
Why a Theology of Missions?

“I worked with Steve and Jane Miller for more than forty years in various facets of ministry, including sending them as missionaries to the nation of Eritrea along the coast of the Red Sea, where the Lord granted us an especially sweet season of the Word running in the land (2 Thess. 3:1). Over the decades, I learned much while laboring alongside them, as Steve taught in Kenya, Cyprus, Poland, and Japan. While we might differ on the issue of exclusive psalmody, Steve’s ability to organize biblical truth was a particular gift to the church and is on display in the sections of this delightful volume on missions, addressing a working definition of, the implications of Pentecost for, the importance of the preaching of the Word in, and the presuppositions of, missions. He reminds us that the context of missions is the covenant of grace, the aim of missions is the glory of God, the motive of missions is the love of God, and the agency of missions is Christ’s church. Several of the chapters conclude with helpful appendices to assist the reader in applying the material to situations on the mission field. I trust that you will enjoy and be blessed by this work.”


—Mark T. Bube, General Secretary, Emeritus of the OPC’s Committee on Foreign Missions (1991–2022) and ruling elder at Calvary OPC in Glenside, PA, for more than thirty years.


“No one should plan to go overseas or presume what people need to hear in non-Christian lands without first reading this important book. This book details the important doctrines to present to people who need Christ and need to grow in faith and service. How wonderful to have a pastor and his wife share their experiences on the mission field and also Prof. Miller’s teachings in his Mission Classes equipping another generation to fulfill the Great Commission.”


—Kent Butterfield, Senior Pastor - First Reformed Presbyterian Church of Durham, NC



“As a loving tribute to her husband, Jane Miller compiled this book based on the Theology and Method of Missions course Professor Steve Miller taught over seventeen years at the Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary. It is not only the fruit of his teaching ministry as a Reformed and Presbyterian Pastor in the U.S. and Missionary in Eritrea but also a remembrance of a man of God after God’s own heart... Those sensing a call to missions, whether as a Minister of the Gospel or in support of mission work, will be thoroughly equipped with the sufficiency of God’s word expounded in this masterpiece on missions.”



—Vince Ward RP, Minister and Former Missionary to South Sudan



“Steven and Mary Jane Miller’s study “Entering Christ’s Mission: A Reformed Theology and Method of Missions” is a labor of love. Mrs. Miller has carefully compiled the scholarly materials developed through years of teaching by her late husband, the Rev. Steve Miller. Professor and Mrs. Miller’s extensive pastoral and missionary experience, as well as Rev. Miller’s many years of teaching missions provide a comprehensive and rich biblical theological study of the task of bringing God’s message of grace to a fallen world. This is an excellent place to begin an engagement with Reformed and Presbyterian missions. Moreover, it offers personal testimony of a Presbyterian family and their heart for ministry and missions. I believe that when you have read this book, your heart will say, “I am well satisfied.””



—Dr. Peter A. Lillback, President, Westminster Theological Seminary, Philadelphia


“I warmly commend ‘Entering Christ’s Mission’. It is a remarkable book, the product of many years pastoring, teaching, going forth as missionaries, and serving Christ in 101 practical ways. The opening chapters draw you into the book, but you soon realize that this is not a book to read from cover to cover. There is so much that you can simply dip into with profit. Time can be valuably spent with the later chapters, focusing on one particular topic. In this treasury of materials there is inevitably some repetition, but this always serves to reinforce the key ideas. It has many personal touches, much helpful theology and even practical action plans. An evidently unintended theme runs through the book, as again and again the centrality of the Psalms in all aspects of their work and theology is evident. Sometimes this is plainly stated as in ‘the benefits of using the Psalm-singing in missionary work’, but, more often than not, the love of the Psalms is just there, an indispensable part of their spiritual DNA. The mission field has changed greatly over the course of the last 60 years, and some would question whether missionary service has a relevance today. The theological foundation of this book is the Great Commission. Although the context changes, it continues to the end of the age, as does the enabling presence of Christ for the work. In many senses ‘all the nations’ have now come to the doorstep of Western Churches, and we all face the challenges of the missionary. Even for those not personally committed to missionary work (and we all should be in prayer) the book has a new relevance as it deals with The Confrontation of Missions, and particularly The Christian and Culture. May the book prove a blessing to many.”


—Chris W.H. Griffiths, Author of Every Psalm for Easy Singing, pearlpublications.co.uk, 2023
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Preface


By Mary Jane Miller


On behalf of my late husband, Rev. Steven F. Miller, and in tribute to him, I have prepared this book, Entering Christ’s Mission. Steve started to write it after being diagnosed with ALS,[1] about eleven months into his pastoral ministry at the First Reformed Presbyterian Church of Beaver Falls, Pennsylvania.


Eventually, he preached from a wheelchair, unable to walk on his own. In God’s providence, almost a year after his diagnosis, Steve, with great reluctance, had to retire in April 2016 not only from preaching but also from teaching missions.

This transition required a move back to our farm in Volant, Pennsylvania, making adjustments there and cramming his vast, but now disorganized, library back into one room. He was confined to and maneuvered with a wheelchair and eventually with a ceiling lift. All the problems of eating, swallowing, and breathing worsened as the days went on. He did not ask me to prepare this book. We did not talk about me doing so because he wanted to live to write it.

I am not a minister or a missionary. My gift and privileged calling was to be a wife to Steve for forty-eight years and the mother to the three wonderful children God had given us. I was also a church member of the churches in which Steve served, and I often attended classes he taught in different venues. Hearing the doctrine of God’s Word which Steve enthusiastically preached and taught over four decades changed me. It not only enriched my heart and mind, but gave me a foundation of confidence, joy, enthusiasm, and gratitude upon which to witness for Christ.

As evangelical Christians brought up in the church, we take much for granted and do not really understand our faith as we should. Why do we believe what we believe? How do we formulate our doctrinal positions? Even if we are cradled in historical Reformed Christianity and therefore are informed and supported by the Westminster Standards that so beautifully systematize the Bible’s truth, and even if we readily accept the inerrancy and infallibility of Scripture, we often lack depth in our faith. Sometimes we may not know Truth well enough to articulate it to others. Similarly, we can turn on the ignition of our car, but we really do not understand its inner workings.


Not understanding our doctrine, especially for ordained ministers entering the gospel ministry and, in particular, the mission field, will yield doubt, fear, and insecurity in our testimony and in the actions needed to be faithful to Christ. Understanding the Reformed Theology set out in this book and taught by Steve, specifically for seventeen years at the Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, is vital for missions and church planting. Understanding this theology, or the inner workings of our faith, presented in this book will help the minister in the way he does missions. It will also help the layman to become better informed, comforted, stabilized, and motivated unto obedience.



In Entering Christ’s Mission, the reader will find not only Steve’s seminary lectures, but also a little of all that he worked through and proclaimed throughout his entire ministry. His lifelong understanding and work as a student of God’s Word started in his late teen years. That early and devoted study through the years constituted and undergirded those seventeen years of Seminary lectures from 1999 to 2015. There are also some more personal things recorded here that Steve would not have included, but many of them not only help to develop the material but add a little color by looking into Steve’s other talents. After all, we live in God’s world of garden, art, and beauty and we bring that to our ministries.



The importance of singing the 150 Biblical Psalms in worship is emphasized in this book. A small number of readers will hum in agreement with this emphasis. To the rest of my fellow brothers and sisters in Christ, I pray that this emphasis on the exclusivity of singing Psalms in worship, here in North America or abroad, may be a gentle irritant toward reforming your present view. Steve brought me, his family, and Nashua Orthodox Presbyterian Church into the realization of the beauty of exclusivity in singing the Psalms in worship.[2] In a Sunday evening sermon series, Steve preached on all 150 Psalms in relation to the metrical singing of each one.3[3] It was his desire to do the same at the First Reformed Presbyterian Church in Beaver Falls, but he never made it to that point.


Steve always held to the position of exclusive psalmody “in theory” but was not able to implement such singing due to opposition in his early ministries within the Orthodox Presbyterian Church. Steve became a minister in the Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America in 2014, not only because of their practice of exclusive psalmody, but also because of what Steve considered was their more Biblical view of the mediatorial kingship of Jesus Christ.

Some of these pages round out concerns about ministry, which Steve perhaps would not have included but might be helpful and needed for the preacher in today’s world. This more expansive material is all relevant, timely, and helpful to aspiring workers in God’s kingdom, elders and laymen alike. Since preaching is the instrument of missions, there is repeated stress given to its importance. There are graphics included. This book is not about Eritrea, but there are pictures of our time of missionary work there.


This book is now our book. Steve’s voice and my voice mingle and sometimes are indistinguishable from each other. Primarily, though, the contents of this book are more wide-ranging, going beyond Steve’s Seminary lectures, but still pertinent to Entering Christ’s Mission. If Steve had been able to write the rest of the chapters, it would have been more scholarly and informative in every way. In God’s providence, we have what can be understood by all and still hopefully be useful for both the theologian and the layman.


Steve and I were not saints, as some can tell you. Along our way together, we were sinners in need of repentance and forgiveness. But God, in His grace, got us through the rough patches. The worst time was the ALS onset and its devastating disappointment. Steve so wanted to continue preaching Christ and serving the church.


And, as a son of Adam, Steve wanted to continue living. The illness itself was a nightmare, with factors complicating an already dreadful situation. It is a comfort to leave the “why” of all that experience in God’s good hands. Psalm 16:4 engraved on his tombstone, tells of Jesus’ hope and realization of the resurrection: “For you will not abandon my soul to Sheol, or let your holy one see corruption”. Also referenced there on his stone slab is Psalm 67, which we solemnly yet with victorious confidence sang in his Seminary classes in a metrical version. That Psalm proclaims the nations being drawn to God. “Let the peoples praise you, let all the peoples praise you!”


Steve wanted to tell the story of Jesus — to preach Christ. He left me with the titled book’s twenty-five-chapter headings and was able to write less than a third of it. He dictated those chapters barely able to speak, seated in a wheelchair, unable to walk. Later, his voice was literally silenced, and his hands could not hold a pen or move a cursor either by hand or eye. But now, though Steve is absent, but gloriously with the Lord, he is no longer preaching. His words, however, live on because they are the truth of our wonderful gospel, the expression of Jesus’ words recorded in the living book, the Bible.


And so, may these writings help in your “being sent” days, to be good ministers, missionaries, parents, and neighbors. I send forth this book for my three children, twenty grandchildren, and eight great-grandchildren, as a memory of their grandfather so that they may always follow Jesus. By the way, Steve always said to marry (rich) and have lots of babies — then you will indeed be wealthy!



This book is a remembrance not just of Steve’s work but of the person, Steve Miller. He loved Jesus. In Entering Christ’s Mission, Professor Miller tells you to come and join Christ in His continuing mission. This book is my tribute to Him.



So, a Theology of Missions?

Steve Miller

A Theology of Missions is a systematic study of the truths of Scripture which bear on God’s commission to proclaim the Gospel of the Kingdom to all men and to develop a formulation of these truths into a doctrine properly related to the other article of the Christian Truth.

Therefore, we want to set a study of Missions in the broadest context of Christian Truth not only because of the complex of issues that need to be addressed but because Missions and a study of Missions arises out of the whole Gospel not just narrowly out of the Great Commission. And if we would look at the whole Gospel as it bears on Missions—or any question–, we need to do it systematically—and consistent with the whole system of truth.

Example: Missions question: Should you eat with Gentiles? Answer: found in an extended discussion of the Covenant of Grace and the Doctrine of Justification by Grace through faith alone, apart from the works of the Law.

What does Theology have to do with Missions?

All the subjects, questions, practical problems, obstacles, objections, rationals in Missions are first theological matters. They are addressed by applications of Doctrines and sometimes more than just one doctrine but the weight of the whole analogia fide or the System of Truth found in the Scriptures and formulated into an integrally related whole system of Doctrine.

A Theology of Missions asks questions like

Why do Missions?

What is the Warrant?

How do we do it?

What tools do we use?

What are we trying to accomplish?

What is legitimate missionary activity?

What is the aim, motive, directive, criterion, message, etc.

And we believe in Truth and Truth is inherently a System. All truth coheres–it is integral and fits together. Truth is something you do. (John 3:21) “God is not a God of Confusion”...but of peace. (ICor. 14:33)

Do you really want to be found working against yourself?


Introduction

“The rain keeps

falling — Dark, and I lie

in bed

I can’t reconcile this modern calling

pondering with a

smile: Rain, the movies

‘say’

Is for fading in or fading out

— But I can’t go away!

And as for fading in

— I’m here until I’m

out.”

Steve Miller Circa 1970

“You return man to dust and say,

RETURN,

O children of man!” Ps. 90:3

**********


What is offered in this book, Entering Christ’s Mission, is a reflection on the Biblical basis for missions. The material presented is a result of teaching the missions courses for seventeen years at the Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary. It was a joy and privilege to be asked to join the adjunct faculty in order to teach these courses.


There have been a number of influences in my education and Christian development that should be mentioned. At Covenant College, I studied under the missionary (to China and Japan) and professor, Dr. John M. L. Young (1912-1994). His influence was formative in my thinking about missions. As well, I studied at Westminster Theological Seminary under the missionary (to Korea) and professor Dr. Harvie Conn (1933-1999). Of no little influence, moreover, was the earlier pastoral ministry of the Reverend Robert L. Atwell (1910-1988) at Grace Orthodox Presbyterian Church in Westfield, New Jersey; his appreciation for the importance of sound Christian doctrine has guided my life and ministry to this day. In some way, he inculcated in all of us who enjoyed his ministry the motto, “Every Christian, a theologian.” Should not every Christian be a student of God?

The basis for this book is principally the course on the Theology and Method of Missions which I taught at the Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary. For some of you, the very title of that course of instruction would seem to be somewhat presumptuous, or even, arrogant and partisan. So, let me introduce this book with something of a rationale and apologetic for the approach taken here. I began almost all of my Seminary courses with the preliminary statement: “Missions is a messy business.” Perhaps, stating this admission at the very beginning will help to put you at ease as we go forward. What I hope to set out in this book are principles that help us to make the difficult decisions in mission. But I am not going to give a pat answer to every cultural dilemma, or every sticky problem, or every naughty conundrum that missions presents.

However, I do believe that there are foundational truths from the Bible that can guide us in dealing with the practical matters. There are Biblical truths that will help us to stand upon solid ground for the whole enterprise of missions — not just the difficult things about missions. Everything does not have to be an unknown, mysterious, unfathomable, or difficult thing. There are basics, and they can be rooted and grounded in the truth. And yes, I believe, there is Truth.

You should know that preaching has been my life for the last forty years. I have been a missionary for a short part of that time. I am not a missiologist, nor am I a renowned theologian or conference speaker. I am principally a pastor. However, pas- tors are asked all the hard questions in life. None of us in the ministry escapes them for very long. Who would pretend to have all the answers to the questions of life? But, we ministers have a hidden asset since the Source of all real wisdom has spoken to us in the Bible.

So, out of necessity, I turn to the Bible to provide answers to what many would call the difficult questions in life, including those related to missions. Some have suggested that even to presume to answer the question “What is missions?” is a leap beyond what can be known. It would seem to me that, if we are not able to define our field of study, we hardly know what it is we are doing. I suppose that, if we only look at what is happening in missions in order to give a descriptive answer to questions about missions, then perhaps we would be hard-pressed to give a clear and satisfying answer that would have authoritative weight in helping us in understanding and doing missions. But a pastor needs to find a normative answer to the hard questions he faces. We do so that those who have been given into our care may apply those norms according to their consciences before God, that they may live unto God with clear con- sciences. In the same way, in the arena of missions, we need to seek norms that will enable us to make appropriate applications in a variety of circumstances.

There is such a thing as Truth. However, Truth is not just out there. Truth is personal. God, who exists in three eternal persons, is Truth. God is light. God is real. All reality is derived from God, and God has revealed Himself. He has acted in history, and He has given us His interpretation of those actions. We have that history and interpretation recorded in the Bible. The Bible is truth, spoken to us by the Truth Himself. It is impossible for God to lie. He does not mislead us. There is a character to Truth. There is an integrity to Truth, for it is self-consistent and self-verifying. Truth is a whole that is consistent in all its parts; that is to say, Truth has its own integral system. This system of Truth is presented in the Bible through one great plan of salvation which unfolds from beginning to end. In that plan, God reveals Himself, how all this universe came into being, what went wrong, what He has done to fix it and to rescue us, and to what end all reality will at last arrive. As a result, we may discover that system and we may relate its parts to the whole of it, as we find it described in the Bible. In so doing, the God of the Bible reveals Himself to be of a certain character. He shows His great purpose to save a people for His own possession out of fallen mankind.

Missions finds its place in this broader spectrum of God’s great saving purpose. Therefore, a theology (and practice) of missions is possible only if we construct it within the framework of the larger system of doctrine found in the Scriptures, giving us the theological context for missions.

Reflect for a moment on the benefits of this approach to missions by considering some important questions. Are not many of the questions we might pose about missions basically theological in nature? Consider the following questions:


	
To whom shall we go to answer our questions about missions? 


	
Why are we going there and not somewhere else? 


	
What do we hope to achieve through missions? 


	
What are the means by which we hope to achieve these ends? 


	
Do we not require a theology of man to do missions? 


	
Do not these questions presuppose some answer to the question: why do people need us 


	
to go? 


	
What do we carry to them that they need? 


	
Do we not need a theology of salvation? 


	
Why can people not find answers to these questions by themselves? 


	
How will people recognize that we bring answers to their needs? 





These questions are but a few that are natural to ask about missions; however, they, and many others, are basically theological in nature.

The approach used in this book is to ask the most basic questions about missions through the Bible’s system of Truth concerning God, man, salvation, worship, and so on. Far from being doctrinaire and partisan, this system gives us, as Christians, a basic grounding for understanding missions and missionary activity. Having principles that we seek to work out and practice is not really a limiting factor; rather, it is freedom, for we are free to pursue missions with a sense of where we stand in God’s cosmos and seek to apply the rest practically.


Unless we approach missions theologically, we are just beating the air, flailing about, trying first this methodology and then that idea, with no guiding principle by which to control our practice. And therefore, starting with Biblical doctrine is not unrealistic. Starting with God's definitions, about which we may be certain of their truth, roots us to the unseen world in a reality that transcends even what is seen. Knowing, for instance, the true nature of man, enables us not to be surprised when men act according to their nature as it is revealed to us in the Scriptures. The missionary who goes to a foreign land convinced of the goodness of mankind and its sincere desire to pursue truth and a real path to finding a god, will be sorely disappointed. See Romans chapters 1 through 3! There are, in the Bible, particular doctrines of salvation that will be applied to specific aspects of missions in each chapter of Entering Christ’s Mission.



Nevertheless, some may ask why we should spend this energy and time in pursuit of what might be considered as mere theory. Dr. John Young, a seasoned missionary to the Far East, in his book Missions: The Biblical Motive and Aim, provided an insightful response to this concern:


The foreign missionary enterprise has been going on for a long time. Why should we now begin to inquire into its true motive and aim? some may ask. If theologians begin to theorize about what the Church has been practicing for many generations, is it not a sign of decadence, of turning from good works to mere words? We have our commandment to preach the gospel to the whole world. Why don’t we get on with the job of doing it and stirring up interest in it, instead of inquiring into the “why’s” and “what’s” of it, they say. But such reasoning is shortsighted as it rests on an unnecessary antithesis, that is, that careful analysis of missions will not lead to a new and deep interest in it.

We may be indeed thankful that the Church has been sending out the gospel to foreign fields for a long time. Our hearts, however, may also be saddened by the knowledge of many a tragedy because these inquiries into proper motives and right aims were not carefully made before the missionary task was undertaken.


We are saddened, for instance, at the result when those whose motive was to help reach multitudes in heathen lands, whom they erroneously thought to be hungering for Christ. They gave up in frustration and despair when they realized this was not so, but rather that the heathen were more apt to scoff at the idea of a crucified Savior. We are saddened also by the haphazard wanderings, unorganized efforts, wasted attempts, and final discouragement and defeat of others who had no clear understanding of what their real aim was … The foreign missionary enterprise has too many illustrations of defeated missionaries and wrecked missionary efforts because the true basis of missions, its real motive and aim, was not correctly apprehended. What then should the Church consider to be its true motive and aim for missions?[4]



Young’s question, among other matters that belong to the basics of missions, will be answered from the Bible and its system of doctrine in Entering Christ’s Mission. I do so with the hope that it will not only prevent the wreckage described above but also provide a certain freedom and sense of purpose which encourages the kind of steadfast witness to Christ that our present age requires.



CHAPTER 1: 
DARE TO DEFINE

Who Jesus Was and is and What He Did and is Doing, Defines Missions

“What I was thinking was about the ground. Oh how good it was to work it today! To feel its warmth beneath my clumsy foot. And how moist and inviting it was when I handled it. Then I thought of how I felt when I said that night,

before we talked to your folks, looking across the soft, plowed earth at your house. How my heart aches to see things grow. If our lot were not so cast to be wanderers for Christ’s kingdom sake — O how I would love to farm — to live simply —

(as we will for a long time to come!) — but simply, on the land.

Growing things, watching the birth of a calf — one of the ponies at Nana’s

is going to have a colt — I can’t wait. Today, I was thinking about our children, too.

How I wish they would grow up on a farm! But we are soldiers, pilgrims too.

I’m not sorry about that. I love you so — let’s set a weekend date I can come down — please — if it’s alright with your folks.”


(Part of a letter from Steve to Janie,
May 1970, before they were married in Virginia, August 1, 1970)


“Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you.

As the Father has sent me, So I am sending you” (John 20:21).

**********


What is missions? One might reply, why ask this question? Do we not all know what missions is? This question is, however, important for two reasons. Firstly, and negatively put, answering this question clears up a confusion by excluding what missions is not by giving a clear delineation of what it is. There are many different answers being given to the question. It is not the purpose of Entering Christ’s Mission to criticize or critique those who are giving many and diverse answers to the question.


However, because of so much confusion, it is important to give a definitive answer. If we are confused about what missions is, we will be confused about the conduct and support of missions. Secondly, and positively put, how missions is defined will determine what we understand missions to be. This definition will determine how we engage in the missionary enterprise.

How then shall we arrive at a definition of missions? Is there one overriding, all- controlling mind-frame that defines the whole of the missionary enterprise? Or, to put it more simply, what is the idea of missions? Can it be defined? Yes, if we can find something that pulls together the principles, approach, and essential character of missions, something that ties it all together into one bundle, then, a definition should be at hand. At first glance, this endeavor may seem like a tall order. But missions is not an ancillary element annexed to the principal interest of the New Testament, as if it were an afterthought. Rather, missions flows out of the very heart of the gospel itself as it is presented in the New Testament.

How can this assertion be supported? Is missions something that involves us in what is central to the New Testament? John 20:21 seems to provide an answer: “Je- sus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you.’” Missions continues to carry out the central interest of the New Testament, which centers in the person and work of Jesus Christ for the salvation of His people. There is nothing more central to the New Testament than Jesus Himself, His person and His work. Who Jesus was and is, and what He did, and what He is doing is a grand mission. It is this missionary and His mission that define missions.

Jesus is a Missionary

Jesus is a missionary. Anyone who is a “missionary,” or an “apostle,” or an “emissary,” or an “ambassador” is simply one who is sent on behalf of another. Jesus is the One sent from the Father. He is the original apostle. That is, He was appointed as a missionary with a mission. We see this truth explicitly stated in Hebrews 3:1-2a, “Therefore, holy brothers, you who share in a heavenly calling, consider Jesus, the apostle and high priest of our confession, who was faithful to Him who appointed Him…”

What does it mean that Jesus is sent? Does it not suggest that He is on a mission designed and determined by another? Jesus delights to do the will of another, the Father, because it is the design and purpose of the Father to which He voluntarily has subordinated Himself as the Mediator (Hebrews 10:5-10; Psalm 40:6-8). We even see Jesus expressing Himself in fairly absolute terms concerning this matter, as found in John 5:30. “I can do nothing on my own. As I hear, I judge, and my judgment is just because I seek not my own will but the will of him who sent me.” This will extends even to those who are to be saved. They are determined by the Father. They are the Son’s because they are given to Him by the Father. See John 6:35-40 and 17:6-10.

Again, what does it mean that Jesus is sent? What is the significance that the New Testament assigns to this fact? You will find in the Gospels that Jesus assigns His words, His works, and His aim and purpose to be derived from the Father’s will. They are the Father’s works, the Father’s words, the Father’s aim and purpose. The mission of the Son in all of these things is to accomplish the will of the Father.

Perhaps nowhere else in the New Testament is this mission of Jesus more clearly exemplified than in the Gospel of John. The sheer number of instances in John in which Jesus speaks of His being sent and its relation to His person, words, and words bears notice. The frequency with which John recalls these references adds a significance to them that demands our attention. Note the abundance of them, no fewer than thirty-three references scattered across fourteen of the twenty-one chapters of that book: John 3:34; 4:34; 5:24, 30, 36, 37; 6:38, 39, 44, 57; 7:16, 28, 29, 33; 8:16, 18, 26, 29, 42; 9:4; 11:42; 12:44, 45, 49; 13:30; 14:24; 15:21; 16:5; 17:8, 18, 21, 23, 25. There is no other way for us to feel the weight of the message of these verses except by actually continuing to reference them.

According to John 3:31-36, Jesus is sent from above, from heaven, and He is sent from God with a special message to deliver. Jesus is sent to give the Spirit beyond measure. Jesus is sent out of love, bearing the divine authority. As the emissary from the Father, Jesus becomes the essential object of faith. If He is not received as the apostle from the Father, then the Father is disobeyed, and His wrath remains unappeased. To receive the Son as the emissary of the Father is to be benefited with everlasting life. As a result, to dishonor the Son is to dishonor the Father, and, to honor the Son is to honor the Father. Consider also John 5:23-24.

…all may honor the Son, just as they honor the Father. Whoever does not honor the Son does not honor the Father who sent him. Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life. He does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life.

So, we see that the mission of Jesus is inextricably bound up with the granting of everlasting life.

Moreover, Jesus affirms that His greatest satisfaction was to perfectly carry out that mission on which He had been sent. This ministry includes the whole compass of His earthly mission as the “work” which He was to do. After the incident with the Samaritan woman at the well, Jesus explained His contentment to the disciples in these words: “My food is to do the will of [H]im who sent me and to accomplish [H]is work” (John 4:34). We see this affirmation sung by the Savior in Psalm 40:6-8, a pas- sage which is beautifully quoted in Hebrews 10:5-7.

Perhaps the clearest example in the Gospel of John of the significance of Jesus being sent from the Father is found in the most well-known verse in the Bible, John 3:16. “For God so loved the world that he gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life.” Notice that the sending of the Son is a giving from the Father, or, expressed differently, the Father provided His Son by sending Him into the world, which suggests that there is a sacrificial purpose in view.

Jesus is emphatic about the source of His teaching. As one sent, Jesus delivers the teaching, even the very words, given to Him from the Father (John 7:16-17; see also John 17:8). Being sent from the Father means that he comes with unique knowledge of the Father, in order to teach us (John 7:28-29; see also John 1:18; 8:28-30). As the emissary of the Father, Jesus’ judgment is the Father’s judgment (John 8:16-18).

Furthermore, in John 12:44-50, we read:

And Jesus cried out and said, “Whoever believes in me, believes not in me but in him who sent me. And whoever sees me sees him who sent me. I have come into the world as light, so that whoever believes in me may not remain in darkness. If anyone hears my words and does not keep them, I do not judge him; for I did not come to judge the world but to save the world. The one who rejects me and does not receive my words has a judge; the word that I have spoken will judge him on the last day. For I have not spoken on my own authority; for the Father who sent me has himself given me a commandment — what to say and what to speak. And I know that his commandment is eternal life. What I say, therefore, I say as the Father has told me.”


This John 12 passage is one of the fuller and more significant passages in which Je- sus describes the relationship between being sent and the authority and importance of His words. Because He is sent with the words from the Father, they become the criteria for the final judgment of man’s sin. What people do with the words of Jesus will determine whether or not they receive everlasting life and are preserved through the judgment. In His first coming, Jesus came not to judge and to bring the final judgment, but He came as the Savior in order to lay down His life in atonement for sin. He came to bear witness to the Father’s grace and to give the message of the Father. Jesus embodied that message. To reject the words from the Father that He carried is to reject Him, and to reject Him is to reject the Father. Therefore, the words of the emissary Jesus will stand as the condemning evidence of the Day of Judgment for those who reject so great a salvation. In addition, these verses tell us that there is a special closeness between Jesus and the Father shared by this emissary from the Father that no mere prophet ever enjoyed.


How did these words come to the Son? The simple answer is that the Father has said these things to the Son. We know from John that this reality represents an eternal, face-to-face communion of the Only Begotten Son who dwelt in the bosom of the Father (John 1:18). Psalm 40:6-8 (quoted in Hebrews 10:5-10) speaks of Christ’s open, ready ear in regard to His mission. The special knowledge that the Son has is due to the special person that Jesus is. There is a counsel to which the Son is party — unlike the other messengers whom God has sent.

Being sent from the Father also suggests that Jesus is a unique person in relation to the Father. Jesus is not to be understood as but a mere man. It is not blasphemy to call Him the Son of God, as Jesus asserts in John 10:36-38:

…do you say of him whom the Father consecrated and sent into the world, “You are blaspheming,” because I said, “I am the Son of God”? If I am not doing the works of my Father, then do not believe me; but if I do them, even though you do not believe me, believe the works, that you may know and understand that the Father is in me and I am in the Father.

And again, in John 14:23-24:

“Jesus answered him [Judas], ‘If anyone loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him. Whoever does not love me does not keep my words. And the word that you hear is not mine but the Father’s who sent me.’”


These verses suggest that our reaction to Jesus’ words will demonstrate whether or not we love Him. All He is and all He represents to us has been given to us in His words. If we accept His words, we accept Him, and that acceptance is nothing short of a whole-souled embrace for salvation. And that salvation is not merely a state of affairs, but is a communion entered into; it is a relationship established.


But being “sent” suggests a return, and so it is with Jesus, as he says in John 16:5. “But now I am going to him who sent me, and none of you asks me, ‘Where are you going?’” In John 14, Jesus promises that personal presence and power that will continue to bring Him to us beyond His earthly ministry. “But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, [H]e will teach you all things and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you” (John 14:26).


That relationship which focuses on Jesus’ words actually enters us into the saving union designed by the Father. That saving union and communion is the Father’s design and authority, as Jesus emphasizes: “The word that you hear is not mine, but the Father’s who sent me” (John 14:24).


Jesus Sends Others as Missionaries

But there is more that Jesus says about missions in John 20:21. In “…the so send I you…” cited at the beginning of this chapter, Jesus charges the apostles with pursuing His mission. This charge serves as the ground of the missionary enterprise. So, in a preliminary way, missions can be defined as the church of Jesus Christ entering into the ongoing mission of Jesus according to His command. Jesus had a mission on which He had been sent. It had a purpose that extended beyond His earthly ministry. What He accomplished in His public ministry, His death on the cross, His resurrection from the dead, and His ascension into heaven, followed by His sending of the Spirit, He is applying worldwide for the benefit of those the Father commissioned as His. So, missions will be defined by beginning with Jesus as the original missionary, remembering how He defined His mission, and reminding ourselves of the nature of the present ongoing mission of the resurrected and reigning Jesus.

But mention of the church of Jesus Christ in relation to missions prompts consideration of the nature and calling of that church.

The Church

What is the church? The word “church” in the New Testament simply means those who are “gathered” or “assembled”. The word is used even in Old Testament times in the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament. Moses wrote of the people of God gathered in the wilderness as the assembly or the church of God (Deuteronomy 4:10; Acts 7:38). Israel was the assembly of God. The Israelites were a peculiar people to Him. Israel belonged to the LORD and was called out of the nations and gathered to Him. The church is made up of all those who have been separated out of the world to God to be His own. They worship and serve the LORD God and Him alone: “Yet you are enthroned on the praises of Israel” (Psalm 22:3).


One of the great purposes for which Jesus was sent from the Father was to establish the new form of the people of God. That is, He had come to build His church. Jesus says, “And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Matthew 16:18). Jesus gathers His church together as a worshipping assembly in the midst of a godless world. This purpose is important to note, because the mission of Jesus has as a penultimate purpose the renewing and transforming of the Old Testament church into the New Testament church.


In the Old Testament church, the people of God were consigned to the nation of Israel. With the coming of the Messiah, the great purpose of Israel to bless all the nations (Genesis 22:18) has been realized in Christ Jesus our Lord. So, to recognize that the mission of Jesus included the nations beyond Israel in the building of His church suggests already a great missionary purpose.

The Westminster Confession of Faith defines the church in Chapter 30 (“Of Church Censures”) as follows.


	
The Lord Jesus, as King and Head of his church, hath appointed a government, in the hand of church officers, distinct from the civil magistrate. 


	
To these officers the keys of the kingdom of heaven are committed; by virtue whereof, they have power, respectively, to retain, and remit sins; to shut the kingdom against the impenitent, both by the Word, and censures; and to open it unto penitent sinners, by the ministry of the gospel; and by absolution from censures, as occasion shall require . 





Already in Chapter 25 (“Of the Church”), the Confession reads:


	
The visible church, which is also catholic or universal under the gospel (not confined to one nation, as before under the law), consists of all those throughout the world that profess the true religion; and of their children; and is the kingdom of the Lord Jesus Christ, the house and family of God, out of which there is no ordinary possibility of salvation. 


	
Unto this catholic visible church, Christ hath given the ministry, oracles and ordinances of God, for the gathering and perfecting of the saints, in this life, to the end of the world: and doth, by his own presence and Spirit, according to his promise, make them effectual thereunto. 





The church Jesus was sent to build and came to establish, as defined above, was both to be gathered by the Word and gathering through the Word, under the Lord- ship of Christ as the King and Head, directing His church by His Word and Spirit. Jesus gives His church a form and a government and the instruments necessary to accomplish its calling. In this way, Jesus is engaging in an ongoing mission through His church.

The Church is Worldwide

Jesus’ mission included not only a proclamation of the forgiveness of the sin of sinners reconciled to God by His blood, but a call to be gathered into a new citizen- ship, a new allegiance, a new communion of believers organized under the Lordship of Jesus Christ. Jesus’ mission was to build His church, including both the Jews and the Gentiles. Jesus was promised in the Old Testament as a light to the Gentiles, so, the salvation wrought by the cross establishes a church reaching to the ends of the earth. We read in Acts 13:46-48:

And Paul and Barnabas spoke out boldly, saying, “It was necessary that the word of God be spoken first to you [i.e., the Jews]. Since you thrust it aside and judge yourselves unworthy of eternal life, behold, we are turning to the Gentiles. For so the Lord has commanded us, saying, ‘I have made you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.’” And when the Gentiles heard this, they began rejoicing and glorifying the word of the Lord, and as many as were appointed to eternal life believed. (Paul and Barnabas are referring to Isaiah 42:6 and 49:6.)

Jesus reveals an important feature of this worldwide church in speaking to the Samaritan woman, as recorded in John 4:13-14. Here, He foretells His giving the Holy Spirit to indwell on His people and give them life. “Jesus said to her, ‘Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never be thirsty again. The water that I will give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life.’” Jesus further indicates what will result from this great gift: Holy Spirit-qualified, universal worship. He tells the Samaritan woman of this new worship in the context of her question about the acceptable location for worship. Interestingly enough, Jesus indicates that there will no longer be a nationality that qualifies the true people of God, but the very character of the worship itself that they offer will qualify them as the people of God. This transition changes how we might think about the church. The church that Jesus gathers will not be assembled to an earthly spot, but to a heavenly reality conveyed through Him and the gift of the Spirit He gives. New Testament worship, according to Jesus Himself, is worship “in spirit and in truth”. As Jesus says in John 4:21-24:

Woman, believe me, the hour is coming when neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the Father. You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know, for salvation is from the Jews. But the hour is coming, and is now here, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth. God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth.

The conclusion is plain: the people of God have been gathered by Jesus Christ to worship the Father. Therefore, this church is to be understood as a worshiping church. A new day of the Spirit has been inaugurated in Jesus. Christ by his victory on the cross and over the grave by His resurrection and being exalted to the right hand of God, has sent the Holy Spirit into His church.

The Worship of The Church

This gift from heaven to Jesus’ church changes the worship of the church.


The New Testament church is a church that worships by the Holy Spirit. The glory of such worship is situated in its spiritual reality. Worship is no longer marked by symbol, foreshadowing and unique location. Assembling in a place remains commanded and important, as Hebrews 10:24-25 makes clear, but the place is multiple. Worship is now universally available in simple forms which connect the congregation to all other assemblies.


The glory of this worship is in the direct communion with God which we are spiritually enabled to enjoy in the simplicity and reality of that worship. No more glitter and gold. No more incense. No more dark corners of sacred structures. No more dedicated garments. No more trumpet blasts. No more bloody rituals. Now, with reverence and awe, the people of God tremble before the Triune majesty but approach Him with a sense of appropriate access to a holy place through the veil of Christ’s flesh in glory, which we cannot see.

In a real sense, then, Jesus had as an essential part of His mission the establishment of a church: first, a church for the glory of God; second, a church being prepared even in this world for the next; and third, a church to be connected to an unseen glory. The reason for this development is that the ultimate destination of Jesus’ church must always be understood to be in glory, with the Son and the Father being entirely qualified by the Holy Spirit for that blessed condition.

The Glory of The Father

The ultimate design of the mission of Jesus is to proclaim the righteousness of his father, that “He has done it” to the glory of God (Ps. 22:31)

However, seeking the glory of the Father is inseparable from the glory that the Father receives because of the completed mission of the Son in the vast benefits that will be enjoyed by the recipients of God’s grace. In other words, the Father is glorified in the success of Christ’s mission, but, in the process, God’s people are glorified as a result of the success of Christ’s mission. Not only shall the saints be gathered as the worshiping church of God in the world of sin and death, but they shall be recipients of life everlasting. They are “sons of glory” (Hebrews 2:10). They will be raised incorruptible from the dead and dwell in inexpressible glory.


Moreover, those who believe in Jesus pass from death to life — now! They enjoy life with God now. The forgiveness of sins and the rescue from the dominion of sin is a present foretaste of glory. What is yet to come is the full enjoyment of glory with our Savior and in the presence of the Father. Then, we shall see our Savior and our God face-to-face in glory. No sin, no tears, no death, no distance. Then, we shall know as we are known (I Corinthians 13:12; I John 3:2). This grand purpose of the mission of Christ is stated in Hebrews 2:10. “For it was fitting that he, for whom and by whom all things exists, should make the Founder of their salvation perfect through suffering.” This glory begun is engendered as a response to gospel proclamation, as Jesus says in John 5:24. “Truly, truly, I say to you that whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life. He does not come into judgment but has passed from death to life.” So, the mission of Jesus includes the beginning of new life in the believer that is nothing less than a walking with God in a world filled with vanity, where everything is but a passing vapor (Ecclesiastes).


Something permanent has begun in those who are rescued from their sin by Jesus. They will see glory. But that glory has begun in this world, in a sense. In this world, everything seems frustrating, fruitless, and corrupt. For the believer, however, his new relationship with God produces a life that is fruitful (by the Holy Spirit; see Galatians 5:22-23a). This new relationship tastes of life and is life-producing. Jesus said: “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life and have it abundantly” (John 10:10-11). So, for the glory of the Father, Jesus’ mission is to bring life to the dead. That life has in view a complete conforming to the image of Christ. What He is in glory in His humanity, we shall be made at His coming. His mission has been described above in the Hebrews quote as a process of bringing many sons to glory. In no part of salvation is it the purpose of Jesus’ mission to fail to bring every last son to glory. The Father has given to Him those whom He purchased. And those whom He purchased He perfects to glory. “… so that you are not lacking in any spiritual gift, as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus, who will sustain you to the end, guiltless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. God is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of His Son, Jesus Christ our Lord” (I Corinthians 1:7-9; see also Philippians 1:6; Psalm 138:8).

The Ongoing Mission of Jesus

The mission of Jesus continues. What He accomplished, He is applying. What He is applying, He will complete to the end. Jesus is alive (Luke 24:5). Jesus is (still) completing His mission while seated at the right hand of God (Hebrews 8:1). Jesus has been given all authority in heaven and on earth to fulfill all that He has begun (Matthew 28:18; Philippians 1:6). By His cross, He has been victorious over Satan, death, hell, the curse, the wrath of God due to us for our sins, our enslavement to our utter depravity, and the dominion of sin in our lives.


	
By Jesus’ resurrection and life, He is the surety of our salvation. 


	By Jesus’ Word and Spirit, He is gathering and securing a people for glory. 


	
Jesus has actively engaged in His ongoing mission to those He is gathering. 


	
As He was sent, so He sends those who are His. This truth gives us the context in which to understand where missions fits and really what missions is. 





As these words are written, Christmastime 2015 is nearing. Recently, a well-known, celebrity pastor spoke of what we should remember about Jesus at this time of year. The pastor spoke of the perfect life of Jesus, of His death on the cross, and of His rising from the dead. The pastor spoke of Jesus as the coming King. Once again, it should be obvious that this pastor, like us so often, when thinking of Jesus, something is missing. What the pastor left out of his description was the present reign and activity of Jesus. The presentation was of a Jesus who was and of a Jesus who is coming again. As a child, I heard many sermons about the substitutionary death of Jesus Christ for our sins, about Jesus rising from the dead, and about Jesus sitting down at the right hand of God.


But a question often arose in my mind: “But what is Jesus doing now?” It was a child’s question. It was not the result of deep theological reflection. Jesus died, He arose, He ascended. All of these actions were past. So, what is happening now? Why are those past actions important now? Sometimes, children ask questions that are far more significant than they can possibly conceive. One such question is: “But what is Jesus doing now?” Entering Christ’s Mission is written to set out the great mission of Jesus, what He was sent to do, what He purposed to accomplish, and what He is presently doing. The current ministry of Jesus is of utmost theological importance for defining missions, just as much as what He has done in the past.


What, then, is Jesus doing now, and how does that relate to our missionary labors today? Let us return to the text with which this chapter began: “Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you [the apostles]. As the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you’” (John 20:21). This statement is replete with several important meanings. First, Jesus used here the Greek word for “sent,” from which we get the English word “apostle.” Jesus uses this verb in a tense, which suggests that He continues in a certain “sent-ness.” This choice of tense suggests, first of all, that Jesus was sent.

But, it further suggests that He continues in a state of having been sent. In other words, Jesus’ mission continues. Second, how that mission could continue is found in the second part of the sentence: “… even so I am sending you.” But here, Jesus uses a different word for sending. He will send the apostles, but He uses the present tense, and the emphasis is on the action of the apostles going. Jesus is going to send them out, and it is an ongoing sending in the same mission for which Jesus was sent. Paraphrasing the statement produces this result:

“Even I, likewise, as the Father has already sent me,

I continue to carry out that mission, so, in that same mission,

I am enjoining and engaging you.”

Therefore, we see Jesus commissioning His disciples for His ongoing mission. These disciples were not mere followers. Out of the general gathering of Jesus’ disciples, He chose twelve, whom he named “apostles” (see Luke 6:13). And, in Acts 10:41, one of those twelve, the apostle Peter, further clarified that the responsibility of witness to Christ was “not to all the people but to us who had been chosen by God as witnesses, who ate and drank with Him after He rose from the dead.”

The word translated as “apostle” literally means “one who is sent.” Those designated by Jesus as apostles accompanied Jesus throughout the entirety of His earthly mission, from His baptism by John the Baptizer to Jesus’ resurrection and ascension. Such apostles are His designated witnesses (Acts 1:1-8, 21-26). It is especially as witnesses to the resurrection that they function and by which they are qualified to be apostles of Jesus. And so, the apostle Peter is able to say at the great Day of Pentecost, “This Jesus God raised up, and of that we all are witnesses” (Acts 2:32).

The purpose of the calling of the apostles is that they should proclaim the words of Jesus and what God has done through His Son. The apostles proclaimed a living Lord. They proclaimed the day of the forgiveness of sin. They proclaimed the way of faith.

The apostles are also governors in the New Testament church, being trained as the new princes in the new Israel. They were the new twelve tribes, with a thirteenth tribe added by the apostle “born out of time,” the apostle Paul to the Gentiles (I Cor. 15:8). Paul could become an apostle only through a unique commissioning from Jesus through a special experience (II Cor. 12:2-6).


These witnesses received Jesus’ commission, given them on behalf of the whole church which would believe through their word. Therefore, by commissioning the apostles to continue His mission in this world, Jesus was, in effect, commissioning the church. The apostolic church has received everything of Jesus from the apostles. What we have of Jesus, we have from them. What was theirs was from Jesus. So, if the church today is to be an apostolic church, we must embrace and continue in the mission of Jesus which Jesus gave the apostles. To receive their witness is to receive Jesus. “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever receives the one I send receives me, and whoever receives me receives the one who sent me” (John 13:20).


The Expanding Mission of Jesus

In John 17:14-20, the words of Jesus in His priestly prayer suggest that, beyond the day of the apostles, or at least beyond the circle of the original disciples and apostles, Jesus envisioned a wider circle of believers engaged in witness to Christ. They are those who believe in Jesus through the words of the apostles.

I have given them your [the Father’s] word, and the world has hated them because they are not of the world, just as I am not of the world. I do not ask that you take them out of the world, but that you keep them from the evil one. They are not of the world, just as I am not of the world. Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth. As you sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the world. And for their sake I consecrate myself, that they also may be sanctified in truth.

Of course, Jesus directly commanded to make disciples of all the nations. We call that charge the Great Commission. Here is the fullest version of this Commission, found in Matthew 28:16-20.

Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them. And when they saw him they worshiped him, but some doubted. And Jesus came and said to them, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.

Suffice it to say here that the Commission obviously envisions a great endeavor. One might even say that the Commission reasonably suggests that such an endeavor will take a long period of time and will engage the efforts of many succeeding generations of disciples of Christ. In other words, the church has been given a charge that will engage it for a long time, covering the whole face of the world. Moreover, we should not merely be struck by the vastness of the task and the huge distances involved in fulfilling the Commission, but the words of Jesus in this promise seem to indicate that its mission will demand of the church a great deal of time and effort until Jesus comes at the end of the age.

The Ongoing Mission of Jesus

The Great Commission implies the ongoing, organized church of Jesus Christ — a church with officers, ordinances, and sacraments. The words “teaching” and “baptizing” obviously suggest such realities. Our confessional materials clearly state as much. In Chapter 30 “Of Church Censures” of the Westminster Confession of Faith, it is clearly stated:

The Lord Jesus, as King and Head of his church, hath therein appointed a government, in the hand of church officers, distinct from the civil magistrate. To these officers the keys of the kingdom of heaven are committed; by virtue thereof, they have power, respectively, to retain, and remit sins; to shut that kingdom against the impenitent, both by the Word, and censures; and to open it unto penitent sinners, by the ministry of the gospel; and by absolution from censures, as occasion shall require.

In Jesus’ ongoing mission, He promises that He will accompany His disciples in their mission. Jesus had promised, in John 14:16, the way in which that accompaniment would be accomplished. Jesus would send “another comforter”. This comforter is the Holy Spirit. When Jesus meets with the disciples after the resurrection, He tells them to remain in Jerusalem in order to wait for the gift that He will send them from the right hand of God as the reigning, resurrected King (Luke 24:49). As Jesus put it just before His ascension: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8).

In faithfulness to the Great Commission, Jesus sent out His apostles after the resurrection not only to the house of Israel but to the Gentiles as well. The Book of Acts testifies to this new reality. In Acts 10:39-43, the apostle Peter speaks for the other apostles as well as himself in the house of Cornelius, a Gentile who had become a God-fearing Jew:

And we are witnesses of all that he did both in the country of the Jews and in Jerusalem. They put him to death by hanging him on a tree, but God raised him on the third day and made him to appear, not to all the people but to us who had been chosen by God as witnesses, who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. And he commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is the one appointed by God to be judge of the living and the dead. To him all the prophets bear witness that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.

The Holy Spirit “fell upon” these Gentiles (Acts 10:44), they spoke in tongues and magnified the true God (46), and were baptized (48). When Peter reported this aspect of his missionary work to the church In Jerusalem, its response was positive: “When they heard these things they fell silent. And they glorified God, saying, ‘Then to the Gentiles also God has granted repentance that leads to life’” (Acts 11:18).

The Gentile church immediately began springing up from the preaching of the apostles. Their message is described as “preaching the Lord Jesus” to the Gentiles (Acts 11:20). Here is Luke’s account in Acts 11:20-26.


But there were some of them, men of Cyprus and Cyrene, who on coming to Antioch spoke to the Hellinists also,[5] preaching the Lord Jesus. And the hand of the Lord was with them, and a great number who believed turned to the Lord. The report of this came to the ears of the church in Jerusalem, and they sent Barnabas to Antioch. When he came and saw the grace of God, he was glad, and he exhorted them all to remain faithful to the Lord with steadfast purpose, for he was a good man, full of the Holy Spirit and of faith. And a great many people were added to the Lord. So Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, and when he had found him, he brought him to Antioch. For a whole year they met with the church and taught a great many people. And in Antioch the disciples were first called Christians.


It was in Antioch that the Holy Spirit set apart Barnabas and Saul (later called Paul) as missionaries, and the church there sent them out on the first of what would prove several missionary journeys (Acts 13:1-3).

Now there were in the church at Antioch prophets and teachers, Barnabas, Simeon who was called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen, a lifelong friend of Herod the tetrarch, and Paul. While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the Holy Spirit said, “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.” Then after fasting and praying they laid their hands on them and sent them off.

The significance of this development ought to weigh heavily upon our thinking. Here is the church, beyond the initial circle of the apostles, pressing out into the world, carrying Jesus and His words and works and proclaiming Him to the nations. Clearly, the church had come to understand Jesus’ words that, as He was sent, as He sent the apostles, the church is sent. And so, they have now become a sending church.

Paul had been recognized as a teacher in the church, despite his history of persecuting that same church (I Cor. 15:9). In effect, Paul had undergone an internship in preparation for the great teaching and preaching ministry that would follow. He was not immediately sent out as an apostle, nor did he immediately assign himself to an itinerant ministry. He was recruited by the more-established minister Barnabas for the building up of the saints in Antioch. It was in that city that Paul proved himself as being edifying to the church. Recognizing this training in no way diminishes the great calling which he had in the miraculous appearance of Jesus to him as a witness both to Israel and especially to the Gentiles (Rom. 11:13). From the moment Jesus appeared to Paul and commanded him to take up his new position (II Cor. 12:2-6), Paul was qualified in a most basic way as an apostle of Jesus Christ. However, already in sending out Paul and Barnabas, the church as the church of Jesus is entering into the ongoing mission of Jesus. Guided by the Holy Spirit, the church inaugurates an obedience to its most basic nature, the great, worldwide, apostolic missionary enterprise.

The success of this mission caused no little fuss in the new church. Up to this point, the church had been a largely Jewish assembly. It would be fair to say that the earliest believers saw themselves as nothing less than the continuing Israel of God.

How could you, as a Gentile, not go through the proselyte process of becoming a member of Israel? Surely, the lead requirement would be that the males should be circumcised. And, of course, you should follow the Law — that would only seem reason- able to these Jewish Christians. Paul understood what was at stake in this matter. His inspired way to bring an end to the controversy was to bring the apostles and elders of the churches together. Thus, it was the decision of the “general council” of the church that recognized officially what the Lord was doing in His church by calling Gentiles as well as Jews to faith in Jesus as the Messiah (Acts 15:1-29). It was James, the half-brother of Jesus, who stood up and prophetically announced that what was promised to the Davidic line and kingdom was in fact being fulfilled in the pouring of the Gentiles into the church (Acts 15:13-21, with reference to Amos 9:11-12).

Of some importance is noticing that James’ solution in the Acts 15 council actually assumes some very significant identifications. First of all, James identifies the believing Gentiles as being added to the New Israel (Acts 15:14, 17), for they are added to the name of God revealed to Moses in Ex. 3:14 (YAHWEH). Second, it is understood by the reference to David’s tent (Acts 15:16) that Jesus is the final Son of David, sitting eternally on David’s throne, and in possession of the Davidic kingdom, which includes in its scope, ruling over all the nations and subduing them to the Lord. And third, James recognizes, regardless of the measure of the numbers, that the Gentiles are pouring in as the “tailings” of mankind — Israel being the one to whom the promise was made initially (Gen. 12:1-3). As Paul would remind the Christians in Rome in Romans 11, they were added on as the remnant of mankind to the remnant of the Jews, all engrafted into the original promise. It is worth viewing the entire Old Testament quote and James’ conclusion about it.

After they finished speaking, James replied, “Brothers, listen to me. Simeon [Peter] has related how God first visited the Gentiles, to take from them a people for His name. And with this the words of the prophets agree, just as it is written: ‘After this I will return, and I will rebuild the tent of David that has fallen; I will rebuild its ruins, and I will restore it, that the remnant of mankind may seek the LORD, and all the Gentiles who are called by my name, says the LORD, who makes things known from of old.’ Therefore my judgment is that we should not trouble those of the Gentiles who turn to God.” (James is quoting Amos 9:11-12)

The Book of The Acts and The Ongoing Mission

The spread of Christianity through the middle of the first century is further demonstrated according to these verses from the Book of Acts, listed in chronological order:

But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth (1:8). The next Sabbath almost the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord. But when the Jews saw the crowds, they were filled with jealousy and began to contradict what was spoken by Paul, reviling him. And Paul and Barnabas spoke out boldly, saying, “It was necessary that the word of God be spoken first to you. Since you thrust it aside and judge yourselves unworthy of eternal life, behold, we are turning to the Gentiles. For so the Lord has commanded us, saying, 'I have made you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring salvation to the ends of the earth.’” And when the Gentiles heard this, they began rejoicing and glorifying the word of the Lord, and as many as were appointed to eternal life believed. And the word of the Lord was spreading throughout the whole region (13:44-49).

In this connection I journeyed to Damascus with the authority and commission of the chief priests. At midday, O king, I saw on the way a light from heaven, brighter than the sun, that shone around me and those who journeyed with me. And when we had all fallen to the ground, I heard a voice saying to me in the Hebrew language, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads.” And I said, “Who are you, Lord?” And the Lord said, “I am Jesus who[m] you are persecuting. But rise and stand upon your feet, for I have appeared to you for this purpose, to appoint you as a servant and witness to the things in which you have seen me and to those in which I will appear to you, delivering you from your people and from the Gentiles — to whom I am sending you to open their eyes, so that they may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified by faith in me” (26:12-18).


After three days he called together the local leaders of the Jews, and when they had gathered, he said to them, “Brothers, though I had done nothing against our people or the customs of our fathers, yet I was delivered as a prisoner from Jerusalem into the hands of the Romans” … When they had appointed a day for him, they came to him at his lodging in greater numbers. From morning till evening he expounded to them, testifying to the kingdom of God and trying to convince them about Jesus both from the Law of Moses and from the Prophets. And some were convinced by what he said, but others disbelieved. And disagreeing among themselves, they departed after Paul had made one statement: “The Holy Spirit was right in saying to your fathers through Isaiah the prophet: ‘Go to this people, and say, “You will indeed hear but never understand, and you will indeed see but never perceive. For this people’s heart has grown dull, and with their ears they can barely hear, and their eyes they have closed; lest they should see with their eyes and hear with their ears and understand with their heart and turn, and I would heal them.’ Therefore let it be known to you that this salvation of God has been sent to the Gentiles; they will listen. He lived there two whole years at his own expense, and welcomed all who came to him, proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and without hindrance (28:17, 23-31).”


John 17 and The Obedient Son

In a striking way, we observe in John 17 — traditionally designated as “the high priestly prayer” of Christ — every element of what has already been expressed in a seed form. We can infer from John 17 almost everything asserted above. In this chapter, we overhear our Savior, the God-man/Mediator, who is the Eternal Son, having prayerful communion with the Father. The language of the prayer continues to be full of the expression of reverent obedience by the Son as the dependent and subordinate emissary. Those expressions in the prayer that help to summarize the mission of the Son as sent from the Father, the purpose of Jesus’ mission, and the character of His ongoing mission will be identified later. Here, first of all, before going any further, the nature of the subordination of the Son to the Father being acknowledged must be clarified, for the Son is sent by the Father, and subsequently, the Son commissions the church to His ongoing mission.

In order to understand the subordination mentioned above, we have to under- stand who Jesus is as our Mediator. We should not confuse this subordination as referring to the eternal Son in His divine nature from all eternity. Therefore, we need to consider that Jesus is, as a person, both God and man, two distinct natures in one person. Those natures are not confused or blended. They are distinct and remain what they are, unchanged. However, these two natures constitute one person. The eternal Son, the only begotten God, took to Himself a true human nature. The eternal Word did not take to Himself a person, but personified a human nature. We might say that the person Jesus was individualized of the human race by the only begotten Son of God. This being constitutes Jesus, a unique person. He is both God and Man in- separably personified. This Jesus is not the Father, nor is He the Holy Spirit. We can say both that the Father sent the Son to be incarnate and that the Son came to be incarnate among us. Both expressions tell us that there was a purpose to the incarnation. The purpose is to constitute one who is suitable and able to be our mediator.


It is as our mediator that the person Jesus is subordinate to the Father in the mission of salvation. We must be very clear that Jesus, in His divine nature, is not subordinate in being, glory, or power to the Father. But further clarification is needed.


The Mediator and The Trinity


When Christians say that Jesus is the eternal Son, we are speaking in terms of the ontological Trinity; that is to say, we are speaking of God as He is in Himself, of His divine nature of essence. Our orthodox theology reminds us that “God is a spirit, infinite, eternal, and unchangeable, in His being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth.”[6] The one God in His divine nature is this character. But that one God who exists, subsists as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, meaning that there is one God and that one God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. These three are one God. We describe Father, Son, and Holy Spirit as persons in the Godhead; there are three individuations. Each person is distinguished by His personal properties. The Father is the Father, not the Son. And the Son is the Son and not the Father. This one God is not just presenting three faces. This one God, in the way He exists is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The Father is unbegotten and of none. He is the fountain of the Godhead. He communicates to the Son the whole divine nature in an eternal begetting. So, the personal property of the Son is that He is begotten, not made. The whole divine nature is communicated by the Father and the Son to the Holy Spirit in an eternal proceeding. His personal property as the Holy Spirit is aspiration and proceeding.


It is important to note these personal properties and relations within the Trinity, because these persons are the same in being, equal in power and glory. There is no subordination within the Trinity. These three are one God in every sense of the word “one,” Yahweh God is the only God, and He is numerically one. If the eternal Son were subordinate to the Father, as if the word “son” suggested some subordination of substance, then the Son would be a lesser son and a creature of some sort. This viewpoint must be rejected. In fact, without these distinctions within the ontological Trinity, where there is no subordination, much of what is said of the subordination of the Son in the New Testament would make no sense at all. For example, the Son is lauded in the New Testament (Phil. 2:6-11) for His voluntary subordination for the purposes of salvation. Such an understanding makes no sense if the Son were subordinate in being to the Father.


These distinctions in the personal properties of the Ontological Trinity are important for understanding the role that each person of the Trinity is assigned and assumes voluntarily in the devising and carrying out of the arrangement that God made for our salvation. The part in the plan and the performance flowing from it that each distinct person of the Trinity assumes in our salvation is called the Economic Trinity. The Ontological Trinity and the Economic Trinity must be distinguished. As God is in Himself, there is not subordination of being. In the Economic Trinity, there is a subordination, which is voluntary for the purposes of salvation.



In the Economic Trinity, there is a voluntary subordination according to personal properties. Therefore, the Father is the source of all. In the arrangement of salvation, the Father plans, predestines, elects, and voluntarily assumes the role of the judge who must be satisfied. The Son agrees to assume the role of mediator, the new Adam, the friend of sinners, the satisfying sacrifice, the redeemer of the elect, who purchases all the benefits of salvation and the gift of the Holy Spirit and is the executive of the re- generation of all things. The Spirit assumes the role of proceeding from the Father by the authorization of the Son in bringing the Son and all His benefits upon the believer unto eternal life and participation in resurrected glory.


According to this understanding, the sending of the Son follows the eternal counsel of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit and the purposes and plans of the Father for our redemption. So, the Father sends, and the Son is sent, and the Spirit is sent by the Son from the Father to the elect.

The Mediator from Glory to Humiliation


The sending of the Son and the incarnation are connected. In the Gospel of John, the incarnation is set out as the visible and material representation of the Father sending the Son into the world. The Gospel of John begins with the explicit affirmation that the Word was God (1:1). The eternal Word becomes flesh (1:14) and so tells us of the Father (1:18). In John 1:14, the writer goes so far as to assert that, by this incarnate presence, the glory of the only begotten Son as the one who was coming from the Father was made visible. The implication of this verse is that the glory of the only begotten Son as the eternal Word who is God, very God, whose glory dwelling in the bosom of the Father would be invisible to us, is now, as John has witnessed, made visible in the sending of the Son into the world by the Father. That is to say, this incarnation reveals that the Son is from the Father, and that something of that pre- existence glory is revealed in who and what Jesus is and does.


In the experience of the person of Jesus, there is a reflection back on the eternal Godhead. That reflection causes us to realize His origin in the Godhead. So, the process as it is recorded in the early verses of John’s Gospel is one that is a movement of the second person of the Trinity from before creation and from glory coming into this world as a revelation of God the Father finally working out His full purpose of salvation. Consequently, we observe John contrasting Moses and Jesus. Moses brought the Law, but everything that was promised in the name of Yahweh and only suggested in the Law is established by Jesus, who brings grace and truth. John emphasizes that this reality was something that he saw. He records in verse 14: “We have seen His glory.” For John, it is the Jesus with whom the disciples ate, walked, and talked and who suffered on the cross. It was the Jesus whom John saw alive again, bodily resurrected from the dead, embodying the glory of which he is writing in John 1:14. In other words, John witnessed the mediator, the God-man.

Put in other terms, John argues from the reality of the second person of the Trinity (the Ontological Trinity) to the visible reality of the mediator (Economic Trinity). More pointedly, John argues from the Godhead (same in substance, equal in power and glory) to the incarnate Son (subordinate for the service of the Father in accomplishing salvation) as the process in which the latter reveals the former. Therefore, the incarnation as part of what executes the sending of the Son into the world reveals both the divine glory and the vast distance traveled by the Son into humiliation.


When Jesus sends His disciples into the world, as He was sent into the world, so they will be sent into the world. That sending will involve, as it did for Him, humiliation, even the loss of life. Jesus’ disciples must be willing to answer the call to go where they would not go with the amber expression of Jesus’ heart, “Not my will, but yours be done” (Luke 22:42).


The Mediator Brings to The Father

The sending by the Father is for the purpose of the satisfaction of His justice, presupposing His mercy and His faithfulness to His promises and demonstrating the Father’s love (cf. John 3:16; Rom. 3:21-26). The Father gives the Son. The Father provides the propitiation in Christ’s blood. Christ is sent from the Father to the cross. Jesus always speaks of the cross as His life’s destination (Luke 9:31, for instance). It is the hour, it is the day, it is the very thing for which Christ came into the world (John 12:23, 27). When the time comes, He acknowledges it (Matthew 26:45; Mark 14:41).

Jesus is there. He is at the cross, and the satisfaction for Him is that the design and purpose of the Father to which He willingly submits Himself are being realized. God was shown to be righteous, being just and the justifier of those who have faith in Jesus Christ (Rom. 3:26).


In the ongoing mission of Jesus, His messengers carry announcement of the forgiveness of sins on the basis of the satisfying sacrifice to all who will believe in the One whom the Father has provided. As the Son’s mission was motivated by the love of the Father, so Jesus sends His church, moved by love, for sinners to carry His message to them. It is an exclusive message: “No one comes to the Father except by me” (John 14:6). So, the Son has given Himself as the mediator in order to bring us to the Father, and this giving provides clear direction to the missionary endeavor as well.


Those who hear and believe the message of Jesus are being brought to the Father, the defining element in the whole missionary enterprise.

Missions has a destination for those gathered into the assembly of Christ by faith: through Jesus, they are to come to the Father.

The Mediator Vindicated

That Jesus is sent from the Father to the cross for the satisfaction of the justice of the Father means that some sign of acceptance must be given. Jesus is publicly vindicated by His resurrection from the dead (I Cor. 15:5-8). In Jesus’ resurrection, He is declared to be the Son of God with power by virtue of His resurrection (Rom. 1:4).

Therefore, Jesus is proclaimed to the nations as alive from the dead. We do not proclaim an absentee Lord, but one to whom the nations must answer.


	
Jesus is risen. 


	Jesus has ascended with power. 


	
Jesus is alive. 


	
Jesus is declaring Himself as Lord to all the nations of the earth. 


	
Jesus is applying His salvation and giving life to all who will believe in Him. 


	
Jesus appears before the Father for them, a living mediator today, in order to bring us to the Father. 


	
Jesus is alive! 





Missions is conducted not only under His authority but with His presence accompanying and supplying its every effort. Remember, Jesus said,

“Until I come again, I am with you always, while you go, while you baptize, while you teach all which I commanded you, in order to disciple the nations” (Matthew 28:19-20 paraphrased).

The sending by the Father of the Son was for the purpose of revealing the Father and gathering to the Father those whom He has loved in Christ from before the foundation of the world.

Missions Defined by a Distinctive Message

Missions, as defined by the ongoing mission of Jesus, is also identified with a unique and particular message: the message which Jesus confirmed in His death, resurrection, and ascension, and the sending of the Holy Spirit. Therefore, missions is defined by a distinctive message to be carried by the church to the world.


The mission of Jesus, as sent from the Father, does not leave intact the world as we know it. It is a cursed world with lost people. Jesus came to seek and to save the lost (Luke 19:10). But He also has come to reclaim all things for the Father beyond saving a people for His own possession. It is the great mission of the regeneration of all things. Jesus was sent to make all things new (Rev. 21:5), and that mission is something yet to come.


The Greatest Goal of Missions: The Regeneration of All Things

When all things are made new, and the fruit of missions is made perfectly clear and resplendent in resurrection glory, then the purpose of all things which has been made will be fulfilled. Adam was made in order to offer creation up to the Father (Gen. 1:26-28). The Garden of Eden was to be cultivated and developed to God’s purpose for His glory (Gen. 1:29-30). Adam fell (Gen. 3:6). Death entered the world because of sin, and the world itself was cursed (Rom. 5:12). Now, everything is subject to corruption (Rom. 8:20-21). But, on the day of Christ’s return, when all is made new, the mission of the Father in sending His Son into the world will be made plain (2 Pet. 3:13).

The new, second, and final Adam, as the mediator and first-born of all creation, will bow the knee before the Father and, on our behalf, offer up to the Father both us and all renewed, created reality. As the apostle Paul writes in I Cor. 15:22-28:

For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive. But each in his own order: Christ the first fruits, then at [H]is coming, those who belong to Christ. Then comes the end, when [H]e delivers the kingdom to God the Father after destroying every rule and every authority and power., For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death. For “God has put all things in subjection under his feet.” But when it says, “all things are put in subjection,” it is plain that he is excepted who put all things in subjection under him. When all things are subjected to Him, then the Son Himself will also be subjected to Him who puts all things in subjection under Him, that God may be all in all.


Of course, the subordination described here is of Jesus as our representative Head. It is not a subordination within the Godhead, but the subordination of our mediator, the person Jesus, the God-man and our eternal representative, before the Father. In this way, the greatest goal of missions in the ongoing mission of Jesus becomes plain: We go to the nations to be found at last with our brothers gathered behind our first-born brother in the great assembly. This reality will be the glory of the Father. “So that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord” (Phil. 2:10-11; see also Eph. 1:3-14).


John 17 — The Words of Jesus Demonstrate Missions

John 17 is a prayer of Jesus to the Father. It acknowledges that His time to complete His mission with regard to sin has come. He is going to the cross, which is the context for the prayer. In a way, Jesus here summarizes His whole earthly ministry. The scope of the prayer covers the eternal agreement of the Father and the Son and the Son’s pre-existence in glory with the Father through to the glorified saints beholding Christ in His resurrection glory. In other words, the prayer covers salvation from one end of it to the other. However, the prayer is interwoven with the constant thread of meaning that Jesus is sent by the Father and sent to those given Him by the Father, and that these believers were consequently to be sent and continue the mission of Jesus. In John 17:18, Jesus states explicitly: “As you [the Father] sent me into the world, so I have sent them into the world.”

Who are the ones to be sent? And what are they to accomplish? In the Great Commission, several affirmations suggest answers to these questions. Already, the great purpose of the mission of Jesus to save the lost has been noted. There is, however, expressed in the prayer of John 17 something deeply essential to all of that endeavor, and, indeed, something which is prior to it: into those whom the Father has given Him, Jesus will engender the recognition that He is sent from the Father.

From origin to destination, this recognition can be traced here, like a line, as follows. The Father has those whom He will save. He sends the Son to accomplish their redemption. The Father sends the Son to them with the words and works that will bring them to faith in the Son. Part of that faith is to believe that the Father has sent the Son, as Jesus says in verses 6-8.

I have manifested your name to the people whom you gave me out of the world. Yours they were, and you gave them to me, and they have kept your word. Now they know everything that you have given me is from you. For I have given to them the words what you gave me, and they have received them and have come to know in truth that I came from you; and they have believed that you sent me.

Jesus affirms here the line of connection from the Father and the Son in eternity past to the life of the church as wrought by the apostles’ witness. The great concern of Jesus is that the apostles and believers subsequent to them in every generation might all be one. Such unity will exemplify the oneness of the Father and the Son in the purpose of the saving of the elect. But Jesus says that such oneness has a function, revealing something, thus becoming confirmation and attestation of something. That something is that the Father sent the Son, and the world witnesses this sending and knows that it is so. See how strikingly Jesus puts it in verses 20-23:

I do not ask for these only, but also for those who will believe in me through their word, that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us. The glory that you have given me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, I in them and you in me, that they may become perfectly one, so the world may know that you sent me, and loved them as you loved me.

Of great significance for missions are these last two phrases: first, “so the world may know that you sent me;” and second, “and loved them even as you loved me.”

The whole idea here is that the world will see something critically important through the church in its unity and in its faithfulness to the gospel. The world will see that the Father loved the church and sent the Son’s messengers to them out of His love for the church, even as He loved the Son who purchased them for the Father. In other words, the Father loved some and He sent the Son out of His love to save them. In order to save those whom He loved and supremely loving the Son whom He sent, the Father demonstrated the greatest love of all, that He would give His only begotten Son to redeem the church as a propitiation in His blood offered to the Father. And then, the Son sent His messengers of the Father’s love to those whom the Father loved and to whom He gave His only begotten Son.


This truth was expressed simply by a member of the Bethel Sudanese Reformed Church. He and his family had been living in deplorable conditions in a refugee camp for eight years. Upon a visit from the administrator of the Orthodox Presbyterian Church’s Diaconal Committee in March of 2021, he welcomed them warmly and asked: “See the children? They want to see you. ‘Where do these men come from?’ They ask. We tell them, ‘They come from Jesus Christ.’”[7]



In this wonderful realization, the world, and especially believers called out of the world, recognize that the Father has sent His Son for our salvation. They see it because they have heard it from Christ’s messengers. In Chapter 14, this subject will be further explored. Suffice it to say at present that this reality shows us the great motivation and the only sufficient motivation for missions is rooted in the motivation of God for our salvation. It is the love of God in the sending of His Son that becomes our love to reach out to others with the message of salvation from sin.


John 17: A Summary of Missions

John 17 is a summary of much that might be said about missions as we listen in to our Savior Jesus communing with His heavenly Father. Jesus summarizes before the Father what He has been sent to do. Just think of it! First, what is the ultimate purpose of Jesus coming into the world to save sinners? Jesus tells us: the glory of the Father. “Father, glorify your Son that the Son may glorify you” (verse 1).

Second, what warrant do we have for missions? In verse 2, Jesus claims: “You have given Him authority over all flesh.” As Jesus says later, after He was raised from the dead: “All authority has been given to me in heaven and on earth” (Matt. 28:18). Missionaries go under the authority of the only King and Head of the church, the Lord Jesus Christ, who is also Lord of all the nations (Rev. 1:5).

Third, what message will a missionary proclaim? Jesus answers the question in verse 3: “And this is eternal life, that they know you, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent.” The missionary proclaims Jesus Christ and Him crucified and risen from the dead as the only way to the Father — the only way to know Him, whom to know is everlasting life (John 3:36). For this purpose, the Father has given a word to be spoken into the world. That word has been inscripturated in order to be preached throughout the whole world, and Jesus, sending out His church, entrusts that word to them (John 17:8).

Fourth, what will result from the message proclaimed by the missionary? Jesus describes it in verse 24: “Father, I desire that they also, whom you have given me, may be with me where I am, to see my glory that you have given me because you loved me before the foundation of the world.” How will the messengers of Jesus go forth with His message to those who the Father loves, and for whom Christ died, to whom the Spirit will call, and who will believe? They will be moved by the love of God for them, which is ours through Christ Jesus: “I made known to them your name, and I will continue to make it known, that the love with which you have loved me may be in them, and I in them” (verse 26).

The prayer of Jesus recorded in John 17 provides some of the basic elements for an understanding of what missions entails, because of the deep consciousness of our Savior that He has been sent regarding those things He reveals in that prayer. And so, it can be affirmed, that it is the simple phrase of Jesus, “as the Father has sent me, so I send you” (John 20:21), that gives us a fundamental key to understanding missions.

Missions is the church of Jesus Christ entering into the ongoing mission of Jesus Himself: to seek and to save that which was lost; to carry the truth to the nations;

to proclaim the love of the Father in the forgiveness of sins through the offering of the Son; to build His church; and, above all, to glorify the Father.

Three Definitions of Missions

Following the line of argument above, consider the following three definitions of missions.


Dr. John M. L. Young defines missions briefly in his book, Missions: Its Biblical Motive and Aim in this way: “Missions is the work of the Triune God, through His Church, of sending Christ’s ambassadors to all nations to proclaim His whole Word for the salvation of lost men, the establishment of indigenous churches, and the coming of God’s kingdom, all for the glory of God."[8]


A few years after the publication of Dr. Young’s book, from class lecture notes in a course he taught at Covenant College, I recorded his expanded definition of missions as follows:

Missions is the work of the Triune God, moving His church in love, to send Christ’s ambassadors to proclaim to the world the Gospel of His covenant of life that men from all nations might be made disciples, build His church and fulfill their covenant task, seeking to bring all things into subjection to God for the true restoration and advancement of men and the glory of God.


However, in my class lectures at the Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary, I worked from the following definition of missions, seeking to create something of an exhaustive definition. Entering Christ’s Mission will not follow this definition as its outline. But, the materials covered will treat what makes up this definition.


Missions is:


	
The work of the Triune God of the Bible; 


	
And especially of the Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, as Mediatorial King; 


	
Moving His church in love; 


	
To send His approved ministerial messengers (ambassadors); 


	
To take God’s message of salvation and the forgiveness of sins by the cross of Jesus Christ; 


	
Into God’s fallen and cursed world; 


	
To gather His own into covenant union and communion with Him; 


	
By publicly covenanting with Him through an open public profession of faith in Christ, publicly receiving Christian baptism in an appointed service of worship, and subsequently communing in the Lord’s Supper as a covenant member of Christ’s worshiping church; 


	
By the preaching of God’s inspired Word written; 


	
Looking to the promised grace of God and praying God for the Spirit’s blessing for the conversion and discipleship of those who hear the preaching of the Word, chosen of the Father’s love before time, purchased by the blood of the Lamb in history, moved by the Spirit to respond in knowledge and faith to Christ offered to them in the gospel; 


	
As that Word is proclaimed, ordinarily, in the public worship of God; 


	
Along with the use of all other means appointed by God and promised His blessing for the salvation of the lost and the building up of the body of Christ; and all other necessary ancillary support services; 


	
With the aim to gather in those who believe from every element of society, out of every part and division of mankind, without preference, partiality, or prejudice, going to every populated place on earth; 


	
To develop and establish an indigenous, worshiping church, holy unto the Lord; 


	
Which church is self-governing, self-supporting, self-propagating, taking part in the life of the land and people where they live, and continuing as an expression of the historic Christian Church and its faith; 


	
Which church ministers with officers under the Lord Jesus Christ as her King and Head, and by His name and authority is a government identified in the Word of God, shepherding a communion of saints seeking to worship God, serve one another, live peaceably with and serving in love their neighbors for their good, salvation, and the advancement of mankind, but most especially, the advancement of the King of God and of His Christ in this world; 


	
As God works His will among the nations; 


	
For bringing glory to God in and by His church; 


	
For the “hastening the coming of the Day of God” (II Peter 3:12). 






This definition always raised many questions in class. As a reader, you may also have numerous objections or at least queries that arise in your mind in reading the definition. Many of these concerns, I hope, will be answered in the following chapters. As stated above, the definition will not be used to organize the rest of the material in Entering Christ’s Mission. Rather, the purpose of the rest of the book is to supply the Biblical doctrines that provoke and support such a detailed statement.



CHAPTER 2:
THE BIBLICAL WARRANT FOR MISSIONS

The Cultural and World Mandates

When Steve was called to East Africa by the Orthodox Presbyterian Church in 1994 to start a Reformed Church and oversee the rebuilding of a clinic in the lowlands, our youngest of three children was thirteen. For those serving in the church and especially missionaries, a huge concern will be your children. We left behind our two young adult children as they were already set on their life courses but took our thirteen-year-old son with us to East Africa. He called himself “A missionary kid in bondage”. But he was a big help and a joy to have with us sharing in the life and work of the mission. After the family’s return to the USA, Luke finished high school at a little Baptist Church school in Sharon, Pennsylvania; there were seven in his senior class. Luke chose for his senior class verse, Matthew 28:18-20, given here in its context:

Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them. And when they saw him they worshiped him, but some doubted. And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matthew 28:16-20).

**********

The senior class verse that our son chose gives the church the warrant to go into all the nations, thus engaging in the ongoing mission of Jesus.

The term “warrant” means “authorization,” “sanction,” or “permission,” so this matter must be considered important! Nations have sovereignty over people. Nations, through their governments, control national, regional, and local laws regarding travel, religion, the flow of monies into and out of the area of their control, and many other aspects of public and private life. How is it that missionaries operate under these limitations that are unique to each nation, but not in a subversive manner? The answer to this question is a theological one. Obviously, there are very practical and challenging ramifications to this issue of authority. In this chapter, in order to consider this issue correctly, the mission on which Jesus sends us will first be considered: what is He commanding us to do? Then, the authority necessary to lawfully and morally obey that command will be discussed.

The Biblical warrant for missions is found in the Great Commission, which is the law of the life of the church. It is given in several forms in the New Testament (Matthew 28:16-20; Mark 16:15; Luke 24:47; Acts 1:8), but the fullest and classic form is at the end of Matthew’s Gospel, given above.

An Expository Overview of Matthew 28:16-20

The Great Commission gives us the authority under which missionaries may travel into foreign lands to carry out Christ’s command to make disciples. Note the following important features of the Commission.

First, the command contains significant modifiers. Look at the many “all’s of the Commission. Jesus said, “all authority,” “all nations,” “all things,” and “always.” These universal modifiers show that the command covers the whole territory of missions. There are no exceptions. Of course, this point can be misunderstood, misused, and misapplied. But these modifiers are important to notice because they indicate the extent to which we are to pursue the basic command.

Second, the basic command is “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations.”

In the original language, Jesus’ basic command is to make disciples. “To disciple” means to make someone a follower, a student, an adherent. In the case of Jesus, a disciple is a subject. However, it must be said that such a subject is so by voluntary association. A believer voluntarily associates with Jesus as a disciple by an open profession of faith and engaging in a public rite of admission into his association with Jesus. Suggested in this simple command is much of what the New Testament subsequently discusses. Most of the New Testament, after the Gospels and Acts, pertains to what it means to be a true disciple of Jesus Christ. One of the earliest descriptions of believers in Christ was the term “disciple.” In a very real sense, this term, if taken in the light of the rest of the New Testament, means a public joining with Jesus, with all that it means to be His. That is, from the inner person outward into every other human engagement and activity, a person must recognize the exhaustive ownership that has been established by a voluntary surrender to Jesus as Lord.

Third, three verbs are attached to the main command to disciple the nations. The first is “going”. This word is not a command in the original Greek but describes an aspect of discipling the nations. It can be paraphrased: “As you are going, make disciples.” The second verb which explains making nations disciples is “baptizing”. Paraphrasing again: “Disciple the nations, going and baptizing”. This baptizing is involved in the discipling accomplished by the missionary. The third verb that modifies “disciple the nations” is “teaching”, further describing the work of the missionary. Therefore, the whole command understood in its verbs would be: disciple— going, baptizing, and teaching.


Each one of these three verbal modifiers is unusually important. They suggest much that is significant for understanding missions. Some initial observations about them. First, missions is a personal matter, for the missionary is to seek out and engage others. The one going is carrying a wide announcement, but also a very personal invitation. What is communicated is not a mere dissemination of information. Calling for a personal engagement is from one mind and heart to another mind and heart, involving a person to engage and become a servant of Jesus Christ. Second, the three verbal modifiers suggest a vast content to the missionary endeavor. Teach them all that I have commanded, not just part of it. Third, missions should work toward a public rite of engagement that attaches a person to God. The going and teaching is in the context of being joined to the authority of another. Indeed, a person is baptized into “the name,” an engagement with the Son, unto the Father, by the Holy Spirit. A person is declaring not only allegiance, but an ownership. We are owned outright by the Triune God, the Lord God of heaven and earth, and that, in the service of His Son. So, the discipleship in view, which is sought by a going, is publicly manifested in a giving of oneself away to the name of the Triune God in baptism, engaging in a lifetime of seeking to know, understand, love, and follow our Savior to glory.


Fourth, the command comes in a Trinitarian form: “baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Missions is the work of the Triune God. Those who are discipled and admitted publicly into the church have the name of God placed upon them. Note that here is but one “name”, with three persons identified.


Fifth, the teaching which defines the command to make disciples involves an “observing.” That observing involves knowing and recognizing and keeping and — one might even say — doing. In missions, we are to observe all that Christ has commanded, meaning that a disciple will feel constrained to know and to obey all the moral duties set forth in the Scriptures. The disciple will observe all instituted ordinances for worship. The disciple will voluntarily conform himself in every human pursuit to the revealed will of God in Christ Jesus, for Jesus importantly says that the observing is modified by “all things” (King James Version). In all things, about all things, for all things — without exception — are to be observed. Such language not only suggests a radical change in allegiance for the one baptized, but also, a radical change of practice in everyday living. Therefore, just looking at these verbs, note that the command fundamental to missions is one that is intensive as well as extensive.


Given the scope and depth of the command already discussed, is it not obvious that there needs to be an authority for missions with the same scope and depth?

Sixth, properly understood, there is a universal character to the command to disciple: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations.” What might that mean? Perhaps Revelation 5:9-10 can give a helpful parallel in order to interpret what the word “nations” means here. The “all” tells what nations are meant, but so does Revelation.

And they sang a new song, saying “Worthy are you to take the scroll and to open its seals, for you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God from every tribe and language and people and nation, and you have made them a kingdom and priests to our God, and they shall reign on the earth.

You will notice that these words begin to suggest the authority necessary for the authorization of the worldwide missionary endeavor. The song also suggests the basis of the claim of Jesus on the people involved. These topics will be discussed later. At this point, all that needs to be deduced is that there is no geographical, political, racial, linguistic, economic, or cultural boundary recognized as a limit to the command to disciple.


Seventh, the command ends with a promise: “And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” That promise makes the command a possibility. Jesus is in the work of making disciples with the apostles and those who succeed them in the work, until the Day of Salvation closes. Jesus is saying much about Himself. He is saying much about the Day of Salvation, which will extend to the end of the age. But once again, what is important to note here is that these words suggest that missions is the ongoing work of Jesus and is overseen and guaranteed by His living presence. In this promise, we find the strength to do missions, and we find it suggested that there is a divine power with which to accomplish missions.


Eighth, the authority and the power necessary in order to give such a command is stated at the very beginning of the Great Commission: “All authority in heaven and earth has been given to me.” This claim of Jesus reveals the relationship between the mediatorial kingship of Christ and the missionary enterprise of the church. Missionaries go under authority. Here is the necessary authorization, permission, and directive to legitimately conduct missions, present in the claim of Jesus to His universal lordship over heaven and earth, having been declared the Son of God with power by virtue of His resurrection from the dead.

Ninth, the immediate context of the Great Commission in the Gospel of Matthew is the crucifixion (27:33-50) and, the resurrection of Christ (28:1-8), and His appearance to His disciples (28:9-15). We know little of the period intervening between the resurrection of the Lord and His appearance during which He gives this command. We cannot be certain which appearance is recorded. Some suggest that it is the appearance to the five hundred (I Cor. 15:6). Whatever appearance is being described, Matthew’s record of the resurrection and of the appearances of Jesus afterwards is truncated in comparison to the lengthy, detailed description of the crucifixion in chapter 27.

Modern curiosity and interest would certainly have written the account differently. The resurrection would certainly have received a more extended narrative.


However, it seems that Matthew has a point to make. His interest has been to present Jesus as the King of those whom He purchased by His cross. The Great Commission sends out His disciples to gather those for whom He died. It seems almost inevitable to deduce that the command of Matthew 28:16-20 forms a conclusion to the crucifixion narrative of which the resurrection is a part. Something of the force of this instruction can be felt by anyone who reads aloud all of Matthew chapters 27 and 28. The narrative moves from the cross to the living Savior, commanding His current disciples to now go to find other disciples He has purchased with His blood.
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