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Ambassador of God. A missionary’s task is to 
represent God and his message to an alien world. 
This shows the special relationship between the 
Creator and the messenger, who is dispatched as 
an envoy, an ambassador of God. An ambassador 
is an official diplomatic agent of high rank who 
is sent out by a ruler or government as a public 
representative. A missionary is one who is sent 
out to work as a citizen of the Kingdom of God, 
representing truth and light in a world of deceit 
and darkness.

In the Old Testament there are numerous ex-
amples of God’s ambassadors. Noah represented 
God’s righteousness to unbelievers. Moses pro-
claimed God’s power and justice in pharaoh’s 
court. Joshua showed the might and strength of 
the Lord before the Canaanites. Both Gideon 
and Deborah were mediators between God and 
the rebellious and defeated Israelites. God’s spe-
cial agents, called to proclaim and to direct peo-
ple to obedience, lived lives that were testimo-
nies of faith and commitment. Daniel and Esther 
served in alien governments as ambassadors of 
God through their words and actions.

In the New Testament, Christ tells a parable of 
a ruler sending an emissary, a select delegation 
to negotiate peace (Luke 13:32). God’s ambassa-
dors are a select, chosen few who challenge the 
enemy and seek to negotiate eternal peace in the 
hearts of humanity. The apostle Paul wrote to the 
church at Corinth stating that “we are ambassa-
dors for Christ, as though God were making his 
appeal through us” (2 Cor. 5:20). To the church 
at Ephesus he wrote, “I am an ambassador in 
chains” (Eph. 6:20). This refers to his imprison-
ment for openly proclaiming the good news of 
Jesus Christ. Paul measures himself as person-
ally commissioned by Christ to present the gos-
pel to the entire world. The Greek word presbeuo m 
literally means a senior, one who is aged. How-
ever, Paul brings new meaning to the term. He is 
an elder statesperson representing the kingdom 
of God before the rulers and their subjects on 
this earth.

Missionaries serve as ambassadors of God. 
They are believers in Jesus Christ to whom God 
imparts certain spiritual gifts, and calls and 
sends out to make disciples and preach the good 
news (Matt. 20:18–20; Rom. 10:15). As citizens of 
the kingdom of God, they are subject to God’s 
laws and are under the authority of the Lord 
they represent before the rest of the world.

John Easterling

Apostle, Apostles. The numerous appearances of 
the word apostle in the New Testament compared 
with its relative absence from all other literary 
sources can be traced in part to its intimate rela-
tionship to the mission of the early church. The 
New Testament writers, especially Luke and Paul, 
picked up on Jesus’ rare usage of the word to give 

importance to the missionary dynamic of the 
church. Apostle is almost synonymous with mis-
sion. The word is primarily used of the twelve 
men chosen by Jesus to accompany him and of 
Paul the missionary to the Gentiles. These, along 
with a small number of other apostles, were van-
guard missionaries as the gospel moved from 
Jewish particularism to multicultural universal-
ism.

According to the Synoptic Gospels, Acts, and 
the Epistles, Jesus specifically designated at least 
these thirteen people to be his apostles. The 
Twelve came out of Jesus’ own sociocultural con-
text, accompanying him on his mission to the 
Jews (Matt. 10:1–2; 15:24; John 20:21). One of the 
Twelve abandoned his apostolic office and was 
replaced by Matthias (Acts 1:16–26). Jesus chose 
a thirteenth apostle a few years after his ascen-
sion (1 Cor. 15:9). Together, they were specifically 
chosen to continue Jesus’ mission. The Twelve 
functioned to authenticate Jesus’ mission and 
message of the inclusion of the Gentiles (Gal. 
2:1–10; Acts 1:16–26); Paul was chosen especially 
to implement and clarify the mission to the Gen-
tiles.

Biblical Study of Apostleship. Apostle (apos-
tolos) is defined by its use in the New Testament 
and its relationship to the three words apostellom, 
pempom, and the Twelve. Apostellom (“to send”) is 
used frequently in the Gospels, Acts, and the 
Epistles when referring to an authoritative com-
mission. John never uses the word in a formal 
sense; rather, he uses the words apostellom and 
pempom as synonymous terms describing Jesus’ 
authoritative mission and commissioning (John 
20:21).

Apostolos is used eighty times in the New Tes-
tament and rarely used outside the New Testa-
ment. Josephus used it only once in any compar-
ative sense. Eighty-six percent of these 80 
occurrences are found in the writings of Paul 
(35x) and Luke (34x). The 11 other uses are 
found throughout the New Testament.

The word apostle is indebted to the Hebrew 
term shaliach. A shaliach, as used by the Jews, 
was someone sent by one party to another to 
handle negotiations concerning matters secular 
(such as marriage) or matters religious (such as 
liturgical decisions between Jerusalem and the 
diaspora). But the universal mission of Jesus de-
termined the precise New Testament definition 
and prominence of the term.

The New Testament use of apostle arose out of 
the need to authenticate a mission that reversed 
the particularistic nature of salvation history. 
This definition would stress (1) the relationship 
to Jesus and his incarnation, and (2) the Chris
tian’s participation in extending the mission 
begun by Jesus.

In its broadest sense the word apostle can refer 
to a church sending members on a mission 
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(1 Cor. 8:23; Phil. 2:23; Acts 14:4, 14). This mis-
sion can include preaching the gospel, raising 
money, or ministering to another missionary. 
The number of those included in this broader 
sense are unknown.

Apostles and Mission in Paul. From a literary 
and theological standpoint, the first definition of 
apostle can be traced to Paul’s writings. He uses 
the word throughout his writings (35x), with its 
usage concentrated in 23 references in Romans 
(3x), 1 Corinthians (10x), 2 Corinthians (7x), and 
Galatians (3x). Paul’s polemical use of this term 
can be traced to his Gentile mission (Rom. 1:5; 
11:13; Gal. 1–2). The radical nature of Paul’s 
preaching elicited opposition from Jews within 
and outside the church. How was Paul going to 
legitimate his mission and message? He was 
compelled to clarify his own special calling and 
commission. Thus, Paul’s use of the term apostle 
was fundamentally missiological.

Paul’s nonpolemical and even general use of 
this term in 1 Thessalonians 2:6, when compared 
with its use in his other early Epistles, shows the 
extent to which his use of the term is tied to his 
need to authenticate his mission. Paul allowed 
for a general use of the word apostle while clearly 
defending a technical use for an exclusive few. 
While he calls a number of people apostles, he 
sees the Twelve (1 Cor. 15:3) and himself (Gal. 
1:1) as apostles in a special sense.

Paul’s use of apostle in his discussion of his 
mission to the Gentiles shows the direct relation-
ship between apostle and mission. The Twelve 
and Paul were responsible for clarifying the na-
ture of the church’s mission (Gal. 2:1–10). Jesus 
specifically chose the Twelve to extend his mis-
sion into the Jewish world and authenticate the 
Gentile mission. Paul’s personal mission was to 
implement, defend, and clarify the mission to 
the Gentiles. Even when Paul stresses the revela-
tional dimensions of the word apostle, the missi-
ological implications remain prominent (Eph. 
3:1–13).

Apostles and Mission in Luke. Luke uni-
formly uses the word apostles (pl.) in Luke–Acts 
(34x). He never specifically calls any one person 
an apostle. In all but three occurrences (Luke 
11:49; Acts 14:4, 14) it is used of the twelve apos-
tles chosen by Jesus. He uses the word six times 
in his Gospel and twenty-eight times in Acts. 
Whereas in his Gospel Luke calls the apostles 
disciples, in Acts he only calls them apostles. 
Luke alone specifically says that Jesus called the 
Twelve apostles (Luke 6:13).

Luke’s view of apostleship as seen in Acts is 
rooted primarily in his missiology and only sec-
ondarily in his ecclesiology. The decision of the 
120 in choosing an apostolic replacement for 
Judas is the central event between the ascension 
and Pentecost (1:12–26). Why does this decision 
on an apostolic replacement occupy such a 

prominent place in Luke’s narrative? Luke ac-
cents its importance by giving the qualification 
and the definition of an apostle and by recording 
only this event between the ascension and Pente-
cost (1:21–25). An apostle is defined as someone 
who has followed Jesus from the time of John 
the Baptist until the resurrection. Second, his 
function is to bear witness to the resurrection 
(cf. Acts 1:15–26 with 1 Cor. 9:1ff.; 15:7–11).

The following conclusions can be drawn from 
Acts 1:15–26. The apostles are twelve in number; 
they must have accompanied Jesus since the 
time of his baptism; and their basic function is 
witnessing about the resurrection. Judas’ be-
trayal of Christ and abandonment of his office 
were prophesied in the Old Testament. Second, 
God directed the entire electoral process, even in 
the casting of lots (24–26). Third, Matthias is 
“chosen” just as the eleven were (Acts 1:2, 13). 
These twelve Spirit-filled apostles chosen by 
Jesus will extend the mission begun by Jesus.

But why is it so important that Luke establish 
the apostolic Twelve as a unique group and what 
relationship does this have to the mission to the 
Gentiles? Luke’s definition of apostleship is 
found in the context of his overall purpose in 
writing a two-volume narrative of early Christi-
anity. For Luke, the inclusion of the Gentiles 
takes place, not as an aberration involving some 
marginal Christians, but through an unbroken 
procession that begins with Jesus and continues 
through the Hellenists and Paul. Luke wants to 
establish these twelve apostles chosen by Jesus 
as successors of Jesus, thus legitimizing the Gen-
tile mission.

These twelve lay the foundation of the mission 
in their ministry in Jerusalem. They, then, con-
firm the strategic ministry of the Hellenists (Acts 
6:1–7; 8:14–14). Peter’s paradigmatic mission to 
the Gentiles reflects the nature of the church 
(Acts 10:1–11:18; 15:1–35; 16:4). All other wit-
nesses who come after them are part of this 
chain of events that results in the inclusion of 
the Gentiles. The apostles’ strategic role in salva-
tion history is both missiological and ecclesio-
logical. Out of their missionary ministry arises a 
church whose fundamental calling is to con-
stantly push forward into those areas where the 
gospel has yet to be heard.

Luke’s use of the word apostle for Paul (14:4, 
14) merits a brief comment. In both of these in-
stances Barnabas is equally linked with Paul, 
and in one instance (v. 14) the order of their 
names is reversed. Luke, like Paul, uses apostles 
in a secondary sense, that is, Barnabas and Paul 
are apostles of the Antiochene church. Does 
Luke’s failure to call Paul an apostle in the pri-
mary sense indicate some tension between Paul’s 
definition and Luke’s? For Luke the Twelve are 
unique (with this Paul agrees, 1 Cor. 15:9; Gal. 
2:1–10), but Paul receives even greater promi-
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nence in Acts than do they. Paul’s authority, mis-
sion, and effectiveness are, if anything, superior 
to those of the Twelve. But for Luke each has a 
special role to play in world evangelization.

Summary and Conclusion. The early church 
found in the word apostle a key concept for de-
scribing the unique nature of its mission. But it 
was Paul and Luke in particular who unpacked 
this term and left us with a rich theology of apos-
tleship. An apostle is a person who was with 
Jesus during his incarnation (a Lukan concept), 
witnessed his resurrection, and participated in 
authenticating and engaging in worldwide mis-
sions.

While Paul and Luke have unique develop-
ments of apostleship, both agree that the twelve 
apostles chosen by Jesus became missionaries to 
the Jews and laid the foundation for a mission to 
the nations. Both Luke and Paul agree that Paul 
had a unique role in this mission. Paul’s prefer-
ence would be to use the term apostle to describe 
his authority and mission. Although Luke uses 
this for Paul only in a secondary sense, he would 
readily agree with Paul that his mission and call-
ing are unique. The word apostle may be used in 
this secondary sense today, yet not without clari-
fying its meaning.

There is, then, a fundamental relationship be-
tween the concept of apostleship and the mission 
to the world. Any definition of the term apostle 
that neglects its missiological dimensions has 
missed a central ingredient, without which the 
term loses some of its dynamic.

Harold E. Dollar
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Atonement. The biblical concept of atonement 
refers to a God-provided and -approved means of 
paying the penalty for human violations of God’s 
law; a means which alleviates individuals from 
assuming that responsibility themselves. The 
need for atonement arises as a result of human 
sinfulness. Scripture teaches that all have sinned 
(Rom. 3:23). For that reason, human culpability 
is universal (Rom. 2:1). No one can claim exemp-
tion, regardless of culture, tradition, previous re-
ligious activities, or commitments. As a result, 
every individual ought to be made to pay the full 
price of her or his own sin, which is death and 
eternal separation from God (Rom. 6:23). How-
ever, Scripture also teaches that God has pro-
vided a way to fulfill the demands of divine jus-
tice which is reasonable and effective, but does 
not demand that the penalty be exacted from the 
individual.

The way in which God has chosen to resolve 
the problem of sin is by providing an alternative 
means of payment. In the Old Testament this 
was achieved primarily by means of animal sac-
rifice. The substitutes which will be accepted in-
clude the burnt offering (Lev. 1:4), the sin offer-
ing (Lev. 4:20; 7:7), and the offerings made on 
the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:1–34). The clear 
teaching of the Old Testament is that unless 
some God-approved means of atonement is pro-
vided, individual sinners will themselves be re-
quired to pay the penalty.

In the New Testament the idea of atonement is 
focused on the person of Christ (Rom. 5:10). 
Reconciliation between God and humans is no 
longer achieved by animal sacrifice (Heb. 9:26; 
10:4), but by the death of Christ (2 Cor. 5:19). 
The death of Christ was a reasonable and effec-
tive solution to the problem of human guilt be-
cause Christ was fully human and fully divine 
(Mark 10:45; 2 Cor. 5:21). Because Christ was 
fully human he was able to fully identify with the 
human state, was tested in every way as we are, 
yet without sin (Heb. 4:14–16). Because he was 
fully God, he was able to provide a payment 
(Rom. 3:25–26) of sufficient value to cover the 
transgression of all humanity (Heb. 10:5–10). 
The two poles of God’s salvific method are most 
evident on the cross. There he suffered death as 
any of us would have suffered it, and at the same 
time experienced a suffering of immeasurable in-
tensity, since he, the Son of God, had never 
sinned, but was separated from the Father by 
voluntarily taking upon himself the sins of the 
many and turning away the wrath of God (Rom. 
3:25).

There is relatively little disagreement concern-
ing the basic principles outlined above. Any indi-
vidual who expresses faith in Christ is covered by 
this payment. However, since Scripture does not 
clearly specify the scope or extent of the atone-
ment, this issue has precipitated considerable 
debate. The basic question is whether the atone-
ment should be viewed as limited to a certain 
subset of the human race, the elect, or whether it 
should be viewed as a provision intended for all 
of humankind.

Those who suggest that the atonement is lim-
ited do so on the basis of a combination of bibli-
cal passages and the use of logical arguments. 
They point out that there are some passages 
which do define a limited group of recipients. 
Christ died for his own people (Matt. 1:21), his 
sheep (John 10:11), the church bought with his 
own blood (Acts 20:28), and those whom God 
predestined and called (Rom. 8:28–35). Further, 
they argue that since God’s will can never be 
countermanded, if he had intended for all to be 
saved, all would be saved. In addition, they 
point out that Christ did not die simply to make 
salvation possible, but to actually save certain 
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individuals (Eph. 1:7; 2:8). They also fear that 
any other understanding of the atonement ne-
cessitates Universalism.

The case for general atonement is made by ap-
pealing to Scripture passages and the history of 
doctrine. Scripture clearly states that Christ died 
for all and for the whole world (Isa. 53:6; 1 John 
1:29; 2:2; 1 Tim. 2:1–6; 4:10, Heb. 2:4). There are 
no exegetical reasons for ascribing to these pas-
sages meanings other than the plain and inclu-
sive sense they communicate. Proponents of gen-
eral atonement also seek to demonstrate that it is 
the traditional position of the church. From the 
early church until today most of the fathers, re-
formers, exegetes, and theologians believed that 
Christ died for all. As for the danger of universal-
ism, since salvation is only effective for those 
who express faith, suggesting that Christ made 
salvation possible for all in no way implies that 
all will be saved (John 3:16).

Whichever position is taken on the extent of 
the atonement, the evangelical understanding of 
the general principles of atonement have two sig-
nificant implications for missions. First, if the 
problem of sin is universal then the message of 
atonement should be addressed to all. This pre
sents no problem to the defenders of general 
atonement, but some have suggested that one of 
the consequences of a limited atonement would 
be to discourage the universal, urgent proclama-
tion of the gospel. However, since there is no way 
for us to identify the elect ahead of time, the gos-
pel message should still be addressed to all. If 
that is the case, we are under obligation to pro-
claim the message of Christ’s atoning work with-
out reservation. It is to be proclaimed to all, in 
all places, and at all times.

Second, the method God chose to provide 
atonement will cause some to stumble. The mes-
sage of the cross will lead to opposition, cause 
offense, and even be ridiculed (1 Cor. 1:18–29). 
The messengers will, of course, experience resis-
tance. Blinded by sin, many will find the notion 
of a substitutionary death on the cross either of-
fensive or foolish. That cannot be avoided. No 
manner of Contextualization, effective commu-
nication, or marketing techniques can remove 
the offense of the cross. However, care should be 
given so that any offense occasioned by the per-
son or the work of the messenger be kept to a 
minimum.

Edward Rommen
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Bible. The ultimate task of all forms of Chris-
tian missions is to tell of the Judeo-Christian 
God (Yahweh-Jehovah) and to report the salva-
tion made available by his grace through the life 
and mission of Jesus Christ. This includes the 
proclamation of the call to repentance, faith for 
the forgiveness of sin, and life in fellowship with 
him. Christ’s representatives also provide guid-
ance for believers who seek to live worthy of and 
pleasing to him. All this information comes, not 
through human search or invention, but from 
God himself. The word “revelation,” from the 
verb “to reveal” or “make known,” names the 
doctrine that deals with God’s showing or dis-
closing himself, his works, expectations, and 
provisions.

Theologians speak of both “general” and “spe-
cial” revelation. The former refers to that knowl-
edge of God available to all people, in all places, 
at all times. The latter is the knowledge of God 
available to only some people, in some times, 
and in some places.

General Revelation consists of that which 
can be known about God in creation, nature, 
and the affairs of humans as a whole. Psalm 
19:1–4 speaks eloquently of the evidence of God 
in nature. Romans 1:20–25 asserts that the cre-
ated order demonstrates the fact of God’s exis-
tence, power, and goodness. Humans, however, 
refused to pay heed to this evidence and did not 
honor him as God; they worshiped that which 
was created rather than the Creator. Conse-
quently, “God gave them up to degrading pas-
sions” (1:26) and almost unspeakable degrading 
acts. Paul, before Athenian officials, says that 
God made all nations from a single ancestor; 
gives life, breath, and all things; allots the time 
and boundaries of human habitation “so that 
they should seek God; .  .  . he is not far from 
each one of us” (Acts 17:27). Indeed, observa-
tion of humanity itself, people created in the 
Image of God, should be a persuasive argument 
for the existence and power of God. Hebrews 
11:6 affirms that to please God one must accept 
his existence and knowability; this, by implica-
tion, is available through general revelation. 
Those who fail to acknowledge this message 
are, says Paul, without excuse (Rom. 1:26).

Special Revelation consists first of all in God’s 
work through the nation Israel, her history and 
prophets. Micah calls to remembrance events of 
the nation’s past “that you may know the saving 
acts of the Lord” (6:5). It should, however, be 
noted that God’s special revelation to and work 
through Israel had a missionary purpose. It is 
through her that “all the nations of the world 
shall be blessed” (Gen. 12:3); as a “priestly king-
dom” (Exod. 19:6) she is to mediate between 
God and others. In Exodus 34:10 God says, “I 
will do marvels, . . . and all the people among 
whom you are shall see the work of the Lord.” 



Bible

5

Isaiah affirms that God’s servant will be “a light 
to the nations” (49:6; cf. Acts 13:46–47). The su-
preme act of God’s special revelation came in 
Jesus Christ through whom the Word “became 
flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth; 
we have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son 
from the Father” (John 1:14). In Jesus we be-
come aware of the person, nature, and character 
of God, see him at work, learn that God loved the 
world so much that he gave his Son that believ-
ers might have life (John 3:16). In Christ we hear 
his invitation “come to me” (Matt. 11:28). God, 
in Jesus, shows himself as the holy and just 
judge of sin, the loving God, the dying-rising 
Savior, the King whose kingdom will never end 
and who one day will reign supreme over all. 
God’s revelation in Israel and in Jesus also in-
volves the work of God’s close human associates, 
specially called, Spirit-filled persons, designated 
as “prophets” in the Old Testament and as “apos-
tles” in the New. These were sent, commissioned, 
and authorized to speak for him. Their task was 
to report the facts of God’s revelation and also to 
explain and show how to apply God’s message in 
the affairs of daily life.

The doctrine of revelation must also include 
discussion of the Bible. The word “Bible” means 
“books”; it is a book composed of a collection of 
books. Together these comprise a religious book. 
Although it contains information on a number of 
topics and issues, its primary purpose, like that 
of many religious books, is to relate facts about 
God, the universe, and especially human beings 
in it, and their relationships. Christians believe 
that this is the only true religious book. All oth-
ers speak of nonexistent deities and provide in-
correct and even dangerous information.

The Bible is, above all, the record of the vari-
ous forms of special revelation just described. 
Old Testament prophets and New Testament 
apostles wrote down virtually all we know of 
God’s revealing work. This was not by human in-
stigation. From Exodus 17:14 on we are told of 
God’s command to “write.” Because it is the 
usual source of information about God, this re-
cord is also revelation itself; it is the word of 
God. As the word and Spirit work together, God’s 
revelation of himself in the past is his contempo-
rary self-disclosure and message. It is just be-
cause of its inclusion within God’s revelation 
that missionaries have given much time and ef-
fort to make the Bible available in the languages 
of the peoples with whom they work.

There are a number of terms used to describe 
some important facts about the origin, nature, 
and character of the Bible. “Inspiration” or the 
phrase “inspired by God” occurs in 2 Timothy 
3:16. Literally it means “God-breathed,” hence, it 
came out of God. Second Peter 1:21 describes 
the communication and process of recording 
Scripture even more explicitly by stating that 

“holy men” were “moved,” literally “borne” or 
“carried” along by the Holy Spirit. “Inspiration,” 
then, affirms that Scripture originated with God, 
it was given to specially chosen individuals, and 
God, through his Spirit, remained active in the 
writing process.

“Canon,” meaning literally “measuring rod,” 
refers to an authoritative standard against which 
other things are measured. When referring to the 
Bible, canon designates those individual docu-
ments or books that are rightfully a part of 
Scripture, written authority. Protestant Chris-
tians traditionally acknowledge a total of six-
ty-six books—thirty-nine in the Old Testament, 
twenty-seven in the New. Roman Catholics, Or-
thodox, and Anglican Christians also include ad-
ditional books, the Apocrypha or Deutero-canon-
ical books. These writings seem to have come 
largely from the Intertestamental period (c. 400 
b.c.–a.d. 70) and were included in the Septua-
gint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament, 
but apparently were not in the Hebrew Bible 
used in Palestine and Hebrew-speaking syna-
gogues. The exact number of apocryphal books 
acknowledged varies among Christian groups 
who include them in their canon.

It is much easier to relate what the church did 
with regard to the canon than the basis upon 
which it acted. The Old Testament was taken 
over from Judaism. The three divisions of the 
Hebrew canon (Law, Prophets, and the Writings 
[in which division Psalms always stood first]) is 
implied in the words of Jesus in Luke 24:44. 
Early Hebrew-speaking Christians seemed to 
have used the shorter canon while those who 
read their Old Testament in Greek used the lon-
ger. Early Christian writers refer to three divi-
sions of books which were put forward for inclu-
sion in the New Testament: those acknowledged 
by all, those rejected by all, and those which 
were disputed. There seems to have been no 
question about twenty-two New Testament 
books. Hebrews, 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, James, 
Jude, and possibly Revelation were among the 
books of the present New Testament canon 
about which questions seem to have been asked 
by one or another group; the noncanonical 
books of Barnabas, Hermas, Didache, Gospel of 
the Hebrews, and the Revelation of Peter were 
regarded highly, if not actually regarded as ca-
nonical, by some.

Evidence for the basis of canonicity is incon-
clusive. Traditionally much emphasis has been 
put upon the assumed author of a book. The 
word of an authentic spokesman for God, 
prophet or apostle, or someone closely associ-
ated with such a person (Baruch in the Old Tes-
tament, Mark and Luke in the New) is assumed 
to have been regarded as inspired whether it was 
issued orally or in writing. Additional criteria 
have been set forth on the basis of later examina-
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tions of what the early church did rather than its 
own statement of them. Evangelical Christians 
assume, primarily by faith, that the same God 
who inspired Scripture remained as superinten-
dent to assure the reliability of the recognition of 
the canon.

An important controversy centers upon the 
role of the church in the canonical process. It 
asks whether the church authorized, gave author-
ity to the New Testament canon, or recognized 
the authority that is inherent within these writ-
ings because of their divine inspiration. The an-
swer to this question must come from historical 
research. The practical implication is whether 
the church sits in judgment upon the Scriptures 
or the Scriptures upon the church.

The issue of canon is particularly important 
for missions, not only because of the claim that 
Scripture is the word of God, but because several 
groups advocate that additional material must 
be added to it. Islam, for example, makes this 
claim for the Qur’an and Mormonism for the 
Book of Mormon. Christians insist that in show-
ing himself personally in human form and by ac-
tually providing for the greatest need of humans 
in the ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus, 
special revelation reached its climax and conclu-
sion; nothing more can be added.

Two additional words often used in discus-
sions of the Bible are “infallible” and “inerrant.” 
The former designates the teachings of the Bible 
as absolutely authoritative and true. Inerrant 
means “without error,” but those who use the 
term often disagree on whether they mean with-
out error of any kind or in accomplishing God’s 
purpose (see Inerrancy).

One final comment must be made regarding 
the Bible. Of almost equal importance with what 
one affirms about its nature is the question of 
how it is to be interpreted. Christendom, includ-
ing its missionary endeavors, has all too often 
denied in practice the authority claims for Scrip-
ture by interpreting it in ways which fail to seek 
to grasp what the original writers (divine and 
human) intended and what the original readers 
understood. This must be a guide as one seeks to 
apply Scripture to the different geographical, 
cultural, and temporal settings of the contempo-
rary world. Those concerned with Hermeneutics 
seek those principles involved in the art and sci-
ence of making meaningful and relevant in one 
time and place that which was originally com-
municated in another time and place. This defi-
nition of hermeneutics is also a brief description 
of another term much used by missiologists, 
Contextualization.

Modern missionaries, following the apostle 
Paul, may properly begin with general revelation 
and then move to special revelation. It is through 
these that God has made available the message, 

the only legitimate message, about himself, the 
universe, and their relationship which is at the 
heart of the missionary endeavor.

J. Julius Scott Jr.

Bibliography. G. C. Berkhouwer, General Revelation; 
C. F. H. Henry, God, Revelation and Authority; L. Mor-
ris, I Believe in Revelation; J. I. Packer, Fundamentalism 
and the Word of God; B. B. Warfield, The Inspiration 
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Biblical Theology of Mission. The only rule of 
faith and practice that God has given is the 
Bible. It has the force of law. Because mission 
embraces “the totality of the task he sent his 
church to do in the world” (Bosch, 1978), we 
must select a theme that is prominent in both 
Testaments.

That theme is the Kingdom of God. It domi-
nated the ministry of Jesus and provides linkage 
to all “the many and various ways” by which God 
had earlier spoken to his people by the prophets 
(Heb. 1:1). “Missiology is more and more coming 
to see the Kingdom of God as the hub around 
which all of mission work revolves; one can al-
most speak of a consensus developing on this 
point” (Verkuyl, 1978). In our day evangelicals 
are finding that the biblical base for mission is 
far more complex than previous generations en-
visioned. Gone is the single focus of an over-
whelming concern for the spiritual condition of 
“the Heathen.” Nor can credibility be gained by 
supplementing this concern with appeals to the 
Great Commission (e.g., Matt. 28:18–20; etc.), or 
by prooftexts supporting such related themes as 
the sending character of God, the compassionate 
compulsion of the Spirit, the example of the ap-
ostolic church, and the relation between mis-
sionary obedience and the second coming of 
Christ. These themes are important, but one can-
not build a comprehensive biblical theology of 
mission on them. The kingdom or “rule” of God 
must be the dominant motif since by it God 
touches every aspect of the human condition: 
past, present, and future (see Kingdom of God).

When we explore the relationship of the king-
dom of God to world mission, we begin with the 
reminder that God’s kingship is both universal 
and covenantal. When God created the heavens 
and the earth by his Word and created the first 
human couple in his own image and likeness, it 
was inevitable that he would exercise a loving 
and preserving control over his creation and par-
ticularly over the human race. This can be de-
scribed as his universal kingship. Both Old and 
New Testaments teach this universal kingship, 
but in the Old Testament we also find God’s 
kingly rule identified with Israel, a people with 
whom he established a covenant relationship.

The Old Testament Contribution (see also 
Old Testament Theology of Mission). In the 
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opening chapters of the Old Testament we find 
the first reference to mission as defined above. 
God said to the first man and woman: “Be fruit-
ful and increase in number; fill the earth and 
subdue it” (Gen. 1:26–30; 2:15, 18–25; Ps. 8:5, 6). 
This command is frequently termed “the Cul-
tural Mandate.” By it God called Adam and Eve 
to accept responsibility for this world as his 
vice-regents, to serve and control it under his di-
rection and for his glory. Its details pertained to 
their social existence, and mark the beginning of 
a stream of obligation—a mandate for family 
and community, culture and civilization—that 
widens and deepens as it courses throughout 
Scripture. We are not surprised to find that in 
the messianic age that Christ will later inaugu-
rate, these many obligations will be made even 
more explicit as part of his missionary mandate 
that the church proclaim and demonstrate “the 
good news of the Kingdom” to the nations (Matt. 
24:14). And such has proved to be the case. We 
might regard the cultural mandate as the prelude 
to the “Great Commission.”

At the outset the expectation was that because 
God is sovereign, he will be obeyed. But this was 
not to be. Early on God imposed a moral test on 
Adam and Eve (the “trees”—2:16, 17). In grant-
ing them freedom of choice, God was running a 
great risk. Would they freely choose to remain 
under God’s control or would they seek an exis-
tence separate from God? Sadly, they chose the 
latter and their fall (3:1–7) brought them under 
the dominance of “the tempter” and forged link-
age with his hostile spirit-power and open oppo-
sition to the rule of God (see also Fall of Human-
kind). More was involved. Although they 
continued to carry out the cultural mandate, 
their obedience was now shaped by selfish im-
pulses arising from their abdication of responsi-
bility for the world and their surrender to the 
one who had now gained control of the world 
(“the god of this world”—John 12:21 and 2 Cor. 
4:4; see also Satan). Subsequent chapters (Gen. 
4–11) record the effects of the Fall, ranging from 
fatricidal murder to worldwide violence; from 
God’s judgment of all antedeluvians to the trag-
edy that came to the one family that was deliv-
ered (Noah’s); and from human arrogance at-
tempting to establish a universal kingdom with 
its defiant tower to further judgment, the linguis-
tic confusion and scattering of the people 
(Babel).

Since the cultural mandate was no longer 
being carried out under God’s direction, God 
then began via Divine Election and covenant to 
unfold a redemptive purpose that would deal 
with the problem of human rebellion and alien-
ation from his fellowship. He called a man 
named Abram out of Ur within the complex of 
Babel, and began to train him to live by faith 
that through his seed (Israel), “all peoples on 

earth” would “be blessed” (Gen. 12:1–3; see also 
Abrahamic Covenant). His gracious desire was 
via Israel to bring fallen people “by repentance 
and faith” to break with Satan’s control (1 John 
5:19; Acts 26:18, etc.) as co-laborers with their 
Messiah, to regain control of the world and those 
within it who would respond to his love.

But Old Testament history records repeated 
failure on Israel’s part. Actually, over the years 
only a remnant within Israel believed and obeyed 
God. At the same time, however, their prophets 
predicted that God would ultimately realize the 
covenant goal he had set for a believing remnant 
in the nation: “to restore the tribes of Jacob” and 
to become “a light for the gentiles” so that his 
“salvation” might be taken “to the ends of the 
earth” (Isa. 49:5, 6). The key to this total resto-
ration will be “the Redeemer and Holy One of 
Israel”—strangely, the One “who was despised 
and abhorred by the nation” (49:7). Despite this, 
Israel went ever deeper into spiritual infidelity, 
open rebellion, and prolonged captivity, with 
only infrequent periods when through national 
repentance the blessing of God became partly ev-
ident in the life and worship of his people. The 
tragedy is that in the end the various contending 
parties within Judaism, though often at logger-
heads with one another, united to participate in 
the final tragedy of standing against the One 
who came as the self-confessed “Son of Man” of 
Daniel, the “Suffering Servant” of Isaiah, and the 
“Smitten Shepherd-King” of Zechariah.

Old Testament Axioms of Mission. Five major 
axioms in the Old Testament are inherent in the 
New Testament unfolding of the kingdom of God 
in relation to the church’s mission to the nations. 
They can be traced within this tragic history of 
Israel’s experience with God.

	 1.	 God is sovereign in his kingship. His 
rule over individuals and nations is 
always righteous and just. He is the 
moral Governor of the universe (Ps. 
22:27, 28; Dan. 4:34, 35; see also 
Sovereignty of God).

	 2.	 God seeks the personal commitment of 
his people. God’s Holiness demands 
righteousness on the part of all 
Israelites who would be in covenantal 
relationship with him (Isa. 55:6, 7).

	 3.	 God’s people are to constitute a “serving” 
community among the nations by exam-
ple and through personal outreach. They 
are to oppose “by word and deed” all 
that demeans people (Mic. 6:8).

	 4.	 God’s purpose through his people is 
relentlessly opposed by the inveteracy 
of human evil and the implacable hos-
tility of Satan and his hosts (Job 1, 2; 
2 Chron. 36:15, 16).

	 5.	 God’s purpose for Israel and the nations 
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always moves beyond present matters, 
and is invariably directed toward his 
future and ultimate triumph in history 
(Isa. 2:2–4; Zech. 14).

Specific Old Testament Contributions. Within 
the record of Israel’s long history the Old Testa-
ment touches on themes that are relevant to mis-
sion outreach today: the issue of slavery and polit-
ical liberation (Exodus and Ezra); the relation of 
God’s people to secular power and secular events 
(Genesis and the Prophets); the mystery of suffer-
ing and redemption (Genesis, Exodus, and the 
Servant Songs of Isaiah); the lifestyle of God’s 
people (Leviticus); the perils of religious plural-
ism (Hosea); the issue of racism and the disease 
of anti-Semitism (Esther); the basic problems en-
countered in serving God (Haggai and Zechariah); 
religious encounter and the non-negotiability of 
truth (Jeremiah); the pursuit of personal and na-
tional spiritual renewal (Nehemiah and Malachi); 
the role of the believing remnant within Israel 
(Amos and Isaiah); the possibility of becoming 
useless to God through ethnocentrism (Jonah); 
the function of wisdom literature as a bridge to 
the nations that know not God (Job, Proverbs, 
and Ecclesiastes); and the missiological implica-
tions of Israel as a diasporal people.

Although the Old Testament is replete with in-
sightful material related to issues inherent in 
mission, on the one crucial issue it is silent. In 
the Old Testament God has not revealed “the 
mystery hidden for ages and generations” 
whereby Gentiles through the gospel would be-
come fellow heirs with the people of God. Bibli-
cally informed Jewish people know that their fu-
ture Golden Age will not take place without a 
massive ingathering of the nations to the wor-
ship of the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 
But how this would come about remained a mys-
tery until Jesus Christ inaugurated the messianic 
age (Eph. 3:3–9).

The New Testament Contribution (see also 
New Testmaent Theology of Mission). The 
unity of the Bible is nowhere more clearly seen 
than in the way in which the Old Testament 
kingdom axioms mentioned above were ampli-
fied and increased in the New Testament. With 
the advent of Jesus Christ these axioms are di-
rectly related to world mission.

First, God’s sovereignty focuses on Christ’s 
lordship. “We preach Jesus Christ as Lord” 
(2 Cor. 4:5). This is the heart of the good news of 
the kingdom (Rom. 10:9, 10). Through the cross 
he conquered all his foes and obtained salvation 
for his people. His present rule over the re-
deemed adumbrates his coming rule when 
“every knee” bows to him and “every tongue” 
confesses his lordship (Phil. 2:6–11). The wor-
ship of other gods is utterly abhorrent to him.

Second, Christ’s lordship demands personal 
commitment. The New Testament stresses the ne-
cessity of faith, the new birth, the inner witness 
of the Holy Spirit, and its outward expression in 
love and kingdom service. Only “new creatures in 
Christ” shall enter the kingdom of God (John 
3:5). Those who possess his lordship but whose 
lives do not reflect his values and perspectives are 
challenged to examine themselves to determine 
whether they are truly his (2 Cor. 13:5).

Third, the community of the King is the Body 
of Christ. Kingdom people, whether Jews or 
Gentiles, are custodians of the kingdom and 
share oneness in the church. Their common life 
is expressed through corporate Worship, mutual 
sharing, united confession, and outgoing service. 
They live by Prayer and the Confession of sin. 
Although the Church as Christ’s body is of divine 
creation, its visible, structured presence is a 
flawed mixture of God’s grace, human fallenness, 
and demonic penetration. Its only glory is the 
presence of Christ in its midst, realized by faith.

Fourth, the church is called to mission. Only 
after Christ had completed his redemptive work 
did he issue the call to world mission: to pro-
claim and demonstrate “by word and deed” the 
“good news of the kingdom of God.” Its details 
strikingly endorse but significantly supplement 
the Old Testament injunction to “do justice, and 
to love kindness and to walk humbly with God” 
(Mic. 6:8). After he sent the Holy Spirit upon his 
disciples, they consciously began to sense that 
they possessed a universal faith for all nations 
and began to go beyond the bounds of Israel to 
Gentile peoples to proclaim this gospel. Mission’s 
central and irreplaceable task is persuading peo-
ple to become Christ’s disciples and gathering 
them into local congregations (see also Mission-
ary Task).

Fifth, obedience to mission involves Suffer-
ing. The New Testament is replete with the re-
cord of conflict and suffering precipitated by the 
advent and proclamation of gospel of the king-
dom. Jesus himself experienced the world’s rejec-
tion and the devil’s fury, and learned obedience 
through what he suffered (Heb. 5:8). In much the 
same way the church, claiming the victory of 
Christ over the powers (Col. 2:15), will experi-
ence the sifting of Satan (Luke 22:31) and fiery 
trials (1 Peter 1:6–8) that it too might be per-
fected, the better to perform its mission. This 
process will continue and even intensify as the 
age draws to an end.

Sixth, the future remains bright with hope. 
God’s redemptive purpose will be fulfilled (Acts 
1:8). What he initiated will be consummated. 
Through the missionary obedience of his disci-
ples God will call out a completed people from 
the nations. Then he will “judge the world in 
righteousness by a Man whom he has appointed, 
and of this he has given assurance to all by rais-
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ing him from the dead” (cf. Acts 17:30, 31 with 
Matt. 25:31, 32). The climax of Christ’s redemp-
tive purpose will take place at his second coming 
“when all things are subjected to God. Then the 
Son will also be subjected to God who put all 
things under him that God may be everything to 
everyone” (1 Cor. 15:28; see also Parousia).

Israel Confronts Her Messiah. In the Old Tes-
tament God frequently sent prophets to Israel to 
remind the people of their covenantal relation-
ship to him and the service he expected of them 
(Jer. 7:25). And yet, God’s sending of Jesus was 
unique. The fallen condition of humanity was so 
acute and the need for redemption so great that 
only the Incarnation of God the Son and the 
Atonement of the cross could avail to provide for 
the redemption of God’s people. Previous “send-
ings” set the stage for this final “sending” of the 
Messiah to Israel. This event marks the great 
hinge of salvation history: the end of “the old” 
and the beginning of “the new.”

When Jesus came to Israel he almost immedi-
ately began to question the traditional piety of 
the Pharisees. He also turned to the outcasts of 
society and set before them a quality of life dom-
inated by the love of God. In this connection 
Bosch states: “It is remarkable to note how these 
people to whom Jesus turned are referred to in 
the Gospels. They are called the poor, the blind, 
the lame, the lepers, the hungry, sinners, those 
who weep, the sick, the little ones, the widows, 
the captives, the persecuted, the downtrodden, 
the least, the last, those who are weary and heav-
ily burdened, the lost sheep” (1978). In other 
words he embodied the kingdom of God as a 
countercultural presence in society and offended 
the Pharisees who could only sneer and scorn-
fully comment: “This mob that knows nothing of 
the law—there is a curse on them” (John 7:49). 
They did not sense the significance of his re-
demptive purpose despite their study of the 
Scriptures (John 5:39). The Sadducees also op-
posed him because they knew neither the Scrip-
tures nor the power of God (Mark 12:24).

This redemptive purpose began with John the 
Baptist, the Messiah’s herald (“Elijah has come!”; 
Mal. 4:5; Matt. 17:12) and Jesus’ incarnation, 
baptism, and divine attestation by God as to his 
true identity (Matt. 1:23; 3:7). Then followed his 
confrontation and triumph over satanic tempta-
tion. With the execution of John, their joint min-
istry of renewal came to an end. From that point 
onward Jesus began to confront the Jewish peo-
ple as their Messiah (Luke 4:16–30), gathered a 
community of disciples around himself (9:23), 
and inaugurated the kingdom of God in its initial 
hiddenness. He explained: “The Law and the 
Prophets were proclaimed until John. Since that 
time, the good news of the Kingdom of God is 
being preached, and everyone is forcing his way 
into it” (16:16).

Jesus’ miracles should not be simply regarded 
as humanitarian acts of compassion. Actually, 
they were messianic “signs” which Isaiah had 
predicted (chs. 35, 61) would precede the deci-
sive act of God in redeeming his people. They 
pointed to the reality of the kingdom of God as 
“already” in the midst of Israel by virtue of who 
he was and what he did. On one occasion he 
said, “If I drive out demons by the finger of God, 
then the Kingdom of God has come to you” 
(Luke 11:20). At first the crowds were drawn by 
the expectations he kindled and by his messianic 
signs. When he fed the multitudes they wanted 
to make him their king (John 6:15). But when it 
became apparent that his kingdom demanded 
moral transformation, the crowds melted and 
opposition grew. 

After a brief ministry of three years devoted to 
preaching the kingdom by using parables loaded 
with mission insights, feeding the hungry, heal-
ing the sick, and liberating the demonized, Jesus 
was seized by the religious establishment, sub-
jected to an unjust trial, condemned to death for 
blasphemy, and then turned over to the Roman 
authorities to be crucified. He died as a Re-
deemer “taking away the sin of the world” (John 
1:29) and rose from the dead the third day as 
Victor over sin and death, as the Old Testament 
had predicted (Luke 24:44–49). In his post-resur-
rection ministry Christ stressed four realities: (1) 
his bodily resurrection (Acts 1:3); (2) himself as 
the key to understanding the Old Testament 
(Luke 24:25–27, 32); (3) his missionary mandate 
(lit. “when you go”—of course, you will go) 
“make disciples of all nations,” incorporating 
converts into local congregations via baptism; 
and training them in discipleship, as he had 
trained them (Matt. 28:18–20); and (4) his order 
to remain in Jerusalem for the outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit, without whose power their mission-
ary task would prove impossible to achieve 
(Luke 24:49 and Acts 1:8). He then ascended into 
heaven. This act was the final witness to his di-
vine Sonship (Acts 1:9–11).

Mission Begins: Proclaiming the Kingdom. 
The Holy Spirit on the Day of Pentecost trans-
formed mission from preoccupation with a par-
ticular people (the Jews, Matt. 10:5, 6; 15:24) to 
all peoples (Acts 2:17, 21, 39). But it took time 
for the early disciples to sense the full implica-
tions of Jesus’ messianic Jewish movement being 
transformed into a universal faith—the begin-
ning of a new era under the New Covenant. At 
first, believers in Jesus were largely regarded as a 
messianic sect within Judaism. Their evangelis-
tic method was deeply rooted in the Old Testa-
ment (13:14–43). But when Gentiles began to 
come to faith, the apostles did not feel that they 
should be transformed into Jews by circumci-
sion and Law observance, according to the older 
pattern of Jewish proselytism. This produced a 
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crisis that was partially resolved at a special 
council of “apostles and leaders” (ch. 15). This 
also influenced their evangelistic approach to 
non-Jewish people (17:16–34; 26:18). This pro-
voked a growing consciousness, particularly 
among Jewish believers, that a “parting of the 
way” was taking place within Jewry between rab-
binic Jews and those Jews who upon believing in 
Jesus were increasingly finding spiritual oneness 
with the growing number of Gentile believers.

This massive shift precipitated much theologi-
cal debate. Fortunately, God’s gift to the early 
church was his provision of a “task” theologian, 
through the conversion of the Apostle Paul (Acts 
9; 22; 26, esp. 9:15). From that time onward 
Paul’s missionary activities and the prob-
lem-solving letters they provoked greatly en-
larged the movement’s awareness of the com-
plexity of the task of worldwide mission (see also 
Paul and Mission). Notable is his letter to the 
vigorous, largely Gentile church in Rome that he 
sought to transform into a missionary base for 
operations in Spain, and throughout the western 
Mediterranean world. He began with an appall-
ing portrayal of the abounding sinfulness of all 
people, whether Jews or Gentiles (1:18–3:20). He 
followed this with a comprehensive presentation 
of the abounding grace of God to all sinners 
through “the righteousness of God, the Lord 
Jesus Christ” (3:21–5:21). Justification is by 
grace through faith. But Paul could not stop. He 
had to delineate the amazing grace of God to all 
who had believed. Victorious living for Chris-
tians is gloriously possible through the Cross and 
the Holy Spirit. These resources are such that al-
though sin is always possible, it is not necessary 
(6:1–8:39)! Then, Paul reviewed the tragic record 
of Israel’s national experience. The nation was 
never intended by God to be an end in itself. 
Rather, Israel was chosen for worldwide minis-
try, but through its failure had to be set aside—
neither totally nor permanently—for Israel shall 
yet enter its Golden Age through repentance and 
faith in her Messiah at his second coming (9:1–
11:36). The final sections of this letter focused on 
practical matters related to Paul’s concern that 
the church at Rome be transformed into a mis-
sionary-sending community eager to participate 
in mission outreach, particularly in the evangeli-
zation of Spain (12–16).

The Kingdom of God: A Sign of God’s Tomor-
row. The New Testament deals with many im-
portant mission matters such as insight into the 
validity of mobile mission teams as well as fixed 
church structures; the essentiality, diversity, and 
exercise of Gifts of the Spirit; the issue of the 
Powers in relation to spiritual conflict; the phe-
nomena of ethnic religion and spiritual conver-
sion; the eternal separation between the saved 
and the lost (see Hell); and the end of the age: 
the ultimate triumph of God.

But what should concern us particularly is to 
see the full significance of making the kingdom 
of God the dominant hub about which all mis-
sion activities are related. Ours is an age in 
which people all over the world are losing all 
sense of hope touching the future. But the reality 
of the kingdom means that God has a glorious 
future for Israel and all the nations. There is 
going to be God’s tomorrow. And every Christian 
is called to be a “sign” of God’s tomorrow in the 
world of today.

It follows then that the Christian community is 
to be countercultural, not captured by the status 
quo, by the privileged, the exploiters, the power-
ful. Its members march to the beat of a different 
drum, for they seek to embody all of the ele-
ments of the kingdom of God in their lives. Like 
Christ, their concern is the poor, the blind, the 
disadvantaged, the despised, the captives, the 
persecuted, the imprisoned, the downtrodden, 
the bearers of heavy burdens, indeed, all those 
unaware of God’s love. They proclaim Jesus 
Christ as Liberator, Savior, Friend, and the One 
who grants forgiveness, newness of life, unspeak-
able joy, and hope. Their God is the One who 
makes “all things new.” Their yearning for his 
“new heavens and new earth” constrains them to 
love and serve others on Christ’s behalf. Their 
concept of the gospel is not confined to procla-
mation, for it involves both word and deed. Their 
struggle is to make sure that the good news of 
Jesus is not denied to any human. This is what 
mission is all about!

Arthur F. Glasser
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Church. One way to define the church has been 
to do a word study of ekkle msia, the word used at 
least seventy-three times in the New Testament 
to refer to the church. “The word is derived from 
ek and kaleom  and (speaks of) the assembly of free 
citizens in the Greek city-states who through a 
herald were ‘called out’ of their homes to the 
marketplace. In ordinary usage the word de-
noted ‘the people as assembled,’ ‘the public meet-
ing’” (Berkhof, 1986, 343). The term ekkle msia in-
dicated the self-consciousness of the early 
Christians, who saw themselves as the continua-
tion of what God had begun in the wilderness 
with the nation of Israel, called together by the 
proclamation of the gospel for the purpose of be-
longing to God through Christ by the power of 
the Holy Spirit (see, for example, Acts 19:39). Yet 
a word study of ekkle msia tells us little about the 
reason for which the group is called, the pur-
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poses and goals of the group, or the parameters 
that determine who is part of the group.

A second way to describe the church is by 
crafting a propositional definition. How we 
would love to have the confidence of Martin Lu-
ther who said, “Thank God a seven-year-old child 
knows what the church is, namely holy believers 
and sheep who hear the voice of their shepherd 
(John 10:3). So children pray, ‘I believe in one 
holy Christian Church.’ Its holiness . . . consists 
of the Word of God and true faith” (Luther’s 
Works, vol. xi). Hendrik Kraemer came close to 
Luther’s simple definition: “Where there is a 
group of baptized Christians, there is the 
Church” (The Missionary Obligation of the 
Church, 40). However, a purely propositional 
definition is not enough to show us the church’s 
structure, purpose, destiny, or mission. In fact, 
the New Testament gives us no formal definition 
of the church.

A third way to define the church was used by 
Jesus and the New Testament writers: metaphors 
of the church. Paul Minear demonstrated that 
there are at least ninety-six different images of 
the church in the New Testament. We are famil-
iar with many of these, like body, temple, build-
ing, household, family, saints, New Israel, new 
creation, and branches of the vine. These rich 
images express what the church is and serve also 
to show what the church should become. They 
call the members of the church to see themselves 
in a new light, challenging them to become more 
like the pictures offered.

These images are metaphors of the church in 
mission. Almost all the images of the church in 
the New Testament are not still photographs but 
rather moving pictures, dynamic videos of the 
church living out its witness in the world. For ex-
ample, the church is the salt of the earth. It is the 
light of the world. As the Body of Christ, it is the 
physical presence of Jesus in the world. As a 
royal priesthood (1 Peter 2) the church is a priest 
for the Gentiles, who see the good works of the 
church and glorify God.

The church soon found that it needed a way to 
bring all the pictures together in a simple de-
scription. Shortly after the apostolic era, the 
church followed a fourth way to define itself by 
using three words that appeared in the Apostles’ 
Creed, with a fourth added soon thereafter and 
institutionalized at Chalcedon. All the subse-
quent ecumenical creeds adopted these four 
marks or notes (from the Latin notae) about the 
church. “I believe . . . the holy catholic church, 
the communion of saints,” is accepted by all 
major Christian traditions, on all continents, in 
all the languages of the church.

The four creedal marks of the church have 
tended to be understood as static adjectives mod-
ifying the church. As such, they have fostered in-
stitutionalization, maintenance, and decline in 

the church. Hans Küng and G. C. Berkouwer em-
phasized that the four marks are not only gifts but 
also tasks facing the church. Moltmann saw the 
four as descriptive of the church’s solidarity with 
the poor. C. Van Engen and D. Guder have sug-
gested we think of the four marks as adverbs 
modifying the missionary action of the church. As 
such, they call the church to be the unifying, sanc-
tifying, reconciling, and proclaiming presence of 
Jesus Christ in the world, challenging local con-
gregations to a transformed, purpose-driven life 
of mission in the world, locally and globally.

A fifth method of defining the church involves 
affirming a series of seemingly contradictory 
characteristics. When we try to describe the 
church we are immediately caught in a tension 
between the sociological and theological views of 
the church. The church is both divine and 
human, created by the Holy Spirit yet brought 
about by gathering human beings. The tension 
can be illustrated by mentioning five comple-
mentary couplets. The church is not either one 
or the other of these—it is both, simultaneously.

1. The church is both form and essence.  What 
we believe to be the “essence” of the church is 
not seen in its forms. We believe the church to be 
one, yet it is divided; to be holy, yet it is the com-
munion of sinners. We believe the essence of dis-
cipleship is love, yet we experience actions in the 
church that are far from loving.

2. The church is both phenomenon and creed. 
The church is to be believed. But what is be-
lieved is not seen. That which is perceived as a 
phenomenon of the visible world does not pres-
ent itself as the object of our faith. The church is 
too often not believable. We could also use the 
words “Real-Ideal” or “Relevance-Transcen-
dence” to represent this seeming contradiction. 
We cannot be members of an “ideal” church 
apart from the “real” one. The real must always 
be challenged and called by the ideal; the ideal 
must be understood and lived out in the real 
world.

3. The church is both institution and commu-
nity; organization and organism. During the Mid-
dle Ages, the exclusively institutional view of the 
church took on its most extreme form. In reac-
tion, the sixteenth-century Reformers empha-
sized the church as fellowship and communion. 
Many people feel today that we need to seek to 
keep both elements in equal perspective, espe-
cially when it comes to missionary cooperation 
between churches and mission agencies. The 
church is both institution and community. The 
community invariably, and necessarily, takes on 
institutional form; the institution only exists as 
the concrete expression of the communion of 
persons.

4. The church is both visible and invisible. The 
visible-invisible distinction has been used as a 
way to get around some of the difficulties in-
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volved in the first three paradoxes presented 
above. The visible-invisible distinction, though 
not explicitly found in the New Testament, was 
proposed in the early centuries of the church’s 
life. The visible-invisible distinction is with us 
because of the reality of the church as a mixture 
of holiness and sinfulness. (For example, see the 
parable of the tares in Matt. 13:24–30, 36–43.) 
The distinction is important, but perhaps it must 
be remembered that there is one church, not 
two. “The one church, in its essential nature and 
in its external forms alike, is always at once visi-
ble and invisible” (Berkhof, 1986, 399).

5. The church is both imperfect and perfect. 
Luther spoke of the church as “simul justus, 
simul peccator,” seeing it as simultaneously just 
and sinful, holy and unrighteous, universal and 
particular. But the church is not, therefore, justi-
fied to remain sinful, divided, and particular. 
“Faith in the holiness of the church,” Moltmann 
said, “can no more be a justification of its unholy 
condition than the justification of sinners means 
a justification of sin” (Moltmann, 1977, 22–23). 
The local congregation derives its essential na-
ture only as it authentically exhibits the nature 
and characteristics of the universal church. And, 
the universal church is experienced by women 
and men, witnesses to the world who give ob-
servable shape to the church only as it is mani-
fested in local churches.

Hendrikus Berkhof called for a special visibil-
ity to see and recognize the church. The church, 
he said, has a threefold character, being related 
(1) to God as the new covenant community of 
the Holy Spirit, (2) to the believers as the com-
munion of saints, and (3) simultaneously as the 
apostolic church sent to the world (Berkhof, 
1986, 344–45). The missionary movement has 
been the arena where this threefold character 
has been given concrete shape as the church has 
spread over the globe, comprising now around 
one-third of all humanity.

A sixth way to define the church involves the 
actual shape which the church has taken 
throughout its missionary expansion around the 
world. During the last five hundred years there 
have been four major paradigms of the church in 
mission: colonial expansion, three-self churches, 
indigenous national churches, and partner 
churches in mission.

1. From the early 1500s to the middle of the 
1800s the principal paradigm of the church in 
mission involved the churches of Western Europe 
and North America “planting” the church in Af-
rica, Asia, and Latin America. With notable ex-
ceptions, this era could be described as a colonial 
competition in church cloning by Western forms 
of Christendom. Gisbert Voetius (1589–1676) de-
scribed this perspective well when he spoke of 
the goal of mission being (1) the conversion of 
people, (2) the planting of the church, and (3) the 

glory of God. But Voetius was a child of his time. 
That which was planted was mostly carbon cop-
ies of the Western forms of ecclesiastical struc-
tures, Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Protestant.

2. A second paradigm emerged around the 
middle of the 1800s when Henry Venn and 
Rufus Anderson proposed the Three-Self For-
mula as a way for the church in Africa, Asia, and 
Latin America to become autonomous and inde-
pendent. Dominating mission theory and prac-
tice for the next hundred years, the formula 
stated that churches were maturing when they 
became self-supporting economically, self-gov-
erning structurally, and self-propagating locally. 
With heavy stress on institution and organiza-
tion, the formula unfortunately tended to pro-
duce self-centered, self-preoccupied national 
churches that often turned in upon themselves 
and demonstrated little commitment or vision 
for world evangelization.

3. This tendency toward introversion of three-
self churches fueled the search for what became 
a third major paradigm of the church’s self-
understanding: indigenous national churches in 
mission. Beginning with Roland Allen’s call for 
the spontaneous expansion of the church, 
churches all around the globe began to see them-
selves as equal partners whose essential purpose 
was mission. In the 1920s the term “daughter 
churches” was used to refer to the churches in 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America. By 1938 at the 
International Missionary Council (IMC) meet-
ing in Tambaram, Madras, India, the “older” 
churches and “younger” ones stressed a mis-
sion-oriented view of the church. The record of 
this conference, The World Mission of the Church, 
shows the delegates wrestling with the intimate 
relationship of church and mission (see also Tam-
baram Conference [1938]). That same year Hen-
drik Kraemer called for churches to move from 
missionfield to independent church. John Ne-
vius, Mel Hodges, Donald McGavran, and oth-
ers began calling for Indigenous Churches, com-
munions, organisms, and fellowships that would 
be culturally appropriate to their contexts.

Along with indigeneity, the missionary nature 
of the church was increasingly being empha-
sized. Those attending the 1952 IMC meeting in 
Willingen, Germany, affirmed that “there is no 
participation in Christ without participation in 
his mission to the world” (The Missionary Obliga-
tion of the Church, 3 [see also Willingen Confer-
ence (1952)]). The most complete development 
of this view was Johannes Blauw’s The Mission-
ary Nature of the Church, published in 1962, one 
year before the newly formed Commission on 
World Mission and Evangelism of the World 
Council of Churches met in Mexico City, em-
phasizing “mission on six continents” (see also 
Mexico City Conference [1963]). The 1960s was 
a time of the birth of nations, particularly in Af-
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rica, terminating colonial domination by Eu-
rope. These movements began to recognize that 
the “national churches,” the churches in each 
nation, had a responsibility to evangelize their 
own nations. The church was missionary in its 
nature and local in its outreach.

4. In the subsequent forty years, the world has 
changed as has the world church. The fourth 
paradigm reflects the fact that today over two-
thirds of all Christians live south of the equator. 
Christianity can no longer be considered a West-
ern religion. Western Europe and North America 
are increasingly seen as mission fields. Nominal-
ism and secularization contributed to these for-
merly mission-sending areas becoming mostly 
post-Christian. Meanwhile, mission-sending 
from the south has been increasing to such an 
extent that today more cross-cultural missionar-
ies are being sent and supported by the churches 
in Africa, Asia, and Latin America than from Eu-
rope and North America. Thus since the 1970s 
the missionary nature of the church has meant 
that churches and mission agencies are called to 
partner together in a reciprocal flow of world 
evangelization that crisscrosses the globe. Thus 
the church’s nature and forms of existence have 
been radically reshaped by mission.

Although we know that the ideas are distinct, 
it is impossible to understand church without 
mission. Mission activity is supported by the 
church, carried out by members of the church, 
and the fruits of mission are received by the 
church. On the other hand, the church lives out 
its calling in the world through mission, finds its 
essential purpose in its participation in God’s 
mission, and engages in a multitude of activities 
whose purpose is mission. “Just as we must in-
sist that a church which has ceased to be a mis-
sion has lost the essential character of a church, 
so we must also say that a mission which is not 
at the same time truly a church is not a true ex-
pression of the divine apostolate. An unchurchly 
mission is as much a monstrosity as an unmis-
sionary church” (Newbigin, 1954, 169).

Charles Van Engen
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Church Discipline. The practice of church disci-
pline is mandated in the New Testament teach-

ing of Christ and modeled in Acts and the Epis-
tles. Inherent in the implications of the 
commission to “make disciples of all nations,” 
church discipline is the responsibility and minis-
try of the local church body to its members. 
Whether the gentle admonition of an erring 
Christian brother (Gal. 6:1) or the dramatic ac-
tion of excommunication of a persistently unre-
pentant member from the fellowship of a local 
church, the need for the church to monitor and 
care for its own is clearly taught. While formal 
disciplinary procedures become the responsibil-
ity of the church gathered, church discipline be-
gins with a direct and personal appeal of a Chris-
tian brother by another who has been sinned 
against. Christ’s teaching recorded in Matthew 
18:15–17 outlines the procedures to be followed 
in the process of confronting a fellow believer. It 
should be noted that this passage allows the use 
of a mediator for the private confrontation in 
cultures where mediators are a necessity in con-
flict resolution. If a personal and private appeal 
goes unheeded, it is to be followed by the direct 
confrontation by the personal testimony of one 
or two other witnesses. In the case of continued 
refusal to acknowledge wrongdoing, a public ex-
posure before the gathered church is to culmi-
nate in exclusion from the worship and fellow-
ship of the body.

Biblical examples of discipline are found in 
churches planted by Paul and in the exercise of 
his apostolic authority. The specific offenses 
mentioned include blatant moral sin (1 Cor. 5:1–
13), idleness and disregard of apostolic instruc-
tion (2  Thess. 3:6), and doctrinal deviation 
(1 Tim. 1:19; 2 Tim. 2:17–18). The purpose and 
goal is always the full restoration of the sinning 
member and the purity of the church (1 Cor. 5:6–
8; 2 Cor. 2:6–8).

Church discipline is a doctrine difficult to 
teach and practice, especially in cross-cultural or 
multi-cultural mission contexts. Theological, cul-
tural, and practical issues and problems must be 
considered when seeking to teach and imple-
ment the biblical principles and practice of disci-
pline.

The problems of nominalism, Syncretism, and 
Christo-Paganism which have plagued the Chris-
tian church wherever it has been planted, are di-
rectly addressed by the practice of church disci-
pline. New converts who have been properly 
taught and held accountable by other mature 
and consistent Christians and church leaders are 
generally more likely to make a break from past 
non-Christian practices. But the practical matter 
of who should be considered a “member” of a 
local flock and thus subject to the privileges and 
responsibilities of church fellowship, including 
submission to church discipline, has proven to 
be problematic in many instances. An observed 
trend in contexts where different denominational 
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churches have been planted is for converts under 
discipline in one church to escape to another 
rival fellowship which may have a very different 
view of church discipline.

Teaching church discipline in a cultural con-
text in which well defined Taboos exist can prove 
to be both a help and a hindrance in teaching 
biblical church discipline. While the idea of 
being responsible to the community for one’s ac-
tions is understood, problems may arise in un-
derstanding the biblical concepts of Sin and the 
related purposes of church discipline.

The punishment and payment demanded for 
breaking a taboo must be distinguished from the 
restorative purpose of church discipline based 
on the biblical doctrines of sin, atonement, justi-
fication, and sanctification. Any prevailing no-
tion of payment of a penalty to restore harmony 
or work of penance for an offense must be coun-
tered in teaching the biblical purpose and prac-
tice of church discipline.

In cultures where face saving is a high value, 
confrontation about sin becomes a serious 
breach of cultural values and is often avoided at 
all costs, especially in the case of another tribes-
man or a leader. In such cases cultural values 
dictate that Guilt before God is not as important 
as the potential of Shame before people, even for 
leaders of the church who may have misused 
their authority and committed sins demanding 
the imposition of church discipline. In many of 
these cultures, a hierarchical leadership style is 
customary and the leader, including the pastor 
or church authority is to be highly honored and 
implicitly obeyed. Cases of the misuse of church 
discipline for the purpose of manipulation, con-
trol, imposing authority, and forcing submission 
on the flock are not uncommon in such situa-
tions. Abuses of ecclesiastical power, especially 
in the use of church discipline, are not new, as a 
study of church history reveals. The truth of the 
corporate nature of official church discipline 
usually is lost in such cases.

For many churches in Africa, the problems of 
adultery and polygamy are prevalent and yet are 
extremely difficult to adjudicate in reference to 
church discipline. Cultural marriage customs 
(e.g., levirate marriage, see Marriage; Marriage 
Practices) may create situations which demand 
wisdom and skill to determine a resolution 
which will maintain the integrity and purpose of 
the practice of church discipline (as do divorce 
cases in other settings). The practice of some 
churches is to exclude from the rite of commu-
nion disciplined members discovered to have 
sinned and then restore them after one month of 
probationary observation and abstinence from 
the forbidden activity. The propensity of this pro-
cedure to lead to legalism has prompted one vet-
eran missionary in Africa to call the practice of 
church discipline “the first really significant her-

esy which the African churches are in a position 
to produce” (Trobisch).

Some of the problems experienced in the im-
plementation of church discipline in mission 
contexts may be a result of the culturally condi-
tioned practices of sending churches, missionar-
ies, and sending agencies. A failure by sending 
churches to model church discipline at home or 
with erring missionaries has caused confusion 
for the younger churches. Reluctance of some 
early church planting missionaries to entrust the 
function of church discipline to national leaders 
of the churches they planted has been misunder-
stood and resented. Yet experience in places like 
New Guinea has shown that biblically trained 
and spiritually mature leaders of the indigenous 
church are often more discerning than the expa-
triate missionaries of the cultural, theological, 
and practical issues in cases needing discipline 
and wisdom in the application of the biblical in-
junctions. Teaching biblical truths concerning 
church discipline is the function of the church, 
not an individual. Understanding that church 
discipline is a means of preserving and protect-
ing the purity of the body can help ensure appro-
priate application of this crucial doctrine, in 
every cultural context in which the Christian 
church is planted.

Richard D. Calenberg
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Contextualization. The term “contextualiza-
tion” first appeared in 1972 in a publication of 
the Theological Education Fund entitled Minis-
try in Context. This document laid out the princi-
ples which would govern the distribution of 
funds for the Third Mandate of the TEF. The 
scholarships were awarded for the graduate edu-
cation of scholars in the international church. 
Contextualization was described as “the capacity 
to respond meaningfully to the gospel within the 
framework of one’s own situation.” A precedent 
for the new term, “contextual theology,” resulted 
from a consultation held in Bossey, Switzerland, 
in August 1971. The Ecumenical Institute of the 
World Council of Churches had sponsored that 
earlier discussion under the theme “Dogmatic or 
Contextual Theology.”

The lament behind the Third Mandate of the 
TEF was that “both the approach and content of 
theological reflection tend to move within the 
framework of Western questions and cultural 
presuppositions, failing to vigorously address the 
gospel of Jesus Christ to the particular situa-
tion.” Further, it was declared that “Contextual-
ization is not simply a fad or catch-word but a 
theological necessity demanded by the incarna-
tional nature of the Word.”
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While the document had a limited purpose, 
the implications coming from it resulted in a 
movement which has had an impact on the the-
ory and practice of mission. The contextualiza-
tion concept was a timely innovation. New na-
tions were struggling for their own life. The 
mission enterprise needed new symbols to mark 
a needed separation from the colonialistic, West-
ern-dominated past (see Colonialism).

There is no single or broadly accepted defini-
tion of contextualization. The goal of contextual-
ization perhaps best defines what it is. That goal 
is to enable, insofar as it is humanly possible, an 
understanding of what it means that Jesus 
Christ, the Word, is authentically experienced in 
each and every human situation. Contextualiza-
tion means that the Word must dwell among all 
families of humankind today as truly as Jesus 
lived among his own kin. The gospel is Good 
News when it provides answers for a particular 
people living in a particular place at a particular 
time. This means the Worldview of that people 
provides a framework for communication, the 
questions and needs of that people are a guide to 
the emphasis of the message, and the cultural 
gifts of that people become the medium of ex-
pression.

Contextualization in mission is the effort made 
by a particular church to experience the gospel 
for its own life in light of the Word of God. In the 
process of contextualization the church, through 
the Holy Spirit, continually challenges, incorpo-
rates, and transforms elements of the culture in 
order to bring them under the lordship of Christ. 
As believers in a particular place reflect upon the 
Word through their own thoughts, employing 
their own cultural gifts, they are better able to 
understand the gospel as incarnation.

The term “contextualization” is most com-
monly associated with theology, yet given the 
above definition, it is proper to speak of contex-
tualization in a variety of ways encompassing all 
the dimensions of religious life. For example, 
church architecture, worship, preaching, sys-
tems of church governance, symbols, and rituals 
are all areas where the contextualization princi-
ple applies. Context, on which the term is based, 
is not narrowly understood as the artifacts and 
customs of culture only, but embraces the differ-
ences of human realities and experience. These 
differences are related to cultural histories, soci-
etal situations, economics, politics, and ideolo-
gies. In this sense contextualization applies as 
much to the church “at home,” with all its varia-
tions, as it does to the church “overseas.”

In mission practice the more visible aspects of 
contextualization were closely related to older 
terms such as Accommodation, Adaption, Incul-
turation, and Indigenization. Issues such as 
forms of communication, language, music, styles 
of dress, and so on had long been associated 

with the so-called three-self missionary philoso-
phy which was built around the principle of in-
digenization. Indigeneity often was understood 
as “nativization,” in that the visible cultural 
forms of a given people would be used in ex-
pressing Christianity. In going beyond these 
more superficial expressions, the new term “con-
textualization” tended to raise the fear of Syn-
cretism. This would mean the “old religion” 
would become mixed in with the new biblical 
faith and that culture would have more authority 
than revelation. Some felt, therefore, that the 
older concept of indigenization should not be 
changed but, rather, broadened to cover more 
adequately the field of theology.

In addition to giving greater attention to the 
deeper levels of culture, the new term “contextu-
alization” became distinguished from indigeni-
zation in other ways. Indigenization always im-
plied a comparison with the West, whereas 
contextualization focuses on the resources avail-
able from within the context itself. Indigeniza-
tion was static while contextualization is dy-
namic, as a still photograph might be compared 
to a motion picture. The older indigenization 
was more isolated while contextualization, 
though locally constructed, interacts with global 
realities.

The fact that the early documents about con-
textualization were formulated in offices related 
to the World Council of Churches also made the 
concept difficult to accept in the nonconciliar 
circles. The heavy emphasis on justice and social 
development left little, it seemed, for evangelism 
and conversion. Scholars in Latin America were 
among the earliest to write about what they saw 
as an appropriate theology for their context. The 
direction this new theology took alarmed many 
evangelicals.

Liberation Theology became almost as a 
household word in the 1970s and 1980s. Evan-
gelicals felt it demonstrated an inadequate use of 
the Bible and relied too heavily on a Marxist ori-
entation. This was difficult for North American 
conservatives to accept. Even before his book, 
Ministry in Context, Gustavo Gutiérrez had al-
ready written his Theology of Liberation (1971). 
Soon afterward J. Miguez Bonino followed with 
Doing Theology in a Revolutionary Situation 
(1978). These major innovations opened up fur-
ther thinking on contextualization. They fol-
lowed closely the volatile 1960s in the United 
States. Ideas about contextualization in the 
United States first became associated with the 
controversial issues raised by the Vietnam War 
and American racism. “Black Power,” as advo-
cated by James Cone (1969), had become a pop-
ular application of what contextualization is.

Because of this ferment Hermeneutics quickly 
became the central point of contention among 
evangelicals. The question was asked whether 
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truth is derived primarily from human experi-
ence or from Revelation. At first there was little 
consensus among evangelicals about the role of 
Culture and social issues, especially in theology. 
The contextualization debate made serious new 
thinking possible, especially with regard to cul-
ture and the way in which it connects to the bib-
lical record.

Throughout the 1970s the writing and discus-
sion on contextualization began to clarify direc-
tions that evangelicals should take. A Laus-
anne-sponsored gathering at Willowbank 
(Bermuda) in 1978 adopted the theme “Gospel 
and Culture.” The conference took seriously the 
role of the cultural context of the believer as 
well as the biblical text in defining evangeliza-
tion and church development. The late 1970s 
also saw the rise (and demise) of the quarterly, 
The Gospel in Context. The journal’s brief life 
demonstrated how creative and stimulating 
worldwide contextualization could be.

The decade of the 1970s also brought remark-
able progress in finding ways to carry out con-
textualization. Each of the ways, or “models,” as 
they are called, carries certain epistemological 
assumptions, as well as philosophical ideas 
about truth. While the models each have their 
differences, they also have several features that 
they share in common. Some are more centered 
on human experience while others show a 
greater dependence on widely accepted teach-
ings of the church and the Bible. Thus, the as-
sumptions undergirding some of these models 
make them less acceptable to evangelicals. Varia-
tions exist within a given model and certain fea-
tures of more than one model may be combined. 
A brief review of the models will show how di-
verse the approaches to contextualization are.

Adaptation model: One of the earliest ap-
proaches was to make historical-theological con-
cepts fit into each cultural situation. Traditional 
Western ideas are the norm. These are brought 
to the local culture. What is irrelevant may be set 
aside and what must be modified can be 
changed. The faulty assumption here is that 
there is one philosophical framework within 
which all cultures can communicate, assuming 
that other forms of knowledge are not legitimate.

Anthropological model: The beginning point 
is to study the people concerned. The key to 
communication and pathways to the human 
heart and spirit lies in the culture. The assump-
tion is that people know best their own culture; 
worldview themes, symbols, myths are reposito-
ries of truth for all people. While this is true, un-
less discernment about a culture is brought to 
the Word for affirmation or judgment the con-
textualization exercise can become distorted and 
misleading.

Critical model: The critical aspect of this ap-
proach centers on how features of traditional 

culture—rituals, songs, stories, customs, music—
are brought under the scrutiny of biblical teach-
ing. Here the culture and the Scriptures are eval-
uated concurrently in the search for new ways to 
express belief and practice. One must ask who 
will carry out the process, and how accurate are 
the meanings derived from both customs and the 
Scripture.

Semiotic model: Semiotics is the science of 
“reading a culture” through “signs” (see Symbol, 
Symbolism). This comprehensive view of culture 
interprets symbols, myths, and the like that re-
veal the past as well as studying “signs” that indi-
cate how the culture is changing. These realities 
are compared with church tradition in a process 
of “opening up” both the local culture and Chris-
tian practice. To master the complicated method 
would tend to separate an indigenous researcher 
from the people and the context.

Synthetic model: Synthesis involves bringing 
together four components: the gospel, Christian 
tradition, culture, and social change. These ele-
ments are discussed together using insights of-
fered by the local people. Also there must be a 
recognition of sharing insights with “outsiders.” 
Each contributes to the other, while each main-
tains its own distinctives. The openness and le-
gitimacy given to all views would tend toward 
ambiguity and a kind of universalism.

Transcendental model: This model does not 
concentrate on the impersonal aspect of theol-
ogy, that is, to prove something “out there,” but 
is primarily concerned with what any truth 
means to the subject and to members of the sub-
ject’s community. Likewise revelation is under-
stood as the active perception or encounter with 
God’s truth. Much criticism can be raised. How 
can one be an authentic believer without objec-
tive context and why is such Western sophistica-
tion necessary?

Translation model: Based on translation sci-
ence, the nearest possible meanings of the origi-
nal text are sought out in the receiving culture. 
Exact forms may not be possible, but expres-
sions and forms that are equivalent are intro-
duced. Attempts were made to identify the “ker-
nel” or core of the gospel which then would 
apply to all cultures. The problem of subjectivity 
in selecting forms is a risk, as is separating the 
Word from what is culturally negotiable.

In contextualization, evangelicals have a valu-
able tool with which to work out the meanings of 
Scripture in the varieties of mission contexts and 
in conversations with the churches of the Two-
Thirds World. A built-in risk of contextualization 
is that the human situation and the culture of 
peoples so dominate the inquiry that God’s reve-
lation through the Bible will be diminished. To 
be aware of this danger is a necessary step in 
avoiding it. Contextualization cannot take place 
unless Scripture is read and obeyed by believers. 
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This means that believers will study the Scrip-
tures carefully and respond to their cultural con-
cerns in light of what is in the biblical text. Cul-
ture is subject to the God of culture. Culture is 
important to God and for all its good and bad 
factors, culture is the framework within which 
God works out God’s purposes. Some indications 
of the gospel’s presence in the soil may be evi-
dent, but Scripture is something that is outside 
and must be brought into the cultural setting to 
more fully understand what God is doing in cul-
ture, and to find parallels between the culture 
and the Bible.

The strength of contextualization is that if 
properly carried out, it brings ordinary Christian 
believers into what is often called the theological 
process. Contextualization is not primarily the 
work of professionals, though they are needed. It 
is making the gospel real to the untrained lay 
person and the rank-and-file believer. They are 
the people who know what biblical faith must do 
if it is to meet everyday problems. The term “in-
carnational theology” is another way of speaking 
about contextualization (see Incarnational Mis-
sion). This means that Christian truth is to be 
understood by Christians in the pews and on the 
streets. The objective of contextualization is to 
bring data from the whole of life to real people 
and to search the Scriptures for a meaningful ap-
plication of the Word which “dwelt among us” 
(John 1:14). The missiological significance for 
contextualization is that all nations must under-
stand the Word as clearly and as accurately as 
did Jesus’ own people in his day.

Dean Gilliland
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Dreams and Visions. Dreams and visions are 
common universal phenomena, neither restricted 
to particular peoples nor historical eras. Techni-
cally, dreams are related to the state of sleep, 
while visions occur in trance-like states when 
people are awake. However, because of their 
often ecstatic nature and revelatory character, 
dreams and visions function in much the same 
manner. They are both important mediums of di-
vine revelation in Scripture. In fact, they are ex-
plicitly mentioned or alluded to almost two hun-
dred times in the Bible. Thus, dreams and visions 
play an important role in the drama of redemp-
tion.

Dreams and visions were prevalent throughout 
antiquity. For example, the royal courts of both 
Mesopotamia and Egypt had wise men who were 
professional interpreters of dreams. In the Greek 

world, sophisticated systems of interpretation 
were developed as well. Overall, there was an ex-
cessive preoccupation with dreams and visions 
in the Ancient Near East and the Greco-Roman 
world.

This is the not the case in Scripture, however. 
The elements that dominated the dream world of 
antiquity—the riotous superstition, perversion, 
curiosity, and obsession with one’s fate—are 
lacking in the Bible. When viewed in this light, 
the biblical description of dreams and visions, 
while pervasive, is restrained and sober.

The Bible emphasizes that dreams and visions 
are typical mediums of divine revelation: “When 
a prophet of the Lord is among you, I reveal my-
self to him in visions, I speak to him in dreams” 
(Num. 12:6; cf. 1 Sam. 3:1; 28:6, 15; Hos. 12:10). 
The prophets usually received their messages 
through dreams or visions (Isa. 1:1; Ezek. 1:1; 
Daniel).

In the New Testament, dreams and visions are 
described as characteristic of the age of the 
Spirit. The apostle Peter, quoting the fulfillment 
of Joel’s prophecy of the outpouring of the Spirit, 
notes that the church is to be a prophetic com-
munity, a community where “young men will see 
visions .  .  . old men will dream dreams” (Acts 
2:17).

This emphasis on dreams and visions is out-
lined in Acts. Luke gives numerous illustrations 
of visions in the early church. Ananias receives a 
vision regarding Paul (9:10). Paul is converted 
through a vision (26:19). Through visions, God 
prepares the Gentile Cornelius to receive the gos-
pel and prepares the Jew, Peter, to preach the 
gospel (chaps. 10–11). The famous Macedonian 
call comes through a vision (16:9). And at 
Corinth, Paul is encouraged by God to keep 
preaching the gospel through a vision (18:9–10).

What do these data suggest? What are the mis-
siological implications of the Bible’s teaching on 
dreams and visions? While not a normal part of 
the Western evangelical experience, dreams and 
visions are biblical and play an important part of 
life for people in the Two-Thirds World. Only 
someone with an extreme anti-supernatural bias 
would deny their relevance to missions.

Second, dreams and visions are mediums of 
revelation. God speaks through dreams and vi-
sions to convert sinners (Paul and Cornelius) as 
well as to encourage and guide his people (Ana-
nias, Peter, Paul). He does the same today. Even 
the most conservative branches of Christianity 
are reporting the use of dreams and visions in 
the conversion of the unreached. Just as God 
used a vision to convert Paul, in like manner he 
is revealing himself to Muslims, Hindus, and 
Buddhists. Just as God prepared Cornelius to 
hear the gospel through dreams, so too is God 
preparing a multitude of unreached peoples to 
respond to his Good News.
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As a missionary God, God’s method of commu-
nication is incarnational. He enters into our 
world to communicate his message. His revela-
tion is contextual (see Contextualization) and 
thus he meets people where they are. Because 
many of the unreached are beyond the reach of 
the gospel and because much of the world is illit-
erate, dreams and visions are particularly rele-
vant. Moreover, similar to the case of Cornelius, 
dreams or visions about Jesus often prepare the 
way for the message of the evangelist.

God is sovereign and never limited to human 
agency. He uses and will continue to use dreams 
and visions to fulfill his Great Commission. Nev-
ertheless, his use of dreams and visions in mis-
sion in no way minimizes the role of missionar-
ies. Visions and missionaries were involved in 
the conversion of both Paul and Cornelius (Ana-
nias and Peter). Whether God communicates su-
pernaturally through dreams and visions or not, 
missionaries are always needed.

To affirm the reality and even need of dreams 
and visions to help fulfill the Great Commission 
in no way deprecates the priority and centrality 
of the Word of God. The Bible is the exclusive 
medium of special revelation, whereas dreams 
and visions are at best only supplementary and 
secondary.

Moreover, dreams or visions are not always di-
vinely inspired. They can also be psychologically 
or satanically inspired. Because of this, new con-
verts must be taught discernment. They must 
learn to examine their dreams and visions in 
light of Scripture. They also need to submit their 
dreams and visions to the leaders of their 
churches who will help them determine if God is 
speaking.

The Bible is God’s full and final revelation in 
written form, our highest objective authority. We 
must examine all things by the Word of God. 
Moreover, Jesus primarily speaks to us through 
the Bible. However, he is not bound to the Bible 
alone. He also speaks to and guides his church 
through dreams and visions. To deny this supple-
mentary and secondary form of revelation 
(dreams and visions), is to deny teaching of our 
primary medium of revelation, the Bible!

Richard D. Love
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Evangelism. Evangelism announces that salva-
tion has come. The verb “evangelize” literally 
means to bear good news. In the noun form, it 
translates “gospel” or “evangel.” The angels’ 
proclamation of Christ’s birth is typical of the 
more than 130 times the term in its various 

forms occurs in the New Testament: “Behold, I 
bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall 
be to all people. For there is born to you this day 
in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the 
Lord” (Luke 2:10–11).

The Hebrew term translated in the Septuagint 
by the same word appears in the writings of Isa-
iah: “How beautiful upon the mountains are the 
feet of him that brings good news  .  .  .” (Isa. 
52:7). Again, speaking of the ministry of the 
coming Messiah, the prophet writes, “The Spirit 
of the Lord God is upon Me; because the Lord 
has anointed Me to preach good tidings  .  .  .” 
(Isa. 61:1, 2).

Jesus interpreted his mission as fulfillment of 
this promise (Luke 4:18, 19). He saw himself as 
an evangelist, announcing the coming of the 
Kingdom of God. This message was to be pro-
claimed in the context of demonstrated compas-
sion for the bruised and forgotten people of the 
world.

At this point, there is often confusion among 
Christians today. Some contend that evangelism 
involves only the gospel declaration, while others 
identify it essentially with establishing a caring 
presence in society or seeking to rectify injustice.

It should be clear that both are necessary. One 
without the other leaves a distorted impression 
of the good news. If Jesus had not borne the sor-
rows of people and performed deeds of mercy 
among them, we might question his concern. On 
the other hand, if he had not articulated the gos-
pel, we would not have known why he came, nor 
how we could be saved. To bind up the wounds 
of the dying, while withholding the message that 
could bring deliverance to their souls, would 
leave them still in bondage. Mere social concern 
does not address the ultimate need of a lost 
world (see also Evangelism and Social Responsi-
bility).

A Revelation of God. What makes the an-
nouncement so compelling is its divine source. 
Contrary to the opinion of popular humanism, 
evangelism does not originate in the valiant 
groping of persons seeking a higher life. Rather, 
it comes as a revelation of God who is ever seek-
ing to make a people to display his glory.

The deposit of this divine quest is the canon of 
inspired Scripture. As the Word of God, “without 
error in all that it affirms” (The Lausanne Cove-
nant, Section 2) the Bible is the objective au-
thority for the gospel. To be sure, it does not pre-
tend to answer every curious question of 
humankind, but what is written does show God’s 
way of salvation to an honest heart. Not surpris-
ingly, then, theological systems that compromise 
Scriptural verities do not produce evangelism.

The revelation makes us see how we have all 
turned to our own way. Such arrogance cannot 
be ignored by a just God, since it is an affront to 
his holiness. Inevitably, then, the sinner must be 
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separated from God. Furthermore, his wrath 
upon iniquity cannot be annulled as long as the 
cause of evil remains. Since life is unending, all 
the spiritual consequences of sin continue on 
forever in Hell.

Knowing, therefore, what is at stake, evange-
lism strikes at the heart of Sin. Though the dis-
closure of human rebellion and its result may be 
bad news, still the gospel shines through it all, 
for God judges so that he might save.

Incarnate in Christ. The redeeming work of 
the Trinity focuses in the person of the Son. In 
Jesus Christ evangelism becomes incarnate. 
Jesus is not God apart from the human, nor the 
human apart from God; he is God and mankind 
united in one Personality. In this perfect union of 
eternal consciousness, Christ becomes the recon-
ciling center of the gospel. All that took place in 
salvation before his coming was in anticipation 
of him. All that has taken place since his coming 
is accomplished in his Name—the only “Name 
under heaven given among men by which we 
must be saved” (Acts 4:12).

The apostolic gospel does not minimize the ex-
clusive claims of Christ. He alone is Lord, and 
with “all authority” (Matt. 28:18), he stands 
among us, and says, “I am the way, the truth, 
and the life. No one comes to the Father except 
through me” (John 14:6).

His mission reaches its climax on the hill of 
Calvary. There in the fullness of time Jesus bore 
our sins in his own body on the cross, suffering 
in our stead, “the just for the unjust, that he 
might bring us to God” (1 Peter 3:18).

Christ’s bodily resurrection and subsequent as-
cension into heaven bring the cross forcibly to 
our attention. For when one dies who has the 
power to rise from the grave, in all honesty we 
must ask why he died in the first place. To this 
penetrating question the gospel unequivocally 
answers, “Jesus .  .  . was delivered for our of-
fenses, and was raised again for our purification” 
(Rom. 4:24, 25).

Experiencing Grace. In confronting the reality 
of the cross, we are made supremely aware of 
God’s love. It is “not that we loved God, but that 
he loved us,” and “gave himself” for us (1 John 
4:10; Gal. 2:20). Perhaps we could understand 
one giving his life for a righteous person, or for a 
friend, but “God demonstrates his own love to-
ward us, in that while we were still sinners, 
Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8).

Heaven is the wonder of the gospel. Nothing 
deserved! Nothing earned! In our complete help-
lessness, bankrupt of all natural goodness, God 
moved in and did for us what we could not do 
for ourselves. It is all of Grace—unmerited love. 
From beginning to end, salvation is the “gift of 
God” (Eph. 2:8).

The invitation is to all. “Whosoever will may 
come” (Rev. 22:17). Though the enabling power 

to believe is entirely of grace, the responsibility to 
respond to God’s word rests upon the sinner. We 
must receive the gift in true repentance and faith. 
It means that we choose to turn from the pre-
tense of self-righteousness, and with a broken 
and contrite spirit, trust ourselves unto the loving 
arms of Jesus. Until there is such a Conversion, 
no one can enter the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 
18:3).

Through this commitment, the believer is in-
troduced to a life of forgiveness, love and true 
freedom. “Old things have passed away; behold, 
all things have become new” (2 Cor. 5:17). There 
is an actual partaking of the divine nature, so 
that a regenerated person begins to live in the 
Savior. It is this inward dynamic of sanctifica-
tion that makes Christianity a saving force for 
holiness in the world. Out of it flows compas-
sionate deeds of mercy and bold evangelistic out-
reach.

A Ministering Church. Faithful witness of the 
gospel calls forth the church. All who heed the 
call and live by faith in the Son of God—past, 
present, and future—become part of this com-
munion of the saints.

As the church is created by evangelism, so it 
becomes the agent of God in dispensing the gos-
pel to others. Unfortunately, our mission to the 
whole world may be forgotten, and we accept the 
same delusion as did the self-serving religious 
community of Jesus’ day. Their attitude was seen 
in bold relief at the cross when they said in deri-
sion, “He saved others; himself he cannot save” 
(Mark 15:31). What they failed to realize was 
that Jesus had not come to save himself; he came 
to save us; “The Son of Man did not come to be 
served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ran-
som for many” (Mark 10:4); he came “to seek 
and to save that which was lost” (Luke 19:10).

Those who take up his cross, as we are bidden, 
enter into this mission. In this service, whatever 
our gifts, every person in the church is “sent” 
from God, even as we are called into Christ’s 
ministry (John 17:18; 20:21).

Underscoring this mission, before returning to 
the Father in heaven, Jesus commanded his 
church to “go and make disciples of all nations” 
(Matt. 28:18). The Great Commission is not some 
special assignment for a few clerical workers; it 
is a way of life; it is the way Jesus directed his 
life with a few disciples while he was among us, 
and now the way he expects his church to follow.

Wrapped up in this lifestyle is his plan to evan-
gelize the world. For disciples—learners of 
Christ—will follow him, and as they learn more 
of him, they will grow in his likeness, while also 
becoming involved in his ministry. So they, too, 
will begin to make disciples, teaching them in 
turn to do the same, until, through the process of 
multiplication, the whole world will hear the gos-
pel.
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Bringing people to Christ is not the only ex-
pression of the church’s ministry, of course. But 
it is the most crucial, for it makes possible every 
other church activity. Without evangelism the 
church would soon become extinct.

The Way of the Spirit. Let it be understood, 
however, that this work is not contrived by 
human ingenuity. God the Holy Spirit is the en-
abler. What God administers as the Father and 
reveals as the Son, he accomplishes as the Third 
Member of the Trinity. So the mission of Christ 
through the church becomes the acts of the 
Spirit. He lifts up the Word, and as Jesus is glori-
fied, convicted men and women cry out to be 
saved. Evangelism is finally God’s work, not 
ours. We are merely the channel through which 
the Spirit of Christ makes disciples.

That is why even to begin the Christian life 
one must be “born again” (John 3:3). “It is the 
Spirit who gives life; the flesh profits nothing” 
(John 6:63). Likewise, it is the Spirit who sus-
tains and nourishes the developing relationship. 
He calls the church to ministry. He leads us in 
prayer. He dispenses gifts for service. Through 
the Spirit’s strength faith comes alive in obedi-
ence and by his impartation of grace, we are 
being conformed to the image of our Lord.

Everything, then, depends upon the Spirit’s 
possession of the sent ones, the church. Just as 
those first disciples were told to tarry until they 
received the promised power, so must we (Luke 
24:49; Acts 2:4). The spiritual inducement at 
Pentecost, by whatever name is called, must be a 
reality in our lives, not as a distant memory, but 
as a present experience of the reigning Christ. 
Hindrances that obstruct his dominion must be 
confessed, and our hearts cleansed so that the 
Spirit of holiness can fill us with the love of God. 
Though we can never contain all of him, he 
wants all of us—to love and adore him with all 
that we are and all that we hope to be. Any evan-
gelistic effort that circumvents this provision will 
be as lifeless as it is barren. The secret of New 
Testament evangelism is to let the Holy Spirit 
have his way in our lives.

The Glorious Consummation. Whatever may 
be our method of presenting the gospel, and 
wherever God may place us in his service, we 
labor in the confidence that his world mission 
will be finished. Evangelism, as the heartbeat of 
Christian ministry, simply directs our energy to 
that goal toward which history is moving, when 
the completed church will be presented “faultless 
before the presence of his glory with exceeding 
joy” (Jude 24).

Indeed, in Christ the Kingdom of God is al-
ready present in the hearts of those that worship 
him, and the day is hastening when his kingdom 
will come to fruition in the new Jerusalem. The 
church militant, like an ever-advancing army, 
will at last shatter the principalities of Satan and 

storm the gates of hell. In the councils of eternity 
the celebration has already begun (Rev. 7:9, 10: 
11:15). Anything we do which does not contrib-
ute to that destiny is an exercise in futility.

Our work now on earth may seem slow, and 
sometimes discouraging, but we may be sure 
that God’s program will not suffer defeat. Some-
day the trumpet will sound, and the Son of Man, 
with his legions, shall descend from heaven in 
trailing clouds of glory, and he will reign over his 
people gathered from every tongue, every tribe, 
every nation. This is the reality which always 
rings through evangelism.

The King is coming! While it does not yet ap-
pear what we shall be, “we know that, when he is 
revealed, we shall be like him” (1 John 3:2). And 
before him every knee shall bow and “every 
tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the 
glory of God the Father” (Phil. 2:11).

Robert E. Coleman
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Financing Missions. Biblical Models. Three 
biblical models of financing missionary efforts 
are found in the life of Paul. He wrote to the Phi-
lippians that he had learned to trust God in all 
circumstances to provide his needs (Phil. 4:12–
14). A tentmaker by trade (Acts 18:3), he men-
tioned to the Ephesians and the Thessalonians 
that he provided his own needs through his labor 
(Acts 20:34 and 1 Thess. 2:9). Tent-Making Mis-
sion, as it is known today, is named after this 
practice. In writing to the Corinthians, however, 
Paul directly urged them to give generously 
(2 Cor. 8–9). His flexibility for financing mission-
ary work illustrates a general principle that any 
method which is ethically sound and God-honor-
ing may be considered acceptable.

Types of Missionary Support. The most com-
mon method of mission funding has long been 
the voluntary contribution of members of local 
churches, though there are multiple means used 
to channel what is given to where it is needed. 
Some denominational missions assess member 
churches on a per capita basis to fund the de-
nominational mission efforts, while others allow 
each church to develop its own mission budget 
and give money as it sees fit. Non-denomina-
tional mission agencies also serve as administra-
tive conduits through which money is collected 
and distributed (see also Faith Missions). Many 
agencies require each missionary to raise his or 
her own individual support, while others form a 
central pool for which every missionary raises 
money and out of which all salaries and project 
funding comes.
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Following Paul’s example (Acts 18:3), many 
continue to engage in tent-making mission. This 
is perhaps the most common method of financ-
ing Third-World missionaries, whose churches 
and agencies often do not have the financial ca-
pability to underwrite international travel or 
urban mission work among the economic elite in 
the major cities of the world.

Since the dawn of political states looking fa-
vorably on Christianity, missions have also been 
financed out of state treasuries, including finan-
cial grants, land grants, and imperial patronages. 
During the colonial era, many Protestant efforts 
were financed by colonial grant-in-aid deals 
which mutually benefited missionary and colo-
nial enterprise. The resulting entanglements of 
church and state, however, often left a mixed 
perception on the part of both missionaries and 
the national churches, with the latter seeing the 
former as agents of the supporting state rather 
than ambassadors of Christ.

Finally, contemporary economic trends in the 
West have enabled the development of numerous 
private foundations and trust funds, many of 
which underwrite projects and otherwise finance 
Christian charitable work as well as direct evan-
gelistic endeavors.

Issues in Financing Mission. Recently, how-
ever, several issues of significance for future mis-
sion financing have been raised. First, at least in 
North America, mission giving has largely come 
out of discretionary income, which has been dry-
ing up over the last few decades. While a wealthy 
generation that is now in process of dying has 
been leaving large gifts to missionary work in 
wills and trust funds, such giving is generally not 
projected to extend beyond this generation.

Second, many Western churches and agencies 
have begun to build giving policies around the 
financing of Third World missionaries, who are 
significantly cheaper than Western missionaries. 
In general this emphasis, based on new thinking 
of global partnership and cost-effectiveness, is a 
welcome change. Unfortunately, however, for 
some it has become an inappropriate vehicle to 
call for a cessation of supporting Western mis-
sionaries altogether (see also Foreign Financing 
of Indigenous Workers).

Third, some rightly question the amount that 
Western missionaries feel they must raise, which 
often adds up to many thousands of dollars per 
month to finance family travel and lifestyles 
which are often well above the level of indige-
nous populations along with benefits such as 
health insurance and retirement income. The im-
plications of this for giving patterns and priori-
ties is now being felt in churches, mission agen-
cies, and on the various fields of service (Bonk; 
see also Missionary Affluence).

Fourth, control of money and exercise of 
power cannot be separated as easily as we might 

like. This is especially significant when foreign 
funds have been used to initiate and preserve 
large missionary institutions (e.g., schools, and 
hospitals) which the local economy could not 
support unaided. Such institutions have tended 
to foster dependence rather than Partnership in 
missionary efforts.

Finally, alarms over future Western missionary 
funding has begun to sound in many quarters. 
Models that have become traditional in the West, 
such as the mission agency relying on local 
churches to passively and unquestioningly give 
whenever approached, no longer hold. Discretion-
ary finances in the consumer-driven Western cul-
tures appear to be dwindling, as in commitment to 
traditional mission fund-raising techniques.

In light of these factors, it will be increasingly 
important in the future to find new and appropri-
ate ways to creatively trust God to supply the nec-
essary means for engaging in the missionary task. 
However, since it is God’s intention to see the 
whole world reached, it does not seem unreason-
able to assume that he will continue to provide 
the means to do so, though not necessarily in the 
ways we expect and not without our taking seri-
ously our responsibility to the Great Commission.

A. Scott Moreau
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Gospel, The. The gospel (euangelion) or “good 
news” has been entrusted to the church to pro-
claim to all peoples. It is variously described as 
an “eternal gospel” (Rev. 14:6), “the gospel of 
peace” (Eph. 6:15), “the gospel of Christ” (1 Cor. 
9:12), “the gospel of the grace of God” (Acts 
20:24), and “the gospel of the kingdom” (Matt. 
24:14). These different designations do not mean 
different gospels, for there is only one gospel 
(Gal. 1:8). This word is also associated with the 
synonym kerygma, a noun used eight times in the 
New Testament to focus particular attention on 
the proclamation of the precise content of the 
gospel. These two words are identical in their 
definition of the gospel and both stress the fact 
that in essence the gospel concerns an event of 
surpassing uniqueness. Prior to the consumma-
tion of human history, when God shall “bring all 
things in heaven and on earth together under 
one head, even Christ,” it is his will that this gos-
pel “must first be preached to all nations” (Eph. 
1:10; Mark 13:10).

Although the uniqueness of this gospel event is 
clearly and frequently referred to in the New Tes-
tament as the sum total of the redemptive work 
of Christ, its full meaning is beyond human com-
prehension. When he embraced the cross this 
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involved not only taking to his innocency the to-
tality of human Sin and Shame in order to make 
it his own responsibility, but also included the 
curse of sin as well, which is death (2 Cor. 5:21; 
Gal. 3:13). He had to invalidate the claim and 
power of sin by entering into the death that is its 
ultimate penalty. His object thereby was to de-
stroy it, for death is Satan’s greatest weapon 
(Heb. 2:9, 14, 15). In so doing he “disarmed the 
powers and authorities” under Satan’s dominion 
in order that he might send sin back to its de-
monic author. He thereby broke its tyranny and 
destroyed its power, and by this means removed 
its curse (Col. 2:15). Hence, the gospel is equated 
with this unique once for-all-time event: the 
death, burial, and Resurrection of Christ, fol-
lowed by his subsequent exaltation to the right 
hand of God, where he was gloriously acclaimed 
and “made both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2:36). 
“The reason the Son of God appeared was to de-
stroy the devil’s work” (1 John 3:8).

On this basis the people of God, in response to 
their Lord’s Great Commission to “make disciples 
of all nations,” have but one way to demonstrate 
their obedience to him. They are to confront the 
human race with the divine command: “Repent 
and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of 
Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And 
you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. The 
promise is for you and your children and for all 
who are far off—for all whom the Lord our God 
will call” (2:38, 39). From this it follows that the 
call to Repentance and Faith, with its promise of 
divine intervention, is of the very essence of 
God’s plan for the redemption of his people from 
the nations of the earth.

When one examines the total usage of the 
word “gospel” in the Scriptures the impression 
quickly grows that “preaching the gospel” cannot 
be confined to the mere recitation of the actual 
facts of Christ’s atoning and saving work. To the 
apostles all that he did was “in accordance with 
the Scriptures” (1 Cor. 15:3, 4). This meant noth-
ing less to them than that the coming of Christ 
into the world (“when the time had fully come” 
Gal. 4:4) represented the central event in “salva-
tion history.” It was almost of the order of an es-
chatological event at a critical juncture in the 
biblical record of Israel’s long and troubled his-
tory. Indeed, it also marked a distinctly new era 
in the fortunes of the nations, for by the gospel 
nothing less than “the Kingdom of God is being 
preached” (Luke 16:16). Since this would involve 
the reclamation of this fallen world from Satan’s 
control, the proclamation of the gospel from 
then on attained the order of something special 
in God’s dealings with not only Israel but with 
the Gentile world as well. This brought a sense of 
uniqueness to the calling of those who would go 
forth to the nations with this gospel. Indeed, 
Paul would speak of Christ having given to him 

“the ministry of reconciliation,” a ministry so 
sublime in his eyes that it was nothing less than 
“God making his appeal through us” (2 Cor. 
5:18–20). All those who proclaim this gospel can 
truthfully though humbly state that they are 
“God’s fellow workers” (6:1). In their preaching 
of the gospel, what they share is “not the word of 
men, but as it actually is, the word of God” 
(1 Thess. 2:13). As a result their preaching was 
making actual and available to their hearers the 
very reality of God’s salvation.

This brings up another point of far-reaching 
significance. The apostles unitedly and fiercely 
opposed any thought that the achievement of the 
world’s reconciliation by Christ alone through 
his solitary cross was somehow incomplete. How 
could it be otherwise when at its heart was noth-
ing less than God himself in his Son “reconciling 
the world to himself” (2 Cor. 5:19). As a result 
only human arrogance would dare to challenge 
its perfection by claiming that any human activ-
ity was needed to bring it to completion. The 
Christians at Ephesus were pointedly told: “It is 
by Grace you have been saved, through faith—
and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of 
God—not by works, so that no one can boast” 
(Eph. 2:8, 9). Indeed, no person can make him-
self or herself fit for God’s Presence, much less 
enter into personal relationship with him. The 
preaching of the gospel has solely to do with the 
person of Christ and must be kept free from all 
reference to legalistic Judaism or any other form 
of what has been popularly termed “works-righ-
teousness.” The followers of Christ in Crete were 
told: “When the kindness and love of God our 
Savior appeared, He saved us, not because of the 
righteous things we had done, but because of His 
mercy” (Titus 3:4, 5).

When Saul the Pharisee was confronted by the 
Lord on the road to Damascus, he not only had a 
vision of the risen, glorified Christ. Through re-
pentance and faith the persecutor of the people 
of God found himself graciously called to the 
fellowship and service of the One whom he had 
so persistently and hatefully opposed (Acts 
26:12–18). As the apostle to the Gentiles he was 
given a fivefold task (v. 18, see also Paul and Mis-
sion). He was “to open their eyes,” for people by 
nature and satanic influence “cannot see the 
light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is 
the image of God” (2 Cor. 4:4). Paul was then to 
“turn them from darkness to light,” for people in 
their fallenness are not facing this Christ, the 
Light of the World, who alone can meet their 
need. But before they can effectually reach out to 
the Savior, they must turn “from the power of 
Satan to God.” This is absolutely crucial, for it 
involves the conscious repudiation of all that has 
previously controlled their lives. The early 
church encouraged would-be followers of Jesus 
to renounce by solemn oath “the devil and all his 
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works.” It was felt that only then would they be 
able to commit their lives to the control of the 
Lord. And once this change of allegiance takes 
place they will be able by faith to “receive the 
forgiveness of sins” and subsequently “a place 
among those who are sanctified in Christ” (i.e., 
gain incorporation into a local congregation of 
fellow believers through baptism). Central in this 
evangelistic sequence is the fact that the gospel 
is a Person. To receive him (John 1:11, 12) in-
volves consciously submitting to a new authority 
over one’s life, even to Christ the Lord.

Arthur F. Glasser

Bibliography. E. Bruner, The Mediator; L. Morris, 
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Holy Spirit. The Spirit of God appears in Scrip-
ture from creation (Gen. 1:2) to re-creation (Rev. 
22:17); from the Old Covenant (Exod. 31:3) to 
the New Covenant (Acts 2:1–4; Titus 3:5); and, 
wherever he appears he is the creative, dynamic 
life force of the Triune God. Who he is and how 
he functions becomes progressively known in the 
unfolding of salvation history. Throughout salva-
tion history the Spirit empowers the people of 
God in making God known and experienced. The 
New Testament makes clear his deity and co-
equality with the Father and Son (Matt. 28:19; 
Eph. 4:4–6).

The word ruah appears some 377 times in the 
Old Testament and can refer to breath, wind, or 
spirit while the word pneuma appears some 387 
times in the New Testament and can be trans-
lated by the same words. Approximately 350 
times these words refer to the Holy Spirit with 
slightly less than 100 of these occurring in the 
Old Testament. The Holy Spirit is especially 
prominent at redemptive and revelational mo-
ments. He gives skill in building the tabernacle 
(Exod. 31: 1–5); inspires national and prophetic 
leaders (Num. 11:24–26; 1 Sam. 16:13; Ezek. 
2:2); anoints Jesus for his mission (Luke 4:18); 
and empowers the apostles in proclamation of 
the gospel to Jews and Gentiles (Acts 2:14–21; 
13:1–4).

The Spirit of God in the Old Testament. The 
Spirit makes his presence manifest during Isra-
el’s movement into nationhood, in clarifying and 
applying the Law, and as the promised Spirit 
who will empower God’s Messiah and make the 
New Covenant possible.

God’s command that Israel build a tabernacle 
brings forth the Spirit’s creativity and power for 
skill in workmanship and wisdom in interpreting 
and applying the Law (Exod. 31:3; Num. 11:16). 
The Spirit is actively involved as Israel attains 
nationhood. The Spirit of the Lord came upon 
Othniel, Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson, en-
abling them to deliver Israel from the oppression 

of the nations (Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 14:19). 
The Spirit of the Lord came upon Saul with 
power and he prophesied (1 Sam. 10:5–11). The 
Spirit later humiliates him when Saul strips off 
his clothes and prophesies (1 Sam. 19:23–24). 
The Spirit came upon David with power (1 Sam. 
16:13). When David sins he pleads: “Do not . . . 
take your Holy Spirit from me” (Ps. 51:11).

The prophets are keenly aware of the role of 
the Spirit as they call Israel to holiness. But the 
prophets are especially sensitive to the Spirit’s 
work during the age to come of which they often 
prophesy. The Servant of the Lord, who will 
usher in this age, will be filled with the Spirit to 
accomplish a worldwide mission (Isa. 11:1: 42:1; 
61:1). The Spirit will give God’s people a new 
heart and empower them (Ezek. 18:31; 36:26; 
Joel 2:28–32).

The Holy Spirit in the New Testament. The 
sharp sense of discontinuity felt when moving 
from the Old Testament to the New Testament is 
alleviated somewhat by the role of the Holy 
Spirit in the life of Jesus. The degree to which 
the Holy Spirit appears in the life of the early 
church, in Paul’s letters, and in all parts of the 
New Testament is truly impressive. Jesus made it 
clear that his departure would be advantageous 
over his personal presence (Luke 24:49; John 
16:5–15; Acts 1:8). The Spirit of God in the Old 
Testament quickly becomes known as the Holy 
Spirit in the New Testament. He is the gift of the 
Father, also called the Spirit of God, the Spirit of 
Jesus, or the Spirit of the Lord. The New Testa-
ment writers can refer to the Holy Spirit on a par 
with the Father and Son without any need of ex-
plaining this as a radical idea. The Holy Spirit is 
the sine qua non of the Good News (Acts 2:38; 
Gal. 3:2).

Jesus and the Spirit. Jesus’ mission cannot be 
explained apart from the Holy Spirit. The Spirit 
launches Jesus into mission, leads him, fills him, 
anoints him, and gives him joy (Mark 1:10, 12; 
Luke 4:1, 18; 10:21). The Spirit’s presence in his 
life cannot be measured (John 3:34). All the Gos-
pel writers stress the empowering presence of the 
Holy Spirit in Jesus’ ministry of preaching, heal-
ing the sick, casting out demons, and relieving 
suffering. The Spirit’s presence in the life of Jesus 
confirms for John the Baptist his messiahship 
(John 1:33). John, as well as Jesus, stresses the 
importance of the Holy Spirit in the apostles’ 
mission (Luke 3:16; John 20:22; Acts 1:8).

The Holy Spirit as the Missionary Spirit. 
Mission as glorifying God through reconciliation 
places the Spirit at the center of salvation his-
tory. The statement that “the Spirit of the Lord 
came upon David in power” (1 Sam. 16:13) clari-
fies David’s statement to Goliath: “I’ll strike you 
down and cut off your head . . . the whole world 
will know that there is a God in Israel” (1 Sam. 
17:46).
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The Spirit comes upon, falls on, clothes and 
enables judges, prophets, and kings to lead, war, 
prophesy, and make God known to the world. 
The new age will be characterized by God’s em-
powering presence through the Spirit. The Mes-
siah, the apostles, and all post-Pentecost disci-
ples are people of the Spirit. While the entire 
New Testament is Spirit-imprinted, John, Paul, 
and Luke have the most profound pneumatology.

John: The Spirit as Jesus’ Presence. Without 
question John’s pneumatology is the most com-
plex, rich, and exact of all the Gospel accounts. 
In John’s theology the Holy Spirit is the “other” 
Jesus (14:16–17, 26). The Holy Spirit will replace 
Jesus, giving an even greater sense of God’s pres-
ence, teaching the disciples and giving them di-
vine illumination (16:4–15).

While John’s pneumatology informs mission, 
three passages in particular provide a clear view 
of the relationship of the Spirit and mission. 
John the Baptist sees Jesus anointed for mission 
during his baptism and God reveals to him that 
Jesus will be known as “he who baptizes with the 
Spirit” (1:33). When giving the apostles the 
Great Commission, Jesus “breathed on them, and 
said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit’ (20:22). Just as 
God breathed into Adam the breath of life, so 
Jesus breathes on his disciples. The most de-
tailed outline of the Spirit’s ministry in the lives 
of those hearing the gospel is outlined by John in 
16:8–11. The Spirit “will convict the world of 
guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judg-
ment.” These three themes—sin, righteousness, 
and judgment—find a significant place in John. 
John’s designation of the source of this convic-
tion as the world indicates the mission applica-
tion of this passage.

Paul: The Spirit as the Eschatological Gift. Paul 
is the theologian of the Holy Spirit. His letters are 
saturated with references to the Holy Spirit. Most 
of Paul’s 145 uses of pneuma refer to the Holy 
Spirit. Paul uses the name Holy Spirit about six-
teen times. His favorite word is Spirit, leading to 
some doubt on how best to translate some of his 
references. For example, the niv translators see 
the Holy Spirit in Romans 1:4 and 2:29, but the 
majority of the nrsv translators see spirit here.

For Paul the Spirit is God’s eschatological gift, 
who cannot be understood apart from the Good 
News. The Spirit initiates a person into Christ 
through regeneration (Titus 3:5), seals the person 
until the day of redemption (Eph. 1:13), assures 
the Christian of family life (Rom. 8:14), and en-
ables the Christian to live the Christian life (Gal. 
5:16, 22, 25). The church is the temple of the 
Holy Spirit, receives gifts from the Holy Spirit 
(1 Cor. 12), and makes Jews and Gentiles one 
body (Eph. 2:19–22).

But some find Paul’s rich theology of the Spirit 
incomplete or inadequate on mission. Why does 
Paul say so little about the Spirit’s missionary 

role? Is the Spirit a missionary Spirit for Paul? 
Paul’s call and commission comes from a revela-
tion (Gal. 1:16). Paul’s theological center can be 
found in eschatology. For Paul this new age has 
dawned through the resurrection of Christ and 
the coming of the Holy Spirit (Gal. 1:1–5; 4:4–7). 
Paul’s conversion and call to mission, coming 
apocalyptically through his post-Easter experi-
ence with the risen Jesus, cannot be distin-
guished (Gal. 1:11–17). Paul’s personal call to 
mission cannot be traced to the Spirit, but the 
Spirit is an eschatological gift, who longs for the 
conversion of the Gentiles (Rom. 15:8–22). Paul 
emphasizes the power of the Holy Spirit in his 
mission (1 Thess. 1:5–6). It is the Holy Spirit’s 
power manifested by signs and wonders that 
confirms his apostleship and authenticates his 
mission (2 Cor. 12:12). The Holy Spirit gives gifts 
to every Christian, enabling each to minister for 
God (1 Cor. 12:7).

Luke: The Spirit as the Missionary Spirit. What-
ever other contributions Luke makes, he is a 
missionary theologian and the centerpiece of his 
missionary theology is the Holy Spirit. Luke’s 
focus on the Holy Spirit as the missionary Spirit 
begins with the announcement of John’s birth to 
Zechariah (1:13–16). While the full manifesta-
tion of the Holy Spirit awaits Pentecost, an un-
precedented outburst of charismatic activity oc-
curs at the birth and launching of Jesus’ mission. 
Zechariah, Elizabeth, John the Baptist, Simeon, 
and Jesus are all filled with the Holy Spirit (1:41, 
67; 2:26–27). Mary, Zechariah, Simeon, and 
Anna manifest the presence of the Holy Spirit by 
prophetic activity (1:45, 67; 2:28–32, 38).

In Jesus’ life “the Holy Spirit descended on 
him in bodily form” as he was praying after his 
baptism (3:21–22). He returns from the Jordan 
“full of the Spirit” and “was led by the Spirit in 
the desert,” (4:1). After defeating the devil and 
defining the nature of his mission, he “returned 
to Galilee in the power of the Spirit” (4:14). In 
the synagogue of Nazareth, Jesus took the scroll 
of Isaiah and read these words: “The Spirit of the 
Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to 
preach the good news to the poor” (4:18).

Concluding his mission through death and res-
urrection, Jesus commands his disciples to re-
main in Jerusalem for the empowering they 
would need to fulfill his worldwide mission 
(24:49; Acts 1:4–5, 8). Pentecost comes ten days 
after Jesus’ ascension with mighty signs from 
heaven, enabling all those present to witness 
powerfully and persuasively. Peter’s words from 
Joel emphasize the eschatological nature of this 
outpouring. The Holy Spirit has now been 
poured out on all of God’s people, giving them 
the ability to prophesy, leading people to “call 
upon the name of the Lord” (Acts 2:17–18, 21).

The Holy Spirit is the missionary Spirit, sent 
from the Father by the exalted Jesus, empower-
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ing the church in fulfilling God’s intention that 
the gospel become a universal message, with 
Jews and Gentiles embracing the Good News. 
The Spirit leads the mission at every point, em-
powering the witnesses and directing them in 
preaching the gospel to those who have never 
heard, enabling them with signs and wonders.

Conclusion. Scripture is clear and emphatic: 
The Holy Spirit is God the missionary Spirit. He 
broods over emptiness and formlessness. 
Whether in the life of Israel, Jesus, or the church, 
the Spirit empowers the people of God in pro-
claiming and witnessing to the nations. He is the 
eschatological gift of God, enabling Christians to 
experience the “already” of the kingdom of God 
while living in the present evil age. The Spirit 
constantly motivates and empowers the church 
in reaching the unreached.

Harold G. Dollar
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Itinerant Mission. Itinerant mission work is 
usually done for short periods and rapidly 
changes its mode of operation. Because of vari-
ous handicaps, an itinerant missionary likely has 
a short-term presence in the targeted context 
and works until interrupted by government in-
tervention or the realization of the mission’s ob-
jectives. The roving nature of the work mitigates 
against establishing institutions and requires fo-
cused evangelistic and mission goals.

The apostle Paul engaged in itinerant mission 
work. He went to specific locations to accom-
plish the clear objectives of proclaiming the gos-
pel and establishing new churches. He was usu-
ally “on the move” and his tasks required him to 
appoint leaders and then set out for new territo-
ries and regions beyond those where he had al-
ready worked (Rom. 15:20; 2 Cor. 10:16).

Historically, itinerant types of mission and 
evangelism result from various sociopolitical re-
strictions. As migrant Christians rove through-
out the world and engage in witnessing, they per-
form unintentional itinerant mission work. 
Intentional itinerant mission efforts may result 
when people migrate into new geographic areas. 
In the pioneer sections of the United States 
during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
circuit-riding preachers did itinerant ministries 
to service areas where there were not enough 
gospel laborers for the rising population. At the 

same time, itinerant work was necessary for 
those opening up frontier missions in the inte-
rior sections of Latin America, Africa, and Asia. 
Pioneering situations normally require self-im-
posed itinerant mission work because of limited 
personnel and resources.

Since World War II, new pioneer situations 
have emerged that are based on political circum-
stances rather than geographical ones. Indepen-
dent nations born in the aftermath of the Euro-
pean colonial era established laws regulating 
foreign nationals in their countries. Often signifi-
cantly sized population segments or people 
groups within these countries were historically 
resistant to Christian influence, especially if it 
seemed to be controlled by foreign agencies. 
These governments tended to repeal or restrict 
visas and residence permits that had been issued 
to those suspected to be foreign Christian mis-
sionaries.

Doing mission in these new types of frontier 
territories requires utilization of short-term visa 
options or seeking long-term visas under the aus-
pices of secular humanitarian, disaster relief, or 
international commercial enterprises (see Cre-
ative Access Countries). “Tentmaking” describes 
the way the apostle Paul supplemented his in-
come while doing itinerant mission work (Acts 
20:33–34). Modern tentmakers employ their 
skills and talents to achieve as permanent a sta-
tus as possible in politically restricted countries 
by working for these secular enterprises. Often 
they draw their livelihood from their secular 
work, though this is not inherent to the tentmak-
ing concept. Because their visa status is still 
short-term, the duration of the work is equally 
short. Itinerant missionaries must achieve their 
evangelistic, discipling, and church-planting ob-
jectives with optimum results in as expeditious a 
manner as possible.

Keith E. Eitel
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Justice of God. The evangelistic commitment of 
evangelical missions has continuously stressed 
the centrality of the cross of Jesus Christ as pay-
ment for the penalty for sin. This atoning work 
satisfies the requirements of the justice of God 
for eternal life. The Bible reveals, however, that 
the justice of God encompasses more than the 
spiritual dimension. His demands extend into the 
concrete realities of human social existence. For 
the last several decades this aspect of the justice 
of God and the relevance of this justice to the 
worldwide mission of the Christian church has 
generated vigorous debate within evangelical cir-
cles.



Justice of God

26

Opinions differ over whether social justice is-
sues should be strictly distinguished from the 
mandate to evangelize the lost and instead be 
considered by individual Christians subsequent 
to conversion; whether social action should be 
understood as providing a bridge to evangelism 
by presenting opportunities for the verbal proc-
lamation of the gospel of eternal salvation; or 
lastly, should the concern for social justice be 
seen as an integral part of the broader mission of 
the church in the world. In other words, is social 
justice the by-product of the mission of evange-
lism, the means toward accomplishing that fore-
most task of evangelism, or a legitimate goal of 
mission?

Background to the Debate. Evangelical mis-
sions historically have demonstrated an interest 
in matters of social import. Mission activity, at 
least to some degree, has been directed at the 
eradication of personal vices, the establishment 
of hospitals and orphanages, the promotion of 
literacy, and the provision of emergency relief 
from natural disasters. Critics, however, would 
suggest that these laudable efforts are but ges-
tures of charity, which focus on the individual 
and ignore the systemic realities that perpetuate 
social ills. They posit that such endeavors also 
are limited by a missiological perspective that is 
condemnatory of society and wary of close con-
tact with a fallen world. Many locate the seedbed 
of this reticence to engage the larger context in 
the fundamentalist-modernist controversies of 
the early part of the twentieth century.

Nevertheless, in some evangelical circles there 
has been a broadening of the theology of mission 
over the last fifty years to embrace a more holistic 
framework (Van Engen; see Holistic Mission). 
This development represents a recuperation of 
evangelical roots in, for example, the influence of 
John Wesley (1703–91) and Methodism on En
glish society, the successful efforts by William Wil-
berforce (1759–1833) and others to abolish the 
slave trade in the British Empire, and the two 
Great Awakenings in the United States in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries which were 
concerned with improving the moral life of believ-
ers and fomenting Christian education and an-
ti-slavery sentiments (see Abolitionist Move-
ment).

This debate concerning the relationship of jus-
tice issues to mission can also be placed within a 
wider global discussion. In the first place, reflec-
tion on the topic can be set against the backdrop 
of the history of missions around the globe. 
Some missiologists denounce what they consider 
to be the complicity of mission agencies with the 
European colonization of the Two-Thirds World 
and the surfacing of contemporary North Atlan-
tic economic neo-colonial attitudes in mission 
structures and operation (Costas). More nuanced 
approaches would suggest a chronological con-

vergence and some ideological affinities of early 
missions with that colonizing activity and do 
recognize certain theological limitations. These 
responses offer a more positive evaluation of pi-
oneer and modern missionary efforts (Escobar 
and Driver; Scott; Sanneh; Núñez and Taylor).

Second, the relationship between justice and 
mission has received attention at several inter-
national evangelical congresses. An increasing 
awareness of Christian social responsibility has 
been encouraged by these gatherings, beginning 
with Wheaton and Berlin in 1966, through Lau-
sanne (1974) to Manila (1989). The World Evan-
gelical Fellowship has sponsored various con-
sultations and regional congresses to wrestle 
with justice. These meetings have witnessed the 
growing input of theologians from developing 
countries, who daily face the harsh realities of 
poverty and war, and of those whom some label 
“radical” evangelicals (e.g., Ron Sider and Jim 
Wallis). Several recently published missiology 
texts underscore the centrality of the justice of 
God for mission (Scott; Dyrness; Bosch). For 
certain missiologists this trend is cause for 
alarm, because the primacy of evangelism is 
perceived to be under threat. They liken this di-
rection in missiological reflection to some of the 
theological options taken by the World Council 
of Churches since its watershed assembly at 
Uppsala of 1968 (Beyerhaus).

Foundational Biblical and Theological 
Themes. The following brief survey establishes 
that the demand for justice, both spiritual and 
social, is dear to the heart of God. This all-
encompassing justice should be central to the 
mission of the people of God in the world and 
incarnated within the community of faith. Dif-
ferent missiological positions, of course, will ap-
preciate this mandate in their own particular 
ways.

The Fall and spread of sin. God announces in 
the garden that to eat the forbidden fruit will 
bring death (Gen. 2:16–17). Later revelation indi-
cates that transgression brought spiritual death 
(Rom. 5:12–21), and the provision of covering 
through the death of an animal (Gen. 3:21) fore-
shadows the Law’s sacrifices for sin and ulti-
mately the sacrifice of the Lamb of God, Jesus 
Christ (e.g., Isa. 53:7–13; John 2:9; Heb. 9–10; 
Rev. 5:6–14). The first human death recorded 
after the Fall in Genesis 3 is fratricide. Cain kills 
Abel. Later, Lamech boasts of his intention of 
uncontrolled revenge (Gen. 4:2–9, 23–24). Cain is 
judged by God, and the impetuosity of Lamech is 
contrasted with calling on the name of the Lord 
(Gen. 4:10–16, 26; cf. 5:24). The Lord condemns 
the pervasive violence with a universal Flood 
(Gen. 6:11) but afterward delegates the authority 
to maintain justice to human agents and struc-
tures (Gen. 9:5–6; Rom. 12:17–13:5). These early 
chapters of the first book of the Bible disclose 
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that, even as sin has both vertical and horizontal 
dimensions, the justice of God involves every di-
mension of human existence.

The call of Abram. The divine commitment to 
the various spheres of justice reflected in Gene-
sis 1–11 serves as the framework for the call of 
Abram. Part of this charge is that he be a chan-
nel of blessing to the world (Gen. 12:3). This 
blessing involves worship and confession of the 
true God, as well as trusting obedience (e.g., 
Gen. 12:7–8, 14:18–24, 15:6, 18:17–19; see Abra-
hamic Covenant). The patriarchal accounts in 
Genesis demonstrate that the notion of blessing 
has a social dimension grounded in the charac-
ter of God. For instance, Abraham intercedes for 
Sodom on the basis of divine justice (Gen. 
18:22–32), a justice which demands chastise-
ment, but that is tempered by mercy.

The exodus and Sinai. God responds to the cry 
of the Israelites in Egypt because of God’s cove-
nant, but action on their behalf also is motivated 
by compassion for their suffering of cruel infan-
ticide and oppressive labor (Exod. 2:23–25). 
While they are miraculously delivered in part to 
be free to worship the Lord (Exod. 5:3), they are 
called as well to create a new type of society in 
the Promised Land. The Law given at Sinai 
(Exod. 20–40) and presented in the rest of the 
Pentateuch reveals that God is founding an alter-
native community with a different kind of spiri-
tual ethos and social ethic. The Lord desires jus-
tice among his own people, and their laws are to 
be a model and testimony to the surrounding 
nations (Deut. 4:5–8).

The Servant Songs of Isaiah. The themes of sal-
vation and justice are repeated throughout these 
messianic passages (Isa. 42:1–9; 49:1–13; 50:4–
11; 52:13–53:12). The ministry of the Servant will 
be to establish a reign of righteousness and 
peace in faithfulness to the God of Israel, a strik-
ing antithesis to the idolatry, war, and oppression 
that serve as the backdrop to this portion of Isa-
iah. This hope embraces all the nations of the 
earth and is secured by the voluntary self-sacri-
fice of the Servant.

Luke 4:16–20. This inaugural sermon of Jesus’ 
ministry is based on Isaiah 61:1–2a (and 58:6b). 
That Isaianic passage, which describes a messi-
anic jubilee for the nation of Israel, is now given 
a richer significance, even as Jesus declares its 
fulfillment. On the one hand, the mention of the 
poor, prisoners, the sick, and the oppressed an-
ticipates the special targets of his ministry. A 
closer look at Lucan theology indicates that 
these terms have spiritual implications, too. His 
deeds and words are good news to those who are 
open to God and his Christ (6:20–26), whose 
bondage can be demonic (4:33–35; 9:1, 37–43; 
11:14–28) and their blindness spiritual (1:79; 
7:47; 24:47). His person and work exemplify the 
grace and exigencies of divine justice, and in his 

death it finds propitiation (Rom. 3:25–26; Heb. 
2:17; 1 John 2:2, 4:10).

John 20:21. Some propose that the words of 
Jesus in John 20:21 (cf. John 17:18; Mark 12:28–
31 and parallels) should be taken as the commis-
sion which defines Christian mission: the life and 
ministry of Jesus are a paradigm to be imitated 
(Stott). This perspective does not devalue evange-
listic proclamation, which others consider the 
defining prescription in the other Great Commis-
sion passages (Matt. 28:18–20; Mark 16:15–18; 
Luke 24:45–49), but argues rather for a more 
comprehensive understanding of mission—a ho-
listic vision which would incorporate both the 
spiritual and social spheres of God’s justice.

Finally, mention should be made of the theme 
of the Kingdom of God. The dynamic rule of God 
is inseparable from the justice of his character. 
Throughout history he expresses the demand for 
justice and intervenes to effect it in the various 
spheres suggested in the preceding survey. The 
future establishment of a kingdom of justice, in 
all of its breadth, is an integral part of the bibli-
cal hope.

M. Daniel Carroll R.
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Kingdom of God. Terminology. No explicit use 
of the precise phrase “kingdom of God” occurs in 
the Old Testament, but if one looks at the Old 
Testament prophets through the teaching of 
Jesus and the totality of New Testament faith, 
one finds it is predicted as a future reality (the 
messianic age) in the ongoing redemptive pur-
pose of God. In contrast, the New Testament 
uses this term or its equivalent (kingdom of 
heaven) more than a hundred times. This was 
the dominant theme in the ministry of Jesus and 
his use of the term seems to have oscillated be-
tween the primary concept of the rule or reign of 
God and the secondary sense of the realm over 
which he will exercise this rule (Luke 17:21 and 
Mark 14:25). Jesus on no occasion intimated that 
the kingdom actually existed prior to the begin-
ning of his ministry (Luke 16:16). God’s kingship 
is not unlike his providential care of his total cre-
ation: “Dominion belongs to the Lord and he 
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rules over the nations” (Ps. 22:28). But his king-
ship is also eschatological: “In the time of those 
kings” (i.e., at a certain juncture in history) “the 
God of heaven will set up a kingdom that will 
never be destroyed . . . it will itself endure for-
ever” (Dan. 2:44).

Old Testament History and Eschatology. 
God’s kingship is identified with Israel, a people 
with whom he established a covenantal relation-
ship that also involved a redemptive purpose: 
“All peoples on earth will be blessed through you 
[Jacob] and your offspring” (Gen. 28:14). Israel 
is to be “a light to the nations” within the se-
quence of history, extending the knowledge of 
God’s salvation “to the ends of the earth” (Isa. 
42:6; 49:6). In order that God might accomplish 
this he promised a New Covenant that guaran-
teed Israel an imperishable communal existence 
(Jer. 31:31–37) and a messianic hope that would 
make possible the realization of her redemptive 
mission (33:14–22; Isa. 42:1–9). Israel’s obedi-
ence in history will be related to the establish-
ment of an eschatological order beyond histo-
ry—“the age to come”—in which God’s kingly 
rule will be fully manifested (Hab. 2:14) and in 
which his new order will bring perfection to all 
creation.

Messianic Hope. This involves three separate 
and specific strands of prophetic expectation, 
and all three are related to God’s redemptive pur-
pose for the nations. First, a distinctly earthly 
kingdom shall arise within history through a 
“Messiah”—a physical descendant of David who 
will bring renewal to Israel and to all the world 
(Isa. 9:6, 7; 11:1–12:7). Second, this kingdom will 
also come as an abrupt intrusion into history, 
not unlike an apocalyptic visitation accompanied 
with cosmic upheaval. The key personage is like-
wise a “Messiah” and is described as “one like a 
Son of Man” possessing “authority, glory, and 
sovereign power.” His kingdom “will never be de-
stroyed.” He will be worshiped by “all peoples, 
nations, and men of every language,” and will be-
stow on “the saints of the Most High” this “ever-
lasting kingdom” to be theirs “forever and for-
ever” (Dan. 7:13, 14, 18, 22). The third strand 
focuses on a Servant of the Lord, neither openly 
messianic nor evidently supernatural, but one 
who is an innocent, willing person who vicari-
ously suffers without protest and dies in order to 
make his people righteous. The Old Testament 
does not conflate these strands of prophetic rev-
elation, hence an aura of incompleteness charac-
terizes the Old Testament and inevitably arouses 
anticipation of more to follow (Luke 2:25, 38). 
But it must never be forgotten that in essence 
God will visit his people, and his kingdom will 
not be the result of historical forces, such as 
human achievement.

New Testament: The Gospels. The ministry of 
Jesus in the New Testament began in the context 

of John the Baptist’s renewal movement in Is-
rael. Expectations were aroused by his an-
nouncement of the coming of the kingdom and 
of One who would baptize “with the Holy Spirit 
and with fire” (Matt. 3:1–12). Then Jesus came 
forward and publicly identified with Israel 
through submitting to John’s baptism. During 
this act of obedience he was both approved by 
his Father and anointed for ministry by the Holy 
Spirit (Mark 1:9–11). Almost immediately there-
after the Holy Spirit “sent him out into the des-
ert” to confront and demonstrate his superiority 
over the devil (1:12, 13). In the months that fol-
lowed his ministry was virtually identical with 
that of John; both spoke of the coming kingdom. 
The Baptist’s imprisonment brought this renewal 
ministry to an abrupt end. From that time on 
Jesus went to Galilee and preached: “The time 
has come. The kingdom of God is near. Repent 
and believe the good news” (Mark 1:14). By this 
he was announcing the glorious fact that the 
kingdom of God was now accessible to all those 
who would submit themselves to his rule. And 
since Jesus immediately thereafter began to call 
people to discipleship and his service (“I will 
make you fishers of men”), it follows that in-
volvement in the kingdom of God (living under 
his rule) includes public proclamation and evan-
gelism (Mark 1:16–20).

When Jesus returned to Galilee “news about 
him spread throughout the whole countryside” 
(Luke 4:14). His earlier renewal ministry in 
Judea had opened synagogues to him. “Every-
one praised him” (v. 15). But when he began to 
identify himself with the Servant role prophe-
sied by Isaiah and intimated that the gospel of 
the kingdom was also for non-Israelites, he en-
countered violent opposition (vv. 16–30). From 
this time on, whereas the “common people 
heard him gladly,” the religious leaders became 
increasingly hostile, a hostility that culminated 
in his being turned over to the Romans for cru-
cifixion.

The good news of the kingdom that Jesus 
preached and expounded is admittedly complex, 
since it represented movement toward the fulfill-
ment of the Old Testament redemptive purpose 
in “the present age” as well as a radical reinter-
pretation of that hope with reference to “the age 
to come.” In the present age, despite their rebel-
lion against God, sinful human beings through 
repentance to God and surrender to Jesus’ rule, 
can experience the new birth and enjoy a fore-
taste of the liberating kingdom. This included 
the forgiveness of sin, peace and acceptance with 
God, vital linkage with the Holy Spirit, valid in-
sight into the Word of God, and joyous anticipa-
tion of “the powers of the coming age” (1 Cor. 
2:12–15; Rom. 5:1, 2; 8:1–5, 35–39; Heb. 6:4, 5).

Even so, it is significant that Jesus never de-
fined explicitly the term “kingdom of God.” 
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When he spoke of the kingdom as having “drawn 
near,” he was affirming that it was an earthly 
rule in the world and its ongoing history. But 
when he stated that the kingdom is dynamically 
moving through human history and sweeping 
over people violently, he seemed to imply that it 
is something more than God’s personal reign 
over individuals (Matt. 12:28; 11:12). He ap-
peared to be referring to a new world, a new 
state of affairs, a new community that finds con-
crete expression in the world, even though it is 
both transcendent and spiritual. It is also politi-
cal in that its full realization puts it on a collision 
course with all human rule and authority.

This note of spiritual conflict must not be re-
garded lightly. Satan is determined to thwart the 
progress of the kingdom. Jesus calmly asserts, 
however, that divine authority and rule have 
been given him by the Father (Luke 10:32; Matt. 
11:27; 28:18). Furthermore, he will exercise this 
rule until Satan, sin, and death are brought to a 
complete end (Mark 9:1; 13:26; 14:62 with Luke 
11:20–22).

The mystery of Jesus’ person and the spiritual 
nature of his kingdom were so new and revolu-
tionary that he could only disclose these realities 
gradually. To most Jews the kingdom of God 
would come as a stone that would shatter all 
godless nations (Dan. 2:44). But Jesus did not 
preach judgment and separation; these were es-
chatological realities. He came as a sower scat-
tering the “good news of the kingdom” and look-
ing for receptive people. He spoke in parables. 
These tantalized his hearers and compelled them 
to come to a full stop, then reflect and ask ques-
tions. The more his disciples began to discern 
who he was, the more they began to understand 
his teaching. Conversely, the more people re-
sisted him, the more his teaching reduced itself 
in their minds to “hard sayings” devoid of signif-
icance (John 6:60). All they heard were stories, 
riddles, and paradoxes (Mark 4:11, 12).

The parables speak of the nature, growth, and 
value of the kingdom, largely under the theme of 
mission. There are the “growth” parables in 
which the parable of the sower is so central that 
Jesus pointed out that failure to understand this 
parable would render a person unable to under-
stand any parable (Mark 4:13). Then follows a 
parable of the growth process in the hearts of 
those who respond to the message of the king-
dom (4:26–30). This process eludes understand-
ing and external control. When spiritual matu-
rity begins to manifest itself the parable of the 
wheat and the weeds brings to the fore a “second 
sowing” (Matt. 13:36–43) so important that the 
Lord himself is the only “Sower.” This follows 
because “the field is the world” and the distribu-
tion of his servants in it is a responsibility he 
grants to no other. This implies a deliberate sur-
render of oneself to him, a willingness to be sent 

into the locale and ministry that he has ap-
pointed.

The kingdom is like a buried treasure and its 
acquisition merits any cost or sacrifice (Matt. 
13:44–46). Its form is hidden, representing the 
hiddenness of God, working in the hearts of his 
people scattered throughout the world. Although 
insignificant in its beginnings (a mustard seed or 
bit of leaven), on the day of history’s consumma-
tion it will be like a great tree or a bowl of dough 
fully leavened. The kingdom represents Jesus’ 
present invasion of Satan’s kingdom to release 
people from bondage (Luke 11:14–22). He de-
sires that they enjoy in part a foretaste of the age 
to come, as they enter into the life he imparts to 
them (John 3:3). This includes the forgiveness of 
their sins (Mark 2:5) and the gift of God’s righ-
teousness (Matt. 5:20). The only acceptable re-
sponse that a person can make is to put oneself 
deliberately under Christ’s rule by repentance, 
faith, and submission.

Jesus also intimated that the kingdom would 
be consummated in power and glory, and in-
structed his disciples to pray for that Day when 
the will of God would be carried out on earth 
even as it is in heaven (Matt. 6:10). Because the 
kingdom had already truly come, Jesus’ disciples 
should manifest the “signs” that confirmed its 
presence. This is as urgent as the final apocalyp-
tic display of power that will compel “every 
knee” to bow and “every tongue” to confess that 
Jesus is Lord (Phil. 2:10, 11).

Although the kingdom is wholly of God, he is 
pleased to share “the keys of the kingdom” with 
his people that under his direction their preach-
ing of its “good news” might be determinative of 
those who participate in his eschatological har-
vest (Matt. 16:19). Because the kingdom tends 
through its proclamation to draw into its midst 
both the good and the bad, the eschatological 
judgment will separate the wicked from the righ-
teous (the parable of the net; Matt. 13:47–52). On 
this basis the Lord distinguished the church 
from the kingdom (Matt. 16:18).

At the Last Supper when Jesus instituted the 
Eucharist, he gave his disciples a cup he identi-
fied as “my blood of the covenant, which is 
poured out for many” (Mark 14:24), thereby es-
tablishing linkage between that supper, the new 
covenant, and the coming kingdom. In this fash-
ion he established the necessity of his death “as a 
ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). It was his death 
that made the coming apocalyptic kingdom de-
pendent upon what would take place in history. 
“God did not abandon history; the eschatological 
kingdom invaded history in Jesus’ life-death-
resurrection and continues to work in history 
through the people of the kingdom” (Matt. 24:14; 
Mark 13:10; Ladd).

Acts. The resurrection of Jesus gave to his dis-
ciples—the believing remnant in Israel—a new 
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sense of their oneness as they received further 
instruction in the kingdom and awaited its com-
ing (Acts 1:3, 6). Peter’s Pentecost sermon rein-
terpreted the Old Testament hope by speaking of 
Jesus’ exaltation, confirming him as “Lord and 
Messiah” (2:30–36). In the Book of Acts the 
“signs” of the kingdom are everywhere present: 
Jesus by his Spirit is in the midst of his people, 
the gospel is proclaimed, signs and wonders ac-
company the witness, evil spirits are exorcised, 
conversions are frequent, and much suffering is 
experienced as a result of efforts to do God’s will 
in a world that rebels against him (Matt. 5:10).

Pauline Epistles. Paul builds on Peter’s rein-
terpretation of Jesus’ messianic reign and de-
scribes it as a present relationship (Col. 1:13) 
and a spiritual experience (Rom. 14:17), as well 
as an eschatological inheritance (1 Cor. 6:9–11; 
Eph. 5:5). Jesus “must reign until he has put all 
his enemies under his feet” and destroy death, 
“the last enemy” (1 Cor. 15:25, 26). The end will 
only come “when he hands over the kingdom to 
God the Father after he has destroyed all domin-
ion, authority and power” (v. 24). His ultimate 
goal is that “God may be all in all” (v. 28).

Revelation. The final revelation of God con-
cerning his kingdom is of its eschatological con-
summation with the devil finally consigned to 
the lake of fire (Rev. 20:10). Just prior to this we 
find reference to the second coming of Christ 
with its rapid sequence of his total triumph over 
all his foes, his binding of Satan, the resurrection 
of his saints, his millennial reign, and the final 
consummation of human history (19:11–20:15). 
Rather than detail the elements of this contro-
versial section, the Spirit presses on to the por-
trayal of God’s ultimate goal: the age to come 
with its new heaven and new earth, and his re-
deemed people from all the families, tribes, lan-
guages, and peoples at long last seeing his face 
(21:1–4; 22:1–5).

Arthur F. Glasser
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Martyrdom. The role of martyrdom in the ex-
pansion of the church is the common thread that 
links the church of all ages with its suffering Sav-
ior. Tertullian, third-century leader in the church 
of North Africa, wrote to his Roman governors in 
his Apology, “As often as you mow us down, the 
more numerous we become. The blood of the 
Christians is seed.” But martyrdom is not unique 
to Christianity. People have sacrificed their lives 
throughout the ages for a variety of reasons. To 
define the distinctive meaning of Christian mar-

tyrdom requires investigation of the Bible and 
church history.

Definition. The word martyr is an English 
word transliterated from its Greek equivalent 
(martyrus). It is closely associated with the word 
witness as used in the Scriptures. The Old Testa-
ment Hebrew equivalent is moed, which is used 
in reference to the place where God establishes 
his covenant with his people.

In the New Testament, the ideas of truth and 
Scripture are integrated into the verb form mar-
tureo m. Jesus uses it to establish his witness as 
truth (Matt. 26:65; Mark 14:63; Luke 22:71). 
John the Baptist links Jesus, truth, and Scrip-
ture. Luke speaks of witness to the whole world 
(Acts 1:8).

The word martyr also extends its meaning to 
include Christ-like values, such as faithfulness, 
truth, witness, and lifestyle. Eventually, even 
“death-style” is subsumed. The first Christian-era 
martyr known is Stephen (Acts 7) who, interest-
ingly, was put to death by “witnesses” for his wit-
ness. In Revelation 3:14, the last word is given 
concerning Jesus Christ who is “the faithful and 
true witness.” The word does away with any dis-
tinction of what a true believer might live and 
die for. Death does not stop the witness given. It 
merely adds an exclamation point of truth, faith-
fulness, and love for the glory of God. It is the 
supreme witnessing act. Neither personal gain 
nor personal opinion provides the motive for 
such a death.

Church Growth and Martyrdom. Tertullian 
also wrote, “For who, when he sees our obsti-
nacy is not stirred up to find its cause? Who, 
when he has inquired, does not then join our 
Faith? And who, when he has joined us, does not 
desire to suffer, that he may gain the whole grace 
of God?” Current estimates are that roughly 
150,000 Christians are martyred each year, down 
from a peak of 330,000 prior to the demise of 
communist world powers. Some project that the 
numbers will increase to 600,000 by a.d. 2025, 
given current trends in human rights abuses and 
growth of militant religious systems.

Those inflicting contemporary Christian mar-
tyrdom include political regimes with count-
er-Christian agendas (e.g., official atheistic pow-
ers, such as China and the former Soviet Union); 
sociopolitical regimes enforcing religious restric-
tions (e.g., Egypt, Sudan); ethnic tribal regimes 
bent on eliminating minorities (e.g., Sudan, 
Rwanda, and Burundi) and religious regimes 
(e.g., Muslim countries in which Sharia is the of-
ficial legal system).

Conclusion. Martyrdom will continue to be as-
sociated with the progress of gospel proclama-
tion until the Kingdom of God is established. 
Jesus said, “Do not suppose that I have come to 
bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring 
peace, but a sword” (Matt. 10:34). The sword was 
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not to be used by his disciples against others, but 
could be expected to be used against them. Paul 
said, “All this is evidence that God’s judgment is 
right, and as a result you will be counted worthy 
of the kingdom of God, for which you are suffer-
ing” (2 Thess. 1:5). Finally, as Augustine wrote in 
City of God: “Despite the fiercest opposition, the 
terror of the greatest persecutions, Christians 
have held with unswerving faith to the belief that 
Christ has risen, that all men will rise in the age 
to come, and that the body will live forever. And 
this belief, proclaimed without fear, has yielded a 
harvest throughout the world, and all the more 
when the martyr’s blood was the seed they 
sowed.”

J. Ray Tallman
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Mercy of God. The English word for mercy is a 
translation of several different Hebrew and Greek 
words. For our study, three Greek words are of 
primary importance: eleos, oiktirmon, and 
splanchna. These three terms fall within the gen-
eral semantic range of the English word “mercy” 
and hence can be visualized as a group of overlap-
ping linguistic circles variously translated as 
mercy, compassion, or pity.

The biblical concept of mercy is both a feeling 
and an action. It refers to the deep feelings of 
pity and the practical rendering of aid. Indeed, it 
might be more accurate to say that mercy is a 
feeling that leads to action.

The mercy of God is related to mission in at 
least three ways. It is an integral part of the mes-
sage we proclaim; it provides motivation for our 
service; and it describes the manner in which we 
carry out the Great Commission.

First of all, God’s mercy is an integral part of 
our message. The gospel describes the breaking 
in of the divine mercy into the world of human 
misery in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. His 
mercy is the basis of our salvation. “He saved us, 
not because of the righteous things we have 
done, but because of his mercy” (Titus 3:5).

The Bible describes God as “rich in mercy” 
(Eph. 2:4) and “full of mercy” (James 5:11). He is 
“the Father of compassion and God of all com-
fort” (2  Cor. 1:3). It is because of “his great 
mercy” (1 Peter 1:3) that we are saved. Thus, the 
mercy of God underlies the whole message of the 
Bible.

Second, mercy provides motivation for our 
ministry. Paul appeals to God’s mercy as the basis 
for service. It is the experience of mercy that 
keeps us pressing on in the work. To the church at 
Rome he says, “I urge you, brothers, in view of 
God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacri-

fices” (Rom. 12:1). To the church at Corinth he 
writes, “Therefore, since through God’s mercy we 
have this ministry, we do not lose heart” (2 Cor. 
4:1).

Third, mercy describes the manner in which 
we carry out the Great Commission. Jesus is our 
model of mercy ministry. He felt deep compas-
sion both for those who were spiritually lost and 
for those who were physically needy (Matt. 9:36; 
20:34). But these deep feelings of compassion 
(literally, “moved in his bowels”—what today 
would be called the heart) always led Jesus to ac-
tion. It was his mercy that moved him to heal the 
sick and feed the hungry (Matt. 14:14; 15:32). 
Through word and deed, Jesus engaged in holis-
tic ministry, meeting the full range of human 
needs. He was not just a teacher or an evangelist. 
His was a life poured out in deeds of mercy, min-
istering to the whole person.

Jesus also taught about the importance of 
mercy. In the parable of the good Samaritan, 
Jesus illustrates the meaning of the second great 
command to “love your neighbor as yourself.” 
He describes the compassionate ministry of the 
Samaritan as an act of mercy. He then concludes 
this parable with the command, “go and do like-
wise” (Luke 10:37). Thus, mercy ministry is a 
command for the entire church.

The ministry of mercy is primarily a ministry 
of deeds, focused on meeting the physical needs 
of humanity. Because of this, it is often con-
trasted with evangelism. Evangelism is seen as 
the spiritual work of the church while mercy 
ministry is merely physical. It can be cogently ar-
gued that evangelism has a logical priority over 
mercy ministry because of the eternal conse-
quences of rejecting the gospel. But this is an un-
helpful and unnecessary bifurcation (see also 
Holistic Mission).

Mercy ministry was a significant part of 
Christ’s earthly ministry and remains an import-
ant aspect of the church’s mission. In fact, Jesus 
has given numerous “deed” gifts to the church 
that are explicitly related to mercy ministry: ser-
vice, giving, mercy, helps and administration 
(Rom. 12:6–8; 1 Cor. 14:28; 1 Peter 4:10–11). 
Jesus expects his ministry of mercy to continue 
through his church. Both word and deed, evange-
lism and mercy ministry are emphasized in 
Scripture. They are like the proverbial two wings 
of an airplane.

However, mercy ministry does not just seek 
the interdependence of word and deed. It also 
addresses one’s attitudes. On two occasions, after 
seeing the critical and condemning attitudes of 
the Pharisees, Jesus rebukes them by quoting 
from the Old Testament: “I desire mercy, not sac-
rifice” (Matt. 9:13; 12:7). The scrupulously legal-
istic Pharisees were preoccupied with external 
religious rituals but knew little of God’s tender 
mercy or heartfelt compassion.
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Furthermore, Jesus contrasts mercy with a 
judging, condemning, and unforgiving spirit. “Be 
merciful, just as your Father is merciful. Do not 
judge, and you will not be judged. Do not con-
demn and you will not be condemned. Forgive 
and you will be forgiven” (Luke 6:36–37). Thus, 
mercy is an attitude that describes how we are to 
carry out our mission. In the words of James, 
“mercy triumphs over judgment!” (James 2:13).

Richard D. Love
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Miracles in Mission. Contemporary mission en-
deavor cannot and should not seek to avoid the 
subject of supernatural power and the miracu-
lous. Neither, on the other hand, should missions 
today become obsessed with or distressed over 
the power and activity of evil beings under Sa-
tan’s control, nor over those who teach about 
them. The Bible teaches Christ’s victory over all 
the Powers (authorities), Principalities (rulers), 
dominions, and demons (1 Cor. 2:6; 15:24; Eph. 
1:15–23; Col. 1:15–20, 2:15; 2 Thess. 2:8; Heb. 
2:14). Mission today needs to rest assured that 
God still can and does work miracles.

Areas of Interface between the Miraculous 
and Mission. Missions interface with the mirac-
ulous in evangelism, healing, deliverance, and 
other areas.

The Miraculous and Evangelism. All evange-
lism is miraculous but in missions today individ-
uals and groups are opened to the gospel in ways 
that can only be miraculous. The history of 
Christianity is replete with accounts of people 
movements that obviously were instigated and 
promoted by the Holy Spirit.

Some contemporary missionaries consider 
warfare prayer and the “binding” of territorial 
spirits as a major method in evangelistic activi-
ties. C. Peter Wagner defines Territorial Spir-
its as members of the hierarchy of evil spirits 
who, delegated by Satan, control regions, cities, 
tribes, people groups, neighborhoods, and other 
social networks and inhibit evangelistic break-
through. John Duncan and Edgardo Silvoso re-
count how, in Argentina, after prayer, fasting, 
confession, and confronting territorial spirits, 
the Lord granted a marvelous gospel break-
through. John Wimber, who believes in “power 
evangelism” and miracles in evangelism, does 
not hold miracles necessary for evangelism. He 
sees proclamation of the gospel as the “heart and 
soul” of evangelism.

The Miraculous and Healing. God has used 
healing to reveal the truth of his message 
throughout history. The Lord has healed through 
the prophets (2 Kings 5:1–16), Jesus (Mark 1:40–
41; John 4:46–54), the apostles (Acts 3:1–10), 

New Testament believers (Acts 14:3), and Chris-
tian missionaries today. God continues to per-
form miracles of healing, both to meet the phys-
ical needs of suffering people and to reveal the 
truth of his message.

Belief in divine healing in no way prohibits 
using modern medicine and using modern medi-
cine does not indicate a lack of faith in God’s 
power to heal. Missions today should allow God 
to speak both through modern medicine and 
God’s direct healing action.

The Miraculous and Deliverance. Demons (evil 
spirits, powers) exist and harm, but do not pos-
sess in the sense of owning, human beings, 
whether believers or unbelievers. Jesus and New 
Testament Christians expelled demons from per-
sons (Matt. 8:28–34; Mark 5:1–20; Acts 5:16; 
16:16–18). Contemporary missionaries face ex-
panding needs and opportunities to oppose evil 
spirits who demonize persons. Deliverance from 
evil spirits has become a growing phenomenon 
among evangelical missionaries. Demons who 
attack people can be expelled and rendered pow-
erless through God’s power (see also Demons, De-
monization; Exorcism; and Spiritual Warfare).

The Miraculous and Other Manifestations. 
Miracles today are evidenced in tongues, knowl-
edge, visions, and other areas (1 Cor. 12–14). 
These manifestations, questioned by some, indi-
cate to others the direct action of God. Mission-
aries must deal honestly and directly with these 
manifestations.

Principles Relating to Missions and the Mi-
raculous. Several principles relate to miracles 
and missionary work. First, missionaries should 
welcome the aid of miracles and other manifes-
tations of Signs and Wonders in missionary 
ministry. In regard to supernatural power and 
the miraculous, missionaries must be careful 
never to be materialists, disbelieving in supernat-
ural powers, nor magicians, thinking supernatu-
ral powers can be controlled by ritual (see 
Magic).

Second, missionaries must affirm that mira-
cles, signs, and wonders are not necessary for 
evangelism or other missionary work. The Holy 
Spirit continues to grant evangelistic fruit where 
there are no outward signs of miracles. Signs and 
wonders can, however, be instrumental in help-
ing people become more willing to hear the gos-
pel.

Third, missionaries must accept that healing is 
not always God’s plan for every person. God 
speaks through suffering as well as through heal-
ing. Missionaries should not, therefore, promise 
healing as God remains sovereign in granting 
healing.

Fourth, missionaries must also remember that 
power resides in the gospel itself, not in miracles 
(Rom. 1:16; 1 Cor. 1:18). Missionaries must be 
certain never to make miracles seem imperative 
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for missionary effectiveness. They must remem-
ber that miracles, like all other Christian deeds, 
must glorify God rather than calling attention to 
humans. When miracles are used to bring fame 
and notoriety to humans, these “signs” are not of 
God. Christians may be seen doing miracles but 
never be doing miracles to be seen.

Finally, missionaries should remember that 
miraculous events are not always of God. Pha
raoh’s magicians did signs (Exod. 7:10–22) as did 
Satan (2 Thess. 2:9). Jesus declared that false 
prophets would perform miracle (Matt. 24:24). 
Missionaries must beware of counterfeit mira-
cles. Missionaries must remember that signs and 
wonders function to convey truth, especially di-
vine compassion. The purpose of signs is that 
people apprehend the message the signs bring 
rather than dwell on the signs themselves.

Ebbie C. Smith
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Missio Dei. Latin for “the sending of God,” in 
the sense of “being sent,” a phrase used in Prot-
estant missiological discussion especially since 
the 1950s, often in the English form “the mission 
of God.” Originally it was used (from Augustine 
on) in Western discussion of the Trinity for the 
“sent-ness of God (the Son)” by the Father (John 
3:17; 5:30; 11:42; 17:18). Georg F. Vicedom popu-
larized the concept for missiology at the CWME 
meeting in Mexico City in 1963, publishing a 
book by this title: The Mission of God: An Intro-
duction to the Theology of Mission.

Ecumenicals claim a comprehensive definition 
of missio Dei: everything God does for the com-
munication of salvation and, in a narrower 
sense, everything the church itself is sent to do. 
Historically, most evangelicals focused on the 
more immediate purpose of the Triune God in 
the sending of the Son: the task of world evange-
lization, the planting of the church among 
non-Christians, and the nurture of such 
churches. More recently, many have acknowl-
edged the holistic nature of the task, though few 
give it an eschatological reference (see Holistic 
Mission).

The difference between the two approaches 
hinges on how the primary and fundamental 
human problem is defined—whether as a broken 
relationship with a transcendent God, or as suf-
fering, oppression, and broken human relation-
ships. Views of how the Kingdom of God is to be 
fulfilled now or eschatologically, how wide the 

scope of human salvation will prove to be, and 
basic assumptions about the authority and inter-
pretation of Scripture are also critical (see Bible 
and Hermeneutics).

Missio Dei was first used in a missionary sense 
by the German missiologist Karl Hartenstein in 
1934. He was motivated by Karl Barth’s empha-
sis on the actio Dei (“the action of God”), over 
against the human-centered focus of liberal the-
ology at that time; he was also inspired by 
Barth’s 1928 lecture on mission, which related it 
to the Trinity. Hartenstein used the term again in 
his “Theological Reflection” on the IMC’s Will-
ingen Conference (1952), published in the Ger-
man report. Though the documents of the meet-
ing itself grounded mission in the Trinity, it did 
not use the term missio Dei. Nevertheless, in its 
new, trinitarian-mission(ary) sense the phrase 
has been widely used since Georg F. Vicedom’s 
book.

Missio Dei came to encapsulate an important 
change in IMC and WCC thinking, from the Tam-
baram Conference (1938) emphasis on the mis-
sion of the church to the Willingen stress on the 
mission of God. The latter meeting quite prop-
erly recognized that the true source of the 
church’s missionary task lay “in the Triune God 
Himself.”

The roots of the later, social gospel usage of 
the term lay in two things: first of all, Willingen’s 
“A Statement on the Missionary Calling of the 
Church,” which exhibited a common theological 
mistake. It properly defined the church’s mis-
sionary obligation as “beseeching all men to be 
reconciled to God,” and its concluding section 
rightly stressed God’s sovereign rule even in the 
“war and tumult” of history, the growth of 
human knowledge, and in political and social 
movements. However, it failed to distinguish this 
preserving, common-grace exercise of God’s 
power from his reconciling, special, redemp-
tive-grace exercise in the history of salvation. 
Nor did it state the relationship either between 
preserving and redemptive grace, or between this 
present age and the age to come (see Hope).

The second and not unrelated factor was the 
presence of the Dutch missiologist, Johannes C. 
Hoekendijk. Hoekendijk was zealous to have the 
true arena of God’s saving action be recognized 
as the world of human affairs and the human 
condition, instead of the church. The mission of 
God (what he sent Christ into the world to do) 
was to establish Shalom—“peace, integrity, com-
munity, harmony and justice”—or humanization 
in this world. In other words, the goal was the 
realization of the kingdom of God on earth. He 
insisted on redefining the church as a function of 
the “apostolate,” that is, the church as an instru-
ment, of God’s action in this world, a means in 
his hands, by which he will establish shalom. 
This was the basic concept with which the 
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phrase missio Dei came to be identified in WCC 
circles.

At the world conference of the World Student 
Christian Federation in Strasbourg (1960), Hoek-
endijk urged that Christians identify with “man 
in the modern world,” that the church become 
“open, mobile groups” (Bassham) to join the 
missio Dei and push for the realization of sha-
lom.

These ideas dominated subsequent WCC re-
ports: Witness in Six Continents (Mexico City, 
1963), World Conference on Church and Society 
(Geneva, 1966), and especially the Studies in 
Evangelism report, The Church for Others (1967). 
These included the radical assertion of the 
thought-pattern expressed in “God-world-
church.” The latter formula meant that the 
church should act in partnership with the send-
ing God, not by world evangelization and church 
planting, but by directly promoting political and 
economic human good. Since shalom is the goal 
of God’s action in the world, and “the world sets 
the agenda,” the church must therefore forsake 
its existing “heretical structures” and join in 
God’s action. Traditional Christian missions were 
therefore merely “transitory forms of obedience 
to the missio Dei,” and no longer appropriate.

The climax of the impact of Hoekendijk’s ver-
sion of God’s mission was to be seen at the Up-
psala Assembly, in 1968, which fiercely resisted 
the admission of words on the need to evangelize 
the non-Christian world.

Christians certainly ought to join with others 
in the common grace promotion of social justice, 
though not as the church, and not exclusively as 
Christians, but with others (Clowney). Evangeli-
cals have been remiss in not acting strongly or 
broadly enough for social justice in this century. 
But the WCC adopted an almost purely socio-
political concept of the missio Dei. It did so on 
the basis of broad, modern theological assump-
tions: universal salvation, through the “cosmic 
Christ”; the church’s election being only for the 
purpose of serving what God was already doing 
in the world; the ideas of process theology, Til-
lich’s “new being,” and Bultmann’s demytholo-
gizing of the New Testament. Taken together, 
these meant that the WCC could not affirm that 
indeed history must come to an end, with 
Christ’s coming, in order to realize the kingdom/
shalom in its fullness. It lacked (and still lacks) 
commitment to other vital teachings of the his-
toric Christian faith: the transcendence of God 
(his distinctness from creation); the reality of an 
objective, substitutionary atonement to deal with 
the fundamental human problem, sin, and its 
forgiveness; and the necessity of proclaiming 
Christ as the only one to whom one must turn 
for true shalom in this world and the world to 
come.

In WCC circles today some are questioning the 
very usefulness of the term missio Dei, and are 
seeking a “new link” between mission and church 
(Hoedemaker). Evangelicals, on the other hand, 
have struggled so far to match the theological 
depth and sophistication of the WCC. They need 
to show that the church is called not merely to 
expansion, not to become a mere “collection of 
converts” (Hoedemaker). It is “sent” for a faithful 
ministry of witness summoning the disobedient 
to turn to God, looking for success only to the 
Spirit of God. It must do this from the context of 
its life, where God is truly worshiped, the faithful 
built up, and compassion demonstrated. This 
whole is the true missio Dei, and foreshadows the 
true shalom to be realized in full at the Lord’s re-
turn.

John A. McIntosh
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Missionary Task. Defining the missionary task 
of the church is central to missionary reflection. 
But it is more than that. It is also a crucial re-
sponsibility of the church, for a church unsure 
or misdirected about its mission can hardly 
achieve it. And yet rarely in church history has 
there been agreement on what the missionary 
task of the church is.

Following the early expansion of the Western 
church, the Middle Ages saw centuries of intro-
version that all but eliminated missionary activ-
ity, including later, among the reformers. Then 
came the Moravians, followed by what has been 
called the Great Century of Mission. Nine-
teenth-century Protestants in Europe and North 
America gained a new missionary vision and 
were, for the most part, united in what the mis-
sionary task was—specifically, they grounded it 
in the commission Christ gave the first great 
missionary, Paul as “Mission to the Gentiles, to 
whom I now send you, to open their eyes and to 
turn them from darkness to light, and from the 
power of Satan to God, that they may receive 
forgiveness of sins and an inheritance among 
those who are sanctified by faith in me” (Acts 
26:17, 18). The twentieth century was, if any-
thing, an even greater century for missions, but 
from the start the unity of vision began to disin-
tegrate. As the conviction weakened that people 
without Christ were lost, the definition of mis-
sion began to change. “Missions” became “mis-
sion,” meaning purpose, and the old passion for 
classical evangelistic missions was swallowed up 
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by the other good things a church must do. Con-
sequently, from Europe and mainline churches 
in North America the stream of missionaries 
began to dry up, until by the end of the century it 
was a mere trickle.

Upon the gradual withdrawal of traditional 
missionaries nondenominational agencies and 
newer denominations (like the Assemblies of 
God and the Christian and Missionary Alliance) 
took up the slack for what may be history’s great-
est surge of evangelism, following World War II. 
How did these forces of the last half of the twen-
tieth century define the task? As the initial evan-
gelistic thrust into new territories was success-
ful, the focus of missionaries typically shifted to 
serving the new churches in pastoral, educa-
tional, and other helping roles until the de facto 
definition of “missions” became, “sending people 
away from the home church to serve God in 
some capacity elsewhere, especially cross-cultur-
ally.” Thus the popular understanding of “mis-
sions” moved gradually in the same direction as 
the earlier drift, defining missions as “all the 
good things a church does,” as Donald Mc-
Gavran so aptly put it, but with this spin: all the 
good things a church does away from home.

An even broader definition of “missions” and 
“missionary” began to emerge. In the effort to 
get all disciples fully involved in witness, it was 
said that “everyone is either a missionary or a 
mission field.” All disciples are sent as missionar-
ies to their own world. Does it make any differ-
ence to define the missionary task one way or 
another? Is it helpful to distinguish clearly 
among the tasks of the church? Is it necessary? 
History would seem to teach that it does indeed 
make a great deal of difference. In fact, failure to 
focus clearly on the New Testament understand-
ing of missions seems to have always marked the 
beginning of the end of missionary enterprise.

The original, basic missionary task of the 
church was to send certain evangelistically gifted 
members to places where Christ is not known to 
win people to faith and establish churches. That 
this is a biblical definition can be demonstrated 
in two ways: (1) the meaning of the term used 
for “ missionary” and (2) the example of those 
who heard Christ’s final instructions.

Apostles. The term “apostle” (literally “one 
who is sent”) was used in several different ways 
in the New Testament (see Apostles). It was used 
in the historic root meaning of any messenger 
(John 13:16; Phil. 2:25). But another nuance was 
emerging in New Testament times, meaning “one 
sent as an authoritative representative of the 
sender.” In this meaning it is used supremely of 
Jesus, sent for our redemption (Heb. 3:1). When 
Christ finished his apostleship he passed that 
role on to others, called variously “the disciples” 
(though the ones highlighted were among hun-
dreds of other disciples), “the twelve” (though 

there were more than twelve, with Matthias, 
Paul, and Jesus’ brother, James, added to the se-
lect group), and “the Apostles,” those sent with 
divine authority to establish Christ’s church. 
Thus the term referred to a unique office, the 
founders of the church. But the term was used of 
others, too, people like Barnabas (often included 
in the apostolate), Timothy and Silas, Androni-
cus and Junia (Rom. 16:7), Epaphroditus (Phil. 
2:25) and, indeed, the whole missionary team 
(1 Thess. 2:6). In this use, “apostle” refers not to 
an office (the “twelve” founders), but to a role, 
the role of pioneering. Paul describes this role 
clearly when he describes his ambition to pro-
claim Christ where he has not yet been named 
(Rom. 15:20; Haldane, Hodge, Murray, and Cal-
vin all clearly identify this apostolic role). “All 
who seemed to be called by Christ or the Spirit 
to do missionary work would be thought worthy 
of the title . . .” (Plummer, 84). Lightfoot wrote 
the seminal exposition of this meaning of “apos-
tle” in his extensive footnote on Galations 1:27. 
We call these pioneer church-starting evange-
lists, “missionaries,” from the Latin translation 
of the Greek apostolos. They are sent by the 
home church to win people to faith and establish 
churches where there are none.

This apostolic role continued after the original 
apostles died. Eusebius, writing of the time from 
a.d. 100–150 speaks of “numberless apostles” or 
“Preaching Evangelists” who were living then. 
He described them:

They performed the office of Evangelists to 
those who had not yet heard the faith, whilst, 
with a noble ambition to proclaim Christ, they 
also delivered to them the books of the Holy 
Gospels. After laying the foundation of the faith 
in foreign parts as the particular object of their 
mission, and after appointing others as shep-
herds of the flocks, and committing to these the 
care of those that had been recently introduced, 
they went again to other regions and nations, 
with the grace and cooperation of God. (Schaff, 
68)

Thus, from the beginning, there was a missionary 
function distinct from other roles in the church. 
It was distinct from the witnessing responsibility 
all Christians have, even distinct from that of 
evangelistically gifted Christians winning 
non-Christians who live nearby. These, rather, are 
sent ones, sent to those out of reach of present 
gospel witness. And their role is distinct also 
from what other “sent ones” do. These are “mis-
sionaries” who pastor the young church and who 
assist it in various other ways, but they do not 
have the apostolic function of winning to faith 
and starting churches. Failure to distinguish this 
task from other tasks may have the appearance of 
elevating their significance but in historic per-
spective it only serves to blur and diminish the 
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original missionary task of the church. A full 
team is needed to reach the unreached, of 
course—those at home who send and colleagues 
on the field who reinforce the apostolic thrust in 
supportive ministries. But the original mission-
ary task of the church is fulfilled through pioneer 
apostolic church starting evangelists. The first ev-
idence for this is the way the term “apostle” was 
used in the New Testament and in the years im-
mediately following. But there is other, even 
stronger evidence.

The Acts of the Apostles. One function of the 
Book of Acts is to demonstrate clearly what the 
missionary task of the church is. Christ gave 
what we call the Great Commission on at least 
three occasions, probably on four, and perhaps 
on five. This, along with the demonstration of his 
own resurrection, was the only theme to which 
he returned in his several encounters with the 
disciples in the six weeks before he ascended. 
Clearly this “sending” was uppermost in his 
mind. What did he intend that those sent should 
do? Acts gives the answer of how those who re-
ceived the commission understood it. Evangelism 
begins with incarnating the transforming gospel 
as we see from the first commissioning on the 
night of the resurrection: “As the Father sent me, 
so send I you” (John 20:21). If there were any 
doubt as to the implications of this command, 
John himself gives a commentary in his first let-
ter: “As he is, so are we in this world” (1 John 
4:17). But demonstrating the love of God (1 John 
4:7–17) does not exhaust the evangelistic assign-
ment. In fact, to live a good life without telling 
how we do it is bad news, not good news. So the 
second element in the commission is proclama-
tion and witness, explaining what one has experi-
enced personally: “Go into all the world and 
preach the gospel . . .” (Mark 16:15). This gospel 
“. . . shall be proclaimed to all nations . . . and 
you are witnesses . . .” (Luke 24:47, 48), and “You 
shall be witnesses to me. . . to the uttermost parts 
of the world” (Acts 1:8). But on these four occa-
sions Jesus says nothing about winning to faith 
and establishing churches. Only once does he do 
that: “Go therefore and make disciples of all the 
nations, baptizing them . . .” (Matt. 28:19). He 
even goes beyond evangelism to the final fruit of 
evangelism: “.  .  . teaching them to observe all 
things that I have commanded you . . .” (v. 20). 
Here the pastoral and teaching role is included! 
How tragic if obedient children gathered in his 
family were not the end result of the missionary 
task.

In this way, four of the great commissions 
don’t even extend to winning people to faith—
just incarnation, proclamation, and witness. The 
first step of evangelism, to be sure, but hardly 
the whole of it. And the fifth great commission 
goes far beyond the initial task of evangelism, 
encompassing all the church was meant to be. 

Thus, Christ is clear enough on the initial stage 
and the final stage, but how do we find out what 
he intends for the in between? That is where the 
example of the churches’ obedience to that com-
mission comes in: The Acts of the Apostles. The 
early history of the church was given, in part, to 
demonstrate what Christ intended. And the pic-
ture emerges clearly and quickly: a select few 
were sent out from home churches to places 
where Christ was not known to win people to 
faith and gather them into local congregations. 
And that is the missionary task of the church. 
Paul and his missionary band first of all lived au-
thentic lives, demonstrating the power of the 
gospel. In that context they immediately and 
constantly talked about it, explaining the gospel, 
urging their hearers to accept it. Thus they won 
people to faith and organized churches. Soon the 
responsibility for pastoring and teaching was 
turned over to others and, once the missionary 
task in that place was completed, the missionary 
band pressed on to regions beyond.

We derive our definition of the missionary 
task, then, from the New Testament term used to 
define the role, and from the New Testament ex-
ample of those who fulfilled that role: the mis-
sionary task is to go, sent as representatives of 
the home church, to places where Christ is not 
known, winning people to faith and establishing 
congregations of those new believers.

Robertson McQuilkin
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New Testament Theology of Mission. The New 
Testament is first and foremost a missionary 
document in the sense that it details the carrying 
out of God’s plan of salvation for the world. Per-
haps the best single portrayal of this is the “chain 
of revelation” in the Gospel of John, in which 
God reaches the world first through Jesus as the 
Sent One. Then the Father and Son “send” the 
Holy Spirit and finally the Godhead “sends” the 
disciples to encounter the world with the de-
mands of God and thereby to force decision. The 
means by which this is accomplished is called 
“mission,” which technically, in John, means the 
process of sending chosen heralds with the gos-
pel message of salvation.

Theology of Mission in the Gospels and Acts. 
One positive result of redaction criticism is the 
realization that each Gospel contains its own 
portrayal of Jesus and its own theological em-
phasis (see also Jesus and Mission). We will 
begin with Mark because of the likelihood that 
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Mark was the first Gospel. The centrality of mis-
sion in Mark can be seen in the framing of 
Mark’s prologue with “gospel” (1:1, 15). Jesus 
comes as one proclaiming the “good news” about 
the “Kingdom of God,” calling for “repentance” 
and “faith-decision” (1:14, 15). The kingdom re-
fers to the inbreaking of God’s rule into history. 
Jesus taught it as both present (Mark 3:27; cf. 
Matt. 12:28; Luke 17:20–21) and future (Mark 
1:15; cf. Luke 21:31). The disciples are thus her-
alds of the kingdom message, calling the lost to 
God. In this sense there is a progression of 
agents, from the prophets (12:2–5) to John the 
Baptist (1:2–3; 11:32) to the disciples, who from 
the start are “apostles” or “sent ones” (3:13–15), 
to the Son himself (1:38; 9:37). The disciples are 
called from the start to be “fishers of men” and 
to leave everything to do so (1:16–20; 10:28). 
Jesus warns them to expect terrible opposition 
(13:9–13) in their mission to the nations (13:10) 
but tells them that their task is worldwide proc-
lamation (3:14; 14:9). Jesus’ way is one of suffer-
ing (8:31; 9:30-31; 10:33–34), and the disciples 
are called to imitate Christ by “bearing their 
cross” with Jesus (8:34). One of Mark’s major 
themes is discipleship failure (6:52; 8:14–21; 
9:14–32; 14:27, 32–41, 50–52; 16:8) but Jesus pro-
vides the answer when he promises to meet them 
as Risen Lord and overcome their weaknesses 
(14:28; 16:7). In the midst of failure to under-
stand and remain faithful, the disciple in mission 
is promised the presence of the Risen Lord. 

Matthew’s mission theme is built upon Mark’s 
but expands several emphases. At the outset, 
there is an antinomy. Matthew has the greatest 
emphasis on particularism, that the mission is 
only for the Jews (10:5, 6; 15:24). At the same 
time, the Gentile mission is given an important 
place from the start, as the Gentile Magi are the 
first to come (drawn by a divinely sent star) to 
worship the newborn Messiah (2:1f.). In short, 
Matthew is a salvation-historical chronicle of the 
movement of God’s plan of salvation in three 
stages: from the mission of the prophets (23:37; 
cf. 21:34–36; 22:3–6) and John the Baptist (3:1–
12; 11:7–14) to the mission of Jesus that is the 
core of the first Gospel to the mission of the dis-
ciples to the nations that concludes the Gospel 
(28:18–20) . Each stage prepares for the follow-
ing step. The Jewish mission is the core of the 
first two stages, and the universal mission is the 
goal of the third. In this sense “the gospel of the 
kingdom” called both Jews (4:23; 9:35) and “all 
nations” (24:14) to repentance. In fact, the mis-
sion to the Jews was in reality the first stage of 
the universal mission, which in Matthew is 
linked to the eschaton (13:24–30; 24:14). A major 
theme in mission is rejection, as the disciples 
must expect the same hatred and persecution as 
Jesus suffered (10:17–36; see vv. 24–26 on shar-
ing Jesus’ suffering). But the goal of it all is to 

bring the Jewish people and the nations to faith 
(a key element in the miracle stories) and obedi-
ence. (The ethical requirements of the kingdom 
are central to the Sermon on the Mount.)

Mission in Luke–Acts is at the heart of the New 
Testament emphasis. The two should be consid-
ered together, for they form two volumes of a sin-
gle story, detailing the divine plan of salvation as 
it moves from Jesus to the early church. In fact, 
one of the major themes of Acts is that the 
church relives and carries on the life and minis-
try of Jesus, seen in parallels between Luke and 
Acts in miracle stories, the road to Jerusalem/
Rome, and the trials of Jesus and Paul. The two 
points of continuity between the life of Jesus and 
the church’s mission are the temple (inaugurating 
both volumes) and the Holy Spirit (central to 
both). Soteriology is the primary theme, with the 
three major aspects coming together in Luke 
24:47—Repentance (25 times in Luke–Acts vs. 10 
total in the other Gospels), Forgiveness of Sins 
(9 in Luke–Acts vs. 3 total in the rest of the New 
Testament), and proclamation of the gospel (the 
heart of Acts; see Proclamation Evangelism). In 
Luke we have salvation procured for the world, 
and in Acts we have salvation proclaimed to the 
world. In preparation for Acts, the universal mis-
sion is even more emphasized in Luke than in the 
other Synoptic Gospels, as in: (1) Simeon calling 
Jesus “a light of revelation for the Gentiles” 
(2:32); (2) 3:4–6, Luke adds to the Isaianic “voice 
in the wilderness” (Isa. 40:3–4) the statement in 
40:5, “And all mankind will see God’s salvation”; 
(3) Jesus’ inaugural address of 4:18–27, which 
concludes with a turn from the Jews to the Gen-
tiles (vv. 25–27); (3) Jesus’ deliberate ministry to 
Gentiles (7:1f.; 8:26f.; 17:11f.); (4) Jesus stressing 
Gentile openness (7:9; 11:30–32; 13:29).

All this comes to fruition in Acts, as the mis-
sion is launched in two stages, Jesus’ resurrec-
tion command (1:8) and the coming of the Spirit 
to launch the mission (2:1–12). Yet it takes time 
for the church to understand God’s will. They ap-
parently understood Jesus in terms of the Old 
Testament centripetal approach (see Old Testa-
ment Theology of Mission), for they remained 
in Jerusalem, seemingly waiting for the Gentiles 
to come to them. The Spirit had to force them 
out in a series of steps to the Gentile mission, 
first in the Persecution following Stephen’s 
manifesto (8:1–3), then Samaria (8:4–25) and the 
Ethiopian eunuch (8:26–40), followed by the 
conversion of Paul, the missionary to the Gen-
tiles (ch. 9), and finally the conversion of Gentile 
Cornelius (ch. 10). At each stage, supernatural 
leading was evident. The missionary journeys 
demonstrated several themes: evangelism and 
follow-up; flexible methods demonstrating sensi-
tivity to culture; home-based church planting 
methods; the Contextualization of the gospel for 
both urban and rural settings; and primarily the 
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centrality of the empowering presence of the 
Holy Spirit. Acts might better be entitled “The 
Acts of the Holy Spirit through the Apostles.” It 
is the work of the Spirit that is carried out by the 
church, and the Spirit sends, guides, and em-
powers the human agents in carrying out God’s 
mission.

An important subsidiary element in Luke–Acts 
is the ministry of Jesus and the church to the 
outcasts. Luke wants to show that the kingdom 
completely reverses all earthly mores, and so 
shows that Jesus and the disciples are especially 
oriented to the poor and the oppressed, as in the 
quotation from Isaiah 61:1–2 in the inaugural 
address of Luke 4:18–19, “The Spirit of the Lord 
. . . has anointed me to preach good news to the 
poor. . . .” This continues throughout Luke’s Gos-
pel (1:51–53; 3:11–14; 6:20–26; 12:13–33; 16:8b–
13, etc.) and Acts (2:44–45; 4:32–35, etc.). The 
debate between Evangelism and Social Respon-
sibility in modern missions would be a false one 
for Luke. For him, to have one without the other 
produces a truncated gospel.

Mission in John has often been overlooked. 
Several recent studies have shown that mission 
is at the heart of John’s purpose, which was two-
fold—to bring unconverted Jews to Christ, and 
to involve the church in God’s mission. Let us 
begin with the “chain of revelation” introduced 
above. (1) In the prologue Jesus is called the 
“Word” (1:1, 2, 14), which means he is the “living 
revealer” of the Father; to meet Jesus is to en-
counter the presence of God. As such he is also 
the “sent one” (stressed over thirty times in the 
Gospel), which means he is the shaliach or 
“envoy” of God to the “world” (105 of the New 
Testament’s 185 occurrences are in John). His 
task is to call the world to faith-decision, stressed 
in three word groups—”believe” (98 times), 
“know” (two words used 141 times), and “see” 
(five verbs used 114 times). God’s universal salv-
ific love (1:4, 7, 9; 3:16) has brought salvation to 
the world and called it to respond to the new 
“life” (66 times in John) in Jesus. (2) In the fare-
well discourse, the Holy Spirit as the paraclete 
(the best translation is probably “Advocate”) is 
also a “sent one,” being given or sent twice by the 
Father (14:16, 25) and twice by the Son (15:26; 
16:7). He will carry the “witness” of the Father 
and the Son (15:26) into the new age begun by 
Christ. (3) The followers of Jesus become “sent 
ones” (17:18; 20:21) and continue the mission to 
the world. In the resurrection commission of 
20:21–23, they are sent by the entire Godhead 
and filled with the divine presence. Furthermore, 
they continue Jesus’ function as judge (5:22, 30; 
8:15–16; 9:39) in verse 23, for as the world re-
sponds to their mission, “whatsoever sins you 
forgive are forgiven, and whatsoever sins you re-
tain are retained.”

Mission Theology in Paul (see also Paul and 
Mission). It is difficult to capture the message of 
so voluminous and deep a thinker as Paul. Virtu-
ally everything in his ministry and writings 
touches on the concept of mission, so all we can 
do is highlight key aspects. Before the Damascus 
road experience, Paul was a committed Jewish 
particularist, and so his conversion completely 
reversed his direction in life and all that he stood 
for. Paul’s commission to mission came in three 
stages—the voice of Christ (Acts 26:16–18; cf. 
Gal. 1:15–16), the confirmation of Ananias 
(9:15), and a later vision in the temple (22:21). 
From that time Paul viewed himself as a pioneer 
missionary with a global rather than local vision 
(2 Cor. 10:15–16) who sought to bring the gospel 
to “those who have not heard” (Rom. 10:14). 
Those brought to Christ were his “joy and 
crown” (1 Thess. 2:19) and “the seal of my apos-
tleship in the Lord” (1 Cor. 9:2). Yet evangelism 
was not his sole purpose; he strongly felt the re-
sponsibility to disciple those converted (follow-
ing the Great Commission), so he followed up on 
his churches by visit and letter (in this sense all 
his epistles are “follow-up”!) and continually 
dealt with problems in his churches.

Paul’s mission strategy begins with his con-
cept of revelation. God has revealed his plan of 
salvation and enacted it in the sacrificial death 
of his Son. This message must now be pro-
claimed (Rom. 10:14–15). The gospel is not just 
a message to be preached; it is the light of God 
shining in a world of darkness (2 Cor. 4:3–6), an 
eschatological revelation of that “mystery” hid-
den from the foundation of the world (Rom. 
11:25; 16:25–26; Eph. 3:2–6). Mission is thereby 
an eschatological unfolding, a culmination of 
the divine intent from eternity past. In its united 
mission the church manifests the “manifold wis-
dom of God” to the cosmic powers, telling them 
in effect that they have lost. This victory is based 
upon the sovereignty of God and upon the cos-
mic reconciliation of “all things in heaven and 
earth” achieved by Christ (Col. 1:19–20). Accord-
ing to Colossians 2:15 Christ achieved this vic-
tory after the cross when he “disarmed,” “tri-
umphed over,” and “made public display” 
(imagery of the Roman triumph) of the evil 
Powers. The church participates in this recon-
ciling and triumphant work by “proclaiming” 
the “hope of the Gospel” to “every creature 
under heaven” (Col. 1:23). The universal mission 
is the great mystery of God, and it needs the 
focus and priority of the people of God.

For Paul eschatology, Christology, and soteriol-
ogy intertwine. The redemptive-historical act of 
God in Jesus is the basis of mission. All of his-
tory points to the life and sacrificial death of 
Christ on the cross as its mid-point. The sin and 
guilt brought about by Adam have now been ex-
piated by the gracious gift of Christ (Rom. 5:12–
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21), leading to the justification of the sinner 
(Rom. 3:21–26). The creeds and hymns of the 
early church reflect upon the humiliation/exalta-
tion of Christ (Rom. 1:3–4; Eph. 1:3–14; Phil. 
2:6–11; Col. 1:15–20; 1 Tim. 3:16), and the unbe-
liever participates in this via faith-decision and 
confession (Rom. 10:9–10). This gracious and 
merciful act of God provides the content of mis-
sion. Paul believed strongly in a contextualized 
message and strategy in which the missionary 
became “all things to all people” in any area not 
contrary to the gospel “in order to win some” 
(1 Cor. 9:19–23). He adapted his message to 
reach the people where they were, centering on 
fulfillment of Scripture for Jews (Acts 13:16–43) 
and upon natural revelation for Gentiles (see 
Acts 14:14–18; 17:22–31).

Mission Theology in the General Epistles. 
The General Epistles do not all center upon mis-
sion. Some are primarily pastoral, like James, 
2 Peter–Jude, or the Johannine epistles. The two 
that contain mission principles are Hebrews and 
1 Peter. Hebrews defines itself as a “word of ex-
hortation” (13:22), a pastoral homily addressing 
a church tempted to return to Judaism due to 
persecution. There are two primary themes, 
christology (the superiority of Christ) and soteri-
ology (the pilgrimage theme). God is the one 
who completes his revelatory acts by speaking 
through his Son, the culmination of his plan 
(1:1–3). Indeed, all of Scripture points to fulfill-
ment in him. Thereby he is superior to the angels 
(1:4–2:18), to Moses and Joshua (chs. 3–4), to the 
priesthood (chs. 5–7), and to the covenant, sanc-
tuary, and sacrifices (ch. 8–10). Christ is not only 
the Son exalted to the right hand of God (1:2–3; 
8:1; 10:12) but also has authority over this cre-
ation (1:2, 8, 10) and the angelic orders (1:9). 
Christ alone has made salvation possible by his 
once for all sacrifice (9:12, 26–28; 10:10–14). He-
brews does not discuss a mission to the Gentiles, 
but there is a witness theme. Like the heroes of 
the faith in chapter 11, who witness with their 
sacrificial lives (12:1), and like Jesus, who is the 
final model of those who are willing to “resist to 
the point of shedding blood” (12:2–4), believers 
are called to a life of pilgrimage. They must run 
the “race” (12:1–2) and consider themselves 
“strangers” in this world (11:9, 13), oriented not 
to the present but to a future reality, “a better 
country—a heavenly one” (11:10, 16). This 
means a willingness to “bear the disgrace 
(Christ) bore” (13:13). The contribution of He-
brews to a mission theology deals with the nega-
tive side, rejection and persecution, as the people 
of God witness through suffering.

First Peter is also written to a suffering 
church, and like Hebrews it calls for believers to 
consider themselves called by God to be tempo-
rary visitors and resident aliens on this earth 
(1:1, 17; 2:11). The message of this book is that 

the mission, when conducted in the midst of ter-
rible hostility, calls upon the believers to witness 
via exemplary lives of goodness. The theme is 
given in 2:12: when the pagans slander you as 
being evildoers, let your conduct so shine that 
they observe your goodness, are convicted by it, 
and “glorify God in the day of visitation” (see 
also 2:15). “Glorify God” means they are con-
verted and then glorify God at the last judgment. 
Peter then shows how this works out in the three 
primary relationships Christians have—to gov-
ernment (2:13–17), to master-slave (2:18–25) and 
then wife-husband (3:1–7) relationships. Christ 
is the model for a proper reaction to hostility, for 
he refused to retaliate and instead entrusted 
himself to God (2:21–24). So his followers must 
also become models of faith and goodness when 
the world turns against them (4:19). That is their 
mission. For Peter mission is an eschatological 
journey, done in light of the blessings of salva-
tion (1:3–12; 2:4–10) and at all times looking for-
ward to the culmination of mission in eternity 
(1:4; 3:22; 4:7). With this in mind, in spite of per-
secution the people of God are always ready to 
respond to queries with gentleness and a life that 
proves the validity of the gospel (3:15–16).

Mission Theology in Revelation. Many have 
said that there is no mission in this book, since it 
deals with cosmic war and the end of human his-
tory. However, a close study shows a distinct and 
profound message. The major theme of the book 
is the Sovereignty of God, and in the cosmic 
war the sub-theme is the futility of Satan. Divine 
control is subsumed in the verb “was given” 
which occurs often in two key passages, the four 
horsemen of the Apocalypse (6:2, 4, 8) and the 
coming of the Beast (13:5, 7). This verb tells us 
that God (the giver) is in control of the forces of 
evil. They can do nothing without his permis-
sion. Moreover, everything Satan does is merely 
a parody or great imitation of what God has al-
ready done perfectly, such as the mortal wound 
healed (= resurrection), the mark of the beast (= 
God sealing the saints), the false trinity of 16:13. 
Armageddon is not the great defeat of Satan. It is 
actually his final act of defiance, for the war was 
won by the “slain Lamb” on the cross (the pre-
dominant title of Christ in the book).

Mission is the outgrowth of the activity of the 
slain Lamb, and it is far more predominant than 
has often been thought. In fact, Richard Bauck-
ham (1993; 238–337) has noted that “the conver-
sion of the nations” is a major theme of the 
book. The “nations” are not just predestined to 
judgment but are called to repentance. In fact, 
14:6–7 shows that one of the purposes of the 
seals, trumpets, and bowls is not just to pour out 
Judgment but to prove God’s sovereignty over the 
earthly gods (the trumpets and bowls are built 
upon the Egyptian plagues of Exodus) and thus 
to proclaim “the eternal gospel” and call the na-
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tions to “fear God and give him glory.” The earth-
dwellers reject that offer and refuse to repent 
(9:20, 21; 16:9, 11, though the refusal shows the 
call to repentance was real), but apparently some 
do repent and give “glory to the God of heaven” 
in 11:13. Moreover, the nations produce those 
“purchased” by the blood of Christ (5:9), wor-
shipers before God (15:4), the “multitude” stand-
ing before the throne in 7:9, and the saints who 
bring their glory and honor into the New Jerusa-
lem (21:24–26).

The saints are militant during the Great Tribu-
lation not by fighting back (13:10) but by witness-
ing through their perseverance and their procla-
mation of the one true God. The use of lamp- 
stands for the church (1:12, 20) may well symbol-
ize its witnessing activity, and the Witness theme 
is central to the book. Jesus as the “faithful wit-
ness” (1:5; 3:14) is the model, and the saints are 
called to the interdependent perseverance and 
witness. As seen often above, witness leads to 
Persecution, and the mission of the church via 
martyria (“witness”) ends in Martyrdom, as in 
12:11 where the believers “conquer” the dragon 
by “the word of their testimony” in that “they did 
not love their lives so as to shrink from death” 
(see also 6:9). It is clear that the people of God 
are pictured as engaged in missionary activity 
even as they are hunted down by the forces of the 
Beast, and that some respond to their witness 
and have their place in the eternal city.

Grant. R. Osborne
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Paul and Mission. The mission of the apostle 
Paul in the first century has functioned as a prin-
cipal inspiration and paradigm for Christian wit-
ness during the millennia since. The modern mis-
sionary movement in particular has routinely 
attempted to take bearings from the apostle’s 
missionary thinking and endeavors. Where this 
has been pursued at a scholarly level, such inqui-
ries have not infrequently also proved suggestive 
for those engaged in the modern academic study 
of Paul. Among more familiar examples of such 
studies in the past century would certainly be 
those by Allen, Blauw, Senior and Stuhlmueller, 
and Bosch.

The modern academic study of Paul has had 
good reason, in any case, to devote considerable 

professional attention to Paul’s mission, since that 
mission has functioned as a principal feature in 
the scholarly reconstructions of early Christian 
history and theology. In the process, contempo-
rary Pauline research has sometimes proposed 
findings that challenge popular assumptions 
about the Pauline mission, serving thereby as a 
useful corrective for a too easy correlation be-
tween the Paul of history and the interests and 
requirements of the modern missionary move-
ment. At the same time these modern academic 
inquiries have not always escaped their own ac-
commodations to contemporary intellectual fash-
ions.

Beginning with F. C. Baur of Tübingen in the 
mid-nineteenth century, and throughout the en-
tire period of modern Pauline studies since, the 
history and literature of the Pauline mission 
have been continuously queried. For example, 
Baur counted only four of Paul’s principal letters 
as authentic, and nonevangelical scholarship 
today tends conventionally to accept only seven 
as assuredly Pauline (excluding Ephesians, Co-
lossians, 2 Thessalonians, and the Pastorals). 
Likewise the historical reliability of Acts, and of 
its account of the Pauline mission, has been re-
peatedly called into question. While fashionable 
opinion on the matter has oscillated over the 
years, the recent pattern has increasingly been to 
assume a sharp contrast between the Paul pre-
sented in the narrative of Acts and the historical 
Paul represented by his principal letters, and in 
consequence to discount the usefulness of Acts 
in assessing the history of the Pauline mission.

Such findings can often seem to have more to 
do with the predilections of the modern-day aca-
demic than with an even-handed scholarly as-
sessment of the historical data. The problematic 
nature of many of the assumptions that under-
gird such findings has often been demonstrated. 
Nevertheless, a large segment of contemporary 
Pauline scholarship would doubt the traditional 
chronological reconstruction of Paul’s mission, 
and in particular the “three tours” approach so 
characteristic of more popular presentations.

Yet it is noteworthy that in the alternative re-
constructions being proffered, while the chronol-
ogy of the Pauline mission is shifted, the pattern 
of Paul’s geographical movement as presented in 
Acts is left largely intact. This anomaly within 
the modern inquiry arises from the fact that, 
whatever the chronology of events, the relevant 
data derivable from Paul’s principal letters on 
the geographical pattern of his mission correlate 
remarkably well with the more detailed data 
available from Acts.

That is to say, in both the letters and in Acts 
Paul carries out his missionary endeavors in the 
same sector of the Mediterranean world, in the 
same provinces, and in the same general se-
quence. In both sources Paul works in the lands 
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surrounding the northeastern Mediterranean, 
between Judea and the Adriatic; both sources 
show him progressing through this area gener-
ally from east to west; and both sources see him 
attending to Syria/Cilicia, Macedonia, Achaia, 
and Asia, in that order—and also Galatia at some 
point along the way.

Indeed, the Paul of the letters is explicitly con-
scious of such a geographical pattern in his mis-
sion. In a context in which he anticipates travel 
westward to Rome and beyond to Spain, he 
states that already “from Jerusalem all the way 
around to Illyricum I have fully proclaimed the 
gospel of Christ” (Rom. 15:19). The distinctive-
ness of this geographical dimension in the apos-
tle’s understanding of his mission can be ob-
scured by its very familiarity. Paul clearly took 
his mission to be in part a geographically defin-
able accomplishment.

A second distinguishing characteristic of the 
Pauline mission, evidenced both in the letters 
and in Acts, is the intentional focus on commu-
nity formation. Paul saw his mission as more 
than gospel proclamation and conversion of in-
dividuals; through and beyond these endeavors 
he understood his missionary role to concern the 
establishment of settled, believing communities. 
This churchward orientation of his mission is ev-
ident not least in his surviving missionary letters, 
all of which are directed to the stabilization and 
maturation of newly planted churches. Paul pur-
sued his geographical mission in terms of eccle-
sial achievement.

In the first decades of the twentieth century 
Pauline studies came increasingly under the in-
fluence of a history-of-religions approach, which 
emphasized the importance of the Greco-Roman 
religious context for understanding Paul. This 
approach affected the understanding of Paul’s 
mission in at least two respects. First, it helped 
ignite a debate that continues to the present on 
the relationship of Paul’s Damascus experience 
to his subsequent theology and to his Gentile 
mission preoccupation. For example, numerous 
studies attempted a religio-psychological inter-
pretation of the Damascus experience, in which 
the sudden reorientation to Gentile mission of 
this erstwhile Pharisee was explained as the 
compensatory outworking of an uneasy con-
science over the harsh exclusivism of Judaism. 
Such an approach is no longer in vogue, owing 
to the excessive degree to which modern as-
sumptions must be interpolated into the histori-
cal data in order to render such psychological 
interpretations feasible.

It is now widely recognized that whatever led 
up to the Damascus event, the interpretive base-
line for the event must begin with the fact that 
Paul experienced it as an encounter with the 
risen Jesus. And, in light of his own explicit testi-
mony, it is also increasingly accepted that Paul 

experienced this encounter not as a conversion 
so much as a call, as a divine summons to a task 
on the model of Old Testament Prophets (Gal. 
1:15–16). No interpretation of the Damascus 
Road event and its consequences is likely to 
prove sustainable which does not recognize that 
the event was in the first place an encounter/call. 
That is to say, Paul understood his sense of com-
mission not as derivative of his Damascus Road 
experience but as constituent to that experience. 
The complex ramifications of the event for Paul’s 
subsequent life and thought are best accounted 
for as unfolding from this duality at the heart of 
the original experience. It was the christological 
encounter that set in motion Paul’s theological 
reorientation, while it was the call to Gentile 
mission that determined the direction of the re-
sulting theological development.

The history-of-religions phase within Pauline 
studies also stimulated considerable interest in 
the numerous examples of religious propaganda 
in the Greco-Roman world, and sought to reinter-
pret Paul’s missionary efforts in light of this 
larger social phenomenon. Such studies high-
lighted not only the vigorous Jewish proselyte 
movement of the period, but also the wandering 
preachers then common in the Hellenistic world, 
and the rapid spread of the Eastern mystery reli-
gions throughout the empire at this time. Such 
studies have thrown much useful light on the pat-
terns of religious propagation within Paul’s 
world. At the same time, in attempting to trace a 
generalized phenomenon of the period, such in-
vestigations have tended to accent those charac-
teristics common to all these efforts while ob-
scuring the individual  dist inctives.  In 
consequence, even today scholarly texts will 
speak with assurance of multiple first-century 
movements of religious propaganda, all function-
ing more or less on the familiar pattern of the 
Pauline mission.

Recent research has been severely undermin-
ing this projection. It is now being noted, for ex-
ample, that the wandering preachers of Helle-
nism were not pursuing community formation. 
Neither was the spread of the mystery religions 
nor the Jewish proselyte movement furthered by 
individuals under a sense of divine calling to mis-
sionize. And none of these movements inter-
preted itself in terms of geographical progress. 
Even for Christianity itself in the initial postapos-
tolic centuries, closer inquiry finds the evidence 
almost entirely lacking for the figure of the mis-
sionary evangelist seeking to plant churches in 
new geographical areas on the Pauline model. A 
significant result of this reassessment now in 
progress has been to clarify more adequately the 
distinctiveness of Paul’s particular mission, and 
especially to clarify the extent to which the geo-
graphical framing of his mandate, and its eccle-
sial focus, represent exceptional characteristics 
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for missionary perception and outreach in his 
day.

In the latter part of the twentieth century an 
increasingly influential sociological approach in 
New Testament studies produced illuminating 
contributions on the social dimensions of the 
early Christian mission. For example, a helpful 
distinction has been traced between the “itiner-
ant charismatic” preachers of the early Palestin-
ian Christian communities and the more orderly 
efforts of those like Paul who may be character-
ized as “goal-oriented community organizers.” 
But more adventurous attempts to reinterpret 
Paul’s missionary outreach itself in terms of 
modern sociological models for religious expan-
sion, such as millennial, conversionist, or sectar-
ian models, have thus far proved less than per-
suasive, owing to a general perception that these 
models are being inappropriately imposed upon 
the historical data. This field of inquiry is never-
theless promising, and more methodologically 
sensitive and disciplined studies along these 
lines should prove fruitful for a better under-
standing of the varied patterns of religious prop-
agation in the Greco-Roman world.

The Bultmannian school of thought, which 
dominated Pauline studies in the middle decades 
of the twentieth century, transmuted the larger 
inquiry into existentialist categories in ways that 
rendered the essential issues of Paul’s mission 
largely peripheral or irrelevant. By the last quar-
ter of the century, this whole construct had been 
duly challenged and displaced, especially owing 
to the far-reaching reassessments in Pauline 
studies precipitated by E. P. Sanders in 1977, 
now mediated most prominently through work 
by J.  D.  G. Dunn in what is conventionally 
termed the “New Perspective” in Pauline studies. 
The result has been to move the dominant issues 
of Pauline inquiry at the commencement of the 
twenty-first century back into territory more 
congenial to acknowledging and addressing 
questions relating to Paul’s mission and mission 
thinking.

In particular this shift of perspective has al-
lowed renewed consideration of a significant but 
less dominant strand of inquiry in twentieth-
century Pauline studies emphasizing and explor-
ing the eschatological structuring of Pauline the-
ology. The eschatological nature of Paul’s 
thinking was first effectively accented in 1911 
through an influential survey of Pauline studies 
by the New Testament scholar A. Schweitzer, 
who subsequently gained wide notice as a medi-
cal missionary in Africa. Beginning in 1936 
O. Cullmann then directed attention to the es-
chatological nature of Paul’s own self-under-
standing. Building on this, the Danish scholar 
J. Munck from 1947 on systematically worked 
out the proposition that all Paul’s missionary 

thinking and endeavors are best interpreted in 
terms of his eschatological convictions.

Munck demonstrated that the salvation-histor-
ical framework in which all of Paul’s theological 
reflection takes place also functions as the deter-
minative framework for Paul’s understanding 
and implementation of his mission. Paul took 
himself to be a participant in the end-time re-
demptive events of Old Testament prophetic ex-
pectation. More particularly, he understood him-
self to be a participant in the fulfillment of that 
part of Old Testament eschatology which ex-
pected the inclusion of the nations, the Gentiles, 
in the messianic blessing. Paul therefore took his 
own vigorous outreach to be part of the eschato-
logical ingathering of the nations, and his Da-
mascus experience to be a divine summons to 
participate in this outreach to the ends of the 
earth.

The historical characteristics of Paul’s mis-
sionary outreach are then best understood as 
those practicalities implicit in seeking to imple-
ment such an eschatological assignment, given 
the realities of Paul’s first-century world and his 
assumptions about that world. Paul sought to ac-
tualize the promised “blessing to the nations” by 
concrete efforts to help form believing communi-
ties province by province across his Roman 
world. This required deliberate travel to the pop-
ulation centers of these provinces. The little 
gatherings he formed center by center symbolize 
for him the incorporation of the Gentiles into the 
messianic community in fulfillment of Old Testa-
ment expectation. He recognizes that he is work-
ing between the “already” of Christ’s redemptive 
act and the “not yet” of Christ’s final triumph, 
bringing the life of the age to come into the pres-
ent fallen world. And as a messenger of the Cru-
cified One in this interim time, he knows that he 
must work amidst all the vicissitudes of the 
human condition, accepting toil and suffering 
and being vulnerable to conflict and disappoint-
ment. Yet he is sustained by the joyous assurance 
that God’s eternal purpose, to unite Jew and 
Gentile together in the worship of Christ as Lord, 
will be fulfilled.

Of course the mission of the apostle Paul must 
not be used as an exclusive norm for appropriate 
Christian outreach. The biblical understanding 
of mission encompasses more than is repre-
sented by the particularities of the Pauline 
model. Yet within the larger scope of the biblical 
witness Paul does constitute a principal repre-
sentative of evangelical outreach. And for those 
prepared to find in his mission a guiding point of 
reference for appropriate Christian witness in 
our own day, Paul can serve as an effective re-
minder of basic components of the biblical per-
spective on mission. This would include convic-
tions such as:
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(1) That Christian mission should be under-
stood and implemented within a theological 
frame of reference; and that theological reflec-
tion may in turn discover a needed relevance, 
balance, orientation, and dynamic if pursued (as 
for Paul) within a missiological frame of refer-
ence.

(2) That within the eschatological structuring 
of God’s redemptive purpose, the primal man-
date for the time between Christ’s first and sec-
ond advents is gospel proclamation to the na-
tions, that within the larger divine economy the 
core intention for the present interim period is 
the effecting of this mandate.

(3) That from among the recipients of redemp-
tion God may commission selected individuals to 
a singularly disciplined, proactive, and sustained 
collaboration in the proclamation to the nations.

(4) That the proclamation of the gospel is 
meant to be implemented, and its achievement 
measured, in part by geographical attainment, 
that a deliberately cross-cultural mission to the 
unreached peoples and nations of one’s world 
functions under first biblical warrant.

(5) That through and beyond missionary proc-
lamation and evangelism, the planting of believ-
ing communities and their nurture to settled ma-
turity in Christ must remain a primary focus of 
any biblically validated missionary outreach.

(6) That God’s redemptive purposes will assur-
edly be achieved, that he remains sovereign in 
the course of the missionary proclamation to the 
nations, and that he will triumphantly accom-
plish his intention to sum up all things in Christ.

W. Paul Bowers
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Persecution. Suffering experienced by those 
whose opinion or belief is being attacked by an-
other group. For the first Christians who came 
from a Jewish heritage, Suffering and persecu-
tion were both part of their lot. Jews living under 
Roman rule could expect to be persecuted if they 
chose to follow Jesus (e.g., Matt. 5:10–12; 10:23; 
Luke 21:12; John 15:20).

The Jews as a people had been persecuted for 
centuries prior to Christ’s birth. Christians who 
came out of Judaism still faced hostility from 
Rome. In addition, at least until a.d. 70, they 
faced persecution from the Jewish leaders. Such 
persecutions often had the opposite of the in-
tended effect. The persecution of the church 

after Stephen’s Martyrdom did not stop Christi-
anity but spread the gospel beyond the confines 
of Jerusalem (Acts 8:1). Paul’s conversion re-
sulted from the Damascus road encounter with 
Jesus while he was traveling under Jewish au-
thority to persecute the church in Damascus 
(Acts 9:1–31). In testimony and correspondence 
Paul frequently referred to his persecuting work 
(Acts 22:4; 26:11; 1 Cor. 15:9; Gal. 1:13; Phil. 3:6; 
1 Tim. 1:13). James was martyred by Herod, and 
when the populace approved he had Peter ar-
rested for the same purpose (Acts 12:1–11). 
Through God’s intervention, the tables were 
turned and Herod lost his life, while Peter es-
caped and was able to continue sharing his faith. 
Jewish persecution of Paul for his evangelistic 
work led to his arrest and eventual transport to 
Rome under guard. In this, however, the Jews 
living in Rome as well as Paul’s escorts and his 
guard detail all had the chance to hear the gospel 
(Acts 28:17–30; Phil. 1:12–14). Persecution, 
though violent and intended to shut down the 
church, often had the opposite effect.

The Roman rulers initially tolerated Christians 
as a subsect within Judaism, but Nero’s scape-
goating of them after the a.d. 64 fire in Rome 
started a pattern of persecution which continued 
for almost 250 years. With varying intensity, 
Christians were perceived as a threat to the state. 
Though not consistently applied throughout the 
Roman Empire, and with periods of hostility fol-
lowed by temporary reprieves, the reality of 
Christianity’s illegality as a religion remained 
part of the Christian experience until the Edict of 
Milan (a.d. 313) officially legalized Christianity in 
the empire. Though two relatively brief periods of 
persecution followed (under Licinius in 322–23 
and Julian in 361–63), official toleration of Chris-
tianity across the Roman Empire was assured.

Contemporary Situation. While it is true that 
Christians have over the course of history perse-
cuted others (e.g., Muslims during the Crusades; 
Jews during the Middle Ages and the modern 
era), including other Christians (e.g., the Do-
natists, Anabaptists, Puritans, and Huguenots), 
by and large it is accurate to say that Christians 
have been the recipients of hostility. Far from 
being only a thing of the past, persecution today 
continues to be a reality faced by many Chris-
tians, particularly those in militant religious 
states. It is estimated that more Christians have 
lost their lives through persecution in this cen-
tury than all other centuries combined, though 
generally there has been little publicity of this in 
the secular press of free countries. David Barrett 
estimates that some 160,000 Christians were 
martyred in 1996 simply because they were 
Christians. Contemporary researchers have 
begun to speak out on behalf of the persecuted 
(e.g., Shea and Marshall), noting that the West-
ern church and Western governments have been 
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largely silent in the face of an increasingly 
well-documented reality.

A number of mission organizations have also 
been founded to investigate, publicize, and ad-
vocate on behalf of those at risk, including 
Brother’s Keeper, Christian Solidarity Interna-
tional, International Christian Concern, and 
Voice of the Martyrs. Additionally, existing 
agencies are incorporating departments which 
emphasize the persecuted church, including 
Christian Life Commission of the Southern 
Baptist Convention, Open Doors, and World 
Evangelical Fellowship Religious Liberty Com-
mission. The National Association of Evangeli-
cals (U.S.) published a statement of conscience 
in 1996 reflecting “deep concern for the reli-
gious freedom of fellow believers, as well as 
people of every faith” and many agencies and 
churches have joined the WEF-sponsored Inter-
national Day of Prayer for the Persecuted 
Church.

Missionary Implications. With the recent in-
crease in interest in reaching the unreached, per-
secution of missionaries will likely grow rather 
than shrink in the coming decades, simply be-
cause so many of the unreached live under reli-
gious or political ideologies that suppress the 
spread of the Christian message. Additionally, 
Christians are often perceived as part of the West 
in general, and the official anti-Western tenor in 
these countries will exacerbate the potential 
problems.

Almost no missiological training in the West 
offered today will help future missionaries train-
ing face persecution, though it appears that 
house seminaries in China prepare their future 
pastors for interrogation. Missionaries, espe-
cially those going into at-risk situations, would 
benefit from realistic preparation for the possi-
bilities they may face. In addition, having been 
trained, they may also be more able to offer both 
preparation and aid to indigenous Christians 
who suffer because of a choice to follow Christ 
in a hostile environment.

A. Scott Moreau
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Planning. Planning, whether of an ad hoc or 
strategic nature, is not new to the mission enter-
prise. Though current strategic planning for mis-
sion purposes increasingly emphasizes the So-
cial Sciences and electronic technology, 
planning as a critical factor in Christian mission 
can be dated to certain events in the Book of 
Acts (e.g., the Jerusalem Council in Acts 15 or 
the hall of Tyrannus “campaign” in Acts 19). Mo-

nasticism, using music to teach Christian doc-
trine to the illiterate masses, and the develop-
ment of mendicant orders are just a sampling of 
the resultant structures flowing from planning 
processes long before the modern mission era.

As we review the modern missions era, we see 
pioneers like William Carey who demonstrate 
key elements of planning in their writings. Car-
ey’s classic treatise An Enquiry into the Obliga-
tion of Christians . . . gives testimony to the stra-
tegic use of biblical information statistics, maps, 
organizational networking, and financial support 
structures in planning the mission enterprise. 
J. Hudson Taylor’s “Call to Service” also shows 
the evaluative processes and resultant planning 
necessary in the structural changes that occurred 
as missions headed “inland” in the mid-nine-
teenth century using the incipient structures of 
the faith mission model.

The work of Rufus Anderson from the United 
States and Henry Venn from England are repre-
sentative examples of evaluative processes that 
led planned change in mission strategy during 
the latter part of the nineteenth century. Their 
planned change resulted in the famous “three-
self” formula with its goal of planting and foster-
ing the development of churches that were 
self-governing, self-sufficient, and self-propagat-
ing (see Indigenous Churches). This period of the 
nineteenth century also is an era in which women 
became increasingly assertive in organizing their 
own agencies for sending single women mission-
aries. The evaluation and subsequent strategic 
planning by valiant women opened the possibility 
of reaching women and children with the gospel 
in cultures where male missionaries had little ac-
cess to the female and child population.

Consultations and conferences have been the 
contexts from which much planning and resul-
tant strategic change have occurred. Mt. Hermon 
(1886), Edinburgh (1910), Jerusalem (1928), Ma-
dras (1938), Berlin (1966), Lausanne (1974), and 
Lausanne II Manila (1989) are all examples of 
events that have not only resulted in planned 
change, but provided ongoing evaluation of mis-
sion endeavor. Centers like the U.S. Center for 
World Mission in Pasadena, California, Overseas 
Ministries Study Center in New Haven, Con-
necticut, or The Oxford Centre for Mission Stud-
ies in Oxford, England, exemplify the present 
commitment of the global mission enterprise to 
planning as an ongoing necessity.

Terms associated with the planning process are 
used differently. Words usually seen in planning 
literature include mission, purpose, vision, 
dream, goal, objective, and plan (action plan). 
These terms are used inconsistently, but with 
necessary definition become functional. Lyle 
Schaller suggests that all solid planning models 
must include a strong future orientation, an em-
phasis on action, realistic analysis of the context, 
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participative agreement building, and challenge 
for participants to join in chosen course of ac-
tion.

In the process of planning, terms like mission 
and purpose refer to the why of an organization 
or enterprise. Vision/dream refers to an image of 
a preferable future condition. Goals describe 
what we want to achieve with objectives, focus-
ing on that which must be accomplished to 
reach a goal. Action plans describe the activities 
that will ultimately enflesh our conceptualizings.

The mission–vision–goals–action plan model or 
the think–plan–act–evaluate model exemplifies 
some current formats for the planning processes 
used in the mission enterprise.

Byron D. Klaus
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Reconciliation. The Christian faith is fundamen-
tally relational. It affirms that God has acted once 
and for all—decisively—in the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ to bring the created 
order back to its original purposes. Pastor and 
homiletician Gardner C. Taylor argued that “the 
Bible has but one theme, that is, that God gets 
back what belonged to him in the first place.”

This involves not merely the restoration of per-
sons, the environment, and even the cosmos, but 
also the quality of relationships that they enjoyed 
at creation—the divine order in the heart of God 
as revealed in the Genesis account of beginnings.

In the beginning, God enjoyed full fellowship 
with humanity, unmarred by Sin. So too, there 
was harmony and Peace in the relationships be-
tween humanity and Creation, and between the 
first man and woman in the Garden of Eden. 
When sin entered the world, all of these relation-
ships were damaged—sin separated humanity 
from a holy God. It also brought alienation be-
tween humanity and the Environment. Finally, it 
brought estrangement among people themselves, 
substituting blame and distrust for mutuality 
and complementarity (see also Fall of Human-
kind).

Reconciliation describes the process through 
which God works to restore these relationships. 
In the Book of Colossians, it is depicted as a cos-
mic process through which God in Jesus Christ 
reconciled “to himself all things, whether on 
earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of 
his cross” (1:20). Here God brings nature into 
right relationship with himself through Christ, as 
well as showing his victory over demonic ‘princi-
palities and powers.’ The souls of sinners are re-
claimed as they trust the merits of Christ’s blood.

The apostle Paul also depicts his ministry as a 
ministry of reconciliation. In 2 Corinthians 5:17–
19 he affirms that there is new life in Christ, and 
that this life is “from God, who through Christ 
reconciled us to himself and gave us the ministry 
of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was rec-
onciling the world to himself, not counting their 
trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the 
message of reconciliation.”

He goes on to describe his ministry as that of 
an Ambassador of God, representing him and 
pleading with persons on his behalf to be recon-
ciled to God. In this sense, the missionary enter-
prise is one of representing Christ to a world in 
need of reconciliation to God, not merely the in-
culcation of doctrine or the spread of proposi-
tions. Rather it is the full-fledged acceptance of 
one’s role as an ambassador for God’s kingdom, 
preaching the gospel of reconciliation with 
God—the invitation to follow Christ as he brings 
all things into subjection to God. Missions at its 
core involves the proclamation and demonstra-
tion of the Love of God for his creation, and the 
invitation to respond to his love through accept-
ing his Son as Lord and Savior.

If reconciliation is a cosmic process, then mis-
sions involves the invitation to participate fully 
in the whole of the process. That is, the resto-
ration of right relationships in the created 
order—the environment and surrounding inter-
planetary and interstellar space—and right rela-
tionships between human beings.

Paul recognizes this in pointing to the new fel-
lowship created between Jew and Gentile in the 
body of Christ. This reconciliation in Christ he 
also calls “peace” (Eph. 2:14). Christ has “broken 
down the dividing wall of hostility by abolishing 
in his flesh the law of commandments and ordi-
nances, that he might create in himself one new 
man in place of the two, so making peace.” (vv. 
14–15) To the Galatians, he wrote that in Christ 
“there is neither Jew nor Greek . . . slave nor free 
. . . male nor female” (3:28).

These latter passages have assumed great im-
portance in contemporary conversations con-
cerning missions because of the increased rele-
vance of cultural Contextualization in missions 
studies. As we have given greater weight to cul-
tural contexts and become more clear about im-
perialism and power relationships, we have wit-
nessed the need for a more sophisticated 
conversation about reconciliation across ethnic 
and cultural lines. Indeed, in the United States, 
missions organizations are looking at issues of 
cultural context not merely as a concern in over-
seas missions, but also working on how racial 
and ethnic reconciliation is to be sought within 
their own country.

At one level, the issue is, in the words of theo-
logian Miroslav Volf, the “sacralization of cul-
tural identity,” the literal merger of cultural and 
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religious commitments that gives people more of 
a sense of belonging to their cultural group than 
to Christ. Among racial and ethnic minorities, 
oppression can give the sense that loyalty to 
one’s Ethnicity is a stronger bond than that to 
other believers. And to those in the majority, the 
wedding of religion and culture often appears 
matter of fact, since they are the group in power 
and lack the critical distancing that comes from 
marginalization (see Marginal, Marginaliza-
tion).

Some suggest that Christian faith is col-
or-blind, in that God is “no respecter of persons.” 
Others point to cultural difference as something 
to be celebrated—a rich diversity reflecting the 
creative genius of God. Few would opt for a seg-
regated church which overemphasizes cultural or 
ethnic norms (see also Homogenous Unit Princi-
ple). Indeed, it may be that the ways in which 
Christians engage in the process of interpersonal 
and interethnic reconciliation within the church 
set an important agenda for worldwide missions 
on a planet beset by ongoing ethnic strife. Recent 
attempts at contextualizing theology, owning up 
to imperialistic cultural theologies, and the con-
fession of our “ghettoization” of marginalized 
ethnic churches (by persons in both the majority 
and the minority) are steps in the right direc-
tions.

More radical ideas such as the recent practice 
of identificational or representational Repen-
tance (seeking the forgiveness of entire groups—
such as the 1995 Southern Baptist apology for its 
attitudes on race and slavery—are still being de-
bated (see also Powers, The). What cannot be 
debated is the ongoing work of God in Christ, as 
laid out in Scripture, to bring back what be-
longed to him in the first place.

Harold Dean Trulear
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Signs and Wonders. Biblical expression that re-
fers to God’s powerful and miraculous interven-
tions in creation. In Scripture, these acts were 
performed by God through his servants and in-
cluded miraculous healings, demonic expulsions, 
control over natural phenomena, and Power En-
counters. Signs and wonders usually occurred 
in conjunction with the proclamation of God’s 
message in the Old Testament or with proclama-
tion of the Kingdom of God in the New Testa-
ment. The purpose of the signs and wonders was 
to reveal the glory of God and his grace and 
power, to authenticate God’s message and mes-
senger, to confirm Jesus Christ as the promised 

Messiah, and to usher in the kingdom of God. 
The healings and demonic deliverances of Jesus 
and the disciples were considered part of the 
gospel itself. In the Book of Acts, signs and won-
ders followed the apostles and accompanied the 
verbal proclamation of the gospel. There is a pat-
tern of growth and expansion of the church that 
followed these recorded miracles in Scripture. In 
many cases Persecution followed the period of 
growth.

Records and references to different types of 
signs and wonders were prevalent in the writings 
of the early church fathers. From the fifth cen-
tury until the twentieth century, reports of mira-
cles, however, decreased, although there are nu-
merous accounts of miracles and power 
encounters in conjunction with frontier missions. 
For example, power encounters, demonic deliver-
ance, and healings are attributed to missionaries 
such as Boniface (680–754) and Ulfilas (c. 311–
383).

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the 
scientific, rational, Western Worldview shaped 
the missionary perspective of supernatural phe-
nomena (see also Enlightenment). Emphasis was 
placed on verbal proclamation without any dis-
tinctive manifestations of God’s supernatural 
power, and supernatural phenomena were ex-
plained in nonsupernatural terms. Recently, how-
ever, many missionaries have found the need to 
combine the preaching of the gospel with some 
form of power manifestation to reach the people 
(see also Power Mission and Powers, The). This 
is most prominent in areas and cultures that ad-
here to some form of supernatural worldview. In 
many cases, these signs and wonders are fol-
lowed by conversions and explosive church 
growth.

A renewed emphasis on signs and wonders 
brought forth by the charismatic and Third Wave 
movements has reestablished the need and place 
of signs and wonders in the evangelism process. 
This topic has become widely debated among 
theologians and missiologists. The two main 
questions in the discussion are: Do signs and 
wonders still exist today as they did in biblical 
times? What part should they play in evangelism 
and missions today?

On one end of the spectrum is the cessasionist 
view that signs and wonders ceased with the age 
of the apostles since their purpose was to con-
firm the message preached by the apostles. Signs 
and wonders may occur today at the initiative of 
God in areas were the gospel is introduced for 
the first time. However, such occurrences are 
very rare. Generally it is assumed that healings 
and other signs and wonders are no longer seen 
today and that verbal proclamation of the gospel 
is sufficient.

On the other end of the spectrum is the Pente-
costal view that every Christian and church 
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should experience and minister with signs and 
wonders. Healings, deliverance, and power en-
counters are part of the gospel message. Effec-
tive evangelism occurs where the gospel is pro-
claimed with power, and the signs and wonders 
that accompany such evangelism are the same as 
those in the New Testament. John Wimber popu-
larized one expression of this position and 
played a key role in the increased use of signs 
and wonders among Western missionaries.

A third view affirms the presence of signs and 
wonders as important tools of evangelism and 
church growth, yet does not see them as norma-
tive. Proponents of this view affirm the need for 
signs and wonders in mission, but caution 
against an overemphasis and unbalanced view. 
They caution that in practice, signs and wonders 
have often taken center stage, at the expense of 
the verbal gospel message. Furthermore, they 
warn that it is easy to fall into a formula ap-
proach, an evangelical form of magic. Finally 
there is the concern that often miracles are re-
ported and claimed where there are none. Signs 
and wonders are affirmed, but there is a need for 
an overall balance in the reliance on the miracu-
lous in evangelism.

The debate remains as to the nature and place 
of signs and wonders in evangelism and mission. 
The conclusion of these questions is based pri-
marily on the paradigm from which these issues 
are addressed. The evidence shows that many of 
those ministering with signs and wonders have 
and are experiencing conversion growth. This is 
especially the case among resistant peoples. The 
proclamation of the gospel in conjunction with 
signs and wonders has been the deciding factor 
for the conversion of many.

Mark Wagner
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Sin. There is perhaps no concept more central 
and strategic to the Christian message than that 
of sin. The concept of sin is central to the biblical 
narrative of salvation history. It is central to the 
Christian explanation of suffering and death and 
is a crucial component of the meaning of the 
cross. It is key in any evangelistic presentation of 
the gospel and essential to the call for repen-
tance and faith, in salvation, in sanctification, 
and in biblical eschatology. And it is founda-
tional to the missionary mandate. It is because 
of sin and the eschatological consequences of 
sin, that missionaries go forth preaching a mes-
sage of judgment and hope.

Missionaries cannot afford simply to take for 
granted their use of the concept of sin, for at 
least two reasons. On the one hand missionaries 
often go to societies in which a sense of sin, and 
a language for speaking of sin, seem to be mark-
edly absent. On the other hand, many missionar-
ies come from increasingly post-Christian societ-
ies where the concept of sin and judgment has 
come under attack and strong disapproval. Mis-
sionaries themselves are increasingly disap-
proved of as supposed purveyors of an unhealthy 
sense of sin and guilt. It is important, then, for 
missionaries to carefully reconsider their under-
standing and use of the concept of sin.

One might suppose that the concept of sin is 
simple, not complex, easy to translate and ex-
plain in other languages. Such is not the case. 
When accurately understood, sin carries a heavy 
load of meaning. Built into the meaning of that 
one word are ethical/moral, theological, anthro-
pological, and eschatological implications.

Ethical/Moral. The language of sin presup-
poses a vigorous notion of good and evil, right 
and wrong, true moral obligations, normative 
ideals, and absolute standards. To violate what is 
ethical and good, to transgress against another 
person, to fail to exemplify the oral character 
traits one should, is to sin. Theft, murder, adul-
tery, incest, slander, drunkenness, envy, and 
witchcraft are spoken of as sins.

At one level this is not a particular problem for 
missionaries, since all cultures have discourses 
of moral condemnation—discourses which pre-
suppose notions of good and evil, right and 
wrong. At another level, missionaries face two 
distinct problems. First, cultures differ in terms 
of the ethical and moral norms and ideals which 
are recognized or stressed. Missionary messages 
about sin may thus presuppose notions of good 
and evil, right and wrong which contradict the 
consciences of those to whom they speak. This 
has many practical and profound implications 
for missionaries who hope to make the con-
science of their listeners an ally rather than a foe 
(for a full treatment of such implications, see 
Priest, 1994).

Second, the biblical themes of God as the 
source of moral standards and of moral evil as 
disobedience to God, are implied by the biblical 
language of sin—but are not necessarily shared 
by the cultures of the world.

Theological. Dictionaries stress that “sin” is a 
religious term. “Sin” differs from “immorality,” 
“evil,” or “crime” in that it implies a vertical God-
ward dimension—a theological orientation. Sin 
is “against God.” The Genesis 3 narrative of orig-
inal sin focuses not on a horizontal relationship 
(theft, adultery, murder), but on the vertical one, 
relationship to God. The prohibition, “Don’t eat 
the fruit!” was of a nature to factor out all other 
issues except the simple issue of relationship to 



Sin

48

God. The narrative is one a child can grasp. But 
the vertical and horizontal are linked. After God 
is rejected, then Cain kills Abel.

In Psalm 51 David cries out to God, “Against 
you, you only have I sinned. . . .” David has com-
mitted adultery, lied, and murdered faithful 
Uriah. He has sinned against many, but it is the 
horror of his failure toward God which grips 
him. In the Bible God is the central equation, the 
fundamental fact, the integrating factor of the 
universe. The ten commandments begin with 
God, and on that foundation move to the hori-
zontal. Ethics and morality are grounded in the-
ology. Whatever else sin entails, it is rebellion 
against God.

Missionaries often discover that the society to 
which they go is more likely to link morality to 
the ancestors than to God. While many societies 
will have a vague notion of a high god, such a 
god is distant and not intimately concerned with 
people’s ethical behavior. Instead of assuming a 
strong sense of God and a linkage between God 
and morality, missionaries must help to con-
struct and re-articulate who God is, as well as 
the linkage of God and morality. The sense of sin 
is greatest where the sense of God is greatest (cf. 
Isa. 6). But the willingness to face God with our 
own sin will come only where a powerful mes-
sage of love and grace makes such possible.

Missionaries in secular societies face their 
own difficulties. Here several centuries of effort 
have gone into denying that God is necessary to 
ethics and morality. As a result, the term “sin” 
has been moved to the margins of moral dis-
course. Nonetheless, as many philosophers have 
recognized, the effort to provide foundations for 
morality and ethics apart from a transcendent 
source, has utterly failed. The astute apologist 
will find it possible to present a persuasive wit-
ness that God is essential as the foundation of 
morality, and move from there to the gospel—in-
cluding discussion of sin.

Anthropological. The concept of sin, as used in 
Scripture, implies truths about people. It implies, 
first of all, a high view of human personhood. It 
would not be meaningful to apply the word “sin” 
to a tornado, a snake, or a dog. People are active 
moral agents with free will. Sin is presented in 
Scripture as evil which is actively chosen by cul-
pable human agents. Such agents are not simply 
products of heredity or environment. They are 
active in choosing between good and evil.

The concept of sin also implies a terrible truth 
about the human condition. Subsequent to the 
first primordial sin, all humans enter the world 
as sinners. “Sinful” is an adjective which applies 
not just to acts, but to people. It is not just that 
people occasionally commit sinful acts. They are 
themselves sinful. Sin is not simply episodic (like 
crime), but a pervasive on-going condition. Peo-
ple are sinful at the deepest levels. Repeatedly the 

Bible stresses that the outward acts simply reveal 
something about the inner state: the dispositions 
of the heart, such as lust, covetousness, and 
pride.

The concept of sin points to both freedom and 
captivity. People who actively and freely choose 
that which is wrong find themselves also to be 
“slaves” to sin. These twin themes are both im-
portant to any presentation of the biblical view 
of the human condition. Again, such a presenta-
tion must take into account what the relevant 
culture says about human nature, in order to 
more effectively articulate and communicate the 
biblical view. For example, one may have to 
counter the claim of human determinism—that 
humans are therefore not accountable—or the 
claim that humans are by nature good, and not 
sinful.

Eschatological. The word “sin” carries with it 
the idea of culpability and deserved punishment. 
“In the day that you eat of it, you shall die.” “The 
wages of sin is death.” The very language of sin 
carries with it the idea of deserved and future 
judgment. While the wicked may flourish in this 
life, the implication is that there is moral har-
mony and justice in this world, and the wicked 
will be punished. The concept of sin carries with 
it implicitly the notion of deserved and coming 
punishment. Sin points to the coming judgment. 
Sin points to Hell.

Missionaries often express frustration when 
they cannot find a word for “sin” in the language 
of the people with whom they work—little realiz-
ing the heavy load of meaning carried by that 
one word, and the unlikelihood of finding a sin-
gle word with the same load of meaning in any 
culture except one heavily influenced by Christi-
anity. Indeed there was no Hebrew or Greek 
word which carried the same range of meaning 
as our English word “sin.” Instead there were 
many words drawn from everyday moral dis-
course with which to speak of sin. Dynamically 
equivalent vocabulary exists in every culture. In-
stead of looking for a single word and expecting 
that word to carry the full load of meaning, the 
missionary will need to pay attention to the 
meaning itself, and communicate that meaning 
into the language and culture. A deep knowledge 
of language and culture will discover fully ade-
quate lexical and symbolic resources for commu-
nicating biblical truths concerning sin.

Robert J. Priest
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Sovereignty of God. Though an emphasis on 
the sovereignty of God is frequently associated 
with Calvinism, God’s sovereignty, or God’s su-
preme power and authority, are conspicuous bib-
lical themes in both the Hebrew and Christian 
Scriptures. Creation is the work of God (Gen. 
1:1; Neh. 9:6; Ps. 102:25; Acts 14:15; and Heb. 
11:3). God is the creator of all living things (Gen. 
1:20–2:7; Ps. 8:3–8; Isa. 51:13; and Acts 17:28). 
God rules over all of God’s handiwork (Job 
12:17–25 and Prov. 21:1). God also rules over the 
nations of the world, not simply Israel (1 Chron. 
29:11; Pss. 47:2; 83:18; 93:1; and Acts 17:24–31). 
God is the only God (Ps. 96:5). No one can inter-
fere with God, “stay God’s hand,” or resist God’s 
ultimate will (Deut. 4:39; Job 9:12; Dan. 4:35; 
Rom. 9:19). Finally, God’s reign is eternal (Exod. 
15:18; Ps. 10:16; Dan. 4:3).

In the New Testament, God’s kingdom, not the 
church, is unquestionably the principal theme of 
Jesus’ teaching and preaching (Matt. 3:2; 4:17; 
5:3, 10; 6:33; 10:7; 11:11; 13:24, 31, 33, 44, 45, 47; 
25:34–35; Mark 1:14; 9:1; 10:14, 23, Luke 4:43; 
8:1; 9:2; 10:9; John 3:5; see Kingdom of God). But 
Jesus, according to the Gospels, also spoke of his 
kingdom (Matt. 16:28 and Luke 22:30), and he 
declared, “My kingdom is not of this world” 
(John 18:36), an indication that it was a radically 
different kind of order.

All this language is, however, symbolic. These 
are figures of speech, and we miss their authen-
tic meaning and import when we literalize or at-
tempt to historicize them. Furthermore, God as 
sovereign is a metaphor based on a regal model, 
namely, God as king, and all that God has cre-
ated is subject to God: it is God’s property. This 
kind of language was readily understandable in 
an age when earthly kingdoms were common-
place and when kings ruled absolutely. But that 
time has passed, and few kingdoms have sur-
vived the steady march toward democracy or 
more participatory forms of government. In this 
sense, the regal model for understanding God’s 
authority is anachronistic. Furthermore, other 
paradigms of God’s authority and relation with 
creation and with humanity are found in the 
Scriptures. More important, they are more easily 
comprehended—God as parent, for example (Ps. 
68:5; Isa. 64:8; Matt. 6:9; 7:11; Luke 15:11–32; 
Rom. 8:15; 1 John 3:1); God as friend (James 
2:23); God as helper (Heb. 13:16); God as shep-
herd (Ps. 23; Isa. 40:11; and Luke 12:32); God as 
teacher (Exod. 4:15; Ps. 25:12; Isa. 2:3; Jer. 32:33; 
and Micah 4:2); God as redeemer (Ps. 130:8; Jer. 
50:34); God as potter (Isa. 64:8); God as judge 
(Gen. 18:25; Ps. 96:13; Matt. 25:31–46; and Heb. 
12:23); and God as fortress, refuge, and rock 
(2 Sam. 22:2; Pss. 18:2; 91:2; 144:2). These last 
references from the Psalms also portray God as 
stronghold, deliverance, shield, and savior.

Even though the metaphor of God as sover-
eign is dated, it represents a valuable theological 
insight if it is not forced or literalized. Recogni-
tion of God’s authority as the guiding principle 
for individual and collective living is sorely 
needed in our time. Yet when God’s sovereignty 
is used to exalt some persons and degrade oth-
ers, or when kingdom imagery is employed as 
the pattern for all human relationships, unfortu-
nate results usually follow. Authoritarianism 
such as that exercised in hierarchically arranged 
families, churches, or governments may claim to 
be earthly manifestations of God’s sovereign 
kingdom, but oppression is commonplace. Fur-
thermore, when God’s sovereignty is regarded as 
absolute, history is usually seen as predeter-
mined, and the possibility of free will is nulli-
fied. The papacy in Rome and Geneva under 
Calvin are examples of God’s sovereignty histori-
cized. Ecclesiastical authoritarianism, dou-
ble-edged predestination, hyper-Calvinism, and 
the repudiation of all human efforts to engage in 
mission and evangelism are logical corollaries.

It is a mistake, however, to conclude that any 
emphasis on God’s sovereignty inevitably under-
mines missionary and evangelistic passion. Jona-
than Edwards as well as William Carey were con-
vinced Calvinists. They believed in God’s 
sovereignty. But few in Christian history have been 
more passionate for the proclamation of the gospel 
and the salvation of the lost than were they.

In our time, the idea of God’s sovereignty is 
probably best regarded not as a manifestation of 
power, but as an indicator of divine purpose. God 
is a God of purpose, and God’s purpose is the sal-
vation of the whole of creation. Israel and the 
new Israel are indispensable parts of that pur-
pose.

Alan Neely
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Spiritual Warfare. Spiritual warfare is the 
Christian encounter with evil supernatural pow-
ers led by Satan and his army of fallen angels, 
generally called demons or evil spirits (see 
Demon, Demons). The original battle was be-
tween Satan and God, but on the level of the 
heavenlies, the war has been won decisively by 
God (Col. 2:15; 1 John 3:8). On earth the battles 
continue, but the issue is to determine not who 
will win but whether God’s people will appropri-
ate the victory won for them by the cross and the 
resurrection.

The conflict began in the Garden of Eden as 
recorded in Genesis 3 and will continue until the 
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fulfillment of the events predicted in Revelation 
20. Scripture makes it clear that Satan leads the 
anti-God and anti-Christian forces as “the prince 
of this world” (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11) or “the 
god of this world” (2 Cor. 4:4) and as a leader of 
the fallen angels (Matt. 25:41). It is also clear, 
however, that although Satan gained some mea-
sure of control through the events in the garden, 
God retains ultimate sovereignty over his cre-
ation. God’s people are assured of victory in the 
battle when they engage the enemy on the basis 
of faith and obedience—the conditions set by 
God in his covenant with Israel and the implica-
tions of submitting to God in James 4:7.

Every battle Israel fought in the conquest of 
Canaan was won or lost on spiritual consider-
ations. When Israel obeyed God’s commands and 
acted on the basis of faith, God gave them vic-
tory no matter what the military situation. The 
battle was ultimately between God and the gods. 
While idols are treated in the Old Testament with 
contempt as utterly devoid of spiritual power 
(Ps. 114:4–8; Isa. 40:18–20; 44:9–20; Jer. 10:3ff.), 
the god or spirit behind the idol was treated as 
real (cf. Deut. 32:17; Ps. 106:37; 1 Cor. 10:18–20). 
Yahweh was often compared to the gods (1 Kings 
8:23; 1 Chron. 16:25; Pss. 86:8; 96:4; 135:5). That 
was not a comparison with nothing. It was the 
sovereign God compared to the angels who were 
in rebellion against him.

This battle is portrayed in the Gospels and in 
the rest of the New Testament. Paul states clearly 
that “our struggle is . . . against the powers of 
this dark world and against the spiritual forces 
of evil in the heavenly realms” (Eph. 6:12). These 
are real enemies, and resistance against them 
will involve spiritual warfare. While we are as-
sured of victory in the battle, we are never as-
sured that we will not have to fight in the battle.

The influence of the Enlightenment and later 
the evolutionary hypothesis began a process 
which has resulted in the secularization of the 
Western worldview. As a result, biblical refer-
ences to the role of spirit beings in the realm of 
the created world are often misinterpreted or ig-
nored in dealing with the text, and many mis-
sionaries have gone to the field with a defective 
worldview, resulting in serious flaws in their ap-
proach to animistic belief systems.

At the other end of the spectrum, there is a 
tendency to overemphasize the role of spirits 
which produces a Christian Syncretism with An-
imism. People use the Bible as a good luck charm 
to protect one from evil spirits, prescribe certain 
words or expressions to be used in dealing with 
demons, or assume that knowing the name of a 
demon gives more power over it. People coming 
from animistic backgrounds also fall into syncre-
tism, but that is usually because the Christians 
who introduce them to Christ do not help them 

understand the Christian worldview as it relates 
to issues of spiritual power.

Much of this confusion stems from the fact 
that Satan’s primary tactic is deception. That 
does not mean that everything a demon says is a 
lie. Deception gains its power by concealing the 
lie in surrounding truth. What is needed is dis-
cernment, not simply in responding to what a 
demon may say but in dealing with the deceiving 
spirits that are constantly trying to confuse our 
belief system (Rev. 12:9; 1 Tim. 4:1).

The primary issue in deception is always truth, 
and Satan deceives especially concerning the 
source of power and of knowledge. God has pro-
vided all the power and knowledge we need to 
live as “more than conquerors” in Christ; but 
ever since the Garden of Eden, Satan has been 
trying to cause us not to trust God to provide the 
power we need and to doubt our ability to know 
God and to trust the Word of God.

Satan uses his power to cause us to fear him. 
For Christians to fear Satan they must first 
doubt the power and provision of God for victory 
over Satan. Thus he accomplishes two goals: to 
cause Christians to doubt God and to gain some 
measure of control over them through fear.

But Satan will also seek to entice people—be-
lievers or unbelievers—to take power from him 
rather than from God. He comes as an angel of 
light and makes his power seem desirable. This 
brings one into contact with a long list of occult 
practices such as fortune telling, magic, sorcery, 
and witchcraft. Satan has enough power to pro-
duce some striking results—“counterfeit mira-
cles, signs and wonders” (2 Thess. 2:10). Some 
people only ask, “Does it work?” rather than “Is 
it from God; is it true?” Many people end up with 
a spiritual stronghold in their lives because they 
have fallen for Satan’s deceptive use of power.

Ultimately spiritual warfare is the battle for 
the mind. Satan knows that people will always 
live what they really believe, even if they do not 
live what they profess to believe. Since one’s be-
lief about God is foundational to all other beliefs, 
Satan will almost always begin by trying to per-
vert one’s belief about the character of God. It 
happened in Eden. Satan said that God’s state-
ment about dying if people ate of the fruit was a 
lie and that God could therefore not be trusted. 
He also implied that God could not love them 
and withhold that beautiful, desirable fruit from 
them. Once they began to question the integrity 
of God, they came under Satan’s control.

It appears that Satan’s great desire is to be God 
(Luke 4:5–7; 2 Thess. 2:3, 4). This is also seen in 
the Old Testament in the conflict between God 
and the gods. As noted above, the real power be-
hind the “gods” in the Old Testament is Satan 
and his host of evil spirits. This same principle 
applies to all religious systems which set forth a 
god other than the Yahweh of Scripture. So the 
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battle is still in process. Unfortunately, many 
missionaries have failed to help their converts 
make a thorough worldview change from an ani-
mistic view in which the spirit world is manipu-
lable to a Christian view in which a sovereign 
God is in control. Not only can God not be ma-
nipulated by us, there is absolutely nothing we 
can do to commend ourselves to God. We are ut-
terly dependent on his grace as a means of deal-
ing with our sin and relating to him on a daily 
basis. The very definition of sin is dependent on 
one’s view of the holiness and sovereignty of 
God. A low view of sin stems from a low view of 
God.

Thus winning in spiritual warfare always 
needs to begin with a right view of God and with 
a right view of what it means to be a child of 
God. If we say that we are children of God by 
faith but believe that we have to earn our daily 
standing with God, we become the victims of an 
impossible situation. By grace God makes us 
“co-heirs with Christ” (Rom. 8:17)—a standing 
which we could never earn by our own efforts. 
Believing that this is indeed our position “in 
Christ” provides the only viable position from 
which to resist the enemy. The battle looks very 
different from the vantage point of the throne of 
God than it does from the context of the circum-
stances of our lives on earth.

In missionary ministry this battle may well be 
more like a Power Encounter than the battle for 
the mind which underlies it. Paul says that his 
call was “to open their eyes, to bring them from 
darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to 
God” (Acts 26:18). Thus evangelism is a kind of 
power encounter, and converts need to under-
stand clearly that they are moving from one 
realm of spiritual power to another.

Often associated with conversion is the de-
struction of objects used in non-Christian reli-
gious practices. This is a visible renunciation of 
the old ways and old worldview, but it is also a 
challenge to the “gods” behind the objects to de-
fend themselves if they are able.

Missionaries may well see overt demonic activ-
ity (see Possession Phenomena), and they need to 
know how to minister with confidence in such a 
situation. Many places have been opened to the 
gospel through seeing a person set free from evil 
spirits. Spiritual practitioners in other religions 
may challenge Christians to demonstrate their 
power in a variety of ways. The missionary needs 
to be prepared to respond appropriately. Ulti-
mately prayer may be the most important 
weapon in the Christian’s arsenal against the 
enemy.

Timothy M. Warner
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Strategies in Mission. Many people moving out 
in mission do not seem to think much about 
strategy. At least the mainstream of missions at 
any given point in history has been what others 
are already doing. The constant element may 
have been a desire to share the riches of the gos-
pel, but the actual technique at any point has 
usually been assumed.

One of the first major movements was the phe-
nomenon of the highly individual initiatives of 
the Irish peregrini. They set out with the idea of 
monastic centers as a main strategy—the nature 
of the movement from which they derived. And 
it worked. The Benedictine movement gradually 
took over the Irish centers of biblical study, devo-
tional life, and evangelistic outreach, adding so 
many Roman elements of industry and science 
that these centers became the nucleus of most of 
the major cities of Europe. Whole kingdoms 
came into the fold when strategically located 
wives influenced their husbands to adopt the 
faith, often from a variety of motives. Some 
groups were forced into the faith although con-
temporary writings denounced that approach. 
Some approaches represented Contextualiza-
tion so radical that they would not readily be 
conceived of today yet they went on with clear 
success. Can you imagine the orgy of a Spring 
goddess of fertility becoming an Easter sunrise 
service? But it worked. For that matter, can you 
imagine the entire Roman Empire deciding to 
become Christian? That event remarkably bene-
fited the faith in many ways.

Much of the expansion of the faith in Eu-
rope—the overall phenomenon of the so-called 
conversion of barbarian Europe—was due to the 
prestige of the gospel representing the extension 
or renewal of the highly respected Roman civili-
zation (minus its legions), much as modern mis-
sionaries have on their side whatever respect (or 
disrespect) people around the world have for the 
achievements of the West minus its colonial 
domination. That is, factors that are often un-
conscious, or not acknowledged, have given a 
gust of wind to strategies which might not other-
wise have worked as well.

But behind what did or did not work lies the 
question about what it really is to do mission. 
Conscious strategy would have to build on basic 
concepts of what the goal is understood to be. 
What are we trying to do to people, their fami-
lies, and societies? Is it merely a case of trans-
mitting a message of hope and pardon? Do we 
demand that people repent and believe? Is it a 
case of bringing about “the obedience of faith” 
(Rom. 12:5; 16:26)? Is it something else to pray 
that his kingdom come (Matt. 6:10), and to 
“preach the kingdom” (Acts 28:31)? “As my fa-
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ther has sent me, so send I you.” Are those 
marching orders? John records “the Son of God 
appeared for this purpose, that he might destroy 
the works of the devil.” Have missionaries been 
doing this? They have fought ignorance, poverty, 
injustice, disease. Does that in itself clarify a 
strategy for mission? Somewhat. But missionar-
ies have also carried disease with them. In North 
America in the early twenty-first century age 
stratification and family-dissolving individual-
ism have progressed to the point that the Ameri-
can model for church planting consists to a great 
extent of the understandable concept of finding 
loose individuals and collecting them into fellow-
ships which are like surrogate families. This does 
not work very well in a traditional society where 
natural families are already the basic structure. 
In that case the strategy sometimes becomes one 
of extracting people from real families in order 
to produce the expected fellowship.

Probably the strategy least likely to succeed is 
the one in which large, enthusiastic local congre-
gations in the West send people out to reproduce 
the precise image of their Western fellowship, 
bypassing the mission agencies which over a pe-
riod of many years have adjusted to some extent 
to the mixed realities of the field cultures and 
have accumulated wisdom rather than having to 
reinvent the wheel. Often an individual mission-
ary family is less of a threat than a team, which 
often finds it more difficult to get close or much 
less inside a strange society.

God often has initiated a breakthrough by mir-
acles and healings, and the very wording of 
Paul’s summary in Acts 26:18–20 would seem to 
predict the early possibility of a Power Encoun-
ter in which it is decided once and for all 
whether God or Satan has the upper hand within 
a given group. But can you plan this out? Turn it 
on? And, over the long haul is it proper to expect 
that the primary means of fighting rampant dis-
ease, for example, is to appeal to God for mira-
cles? Do a thousand mission clinics and hospi-
tals have a reason for existence? Are amazing 
new insights into microbial realities allowing 
and insistently requiring new strategies for de-
stroying “the works of the devil”? Mercy minis-
tries may be seen as bait; are they also essential 
to defining the very character of a loving God—
and, by contrast, the character of our great 
enemy?

One of the most pursued strategies has been the 
planting of a string of “missions.” Despite grum-
blings about “the mission station approach” the 
idea has prevailed of planting a complete commu-
nity self-sufficient in food production, education, 
medicine, and even blacksmithing, masonry, and 
the importation of foreign building methods, ma-
terials, and patterns. Whether Roman Catholic, 
Moravian, or Protestant, this strategy has been, 
rightly or wrongly, one of the most enduring tech-

niques, especially in frontier, pioneer, literally 
dangerous situations, where the “station” is in a 
certain real sense a fortress. The very opposite, 
say, that of a young, unarmed man going out and 
handing himself over to a tribal society for better 
or worse and becoming a functional part of that 
society has also worked. Somewhat similar, but 
not willingly, at first, would be the case of Ulfilas, 
who, as a captured slave in the fourth century was 
forced to become bilingual and was enabled even-
tually to contribute to the immensely influential 
Gothic Bible.

Much less frequently in the twenty-first cen-
tury will we find conditions in which a lone indi-
vidual might be the intended method as the 
means of significant mission. The world has 
changed beyond imagining, introducing obsta-
cles and opportunities that can hardly be pre-
dicted from one day to the next. The very nature 
of the expanding kingdom of God is quite un-
clear in detail, but unquestionably it is a global 
phenomenon. And this certainly affects strategy.

For example, it is dramatically new that the 
Christian movement is leaping and abounding in 
the non-Western world without a parallel in the 
West. It is dramatically new that the former 
“mission fields” are now sprouting hundreds of 
mission societies of their own and thousands 
upon thousands of their own missionaries. Some 
of these new missionaries are often strikingly 
more able to fit in, while others are often embar-
rassingly less willing to adapt, just as Western 
missionaries have been known to be. In sheer 
number of agencies, associations of agencies, re-
gional gatherings, global gatherings, scholarly 
gatherings, and scholarly societies, the situation 
is unprecedented.

When it comes to strategy one of the largest 
and yet most puzzling challenges is the emer-
gence of a major phenomenon of indigenous 
movements that are neither fish nor fowl. In Af-
rica at the turn of the millennium, the so-called 
African Initiated Church Movement involves 
over thirty million people. Many of the leaders of 
this phenomenon are illiterate but quite intelli-
gent, their movements fed by a few who read for 
the benefit of the rest. Their theologies range 
from what Westerners might approve to what 
staggers the imagination—such as the concept of 
divine persons as members. Few missions have 
developed a strategy for assisting these new 
churches to move in the right direction.

In India the very possibility of Hindus who 
continue to be Hindus in many cultural dimen-
sions but who devoutly read the Bible, worship, 
and seek to follow Christ has many wondering. 
While no one knows how large this phenomenon 
is, some scholars estimate that it is as large as 
the explicitly Christian movement, and to some 
extent more earnest than those who, by now, are 
brought up culturally as Christians. Strategies 
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being developed to reach out to assist and fellow-
ship with people like this are likely to have as lit-
tle initial acceptance as Paul’s idea of uncircum-
cised Gentiles.

But parallel, if not similar, reasons for not 
identifying with Western Christians exist in both 
China and the world of Islam, and in both cases 
millions are profoundly impressed by the person 
of Jesus Christ and the strange power of the Ju-
deo-Christian Bible. Strategies at the beginning 
of the Third Millennium must take into account 
the possibility that far more of what we call 
Christianity is simply reflective of a particular 
cultural background of one portion of the globe. 
And, the way things are going, Western Christi-
anity now incorporates many detestable, even 
demonic, elements such as radical age segrega-
tion, the temporary family structure, and the 
world’s highest divorce rate, delinquency rate, 
and prison population. Meanwhile, many other 
non-Christian societies exhibit stable family life. 
It already appears to be true that the faith of the 
Bible is now out of the control of the West. Just 
as the Roman tradition eventually lost control of 
European Christianity, the non-Western world is 
growing without adopting all of the features 
Westerners might expect or desire. What strategy 
can we develop in this situation? Missionaries 
have traditionally been willing to put up with de-
viations that might startle people back home. 
But probably the greatest obstacle to the devel-
opment of effective new ways of working on the 
field may be the very fact that we have not been 
willing to employ mission field perspectives in 
our own backyards. Outgoing missionaries have 
no missiology to follow. Who among us has been 
able to know what to do with the burgeoning 
Mormon movement or the New Age movement?

Undoubtedly new strategies will be developed 
both through the inherent creativities of isola-
tion and the methodical comparison of notes. 
The world is both bigger, more fluid, and more 
complex than ever. It is also smaller and more 
amenable to nearly constant interchange be-
tween workers who were once far more isolated 
from each other all across the world.

Some of the most pregnant possibilities, un-
dreamed of before, are arising out of strategic 
Partnerships and dozens of other ways in which 
workers are able to encourage and enlighten one 
another. Conversation and interchange have be-
come virtually instantaneous compared to the 
need for endless months for travel or even for 
mail to get around the globe. Working closely to-
gether has always been a marvelous phenome-
non in the world of overseas missionaries, and 
new levels of collaboration are now well estab-
lished, possibly leading to new innovations in 
mission strategy in the future.

Ralph D. Winter

Suffering. The universal symbol of Christianity 
is the cross, a symbol of suffering, specifically, 
the suffering of Jesus. To reflect upon the life of 
Jesus is to remember his suffering. As the Ser-
vant Songs of Isaiah anticipated, Jesus “was de-
spised and rejected, . . . a man of suffering and 
acquainted with infirmity” (53:3 nrsv, see also 
50:6 and 53:4–5, 7–12). Likewise, it has been the 
fortune of those who follow Jesus to experience 
suffering. “Remember the word I said to you,” 
Jesus reminded his disciples, “‘Servants are not 
greater than their master.’ If they persecuted me, 
they will persecute you” (John 15:20). No sooner 
did the church begin to flourish then the apostles 
were arrested and threatened. They and others 
were imprisoned and murdered (Acts 4:1–22; 
5:17–33; 7:54–60). But their suffering was seen 
not as an affliction; it was rather a means of wit-
ness. “They rejoiced that they were considered 
worthy to suffer dishonor for the sake of the 
name” (Acts 5:41). Though the words of the 
writer of 1 Peter were addressed to first-century 
Christian slaves, they have been regarded, and 
rightly so, as applicable to all of Jesus’ disciples: 
“For to this you have been called, because Christ 
suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that 
you should follow in his steps” (1 Peter 2:21).

The Christian mission—if it is Christian, that 
is, Christ-like—is a replication of the mission of 
Jesus, and in due time will involve suffering. In 
his second letter to the church at Corinth, Paul 
recounts his own suffering in the spreading of 
the gospel (11:23–28), and he reminds his read-
ers that though suffering is a part of being a dis-
ciple, it also is a form of witness. “We are af-
flicted in every way,” he writes, “but not crushed; 
perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, 
but not forsaken; struck down, but not de-
stroyed; always carrying in the body the death of 
Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be made 
visible in our bodies” (4:8–10).

It is important to remember, as Douglas Web-
ster observes, that the Greek word for Witness, 
martus, soon acquired a new meaning, one who 
died for the faith, and it has been transliterated as 
martyr, thus “combining the ideas of mission and 
suffering” (1966, 104). To be a witness will there-
fore result in suffering, sometimes in death. This 
has been particularly true for missionaries. For 
some, mission has meant violent death, for ex-
ample, John Williams, Eleanor Chestnut, and 
Archbishop Oscar Romero. For others it has 
meant harassment, arrest, and months or years 
in prison, for example, Adoniram Judson and 
William Wade Harris. How many have suffered 
the loss of spouses and/or children, for example, 
George Schmidt, E.  R. Beckman, and Carie 
Sydenstricker? Who knows the number who 
have experienced terribly unhappy marriages be-
cause of abusive or mentally ill spouses, for ex-
ample, William Carey, Robert Morrison, and 
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Martha Crawford? Abandonment by colleagues 
or supporters has pushed some to the brink of 
despair, for example, Rowland Bingham and C. T. 
Studd. Oppression of the poor and the defense-
less invariably weighs heavily on compassionate 
missionaries and missionary bishops, for exam-
ple, Bartholomew de Las Casas and Festo 
Kivengere. Significant, therefore, is the apostle 
Paul’s conclusion following his recitation of per-
sonal suffering. He says, “And besides other 
things, I am under daily pressure because of my 
anxiety for all the churches” (2 Cor. 11:28). Many 
of the sufferings experienced in mission stem 
from apprehension and pain for Christ’s people.

To be involved in the mission of Jesus Christ, 
therefore, is to experience suffering, and one of 
the most vivid reminders of this fact is when we 
as Jesus’ followers gather for the celebration of 
the Eucharist, a reenactment of the sufferings of 
our Lord. Whether we hold to the real or sym-
bolic presence in the elements, we should always 
remember that “the breaking of the bread” and 
the “drinking of the cup” happens repeatedly 
outside as well as inside the walls of the church.

Alan Neely

Bibliography. A. J. Gittins, Bread for the Journey; 
J. S. Pobee, Mission in Christ’s Way; R. A. Tucker, FJIJ; 
D. Webster, Yes to Mission.

Tent-Making Mission. The apostle Paul wit-
nessed while he earned a living by making tents 
in the city of Corinth (Acts 18:3). This is how 
tent-making got its name. Tent-making mission 
has gained prominence in recent years, but 
tent-makers are not new. They are as old as Abra-
ham, Isaac, and Jacob. While being semi-no-
madic cattle-ranchers, they became witnesses to 
the living God, Yahweh, before the Canaanites. 
In the early church, persecution scattered believ-
ers from Jerusalem to Antioch and beyond. 
Those scattered went about bearing testimony as 
they worked their trades. The modern mission-
ary movement sent out people as medical mis-
sionaries, social work missionaries, educational 
missionaries, and agricultural missionaries. 
They pursued their missionary calling while uti-
lizing their professional skills.

Why has tent-making gathered considerable 
attention among the missionary strategists 
during the past decade? The reason is simple: 
missionaries as missionaries have not been per-
mitted to go where the majority of non-Christian 
people are. During the past decades, missionar-
ies have gradually been ousted from the coun-
tries of their service as communism, totalitarian-
ism, and Islamic regimentation began to spread. 
Despite the collapse of Eastern European coun-
tries, the Berlin Wall, and the Soviet Union, the 
number of non-Christians in “closed” countries 
has been on the rise due to the resurgence of tra-

ditional religions and ideologies. The movement 
for reaching the unreached has added value to 
the acceptance of tent-making as a mission strat-
egy.

Who, then, are these tent-makers? They may be 
defined as cross-cultural workers with a secular 
identity called to make disciples within “closed” 
countries. This understanding is more exclusive 
than other definitions. They are “cross-cultural 
workers,” not mono-cultural workers. Christian 
witnessing to people of the same cultural back-
ground is the duty of all believers, and not to be 
categorized as something extraordinary. “With 
secular identity” refers to one’s witnessing 
through one’s occupation. “Called to make disci-
ples” refers to one’s sense of calling as a tent-
maker with the intentionality to make disciples. 
Finally, tent-makers as defined here serve “within 
closed countries” (see Creative Access Coun-
tries).

There are two main areas of dispute among 
those favoring the tent-making strategy. First, 
the matter of tent-makers serving “within closed 
countries.” The preference here for exclusivity is 
one of strategic concern. It is imperative that 
tent-makers receive special training with a focus 
on a special people group. Reaching those be-
hind closed doors stipulates special preparation. 
Learning the language and culture of the people 
requires time and discipline. The success of their 
ministry depends on it. Their service as 
tent-makers may be prolonged rather than short-
lived. Obviously tent-making is applicable in 
“open” countries. Second is the issue of support 
methods. We should not make this an issue to 
divide those who are advocates of the tent-mak-
ing strategy.

In Acts 18:1–5, we see Paul supporting himself 
by teaming up with Aquila and Priscilla as 
tent-makers. Later when Silas and Timothy ar-
rived in Corinth from Macedonia, Paul devoted 
himself exclusively to preaching. Paul vehe-
mently defended fully-funded spiritual ministry 
(1 Cor. 9:1–14). There are various ways of doing 
ministry. On his part, he opted not to receive 
church support, not on principle but for a prag-
matic reason. For he has indeed successfully ar-
gued for the legitimacy of accepting church sup-
port for his ministry.

What are the qualifications of tent-makers? 
The tent-makers must be (1) physically, emotion-
ally, and spiritually self-reliant; (2) adaptable; 
(3) biblically literate; (4) alert to the emerging 
mission context; (5) trained in meeting needs 
vital to the people group they seek to penetrate; 
(6) trained in long-term and low-profile evange-
listic skills; (7) equipped with broad new strate-
gic thinking; and (8) prepared with a special 
strategy for responding to opportunities pre-
sented by need.
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How does one go about finding a tent-making 
job across cultures? One must be creative and 
persistent in job hunting like anyone else. One 
may consult sources such as InterCristo, the In-
ternational Placement Network, and the Interna-
tional Employment Gazette. One may look for 
international employment on the Internet. One 
may inquire regarding job availability through 
one’s professional association or examine the job 
listing in a professional journal. Possibilities 
abound in high-tech fields. Foreign embassies are 
worth checking. Potential tent-makers may latch 
on to government or intergovernmental assign-
ments. They may go to work with humanitarian 
relief and development organizations. Teaching 
English to Speakers of Other Languages 
(TESOL) is in high demand all over the world. 
One can serve as a teacher in most fields and at 
all levels, as a medical doctor, as a nurse, as an 
engineer, as a farmer, and as a “professional” stu-
dent.

There are some problems associated with 
tent-making. For security reasons, the “success” 
stories are in short supply. Often we hear only of 
failures, tent-makers coming home due to their 
inability to adjust to the culture of the host coun-
try, family reasons, or inadequate preparation. It 
is difficult to do the required balancing act be-
tween job and ministry successfully. There is 
often not enough time for ministry because of the 
job pressures. Tent-makers are to witness 
through their occupations, but some employers 
prohibit such witnessing activities. Despite these 
difficulties, tent-making missions must continue 
to be explored. The future context of mission as a 
whole demands it. Tent-makers are the agents of 
strategic missions for tomorrow as well as today.

Tetsunao Yamamori
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Theology of Mission. A discipline that reflects 
on the presuppositions, assumptions, and con-
cepts undergirding mission theory. Prior to the 
1960s, a number of important people like Gis-
bertus Voetius, Josef Schmidlin, Gustaf War-
neck, Karl Barth, Karl Hartenstein, Martin 
Kähler, Walter Freytag, Roland Allen, Hendrik 
Kraemer, J. H. Bavinck, W. A. Visser t’Hooft, 
Max Warren, Olav Myklebust, Bengt Sundkler, 
Carl F. H. Henry, and Harold Lindsell reflected 
theologically on mission. As a separate discipline 
with its own parameters, methodology, scholars, 
and focuses, theology of mission really began in 
the early 1960s with the work of Gerald Ander-
son. In 1961, Anderson edited what many con-
sider to be the first text of the discipline, a collec-

tion of essays entitled The Theology of Christian 
Mission.

Ten years later, in The Concise Dictionary of the 
Christian World Mission, theology of mission was 
defined as “concerned with the basic presupposi-
tions and underlying principles which deter-
mine, from the standpoint of Christian faith, the 
motives, message, methods, strategy and goals of 
the Christian world mission.”

Theology of mission is multidisciplinary. 
Missiology is a multidisciplinary discipline that 
draws from many cognate disciplines. Within 
missiology, theology of mission examines the 
various cognate disciplines and clarifies their 
proximity to or distance from the center, Jesus 
Christ, asking whether there is a point beyond 
which the cognate disciplines may no longer be 
helpful or biblical. Theology of mission inte-
grates who we are, what we know, and how we 
act in mission. It brings together our faith rela-
tionship with Jesus Christ, our spirituality, God’s 
presence, the church’s theological reflection 
throughout the centuries, a constantly new re-
reading of Scripture, our hermeneutic of God’s 
world, our sense of participation in God’s mis-
sion, and the ultimate purpose and meaning of 
the church and relates all these to the cognate 
disciplines of missiology. Theology of mission 
serves to question, clarify, integrate, and expand 
the presuppositions of the various cognate disci-
plines of missiology. As such, mission theology is 
a discipline in its own right, yet is not one of the 
related disciplines alongside the others, for it ful-
fills its function only as it interacts with all of 
them.

Theology of mission is integrative. When 
mission happens, all the various cognate disci-
plines occur simultaneously. So missiology must 
study mission not from the point of view of ab-
stracted and separated parts, but from an inte-
grative perspective that attempts to see the 
whole together. Theology of mission has to do 
with three arenas: (1) biblical and theological 
presuppositions and values are applied to (2) the 
ministries and mission activities of the church, 
set in (3) specific contexts in particular times 
and places.

First, theology of mission is theology because 
fundamentally it involves reflection about God. 
It seeks to understand God’s mission, his inten-
tions and purposes, his use of human instru-
ments in his mission, and his working through 
his people in his world. Thus theology of mission 
deals with all the traditional theological themes 
of Systematic Theology, but it does so in a way 
that differs from how systematic theologians 
have worked. The differences arise from the mul-
tidisciplinary missiological orientation of its the-
ologizing.

In addition, because of its commitment to re-
main faithful to God’s intentions, perspectives, 
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and purposes, theology of mission shows a pro-
found concern about the relation of the Bible to 
mission, attempting to allow Scripture not only 
to provide the foundational motivations for mis-
sion, but also to question, shape, guide, and eval-
uate the missionary enterprise itself (see also 
Biblical Theology of Mission).

Second, theology of mission is theology of. In 
contrast to much systematic theology, here we 
are dealing with an applied science. At times it 
looks like what some would call pastoral or prac-
tical theology, due to this applicational nature. 
This type of theological reflection focuses specif-
ically on a set of particular issues—those having 
to do with the mission of the church in its con-
text. Theology of mission draws its incarnational 
nature from the ministry of Jesus, and always 
happens in a specific time and place.

Such contextual analysis facilitates a better 
understanding of the concrete situation, an un-
derstanding that helps the church hear the cries, 
see the faces, understand the stories, and re-
spond to the living needs and hopes of the per-
sons who are an integral part of that context. 
Part of this theological analysis today includes 
the history of the way the church’s missions in-
terfaced with that context down through history. 
The attitudes, actions, and events of the church’s 
missional actions in a context will influence sub-
sequent mission endeavors there.

Thus some scholars who deal with the history 
of theology of mission may not be especially in-
terested in the theological issues as such, but 
may be concerned about the effects of that mis-
sion theology on mission activity in a context. 
They will often examine the various pronounce-
ments made by church and mission gatherings 
(Roman Catholic, Orthodox, Ecumenical, Evan-
gelical, Pentecostal, and charismatic) and ques-
tion the impact of these on missional action. The 
documents resulting from these discussions be-
come part of the discipline of theology of mis-
sion.

Third, theology of mission is specially oriented 
toward and for mission. Reflection in this arena 
is found in books, journals, and other publica-
tions dealing with the theory of missiology itself. 
However, neither missiology nor the theology of 
mission can be allowed to restrict itself to reflec-
tion only. As Johannes Verkuyl stated,

Missiology may never become a substitute for ac-
tion and participation. God calls for participants 
and volunteers in his mission. In part, missiolo-
gy’s goal is to become a “service station” along the 
way. If study does not lead to participation, 
whether at home or abroad, missiology has lost 
her humble calling. . . . Any good missiology is 
also a missiologia viatorum—”’pilgrim missiol-
ogy’” (1978, 6, 18).

Theology of mission is praxeological. Theol-
ogy of mission, then, must eventually emanate 
in biblically informed and contextually appro-
priate missional action. The intimate connec-
tion of reflection with action is through a pro-
cess known as Praxis. Although there have been 
a number of different meanings given to this 
idea, Orlando Costas’s formulation is one of 
the most constructive.

“Missiology,” Costas says, “is fundamentally a 
praxeological phenomenon. It is a critical reflec-
tion that takes place in the praxis of mission. . . . 
(it occurs) in the concrete missionary situation, 
as part of the church’s missionary obedience to 
and participation in God’s mission, and is itself 
actualized in that situation. . . . In reference to 
this witnessing action saturated and led by the 
sovereign, redemptive action of the Holy Spirit, 
. . . the concept of missionary praxis is used. Mis-
siology arises as part of a witnessing engagement 
to the gospel in the multiple situations of life” 
(1976, 8).

The concept of praxis helps us understand that 
not only the reflection, but profoundly the action 
as well is part of a “theology-on-the-way” that 
seeks to discover how the church may partici-
pate in God’s mission in the world. The action is 
itself theological, and serves to inform the reflec-
tion, which in turn interprets, evaluates, cri-
tiques, and projects new understanding in trans-
formed action in a constantly spiraling 
pilgrimage of missiological engagement in a con-
text.

Because of the complexity of the inter- and 
multidisciplinary task that is theology of mis-
sion, mission theologians have found it helpful 
to focus on a specific integrating idea that serves 
as a hub through which to approach a rereading 
of Scripture. This “integrating theme” is selected 
on the basis of being contextually appropriate 
and significant, biblically relevant and fruitful, 
and missionally active and transformational.

Clearly we are trying to avoid bringing our 
own agendas to the Scripture and superimposing 
them on it. Rather, what is being sought is a way 
to bring a new set of questions to the text, ques-
tions that might help us see in the Scriptures 
what we had missed before. This new approach 
to Scripture is what David Bosch called “critical 
hermeneutics.”

In 1987, the Association of Professors of 
Mission said,

The mission theologian does biblical and sys-
tematic theology differently from the biblical 
scholar or dogmatician in that the mission theo-
logian is in search of the “habitus,” the way of 
perceiving, the intellectual understanding cou-
pled with spiritual insight and wisdom, which 
leads to seeing the signs of the presence and 
movement of God in history, and through his 
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church in such a way as to be affected spiritually 
and motivationally and thus be committed to 
personal participation in that movement. .  .  . 
The center, therefore, serves as both theological 
content and theological process as a disciplined 
reflection of God’s mission in human contexts. 
The role of the theologian of mission is therefore 
to articulate and “guard” the center, while at the 
same time to spell out integratively the implica-
tions of the center for all the other cognate disci-
plines (Van Engen, 1987, 524–25).

Thus we find that theology of mission is a pro-
cess of reflection and action involving a move-
ment from the biblical text to the faith commu-
nity in mission in its context.

Theology of mission is definitional. One of 
the most interesting, significant, yet frustrating 
tasks of mission theology is to assist missiology 
in defining the terms it uses, including a defini-
tion of “mission” itself. By the way of illustra-
tion, the following may be offered as a prelimi-
nary definition of mission

Mission is the People of God
intentionally crossing barriers
from Church to non-church, faith to non-faith
to proclaim by word and deed
the coming of the Kingdom of God
in Jesus Christ,
through the Church’s participation
in God’s mission of reconciling people
to God, to themselves, to each other, and to the 

world,
and gathering them into the Church
through repentance and faith in Jesus Christ
by the work of the Holy Spirit
with a view to the transformation of the world
as a sign of the coming of the Kingdom
in Jesus Christ.

Theology of mission is analytical. Theology 
of mission examines the theological and theoret-
ical assumptions, meanings, and relations that 
permeate mission. To do this, mission theolo-
gians have found it helpful to partition the task 
into smaller segments. We noticed earlier that 
Gerald Anderson used the terms “faith, motives, 
message, methods, strategy, and goals.” Jim Sta-
moolis studied Eastern Orthodox Mission Theol-
ogy Today by analyzing “the historical back-
ground, the aim, the method, the motives, and 
the liturgy” of mission as that took place among 
and through the Eastern Orthodox.

Following this method, some mission theolo-
gians organize their questions around the fact 
that mission is Missio Dei, it is God’s mission. So 
one finds a number of mission theologians ask-
ing about “God’s mission” (missio Dei), mission 
as it occurs among humans and utilizes human 
instrumentality (missio hominum), missions as 
they take many forms through the endeavors of 
the churches (missiones ecclesiae), and mission 

as it draws from and impacts global human civi-
lization (missio politica oecumenica).

So theology of mission is prescriptive as well 
as descriptive. It is synthetic (bringing about 
synthesis) and integrational. It searches for 
trustworthy and true perceptions concerning the 
church’s mission based on biblical and theologi-
cal reflection, seeks to interface with the appro-
priate missional action, and creates a new set of 
values and priorities that reflect as clearly as 
possible the ways in which the church may par-
ticipate in God’s mission in a specific context at 
a particular time.

When theology of mission is abstracted from 
mission practice it seems strange and can be too 
far removed from the concrete places and spe-
cific people that are at the heart of God’s mis-
sion. Theology of mission is at its best when it is 
intimately involved in the heart, head, and hand 
(being, knowing, and doing) of the church’s mis-
sion. Theology of mission is a personal, corpo-
rate, committed, profoundly transformational 
search for a trinitarian understanding of the 
ways in which the people of God may participate 
in the power of the Holy Spirit in God’s mission 
in God’s world for whom Jesus Christ died.

Charles Van Engen
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Universality of Mission. The universality of 
mission is the mandate of mission that the gos-
pel be proclaimed to all the peoples of the world. 
It includes providing all peoples with the oppor-
tunity to hear with understanding the message of 
salvation found only in Jesus Christ, the oppor-
tunity to accept or reject him as Lord and Savior, 
and the opportunity to serve him in the fellow-
ship of a church.

The impetus of the universality of mission 
arises from the nature of the Gospel itself. The 
universality of the gospel, in turn, is inextricably 
linked to its uniqueness, a uniqueness found in 
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its Christology (see also Uniqueness of Christ). 
The incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection of 
Jesus is the message of the presence of the eter-
nal God providing in Christ the only way of sal-
vation for all those living in spiritual darkness 
and death. The biblical witness is that “God was 
pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him 
[Jesus], and through him to reconcile to himself 
all things whether things on earth or things in 
heaven, by making peace through his blood, 
shed on the cross” (Col. 1:19–20). It is only in 
this unique gospel of Jesus Christ that the world 
is confronted with the reality of the redemption 
of God. Thus, the gospel is for all the world be-
cause it is about all the world. It alone reveals 
the alienation of all humans from God and the 
hope of their reconciliation to God.

The religious pluralist objects that such a par-
ticular and exclusive claim of salvation in Christ 
is a barrier to genuine relationship with those of 
other faiths (see Pluralism and Universalism). 
But if the uniqueness of the gospel is denied, 
how is one to affirm God’s intention to provide 
the means of salvation for the world and the his-
torical event that actualized salvation? It is the 
uniqueness of the gospel that requires that all 
the peoples of the world hear the content and 
condition of God’s provision of salvation in 
Christ and be given the opportunity to believe in 
Jesus. Thus it is out of the unique message of the 
gospel that the necessity, urgency, obligation, 
and self-sacrifice of global mission emerge in 
their fullest implications (see also Missionary 
Task, The).

Further, in the Great Commission, the Lord 
Jesus commands the universal dissemination of 
the gospel. Matthew 28:18–20, Mark 15:16, Luke 
24:46–47, and Acts 1:8 restate the intent of the 
commission in different words with the same ef-
fect—the gospel is to go to “all nations,” “all the 
world,” “all the nations,” and to “the uttermost 
parts of the earth.” In the Matthew passage Jesus 
prefaces his commission with the assertion of 
his absolute authority in heaven and on earth. To 
fail to take the gospel to all the world is tanta-
mount to disobedience to the lordship of Christ.

The Matthew passage also provides added di-
mension to the scope of the commission. Don-
ald McGavran proposed that “all nations” 
(panta ta ethne m) refers to all the peoples of the 
world; that is, all humanity, all who live on 
earth, all the ethnolinguistic groups of the 
world (see also Peoples, People Groups). The 
mandate of the Great Commission is to make 
disciples in all the world through evangelism, 
church planting, and instruction.

The importance of every individual, moreover, 
is related to the universality of mission. John 
3:16 clearly declares God’s intent that the mes-
sage of his loving provision of salvation be uni-
versally communicated. “For God so loved the 

world that he gave his one and only Son, that 
whoever believes in him shall not perish but 
have eternal life.” Each person, as a special cre-
ation of God, deserves the occasion to have his 
or her spiritual need and hunger met by God’s 
redemptive love.

The universality of mission also has eschato-
logical implications. Our Lord appears to link 
global evangelization with his return (see also 
Millennial Thought and Mission). In Matthew 
24:14 he declares, “And this gospel of the king-
dom will be preached in the whole world as a 
testimony to all nations, and then the end will 
come.” In Revelation 5:9 praise is ascribed to the 
enthroned Lord Jesus because with his blood he 
bought people “for God from every tribe and lan-
guage and people and nation.”

The ultimate impetus of the universality of 
mission is the glory of God. That is, global mis-
sion is driven by God’s intention to redeem to 
himself a people to love and praise him out of all 
the nations and people groups of the world (see 
also Worship).

Donald R. Dunavant

Worship. Today as throughout history, worship 
and mission are linked inextricably together, for 
God propels his mission through the drawing of 
worshipers to himself. God’s call to worship him 
empowers us to respond with his passion to do 
mission. Thus, worship ignites mission; it is 
God’s divine call-and-response strategy.

Indeed, the Scriptures resound with his global 
call to worship via mission. The prophet Isaiah, 
for example, responding in the midst of worship, 
takes up the call to go (Isa. 6:1–8). Likewise, the 
Samaritan woman encounters Jesus Christ, the 
incarnate God. He discloses that the Father is 
seeking authentic worshipers, people in relation-
ship with him. The woman responds by immedi-
ately calling others to come see the man who 
told her everything she had done (John 4:26). Fi-
nally, the greatest call-and-response pattern sur-
faces when the disciples meet with the resur-
rected Jesus just before his ascension (Matt. 
28:16ff.). Finally recognizing Jesus’ true identity, 
they fall down and worship him. In the context 
of worship, Jesus gives his crowning imperative, 
the Great Commission (Matt. 28:17–20). The mis-
sionary mandate flows out of an intimate rela-
tionship with God generated in worship. God’s 
propelling call to go into all the world becomes 
our response of commitment and allegiance to 
him. We join him in his passion to call worship-
ers to himself.

Wherever we have seen meaningful, authentic 
worship, the church has experienced a new mis-
sions thrust. Yet, a radical separation of worship 
from mission has dominated mission methodol-
ogies. Donald MacGavran once claimed, “Wor-
ship . . . is good; but worship is worship. It is not 
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evangelism” (1965, 455). The typical practice has 
been to call people to a saving faith in Jesus 
Christ with worship being a resultant by-prod-
uct. While ignoring God’s primary call to wor-
ship, missiologists have, however, recognized the 
need for relevant Christian worship to nurture a 
Christian movement. Thus, the model of “evan-
gelism-before-worship” has dominated evangeli-
cal mission strategies.

Yet God’s call to worship him is currently 
sweeping around the world in great, new revolu-
tionary ways. Along with new openness to new 
forms and patterns of worship, there is greater 
recognition of the intimate relationship between 
worship and mission. Such winds of worship 
empowering mission have been building over the 
past few decades in relation to renewal move-
ments. In 1939, for example, the Methodist Epis-
copal Church published a small manual, A Book 
of Worship for Village Churches, for the “great 
army of Christian pastors, teachers, and laymen 
who are leading the toiling villagers of India 
through worship to the feet of Christ” (Ziegler, 
1939, 7). The manual resulted from a desire to 
see the church in India take root in its own soil 
in tandem with the vast treasures of two thou-
sand years of Christian heritage. Research re-
vealed that where dynamic worship was prac-
ticed, changed lives and growing churches 
resulted. On the other hand, weak, stagnant and 
ineffective churches existed where worship of 
God in Christ was neglected (ibid., 5).

More recently, as renewal movements grow in 
their experience with God, God calls them into 
mission. The common strategic link of each of 
these groups is their focus on worship with evan-
gelism as the inclusive by-product: the “wor-
ship-propels-mission” model. French Benedic-
tine monks, for example, have entered Senegal 
with the goal of creating a model of contextual-
ized worship drawn from cultural musical tradi-
tions. They have adapted African drums and the 
twenty-one-string Kora harp to attract Muslims 
to Christ. Likewise, the Taizé Movement from 
France is growing through the development of 
contemplative, worship forms. Facilitated by the 
burgeoning impact of electronic media and new 
musical forms worldwide, the growth of a Wor-
ship and Praise Movement, originating from 
such streams as the Jesus People Movement 
through Marantha! Music and the Vineyard 
Movement, is forging an openness to new, global 
worship forms.

Among the most exciting developments are the 
new mission forces from Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America. Their distinctive approaches commonly 
revolve around worship. In Kenya, one of the 
most dynamic examples of church growth is 
found at the Nairobi Chapel. The Chapel bases 
much of its strategy on the development of 
meaningful worship (especially music) for effec-

tively communicating the gospel to a predomi-
nantly university-student based church (Long). 
The vision does not stop with Kenya; they are 
reaching out to neighboring Tanzania. In West 
Africa, Senufo Christians of Cote d’Ivoire are 
reaching out to their neighbors through their 
distinctive worship form—song, dance, and 
drama (King). Christian Inca Indians from Peru 
are reaching out to Native Americans of North 
America. Through their deeper understanding of 
more culturally relevant worship forms, Inca 
Christians are preaching through the use of In-
dian storytelling styles. Asians are going to other 
Asians; Koreans to the Philippines and American 
Filipinos to Japan. In one case, Taiwans’ Ho-
sanna Ministries partnered with the Korean 
Tyrannus Team in initiating a series of Worship 
and Praise activities in 1989. This partnership 
brought forth a movement of renewal in Taiwan 
where unbelievers came to Christ and believers 
dedicated themselves to missions (Wong). They 
discovered “an intimate relationship between 
worship and mission” (1993, 3). Worship pro-
pelled both evangelism and commitment to do 
more mission.

With the growing surge of worship empower-
ing mission, we must keep five factors in mind in 
order to achieve a lasting impact for the king-
dom. First, worship must remain worship: we 
must, above all, seek encounter with God. Wor-
ship services should not serve as functional sub-
stitutes for evangelism. Rather, we must seek au-
thenticity of interaction with God and developing 
relationship with him. Genuine worship of the 
Creator will attract and confront those who long 
to enter into the kingdom. Likewise, evangelistic 
programs must pursue evangelism. The two, 
worship and mission, must remain distinct, yet 
work hand-in-hand.

Second, we must allow God to transform and 
make anew his original creation. Contextualiza-
tion of the gospel is not an option, but an imper-
ative. Throughout the Scriptures and history, we 
see people worshiping God in ways that were 
formerly heathen but then transformed with rad-
ically new meaning. Service order, length, lan-
guage, symbolism, prayer forms, songs, dance, 
bowing, speeches, Scripture reading, and arti-
facts must be captured to nurture believers and 
bring the peoples of the world into relationship 
with the living God.

Third, we are to pursue diversity within the 
unity of the body of Christ (Eph. 2; 1 Cor. 12): 
“Diversity (of worship forms) seems to coincide 
with the periods of effective mission efforts” 
(Muench, 1981, 104). Foundational mission 
goals must seek to make Christ understood and 
known within their own context. The Celtic 
church, for example, known as a strong mission 
church, encouraged each tribal group to develop 
its own worship service pattern. Likewise, wor-
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ship patterns and forms must vary according to 
the cultural contexts—including multicultural 
settings. In order to know God intimately, peo-
ples from differing contexts require the freedom 
to interact with him through relevant worship 
forms.

Fourth, there is a great need for research 
toward developing appropriate worship. We 
must allow dynamic worship to grow and change 
as relationship with God deepens. Worship 
forms are shaped by and reflect our relationship 
with God via appropriate, expressive cultural 
forms. There is great need for openness in pursu-
ing, experimenting, exchanging, and document-
ing experiences in worship. Needed topics of re-
search should include biblical models of worship 
that seek precedents for adapting cultural forms, 
comparative philosophical thought forms, his-
torical models of worship from the Christian 
movement, uses and meaning of ritual (anthro-
pology), verbal and non-verbal symbols (commu-
nication), and comparative cultural worship pat-
terns.

Finally, we must train for worship and worship 
leading. In keeping with “spirit and truth” wor-
ship (John 4:23), missionaries must first of all be 
worshipers of the living God. Then they are em-
powered to take up God’s passionate call to bring 
all peoples to worship him. Besides studying the 

nature of worship and the numerous patterns 
and forms that worship can embody, we must 
train people to lead worship and stimulate mean-
ingful worship cross-culturally. Training for wor-
ship must become a major component in the for-
mation of missionaries.

Authentic Christian worship brings people to 
encounter Jesus Christ. As one looks to God, God 
reveals his vision to us. We respond to his call. 
Thus, worship propels and empowers mission. 
Ultimately, God calls us to participate in achiev-
ing God’s vision as entoned by the Psalmist: “All 
the nations you have made will come and wor-
ship before you, O Lord; they will bring glory to 
your name” (Ps. 86:9).

Roberta R. King
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