations comes as the climax to volume one and the introduction to volume two.


But we can also see in the Old Testament that many texts emerged out of the engagement of the Israelites with the surrounding world in the light of the God they knew in their history and in covenantal relationship. People produced texts in relation to what they believed God had done, was doing, or would do in their world. Genesis presents a theology of creation that stands in sharp contrast to the polytheistic creation myths of Mesopotamia. Exodus records the exodus as an act of Yahweh that comprehensively confronted and defeated the power of Pharaoh and all his rival claims to deity and allegiance. The historical narratives portray the long and sorrowful story of Israel’s struggle with the culture and religion of Canaan. Texts from the time of the Babylonian exile of Israel, as well as postexilic texts, emerge out of the task that the small remnant community of Israel faced to define their continuing identity as a community of faith in successive empires of varying hostility or tolerance. Wisdom texts interact with international wisdom traditions in the surrounding cultures, but do so with staunch monotheistic disinfectant. And in worship and prophecy, Israelites reflect on the relationship between their God, Yahweh, and the rest of the nations—sometimes negatively, sometimes positively—and on the nature of their own role as Yahweh’s elect priesthood in their midst. All of these are themes and conflicts that are highly relevant to missional engagement between God’s people and the world of nations.


The Bible, then, is a missional phenomenon in itself. The writings which now comprise our Bible are themselves the product of, and witness to, the ultimate mission of God. The individual texts within it often reflect the struggles of being a people with a mission in a world of competing cultural and religious claims. And the canon eventually consolidates the recognition that it is through these texts that the people whom God has called to be his own (in both Testaments) have been shaped as a community of memory and hope, a community of mission, a community of failure and striving.


In short, a missional hermeneutic proceeds from the assumption that the whole Bible renders to us the story of God’s mission through God’s people in their engagement with God’s world for the sake of God’s purpose for the whole of God’s creation. Mission is not just one of a list of things that the Bible happens to talk about, only a bit more urgently than some. Mission is, in that much-abused phrase, what it’s all about.


Reading the Scriptures with the Risen Jesus and the Apostle Paul


The Risen Jesus. Now to say, “Mission is what the Bible is all about,” is a bold claim. I would not expect to be able to turn any phrase that began, “The Biblical Basis of . . .” around the other way. There is, for example, a biblical basis for marriage; but there is not, I presume, “a marital basis for the Bible.” There is a biblical basis for work, but work is not “what the Bible is all about.” However, I take some encouragement for my claim from an impeccable authority: it seems to me that Jesus comes very close to saying, “This is what the Bible is all about,” when he gave his disciples their final lecture in Old Testament hermeneutics. “This is what is written: The Messiah will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance for the forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem” (Luke 24:46–47). Now Jesus is not quoting a specific text here, though we would love to have been able to ask which Scriptures he particularly had in mind (doubtless the two from Emmaus could have filled in the gaps). The point is that he includes the whole of this sentence under the heading “This is what is written.”


Jesus seems to be saying that the whole of the Scripture (which we now know as the Old Testament) finds its focus and fulfillment both in the life, death, and resurrection of Israel’s Messiah and in the mission to all nations which flows out from that event.


Luke tells us that with these words Jesus “opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures.” Or, as we might put it, he was setting their interpretive (hermeneutical) orientation and agenda. The proper way for disciples of the crucified and risen Jesus to read their Scriptures is messianically and missiologically.



For Jesus, then, the Old Testament was as much about mission as it was about himself. Or rather, the two are inseparable parts of the same fundamental reality: the saving mission of God. If you know who Jesus is from the Scriptures (that he is the Messiah of Israel who embodied their identity and their mission); and if you know what Israel is from the Scriptures (called into existence to be a “light to the nations”); then to confess Jesus as Messiah is to commit yourself to his mission to the nations. You can’t have one without the other—not if you believe the Scriptures and read them as Jesus taught his disciples to. The necessity of mission is as rooted in the Bible as the identity of the Messiah.


The apostle Paul. When we turn to Paul, we find the same inte­gration of mission and the [Old Testament] Scriptures. As I said above, if we inquired about the biblical basis for Christian mission, traditionally we would be pointed to the familiar words of the Great Commission (Matthew 28:16–20) and related New Testament texts. But for Paul the scriptural basis for mission went much further back. And of course, in any case, the “Great Commission” in its present form in the text of the canonical Gospels did not yet exist in the early decades of Paul’s mission.


Paul had to justify both his mission practice and his mission theology on the basis of the Scriptures we now call the Old Testament. But that was no problem, for throughout those Scriptures he found a rich and deep theology of the mission of God for the world and the nations, and he built his own mission theology on that foundation. Here are just a few examples:


Paul goes back to creation—and sees the mission of God as bringing the whole of the created order to liberation along with the children of God (Romans 8:18–27). Thus Paul proclaims the resurrection of the Messiah as the firstfruits of that new creation, and can affirm that when any person is “in Christ” that new creation has already begun (2 Corinthians 5:17).


Paul goes back to Abraham—and sees the mission of Israel as the people called into existence as the covenant people of God with the express purpose of being the agent of God blessing all nations (Galatians 3:6–8). So crucial is this foundation block of Paul’s theology that he speaks of God announcing the gospel “in advance” to Abraham—that is, the good news that God intends to bless the nations (and always had, from the very call of Abraham).


Paul goes back to the prophets—and sees God’s purpose for the gathering in of the nations to become part of Israel and of Israel itself coming to renewed faith and restoration, so that by this means all Israel will be saved, as Torah, Prophets, and Psalms all declared (Romans 9–11).


So for Paul, then, the clear message of the whole of the Scriptures was the salvation of the nations and the renewal of creation through the mission of God through Israel and Israel’s Messiah. His own personal mission as “apostle to the nations” was thus grounded in the Bible. For Paul, biblical theology was mission theology—the mission of God.


Though he was not present for Jesus’ Old Testament hermeneutics lecture on the day of resurrection, Paul clearly had his own way of reading the Scriptures radically transformed with the same double focus. Testifying before Festus, he declared that he was saying “nothing beyond what the prophets and Moses said would happen—that the Messiah would suffer and, as the first to rise from the dead, would bring the message of light to his own people and to the Gentiles” (Acts 26:22–23, emphasis added). It was this dual understanding of the Scriptures that shaped Paul’s life and work as the apostle of the Messiah, Jesus, to the Gentiles.


However, even if we accept that Jesus and Paul offer us a Messiah-focused and mission-generating hermeneutic of the Scriptures, we may still question the claim that somehow there is a missional hermeneutic of the whole Bible such that “mission is what it’s all about.” This uneasiness stems from the persistent, almost subconscious, paradigm that mission is fundamentally “something we do.” This is especially so if we fall into the evangelical reductionist habit of using the word mission or missions as more or less synonymous with evangelism. Quite clearly, the whole Bible is not just “about evangelism,” even though evangelism is certainly a fundamental part of biblical mission as entrusted to us. The appropriateness of speaking of “a missional basis of the Bible” becomes apparent only when we shift our paradigm of mission from our human agency to the ultimate purposes of God himself. For clearly the Bible is, in some sense, “all about God.” What, then, does it mean to talk of the mission of God?


Whose Mission Is It Anyway?


God with a mission. The God revealed in the Scriptures is personal, purposeful, and goal-orientated. The opening account of creation portrays God working toward a goal, completing it with satisfaction, and resting—content with the result. And from the great promise of God to Abraham in Genesis 12:1–3 we know this God to be totally, covenantally, and eternally committed to the mission of blessing the nations through the agency of the people of Abraham. From that point on, the mission of God could be summed up in the words of the hymn, “God is working his purpose out as year succeeds to year,” and as generations come and go.


The Bible presents itself to us fundamentally as a narrative—an historical narrative at one level but a grand, metanarrative at another. It begins with a God of purpose in creation. It moves on to the conflict and problem generated by human rebellion against that purpose. It spends most of its narrative journey in the story of God’s redemptive purposes being worked out on the stage of human history. And it finishes beyond the horizon of its own history with the eschatological hope of a new creation.


This has often been presented as a four-point narrative: creation, fall, redemption, and future hope. This whole worldview is predicated on teleological monotheism—i.e., there is one God at work in the universe and in human history, and that God has a goal, a purpose, a mission, which will ultimately be accomplished by the power of his word and for the glory of his name. This is the mission of the biblical God.


To read the whole Bible in the light of this great overarching perspective of the mission of God is to read “with the grain” of this whole collection of Scriptures that constitute our canon. This foundational point is a key assumption of a “missiological hermeneutic” of the Bible. It is nothing more than to accept that the biblical worldview locates us in the midst of a narrative of the universe behind which stands the mission of the living God. All creation will render “glory to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Spirit, as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be.” That is a missional perspective.


Humanity with a mission. When we read in Genesis 1 that God made human beings in God’s own image, the very least we could infer from that is that they will be like the God we have just been reading about in the same chapter. Humans will be purposeful creatures with a goal to accomplish. But this is not left to inference alone. Human beings were given a very explicit mission: the mandate to fill the earth and subdue it and to rule over the rest of creation (Genesis 1:28). This delegated authority within the created order is moderated by the parallel commands in the complementary account: to work the Garden of Eden and take care of it (Genesis 2:15).


The care and keeping of creation is our human mission. We are on the planet with a purpose that flows from the creative purpose of God himself. Out of this teleological understanding of our humanity flows our ecological responsibility; our economic activity involving work, productivity, exchange, and trade; the ethic of social and economic justice; and the whole cultural mandate. To be human is to have a purposeful role in God’s creation. This multidimensional mission flows not only from past reality (the fact of creation) but also from our future hope. The biblical (eschatological) vision assures us of a new creation, of which Christ is the heir and in which all our work in this creation will be purged and redeemed for the glory of God.


Israel with a mission. Once again, let’s be clear. I am not talking about the Israelites sending out foreign missionaries (or their failure to do so, with the rather ambiguous exception of Jonah). My point is not to see what bits of the Old Testament can support our agenda of sending missionaries, but rather what the Old Testament contributes to our understanding of the mission of God in history for the nations and for all creation. From that angle we can see enormous missiological implications in the four major pillars of Old Testament faith: monotheism, election, ethics, and eschatology.[4]


The uniqueness and universality of Yahweh. Old Testament monotheism means that Yahweh alone is God and there is no other (e.g., Deuteronomy 4:35,39). This ultimately means the radical displacement of all other rival gods and that Yahweh is God over the whole earth and all nations (e.g. Psalm 96; Jeremiah 10:1–16; Isaiah 43:9–13; 44:6–20). Thus the New Testament affirms the uniqueness and universality of Jesus (cf. Philippians 2:9–11, based on Isaiah 45:23; and 1 Corinthians 8:5–6, based on Deuteronomy 6:4). This uniqueness and universality of Jesus Christ stands at the front lines of a missiological response to global relativism and religious pluralism found at the heart of some forms of postmodernist philosophy.


Yahweh’s election of Israel for the purpose of blessing the nations. After Genesis 10 and 11, what could God do about the scattered and rebellious world of nations? Genesis 12:1–3 gives the answer: God chose and called Abraham for the explicit purpose of bringing them blessing. So fundamental is this divine agenda that Paul describes the Genesis declaration as announcing “the gospel in advance” (Galatians 3:8). And the concluding vision of the whole Bible signifies the fulfilment of the Abrahamic promise, as people from every nation, tribe, people, and language (echoing the same words in Genesis 10) are gathered among the redeemed in the new creation (Revelation 7:9). The election of Israel is one of the most fundamental pillars of the biblical worldview and of Israel’s historical sense of identity.[5] Israel’s election did not result in a rejection of the nations, but was explicitly for their ultimate benefit. If we might paraphrase John, in a way he probably would have accepted, “God so loved the world that he chose Israel.” Thus, rather than asking them to go somewhere, God’s mission for them was to be something—a light—in the sight of the nations.


The ethical dimension of Israel’s “visibility” among the nations. This raises the missiological dimension of Israel’s holiness. Israel was called to be distinctive from the surrounding world in ways that were not merely religious but also ethical. This very purpose is expressed in Genesis 18:19. In the context of, and in stark contrast to, the world of Sodom and Gomorrah, Yahweh says of Abraham, “For 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 [emphasis added] the Lord will bring about for Abraham what he has promised him.” This verse, in a remarkably tight syntax, binds together election, ethics, and mission as three interlocking aspects of God’s purpose. His choice of Abraham is for the sake of his promise (to bless the nations), but the accomplishment of that demands the ethical obedience of his community—the fulcrum in the middle of the verse. A similar dynamic relationship between ethics and mission can be seen elsewhere (e.g., Exodus 19:4–6; Deuteronomy 4:6–8; Jeremiah 4:1–2).


Eschatological vision; ingathering of nations. Israel saw the nations as witnesses of all that God was doing in Israel and, eventually, as the beneficiaries of all that history. The nations could thus be invited to rejoice, applaud, and praise Yahweh, the God of Israel (Psalm 47; 1 Kings 8:41–43; Psalm 67). Beyond that was the eschatological vision that there would be those of the nations who would not merely be joined to Israel but would come to be identified as Israel, with the same names, privileges, and responsibilities before God (Psalm 47:9; Isaiah 19:19–25; 56:2–8; 66:19–21; Zechariah 2:10–11; Amos 9:11–12; Acts 15:16–18; Ephesians 2:11—3:6). This is the breathtaking dimension of Israel’s prophetic heritage that most profoundly influenced the theological explanation of the Gentile mission in the New Testament. It certainly underlies James’s interpretation of the Christ event and the success of the Gentile mission in Acts 15 (quoting Amos 9:12). And it likewise inspired Paul’s efforts as a practitioner and theologian of mission (e.g., Romans 15:7–16).


Jesus with a mission. Jesus did not just arrive. He had a very clear conviction that he was sent. But even before Jesus was old enough to have clear convictions about anything, his double significance for Israel and for the world was recognized by Simeon as he cradled the infant Jesus and spoke words rarely recognized for the missiological significance of their double messianic claim: “Sovereign Lord, as you have promised, you may now dismiss your servant in peace. For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in the sight of all nations, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and the glory of your people Israel” (Luke 2:29–32, emphasis added).


At his baptism Jesus received the affirmation of his true identity and mission. The voice of his Father combined the identity of the Servant figure in Isaiah (echoing the phraseology of Isaiah 42:1) and that of the Davidic messianic king (echoing the affirmation of Psalm 2:7). Both of these dimensions of his identity and role were energized with a sense of mission. The mission of the Servant was both to restore Israel to Yahweh and also to be the agent of God’s salvation reaching to the ends of the earth (Isaiah 49:6). The mission of the Davidic messianic king was both to rule over a redeemed Israel according to the agenda of many prophetic texts and also to receive the nations and the ends of the earth as his inheritance (Psalm 2:8).


Jesus’ sense of mission—the aims, motivation, and self-understanding behind his recorded words and actions—has been a matter of intense scholarly discussion. What seems very clear is that Jesus built his own agenda on what he perceived to be the agenda of his Father. His will was to do his Father’s will. God’s mission determined his mission. In the obedience of Jesus, even to death, the mission of God reached its climax. And, of course, in his resurrection glory he passed on that mission to his disciples, now mandated to replicate communities of obedient discipleship among all nations (Matthew 28:18–20).


The church with a mission. In Luke 24:45–48 Jesus entrusted to the church a mission rooted in his own identity, passion, and victory as the crucified and risen Messiah. “You are witnesses,” he said—a mandate repeated in Acts 1:8: “You will be my witnesses.” It is almost certain that Luke intends us to hear in this an echo of the same words spoken by Yahweh to Israel in Isaiah 43:10–12.


“You are my witnesses,” declares the Lord, “and my servant whom I have chosen, so that you may know and believe me and understand that I am he. Before me no god was formed, nor will there be one after me. I, even I, am the Lord, and apart from me there is no savior. I have revealed and saved and proclaimed—I, and not some foreign god among you. You are my witnesses,” declares the Lord, “that I am God.”


The Israelites knew the identity of the true and living God; therefore they were entrusted with bearing witness to that in a world of nations and their gods. The disciples knew the true identity of the crucified and risen Jesus; therefore they were entrusted with bearing witness to that to the ends of the earth. Mission flows from the identity of God and his Christ.


Paul goes further and identifies the mission of his own small band of church planters with the international mission of the Servant, quoting Isaiah 49:6 in Acts 13:47 and saying quite bluntly, “For this is what the Lord has commanded us: ‘I have made you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.’” This is a missiological hermeneutic of the Old Testament if ever there was one. As the niv footnote shows, Paul has no problem applying the singular “you”—which was spoken to the Servant—to the plural “us.”


So again, the mission of the church flows from the mission of God and the fulfillment of his purposes and his Word.


It is not so much, as someone has said, that God has a mission for his church in the world as that God has a church for his mission in the world. Mission is not just something we do, though it certainly includes that. Mission, from the point of view of our human endeavor, means the committed participation of God’s people in the purposes of God for the redemption of the whole creation. Mission, like salvation, belongs to our God and to the Lamb. We are those who are called to share in its accomplishment.



Conclusion


Putting these perspectives together, a missiological hermeneutic of Scripture means that we seek to read any part of the Bible:


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


In the light of God’s purpose for human life in general on the planet and of all the Bible teaches about human culture, relationships, ethics, and behavior;


In the light of God’s historical election of Israel, its identity and role in relation to the nations, and the demands God made on the Israelites’ worship, social ethics, and total value system;


In the light of the centrality of Jesus of Nazareth, his messianic identity and mission in relation to Israel and the nations, his cross and resurrection;


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


Such a commitment to reading the whole Word of God in the light of the whole mission of God opens up enormous vistas for theological, ethical, and missional reflection. It is the purpose of the rest of this book and the project it launches to explore these frontiers for all they are worth.


Discussion Points




	What does Wright mean when he says the Bible is usually “somewhere in the middle” between theology and mission?


	What does he mean by the “missional basis of the Bible”?


	How would a missional understanding of the Bible change who we are as disciplers?


	How might it change who we are as the church?


	What else did you learn from this chapter that you want to remember and apply?
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The Missionary Message of the New Testament


Joel F. Williams


The New Testament is a missionary book. The writers of the New Testament were actively involved in the missionary work of the church, and the various books within the New Testament were written for people who had only recently believed in Jesus through the efforts of missionaries. In other words, the New Testament came into existence within a missionary context.[1] Apart from God’s heart for the world and apart from the efforts of God’s people to spread the message of God’s love, the New Testament would not exist.


The purpose of this chapter is to examine what the New Testament teaches about the theme of mission, especially the mission that God has given to the church.[2] The focus of the chapter is not so much on demonstrating the importance of the mission theme in the New Testament, as the importance of that theme is assumed by the very existence of the New Testament itself. The goal is to clarify the nature of the missionary task given to God’s people. We need to listen carefully to the teaching of the New Testament as to what the mission is and how we are to accomplish it. The term “mission” communicates that those who receive the mission are sent to accomplish a task. Being sent on a mission also necessarily involves movement, at least on the part of some: going from one place to another, from one ethnic group to another. Therefore, to understand the missionary work of the church according to the New Testament, it is important to examine what God’s people are sent to do. What does God want believers to accomplish as they go to the ends of the earth, as they move from working with one ethnic group to another?


This chapter walks through the missionary message of the New Testament, first by looking at the Gospels, then at Acts and the Epistles, and finally at the book of Revelation. This three-part division makes it possible to present: (1) the background to the mission of the church in the life, saving work, and teaching of Jesus; (2) the example and practice of the early church in seeking to fulfill its mission; and (3) the end result of God’s work through the church. It is clear, in each of these three sections in the New Testament, that God is actively involved in the mission he has given to his people to reach the world with the good news about Jesus.


The Gospels


The Gospels are not missionary training handbooks; instead they present the story of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Nevertheless, the theme of mission is important to the story, because Jesus himself is on a mission and because the story ends with Jesus sending his followers on a mission to the nations. The final commissioning scene at the end of the story is foreshadowed in the Gospels through the faith response of exemplary Gentiles toward Jesus, the training of Jesus’ disciples for mission, and the teaching of Jesus that looks ahead to the worldwide scope of God’s work.


Jesus was on a mission during his work on earth. In the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke), the nature of this mission is clarified through statements about what Jesus came to do, about what he was sent to do, and about what he must do. In this way, the Gospel writers showed that Jesus’ mission involved proclaiming a message and providing salvation. Jesus came to preach a message about the kingdom of God (Mark 1:38–39; Luke 4:43). Mark’s Gospel summarizes Jesus’ proclamation as “the good news of God” (Mark 1:14), in which he called for repentance and faith in light of the nearness of God’s kingdom (Mark 1:15; cf. Matthew 4:23). Jesus made it clear that his message of good news was particularly directed toward the poor and oppressed (Luke 4:16–21; cf. Matthew 11:2–6; Luke 7:18–23).[3] Jesus also came to provide salvation, “to seek and to save the lost” (Luke 19:10). To accomplish his mission of bringing salvation, Jesus must suffer, die on the cross, and rise again (Matthew 16:21; Mark 8:31).[4] Jesus “did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom” (Mark 10:45; cf. Matthew 20:28). Jesus taught that his work of salvation was particularly directed toward those who recognized their own sinfulness and lost condition (Matthew 9:12–13; Mark 2:17; Luke 5:31–32; 19:10). By announcing and initiating God’s kingdom on earth and by establishing the way of salvation, Jesus laid the foundation for the continuing missionary work of his followers.


The mission of Jesus is a particularly prominent theme in John’s Gospel.[5] Approximately forty times in John’s Gospel, Jesus is identified as the one who is sent by the Father (e.g., 3:17; 5:30; 7:28–29; 8:26; 12:44–45; 14:24; 17:3). In addition, John’s Gospel speaks repeatedly of Jesus as the one who comes from the Father (e.g., 5:43; 8:42; 10:10; 12:46; 13:3; 16:28; 18:37) and the one who is given by the Father (e.g., 3:16; 6:32). Several implications follow from the fact that Jesus is the sent-one from God. In this role, Jesus was determined to accomplish not his own will but the will of the one who sent him (4:34; 5:30; 6:38; 8:29; 9:4). He spoke not his own message but the words of the one who sent him (3:34; 7:16; 8:26; 12:49; 14:10,24). He sought not his own honor but the glory of the one who sent him (7:18). These implications will also follow for those who are commissioned by Jesus (17:18; 20:21). Jesus’ task, what he was sent to accomplish, involved both revelation and redemption. Jesus, as the divine Word (1:1) and the Word become flesh (1:14)—as, therefore, both God and man—is the perfect revelation of God (1:18). Jesus is also the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world (1:29) so that whoever believes in him may have eternal life (3:14–16).


The story of the Gospels drives toward the Great Commission at the end, but it is not a surprise ending. The final commissioning scene is foreshadowed in several ways. First, the Gospels give examples of Gentiles who responded with faith toward Jesus: the Magi from the East who came to worship the king of the Jews (Matthew 2:1–12); the centurion who sought healing for his servant (Matthew 8:5–13; Luke 7:1–10); the demon-possessed man in the region of the Gerasenes who was delivered by Jesus (Mark 5:1–20; cf. Matthew 8:28–34); the Syrophoenician woman who asked for help for her daughter (Mark 7:24–30; cf. Matthew 15:21–28); the deaf and mute man in the Decapolis (Mark 7:31–37); the Greeks who wanted to see Jesus (John 12:20–22); the centurion at the cross (Matthew 27:54; Mark 15:39; Luke 23:47). Jesus did not target his outreach toward Gentiles during his time on earth, since he was sent “to the lost sheep of Israel” (Matthew 15:24; compare also the similar limitation of the disciples’ ministry before the resurrection, Matthew 10:5–6,23). However, Jesus did respond positively toward Gentiles who came to him in faith, as a foreshadowing of what was to come.


Second, Jesus called his disciples and trained them in missionary work with a view toward sending them out as his apostles (“sent ones”). When Jesus called disciples, he promised that he would send them out to “fish for people” (Mark 1:17; Matthew 4:19; Luke 5:10). Jesus chose twelve disciples in particular as his apostles so that he might send them out to proclaim his message and to have authority over demonic beings (Mark 3:13–19; Luke 6:12–16). Jesus sent out the Twelve on a “short-term mission trip” (Matthew 10:1–42; Mark 6:7–13; Luke 9:1–6), and then later a larger group of seventy-two (Luke 10:1–16). Jesus was preparing his followers for a future mission that extended beyond his own ministry to the people of Israel, one that moved out toward the ends of the earth.


Third, Jesus foreshadowed the coming Great Commission by teaching about the future worldwide impact of the gospel message. Already at the beginning of his ministry, Jesus angered the crowd in his hometown synagogue by suggesting that God had a concern for widows and lepers beyond those who lived in the land of Israel (Luke 4:22–30). Jesus wanted the temple to be a house of prayer for all nations (Mark 11:17). He promised that the gospel would be preached to all nations before the end of the age (Matthew 24:14; Mark 13:10; cf. Matthew 26:13; Mark 14:9). Jesus was concerned for the “other sheep” (John 10:16) who were “the scattered children of God” beyond the nation of Israel (John 11:52).[6] Jesus looked ahead and saw a new stage in God’s plan in which the message of salvation would go out to all the nations of the world.


The Gospel story then ends with the Great Commission. Perhaps the most well-known description of it is in Matthew 28:18–20.[7] The key word “all” pervades Jesus’ teaching throughout this passage.[8] Because Jesus has all authority, his followers can accept the mission given to them with hope and confidence. The task is to make disciples of all nations, teaching them to obey all the things commanded by Jesus. Jesus concludes with a promise to be with his people all the days to the very end of the age.


Although it may not be completely clear in English translations, the main command in the passage is not “go” but “make disciples.” The emphasis of Jesus’ commission is on making disciples of all nations, and going becomes imperative in the sense that it is the necessary prerequisite for accomplishing that task.[9] People become disciples by identifying with the lordship of Jesus Christ through baptism and by learning to obey all that Jesus taught (cf. Matthew 11:28–30). Disciples set aside a life of self-interest and make a commitment to follow the pattern of Jesus’ life and teaching (Matthew 16:24; cf. Matthew 10:24–25). The task, according to the Great Commission in Matthew’s Gospel, is more than just bringing people to an initial conversion experience, as important as that is. Believers must also acknowledge Jesus’ authority over their lives and grow in their understanding of Jesus’ commands and in their obedience to them.


In contrast to Matthew’s Gospel, Luke presents Jesus’ final commission more as a statement of fact and a promise than as a command or mandate (Luke 24:45–49). The mission to the nations fulfills Scripture, Jesus’ disciples are witnesses, and the promised Spirit will come. Just as the Old Testament looked ahead to the death and resurrection of the Messiah, so also it pointed to the message of salvation being proclaimed among all the nations of the world, the message that forgiveness of sins is now available to all who repent (24:46–47). The role of Jesus’ disciples in the mission is to serve as witnesses (24:48). A witness is someone who has had a firsthand experience and is willing to talk about it. Followers of Jesus function as witnesses for Christ as they recognize what Jesus has accomplished for them through his death and resurrection and as they freely tell others about their experience with Jesus. However, the essential precondition for an effective witness is the empowerment of the Holy Spirit. Jesus therefore indicated that the disciples should wait for the coming of the Spirit, so that they might be clothed with power from on high (24:49). The book of Acts, Luke’s second volume, starts with a commissioning scene similar to the one found at the end of Luke’s Gospel, his first volume. In Acts 1:8, the themes of a worldwide mission, the role of Jesus’ followers as witnesses, and the empowerment of the Holy Spirit will appear once again.


In John’s Gospel, Jesus commissions the disciples after his resurrection with the words “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you” (John 20:21). Jesus compares the mission of his disciples with his own mission. The disciples’ mission is similar to that of Jesus, since like Jesus they must accomplish the will, speak the words, and live for the glory of the one who sent them. Yet John’s Gospel presents the actual task of the disciples in somewhat different terms than that of Jesus, which was accomplished through his incarnation and atonement. Their task does not repeat Jesus’ work but builds on it. John’s Gospel speaks about the task of the disciples in terms of harvesting (4:38), bearing fruit (15:16), and bearing witness to Jesus (15:26–27). In addition, John’s Gospel indicates that believers confirm the truth of their witness concerning Jesus by loving one another. When believers love one another and live in unity, the world comes to know the truth of their message (13:34–35; 17:21).


The Gospels help us to see the extent to which the mission is the work of God. The Father sent his Son, Jesus, as the perfect revelation of God and as the Savior of the world. Without him, we have no hope. Having accomplished our salvation through his death and resurrection, Jesus commissioned his followers to take the message of salvation to the ends of the earth. Yet this mission is not accomplished in our own strength. Jesus promised to be present with his people to the end of the age, and he promised that he would send the Spirit of God, who would empower his people to be effective witnesses. God provides salvation and enables his people to bring the message of salvation to the world.


Acts and the Epistles


Both the book of Acts and the Epistles portray the early church as actively involved in accomplishing the mission given by Jesus after his resurrection. The Gospels end with the Great Commission; the book of Acts begins with it in 1:8.[10] Once again, Jesus identifies his followers as witnesses who will declare what they know to be true about him to the whole world—that is, in Jerusalem, in Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth. All of this will take place through the power of the Holy Spirit. The rest of the book is not a constant repetition of Jesus’ commission but rather a description of what the early church did to accomplish the task. Luke recounts the spread of the gospel within Jerusalem (chapters 1–7), then out to Judea and Samaria (chapters 8–12), and then toward the ends of the earth (chapters 13–28).


Luke gives repeated summary statements concerning the growth and spread of the church, as believers, filled with the Spirit, boldly share the message about Jesus (e.g., Acts 2:47; 5:14; 6:7; 9:31; 11:24; 12:24; 16:5; 19:20). The book offers a picture of the ever-expanding sphere of gospel availability, with the gospel moving out geographically but also crossing ethnic boundaries to the Samaritans and to the Gentiles. Persecution was not able to stop the spread of the message. In fact, it had the opposite effect in that it caused followers of Jesus to move to other places, taking the gospel with them (e.g., 8:1–4).


Internal conflicts within the community of believers didn’t stop the spread of the message. This was because individuals who were filled with the Spirit and wisdom and faith showed leadership in solving the conflicts through faithful and humble service to the church (e.g., 6:1–7). The book ends somewhat abruptly with Paul under house arrest in Rome, boldly and freely teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ. In a sense, the book is over but the story is not, since the gospel has not reached the ends of the earth. The point is that everyone who participates in bringing the message to the ends of the earth has a part to play in the story.


The book of Acts emphasizes God’s involvement in the continuing mission of the church. In order to empower his people to serve him effectively, God pours out his Spirit on them (1:4; 2:17,33; 10:44–47; 11:15–16). As a result, the Spirit enables believers to speak the word of God with boldness (4:31), bears witness to the truth about Jesus (5:32), grants guidance to God’s servants (8:29; 16:6), provides leaders for the church (20:28), and sets some apart for special tasks (13:2,4). God is actively involved every step along the way in bringing people to salvation. He is the one who appoints them to eternal life (13:48), grants them repentance (11:18), opens their hearts to respond to the gospel with faith (14:27; 16:14), and saves them by his grace (15:11).


Luke begins Acts in an intriguing way by referring to his former book, his Gospel, in which he wrote “about all that Jesus began to do and teach” (1:1). The implication is that Luke’s second volume, the book of Acts, will report all that Jesus continued to do and teach. Indeed, Jesus is active in the missionary work of the church, sometimes quite directly, as when he confronted Paul on the road to Damascus and sent him to take the gospel to the Gentiles (9:3–6,15; 22:8,21; 26:15–18).


Yet Jesus is active throughout the mission of the church, since miracles and healing come through the power of his name (3:6,16; 4:10,30; 16:18) and salvation is found in his name (10:43; 13:38–39; 16:31)—and in his name alone (4:12). God is so completely involved in the mission of the church that when Paul reports on the success of his missionary journeys he does so by explaining what God did (14:27; 15:4; 21:19). Paul recognized that everything done through his ministry was ultimately the work of God.



When the book of Acts describes the movement of the gospel out toward the ends of the earth, beyond Judea and Samaria, it does so by reporting the missionary journeys of Paul. Paul’s letters also stand out within the collection of epistles in the New Testament because of their number and length. The result is that both within the book of Acts and within the New Testament epistles the apostle Paul functions as the exemplary missionary. In a real sense, Paul is the canonical standard for missionary work.[11] Since he stands as the model missionary in the New Testament, it is important to look closely at the nature of his ministry. Descriptions of Paul’s mission in Acts and in his own letters provide insights into the following: Paul’s goal in his missionary work, his character, his sphere of activity, his strategy, and his confidence.


Paul’s goal was to proclaim the good news concerning Jesus Christ where it was not known and to gather those who responded with faith in Jesus into local churches where together they could grow in their faith and love. In other words, “Paul was a pioneering, church-planting evangelist.”[12] Paul understood that he was called by God to preach the gospel, especially among the Gentiles (Acts 13:47; 20:24; 26:17–18; Romans 1:1–5; 15:15–16; 1 Corinthians 9:16; Galatians 1:15–16; Ephesians 3:7–12). The gospel is the message about God’s Son, Jesus Christ, who through his death and resurrection brings salvation, the forgiveness of sins, and a right standing before God to all who put their faith in him (Romans 1:1–5; 3:21–26; 10:9–10; 1 Corinthians 15:1–8; Ephesians 2:8–10). Since salvation comes by faith in Jesus and not through works of the law, everyone—both Jews and Gentiles—can live by faith (Galatians 2:14–21; Romans 3:21–30). Therefore, Gentiles are fellow heirs, fellow members of the body, and fellow partakers of the promise through the gospel (Ephesians 3:1–6).


As part of his missionary work, Paul sought to start churches in the cities where he proclaimed the gospel, gathering his converts into local congregations. These churches (normally meeting in a home; e.g., Romans 16:3–5; 1 Corinthians 16:19; Colossians 4:15; Philemon 1–2) were places where believers could regularly come together for worship and mutual edification, the building up of one another in faith and love (1 Corinthians 14:26; Ephesians 4:11–16). Paul referred to this aspect of his mission work as “planting” (1 Corinthians 3:5–9) and as “laying a foundation” upon which others may build (1 Corinthians 3:10–15). Paul’s hope in all his work was that he might bring every believer to maturity in Christ (Colossians 1:28–29). Therefore, the apostle felt the daily pressure of his concern for all the churches that he started (2 Corinthians 11:28); and he sought to nurture these newly formed congregations through his letters and through follow-up visits, not only by himself but also by his co-workers.


In Romans 15:19, Paul wrote that he had fully proclaimed the gospel of Christ over the entire eastern Mediterranean area (“from Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum”), so that he was now looking to move on to Spain in order to bring the gospel where it was not known. Paul obviously had not finished the whole task of evangelism and discipleship throughout the entire eastern Mediterranean area. Yet he felt free to move on to a new region because his goal was to plant churches in major cities, leaving behind believing communities that would continue to grow and to spread the message about Jesus (cf. Acts 13:49; 19:10).


Paul considered the ministry of the gospel a treasure (2 Corinthians 4:1–6), but it was not a treasure that he hoarded for himself. Others could join in the struggle for the cause of the gospel (Philippians 4:3). In his letters, Paul did not repeatedly exhort his churches to join in the task of sharing the gospel and continuing the mission. The apostle did, however, commend believers for their participation in the work of the gospel (Philippians 1:3–5,27; 2:16; 4:3; 1 Thessalonians 1:8), and he found encouragement in the progress of the gospel through the work of others (Philippians 1:12–18). Paul assumed that God would call some to be evangelists (Ephesians 4:11) and that every believer would be prepared to share the gospel in the struggle against the forces of evil (Ephesians 6:15). Paul also asked his churches to pray for him in his missionary work in order that he might have an opportunity to speak the message of God with boldness (Ephesians 6:19–20; Colossians 4:2–4; 2 Thessalonians 3:1–2). For Paul, the gospel ministry did not demand repeated exhortations for support, because the gospel itself is powerful. It is the power and wisdom of God (Romans 1:16; 1 Corinthians 1:23–25), able to spread rapidly (2 Thessalonians 3:1) and to grow and bear fruit all over the world (Colossians 1:3–8).[13]


Paul’s character, and therefore his mission, was marked by integrity and by love for people. First Thessalonians 2:1–12 describes Paul’s initial missionary work in the city of Thessalonica, an endeavor that lasted for only a brief time, perhaps just a few weeks (Acts 17:1–10). Paul spoke the gospel in the midst of strong opposition (1 Thessalonians 2:2), and those who believed turned away from their devotion to idols in order to serve the living and true God (1:9). Throughout his work among the Thessalonians, the apostle showed complete integrity (2:10). He never in any way sought to deceive them. He never pretended to be someone he was not in order to receive honor from them or to take their money (2:3,5; cf. 2 Corinthians 2:17). Instead, he worked diligently to provide for himself and to keep from being a burden to them (1 Thessalonians 2:9). Paul loved these people, so that he came to share with them not only the gospel but his whole life as well (2:8). He was gentle among them, like a mother caring for her children (2:7–8), and deeply concerned for their well-being, like a father (2:11–12). Undoubtedly, part of Paul’s impact as a missionary grew out of his sincere love for people.


Paul’s targeted sphere of activity was anywhere that the gospel had not yet been proclaimed. His ambition was to bring the gospel to the places where Christ was not known (Romans 15:20–21), to the regions beyond the established church (2 Corinthians 10:16). He didn’t want to build on someone else’s foundation; his desire instead was to go where people had not heard about Jesus and to be the one to lay the foundation (Romans 15:20; 1 Corinthians 3:10). Paul recognized the value of others building on the foundation that he had laid (1 Corinthians 3:10–15), of others watering what he had planted (1 Corinthians 3:5–9). Both those who start churches and those who continue to build them up are co-workers with God (1 Corinthians 3:7–9). However, while Paul recognized the value of those who served the Lord in places where the church was already established, he himself felt an obligation to the unreached. That was one reason why Paul felt hindered in coming to minister in the city of Rome (Romans 15:22). Yet he was eager to preach the gospel there as well (Romans 1:15), and from there to go on to Spain, hopefully with the help of the believers in Rome (Romans 15:23–33). What he anticipated in working with an already established church, like the one in Rome, was a relationship of mutual benefit, in which both Paul and the Roman believers would be mutually encouraged by one another’s faith (Romans 1:11–12). Paul’s role as a pioneer missionary did not free him to bypass an already established church on his way to unreached people, nor did it place him in a position of superiority over such a church.


Paul’s missionary strategy was flexible. He followed general patterns, but his plans were subject to change in light of the guidance of the Spirit and also in light of practical considerations. He typically targeted cities that were centers of trade and commerce (e.g., Thessalonica, Corinth, Ephesus), assuming that the message would then spread to the surrounding region. Paul also normally went to cities where there was a Jewish synagogue (e.g., Pisidian Antioch, Berea, Corinth), although that was not always the case (e.g., Lystra, Philippi). Paul’s practice had the practical advantage of putting him in contact with Jewish people and Gentile God-fearers, who already had an understanding of the Scriptures. Yet it was also reflective of a theological conviction concerning the salvation-historical priority of the people of Israel (cf. Romans 1:16).


Paul seems to have decided to move from east to west in his missionary work, moving from one region to the next adjoining region. His travel plans, however, were open to change—as happened, for example, when he passed by the Roman province of Asia and went on to Macedonia. The guidance of the Holy Spirit and the direction of a divinely given vision moved the apostle in a new direction (Acts 16:6–10). Paul could also change his travel plans for practical reasons—as happened, for example, when he delayed his arrival in Corinth with the hope of avoiding another painful visit (2 Corinthians 1:15—2:1).


Paul generally worked and traveled as part of a team. Indeed, it would be difficult to understand the scope and impact of his mission without taking into consideration the contribution of his many co-workers. Yet he also found it necessary on occasion to press on by himself (Acts 17:14–16). Paul often supported his missionary work through his own manual labor, using his training as a tentmaker (Acts 18:1–5; cf. Acts 20:33–35; 1 Thessalonians 2:9). Sometimes he accepted gifts in support of his mission from one of the churches he started (Philippians 4:10–20), and sometimes he did not (1 Corinthians 9:1–18). The advantage of Paul’s flexibility was that he could follow whatever means best served the progress of the gospel. He could become all things to all people so that by all possible means he might save some (1 Corinthians 9:22).


Paul’s confidence grew out of his conviction that God was at work through the power of the Spirit in the lives of believers and in the newly formed churches, as well as in his own life and ministry.[14] At the end of his first missionary journey, the apostle stopped briefly at the churches he had started, encouraged the new believers, appointed leaders, prayed for them, and committed them to the Lord (Acts 14:21–23; cf. Acts 20:32). Paul could leave these churches and give them the freedom to stand on their own because he knew that, whether he was present with them or absent from them, God was at work in their midst (Philippians 1:27; 2:13). This confidence in the work of God runs as an underlying theme throughout Paul’s teaching and interactions with his churches. For Paul, believers began their new life not through human wisdom or effort but through the power of God and the work of the Spirit (1 Corinthians 2:4–5; Galatians 3:1–5,14). Having begun by the Spirit, they could press on, living in obedience to God’s will and developing a Christlike character, all through dependence on the Spirit’s empowerment (Romans 8:3–4; Galatians 5:16–25). Paul was confident that just as God had begun a good work within them he would also bring it to completion (Philippians 1:6).


Paul’s interactions with the churches he started make sense within the context of his trust in God’s involvement in the mission. He quickly established leaders in the congregations (Acts 14:23). For example, Paul was able to spend only a brief time planting the church in Thessalonica, but when he wrote 1 Thessalonians he was already encouraging the church to show respect and love for the leaders in their congregation (1 Thessalonians 5:12–13). Paul could establish local leaders within the churches because he believed that in reality the Holy Spirit was the one who appointed them (Acts 20:28). All the finances of the churches were under the authority of the churches themselves, and Paul was careful not to have access to any of these funds (1 Corinthians 16:1–4; 2 Corinthians 8:18–20). He encouraged churches to give to the poor believers in Jerusalem, but their participation in this gift was by their own generosity and not by an imposed obligation (2 Corinthians 8:1–15; 9:7).


Paul’s letters are not filled with detailed directions about how to live in every possible situation in life; rather his moral instructions were normally communicated through general principles, with the assumption that the Holy Spirit would guide believers in making specific choices (Romans 8:12–14). Paul entrusted congregations with the task of church discipline; if someone in the church was not living according to the ways of God, the believers in the church were responsible for the tasks of confronting and disciplining (1 Corinthians 5:1–13; 6:1–6; 2 Corinthians 2:5–11). Of course, Paul had convictions about how congregations should think and act, but he pressed for godly responses by means of persuasion, not by taking away their independence and responsibility and setting up an organizational structure that gave continuing control to an outsider.


Paul wanted believers to follow his teaching out of their own free will, not by compulsion (Philemon 12–14). Because of his confidence in the work of the Spirit, the apostle could expect believers to submit their own interests to the interests of others within the congregation (Philippians 2:1–4). Such mutual submission grows out of the work of the Spirit and out of an attitude of respect for what Christ is doing in the lives of others (Ephesians 5:18–21). In all these various ways, Paul showed an astonishing confidence in new believers and newly formed churches because he sincerely believed that God was at work in their midst.


Paul’s attitude of confidence in God also extended to the way in which he viewed himself and his ministry. He had a sense of his own inadequacy—a recognition that in his own strength he was insufficient to spread the knowledge of God (2 Corinthians 2:14–16; cf. 1 Timothy 1:12–16). Paul saw himself as a clay pot: fragile and of little worth in itself; but within this clay pot was a treasure, the ministry of the gospel (2 Corinthians 4:1–7). So as God used him in all of his weakness, what became obvious was the power of Christ rather than the sufficiency of the servant (2 Corinthians 12:7–10). Therefore, when Paul reported on his missionary work, he did not boast in his accomplishments but rather spoke only about what Christ had done (Romans 15:18). Paul had confidence, not because he trusted in his own strength but because he knew that the mission was God’s work and that God took pleasure in using inadequate servants to accomplish his will.


Revelation


The book of Revelation is well known as a description of God’s final judgment on a rebellious world. The inhabitants of the earth whose names have not been written in the book of life follow the beast and join in his fight against the Lord and his anointed one. God sends judgments on the earth, a taste of his wrath as a final call to repentance, but the people curse God and refuse to repent. Then Jesus, the King of kings and Lord of lords, comes and strikes down the nations assembled against him with the sword from his mouth.


Although this aspect of the book of Revelation—God’s conflict with the nations—is well known, what is often overlooked is the extent to which Revelation emphasizes the turning of the nations to the true worship of God.[15] Revelation envisions not only a mass rebellion against God but also a mass conversion of the nations, an uncountable multitude from every nation, tribe, people, and language worshiping before the throne of God and before the Lamb (Revelation 7:9–10; 15:4). Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God, will be their shepherd, and God himself will dwell with them and wipe every tear from their eyes (7:15–17). The eternal gospel will be proclaimed to all the people of the world, in order to call on them to fear God and to give glory to the one who made the heavens and the earth (14:6–7; cf. 11:13). Some from all the tribes of the earth will recognize their part in the death of Jesus and will respond with repentant sorrow (1:7).


Jesus, the ruler of the kings of the earth, will take those who repent from every tribe, language, people, and nation and make them into a kingdom and into priests to serve God, because he loves them and has released them from their sins by his blood (1:5–7; 5:9).



When God restores all things, making a new heaven and a new earth, the nations will be there—no longer rebellious but healed, cleansed from their devotion to falsehood and oppression (21:24–27; 22:2). The nations will bring into this new world their glory and honor, the best of all their treasures, to give them to the Lord God Almighty and to the Lamb (21:24,26). Although God will judge those who steadfastly refuse to repent, he also wants to pour out his love upon people from every nation who will turn to him for salvation.


In the book of Revelation, the role that God’s people play in bringing the nations to God is that of faithful witnesses to the truth, faithful even to the point of death. God’s people will overcome through the blood of the Lamb and through the word of their testimony (12:11). Yet faithfulness to the message about Christ means putting devotion to Jesus before life itself, because the powerful of the world stand opposed to the truth (11:7; 12:11,17; 17:6; cf. 2:13; 6:9–11; 20:4). In this, Jesus serves as the perfect example, as the faithful and true witness who gave his life (1:5; 3:14).


The book of Revelation helps us to see the end of the story, the end result of God’s work in human history and, therefore, the end of the mission. At the end of the story, Christ rules over all the earth and God dwells with his people, a vast multitude from every nation, tribe, people, and language. This conclusion is never in doubt, because the mission is God’s work, and he will accomplish his plan.


Conclusion


God’s involvement in the church’s mission is an overarching theme in the New Testament. The Gospels present the mission of Jesus, God’s Son, who came to provide salvation through his death and resurrection. After his resurrection, Jesus sent his followers out on a mission to make disciples of all nations. The book of Acts and the Epistles make clear that this mission is possible because God pours out his Spirit upon his people, empowering them to speak the message with boldness and opening the hearts of others to receive it. Paul’s great confidence came from his recognition that God would complete what he had started in the lives of his people. The book of Revelation confirms that the mission will in fact be accomplished.


Without question, God will accomplish his will and draw to himself people from all the nations of the world, so that he might shower his grace and love upon them for all eternity. Therefore, the crucial question focuses not on God’s involvement but on ours. Will we be a part of what God is doing in the world? Will we participate in the mission of God?


Discussion Points




	The Gospels cover the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus before he sent the apostles on a mission to all nations. What can we learn about God’s mission from the Gospels?


	Was the Great Commission at the end of the Gospels a “surprise ending”? Why or why not?


	How was Jesus still active in carrying out the mission of the church in Acts after he ascended to the Father?


	Based on the New Testament, write in one sentence a clear statement of the mission of God.
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The Supremacy of God in Missions Through Worship


John Piper


[More than any other contemporary writer or theologian, the writings of Dr. John Piper have revolutionized thinking regarding missions. As with others, my own perspective, after many years in mission leadership, was radically changed by his book Let the Nations Be Glad! The Supremacy of God in Missions. The call to missions and global strategies will never be adequate if motivated by the need of a lost world or from a sense of obligation. The only compelling motivation for missions is for the glory of God and his worship among all peoples. With the permission of Dr. Piper, Desiring God Ministries, and Baker Books of Grand Rapids, Michigan, we are privileged to include in this volume an abridged copy of chapter 1 of his book.—Jerry Rankin, International Mission Board president emeritus]


Missions is not the ultimate goal of the church. Worship is. Missions exists because worship doesn’t. Worship is ultimate, not missions, because God is ultimate, not man. When this age is over, and the countless millions of the redeemed fall on their faces before the throne of God, missions will be no more. It is a temporary necessity. But worship abides forever.


Worship, therefore, is the fuel and goal in missions. It’s the goal of missions because in missions we simply aim to bring the nations into the white-hot enjoyment of God’s glory. The goal of missions is the gladness of the peoples in the greatness of God. “The Lord reigns; let the earth rejoice; let the many coastlands be glad!” (Psalm 97:1).[1] “Let the peoples praise thee, O God; let all the peoples praise thee! Let the nations be glad and sing for joy!” (Psalm 67:3–4).


But worship is also the fuel of missions. Passion for God in worship precedes the offer of God in preaching. You can’t commend what you don’t cherish. Missionaries will never call out, “Let the nations be glad!” who cannot say from the heart, “I rejoice in the Lord. . . . I will be glad and exult in thee, I will sing praise to thy name, O Most High” (Psalm 104:34; 9:2). Missions begins and ends in worship.


If the pursuit of God’s glory is not ordered above the pursuit of man’s good in the affections of the heart and the priorities of the church, man will not be well served and God will not be duly honored. I am not pleading for a diminishing of missions but for a magnifying of God. When the flame of worship burns with the heat of God’s true worth, the light of missions will shine to the most remote peoples on earth. And I long for that day to come!


Where passion for God is weak, zeal for missions will be weak. Churches that are not centered on the exaltation of the majesty and beauty of God will scarcely kindle a fervent desire to “declare his glory among the nations” (Psalm 96:3). Even outsiders feel the disparity between the boldness of our claim upon the nations and the blandness of our engagement with God.


Albert Einstein’s Indictment


For example, Charles Misner, a scientific specialist in general relative theory, expressed Albert Einstein’s skepticism over the church with words that should waken us to the shallowness of our experience with God in worship:


The design of the universe . . . is very magnificent and shouldn’t be taken for granted. In fact, I believe that is why Einstein had so little use for organized religion, although he strikes me as a basically very religious man. He must have looked at what the preachers said about God and felt that they were blaspheming. He had seen much more majesty than they had ever imagined, and they were just not talking about the real thing. My guess is that he simply felt that religions he’d run across did not have proper respect . . . for the author of the universe.[2]


The charge of blasphemy is loaded. The point is to pack a wallop behind the charge that in our worship services God simply doesn’t come through for who he is. He is unwittingly belittled. For those who are stunned by the indescribable magnitude of what God has made, not to mention the infinite greatness of the One who made it, the steady diet on Sunday morning of practical “how to’s” and psychological soothing and relational therapy and tactical planning seem dramatically out of touch with Reality—the God of overwhelming greatness.


It is possible to be distracted from God in trying to serve God. Martha-like, we neglect the one thing needful, and soon begin to present God as busy and fretful. A. W. Tozer warned us about this: “We commonly represent God as a busy, eager, somewhat frustrated Father hurrying about seeking help to carry out His benevolent plan to bring peace and salvation to the world. . . . Too many missionary appeals are based upon this fancied frustration of Almighty God.”[3]


Scientists know that light travels at the speed of 5.87 trillion miles a year. They also know that the galaxy of which our solar system is a part is about 100,000 light-years in diameter—about five hundred eighty seven thousand trillion miles. It is one of about a million such galaxies in the optical range of our most powerful telescopes. In our galaxies there are about 100 billion stars. The sun is one of them, a modest star burning at about 6,000 degrees Centigrade on the surface, and traveling in an orbit at 155 miles per second, which means it will take about 200 million years to complete a revolution around the galaxy.


Scientists know these things and are awed by them. And they say, “If there is a personal God, as the Christians say, who spoke this universe into being, then there is a certain respect and reverence and wonder and dread that would have to come through when we talk about him and when we worship him.”


We who believe the Bible know this even better than the scientists because we have heard something even more amazing:


“To whom then will you compare me, that I should be like him?” says the Holy One. Lift up your eyes on high and see: who created these [stars]? He who brings out their host by number, calling them all by name; by the greatness of his might, and because he is strong in power not one is missing. (Isaiah 40:25–26)


Every one of the billions of stars in the universe is there by God’s specific appointment. He knows their number. And, most astonishing of all, he knows them by name. They do his bidding as his personal agents. When we feel the weight of this grandeur in the heavens, we have only touched the hem of his garment. “Lo, these are but the outskirts of his ways! And how small a whisper do we hear of him” (Job 26:14). That is why we cry “Be exalted, O God, above the heavens!” (Psalm 57:5). God is the absolute reality that everyone in the universe must come to terms with. Everything depends utterly on his will. All other realities compare to him like a raindrop compares to the ocean, or like an anthill compares to Mount Everest. To ignore him or belittle him is unintelligible and suicidal folly. How shall one ever be the emissary of this great God who has not trembled before him with joyful wonder?


The Second Greatest Activity in the World


The most crucial issue in missions is the centrality of God in the life of the church. Where people are not stunned by the greatness of God, how can they be sent with the ringing message, “Great is the Lord and greatly to be praised; he is to be feared above all gods!” (Psalm 96:4)? Missions is not first and ultimate; God is. And these are not just words. This truth is the lifeblood of missionary inspiration and endurance. William Carey, the father of modern missions, who set sail for India from England in 1793, expressed the connection:


When I left England, my hope of India’s conversion was very strong; but amongst so many obstacles, it would die, unless upheld by God. Well, I have God, and His Word is true. Though the superstitions of the heathen were a thousand times stronger than they are, and the example of the Europeans a thousand times worse; though I were deserted by all and persecuted by all, yet my faith, fixed on the sure Word, would rise above all obstructions and overcome every trial. God’s cause will triumph.[4]


Carey and thousands like him have been moved by the vision of a great and triumphant God. That vision must come first. Savoring it in worship precedes spreading it in missions. All of history is moving toward one great goal, the white-hot worship of God and his Son among all the peoples of the earth. Missions is not that goal. It is the means. And for that reason it is the second greatest human activity in the world.


God’s Passion for God Is the Foundation for Ours


One of the things God uses to make this truth take hold of a person and a church is the stunning realization that it is also true for God himself. Missions is not God’s ultimate goal, worship is. And when this sinks into a person’s heart everything changes. The world is often turned on its head. And everything looks different—including the missionary enterprise.


The ultimate foundation for our passion to see God glorified is his own passion to be glorified. God is central and supreme in his own affections. There are no rivals for the supremacy of God’s glory in his own heart. God is not an idolater. He does not disobey the first and great commandment. With all his heart and soul and strength and mind he delights in the glory of his manifold perfections.[5] The most passionate heart for God in all the universe is God’s heart.


This truth, more than any other I know, seals the conviction that worship is the fuel and goal of missions. The deepest reason why our passion for God should fuel missions is that God’s passion for God fuels missions. Missions is the overflow of our delight in God because missions is the overflow of God’s delight in being God. And the deepest reason why worship is the goal in missions is that worship is God’s goal. We are confirmed in this goal by the Biblical record of God’s relentless pursuit of praise among the nations. “Praise the Lord, all nations! Extol him, all peoples!” (Psalm 117:1). If it is God’s goal it must be our goal.


The Chief End of God Is to Glorify God and Enjoy Himself Forever


God chose his people for his glory:


He chose us in him before the foundation of the world that we should be holy and blameless before him. He destined us in love to be his sons through Jesus Christ according to the purpose of his will upon the praise of the glory of his grace. (Ephesians 1:4–6; cf. vv. 12, 14)


God created us for his glory:


Bring my sons from afar and my daughters from the end of the earth, every one who is called by my name, whom I created for my glory. (Isaiah 43:6–7)


God called Israel for his glory:


You are my servant Israel in whom I will be glorified. (Isaiah 49:3)


I made the whole house of Israel and the whole house of Judah cling to me, says the Lord, that they might be for me a people, a name, a praise, and a glory. (Jeremiah 13:11)


God spared Israel in the wilderness for the glory of his name:


I acted for the sake of my name, that it should not be profaned in the sight of the nations in whose sight I had brought them out. (Ezekiel 20:14)


God gave Israel victory in Canaan for the glory of his name:


What other nation on earth is like Thy people Israel, whom God went to redeem to be His people, making Himself a name, and doing for them great and terrible things, by driving out before His people a nation and its gods? (2 Samuel 7:23)


God did not cast away his people for the glory of his name:


Fear not, you have done all this evil, yet do not turn aside from following the Lord. . . . For the Lord will not cast away his people for his great name’s sake. (1 Samuel 12:20–22)


Jesus sought the glory of his Father in all he did:


He who speaks on his own authority seeks his own glory; but he who seeks the glory of him who sent him is true, and in him there is no falsehood. (John 7:18)


Jesus told us to do good works so that God gets glory:


Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven. (Matthew 5:15; cf. 1 Peter 2:12)


Jesus endured his final hours of suffering for God’s glory:


“Now is my soul troubled. And what shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this hour?’ No, for this purpose I have come to this hour. Father, glorify Thy name.” Then a voice came from heaven, “I have glorified it, and I will glorify it again.” (John 12:27–28)


Father, the hour has come; glorify thy Son that the Son may glorify thee. (John 17:1; cf. 13:31–32)


The ministry of the Holy Spirit is to glorify the Son of God:


He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you. (John 16:14)


God instructs us to do everything for his glory:


So whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God. (1 Corinthians 10:31; cf. 6:20)


God tells us to serve in a way that will glorify him:


Whoever renders service [let him do it] as one who renders it by the strength which God supplies; in order that in everything God may be glorified through Jesus Christ. To him belong glory and dominion forever and ever. Amen. (1 Peter 4:11)


God’s plan is to fill the earth with the knowledge of his glory:


For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord as the waters cover the sea. (Habakkuk 2:14)


Everything that happens will redound to God’s glory:


From him, to him and through him are all things. To him be glory for ever. Amen. (Romans 11:36)


In the New Jerusalem the glory of God replaces the sun:


And the city has no need of sun or moon to shine upon it, for the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb. (Revelation 21:23)


God’s passion for God is unmistakable. God struck me with this most powerfully when I first read Jonathan Edwards’ book entitled The Dissertation Concerning the End for Which God Created the World. There he piles reason upon reason and scripture on scripture to show this truth: “The great end of God’s works, which is so variously expressed in Scripture, is indeed but ONE; and this one end is most properly and comprehensively called, THE GLORY OF GOD.”[6] In other words, the chief end of God is to glorify God, and enjoy himself for ever.


The Belittling of God’s Glory and the Horrors of Hell


The condition of the human heart throws God’s God-centeredness into stark relief. Man by nature does not have a heart to glorify God. “All have sinned and fall short of God’s glory” (Romans 3:23). In our wickedness we suppress the truth that God is our Sovereign and worthy of all our allegiance and affection. By nature we exchange the glory of the immortal God for dim images of it in creation (Romans 1:18,23). We forsake the fountain of living waters and hew out for ourselves broken cisterns that can hold no water (Jeremiah 2:13).


The nations “are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart” (Ephesians 4:18). By nature we were all once dead in trespasses and sins following the slave master Satan, and therefore children of wrath (Ephesians 2:1–3). Our end was “eternal punishment” (Matthew 25:46), and “exclusion from the presence of the Lord’s glory” (2 Thessalonians 1:9), and endless torments in “the second death which is the lake of fire” (Revelation 14:11; 20:10; 21:8).[7]


The infinite horrors of hell are intended by God to be a vivid demonstration of the infinite value of the glory of God. The Biblical assumption of the justice of Hell is a clear testimony to the infiniteness of the sin of failing to glorify God. All of us have failed. All the nations have failed. Therefore the weight of infinite guilt rests on every human head because of our failure to cherish the glory of God. The Biblical vision of God then is that he is supremely committed, with infinite passion, to uphold and display the glory of his name. And the Biblical vision of man without grace is that he suppresses this truth and by nature finds more joy in his own glory than he does in God’s. God exists to be worshipped, but man worships the work of his own hands. This two-fold reality creates the critical need for missions. And the very God-centeredness of God, which creates the crisis, also creates the solution.


God Is Most Glorified in Us when We Are Most Satisfied in Him


But is it loving for God to exalt his own glory? Yes it is. And there are several ways to see this truth clearly. One way is to ponder this sentence: God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him. This is perhaps the most important sentence in my theology. If it is true, then it becomes plain why God is loving when he seeks to exalt his glory in my life. For that would mean that he would seek to maximize my satisfaction in him, since he is most glorified in me when I am most satisfied in him. Therefore God’s pursuit of his own glory is not at odds with my joy, and that means it is not unkind or unmerciful or unloving of him to seek his glory. In fact it means that the more passionate God is for his own glory the more passionate he is for my satisfaction in that glory. And therefore God’s God-centeredness and God’s love soar together.


Duty or Delight in a Hospital Room?


To illustrate the truth that God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him, consider what I might say on a pastoral visit when entering the hospital room of one of my people. They look up from their bed with a smile and say, “O, Pastor John, how good of you to come. What an encouragement.” And suppose I lift my hand, as if to deflect the words, and say matter-of-factly, “Don’t mention it. It’s my duty as a pastor.” Now what is wrong here? Why do we cringe at such a thoughtless pastoral statement? It is my duty. And duty is a good thing. So why does that statement do so much damage?


It damages because it does not honor the sick person. Why? Because delight confers more honor than duty does. Doing hospital visitation out of mere duty honors duty. Doing it out of delight honors the patients. And they feel that. The right pastoral response to the patient’s greeting would have been: “It’s a pleasure to be here. I’m glad I could come.” Do you see the paradox here? Those two sentences would show that I am “seeking my own.” “It’s my pleasure to be here. I’m glad I could come.” And yet the reason these statements are not selfish is that they confer honor on the patient, not on the pastor. When someone delights in you, you feel honored. When someone finds happiness in being around you, you feel treasured, appreciated, glorified. It is a loving thing to visit the sick because it makes you glad to be there.


This then is the answer to why God is not unloving to magnify his glory. God is glorified precisely when we are satisfied in him—when we delight in his presence, when we like to be around him, when we treasure his fellowship. This is an utterly life-changing discovery. It frees us to pursue our joy in God and God to pursue his glory in us. Because they are not two different pursuits. God is most glorified in us when we are most satisfied in him.


God Exalts Himself in Mercy


There is another way to see how God’s passion for his own glory is loving. And here the connection between the supremacy of God and the cause of missions becomes explicit. The connection between missions and the supremacy of God is found in this sentence: The glory God seeks to magnify is supremely the glory of his mercy. The key text is Romans 15:8–9:


I tell you that Christ became a servant to the circumcised [Jewish people] to show God’s truthfulness, in order to confirm the promises given to the patriarchs, and in order that the nations might glorify God for his mercy.


Notice the interlocking truths in these great missionary verses.


1. Zeal for the glory of God motivates world missions. Paul gives three reasons that Christ humbled himself as a servant and came into the world on that first great missionary journey from heaven to earth. First, “Christ became a servant . . . to show God’s truthfulness.” Second, he came “in order to confirm [God’s] promises.” Third, he came “in order that the nations might glorify God for his mercy.”


In other words Christ was on a mission to magnify God. He came to show that God is truthful. He came to show that God is a promise-keeper. And he came to show that God is glorious. Jesus came into the world for God’s sake—to certify God’s integrity; to vindicate God’s work; to magnify God’s glory. Since God sent his Son to do all this, it is plain that the primary motive of the first great mission to unreached peoples—the mission of Jesus from heaven—was God’s zeal for the glory of God. That’s the first truth from Romans 15:8–9: Zeal for the glory of God motivates world missions.


2. A servant spirit and a heart of mercy motivate world missions. “Christ became a servant . . . in order that the nations might glorify God for his mercy.” Christ became a servant . . . and Christ brought mercy. He was a servant not only in that he humbled himself to do what the Father wanted him to do at great cost to himself. He was also a servant in that he lived his life for the sake of extending mercy to the nations. During his lifetime he showed the connection between compassion and missions. We see this, for example, in Matthew 9:36–38:


When Jesus saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the laborers are few; pray therefore the Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into his harvest.”


Jesus’ compassion came to expression in the call to pray for more missionaries. From first to last mercy was moving missions in the life of Jesus.


And not only in his life, but also in his death. “You were slain and by your blood you ransomed men for God from every tribe and tongue and people and nation” (Revelation 5:9). Mercy was the very heart of Jesus’ mission. No one deserved his mission. It was all mercy and all servanthood. That’s the second truth from Romans 15:8–9: a servant spirit and a heart of mercy motivate world missions.


A heart for the glory of God and a heart of mercy for the nations make a Christ-like missionary. These must be kept together. If we have no zeal for the glory of God, our mercy becomes superficial, man-centered human improvement with no eternal significance. And if our zeal for the glory of God is not a revelling in his mercy, then our so-called zeal, in spite of all its protests, is out of touch with God and hypocritical (cf. Matthew 9:13).


In Summary: The Power of Missions Is Worship


What we have been showing is that God’s supremacy in his own heart is not unloving. It is, in fact, the fountain of love. God’s full delight in his own perfections overflows in his merciful will to share that delight with the nations. We may reaffirm then the earlier truth that worship is the fuel and goal that drives us in missions, because it is the fuel and goal that drives God in missions. Missions flows from the fullness of God’s passion for God and it aims at the participation of the nations in the very passion that he has for himself (cf. John 15:11; 17:13,26; Matthew 25:21,23). The power of the missionary enterprise is to be caught up into God’s fuel and God’s goal. And that means being caught up in worship.


Only One God Works for People Who Wait for Him


This remarkable vision of God as one who “exalts himself to show mercy” (Isaiah 30:18) impels world missions in more ways than one. One way we have not pondered is the sheer uniqueness of this God among all the gods of the nations. Isaiah realizes this and says, “From of old no one has heard or perceived by the ear, no eye has seen a God besides thee, who works for those who wait for him” (Isaiah 64:4). In other words, Isaiah is stunned that the greatness of God has the paradoxical effect that he does not need people to work for him, but rather magnifies himself by working for them, if they will renounce self-reliance and “wait for him.”


Isaiah anticipated the words of Paul in Acts 17:25, “God is not served by human hands as though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all men life and breath and everything.” The uniqueness at the heart of Christianity is the glory of God manifest in the freedom of grace. God is glorious because he does not need the nations to work for him. He is free to work for them. “The Son of man came not to be served but to serve and to give his life a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). Missions is not a recruitment project for God’s labor force. It is a liberation project from the heavy burdens and hard yokes of other gods (Matthew 11:28–30).


Isaiah says that such a God has not been seen or heard anywhere in the world. “From of old no one has heard or perceived by the ear, no eye has seen a God besides thee.” What Isaiah sees everywhere he looks are gods who have to be served rather than serve.


The Most Shareable Message in the World


There is yet another way that such a God motivates the missionary enterprise. The gospel demand that flows from such a God to the nations is an eminently shareable, doable demand, namely to rejoice and be glad in God. “The Lord reigns; let the earth rejoice; let the many coastlands be glad!” (Psalm 97:1). “Let the peoples praise thee, O God; let all the peoples praise thee! Let the nations be glad and sing for joy!” (Psalm 67:3–4). “Let the oppressed see it and be glad; you who seek God, let your hearts revive!” (Psalm 69:32). “Let all who seek thee rejoice and be glad in thee! May those who love thy salvation say evermore, God is great!” (Psalm 70:4). What message would missionaries rather take than the message: Be glad in God! Rejoice in God! Sing for joy in God! For God is most glorified in you when you are most satisfied in him! God loves to exalt himself by showing mercy to sinners.


The liberating fact is that the message we take to the frontiers is that people everywhere should seek their own best interest. We are summoning people to God. And those who come say, “In your presence is fullness of joy and at your right hand are pleasures for evermore” (Psalm 16:11). God glorifies himself among the nations with the command, “Delight yourself in the Lord!” (Psalm 37:4). His first and great requirement of all men everywhere is that they repent from seeking their joy in other things and begin to seek it only in him. A God who cannot be served[8] is a God who can only be enjoyed. The great sin of the world is not that the human race has failed to work for God so as to increase his glory, but that we have failed to delight in God so as to reflect his glory. For God’s glory is most reflected in us when we are most delighted in him.


Leaving Family and Possessions for the Sake of the Name


When Jesus turned the rich young ruler away because he was not willing to leave his wealth to follow Jesus, the Lord said, “It will be hard for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 19:23). The apostles were amazed and said, “Who then can be saved?” (v. 25). Jesus answered, “With men this is impossible, but with God all things are possible” (v. 26). Then Peter, speaking as a kind of missionary who had left his home and business to follow Jesus, said, “Lo, we have left everything and followed you. What shall we have?” (v. 27). Jesus answered with a mild rebuke of Peter’s sense of sacrifice: “Everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or lands, for my name’s sake, will receive a hundredfold and inherit eternal life” (v. 29).


The one point of focus for us here is the phrase, “for my name’s sake.” The motive that Jesus virtually takes for granted when a missionary leaves home and family and possessions is that it is for the sake of the name of Jesus. That means for the sake of Jesus’ reputation. God’s goal is that his Son’s name be exalted and honored among all the peoples of the world. For when the Son is honored, the Father is honored (Mark 9:37). When every knee bows at the name of Jesus, it will be “to the glory of God the Father” (Philippians 2:10–11). Therefore God-centered missions exists for the sake of the name of Jesus.


“For the Sake of His Name Among All the Nations”


Paul makes crystal clear in Romans 1:5 that his mission and calling are for the name of Christ among all the nations: “We have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith for the sake of his name among all the nations.”


The apostle John described the motive of early Christian missionaries in the same way. He wrote to tell one of his churches that they should send out Christian brothers in manner “worthy of God.” And the reason he gives is that “they have gone out for the sake of the name, taking nothing from the Gentiles” (3 John 6–7).


John Stott comments on these two texts (Romans 1:5; 3 John 7): “They knew that God had superexalted Jesus, enthroning him at his right hand and bestowing upon him the highest rank, in order that every tongue should confess his lordship. They longed that Jesus should receive the honor due to his name.”[9] This longing is not a dream but a certainty. At the bottom of all our hope, when everything else has given way, we stand on this great reality: the everlasting, all-sufficient God is infinitely, unwaveringly, and eternally committed to the glory of his great and holy name. For the sake of his fame among the nations he will act. His name will not be profaned for ever. The mission of the church will be victorious. He will vindicate his people and his cause in all the earth.


The zeal of the church for the glory of her King will not rise until pastors and mission leaders and seminary teachers make much more of the King. When the glory of God himself saturates our preaching and teaching and conversation and writings, and when he predominates above our talk of methods and strategies and psychological buzz words and cultural trends, then the people might begin to feel that he is the central reality of their lives and that the spread of his glory is more important than all their possessions and all their plans.


The Call of God


God is calling us above all else to be the kind of people whose theme and passion is the supremacy of God in all of life. No one will be able to rise to the magnificence of the missionary cause who does not feel the magnificence of Christ. There will be no big world vision without a big God. There will be no passion to draw others into our world where there is no passion for worship.


God is pursuing with omnipotent passion a worldwide purpose of gathering joyful worshipers for himself from every tribe and tongue and people and nation. He has an inexhaustible enthusiasm for the supremacy of his name among the nations. Therefore let us bring our affections into line with his, and, for the sake of his name, let us renounce the quest for worldly comforts, and join his global purpose. If we do this, God’s omnipotent commitment to his name will be over us like a banner, and we will not lose, in spite of many tribulations (Acts 9:16; Romans 8:35–39). Missions is not the ultimate goal of the church. Worship is. Missions exists because worship doesn’t. The Great Commission is first to delight yourself in the Lord (Psalm 37:4). And then to declare, “Let the nations be glad and sing for joy!” (Psalm 67:4). In this way God will be glorified from beginning to end and worship will empower the missionary enterprise till the coming of the Lord.
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