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Editorial: The Great
Commission and the
Global City
R. Albert mohler JR.
R. Albert Mohler Jr. serves as the ninth president of The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, the
flagship school of the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC) and one of the largest seminaries in the
world. At Southern, he also acts as Joseph Emerson Brown Professor of Christian Theology and editorin-chief of The Southern Baptist Journal of Theology. Widely sought as a columnist and commentator,
he regularly appears in national news media.

T

he Great Commission frames the church’s mission in the world, but that world is changing
fast. Just consider the fact that, for the first time in
human history, most people live in cities.
The human future is an urban future. In one
of the greatest social shifts of all human history,
over half of all living humans now inhabit cities. Driven by population shifts, immigration,
and human reproduction, massive new cities are
springing up all over the globe. Will the church
rise to this challenge?
The answer to that question will largely determine the future of Christian missions. At the same
time, this is not the first time that the Christian
church has found itself faced with the challenge
of the city. A quick look at the New Testament
will reveal that first-century Christianity was, by
and large, concentrated in the cities of the Roman
Empire. These earliest churches were established
4
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in cities like Antioch, Ephesus, Corinth, Thessalonica, and, of course, both Jerusalem and Rome.
The churches established in these strategic cities became the launching pads for missions and
church planting.
Similarly, the Reformation of the church in the
sixteenth century was an urban movement, emerging in the cities of Switzerland and Germany. The
cities were host to the emerging universities of the
Middle Ages and to the flowering culture of the
Renaissance. The cities were where the Industrial
Revolution happened and where churches pioneered new forms of ministry in the great nineteenth-century cities of London, Birmingham,
Chicago, and New York.
Fully 70% of all Chinese will live in cities of
more than 1 million people by the year 2025. By
2030, China alone will count at least 220 cities with
populations exceeding 1 million. At the same time,
SBJME 1.1 | Summer 2012
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India will have 68 cities of similar population size.
Together, India and China will add over 600 million
city dwellers within the next twenty years — about
the same populations as if the total populations of
the United States and Brazil were added together.
China will have to add at least 40 billion square
meters of living space within the next two decades.
Traffic jams in India may point to 5-hour daily commutes as the norm. By 2025, China is likely to have
880 million daily commuters in its cities.
The cities were the strategic platforms for ministry and missions in the first century, but the last
century and more has been a time of retreat in terms
of Christian impact in many of the world’s great cities. The twentieth century was, in terms of Western
cities, a period of radical secularization. While Harvard theologian Harvey Cox’s 1965 blockbuster The
Secular City was controversial, its title was not.
Evangelicals now face the great challenge of
these massive Western cities, filled with populations
marked by great diversity in terms of ethnicity, language, worldview, and culture. Thankfully, there are
standout examples of faithful church planting and
ministry in many of these cities, but the populations
remain overwhelmingly secular and unevangelized.
Jump from the cities of the West to places like
Africa, China, and India, and you will find even
greater challenges, along with far greater populations. How will global Christianity respond to
this challenge?
This represents the urgency of the questions
the church now faces as we look to the challenge
of global missions. Though the Gospel never
changes, the contexts of our Great Commission
task do change. Indeed, they are changing before
our very eyes.
This is what makes The Southern Baptist Journal of Missions and Evangelism so timely. This new
journal will address the most pressing theological,
biblical, demographic, cultural, anthropological,
and strategic issues of our day – the very issues
that are even now reshaping the missionary task.
Produced by the Billy Graham School of Missions
and Evangelism at Southern Seminary, this new
journal will be a trusted voice, a bold advocate for
MOHLER | 4-5
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missions, and a context for serious theological and
biblical engagement.
We are very proud of this new journal, and we
invite you to join with us as we grapple with the
most urgent Great Commission issues of our times.
What could be more important than this task?

5
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Being Serious About
the Gospel
Zane Pratt
Zane Pratt (Ph.D. cand., Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary) has been the Dean of the Billy
Graham School of Missions and Evangelism since 2011. Prior to his tenure at Southern, Pratt served
twenty years with the International Mission Board, SBC, and as a church planter in New England.

E

vangelism, by definition, is the proclamation
of Good News. It has the gospel at the very
center of its being. In the same way, Christian mission, as defined and understood biblically, has the
gospel at its very heart. The mission of the church is
the task which God sends His body into the world
to accomplish, and that task has the gospel as its
foundation, its directive, and its content. It is not
possible to think, speak, or write about evangelism
or missions in a biblically responsible way without
a solid understanding of the gospel. Equally, it is
not possible to engage in evangelism or missions in
a biblically responsible way without being serious
about the content of the gospel and its implications
in the life of the believer.
Few evangelical Christians would dispute the
seriousness of the gospel. Indeed, it would be hard
to categorize someone as an evangelical who did
so. However, such a statement leaves open the fun6
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damental question: what does it actually look like
to be serious about the gospel? It is possible, after
all, to be serious about things in quite a variety of
ways. A police detective, for example, should be
serious about crime, but that seriousness consists
in opposition to crime, not endorsement of it. A
stamp collector may be serious about stamps, but
that seriousness may extend no further than interest
in a hobby which has no impact on the hobbyist’s
moral disposition or work life. Similarly, a Muslim
apologist may be serious about the gospel because
he seriously opposes it, and a professor of religious
studies may be serious about the academic study of
the gospel without any personal faith at all. Even
those who profess evangelical faith may be serious
about the content of the gospel without being particularly engaged in its spread to those who have
never heard it, or conversely may be serious about
evangelism and missions without being especially
SBJME 1.1 | Summer 2012
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concerned about the theological content of the
gospel message. The biblical gospel is God’s gospel
(Mark 1:14). Believing and embracing the gospel
demands that it be taken seriously in every possible
way. Those who are serious about the gospel must
be serious about its content, about its implications
and demands on the life of the believer, about the
urgency of its spread, and about the biblical integrity of the manner in which it is spread.

SERIOUS ABOUT THE CONTENT
OF THE GOSPEL
Anyone who is serious about the gospel must be
serious about its content. The gospel is not a vague
message of cosmic benevolence, nor is it open to
private interpretation on the part of the receptor.
The gospel has a very specific content, and this
content is unchanging and binding across time,
geography, and cultures. The heart of the gospel
is the biblical witness about the saving work of
the Triune God in the incarnation, sinless life,
atoning death, and victorious resurrection of Jesus
Christ. It necessarily presupposes everything
that the entire Bible teaches about the nature
and character of God, the nature of the world
as his good creation, the nature of humanity as
created in his image yet now fallen and pervasively
corrupted by sin, and the history of God’s dealings
with humanity from the Garden of Eden to the
end of time. It is immovably situated in the grand
biblical narrative of creation, fall, redemption and
restoration. Its blessings come to undeserving
sinners only through the agency of the Holy Spirit,
and those blessings are appropriated only by
grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone. It
produces the church as the natural and necessary
home of those who have tasted its redemption.
It understands time as a linear process with a
beginning, a story line, and a destination, and it
proclaims the certainty of that destination both for
individual people and for the entire created order.
At its center, the gospel is a message about who
God is, who we are, what God has done to redeem
us from our sin through Jesus Christ, and how we
are to respond.1 For this center to have meaning,
PRATT | 6-11
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however, it requires the specific biblical definition
of each of its key terms, and the specific context
of the entire biblical message. Anything less is not
the biblical gospel, and there is no other gospel
(Gal 1:6-9).
Being serious about the gospel, therefore, means
being serious about biblical studies. It requires a
commitment to knowing the Bible as thoroughly
as possible. This certainly includes the practice of
inductive Bible study, but it involves far more than
that. Knowing the Bible requires a grasp of the
whole as the necessary context for understanding its parts. It requires knowing biblical history. It
requires an understanding of the biblical theology of
the great themes of the Bible, and of the individual
books of the Bible, and of the two testaments that
comprise the Bible. It requires an understanding of
the responsible manner in which the various types
of biblical literature should be interpreted.2 In turn,
these elements of Bible study are greatly enhanced
when Scripture is interpreted in the context of the
hermeneutical community of the body of Christ
across geography and church history, as each part
of the body profits from the gifts and learns from
the mistakes of others in different settings.3 It is
not possible to be serious about the gospel while
being casual about any of the components of Biblical Studies.
Being serious about the gospel also means being
serious about theology. All believers are theologians. All of them engage in the process of synthesizing biblical teaching on issues that are central
to the teaching of the Bible and on issues that are
important in their own cultural context. Those who
profess disinterest in theology simply guarantee that
they will engage in that process carelessly. However,
God is the God of truth ( John 17:17). Scripture
consistently demonstrates a deep concern for the
pattern of sound words (2 Tim 1:13) and a decided
intolerance for false teaching (2 Tim 4:1-4; 2 Pet
2:1-3). The history of the Christological controversy
of the fourth century demonstrated that the integrity of the gospel could rise or fall on a diphthong.4
In every age and in every culture, the wisdom of
the world will seek to distort the great theological
7
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themes of the gospel. Those who would take the
gospel seriously must take theology seriously. They
must share God’s passion for the truth and never
dismiss theological carefulness as a distraction from
the practices of the faith. As Paul clearly demonstrates in the very pattern of his letters, theology is
the essential foundation for life and practice. The
integrity of the gospel and the integrity of the Christian life are dependent on an accurate understanding of the great doctrines of God, and his word, and
creation, and humanity, and sin, and the person and
work of Christ, and salvation in all its components,
and the person and work of the Holy Spirit, and the
church and its mission, and the consummation of
history. There can be no separation between evangelist and theologian or missiologist and theologian.
Being serious about the gospel should also lead
to a serious concern for church history. We do not
study the Bible and its theology in a vacuum. In the
history of the church we have the story of believers
in a variety of different settings wrestling with issues
in the light of the word of God. We benefit from
their gifts and learn from their insights. We also see
the consequences of bad theology and bad practice worked out over the course of years. We gain
encouragement from the advances of the gospel and
warnings from its setbacks. It would be foolish and
irresponsible to go down the same roads of heresy
or ineffectiveness as occurred in the past, or to fail
to benefit from truths learned and victories won by
our spiritual ancestors, simply because we neglect
to learn our family history. Seriousness about the
gospel should lead to seriousness about the study of
the history of God’s people.
In short, the gospel has content that is specific,
detailed and non-negotiable. It is not possible to
be serious about the gospel without being serious
about that content – serious about knowing it and
serious about preserving it in all its integrity. The
person who takes the gospel seriously must ipso
facto be a serious student of the classical theological disciplines of Scripture, theology and history.
No amount of zeal can make up for indifference to
the truth.

8
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SERIOUS ABOUT THE
IMPLICATIONS OF THE GOSPEL
The call of the gospel is a call to discipleship. It is a
call to repent from sin and to trust in the Lord Jesus
Christ with a faith that issues in a transformed life. In
the Great Commission, Jesus defined discipleship as
including obedience to everything he commanded.
Paul expressed the goal of his apostleship to be the
obedience of faith, making it clear that saving faith
is a faith that obeys and works (Rom 1:5, Gal 5:6).
Being serious about the gospel requires seriousness
about its content, but biblical knowledge and
theological precision by themselves are not enough.
The person who is serious about the gospel must
also be serious about its demands and implications.
This means that seriousness about the gospel
must entail seriousness about personal holiness. The
Book of Hebrews says quite bluntly that without
holiness no one will see the Lord (Heb 12:14). Biblical holiness has both a negative and a positive component. Negatively, it involves putting off everything
that is displeasing to God; positively, it involves putting on the character of Christ (Col 3:1–17). Both
are essential. A person who is serious about the gospel will strive to put sin to death in all its forms, from
sexual immorality, to greed, to dishonest or slanderous speech, to anger, to pride, or to anything else
which is inconsistent with the character of God. At
the same time, true holiness has an attractive quality,
as the redeemed sinner puts on the fruit of the Spirit
which reflect the image of Christ. A person who is
serious about the gospel can neither be a libertine
nor a Pharisee. Such a person must be passionate
about living a life that is worthy of the gospel, a life
that is pleasing to Christ.
Seriousness about the gospel also requires seriousness about using the means God has given his
people for growing as disciples of Jesus. Supremely,
these are His word, prayer, fasting, and the church
and its ordinances. Neglect of these necessarily
means neglect of the demands and implications of
the gospel in the life of the believer. The expectant use of these means is God’s appointed way for
knowing him, for appropriating the blessings of the
gospel, and for growing in holiness in conformity to
SBJME 1.1 | Summer 2012
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the image of Christ. A life that is serious about the
gospel is a life characterized by the consistent exercise of private spiritual disciplines and by corporate
worship and fellowship as a committed member of
a local church.
Seriousness about the gospel requires obedience
to everything Christ commanded, and it therefore
entails loving your neighbor as yourself (Mark
12:31). The person who is serious about the gospel will feed the hungry, clothe the naked, welcome
strangers, care for the sick, and visit those in prison
(Matt 25:31-40). He or she will respond to need,
even if the needy person is a traditional enemy
(Luke 10:25-37). He or she will take care of widows
and orphans even while striving to remain unstained
by the world ( Jas 1:27). These are simply things that
disciples of Jesus do, and it constitutes no dilution
of the mission of the church, which is primarily to
make disciples of all peoples, to assert that those disciples will then be people who love their neighbors
in radical, self-sacrificial ways.
People who are serious about the gospel turn
their backs on the values and methods of the world
(1 John 2:15-17). They do not engage in dishonesty,
manipulation, or worldly political maneuvering (2
Cor 2:17, 4:2). They do not seek power or status,
nor do they value title or position (Matt 23:1-12).
They understand leadership as service, not self-promotion or self-assertion (Matt 20:20-28). They are
not domineering, angry, or argumentative in dealing
with others, especially in the exercise of leadership (2
Tim 2:22-26, Jas 1:19-20, 1 Pet 5:3). They are more
concerned with the condition of the heart than with
outward appearance (1 Sam 16:7). Their hearts are
not set on material possessions or comforts (Matt
6:19-21), nor do they value physical safety over obedience to Christ and the spread of His gospel (Matt
16:25, Phil 1:20-23, 2 Tim 1:8). People whose lives
reflect the values of this world or whose methods and
style reflect the manner of this world demonstrate
that they do not take the gospel seriously.
In short, being serious about the gospel means
being serious about reflecting the character of Christ
in every area of life. It combines knowledge, devotion, holiness of life, Christlikeness of character,
PRATT | 6-11
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active love toward others, and a deliberate renunciation of worldly values and methods. Just as it is
not possible to be serious about the gospel without
being serious about its content, it is not possible to
be serious about the gospel without being serious
about conformity to the image of Christ and obedience to the commands of Christ.

SERIOUS ABOUT THE URGENCY
OF ITS SPREAD
Those who are serious about the gospel have a
strong sense of urgency about its spread to all of
those who have never heard it. Anyone who is not
motivated to share the gospel with unbelievers does
not really take the gospel seriously, and the same is
true with anyone who is not passionate about global
missions. This follows from the very nature of the
gospel. The gospel message explicitly presupposes
the universality of sin and the inevitability of divine
judgment. Other than Jesus Christ, every person
who has ever lived has been guilty of rebellion
against God and has justly deserved condemnation
and hell. The gospel proclaims that the only solution
to this fatal condition is the substitutionary sacrifice
of Jesus on the cross, and that the benefits of his
sacrifice can only be appropriated by repentance
and faith. The 10th chapter of Romans makes it
clear that salvation requires faith that faith requires
hearing the gospel, and that no one will hear the
gospel unless someone proclaims it to them. The
biblical message of the gospel rules out any form
of religious pluralism or inclusivism, leaving the
entire human race dependent on the spread of the
gospel for their eternal destiny.5 It is hard to imagine
a believer who does not have unbelievers around
them, and those unbelievers will spend eternity in
hell unless they hear the gospel, repent of their sins,
and put their trust in Jesus. The same is true of the
billions of people in thousands of unreached people
groups around the world that have no witness to
the good news of Jesus Christ. For a Christian to be
indifferent to the fate of the lost is unconscionable. It
means that they either don’t take judgment and hell
seriously, they don’t really believe in the exclusivity
of the gospel, or they don’t love their neighbor as
9
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themselves. The reality of judgment and hell and
the exclusivity of salvation by grace alone through
faith alone in Christ alone are integral components
of the gospel. Loving your neighbor as yourself
is a necessary consequence of embracing it. Any
professing believer who lacks any of these things
possesses an inadequate grasp of the gospel.
Likewise, anyone who fails to be serious about
the urgency of the spread of the gospel demonstrates that they do not take the exaltation of the
God of the gospel with sufficient seriousness. The
gospel message itself has the character and deeds
of God as its content. The task of evangelism and
missions is the task of declaring his glory among
the nations, his marvelous deeds among all peoples
(Ps 96:3). It is the act of proclaiming the excellencies of him who called us out of darkness into his
marvelous light (1 Pet 2:9). John Piper has correctly
named worship as both the fuel of missions and as
the goal of missions.6 Worship is also the nature of
the act of evangelism itself, as God is exalted in the
declaration of his holy hatred of sin, his merciful
love for sinners, his amazing grace in the sacrifice of
his Son, and his almighty power over sin and death.
Simply put, the gospel of God’s grace glorifies the
God of the gospel, both in its proclamation and in
its fruit. Indifference to the spread of the gospel is
indifference to the glory of God.
It is not possible, then, to be serious about the
gospel without being serious about the urgency of
its spread. An intellectual commitment to the integrity of its content and a personal commitment to the
full range of its implications are necessary, but not
sufficient. Both the contents and the implications
of the gospel demand a passion to see it proclaimed
and believed to the ends of the earth.

SERIOUS ABOUT HOW IT
IS SPREAD
Finally, a person who is serious about the gospel
must be serious about how that gospel is spread.
Evangelistic and missionary methods are not
matters of indifference. The Apostle Paul reflected
this conviction in his second letter to the church
at Corinth. He contrasted his methods with
10
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those of contemporary salesmen when he said,
“For we are not, like so many, peddlers of God’s
word, but as men of sincerity, as commissioned
by God, in the sight of God we speak in Christ”
(2 Cor 2:17). Far from utilizing the most effective
marketing techniques of his day, he intentionally
turned his back on them, recognizing that such
methods would impugn the integrity of the
message. Later in the same letter, Paul reflected
on his approach to ministry when he wrote, “We
have renounced disgraceful, underhanded ways.
We refuse to practice cunning or to tamper with
God’s word, but by the open statement of the
truth we would commend ourselves to everyone’s
conscience in the sight of God” (2 Cor 4:2). He
refused to engage in any form of dishonesty. He
would not use manipulative means, and he refused
to tamper with the content of his message to make
it more palatable to his audience (The purpose
of contextualization is clarity, not comfort). He
refused to adapt his style to that of the popular
speakers of his day (who were consistently
successful in drawing large numbers to hear
them), precisely because he was convinced that
such methods emptied the cross of Christ of its
power (1 Cor 1:17) and grounded the faith of new
believers in the wisdom of men rather than in the
power of God (1 Cor 2:1-4). Paul also went out
of his way to maintain transparent integrity in his
use of finances (1 Cor 16:1-4; 2 Cor 8:16-21).
His point in all of this was to conduct his ministry
in a manner consistent with the gospel and in a
manner that adorned it rather than distorting or
diminishing it.
Modern evangelists and missionaries can be
no less thoughtful and careful about the methods
they use. The point is not to sustain a large crowd,
but to make disciples. Jesus himself spoke in a way
that drove away the casual, the uncommitted, and
the carnally motivated. The method used must be
one that points solidly to a life of discipleship, not
merely to countable decisions. Evangelistic methods
must never distort the message to make it somehow consistent with current conventional wisdom
or popular culture. They also must never downplay
SBJME 1.1 | Summer 2012
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the cost of discipleship or sidestep the demand
for repentance. They must not blur the distinction
between biblical Christianity and all non-Christian
religions, philosophies or ideologies. Those who are
serious about the gospel must submit their methods and strategies to the scrutiny and control of the
Word of God, recognizing that God cares deeply
about how we do what he calls us to do, and that he
has not left us in the hands of secular marketing or
the social sciences to figure out our strategies. His
Word is sufficient for the how as well as the what.

CONCLUSION

(Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2010), 101–102.
3
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2003), 51–52.
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For a helpful discussion of this issue, see Todd Miles, A
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6

John Piper, Let the Nations Be Glad! The Supremacy of God
in Missions (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003), 17.

This is the inaugural issue of The Southern Baptist
Journal of Missions and Evangelism. Our aim in
publishing this journal is to spur Christians and
churches to greater faithfulness in fulfilling the
Great Commission, and also to provide resources
that will enable those believers and churches to do
so more faithfully and more effectively. We intend
to take the gospel seriously. This means that we
will be serious about its content, serious about
its implications in the life of the believer, serious
about the urgency of its spread, and serious about
how it is spread. We are openly confessional in our
editorial stance, evaluating everything we publish
in light of The Baptist Faith and Message 2000 and
The Abstract of Principles of The Southern Baptist
Theological Seminary. We regard missiology as a
subset and application of Christian theology, and
we look to the classical theological disciplines to
shape and control our missiological methods.
Simultaneously, we are passionate about the pursuit
of Christlikeness as a non-negotiable component of
any biblical missiology, and we are passionate about
the urgency of the Great Commission task. Our
prayer is that God would be glorified, his church
would be encouraged and equipped, and the spread
of his gospel would be accelerated by this journal.
Endnotes
1

For a clear and concise description of the content of the
gospel, see Greg Gilbert, What is the Gospel (Wheaton:
Crossway, 2010).

2

Robert Plummer, 40 Questions About Interpreting the Bible
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Equipping Disciples:
Theological Education and
the Missionary Task
M. David Sills
M. David Sills (D.Miss., Ph.D., Reformed Theological Seminary) is A.P. and Faye Stone Professor of Christian Mission and Cultural Anthropology at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. He joined Southern Seminary after serving as a missionary among the Highland Quichua in Ecuador. Among other works,
Sills is the author of Reaching and Teaching: A Call to Great Commission Obedience (Moody, 2010).

T

his article assumes the wisdom and cogent
arguments made in the myriad of books and
articles that demonstrate the need for theological
education and pastoral preparation, and it looks
beyond them to understand why we must include
theological education as an essential component of
the task of international missions.1 We must remember the value of sound doctrine to combat the syncretism that insinuates itself into the churches in
the absence of biblical truth. The purpose of theological education is to provide trained leadership
for the churches and trained professors who can
teach future church leaders, regardless of their location. Providing theological education in the many
countries of the mission fields is vitally important.
If it were not, the brightest and best could simply
obtain student visas to come to the USA and study
in any one of our theological seminaries or divinity
schools. However, the education they would obtain
12
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would not adequately prepare national leaders for
ministry in other contexts—even if they return to
them, and sadly, they often do not.
There are two reasons against the practice of
sending national pastors to the USA for training.
First, when nationals from Global South countries
with crippling economies, rampant diseases, underdeveloped infrastructures, unstable governments,
warring neighbors, or little promise for the future
come to the USA, it is common that the advantages
they find here overwhelm their desire to return
home. They may have come to the USA with altruistic intentions of returning and serving their people.
However, while they are obtaining their education,
their children grow up in the USA, and they begin to
realize how very difficult it will be for their children
to return to a land they never really knew. In the
USA they have access to good public schools, medical care, police protection, and fully stocked grocery
SBJME 1.1 | Summer 2012
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stores. Returning to the struggles of a Global South
nation is often a daunting consideration. Generally,
only the brightest and best students can obtain the
visas and support to go abroad for study. When they
succumb to the temptation to make a new life there
and fail to return, the result is a “brain drain” that
further cripples the churches in their homelands.
Second, even if the international student decides
to return to his or her home country, their hard-won
education may not be as applicable as they hoped.
The content of the curriculum, teaching illustrations, and method of instruction often prepare the
student for ministry in the USA much better than
for ministry in an oral-based, agricultural country
with a collectivistic, pre-modern worldview. We
must include theological education as an essential
part of the missionary task in the countries where
we serve to address these concerns as well as others
we will discuss later.
Theological education is not only essential for
pastoral preparation; it provides a degree—and
many national churches and their leaders desire
this credentialing of graduates. One missionary to
East Asia reported that the most common request
he has received from the Chinese church leaders is
for formal education that leads to credentials. This
repeated request is heard the world over. Sometimes missionaries or administrators dismiss such
a request, reasoning that it is a purely carnal desire
that pales in comparison to the other needs that
they must balance, even though the ones dismissing
the request may hold advanced degrees themselves.
Theological education provides a cadre of pastors
who have a respected seminary’s seal of approval.
Some churches around the world see the diplomas
of a respected seminary as a sort of union card that
they demand of their pastors. Many church members doubt their ability to recognize theological
error when interviewing pastoral candidates. However, if the pastoral candidate has graduated from
the respected seminary, they feel they can rest under
his preaching and teaching, secure that he will teach
the truth.
A basic and necessary function of a theological
seminary or Bible college is to train pastors for the
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churches today as well as to equip the trainers of pastors for the churches of the future. Unfortunately,
many who travel the world have witnessed the theological aberrations in churches and pastors where
missionaries have relegated theological education
to the realm of the unimportant or an optional luxury. Kevin Paszalek, lecturer at Kenya’s Moffat Bible
College, explained, “Even a well-intentioned person
without some background in how to understand the
Bible, how to interpret it, and how to apply it can
get off track and take his whole church with him,”
yet even untrained men are valued. Paszalek continued, “One of the first pastors I ever met in Kenya
walked a twenty-two mile circuit to pastor the three
churches he was responsible for.” The ministry of
these committed servants is vital. One of the graduates, Pastor Charles Maina Macharia, remarked,
“Sometimes the church dies without a pastor. Moffat training pastors is helping to produce pastors
who will take care of the church of God.”2
The theological education and biblical preparation of pastors and leaders prepares them to recognize heretical developments that the church
denounced long ago. Condemned heresies often
continue to exist while morphing into different
forms with new names, but educated Christians
are able to see the error and avoid history repeating itself. Unfortunately, there are many examples
where there is no training, and therefore heresy,
doctrinal error, and syncretism have come to be
so commonplace that they define the church in
those areas.

Historical Dangers Avoided
Just as merely having a military force does not
guarantee that a country will never suffer a coup
d’état or be attacked and overthrown, so theological
education does not guarantee doctrinally sound
theologians or heresy-proof churches. However, the
country with no military virtually invites corruption
and attack; and the church with no system for
training pastors and leaders invites error and heresy.
If we were to list the television and radio preachers of today, how many on the list would we consider to be teaching some element of error? How
13
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much error is okay, and how much error must they
be teaching to be dangerous—especially when they
are teaching new believers? The infiltration of false
prophets and teachers has always been a key strategy
of the devil in his fight against God’s people. The
devil does not care if people have “mostly truth” if
he can infect them with some error. In fact, he himself may give 99 percent of truth to lull them into
complacency, as long as he can also inject his 1 percent of error. As in a rocket’s trajectory, in the beginning we barely notice 1 percent of error, but after a
few miles the rocket is badly off the plotted path to
its intended destination. The church must be concerned for the truth because our Lord is truth. The
devil cannot steal our salvation, thwart God’s will,
or prevail against Christ’s church, but he constantly
strategizes to inject error into the pure gospel and
teachings of Christ.
A s the gospel advances into prev iously
untouched areas, the devil fights the hardest, knowing both that he is losing ground and that the new
believers are at their most vulnerable stage of life.
They are not yet sure of all they are to believe and
are certainly not trained to recognize and refute
error. Of all the places in the world, we should provide sound training and theological education on
the mission fields, “Warning everyone and teaching everyone with all wisdom, that we may present
everyone mature in Christ” (Col 1:28).
The devil has always warred against God’s people
with his “fifth column” in their midst. Nationalist
General Emilio Mola coined the term fifth column
during the Spanish Civil War of 1936–39. When
he was leading his troops to attack Madrid, he was
asked how he would conquer such a great city
with four columns of soldiers. In a radio broadcast
to encourage his troops and attack the morale of
the Republican government, he said that his four
columns would be joined by a fifth column that
was already inside the city. The British people also
employed this concept and term in the early years
of World War II. They feared that the Germans living among them would strategically position themselves to help Hitler if he crossed the Channel to
invade. The threat of the fifth column was the ratio14
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nale for the mass internment of Germans on the Isle
of Man during that war, just as the USA did with the
Japanese who lived in America. The devil knows all
about the fifth column strategy; he invented it. He
seeks to confuse, divide, and conquer, and he uses
false teachers to do so. Abandoning theological education is like throwing open the gates of the city – it
allows false teaching in to infiltrate and paralyze the
church. When false teachers come into the church,
there is division in the body. We lose the unity that
Christ told us to maintain, and when we lose that,
we lose our witness and credibility ( John 17:21).
Therefore, when false teachers deceive and lead
believers astray, man fails to achieve what God made
him to do—to glorify God and to enjoy Him forever. In 2 Peter 2, Peter described the character and
life of false teachers and the ethics that accompany
false teachings. False prophets and teachers arose in
the Old Testament and brought about syncretism,
heresy, rebellion, and ultimately God’s judgment.
The New Testament also contains numerous admonitions to beware of false teachers, the leaven of the
Pharisees, and the wolves in sheep’s clothing. Paul
warned the Ephesian elders that after his departure,
“Fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; and from among your own selves will
arise men speaking twisted things, to draw away the
disciples after them” (Acts 20:29–30).
In Paul’s writings, he first teaches us what we are
to believe and then how we are to live. What we
think leads to what we do; what we believe leads to
how we behave. Paul knew this foundational truth
and thus concentrated in all of his letters on teaching
theology first and then ethics. We can see this truth
in the connection between a philosophy of missions
and methodology; what you believe missions to be
will affect how you go about it. It is for this reason
that statements such as “Your ecclesiology will drive
your missiology” are true. Theological education is
vital for the health of the church in every country
of the world. Without discipled shepherds holding sound theology, false teachers, prophets, and
preachers may destroy the flock at will.
When the early church began to expand and
Gentiles were coming to the Lord and into the
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church, there was an uproar over their inclusion.
The controversy was so great that a council met
to decide the issue and avert the crisis facing the
young church. Having addressed what could have
been a serious issue—either the danger of allowing Gentiles in without requiring them to become
good Jews first, or the danger of allowing the controversy to rob the church of its unity and solid
consensus—the council sent their decision to the
churches of the world through the teaching of Paul
and Barnabas. The result was both healing and blessing to the growth of the churches. “So the churches
were strengthened in the faith, and they increased
in numbers daily” (Acts 16:5). We would do well to
consider how the story might have turned out if no
one had been trained theologically to recognize the
solution to the threat.
There have been many satanic attacks against
the church through the centuries: the ante-Nicene
heresies of Ebionism, Gnosticism, Montanism, or
Manichaeism, and all of the trinitarian and Christological heresies of history. Ask yourself what kind
of church we would have today if sound theologians
had not confronted and overcome these errors.
Imagine a version of church history where these
threats were not only not taken seriously, there were
no theologians trained well enough to address them
if they had been—or worse, one where the church
did not even know enough to recognize that they
were dangerous theological aberrations!
Throughout history, the greatest theological
minds periodically came together in councils to
address threats to orthodox Christianity. History
shows that these heresies never completely went
away and are always popping back up. Indeed, the
Bible teaches that there is nothing new under the
sun (Eccl 1:9). For instance, the Jehovah’s Witnesses
cult, which teaches that Christ is a created being, is
just another expression of the ancient Arian heresy
that the Council of Nicea condemned in AD 325.
When missionaries today give in to the need for
speed and are enamored with missiological methodologies that are devoid of theological reflection,
they fail to train the nationals to recognize and avoid
the danger of these heresies.
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Many cults are iterations of former errors. For
instance, while there are many significant differences between Islam and the cult of Mormonism,
there are also parallels of commonality that include
aspects of their origins, male dominance, relocating the founding religious group, and allowing for
multiple wives. Both religions grew out of one man’s
reinterpretation of the Old and New Testaments
and retained much of them. They both believe the
Bible to be a holy book, although inferior to their
own. Significantly, in the origin of both, an angel
appeared to guide the founders in the “correct”
understanding of how to worship God. How necessary Paul’s admonitions become in light of this
aspect, “But even if we or an angel from heaven
should preach to you a gospel contrary to the one
we preached to you, let him be accursed” (Gal 1:8).
There is one gospel, once for all delivered to the
saints, and the Bible warns us to be on our guard if
even an angel should appear, claiming to be Gabriel,
and gives us another gospel. God also taught his
people, through Moses, to beware the constant
threat of apostasy (Deut 13:1–3). Yet, how would
we know that it is another gospel if no one has ever
thoroughly grounded us in the true gospel?
Throughout church history theologians have
come together to address such threats to the
church. If those threats were real and dangerous
then, they are real and dangerous when they appear
today. In the absence of educated theologians and
trained biblical scholars, fledgling churches will be
at risk of repeating the past, but with a tragically
different outcome.
It is for this reason that Paul wrote that ministers and churches should be very careful to believe,
teach, and perpetuate sound doctrine (Rom 16:17;
Eph 4:14; 1 Tim 1:3, 10; 4:6; 6:3; Titus 1:9; 2:1,
10). In 1 Tim 4:16, he wrote, “Keep a close watch on
yourself and on the teaching. Persist in this, for by so
doing you will save both yourself and your hearers.”
As a mentor, Paul modeled his exhortation to correct, rebuke, instruct, and exhort the churches. Paul
taught that it matters what ministers and churches
believe and teach because they must train others
in right beliefs. Eckhard Schnabel wrote, “A further
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goal of Paul’s missionary work was the training of
new missionaries. The coworkers who accompanied
Paul on his travels participated in his missionary
activities and can thus be seen as trainees, much like
Jesus’ disciples who had been chosen by Jesus to be
with him (Mark 3:13–15) and to be trained as ‘fishers of people’ (Mark 1:17).”3 Throughout history,
God has blessed theological education and pastoral preparation to enable his churches to recognize,
confront, and avoid heresies that threatened them.

Historical Dangers Escaped
Sadly, the pages of history are replete with instances
of error creeping into the church. More often than
not, this was because corrupt leaders were more
adept in political maneuvering and more concerned
with personal riches and power than they were with
the Scriptures and bringing glory to God. During
centuries of such abuse in, and of, the papal office,
theological error was increasingly commonplace.
Among other abuses, the Roman Catholic Church
sold indulgences to raise money. These indulgences
allowed the donors to erase years off of their
pending purgatory time. Additionally, “celibate”
priests and popes often had mistresses. In fact,
some prostitutes of that era specialized in catering
to a clientele of clergy members. The people were
woefully ignorant of the Word of God because the
Pope ruled that only the Roman Catholic Church
could interpret the Bible. Unfortunately, those who
could have interpreted the Word of God did not.
When the bride of Christ was languishing in such
filth and corruption, God began to awaken men
who would preach the truth and awaken the church.
Martin Luther was one of the men whom God used.
Luther had been a law student who became a monk
after a life-threatening encounter during a thunderstorm. While practicing Roman Catholicism,
Luther’s legal mind sought peace with God. Reading
the Bible and its warnings against sin caused Luther
to suffer another thunderstorm, but this time it was
the thundering of his conscience. He sought peace
by every mechanism held forth in Roman Catholicism and found none. However, now a theologian
and Bible scholar, he was searching the Scriptures
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and found therein the peace he had so long sought;
“the righteous shall live by faith” (Rom 1:17). Theological error and lies were a saturating stench in the
church of that time, but God used a theologian who
studied the Word of God to open a window and
allow the Spirit to blow through it. Luther was not
alone in returning to the source of truth to find and
preach the Truth; there were many others such as
John Calvin and Ulrich Zwingli. Yet in every case,
it was their understanding of the true teachings of
the Word of God that caused them to recognize and
rebel against error.
Church history reveals that when denominations
and churches abandon a high view of Scripture and
sound theology, the death knell for orthodoxy often
sounds among them. Seldom has a trek down heretical roads led any back to doctrinal health. One need
only consider the prestigious Ivy League universities
that started life as training institutions for pastors in
Puritan New England and now serve as beacons of
humanism and secularism.
However, in at least two situations, God has
used sound theologians and biblical scholars who
were firmly committed to His Word to bring about
orthodox theological recovery. In the history of
both the Southern Baptist Convention and The
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, God has
shown that “those who honor me I will honor” (1
Sam 2:30). In the convention of Southern Baptist
churches, there was a time when theological liberalism weakened commitment to the truth of the Bible
and orthodoxy. Professor Greg Wills ably argues
the corresponding connection between theological
liberalism in Southern Seminary and the resulting
liberalism in the ranks of the churches: “The seminary began promoting the liberal religion around
1900. By the 1940s, the seminary’s faculty consisted
largely of liberals, and the school constituted the
headwaters of most of the denomination’s liberalism.” 4 However, just as in Reformation history,
God used theologians and biblical scholars to bring
about a return to orthodoxy in the Southern Baptist
Convention, as well as at Southern Seminary.
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HISTORICAL DANGERS
EMBRACED
Unfortunately, a lack of theological education has
resulted in syncretism in many churches around
the world. Those of us who have the privilege and
opportunity of traveling to teach in many countries
can trace a common thread as we go. I remember
sharing a meal with some indigenous pastors in the
Andes a few years ago and noticing that none of
the pastors were drinking all of their drinks; they
poured out the dregs of their glasses on the ground.
I approached one of the senior pastors and pointed
out to him that they seemed to be continuing the
practice of giving the last of any food or drink to
the earth goddess Pachamama. The pastor blushed
when I mentioned I recognized what they were
doing, but he defended it as a way to practice good
ecology. I participated in a funeral for a toddler in an
indigenous community and was surprised to see this
evangelical family host a wake, funeral, and burial
service that included mutually exclusive beliefs
from Roman Catholicism, Andean animism, and
the evangelical tradition.
Christian missionaries have worked in Africa
for centuries. Yet in Nigeria, the health and wealth
gospel of evangelical-type churches blends seamlessly with ancestor veneration and juju magic of
traditional animism. Pastors complain that their
members might be in church in the morning and
in the witch doctor’s hut in the afternoon. The AIC
churches are wildly diverse churches that claim
to be Christian but include magic, reincarnations
of Jesus—or any of the prophets—and heretical
beliefs. Each of them has some connection with the
truth in the past, but the dearth of sound instruction
has allowed divergent religious heresies to develop.
If anyone could point to a success story in the
African church, it would have been in Rwanda, the
most “Christian” country in Africa . . . until one
tribe turned on another and almost a million people
were murdered. Yes, there were many Christians
among them, and they had the Bible, but the Christianity was merely nominal. Culturally appropriate theological education with biblical application
of the Scriptures was absent. Rwanda Institute of
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Evangelical Theology graduate Alexis Nemeyimana
reported, “We used the Bible in church, but we
didn’t really think biblically, or always teach the Bible
accurately” (emphasis added).5 The mind-numbing
numbers of people massacred, as well as those who
were swinging the machetes to kill them during the
bloodshed, point to the painful absence of biblical
evangelical Christianity.
In many ways, animism continues as strongly as it
did before Christianity came among evangelicals in
the Mexican countryside. Combining Christianity
with former animistic religions has resulted in many
manifestations of confused syncretism. For instance,
in one region, men who kill an animal for a traditional barbecue place the knives used to butcher it in
the cooking fire in the shape of the cross, believing
that this will protect those who eat the meat from
the spirit of the animal. When women feed a log
into a cooking fire, they always place the fatter end
of the log in first, believing that this will enable their
babies to come out headfirst in the birth process. In
the absence of sound theological teaching and biblical instruction, traditions develop from syncretism
and become as authoritative as Scripture. Believers often live out what they have learned, but the
teaching they have received has not been contextualized and has not conveyed the Bible’s teachings to
their culture. One missionary to China said that the
believers there know how to evangelize but they do
not know much else; no one has taught them.

Theological Education
Around the World
The current state of theological education around
the world varies from country to country. Countless
people groups have the need for theological training
but no existing programs. Eustace Karangwa,
president of the Evangelical Alliance of Rwanda,
said, “Most of the churches are really in a great
need of trained pastors, but have no people who
are trained to come help us.”6 In many countries,
theological education is sadly lacking, if it exists
at all, because the missionaries have abandoned
theological education to conduct evangelism and
church planting. Even if that were not the case,
17
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missionaries often did not leave a theologically
sound institution behind since their own education
did not ground them firmly in the Word. Often,
missionaries trained in seminaries influenced by the
liberal trends in the USA sow that theology on the
mission field. Additionally, Global South economies
frequently do not allow their own churches to
support the seminaries as the Western missionaries
did when they established them. Seminaries left
in the care of the national churches lack operating
funds as well as basic books and supplies.

Current Models of
Theological Education
Many mission agencies still report profound
involvement in theological education around the
world. Some agencies advertise open positions
in theological education to maintain good public
relations with their constituency or to attract more
applicants, but interested candidates would be wise
to look under the hood and kick the tires; for all
that glitters is not gold. Much of what is reported
as theological education is neither theological
nor education.
Sometimes missionaries conduct one-day workshops to instruct pastors how to form a new church,
hold witnessing seminars, or even conduct stewardship classes to teach tithing. All of these are needed,
but many missionaries count them as theological
education. “Just-in-time” training is another model
that many count as theological education. With this
model, the teacher gives needed information to the
church planter the day he needs it. One missionary
described it as a mother duck with all her ducklings
walking behind. All the duckling needs to know is
where to step next. As long as it is following closely
and watching, it will receive the needed instruction
in time. Another missionary who had found this
method lacking reported in frustration that when
just-in-time training is used for training new believers in theology and Bible knowledge, it is most often
not just-in-time, but also too little, too late.
Beginning in the 1960s, missionaries in Guatemala began to experiment with a decentralized
education model. They called their new model
18
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Theological Education by Extension (TEE). Missionaries such as Ralph D. Winter and Ross Kinsler
recognized that they were not training enough leaders for the churches. Furthermore, they noticed that
they were not always training the right ones among
those who were being trained. The men who were
pastoring the churches were those who were literally
elders; they had families and farms and could not
go to the capital cities where the seminaries were
located. The ones who could do so were young men
who may not develop in maturity with the gifts and
character that God’s Word requires. Moreover, missionaries also learned that the churches would not
accept a young man as pastor. Therefore, they wisely
took the seminary to the students, sending professors to the churches to conduct classes instead of
the students coming to them. Merkle believes that
this model is more in harmony with what Paul did.
He wrote,
We would be mistaken, however, if we suppose
that theological education on the mission field
must be carried out precisely how it is in the West.
As a missionary, Paul would visit various churches
seeking to establish them in the gospel. Those
who received training and instruction did not go
to Paul. On the contrary, Paul went to them and
trained them in their local setting where they could
continue to work, raise their families, and lead the
church. . . In some circumstances, and perhaps in
most circumstances among newly reached people
groups, formal theological education should not
be the preferred method of training. The crucial
factor is that some on-going training takes place to
ensure the viability of the Christian faith.7

Other models of decentralized theological education today are correspondence course programs
in which students study and send in completed lessons, or they listen to lessons and receive pastoral
training over the radio as with HCJB Global’s radio
broadcast Bible Institute of the Air.
In predominantly preliterate areas, seminary programs consist of completely oral instruction. This is
not only necessary due to their preliteracy; it is in
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step with the wisdom of training in culturally appropriate ways. David Claydon contends, “Current estimates indicate that around two-thirds of the world’s
population are oral communicators either by necessity or by choice. To effectively communicate with
them, we must defer to their oral communication
style. Our presentations must match their oral learning styles and preferences. Instead of using outlines,
lists, steps, and principles we need to use culturally relevant approaches they would understand.”8
Insisting on the necessity of theological education
around the world does not naïvely presume that
everyone learns the same way but reminds us that
our responsibility is to train believers to interpret
and apply the Bible in ways that are faithful to sound
theology and sensitive to the culture.
A cursory review of existing seminary programs
reveals that the most effective programs in traditional mission fields are also those that incorporate
a strong practicum in the curriculum. Some require
students to plant a church before they can graduate.
Others include mission trips and regular witnessing
as part of the core requirements. Theological education does not have to be formal; it may be very
informal. Lifelong continuing education can include
lay training courses, retreats, conferences, or even
mentoring relationships. The form does not matter as long as it is culturally appropriate and that we
remember the most important component is training them to interpret and apply God’s Word faithfully and effectively.

The Need to Return to
Theological Education
The greatest need of the burgeoning worldwide
church is for more theologically trained pastors
and teachers. Heresies and aberrant forms of
Christianity abound in the absence of sound
seminaries to train church leaders. Many institutions
have lost personnel and financial resources with
little warning, and they are having trouble carrying
on the work. I have taught and ministered in
struggling evangelical seminaries in many countries
of North America, Central America, the Caribbean,
South America, Europe, Africa, and Asia. I have
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encountered empty bookstore shelves, dusty
libraries where worms have decimated the books,
too many students with too few professors, and
many students confused about matters of doctrine.
Many countries have countless church members
who are merely Christians in name or ethnicity.
Bruce Rossington, Acting Principal of the Rwanda
Institute of Evangelical Theology, said of the state of
the church during the genocide, “What happened in
1994 has thrown everything into question. Nominal
Christianity has been seen to be useless. It’s no good.
It didn’t stop what was going on. I believe there is
a real thirst for true spiritual meaning. People are
looking for answers to big questions.”9 John Stam
wrote of the doctrinal chaos that exists in Latin
America, “Big sectors of the Latin American church,
even more than in the US, seem to stagger from one
shallow, sensational fad to another. For a while, it
was ‘name it, claim it’ or ‘holy laughter and spiritual
warfare.’ Then there was ‘health and wealth,’ which
has morphed into the even more lopsided ‘theology
of prosperity.’ . . . Knocking people to the floor has
become very popular, as has the latest novelty of
naming ‘apostles.’”10
These are simply symptoms of a greater disease;
the churches have largely departed from the use of
the Bible as its only rule of faith and practice. No
one meant for this to happen, but as we’ve seen,
new strategies for reaching the world as quickly
as possible often included abandoning theological education. Many times, theological liberals
stepped into teaching positions when sound agencies pulled out. It is time to return and give renewed
emphasis to theological education in the missionary
task, because the churches are filling the vacuum
of empty seminary classrooms with syncretism
and heresy.

Opportunities in
Theological Education
The opportunities and invitations to return to the
classrooms are coming not only from the churches;
the struggling seminaries are also begging for
help. Governments and accrediting agencies often
demand more than the nationals can provide, which
19
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effectively closes many evangelical seminaries.
David Bledsoe wrote of Brazil, “Opportunities
exist to return to the historic mission fields to
help reestablish Christian theology and reinforce
a mission emphasis among some established
evangelical denominations.”11 Randy Smith, founder
and president of Youth Ministry International, has
initiated a program that sends professors to train
trainers who can train future leaders for youth
ministry. This has been particularly effective in
places like Cuba, where missionaries cannot serve
as resident missionaries.

Solutions: A Way Forward
The most important corrective is for missionaries
to follow God’s call on their lives. God knows
His churches’ needs, and He has heard their cry.
He is calling, gifting, and guiding many to career
service as theological educators just as He called
Moses to lead Israel from their bondage. Formal
theological education with Master of Divinity
and doctoral degrees through classic classroom
instruction are not necessarily the answer. There
are numerous models for theological education,
leadership training, and pastoral preparation. Some
are adaptations of generations-old training models
found in the cultures of the world such as “watchand-do” learning, the master-apprentice model, and
on-the-job training. Missionaries should avoid the
trap of thinking that they must train the nationals
in the same way in which they received training. An
understanding of the content is more important that
the style of teaching used to convey it.
The greatest model of sound doctrine, effective
teaching, and clear biblical application can be
found in the pastoral ministries of the Puritans.
Many of them had no formal theological training.
They may have had training in the classics and
several languages, but they learned the depths of
their theology and scriptural application on their
knees and in mentoring relationships. After quoting
a passage from the Puritan Baptist John Bunyan’s
Pilgrim’s Progress where Bunyan described the life
and work of the Interpreter, Sinclair Ferguson
stated that this also described the Puritan minister.
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Ferguson wrote, “All the ingredients of the Puritan
view of ministry can be seen in this single portrait:
the basic qualification of personal godliness and
giftedness coupled with single-minded learning
in the interpretation of the Scripture; a spirit of
prayerfulness; a deep care for the people of God;
and the ability to unfold the mysteries of the gospel
in a manner which reached into men’s hearts and
touched their consciences—and all set within the
context of a prayerful dependence on the Lord.”12
For Ferguson, this was the essence of a godly
pastor. He went on to describe the Puritan minister:
“ . . . the Puritans sought to marry learning to
their spirituality.”13
How did such great learning and ministerial
character come about? Ferguson described weekly
gatherings of the Puritan ministers for conversation
where the younger ones learned from the older ones.
After describing how they learned their theology in
this way, he wrote, “It would be mistaken, however,
to think that in lacking a seminary, theological
college, or divinity faculty education these men
lacked a biblical and theological education itself.
Their learning in areas of biblical study and theology
would have left most of them unembarrassed in
the company of a modern graduate in theology.”14
The training of nationals need not mirror the
high literacy of academia with all the trappings of
the Western tradition. However, it must train the
disciples, who will be the future church leaders, in
culturally appropriate ways. One such method was
mentoring, found in both the Puritan model and
in countless cultures today, to understand God’s
Word within a theologically sound framework and
be able to communicate that truth to others. The
thousands of cultural contexts of the world dictate
that theological education will not always look the
same, but the substance of biblical instruction and
application should always be the same and must
always be present.

Conclusion
The status quo of theologically shallow churches and
poorly equipped pastors cannot continue; too much
is at risk. Many mission agencies are connected with
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theologically sound USA-based seminaries that are
in a perfect position to forge partnerships to train
brothers and sisters in the Southern Church. David
Bledsoe points out that the goal of partnerships is
not to reestablish the mission’s control—or even
permanent presence—in the historical mission
fields, but rather to use the focus on theological
education as a means by which church planting and
church growth is expanded.15
Not only do the most effective seminary models
not slow down the work of evangelism and church
planting, they enhance it. National churches, mission agencies, missionaries, and theological seminaries must work together to stop the brain drain
that often occurs when students go abroad for education and do not return. They can begin to plug the
drain by training the right people the right way—in
the cultural context and by not exporting them to
other countries or capital cities for their education.
The right people are the ones who will be accepted
as pastors and leaders. The right content means
more than a mere translation of what the Western
missionary-professor learned in seminary. The theological issues pertinent to the culture, such as the
dominant religion—whether Islam, Roman Catholicism, Hinduism, or Buddhism—need greater attention than the Western-context seminary gave it.
Certainly, as with Bunyan’s Interpreter, the minister
is more than a theologically equipped brain; ministry skills, godly character, leadership, and administrative skills are all necessary. Many of these aspects
cannot be taught; they are better caught. Therefore,
mentors are needed to model what God wants to
see in us.
It is time for missionaries and missiologists to
slow down their breakneck pace of ever-increasing
speeds and return to fulfilling the Great Commission to make disciples by teaching them to observe
all that Jesus commanded us. There exists a worldwide need to make sound theology the priority among the churches—especially those where
strategies seek to attain a population of two percent evangelicals and leave. We must find the balance between strategies to “preach Christ where He
has never been named” and “presenting everyone
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perfect in Christ Jesus.”
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S

amuel M. Zwemer (1867-1952), the famed
“Apostle to Islam,”1 summarized his arduous
missionary career among Muslims in Arabia and
Egypt with the following words:
After forty years’ experience- sometimes heartbreaking experience, of sowing on rocks and of
watching the birds pick away the seed to the last
grain- I am convinced that the nearest way to the
Moslem heart is the way of God’s love, the way of
the Cross.2

Seventy years have passed since Zwemer wrote
these words; unfortunately, Christians still find
themselves struggling to get near to the Muslim
heart. Missionaries have labored for over a century
and a half among Muslim peoples, yet the task of
reaching them with the gospel is more daunting
today than it was when they first began.
22
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The worldwide Muslim population has grown
from under two hundred million in 1900 to over 1.3
billion in 2007.3 Studies estimate that the Muslim
population will grow to 2.5 billion by 2050, making
up 27.4% of the world’s population.4 This growth is
quite staggering since in 1900 Muslims only made
up 12.4% of the world’s population.5 These statistics
become even more significant from a missiological
perspective when we consider that the majority of
the 1.3 billion Muslims in the world today have little
to no access to the gospel.
The Muslim world represents the single largest
religious bloc yet to be reached with the message
of Jesus Christ. Patrick Johnstone reports that in
2010, thirty out of the thirty-seven least evangelized
countries (less than 2% evangelical) were Muslim
majority countries. 6 The Joshua Project reports
that of the one hundred largest unreached people
groups, forty-six are predominantly Muslim.7 MoreSBJME 1.1 | Summer 2012
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over, the International Mission Board reports that
of the 572 unreached and unengaged people groups
with a population of 100,000 or greater, 214 of them
are majority Muslim.8 As one can see, in spite of all
the missionary work that has been done through the
years, the task of reaching Muslims with the gospel
is far from complete.
Among world religions, Islam presents the greatest challenge to our missional resolve. Limited
access to Muslim populations because of government restrictions, and in some cases geographic
isolation, makes the task of reaching Muslims with
the gospel difficult. However, the greatest difficulty
in reaching Muslims is found in the array of theological, geopolitical, and cultural barriers that have
made Muslim peoples notoriously resistant to the
gospel. If we are committed to taking the truth of
Christ to the Muslim world, we cannot settle for a
superficial understanding of Islam. This article will
provide a brief outline of the Muslim worldview and
a survey of the various barriers that keep Muslims
from the gospel in order to provide a glimpse of the
difficulty of the task that lies ahead. The article will
conclude with some brief reflections on ways that
we can position ourselves for a greater gospel impact
in the Muslim world.

and Muhammad is his messenger.” The remaining pillars include ritual prayer, religious tax, fasting during
the month of Ramadan, and pilgrimage to Mecca.11
Five foundational doctrines accompany these five
foundational rituals. The first and most important
doctrine is that Allah is one.12 The second doctrine
is belief in Allah’s angels. The third doctrine is belief
in Allah’s books, namely, the Tawraat (Torah) given
to Moses, the Zaboor (Psalms) given to David, the
Injeel (Gospel) given to Jesus, and the Qur’an given
to Muhammad. The fourth doctrine is belief in Allah’s
prophets and messengers, Muhammad being the last
and most important prophet.13 The fifth doctrine is
belief in the Final Judgment. At the end of time, Allah
will resurrect all people and bring them before himself for judgment; some he will reward with paradise
and others he will punish in hell.14
Looking at the root of the word “Islam” and at
the foundational rituals and doctrines of the faith
provide a helpful sketch of the Muslim worldview;
however, they fail to provide a full picture of the
Muslim metanarrative. We can get a better picture
of how Muslims view the world by answering four
key worldview questions: (1) how did we get here?
(2) what is wrong with the world? (3) what is the
solution? (4) where are we going?

The Muslim Metanarrative

How Did We Get Here?
The Qur’an teaches that all things originate with
Allah. He is the all-powerful, all-knowing, and
ever-present creator and sustainer of the cosmos,
who alone deserves worship. Surah 112 in the
Qur’an is “the finest expression” of the oneness and
uniqueness of Allah,15 and regarded by Muslims as
“the essence of the whole Qur’an.”16 It reads, “Say:
He is Allah, The One and Only; Allah, the Eternal,
Absolute; He begetteth not, Nor is He begotten;
And there is none like unto Him.” 17 Therefore,
committing shirk, associating anything with Allah,
is the worst sin in Islam.18 Moreover, as creator and
sustainer of the cosmos, Allah is all-powerful over its
affairs. He is lord over life and death (3:145, 156),
and nothing can happen apart from his will.19
Humanity is the pinnacle of Allah’s creation.
Humans are different from the rest of creation

Seeking to understand the Muslim worldview is a
necessary, though difficult, task that we must take
seriously if we are going to reach Muslims with
the gospel.9 We could begin analyzing the Muslim
worldview by looking at the definition of the word
“Islam.” Contrary to some claims made since
September 11th, 2001, the word “Islam” comes from
the Arabic word meaning “to submit.” Consequently,
an adherent of Islam is, first and foremost, a muslim,
“one who submits” to Allah.10 Submission to Allah’s
will and to his commands is foundational to the
Muslim worldview.
We can further shed light on the Muslim worldview by looking at the five pillars and five doctrines of
Islam. The five pillars are the primary ways Muslims
express their submission to Allah. The first pillar is
the confession of faith, “There is no god but Allah,
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in that Allah “breathed his own spirit” into them
(15:29; 32:9; 38:72). The Qur’an also teaches that
Allah created humanity to worship and serve him
(51:56). Consequently, the Qur’an describes worshipers of Allah primarily as servants or slaves of
Allah.20 Moreover, humanity, from the very beginning, covenanted with Allah that he was their Lord
and that he alone deserves worship (7:172).
In addition, Allah placed humanity as his khalifa,
vice-regent (2:30-37),21 and gave humanity “the
Trust” (33:72-73).22 In simple terms, Allah has
placed humanity in charge on earth. S. Nomunal
Haq emphasizes the moral nature of this God-given
responsibility. He argues that Allah created humanity in order to bring about through his guidance, “a
moral order here on earth, that is, a moral order in
history.”23 As Allah’s vice-regent, humankind’s time
on earth is a test. The Qur’an clearly states that Allah
created humanity in part that he might test them, and
see which individuals were the best (11:7-9; 18:7;
67:2; 76:2). In The Purpose of Creation, A. B. Philips states that “This world of life and death, wealth
and poverty, sickness and health, was created to sift
out the righteous souls from the evil ones. Human
conduct in this world is the measure of faith.”24
Taking a look at Adam’s sin, the first incident
of humankind’s disobedience, provides a helpful picture of the human condition before Allah.
Allah created Adam and Eve, placed them in the
garden, and commanded them not to eat from
the forbidden tree. 25 However, Satan tempted
them, and they ate of the tree.26 For their disobedience, Allah banished them from the garden and
cast them down to earth. However, they quickly
repented and Allah forgave them (2:37; 7:23-26).
This incident reveals some important elements
of the Muslim understanding of human nature.
First, Allah created Adam in a state of moral purity,
which all humankind shares with him to this day
(30:30).27 Adam’s disobedience was due to Satan’s
temptation and his own “built-in human imperfections.”28 Moreover, Adam and Eve’s sin did not
transform or corrupt human nature; rather, their
sin only affected them, and Allah quickly forgave
them when they repented. In opposition to the
24
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Christian doctrine of Original Sin, Hammudah
Abdalati states that Adam and Eve’s “committing
a sin or making a mistake,” did not “necessarily
deaden the human heart, prevent spiritual reform
or stop moral growth.”29 Therefore, the human condition in Islam is not about “recovery from a fall”
to regain some “original glory,” but is rather about
“perpetually fulfilling a set of obligations, ‘to enjoin
good and dismiss evil,’ and while fulfilling its obligations, humanity reaches ever new glories.”30 To conclude, every person is born with the innate ability
to obey or disobey Allah, and to repent as needed.
In light of this understanding of the human condition, the Qur’an teaches that Allah gives guidance to
whom he wills, guiding on the straight path those
who obey him and his prophet, and leading astray
those who reject his guidance.31 To those who turn
to him, as the introduction to every surah states,
Allah is “most gracious, most merciful.” Allah’s
mercy was most clearly manifested when he sent
guidance to humanity through his messengers and
his books, especially through Muhammad and
the Qur’an. Consequently, Abdalati states that the
Qur’an is “the greatest gift of God to humanity,” and
Gai Eaton adds that Allah gave Muhammad as an act
of “mercy to mankind.”32
What Is Wrong with the World?
According to the Muslim worldview, the main
problem with the world is that the majority of
people do not submit to Allah. People do not obey
Allah, nor do they order society by his divine law,
shariah, as they should. This largely explains why the
world is in its current state of chaos. According to the
Qur’an, the majority of people are unbelievers; they
have turned away from the signs and do not believe
in Allah nor worship him as they should (12:40,
103, 105-107). Unbelievers are ungrateful, haughty,
unlawful, unjust, and contentious. They also mock
revelation, and follow their own inclinations with
no regard for Allah. They are rebellious and add
partners to Allah (4:48).
The reason people do not submit to Allah and
do not live by his commands is because they are
naturally weak (4:27-28) and forgetful (59:19), and
SBJME 1.1 | Summer 2012

5/31/12 12:51 PM

they succumb to Satan’s temptations. ‘Umar S. alAshqar states that humanity has many weaknesses,
which are in fact “diseases” of the soul; Islam calls
people to reform themselves and get rid of these
diseases.33 Nevertheless, in their weakness, people
are naturally capable of avoiding major sins and are
able to try their best to avoid minor sins.34 In addition to their natural weaknesses, people also have to
contend with Satan’s temptations. After Allah cast
Satan away for refusing to bow down before Adam,
Satan vowed to be humanity’s enemy (7:16-17).
Although Satan cannot coerce, he can invite and
tempt (7:11-18, 27; 20:120). Satan’s ultimate goal
is to lead a person to hell and deprive him of paradise (35:6).35 Therefore, Allah warns humankind of
Satan’s temptations (7:27).
Negative consequences await not only individuals who reject Allah and his messengers, but also
civilizations. The Qur’an describes human history
as an ongoing process of societies being created
and destroyed based upon Allah’s unalterable moral
judgment that governs world history.36 Allah says,
“Generations before you We destroyed when they
did wrong: their messengers came to them with
clear-signs, but they would not believe! Thus do We
requite those who sin!” (10:13). Before destroying a civilization, though, Allah first sent a messenger to warn of the coming destruction, reminding
people to worship Allah and to turn away from evil
(10:47; 16:36; 28:59; 38:3-4). However, every time
Allah sent a messenger to a people, they rejected
him (23:44), like the Egyptians did to Moses37 and
Sodom and Gomorrah did to Lot.38
These accounts in the Qur’an serve as warnings
for current and future generations. As Mahmoud
Ayoub states, “History is God’s court of justice and
the instrument of His discipline.” 39 In the opening line of Sayyid Qutb’s highly influential Muslim
fundamentalist work, Milestones, he warns that the
modern world is in danger of destruction because it
lacks the “vital values” needed for its progress:
Mankind today is on the brink of a precipice, not
because of the danger of complete annihilation
which is hanging over its head- this being just a
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symptom and not the real disease- but because
humanity is devoid of those vital values which are
necessary not only for its healthy development but
also for its real progress.40

What Is the Solution?
According to Muslims, the solution to what is
wrong with the world is Islam, an all-encompassing
way of life in submission to Allah’s will. In his
mercy, Allah has provided guidance by sending
his messengers and his books to help remind
people of their responsibilities before him. Allah’s
mercy toward humankind culminates with the
Qur’an and Muhammad; however, the message
is not new. In his article “ W hat Islam Stands
For,” Abul A’la Maududi argues that “The Qur’an
makes it abundantly clear that Islam- the complete
submission of man before God- is the one and only
faith consistently revealed by God to mankind
from the very beginning.”41
Allah provides guidance to individuals and to
societies through Islam, especially through the
Qur’an and Muhammad. Abul Hasan Ali Nadvi
argues that “Islam is the most suitable religion for
mankind.”42 Qutb contends that Islam is “the only
system” which has the values and way of life that can
lead to the world’s “healthy development” and its
“real progress.”43 Suzanne Haneef states that Islam is
“a complete and perfect system of life.”44 Hasan Ibn
Abdullah al-Shaykh writes that Islam is alone capable of “saving humanity from its certain collapse.”45
Islam provides meaning and guidance for its followers. Muslims know that the purpose of life is to
worship and serve Allah by obeying his commands
in the Qur’an and sunnah, Muhammad’s example.
In addition to explaining the purpose of life, Islam
also provides Muslims with reminders of Allah,
thus helping them to stay on the straight path.46 The
Qur’an and Islamic rituals, especially the daily rituals prayers, serve as reminders,47 helping believers
overcome their natural weakness and forgetfulness.
Moreover, the Qur’an and sunnah provide moral
guidance for Muslims. The Qur’an is a guide for
humankind (2:185; 7:52; 27:77) which Allah gave
25
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Muhammad that he might lead humanity from
“the depths of darkness into light” (14:1). Consequently, Rahman states that the aim of the Qur’an
is not Allah, but rather humanity and its behavior.48
Muhammad Haykal argues that if people follow the
“rules and ideals of conduct” in the Qur’an, that
would enable them to attain “moral perfection.”49
In addition to the Qur’an, Muslims also look to the
sunnah to see how Allah wants them to live. Muhammad is the Muslim; his life exemplified complete
submission and obedience to Allah. Syed Muhammad al-Naquib al-Attas states that Muhammad is the
“perfect model” of Islam for all generations and for
all time.50 As Muslims submit to Allah by obeying
the Qur’an and Muhammad’s example, they uphold
the primordial covenant and embody their roles as
Allah’s vice-regents.51
Finally, Islam is not only the solution for individuals, but also for societies. Rahman argues
that there is no doubt that the “central aim” of the
Qur’an is to set up a “viable social order on earth
that will be just and ethically based.” 52 Haneef
argues that Islam has its own “social, political, legal
and economic concepts and systems,” and if societies implement them, they “would be as nearly
ideal in moral and human terms as it is possible
for a society to be.”53 These social, political, legal
and economic concepts and systems are rooted in
Allah’s divine law, shariah. Seyyed Hossein Nasr
provides a helpful description of shariah, showing
its central role in Islam:
In the Islamic perspective God has revealed the
Shari‘ah to man so that through it he can reform
himself and his society. . . . The presence of Shari‘ah
in the world is due to the compassion of God for his
creatures so that he has sent an all encompassing
Law for them to follow and thereby to gain felicity in
both this world and the next. The Shari‘ah is thus the
ideal for human society and the individual. It provides meaning for all human activities and integrates
human life. It is the norm for the perfect social and
human life. . . . To live according to Shari‘ah is to live
according to the Divine Will, according to a norm
which God has willed for man.54
26
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By obeying shariah, humanity fulfills its charge to
create a moral order based upon Allah’s commands.55
Since only the Muslim community, ummah, seeks to
obey shariah and thus, live out Allah’s purpose for
humanity, it plays a unique and crucial role in the
world. Qutb argues that the ummah should therefore lead humanity:
Islam came to create a people with a unique and
distinctive character, a community that was to lead
humanity, achieve purposes of God on earth, and
rescue humanity from the suffering it had endured
at the hands of misguided leaders, methodologies,
and concepts.56

In Islam, there is no such thing as salvation, rather,
there is only success or failure in bringing about the
type of world order embodied in the shariah.57
Where Are We Going?
According to the Qur’an and the ahadith, people
will spend eternity in either paradise or hell. The
Qur’an provides a vivid contrast between paradise
and hell:
(Here is) a Parable of the Garden which the righteous are promised: in it are rivers of water incorruptible; rivers of milk of which the taste never
changes; rivers of wine, a joy to those who drink;
and rivers of honey pure and clear. In it there are
for them all kinds of fruits; and Grace from their
Lord. (Can those in such Bliss) be compared to
such as shall dwell forever in the Fire, and be given,
to drink, boiling water, so that it cuts up their bowels (to pieces)? (47:15).58

However, before entering paradise or hell, people must spend time in Al-Barzakh, the “interval”
between death and the Day of Resurrection. Their
bodies remain in the grave while their souls are taken
to either paradise or hell to be blessed or tormented,
awaiting their bodily resurrection and judgment.59
The Day of Resurrection has a variety of names in
the Qur’an including, the Hour, the Last Day, the Day
of Judgment, the Day of Recompense, and the Day
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of Coming Out.60 The Day of Judgment will be a day
of dread, especially for nonbelievers. After a series of
cataclysmic events the trumpet will blow and all individuals will be resurrected and returned to Allah to be
recompensed. After the souls and bodies of all people
are reunited, they will be gathered in one place and
brought before Allah for judgment. Allah will judge
fairly, and no one will experience injustice.61 However, Allah’s judgment is not a “strict quid pro quo.”62
For example, in his mercy, Allah will multiply the
weight of the good deeds of believers (2:261; 6:160;
64:17). Moreover, the ahadith record that Muhammad will intercede on behalf of Muslims on the Day
of Judgment.63 Although the Qur’an appears to teach
that there is no intercession,64 other verses state that
there is no intercession without Allah’s permission,65
thus making it permissible.66
After the judgment, Allah will gather nonbelievers into hell,67 where they will be punished in proportion to their sin.68 The traditional Sunni position
is that hell is eternal, except for sinners from the
ummah, “believers in the Oneness of Allah,” after
they have been punished for their sins.69 Sinful Muslims may spend time in hell if they committed major
sins that outweigh their good deeds. Therefore,
hell is eternal for nonbelievers and temporary for
sinful Muslims.
Allah rewards righteous Muslims with paradise.
Allah does not “save” believers; instead, righteous
believers achieve success rather than loss.70 The
Qur’an clearly teaches that those who side with
Allah and Muhammad will be victorious (5:56),
while those who side with Satan will be losers
(58:19). Allah rewards those who believe and do
deeds of righteousness with paradise.71 Although
Paradise is a reward, al-Ashqar argues that “a person
cannot earn it by virtue of his deeds alone, but by
the Grace and Mercy of Allah. . . . good deeds will be
a reason, not the price, for admission to Paradise.”72
Forgiveness is needed. In his mercy, Allah has promised forgiveness and a great reward for those who
believe and do deeds of righteousness (5:9).
To conclude, Allah is the all-powerful and merciful creator and sustainer of the cosmos, deserving of
all praise. He created humankind that people may
CLARK | 22-33

BG-110849 SBJM 1.1_v6.indd 27

worship and serve him. As Allah’s khalifa, humanity is also responsible for establishing a moral order
based upon Allah’s commands. In his mercy, he has
provided guidance for humanity through his messengers and books, conclusively through Muhammad and the Qur’an. However, humanity has for
the most part rejected him, his messengers, and his
books. Humanity’s rejection of Allah’s commands
explains the current chaos the world is experiencing. Therefore, the solution is for individuals and
societies to submit to Allah by following his divine
law, shariah. Only by following shariah will individuals and societies fulfill the purpose for which Allah
created them. As those who submit to Allah, the
ummah plays a crucial role in the world since it alone
can teach humanity how individuals should live and
how societies should be ordered. Finally, on the Day
of Judgment, Allah will reward the righteous believers with paradise and will punish nonbelievers with
hell. This brief look at the Muslim worldview reveals
various built-in theological barriers to the gospel.

Evangelistic Barriers
Muslim peoples have been notoriously resistant
to the gospel message. An array of theological,
geopolitical, and cultural barriers keep Muslims
from the gospel. Of the various theological barriers
to the gospel, one of the most substantial barriers
is that Muslims already have their own holy
book, the Qur’an. Therefore, any teaching that
contradicts quranic teaching is automatically taken
to be false. Consequently, Muslims have come to
believe that the Bible has been corrupted. A second
substantial theological barrier is that the Qur’an
explicitly condemns central Christian beliefs. The
Qur’an explicitly condemns belief in the Trinity
(4:171; 5:73), the Sonship and deity of Christ
(5:17, 72; 9:30-31; 112:3), and the historicity of
the crucifixion of Christ (4:157; 5:110), making
the gospel message not only offensive, but a
direct contradiction to Allah’s revelation. A third
major theological barrier is that there are enough
similarities between Christianity and Islam to
make it “obvious” for Muslims that Christianity is
simply a corruption of the true religion revealed
27
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by Allah. These numerous theological similarities
serve to “inoculate” Muslims against the gospel.73
In addition to these substantial theological barriers,
today’s Christians are plagued by the turbulent and
long-lasting geopolitical struggles between Muslims
and Christians.
Christian-Muslim conflicts date back to the birth
of Islam in the seventh century as Muslim armies
began conquering Christian lands, including Palestine, Egypt, North Africa, Spain, Sicily and southern Italy. The Christian-Muslim conflict is seared
in the mind of the West through the image of the
Crusades. In the Muslim world, the Crusades have
become a symbol of Christian “expansionism
and aggression.”74 Herbert Kane argues that the
Christian “reputation for cruelty and revenge. . .
is a millstone around the neck” of those trying to
reach Muslims with the gospel.75 This reputation
for cruelty and revenge is in part due to western
colonization of Muslim lands in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. Western “Christian” nations
not only imposed their political, military, and economic control over Muslims lands, but they also
gave Christian missionaries access to the Muslim
populations. For Muslims, this occurrence demonstrated that western nations not only posed an economic and political threat, but that they also posed
a threat to their religion and culture. Naturally, Muslim peoples developed a strong resentment against
western nations and Christian missionaries.
In addition to the Crusades and western colonialism, a variety of other geopolitical events in the
twentieth and twenty-first centuries have served to
reinforce Muslim resentment against the west, and
thus, Christianity. For example, the creation and
support of the nation of Israel by western nations,
the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the military
presence of the United States in Saudi Arabia and
other Muslim nations, and the more recent invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003 by the
United States have made evangelism among Muslim peoples more difficult. In a recent multiyear
Gallup research study of the worldwide Muslim
population, the attributes Muslims most associated
with the United States were ruthless (sixty-eight
28
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percent), aggressive (sixty-six percent), conceited
(sixty-five percent), and morally decadent (sixtyfour percent).76 This negative perception of the
United States obviously makes the work more difficult for American missionaries. In addition to the
foreign policy of western nations, especially the
United States, the sanctions against Muslim nations
by the United Nations and restrictions on Muslim
economies by the International Monetary Fund and
World Bank have also served to affect negatively
Muslim perceptions of the West.77
A multitude of cultural factors also create barriers to evangelism. For instance, in Encountering the
World of Islam, Keith Swartley provides an extensive
list of cultural and social barriers, including Christian infrequency of fasting, western-style holidays,
use of the symbol of the cross, misunderstanding
of religious terminology, days and style of worship,
western denominations, western worship songs, the
use of pictures of Jesus, style of dress, eating pork,
church architecture, prayer forms, having dogs as
pets, and wedding ceremonies, just to name a few.78
This list is far from exhaustive yet it does demonstrate the variety of cultural factors that may keep
Muslims from the gospel message. In addition, there
are strong familial and cultural pressures that may
keep Muslims from considering coming to Christ.
Muslims who turn to Christ are often rejected by
their families and are socially ostracized. In extreme
cases, they may be physically harmed or even killed.
These very real consequences may deter many Muslims from looking outside of Islam.
Moreover, Muslims in general do not separate
religion from culture and thus, they equate the “economic exploitation of the poor, breakdown of the
family, drug and alcohol abuse, materialism, and
rampant immorality” of the west with the Christian
faith.79 From the Muslim perspective, one only has
to look at the moral decadence of Europe and the
United States to see the failings of Christianity. All
these theological, geopolitical, and cultural barriers
to the gospel are further exacerbated in the current
Muslim revival in which conservative Islam continues to grow in influence throughout the world.80
A final set of barriers that keep Muslims from
SBJME 1.1 | Summer 2012
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the gospel often go unmentioned in these types
of discussions, possibly because they reveal some
unbiblical attitudes that are found within the North
American Church. If we are honest, many North
American evangelicals are not concerned with
reaching Muslims with the gospel. Extreme nationalism, uncritical support of the nation of Israel,
American pride, ignorance of Islam, and disdain for
Muslim culture all serve to create apathy for many
in the Church.81 Moreover, many North American
evangelicals view Muslims primarily from a geopolitical perspective rather than from a missiological
perspective. Rather than seeing Muslims as people
created in the image of God, who are fallen and in
need of a savior, they see Muslims as enemies that
should be feared or defeated. Christians should
not be ignorant of world events; nonetheless, our
approach towards Muslims should not be driven by
news headlines, but rather by Christ’s command to
make disciples of all nations.

Some Missiological
Implications
Reaching Muslims with the gospel will require
that we remain rooted in the Scriptures, commit
to studying Islam, and evaluate our professed
commitment to missions. First, if we are going to
position ourselves to make a greater gospel impact
in the Muslim world we will need to remain rooted
in the Scriptures. Missions strategists, missionaries,
pastors, and anyone seeking to reach Muslims
for that matter need to be committed to God’s
Word and allow it to dictate the message they
communicate. It goes without saying that in light
of all the theological and cultural barriers, we will
need to contextualize our evangelistic and church
planting methodologies, as well as the gospel
itself. However, contextualizing in a way that does
not compromise scriptural teaching will naturally
require us to be faithful students of God’s Word.
Moreover, as believers become further rooted in the
Word they will hopefully be encouraged to view the
world (including Muslims) first and foremost from
a missiological perspective since the Bible itself
is a missional text. Christopher Wright correctly
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argues that “mission is what the Bible is all about,”
and therefore, “we could as meaningfully talk of the
missional basis of the Bible as of the biblical basis of
mission.”82 The Bible should be the foundation for
all our evangelistic strategies to reach Muslims.
Second, in light of the many barriers which we
face in communicating the gospel to Muslims, we
should not further complicate the task by settling
for a superficial understanding of the Muslim worldview. Otherwise, the gospel proclamation remains a
monologue, not allowing the respondents actually
to respond to our intended message.83 Moreover, if
the message is not contextualized, there is the danger that Christianity will remain a foreign religion,
requiring respondents to give up their culture or it
will lead to syncretism as respondents keep practicing their old beliefs under a thin veneer of Christianity.84 The better we understand Islam, the better
equipped we will be to communicate biblical truth
to Muslim peoples.
Finally, we must evaluate our professed commitment to missions to see whether we are willing to
reach Muslims no matter the cost. For example, are
we willing to confront and correct some unbiblical attitudes found in the Church which keep us
from caring about the salvation of Muslims? Many
barriers that keep Muslims from the gospel are out
of our control, but many are unnecessary barriers created by the Church itself. Are we willing to
address these problems? Moreover, we need to ask
ourselves whether the North American Church is
developing the kind of disciples that will be willing to sacrifice and suffer for the cause of Christ.
The current state of Christian-Muslim relations will
require that Christians not only preach the gospel, but also embody the gospel. In Islam, Allah’s
mercy is supremely expressed through the giving
of his perfect law, while in Christianity, God’s love
is supremely expressed in “the suffering, redemptive love revealed in the life, crucifixion, and resurrection of Jesus the Messiah.”85 If we are going to
communicate this foreign concept of redemptive
love through suffering to Muslims, we will have to
use more than just words; we will have to embody
it as the apostle Paul did in his own ministry. The
29
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suffering Paul endured was not an unfortunate consequence of his mission; rather, it was “the means
by which the message of the gospel was extended to
the nations” since it provided evidence of the truth
of the gospel.86 In The Cross of Christ, John Stott
includes a poignant statement concerning the missional power of suffering:
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Conclusion

world that shapes their beliefs and practices.

Islam is and will continue to be the greatest challenge
to our missional resolve for the foreseeable future.
An array of theological, geopolitical, and cultural
barriers keeps Muslims from the gospel. In order
to position ourselves for greater gospel impact in
the Muslim world, we need to be rooted in the
Scriptures, committed to studying Islam, and willing
to evaluate our commitment to missions. And then,
with God’s grace, we will be able to get near to the
Muslim heart as we embody the way of God’s love,
the way of the cross.
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M

uch has been made in recent years of the
global shift from rural to urban. According to
the United Nations, over half of the world’s population now lives in urban contexts.1 The exact look
of that shift can be hard to discern – each country
reports urbanization based on its own definitions –
but the meaning is clear. Sidewalks and subways are
replacing village and forest as the milieu of twentyfirst century missionaries.
While Southern Baptists have historically been a
rural and small town denomination, the Convention
has been engaged in urban missions since its formation in 1845. One of the earliest commissions of the
Domestic Mission Board (now the North American Mission Board) was to engage the great city of
New Orleans. By the onset of the Civil War, Southern Baptists were actively working in Richmond,
Augusta, and Montgomery. “Even at this early date,”
wrote one historian of Southern Baptist home mis-

34
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sions, “a Convention action spoke of the cities as
‘the great centers of influence.’”2 Southern Baptist
urban missions has expanded ever since.
The purpose of this article is to survey Southern Baptist missions engagement of North American urban centers. That work has taken place in the
context of a larger evangelical struggle between the
desire to proclaim the good news of Jesus Christ
among the urban masses and an underlying fear of
cities. Christianity first spread in the cities of Central
Asia and Southern Europe, but waves of urbanization beginning in the nineteenth century sometimes
left the church reeling.3
During this period, the United States rose to
prominence on the world stage, and cities were
important in American history from the very beginning. While the first settlers built small villages surrounded by farms, cities soon provided the security,
both physical and financial, that paved the way for
SBJME 1.1 | Summer 2012
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tremendous growth. New York was home to 3,900
people in 1690 but grew to twenty-five thousand by
1775. Philadelphia grew ten-fold, from four thousand to forty thousand, in the same period. 4 The
Industrial Revolution brought further population
growth, especially by way of newly arrived immigrants in the Northeast. One development from
this period was a rising anti-urbanism spurred on
by working and living conditions in European and
American industrial cities. Even as urban churches
grew rapidly, some believers determined that cities
were the source of social evils and sought to remove
themselves into an idyllic country life.5
The most rapid period of urban growth in the
United States took place between the end of the
Civil War and 1920. Over five decades, the urban
population grew from just over six million to more
than forty-two million. By 1920, a majority of the
American population lived in cities.6 The growth of
the Social Gospel movement and the ministries of
urban evangelists like D. L. Moody and Billy Sunday continued to emphasize the darker side of cities
even as they sought to bring truth (in the case of
Moody and Sunday) and justice (in the case of the
Social Gospel) to American urban centers.
In North America, the urban population shifted
from 5 percent in 1790 to over 75 percent in 1990.7
That growth slowed in the second half of the twentieth century even as global urbanization expanded
rapidly. In 2000, over 80 percent of the American
population lived in metropolitan areas. Of that
number, 93 percent lived in urban areas with populations greater than 250,000. More than half lived in
cities of larger than one million persons.
With urban growth, social changes came rapidly,
forcing the church to keep up with those cultural
changes. Conn and Ortiz describe the issue well:
For its first three hundred years beyond the coming
of Christ, the church saw the cities as gifts of God,
royal routes to the evangelization of the world.
Now the picture is not so bright. In the Western
world the church moves to the outer edges of the
city, fearful of what it perceives as emerging urban
patterns. In the worlds of Africa, Asia, and Latin
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America the cities expand as the population flows
toward them, but with notable exceptions, the
church feels overwhelmed and moves only slowly
to face urban challenges.8

For Southern Baptists, urbanization presented a
challenge that required action. In North America,
that action first took the form of evangelism and
holistic missions in Southern cities. Soon enough,
however, under the leadership of the Home Mission Board and, later, the North American Mission
Board (NAMB), Southern Baptists acted on a vision
to “embrace” the great American cities for Christ.

Southern Baptists and
the City
At its formation, the Board of Domestic Missions
(later Home Mission Board) of the Southern
Baptist Convention worked primarily in the
South. Its field of labor comprised fourteen states
with a population of approximately eight million.9
The aforementioned work in New Orleans was
the Board’s sole foray into urban ministry. Years
of conflict, leadership problems, and financial
difficulties caused slow growth in the home
missions work. Baptists in general believed that
domestic work was the responsibility of churches
and local associations, making it difficult for
home missionaries to enter new fields and cities.10
The conflict between denominational and local
leadership has proved to be an issue to the present
day. In 1857, the Board was working in some fashion
in twenty-one cities, including Montgomery,
Richmond, Augusta, Georgia, and San Francisco,
Sacramento, Oakland, Santa Cruz, and San
Ramon Valley in California.11 Existing missions
work in the cities ceased at the beginning of the
Civil War and recovered only slowly during the
Reconstruction period.
Early Efforts
Changes in the Home Mission Board’s vision at
the turn of the century increased attention given
urban areas. In 1905, the annual meeting of the
Southern Baptist Convention instructed the Board’s
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leadership to consider the strengthening of local
churches along with its traditional missions work.
Rufus Weaver exemplified both the commonly held
fear of the city and the growing realization that
urban areas offered great opportunities. He wrote a
brief pamphlet in 1907 proclaiming that in the city
“the forces of righteousness and unrighteousness
meet in hand-to-hand combat.”12 Still, it was not
until 1940 that the Board began a serious effort to
meet the challenges and needs of Southern cities.13
In 1941, the Home Mission Board, in partnership with local associations, appointed two men as
“city missions secretaries” in Houston and Atlanta,
with Washington, D. C., and Birmingham added
soon after. 14 Under the authority of those associations, HMB leaders instituted a program of
evangelism, church planting, and social ministry.
Particular attention was given to racial minorities
and the poor. Solomon F. Dowis joined the Board’s
staff as director of city missions programs.15 He later
reported that the program’s goal was “to meet all the
needs of all the people through the enlistment of all
the churches.”16
Post-war City Missions
By the end of World War II, forty-six associations
had joined forces with the HMB in city missions
efforts. Urban ministry programs continued to grow,
ably led by Dowis as head of the Department of
Cooperative Missions.17 In 1955, the City Mission
Department of the Home Mission Board published
a “City Missions Directory” entitled, City Missions:
Beginning at Jerusalem.18 The booklet provided a
glowing update of the Board’s urban missions work
over the previous decade.
Opening the booklet, Executive Secretary-Treasurer Courts Redford rejoiced in cooperative efforts
between the HMB, state mission boards, and local
associations in “developing and promoting a City
Mission Program that will meet the ever-increasing
needs and ever-enlarging opportunities for mission
service in our urban centers.”19 He identified four
critical factors relating to urban missions. First, Redford celebrated the strength of existing churches in
urban areas. According to his statistics, 21 percent
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of Southern Baptist churches were located in cities.
Those churches tallied 49 percent of total Southern
Baptist membership, 64 percent of total offerings,
and 52 percent of church additions by baptism.
Clearly the statistics reflect that, in 1955, Southern
Baptist urban churches played an important role in
Convention life.20
The second key factor in urban missions was the
rapid growth of American cities. Redford saw a tremendous opportunity in the growth of the suburbs.
Added to that growth was the movement of young
people from rural to urban areas. Many of these
young people moving to cities were Southern Baptist, and Redford argued that mission work in urban
areas was necessary to “conserve” this demographic
“for Christian service.”21 Fourth, and finally, HMB
leadership recognized that “the cities are now fixing
many of the patterns of social, economic, and religious life for all of America.”22 The “tried and proven
program” of City Missions provided the best way for
Southern Baptists to accomplish these goals.
Dowis contributed to the City Missions report
by listing the key characteristics of the program. In
addition to the ever-present focus on cooperation
between local and national entities, the City Missions Program was devoted to evangelistic effort,
was church-centered, and was to be carried out by
volunteers rather than professional clergy.23 Leland
Waters, director of City Missions, added to Dowis’s
contribution by listing not only the vital need for
urban missions, but also by giving a ten-point
description of the City Missions program. Alongside Dowis’s emphasis on evangelism, church planting, and local leadership, Waters demonstrated the
necessity of meeting not only the physical needs of
the people, but also their spiritual needs. In a listing
that foreshadowed some contemporary missiological thinking, Waters listed home fellowships, holistic ministry, and church planting as vital parts of the
overall program.24
Forty-nine superintendants of various City
Missions programs reported on the work in their
respective cities. All forty-nine represented cities
in traditional Southern Baptist fields; none worked
in areas outside the South. The men reported a 32
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percent increase in the number of Southern Baptist churches over the ten-year period from 1944
to 1954. During that same period, the City Missions program counted a 64 percent increase in
church membership, a 406 percent increase in
new “chapels” formed,25 a 106 percent increase in
baptisms, and a 276 percent growth in financial
receipts. All these increases were in line with the
ten-year population growth in the reporting cities.
Without question, Southern Baptist city missions
was growing.26
Rounding out this important report was a list of
twelve goals for the following decade. Prepared and
adopted by a meeting of all City Missions superintendents, the goals reflected the ten-point program
of evangelism, church planting, holistic ministry,
and cooperation:
I. A City Mission Program in every city of the
Southern Baptist Convention with a population
above 100,000.
II. A functioning city mission committee for
every program, promoting a complete city
mission program.
III. Ten thousand new churches in the cities above
100,000 population.
IV. Ten thousand churches enlisted in some
church-sponsored mission work.
V. Five hundred permanent mission centers with a
complete program.
VI. Three hundred Good Will centers.
VII. An institutional program in every city ministering to the spiritual needs of those involved.
VIII. An adequate program in every city for all
minority groups: Negroes, Jews, Deaf, Mexican,
Chinese, Japanese, Indians, French, Italians, Russian, Spanish, and Other Groups.
IX. Specialized programs for social and moral conditions: Broken Home Counseling, Juvenile Delinquency, Military Personnel, Handicapped Groups,
Liquor Problems, Gambling, etc.
X. A larger and better promotional program for
city missions.
XI. A closer co-ordination of city mission programs with state mission work.
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XII. A greater emphasis on the church-sponsored
principle with volunteer workers.27

This listing was notable not only for its ambitious
numerical goals, but also for its awareness of critical
social and ministry issues in urban missions. Leaders recognized that, while evangelism is a vital component, Christians are also called to minister to the
brokenness and suffering of cities.
The Department of
Metropolitan Missions
The next major turning point in the history of
Home Mission Board work in urban centers came
in 1964 with the formation of the Department of
Metropolitan Missions. For a brief period between
1957 and 1961, the Board seemed to leave its earlier
strategy focused on “grassroots” leadership and
began to provided substantial financial assistance
to select urban areas, including cities outside of the
South. An allocation of $600,000 provided for the
purchase of property for new church buildings and
for pastoral salary support. After the suspension of
this “Big Cities Program” in 1962, HMB leadership
prepared to restructure the urban programs to meet
the needs of a changing country.28
The most drastic change in the structure of the
Department of Metropolitan Missions was its relationship to local associations and state conventions.
While cooperation with those local entities remained
important, HMB no longer required that associations
vote to join the City Missions Program. Instead, the
population of the metropolitan area determined the
relationship between local and national leadership. If
the city had over fifty thousand in population, it fell
under metropolitan missions.29
The 1966 meeting of the Southern Baptist Convention authorized twelve areas of work for the
Home Mission Board. According to Corresponding
Secretary Arthur Rutledge, the Department of Metropolitan Mission was freed “to major on working
with metropolitan associations in developing strategies and planning programs for the strengthening
of the Christian witness throughout metropolitan
America.”30 The program statement adopted by the
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Convention listed “simultaneous evangelism projects, chaplaincy ministries, church loans, establishment of new churches, associational administration,
language missions, work with National Baptists,
Christian social ministries, and work related to nonevangelicals [sic]” as areas of responsibility.31 Most
encouraging was one of the guidelines adopted by
the Board in the same year:
The urban centers of the United States shall receive
the major thrust of the Home Mission Board. With
70 percent of the population now in urban centers and with the prediction that 90 percent of the
population will be in urban centers by A.D. 2000,
it seems necessary that urban missions be given
priority. Urban areas are the centers of political,
economic, educational, and moral influence.32

In response to the new guidelines, the decade of
the 1970s saw an increased emphasis on mission in
North America’s urban centers. Culminating with
the Mega Focus Cities program, the growth of the
Department of Metropolitan Missions prepared the
way for the most ambitious city reaching program in
Southern Baptist history.
From “Big Cities” to “Key Cities”
to “Mega Focus Cities”
Beginning in the mid-1960s, the Home Mission
Board participated in a series of studies and
initiatives that shaped the next three decades of the
agency’s urban missions work. A statistical decline
in urban church membership and attendance led to
a study by Southern Seminary professor G. Willis
Bennett on the state of transitional churches, those
congregations located in changing areas of American
cities.33 The continuing needs of such churches
fostered another project titled, “Metro Churches
in Crisis,” led by the Church Program Organization
Subgroup of the Church Program Coordination
Committee. The project committee studied
churches in urban areas and made recommendations
on topics as diverse as contextualization, culture,
evangelism, change, theological issues, and church
planting.34 Four years later, B. Carlisle Driggers, an
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HMB consultant, published Models of Metropolitan
Ministry, a survey of twenty churches in urban
contexts reflecting how those congregations dealt
with transition.35
Warren Rust became leader of a new HMB initiative, “Key Cities,” in 1976. Over a three-year
period, Key Cities attempted to develop missions
work in twenty-five urban areas simultaneously. The
effort was later described as “a trial-and-error period
which registered minimal results in its entirety but
positive results in particular cities.”36 While Key Cities was not as successful as earlier and later efforts,
leaders of the Department of Metropolitan Missions
learned important lessons for the future.
Don E. Hammer followed Rust as department
director in 1978 and discontinued the Key Cities
program.37 The following year, he and James W. Nelson, director of the HMB’s Associational Missions
Division, published Future Talk for Southern Baptists, outlining the needs of North America at the
end of the twentieth century.38 In that work, Hammer and Nelson laid the foundation for a “bold mission strategy” looking to the year 2000. Loaded with
statistics reflecting significant changes in the American population, the book cast a vision for extended
evangelistic efforts that included the entire North
American population.
Hammer, along with Jere Allen and George W.
Bullard, Jr., envisioned a new initiative that would
impact American cities for Christ while avoiding the
challenges encountered by the Key Cities program.
Key Cities, they argued, had tried to do too much
at one time with too little input from local associations and other denominational entities.39 The new
program would have a renewed focus on local associations and contextualized strategy.
Hammer, Allen, and Bullard detailed the need
for a new initiative in a 1982 article published by the
newly formed Center for Urban Church Studies.40
First, in keeping with lessons learned during Key
Cities, Hammer argued that “the local association
or conference is the best base for building mission
strategy to penetrate the target groups of people in
. . . larger metropolitan areas.”41 The complex social
systems of urban areas required the contribution
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of local and national leaders who would develop
a comprehensive strategy. Southern Baptists in
general were unprepared for urban missions, having only 10 percent of Southern Baptist churches in
“megalopolitan” areas.42 Because of these vast cultural differences, partnership was imperative.
Another important consideration in the formation of Mega Focus Cities was the need for redistribution of resources. A successful urban initiative
required the support of more affluent suburban and
small town churches. Again, cooperation was key
because it was impossible for single congregations
alone to reach the great cities of North America.
Financial resources, coupled with volunteers from
supporting churches, would be vital to success.43
In response to these needs, Hammer and his team
developed a series of “strategy assumptions” that
would guide the Mega Cities Focus program. First,
they contended that no single strategy could apply
to all contexts. Each focus city would operate differently as a reflection of its unique environment. As
a result, “grassroots” leadership was a foundational
issue. Models would be “locally-owned, custommade, and open-ended.”44 To determine an appropriate contextualized strategy, teams would engage
in intensive research in the cities in order to discover
“target groups” and the work of other denominations and groups in the area. Strategies would take
the entire city into account, not the inner city nor
the suburbs alone.45
On a more philosophical level, the Mega Focus
Cities strategy would have to be “prophetic,” avoid
“business as usual,” and involve “kingdom dreams.”
“There must be something unique and even radical
about successful metropolitan strategies,” argued the
team.46 Finally, within the context of these “kingdom
dreams,” focus strategies would consider leadership
development of pastors and leaders, including the
necessity of long tenure. In order to have a fruitful
ministry in an urban context, pastors had to commit
long-term to work in their communities.
Mega Focus Cities launched its initial pilot
projects in 1981 in New York and Miami, both of
which had been planned for the final year of Key
Cities.47 The new strategy involved a three-year plan
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beginning with a full year of negotiation with local
associations and leadership. After a process of orientation, the Department of Metropolitan Missions
would help local leaders develop a contextualized
strategy plan, and then provide resources to enact
that plan in the second year. Financial and people
resources came from local, state, and national agencies, including churches. The third year of the process would focus on implementation.48 As originally
designed, the initiative would engage the fifty largest
cities in the United States over ten years.49
The launch of Mega Focus Cities coincided with
the publication of Urban Heartbeat, a book describing urban missions and church planting work in five
different North American cities. The introduction
featured interviews with Hammer, Allen, Bullard,
and others involved with both Key Cities and Mega
Focus Cities. Later chapters described work in
Miami, New Orleans, Oklahoma City, and Chicago,
as well as a new church plant in Orange County,
California, led by an unknown church planter
named Rick Warren. Urban Heartbeat smoothed
the transition between Key Cities and Mega Focus
Cities by reminding readers of the HMB’s ongoing
work in urban centers.50
Ongoing evaluation by the Mega Focus Cities
team led to a series of adjustments in the overall
program strategy. The HMB leadership developed
criteria for associations participating in the initiative. They divided cities into three classes based on
population and provided for longer preparation
and implementation phases in larger cities. Overall, the strategy was extended to an eight-year plan
including three years of planning and five years of
implementation. A simplified plan was developed,
comprised of four phases of preparation, planning,
resource development, and implementation.51
According to Jere Allen, Mega Focus Cities was
generally successful in its efforts to engage cities.
After two years, cities involved in the initiative were
ahead of the Convention in the number of new
churches, resident members, and Sunday School
enrollment, but slightly lower in baptisms.52 In 1995,
the number of new churches in the largest cities was
growing by approximately 2 percent compared to .5
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percent in the Convention at large.53
In spite of these victories, major changes were
on the horizon for the Home Mission Board and
its urban work in North America. The Conservative Resurgence in the Southern Baptist Convention led to a massive restructuring of Convention
agencies. In 1995, the sesquicentennial of the formation of the Home Mission Board, the “Covenant
for a New Century” combined the work of the missions agency, the Brotherhood Commission, and
the Radio and Television Commission into one new
entity, the North American Mission Board. Two
years later, in 1997, that merger finally took place,
and a new era in Southern Baptist urban engagement began.
Strategic Focus Cities
Immediately following the Convention’s decision
to form the North American Mission Board, an
Implementation Task Force began considering
the primary emphases of the new entity. The
evangelization of large cities became one of four
primary tasks. 54 Under the leadership of Board
President Robert Reccord, who coined the phrase,
“Strategic Focus Cities” was born.55 Doug Metzger, a
former California Pastor and a Home Mission Board
staff member for almost four years, was named the
first director in September 1997.56
A Strategic Focus Cities (SFC) task force began
work immediately on a broad strategy plan for engaging urban areas outside of traditional Southern Baptist Convention territory. Metzger has pointed out
that the initiative “was initially established as a high
impact, desert storm approach to touch a city.”57 The
idea was that a quick and focused effort would produce significant results. Eventually, SFC established a
series of partnerships between NAMB and local associations in order to “facilitate a sustained movement
of God in and through the Body of Christ in major
North American Cities resulting in spiritual transformation through prayer, evangelism, and church planting.”58 These last three elements of the SFC purpose
statement, along with collegiate and student ministries, were considered the “anchors” and primary
assignment of the SFC team.
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Metzger and his colleagues had a vision of reaching forty significant cities by 2020. The initiative
would accomplish that task by launching projects in
two cities each year beginning in 1998. The original
plan provided for two years of preparation in a city,
one year of implementation, and two years of followup.59 The preparation phase would involve evaluation of each city and current work and preparation
of a specific and contextualized plan for a holistic
ministry to the entire city. Early leaders recognized
that, while several different models for city-reaching existed, they all focused on one element such
as prayer, community building and renewal, justice
ministries, and the like. SFC, however, attempted to
join all of those strategies together into one.60
As the foundation for strategic partnerships, the
SFC team developed a list of eight “core values”
intended to keep the team and its partners focused
on the task of urban impact. The first value was
prayer.61 Metzger recognized early in the process the
vital importance of prayer, calling it “our propelling
priority.”62 The second core value was “intentionality,” followed by “spiritual depth,” “teamwork,” and
“kingdom focus.” “Effectiveness,” “grassroots ownership,” and “servant leadership” rounded out the
list.63 Clearly, the SFC team valued work that would
have a spiritual impact on the city, its churches, and
its people. In order to achieve that goal, partners
had to place a high value on working with others
for the impact of the Kingdom. The SFC team, in
turn, would serve its partners, acknowledging the
local leadership as the primary source of strategy
and direction.
At the meeting of the Executive Board of the
Southern Baptist Convention in September, 1998,
Convention President Paige Patterson and NAMB
President Bob Reccord encouraged pastors and leaders to consider the needs of American cities. Patterson
called on Southern Baptists to “bend our backs to the
job of getting the gospel of Jesus Christ to Nineveh,
to New York, to Chicago, to Philadelphia, to Cleveland.”64 Reccord affirmed Patterson’s call to action,
announcing the formation of a strategy to reach the
fifty largest cities of the nation. “The effort to share
the gospel in our largest cities,” he proclaimed, “will
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be a personal priority for me and for our agency.”65
Reccord announced that Phoenix and Chicago would
be the first Strategic Focus Cities.
Cities chosen for the initiative would receive $2.5
million in funding from NAMB and its partners over
the five-year process, as well as office space and staffing. Each city recruited thousands of volunteers to
engage the city in missions projects during the implementation year.66 Time was short for the planning
phase in these two initial cities. While most cities
would have two years for initial planning, Chicago
and Phoenix had only one and a half years. Rich Carney, who was involved in SFC for its entire history,
acknowledges that “there was not a lot of guidance
at first.”67 Metzger remembers that Carney compared
the early years of SFC to a “747 that had never flown.”
The problem was neither the airplane nor its ability to
fly, but the “potholes in the runway.”68
Even as the Phoenix and Chicago teams entered
their planning years, the SFC leadership began
considering future cities. They developed a pool
of potential cities, including Boston, Cleveland,
Detroit, Las Vegas, Los Angeles, Miami, Minneapolis/St. Paul, New York, Philadelphia, San Diego, San
Francisco/Oakland, Seattle/Tacoma, Washington/
Baltimore, Montréal and Toronto.69 At the Southern
Baptist Convention annual meeting in June 1999,
where the primary theme was missions to the cities, NAMB announced Boston and Las Vegas as
the second pair of focus cities with implementation
planned for 2001. Philadelphia and Seattle would
follow in 2002.70
During the planning process for Phoenix and
Chicago, SFC leadership noticed that one of the
serious “potholes” in the system for strategic development was relationships. In a report to NAMB
leadership, Metzger pointed out that “the need to
build relationships that will foster effective partnerships received little to no discussion in the early
deliberations of the task force.”71 Leaders seemed to
assume that relationships between churches, associations, and the national agencies were good – an
assumption that proved untrue. The Chicago partnership involved four different local associations
and a variety of leaders.72 In Phoenix, three assoWALTERS | 34-45
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ciations, the Arizona state convention, NAMB, and
LifeWay joined local churches in the SFC effort.73
The complicated network between churches, agencies, and individuals sometimes caused organizational problems that hindered the overall progress
of the project.
In Metzger’s report to NAMB leadership, he
emphasized that in Chicago and Phoenix, “there
has been a huge learning curve that will not end
until the end of the five-year process.”74 He asked
the Board to consider the receptivity of focus cities to the gospel, the vital importance of relationships, and the necessity of long-term partnership
that would support ongoing city-reaching efforts.75
The result of these adjustments came to be known
as the “EMBRACE” process.76
EMBRACE77 reflected a renewed emphasis on
relationships and long-term impact by setting new
criteria for city selection and readiness. Future cities would continue to be outside the “Bible belt,”
but would all have a population of at least one million persons. The system focused on four key areas
of preparedness, the first being “spiritual readiness.”
SFC leadership recognized the reality of spiritual
warfare and the importance of spiritual preparation
and depth. As Doug Metzger reflected on the first
years of SFC, he did not “realize how much Satan
controlled these cities. We wanted to take them mile
by mile, but it was inch by inch.”78 All new focus cities
hosted prayer and spiritual preparation conferences
for churches and individuals. Continuing emphasis
on prayer and discipleship were equally important.
The second key area of preparedness was “relational readiness.” As mentioned above, strained and
fractured relationships had been a problem in the
initial focus cities. Partnership between local believers, churches, associations, state conventions, and
the national entities required effort and intentionality. At the same time, SFC leadership acknowledged
that SFC efforts in a city would fail, or at least be
severely weakened, by relational problems, as had
been demonstrated in Chicago.79
The final two areas of readiness covered strategy
and leadership. New cities had to demonstrate adequate leadership on all levels. In addition, all levels
41

5/31/12 12:51 PM

had to be involved in the strategy development process through orientation sessions led by SFC leaders and through leadership training.80 The ultimate
objective of the EMBRACE process was the SFC
covenant between local, state, and national leaders.
EMBRACE bore fruit in all of the cities following
its implementation. Five years after the initial launch
of SFC, Reccord announced that efforts in Chicago,
Phoenix, Boston, Las Vegas, Seattle, and Philadelphia
had resulted in 23,000 volunteers leading 20,000 people to Christ and starting 174 new churches.81 Later
cities included Miami, implemented in 2003-04, New
York City, implemented in 2004-05, and Cleveland,
implemented in 2006-07. Baltimore and San Diego
were the final focus cities.82
Evaluation of the SFC initiative is a daunting
task. NAMB President Geoff Hammond discontinued SFC after implementation of Baltimore and
San Diego. The initiative leadership’s own analysis is
helpful, however, in determining the impact of SFC
as well as its place in the history of Southern Baptist
missions to the city.
David Howard, the last director of Strategic
Focus Cities, argues that while some cities have seen
better results than others, all have their successes.
Efforts in Phoenix had the longest lasting and strongest impact on Cooperative Program giving, while
Philadelphia reported strong baptism numbers.
New York City saw great success in volunteer mobilization. Howard and Carney agree that Cleveland
may have been the best overall experience because
of strong relationships and leadership.83
In 2004, SFC reported a total of 301 new
churches planted in the first seven cities implemented and 47,080 professions of faith. Rich Carney reports that, as of 2008, over four hundred new
churches had been planted as a direct result of SFC.
Even more significantly, 70 to 80 percent of those
church plants survive, a number on par or better
than national church plant survivability rates.84 In
Phoenix, ten of twenty-eight new churches had
from 750 to 1,500 in attendance after seven years.85
Not all SFC efforts have been as successful. Chicago and Boston struggled with relationships, while
New York efforts had difficulty with local church
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involvement. This is not to say there was no lasting fruit in these cities. Some associations had difficulty with the large influx of money and personnel
resources that came with the SFC initiatives.86 In
2003, Vancouver became the first international city
to receive SFC support, but the work was turned
over to Canadian Baptists after three years because
of the slowness of the work in that secular culture.
NAMB leaders acknowledged that they were less
than prepared for those cultural differences.87
Another significant contribution of the SFC initiative was its emphasis on partnership. As this study
has shown, issues related to partnerships between
national and local entities have always been important, if at times strained. David Howard contends
that SFC’s greatest contribution, second only to its
impact on individual lives and communities with
the gospel, was that it “gave networks of churches a
template to effectively work together.”88 Through the
EMBRACE process, more careful preparation, and
the emphasis on relationships between churches,
leaders, and entities, he added, “We’ve cracked the
code on missional collaboration in big cities.”89

Conclusions
The story of Southern Baptist missions involvement
in the urban centers of North America is one of
success and growth, but it is also incomplete. As
American cities continue to grow, Southern Baptists
worry about declines in baptisms, membership,
and giving.90 Programs like Mega Focus Cities and
Strategic Focus Cities are costly and labor-intensive.
More recently, under the leadership of Kevin Ezell,
NAMB has refocused its church planting efforts
toward mobilizing existing churches to start new
works in twenty-nine key cities. 91 Overseas, the
International Mission Board of the Southern Baptist
Convention has focused more attention on urban
centers. These are healthy emphases dictated by
global opportunities.
Several common themes weave through the history of Southern Baptist missions involvement in
American cities. First is the emphasis on cooperation.
Whether one speaks of the sometimes tense relationship between the national boards and the state
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conventions or of the successful models espoused in
later years, the thread of relationship is always found.
While Southern Baptists are not always known as
peaceful people, perhaps we should consider the
importance of being the church Jesus prayed for in
John 17, when he asked that the church be united
as Father and Son are one. The city-reaching efforts
described in this paper do not achieve that goal, but
they show that when believers walk together, God is
glorified and cities are touched.
A second historical theme seen in the stories
of Southern Baptist city-reaching is a constant
and growing emphasis on the spiritual and physical needs of the urban centers. One can see, from
the earliest Southern Baptist involvement in New
Orleans to Paige Patterson’s call to reach the cities
to the growing emphasis on urban ministry and
missions in Convention life today,92 a rising tide
of interest in getting the gospel to cities. This concern is clear in HMB/NAMB efforts, especially
in the twentieth century. As awareness of the lostness of American urban centers grew, Southern
Baptists responded.
A third theme throughout this study is an
emphasis on evangelism and church planting without neglecting the social needs of urban dwellers.
Southern Baptists have taken seriously the call of
the Great Commission to “make disciples of all
nations” (Matt 28:18-20). At the same time, they
have long answered the call to feed the hungry,
clothe the naked, and care for the poor, the widowed, and the orphaned.
Finally, I am encouraged by the passion that
those working in urban centers have for getting the
gospel to their neighbors and friends. Although it is
difficult to convey that heart in a historical study, my
interviews with leaders and my reading of historical
studies inspired me in my own ministry. The history
of Southern Baptist engagement of the urban context is a stream that stretches back over 150 years.
But that stream also stretches into the future and
begs for God-called men and women who will seek
to minister in the city as faithfully and creatively
as their predecessors. It also calls for bold leadership from denominational agencies and seminarWALTERS | 34-45
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ies to mobilize and prepare future generations for
urban missions.
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O

ne of the important topics in missiology
today is that of global theology. 1 As the
gospel penetrates hitherto unreached areas,
leaders are developed, and those leaders begin to
read and interpret Scripture without the aid of the
missionary. These indigenous leaders then develop
their own “theologies” as they seek to interpret
Scripture in a way that speaks to the pressing issues
of their context.
Two types of these global theologies exist today.
With the category known as “theology from above,”
leaders develop their understandings of traditional
theological categories like the doctrine of sin or
justification. In many cases, their specific context
enables them to understand specific passages or specific doctrines more clearly than evangelicals in the
West. For example, a nomadic sheepherding tribe
in the Himalayan mountains may have a clearer
understanding of the phrase, “All we like sheep have
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gone astray; we have turned – every one – to his
own way” (Isa 53:6) than I do since I have never
had much interaction with sheep. In this case, I have
something to learn from these other believers.
A second category is “theology from below,”
where believers look to Scripture for answers to
the pressing theological issues of their cultural setting. In this case, believers are asking the question,
“How does Scripture address the problems of my
context?” To return to our nomadic sheepherding
tribe, the pressing issue of their context might be
something like, “As a believer, how should I respond
if my neighbor steals my sheep?” As a believer in
the West, this question is not one that would ever
concern me, but it might be a pressing question for
believers in another context. As missionaries plant
churches and train leaders in the mission fields of
the world, these believers need to be equipped to
interpret Scripture in such a way that they can speak
SBJME 1.1 | Summer 2012
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to the pressing theological issues of their context.
An underlying issue in this discussion is that of
hermeneutics. Since believers utilize hermeneutical
principles to develop their theological positions, a
strong connection exists between global theology
and global hermeneutics. Many scholars have suggested that each culture should use its own culturally appropriate methods of interpretation when
developing an indigenous theology.2 These scholars
likewise argue that traditional evangelical hermeneutics, best characterized by the grammatical
historical method, are ineffective in non-Western
contexts. In contrast to these hermeneutically relativistic approaches, in this article I will adapt the
two-step grammatical historical method to show
that it is an approach well suited for interpretation
in any cultural context.

Determining the Meaning
The first step in this process is the determination of
the original author’s meaning. An interpreter is able
to discern the original author’s meaning through
a study of what the author wrote. Integral to this
process is the determination of the type of literature
under consideration. Each genre of Scripture has
its own specific rules that govern the writing and
reading of that type of literature.3
Stein explains the importance of genre-specific
interpretation:
It is clear that there are various kinds of literary
forms in the Bible. Each of them possesses its own
rules of interpretation. The authors in using these
literary forms consciously submitted themselves to
the rules governing these forms in order to share
their meanings with their readers. Each author
assumed that his readers would interpret his words
according to the rules governing that literary form.
If we are not aware of the rules under which the
biblical author wrote, misinterpretation almost
certainly will take place.4

Identifying the genre helps the interpreter to
understand the rules that guided the author as he
wrote this specific passage of Scripture.5 Once the
BROOKS | 46-60
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interpreter identifies the genre and the specific rules
governing that type of literature, his study should
focus on three separate areas: grammar and syntax,
culture and history, and theology and missiology.
Grammar and Syntax
The first component of determining the author’s
meaning is a study of the author’s grammar and
syntax. Grammar is the study of the laws that
govern how words in a language interact with one
another.6 This type of study includes things like
how verbs function, how adjectives modify nouns,
and how participles interact with the rest of the
sentence. The interpreter should be able to read
a sentence and identify how the various words in
that sentence are functioning.
One component of grammatical study is word
study. A single word can have a range of meanings,
often referred to as “semantic range,”7 and it is the
interpreter’s job to determine for a specific text the
meaning intended by the original author. Stephen
Olford encourages interpreters, as they study a
specific text, to study unknown words, significant
words, and difficult words. 8 Every word studied,
though, should be studied within the context of the
whole passage. Silva explains why when he states
that “the context does not merely help us understand meaning; it virtually makes meaning!”9
In addition to grammar, syntax is another important aspect of textual study.10 Syntax refers to the
basic construction of a sentence or paragraph and
how all the various parts interrelate to make up the
whole. Context is similar as it refers to the ways in
which individual components of a text fit together
to make a completed whole.11 Syntactical or contextual analysis is important because in biblical literature the paragraph serves as the foundational unit
of thought.12
Studying a passage of Scripture within its own
context is important. Hershael York explains,
To truly comprehend the sense of words, you must
have sufficient context to insure that you have the
intended meaning of those words in their context. When it comes to understanding literature,
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especially the Scriptures, context is everything.
Divorced from context, the words of the Bible can
be – and unfortunately often are – twisted and perverted to justify all kinds of evil. Ripping verses out
of their context and assigning them a meaning that
the author did not intend is doing violence to the
Scripture and is an affront to the Word of God.13

Kaiser agrees and explains that interpreters must
consider the sectional, book, canonical, and immediate context of any passage.14
Many helpful works exist that explain how to
conduct grammatical and syntactical analysis.15 At
this point, though, that which is most helpful is not
to reproduce the insights of those works, but to
consider how this process should be conducted in
cross-cultural situations.
In an ideal world, every interpreter would have
the access to and training in the original languages
so that his study of the text can be conducted at that
level. Unfortunately, in many parts of the world,
there is no access to the original languages, and even
in those places where there is access, the documents
are far too expensive for most believers to obtain.16
In fact, in more than 2000 of the world’s 6800 spoken languages, some 340 million people, the Bible
itself is not even available.17 How can a national pastor be faithful in studying the grammar and syntax
of the original authors if he lacks the resources available in the West? Perhaps the greatest challenge,
though, is the application of this model among the
70 percent of the world’s peoples who are oral learners.18 Is it possible for a missionary to utilize this
method in such contexts?
While it is preferential to study the text in the
original languages, it is acceptable to study it only
in the local language translation. Grant Osborne,
while writing for a Western audience, recognizes
that many interpreters will not have the ability to
study in the original languages:
Naturally, the person who does not know the
original languages will have a perceptibly greater
difficulty in dealing with grammar and syntax. .
. . However, the task is not completely hopeless
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for those who have never studied the languages.
The problem is that they must then depend on
secondary sources, mainly translations and the
better commentaries.19

Interpreters in these contexts should recognize they are depending on a translation, consult
any commentaries or reference works they can
find, and study the grammar and syntax in their
language translation.
Thomas Schreiner’s method of “Tracing the
Argument” will be helpful to those in contexts
where the original documents are not available.20
Primarily designed for the study of the Pauline Epistles, tracing the argument is a syntactical method
that analyzes the flow of Paul’s arguments by examining the coordinate and subordinate statements in
his letters. Schreiner explains this process:
The key to tracing the argument in the Pauline letters is by understanding the relationships between
different propositions in the text. Paul did not
usually write proverbially, offering random bits of
advice to his congregations. He usually engaged
in a sustained argument in his letters. We cannot
understand his arguments unless we can set forth
and trace the building blocks of his reasoning. The
building blocks of his reasoning are found in his
propositions. Thus, if the thread of Paul’s line of
reasoning is to be discerned, we must understand
the relationship between different propositions.21

At its most basic level, this type of analysis examines two statements (or two paragraphs) and asks,
“What is the relationship between these two propositions?” Such analysis, while difficult at first, can
become a useful tool for examining the basic structure
and organization of the text in any type of literature,
even if the analysis is only conducted in the language
translation (i.e., not the original languages).22
In the second and third cases where the Bible
itself is not available or the people are primary
oral learners, the first step is to communicate the
stories of the Bible by using a Chronological Bible
Storying approach.23 Translators can also produce
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audio recordings of parts of the Bible as they finish translating it. Once the translation is complete,
these recordings will be an oral Bible through which
these non-literate, oral learners can have access to
the complete Word of God. Although oral learners will not be able to conduct any sort of written
grammatical or syntactical analysis, they can learn
to identify the main points of the stories and letters as more and more of the Bible in translated into
their language.
A helpful approach in these situations is to train
the believers to ask certain questions, often in group
settings,24 that help them to better understand the
author’s meaning. By using such questions like, “Who
are the main characters in the story?,” “What images
or symbols are meaningful in this story?,” “Is there a
specific sin described in this story?,” and “What does
this story teach us about God’s character?” the believers zero in on the meaning of the story.
Culture and History
A second component in determining the author’s
meaning is the study of the cultural and historical
setting of the text. Osborne explains how this type
of study aids an interpreter’s understanding of the
author’s meaning,
Background knowledge will turn a sermon from
a two-dimensional study to a three-dimensional
cinematic event. The stories and discourses of the
Bible were never meant to be merely two-dimensional treatises divorced from real life. Every one
was written within a concrete cultural milieu and
written to a concrete situation. It is socioscientific
background studies that unlock the original situation that otherwise would be lost to the modern
reader. . . . Since Christianity is a historical religion,
the interpreter must recognize that an understanding of the history and culture within which the
passage was produced is an indispensable tool for
uncovering the meaning of that passage.25

Since God’s Word was given at a specific time in
history to a specific people in a specific place, the
interpreter must learn as much as possible about
BROOKS | 46-60
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the original cultural and historical setting. Kaiser
explains, “God’s revelation in Scripture made a discriminating use of those cultural materials that were
available to the writers in their day.”26 Some of the
truths of God’s Word are intimately connected with
certain cultural symbols, like John’s use of “lamb
of God” in John 1:29, 36, which cannot be understood without the background of Jewish culture and
the sacrificial system. Another series of examples is
found in Song of Solomon, where the bridegroom
uses cultural images to communicate his love to
his future bride. Such phrases as “Your hair is like
a flock of goats” (Song of Sol 4:1) cannot be understood without first studying certain aspects of Jewish culture.
In the same way, an interpreter cannot understand some passages without studying the historical situation at the time of writing. This connection
between the history and the writing is especially
true for narrative passages. One example of such a
historical situation is the fact that the events in the
book of Nehemiah took place after the Jewish exile.
An interpreter needs to understand this setting to
be able to ascertain the meaning of certain parts of
the book, like Nehemiah’s prayer (Neh 1:4-11) or
Sanballat’s conspiracy (Neh 6:1-14).
While a number of tools exist to aid interpreters in
the West with such cultural and historical analysis,27
many of those tools are not available in other parts
of the world. Such a lack of resources certainly makes
the interpreter’s job more difficult, but this difficulty
does not give the interpreter the freedom to read his
own cultural setting into the text. He should still seek
to determine the original author’s meaning.
In settings where there is a lack of resources, an
interpreter can take several steps to overcome this
difficulty. First, he can become a student of Scripture. A younger interpreter can learn about the
cultural settings in Scripture by reading large portions of Scripture on a daily basis. As he reads, he
can compile a notebook of cultural and historical
insights. Sometimes a historical detail listed in Isaiah may be helpful in understanding a text in Nehemiah, or a cultural detail in Exodus may be helpful
when interpreting a passage from John. Interpreters
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can create their own resource by compiling a notebook of insights.
A second step that interpreters in such situations
can take is to seek out and learn from those who
have more knowledge about the biblical culture
than they do. In some cases this may be a pastor in
another city or village, or it may even be someone of
a different ethnic group. In pioneer areas, the missionary needs to take the lead in this respect and
train those he leads to Christ to understand unique
aspects of the biblical culture.
With orally-based cultures, the process of learning about the cultural and historical settings of the
biblical texts happens before, during, and after the
Chronological Bible Storying process. Before starting the story, the story-teller can set up the story by
explaining information about the culture and setting
of the story he is telling. After the story, the storyteller should lead a discussion time, during which
some of the group discussion questions can relate
the differences between the local culture and the
cultural setting of the story.
Moreover, inherent in the nature of the storying process is the fact that it is chronological. The
recipients of the stories learn the biblical culture as
they learn the stories, because the story-teller begins
the storying process where the Bible begins. Since
the stories are chronological, they can reflect on the
events and truths of older stories in order to understand newer ones.
For example, before hearing the story of John
the Baptist’s interaction with Jesus ( John 1:29,
36), they would have already heard the stories of
Abraham and the lamb that became a substitute for
Isaac (Gen 22) and the exodus from Egypt when
the Israelites placed the blood of the lamb over their
doorposts (Exod 12). Thus when they hear John
the Baptist refer to Jesus as “the lamb of God,” they
would be able to reflect on the previous stories and
understand what John meant.
Theology and Missiology
A third component of determining the author’s
meaning is the study of a text’s theology and
missiology. York explains how the study of a text’s
50
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theological emphases affects the determination of
the author’s meaning:
Every passage of the Bible has something to say
about God, his attributes, his character, his will, or
his acts in history. To find the theological pattern
we simply ask the question: what does this passage say about God? . . . Sometimes the theological
truths are overt, sometimes they are more subtle.
The Book of Romans, for example, is clearly theological in most of its content. The Book of Esther,
on the other hand, does not even mention the
name of God, yet it reveals God’s hand even when
his face is hidden. In either case, we must go to the
text looking for theological patterns and themes in
order to understand the author’s meaning.28

Each text has something to say about God, and
to determine the author’s meaning, the interpreter
must study the theological emphases of that text.
Along the same lines, Bryan Chapell explains
that each passage of Scripture confronts some specific sin.29 Chapell states that some fallen condition
necessitated the writing of each text, and to understand the author’s meaning, the interpreter must
ask the question, “What sin is the author confronting?” Such theological study helps to elucidate the
author’s purpose in writing the text in view.
Kaiser writes that in order to do such theological study of any text, the interpreter can look for
six clues.30 First, he should notice any parts of the
text that relate to the unifying story of the Bible. A
second area of study is to identify any terms that
have taken on special significance because of their
frequent usage. Such terms include things like
seed, son, branch, and messenger. Third, he should
watch for quotations from earlier texts. Similarly, a
fourth area of study is any allusion to earlier biblical events, persons, expressions, or terms. Fifth, he
should relate the theological emphases of the text to
the book and to the whole of Scripture. Finally, he
should notice how this text relates to later biblical
revelation.
This theological analysis begins with the interpreter asking questions of the text and analyzing
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how that text relates to other texts. The interpreter
grows in his understanding of the text as he asks the
difficult questions about what a text teaches about
God, man, salvation, etc., and how those teachings
relate to the rest of biblical revelation. Seeking unity
in the diversity of biblical revelation can be a challenging process, but it is one that is worthy of the
interpreter’s attention. Such theological analysis is
the “capstone” of the exegetical process.31
In addition to studying the theological emphases of the text, the interpreter should also study the
text’s missiological emphases. Christopher Wright
explains that each passage of Scripture has something to say about God’s work in redeeming humanity.32 Wright states, “It is God’s mission in relation
to the nations, arguably more than any other single theme, that provides the key that unlocks the
biblical grand narrative.”33 After studying the other
details of the passage, the interpreter should ask
the question, “What does this passage teach about
God’s desire for all people to be saved?”
Kaiser brings the theological and missiological
emphases of a text together in the study of how a
text relates to the canonical center of Old and
New Testament theology. He explains that center
as “God’s word of blessing (to use the word especially prominent in the pre-Abrahamic materials)
or promise (to use the New Testament word which
summarizes the contents of the Old Testament) to
be Israel’s God and to do something for Israel and
through them something for all the nations on the
face of the earth.”34 Contextually, every passage has
something to say about who God is for his people
and what he is doing to redeem humanity.
People in any culture or in any setting can conduct this kind of theological and missiological analysis by learning to ask questions related to God’s
character, man’s sinfulness, and God’s mission. Even
with oral learners, these questions can be modeled
in a reproducible way when the storyteller leads
the group in a discussion time after the story in
which he asks these questions.35 While systematic
theology textbooks might not be available in many
locations to help guide interpreters with specific
theological categories, oral learners and others withBROOKS | 46-60
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out adequate resources can memorize catechisms
that provide those categories.36
After studying these three areas of grammar and
syntax, culture and history, and theology and missiology, the interpreter should attempt to state the
unchanging meaning of the original author with
a simple sentence. Since the determination of the
original author’s meaning is the objective aspect of
study, this meaning will not change from culture
to culture. The interpreter should seek to state the
insights of his study in a simple sentence before
beginning the process of determining how that
meaning applies to the contemporary situation.

Applying the Meaning to the
Contemporary Context
Whereas determination of the author’s meaning is
the objective aspect of interpretation, the application
of that meaning to the contemporary context is
the subjective aspect. It is subjective because the
way that meaning applies to the contemporary
situation will vary from context to context. Once
the interpreter has determined the author’s
meaning, he needs to research the target culture’s
context, scrutinize his own cultural perspective,
know the implications of the biblical text, observe
the importance of critical contextualization, and
communicate the biblical truth in a relevant way.37
Research the Target
Culture’s Context
The first step in applying the author’s meaning to
the contemporary context is researching the target
culture’s context. Once the interpreter can state
the unchanging meaning of the original author
in a simple sentence, he can begin the process of
identifying how that meaning connects with the
target culture.
While traditional Western hermeneutical models have envisioned a two-horizon process which
includes the biblical culture and the target culture,
Larry Caldwell is helpful in stating that this model
is only helpful in mono-cultural interpretation.38
When interpreters are communicating the truth of
God’s Word with people of a different culture, the51
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orists must include a third horizon in their model
of interpretation. These three horizons include the
biblical culture, the interpreter’s culture, and the
target culture.39
The interpreter’s task increases in difficulty when
engaged in such intercultural situations because of
the additional third horizon of the target culture.
Caldwell explains that the burden rests upon the
interpreter to understand the biblical culture, appreciate the text in his own cultural perspective, and
communicate the text in receptor-oriented ways.40
To be able to accomplish such a task, the interpreter
must be committed to studying the target culture.
Studying the target culture is a complicated
process that involves years of study and language
learning. The first step for the missionary is the identification of the people’s worldview. Hiebert defines
worldview as the “fundamental cognitive, affective,
and evaluative presuppositions a group of people
make about the nature of things, and which they
use to order their lives.”41 Worldview identification
is a time-consuming process that involves the study
of the history of a people and the contemporary
situation through ethnosemantic analysis, sentence
completion, sign, ritual, and myth analysis, value
identification, aesthetics evaluation, participant
observation, and informant interviews.42
This type of worldview identification provides
a number of benefits to the missionary task. Grunlan and Mayers explain, “Cultural anthropology can
enable a missionary to understand his prospective
new culture, to enter the culture with minimum culture shock and maximum adjustment, to insure that
his message is being understood, and to implant a
biblical indigenous church and not transplant the
church of his own culture.”43 Through cultural
anthropological research and worldview identification, the missionary is able to understand the
people, communicate with them, and plant an indigenous church more effectively.
Worldview identification is a helpful tool when
the missionary is applying the meaning of the biblical text to the contemporary context. Once the
missionary identifies and is able to describe the
worldview of his target audience, he can pinpoint
52
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the broad categories of thought and presuppositions
about the nature of reality that relate to truth of the
specific biblical text. The missionary can then narrow his study to the cultural norms and practices
that the text addresses.
During this cultural analysis, the missionary
should not vocalize his judgment of the sinful cultural practices.44 If the people detect that the missionary has a critical attitude toward the norms and
practices of the culture, the people will no longer
talk about the practices with him. Instead, he should
ask questions of cultural informants that help to elucidate the distinction between the cultural form and
the meaning behind that form.
Another element of the culture that the missionary needs to study at this point is the hermeneutical
methodologies of the target culture.45 Knowing the
traditional hermeneutical methodologies enables
the missionary to understand how the people will
interpret and apply the specific passage of Scripture.
The missionary with this type of awareness can better prepare to confront and correct those tendencies
that subvert the intent of the original author.
Along the same lines, the missionary should recognize that people of different cultural settings often
approach the biblical text with different questions.
Believers with different cultural backgrounds focus
on different aspects of the subject matter of the
text.46 The missionary who has studied the worldview of the target culture will be able to recognize
why people in that culture are concerned about certain details of the text as opposed to others.
Scrutinize His Own Cultural
Perspective
The second aspect of applying the meaning of the
biblical text to the contemporary situation is that
the missionary should scrutinize his own cultural
perspective. Returning to the three-culture model of
the biblical culture, the interpreter’s culture, and the
target culture, the danger is that the interpreter will
view the text from his own cultural biases and then
impose those biases upon the target culture.
Caldwell helpfully notes this danger. As has
already been stated, he explains that the burden rests
SBJME 1.1 | Summer 2012
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on the interpreter to overcome these cultural differences so that effective communication of the biblical content can happen. He then laments, “In most
cases, however, it is the receptor who receives the
burden of modifying his or her worldview in order
to understand the interpreter’s message. Thus, what
often happens is that the receptor has to enter into
the culture of the interpreter and think more like the
interpreter instead of the other way around.”47
When the interpreter (in this case, the missionary) fails to think critically about his own worldview and cultural presuppositions, he places the
burden on his hearers to become like him in order
to understand the message. Since application is the
subjective aspect of interpretation, a range of allowable applications for the biblical text exists. Instead
of developing culturally appropriate applications,
the interpreter who is unaware of his cultural biases
will develop applications that are better suited to his
own cultural setting.
The example of ancestor worship in East Asian
cultures helps to display the danger of cultural bias.48
Westerners tend to be individualistic in outlook,
and a Western missionary might reject practices
related to ancestor worship on the basis of Romans
10:9 and his understanding that eternal destiny is
related to the decision of an individual. East Asians,
on the other hand, tend to be group-oriented and
place emphasis on filial piety. They might participate
in these practices and argue they are obeying the
command “Honor your father and your mother”
(Exod 20:12). The point here is not to alleviate the
difficulty but simply to show how each cultural perspective leads the interpreter to place emphasis on
a different passage of Scripture in order to reject or
accept the practice.49
To avoid this danger, the missionary must be a
student not only of the target culture, but he must
also be a student of his own culture. A missionary,
while rarely challenged to examine his own cultural
perspective when at home, is forced to examine his
own worldview when entering and learning another
culture.50 As an interpreter of Scripture, the missionary’s reflection on his own cultural perspective is
a good thing because it enables him to overcome
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those areas where he interprets Scripture according
to his culture rather than according to the subject
matter of the text.
Know the Implications of the
Biblical Text
A third step in the application process is the study
of the implications of the original author’s meaning.
Implications are “those meanings in a text of which
the author was unaware but nevertheless legitimately
fall within the pattern of meaning he willed.”51 These
implications are the unconscious meaning of the
biblical author because, though he was unaware of
them at the time of writing, they nonetheless fall
within the pattern of meaning he established when
he wrote. An implication of a text is the author’s
meaning fleshed out in contemporary terms.
The interpreter can begin to identify a text’s
implications by determining what the author meant
by what he wrote to his original audience. The interpreter should consider what the author hoped his
hearers would learn from the story or instruction
and what change in belief, value, or practice he
hoped would result. Sometimes, this information
is communicated in the text through a stated command, and other times the change is implied.
Being a student of both the biblical culture and
the contemporary culture, the interpreter should
be able to determine how those stated and implied
changes from the biblical text relate to the contemporary culture. Some of the ways that the text
impacts the contemporary culture are clear because
the command in the biblical text is binding on the
contemporary culture in the same way it was on
the biblical culture. For those unstated changes, the
interpreter must consider the relationship between
those practices of the biblical culture and similar
ones in the contemporary culture.
Daniel Doriani explains that such biblical
instruction is given in seven ways: rules, ideals,
doctrines, redemptive acts in narratives, exemplary
acts in narratives, biblical images, and songs and
prayers.52 All the instruction that is found in these
types of writings is focused on one of four aspects.53
The first aspect is duty, what one should do. The
53
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second is character, where one considers how he
can become the person who does what is right. The
third is goals, which explains the causes to which
one should devote himself. A final aspect is discernment, where one considers how to distinguish truth
from error. The interpreter should consider how
each text applies to these four areas.
To develop such application, Haddon Robinson
proposes an “Abstraction Ladder.”54 With implications of a text or commands that are culturally conditioned, the interpreter cannot bring them across
to the contemporary culture directly. He needs to
climb the ladder of abstraction and consider what
the command teaches about God and humanity’s
relationship with him in order to communicate that
command with the contemporary audience.
Robinson gives as an example the Old Testament
law that says, “Don’t boil a kid in its mother’s milk”
(Exod 23:19, 34:26; Deut 14:21). Boiling a young
goat in this way, Robinson explains, was a pagan
idolatrous worship practice, and so the command
is a prohibition against participating in such customs. To bring the command directly across into the
contemporary culture is not helpful, but the interpreter must abstract the command in terms of what
it teaches about God’s character. Robinson states
that the principle of this passage is “You should not
associate yourself with idolatrous worship, even in
ways that do not seem to have direct association
with physically going to the idol.”55
Another helpful example is Romans 10:9 where
Paul writes that “if you confess with your mouth
that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God
raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” Paul’s
command is clear that to be saved one must believe
that Jesus was raised from the dead and must confess
that Jesus is Lord. Paul says nothing in this passage,
though, about the fact that belief in Jesus is mutually exclusive with commitment to other religions
systems or objects of worship.56
Certainly, such a point was an implication
of Paul’s teaching in this text, even though it was
unstated. For the first-century believer, this exclusivity meant turning away from the imperial cult and
the Greco-Roman system of deities. For believers
54
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today, the unstated implication of this passage to
abandon and turn away from all competing religious
claims will look different in different contexts. For
the Hindu in India, it will mean forsaking all other
gods. For the atheist in China, it will mean turning away from money and self. For the animist in
Zimbabwe, it will mean turning away from sorcery,
witchcraft, and the desire for power. For the Muslim
in Iran, it will mean forsaking the Qur’an as God’s
Word and Mohammed as God’s prophet.
Determining the implications of the biblical text
allows the text to speak to contemporary situations.
Although the author was unaware of these situations when he wrote, these concerns fall within the
thought pattern he recorded through the words he
chose. Since this is a difficult process and is the subjective aspect of interpretation, younger interpreters will benefit from sharing their observations and
insights with older believers.
Observe the Importance of Critical
Contextualization
Paul Hiebert’s critical contextualization process has
numerous benefits.57 His proposal is less a specific
hermeneutical method than it is a system for
evaluating cultural traditions and practices in light
of biblical revelation. Nonetheless, Hiebert’s second
and third steps in the critical contextualization
process are important at this point in the
contextualization of the biblical message.
After an uncritical examination of the culture, the
missionary studies the relevant Scripture passages
with the other believers in the community.58 At
this point, the missionary takes the lead in explaining how the relevant texts relate to the cognitive,
affective, and evaluative dimensions of the people’s
worldview. The next step involves developing a
critical response, and it involves all of the people
together studying the cultural practice(s) and the
biblical text.59 The people evaluate their customs
and determine how the gospel impacts those beliefs
and customs.
When the people evaluate their practices, they
respond in several ways.60 One response is to leave
the cultural practice in place. Some cultural pracSBJME 1.1 | Summer 2012
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tices are amoral, and believers can continue to participate in those practices after choosing to follow
Christ. Things like whether people in a specific culture prefer lamb or chicken, whether they wear suits
or shorts, or whether they drive cars or ride bikes
are all examples of amoral cultural categories. None
of the options is sinful, and in these cases, Christians
will continue to function according to those preexisting cultural categories.
When evaluating their cultural practices, the
believers may choose to reject the cultural practice
or belief.61 The believers might conclude that the
biblical teaching is in direct contradiction with their
custom, and in that case, they should reject the cultural practice. An example in missions history of this
situation was when William Carey went to India and
encountered the practice of sati, in which a widow
was burned on her deceased husband’s funeral
pyre.62 Carey confronted this practice as unbiblical
and encouraged everyone, believers and unbelievers, to abandon the practice.
Believers may also decide to modify the custom.63 M. David Sills gives an example of how this
modification may take place:
In some regions of the Andes, when a new couple
marries, they will spend the first year in the home
of the groom’s parents. During this year, the groom
gathers all the building materials they will need
for a new home. When he has amassed all that is
necessary, the entire community is called together
to build the mud-walled, thatch-roofed house. In
addition to providing the building materials, the
community workers look to him to provide all
the alcohol they can consume as part of this culture complex. These days of building and celebration often result in drunkenness, fights, and worse.
A missionary encountering such a practice might
immediately forbid the entire practice in an attempt
to put an end to the debauchery. The problem is
that the people will see a foreign religion that does
not understand their people and is forcing its rules
upon them. The natural response is to reject the foreigner’s religion; after all, how can a person obtain a
house if they accept the foreign religion?
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An alternative approach would be for the missionary who recognizes the sinful practices associated with the house-raising to study the Bible
in the hermeneutical community and point out
to them the biblical teaching on drunkenness and
fighting. When the culture sees the problem, the
Bible forces them to make a critical response. Their
response results in a new substitute practice for
the traditional one, thus fulfilling the function of
the home building but without the drinking and
fighting. The hermeneutical community suggests
that the practice continue in exactly the same way
except that the groom should supply food, soft
drinks, and music groups instead of alcohol. In
this way, they will build the house and the culture
will embrace the new “nonalcoholic” version as a
functional substitute.64

Hiebert’s proposal begins with the cultural analysis and the identification of certain cultural practices
to examine. The principles of his plan, however, still
work well when the text comes first, like in the case
of a specific preaching or teaching setting. In that
case, the meaning of the original author narrows
the range of possible cultural practices that are in
view. The concepts, though, of involving the believers in both the discussion of the meanings behind
the cultural forms and the development of the new
contextualized practice are still helpful.
The benefit of this approach is that it avoids syncretism by confronting the aspects of culture that
violate the biblical commands.65 When believers
modify sinful practices by creating functional substitutes, they avoid the possibility of surface accommodation. Surface accommodation takes place
when converts apply Christian terms and practices
to their existing belief system. 66 Their outward
actions and phrases have changed, but their worldview remains unaffected. Likewise, involving the
entire believing community in the process creates
a hermeneutical community in which the believers
work together to reshape their worldview in light of
their newfound faith in Christ.
Paul Hiebert and Enoch Wan both note the
importance of the hermeneutical community.
55
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Though believers work through critical contextualization to apply the gospel to their specific context, they also have a responsibility to learn from
and dialogue with other Christians in other cultures
and in other time periods. An interpreter is better
equipped to apply Scripture to his own context
when he learns how believers in various locations
throughout church history have correctly and incorrectly interpreted Scripture.
Hiebert explains how this hermeneutical community functions: “Just as believers in a local church
must test their interpretation of Scriptures with
their community of believers, so the churches in different cultural and historical contexts must test their
theologies with the international community of
churches and the church down through the ages.”67
This international community helps one another to
determine those places where their interpretations
are more influenced by culture than by the Scriptures. Such dialogue and interaction, which Wan
describes as true ethnohermeneutics, is an ongoing
process as the universal church seeks to apply the
eternal Word in a changing world.
Communicate the Biblical Truth in a
Relevant Way
The final part of the application process is the
communication of the biblical truth in a culturally
appropriate way. Each culture has its own unique
communication patterns and learning styles. The
missionary, as part of his cultural analysis, should
seek to identify these cultural norms so he can use
them as he communicates the biblical message.
In his theory of communication, Charles Kraft
explains that communication must be receptor-oriented.68 For effective communication of a message,
a communicator must take into account how the
recipient will understand the words and symbols
used in the message. Kraft explains, “Communicators present messages via cultural forms (symbols)
that stimulate within the receptors’ heads meanings
that each receptor shapes into the message that he
or she ultimately hears.”69 This receptor-orientation
does not mean that the missionary changes the biblical content but that he presents the biblical con56
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tent in a way that is understandable.
The missionary should ask the question, “How is
truth communicated in this culture?” Western cultures communicate truth with lists, outlines, and
reasoned arguments. In other cultures, though, the
relationship between the messenger and the recipient plays a role in how the message is heard.70 In
these cultures, the missionary must consider the
impact of non-verbal communication and whether
his actions are building or undermining the trust of
the people.71
Bryan Chappell explains that illustrations are
a key component in helping recipients to process
the biblical truths. He writes, “For a person to process information it is not enough that the information simply be presented. The information must be
integrated into the matrix of preexisting stimuli,
memory features, and operative procedures that
characterize the ‘receiver.’” 72 Illustrating the key
truths of the passage in cultural terms brings the
gospel to life and makes it understandable.73
The Bible presents several models for using
illustrations to communicate in culturally relevant
terms. The Old Testament prophets often acted
out their messages (Isa 20:3-4, Ezek 4:1-4; Zech
11:4-17). Jesus used parables to illustrate the truths
he was teaching. Likewise, Paul used cultural statements and beliefs to connect with his audiences
(Acts 17:23; Titus 1:12).
The missionary needs to exert caution at this
point in making sure that he understands the meaning behind the cultural forms he uses to illustrate
biblical truth. Again, it is imperative that the missionary avoid laying the foundation for syncretistic tendencies, like those found in the vernacular,
cross-textual, and intertextual approaches where the
interpreter seeks to merge the cultural story with the
biblical one. The missionary needs to solicit the help
of cultural informants who can help him to understand the insider’s perspective of myths, stories, and
practices before he uses them in communicating the
truths of the gospel. The missionary also needs to be
clear in distinguishing between cultural belief and
biblical truth when they are in contradiction with
one another.
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Conclusion
This article has shown that the author-oriented
approach is the approach that is best suited to the
evangelical worldview and that the grammatical
historical method is the best method for determining
the original author’s meaning. This method includes
both the determination of the author’s meaning and
the application of the meaning to the contemporary
context. Although this process can be difficult in
places where there are few resources or there are
only oral learners, it is not impossible. This process
enables believers in any culture to apply the
authoritative teaching of the biblical author in ways
that are suitable to their specific context.
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Book Reviews
Sullivan, Regina, D. Lottie Moon: A Southern
Baptist Missionary to China in History and
Legend. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
University Press, 2011. 253pp. #36.00.
Reviewed by Joseph Harrod. Harrod is the
Director of Institutional Assessment for The
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary and a
doctoral student in the field of biblical spirituality. He and his wife Tracy have two sons and
reside in Louisville, Kentucky.

Charlotte Digges “Lottie” Moon (1840–1912) is
arguably the most well-known Southern Baptist
missionary. Generations of Baptists have told and
re-told her story: born in the antebellum South into
the Virginia planter society, Moon was precocious,
mischievous, and independent. She was converted
in her late teenage years, earned two academic
62
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degrees, and taught at schools in Kentucky and
Georgia before being appointed a missionary
to China in 1873. Lottie ministered in China for
the better part of four decades despite significant
difficulties of culture, language, war, disease, and
famine. She died emaciated and penniless on a boat
in the Kobe harbor just after her seventy-second
birthday having sacrificed herself for the starving
Chinese nationals whom she loved dearly.
These facts are well-known, inspiring, and, according to historian Regina Sullivan, long misinterpreted
or almost totally wrong. One of Sullivan’s intentions in
Lottie Moon is “to strip away the layers of misinformation that have built up since [Moon’s] death in 1912”
(2). Another of Sullivan’s objectives is to “bring what
was hidden into the open” concerning the founding of
the Woman’s Missionary Union (WMU) and Moon’s
role in its establishment (3). At some points Sullivan
accomplishes these goals, but at others she adds fresh
SBJME 1.1 | Summer 2012
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layers that obscure this remarkable woman.
Lottie Moon is an updated version of Sullivan’s
doctoral dissertation from the University of North
Carolina, Chapel Hill (2002). In five meticulously
documented chapters, Sullivan builds her case that
Lottie Moon was strongly influenced by “woman’s
rights ideology” and a proponent of a woman’s right
to serve God in any way she deemed best, to organize with other women to accomplish ministerial
goals (10), to challenge the gender norms of the prewar south (22), to serve as a “female activist” within
a male denominational hegemony (160), essentially
“to create her own life” (31). Sullivan challenges
nearly every aspect of the “Lottie Moon story,” her
term for the narrative offered by earlier biographers,
the WMU, and denominational leaders, whom Sullivan contends have shaped Moon’s biography for
their own purposes. Perhaps Sullivan’s most insightful contribution is to dispel the legend of Moon
starving herself to help the Chinese nationals suffering famine. Sullivan has given ample evidence to the
contrary, demonstrating that Moon’s failing health
and the onset of a dementia was likely the cause of
her starvation and that her missionary colleagues
disputed the hunger strike story for years (150-59).
Sullivan’s presentation of the founding of the WMU
is utterly fascinating in its detail and insight. Her
understanding of regional and global politics and of
the variety of failed approaches employed by some
western missionaries is very helpful. Sullivan notes
that some leaders within the Southern Baptist Convention have cast Lottie Moon as a “female Christfigure,” a comparison that Lottie would have surely
rejected. Sullivan is right to assert that Lottie Moon’s
legacy has been used by denominational leaders, but
she fails to note the same tendency in her own work.
Without disclosing her method, Regina Sullivan
has reinterpreted Lottie Moon’s life through a gender-centric hermeneutic. One sees this emphasis
throughout the book in a sustained refrain of negative masculine portrayals (4, 27, 31, 54, 59, 101,
113, 163, 167-68, etc.) and unsustainable assertions
about the inner motivations of men like Henry
Tupper (34), and the nameless “many Southern
Baptist men” who supposedly feared losing their
BOOK REVIEWS | 62-70
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authority should women be allowed to organize into
religious societies (59). Although Sullivan states at
the outset that the book contains a “critical study” of
Moon’s religious ideology and use of woman’s rights
language (1), her analysis is hardly balanced. In her
conclusion, Sullivan states that Moon’s “religious
conviction” led her to the mission field, yet throughout the book she rarely explores the content and
contours of Moon’s theology, apparently assuming
that Moon’s views were similar to her own (4).
Missing is substantive discussion of the Christian
tradition to which Moon subscribed and articulated
and which sustained her through the dangers and difficulty of her self-sacrificing work in China, and, contrary to Sullivan’s uncertainty (56), led to her breaking
her engagement with C. H. Toy. Absent is any mention
of the influence of John Broadus and other men on
Moon’s early Christian formation. Ignored are those
pieces of evidence that show that Moon largely submitted herself to denominational authority. While Sullivan
has done an admirable job of returning to the primary
sources over earlier hagiographies, the key weakness is
that she does not allow Moon’s own theological convictions to shape her story, which would look very different than the version she has constructed.
While Lottie Moon may not have starved herself to death, she certainly served herself to death
by foregoing many of the benefits afforded her.
The critical question that Sullivan fails to answer
is, “Why?” What motivated Lottie Moon’s zeal for
taking the Christian gospel to China? Why would
she sacrifice so much for what appeared to be little
return? To reduce Lottie’s gospel-centered missionary activism to a desire to flaunt male authority
(113) while pursuing her own “professional goals”
(171) downgrades the Christ-exalting sacrifice of
this remarkable woman.

Hexham, Irving. Understanding World
Religions: An Interdisciplinary Approach. Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 2011. 512 pp. $39.99.
Reviewed by Phil Barnes. Barnes serves among
Sub-Saharan African peoples with the Interna-
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tional Mission Board and holds a Ph.D. from the
Billy Graham School of Missions and Evangelism
at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary.

Irving Hexham is a professor of Religious Studies
at the University of Calgary. He is the author of
over twenty books and scores of academic articles.
His latest book, Understanding World Religions:
An Interdisciplinary Approach, is his attempt to “go
beyond mere description” of world religions (9).
Hexham’s stated aim is to “stimulate debate and
encourage a new generation of students to become
involved in the study of religion and religious
studies” (11). Hexham accomplishes this goal.
Understanding World Religions is divided into
three parts into which Hexham categorizes all religious traditions: the African traditions, the Yogic
tradition, and the Abrahamic tradition. In one of his
earlier works, New Religions as Global Cultures, Hexham had categorized all world religions as being part
of either the Yogic or Abrahamic traditions, and his
addition of a third stream is a welcome adjustment
to his earlier approach.
For each major religious tradition, in addition
to an introduction to each major tradition’s history,
doctrine, and practice, Hexham includes a case
study of a particularly influential historical figure.
These case studies investigate how each particular
religious tradition has interacted within the figure’s
historical and cultural setting.
In chapter two, “A Biased Canon,” Hexham
argues that a blatantly racist bias has pervaded religious studies since the Enlightenment and that that
bias continues today. In fact, Hexham argues that
“modern racism originated in the Enlightenment”
(39). His argument is well reasoned and persuasive,
and one of the chief strengths of this book is Hexham’s inclusion of the African traditions as a third
stream of religious traditions – in addition to the
Yogic and Abrahamic traditions.
Another major strength of this work is Hexham’s approach to studying religion. Instead of just
studying the history of a particular religion or just
studying the current cultural manifestation of a
religion, Hexham proposes that “students need to
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examine its history, and beliefs as well as its current
cultural contexts” (29).
While Hexham undoubtedly does a better job giving space to African religious traditions than other
introductory texts, his treatment is too brief. As a
result, he is open to the same criticism that he leveled at others. For example, as Hexham points out,
there are approximately 100 million followers of
African religions, and his section on African religions
is approximately seventy pages long. Meanwhile,
according to Hexham, there are fourteen million Jews,
and his section on Judaism is roughly the same length.
Hexham’s work is, at times, too focused on contemporary politics. He frequently refers to the Bush
administration’s foreign policies as well as American
evangelicalism’s support of those policies and the
conservative political agenda as a whole. These references are generally critical, and while his analysis
is often apt, it is also often distracting. It seems that
Hexham is, at times, being deliberately provocative
in order to accomplish the stated goal of his book,
but the introduction of politically controversial topics might distract some readers.
On a whole, Hexham’s book’s chief weakness is that
it lacks some of the basic information about world
religions. While Hexham’s work is successful in his
attempt to stimulate conversations, this book does not
provide enough foundational information on the various religious traditions for an introductory textbook.
I can recommend this book provisionally. I
would not recommend it as a textbook for a class
made up of students with no background in world
religions. I can, however, recommend this book for
a class of advanced students who already have some
background in the study of world religions – or as a
supplemental text for students who are also reading
a more basic world religions textbook.

Horner, David. When Missions Shapes the
Mission: You and Your Church Can Reach the
World. Nashville: B&H, 2011. 261 pp. $14.99
Reviewed by Will Brooks. Brooks is the pastor
of Thompsonville Baptist Church in Springfield,
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KY, and is the Assistant to the Dean of the Billy
Graham School at Southern Seminary. He is an
adjunct professor of missions at Boyce College.
He holds an M.Div. and Ph.D. from Southern
Seminary.

Can a local church really impact the world? David
Horner believes it can, and he has written When
Missions Shapes the Mission to help churches
understand how it can be done. Horner is the founding
and senior pastor of Providence Baptist Church in
Raleigh, NC. He speaks overseas each year and has led
his church to become a missions-focused body.
This book is organized into four sections. The
first section explains, “Where We Are,” and is
Horner’s argument that contemporary churches
have misunderstood God’s purpose for the church
by not giving enough emphasis to missions. The
second section explains where churches should be
by examining Scripture and historical examples.
The third section deals with practical issues as it
explains how the church can get to where it should
be. In this chapter Horner deals with the best
practices of missions-minded churches, including
such issues as how to think strategically and how
to do missions with staying power. The final section provides closing considerations that help the
reader to examine his commitment to God’s work
of redeeming the nations.
The strength of Horner’s book is that it blends
together sound theology with urgent missiology.
Horner defines missions as “God’s plan for reaching all nations with the good news of Jesus Christ
by sending His people to tell them about and show
them the gracious, redeeming love of a glorious
God” (6). This biblical understanding of missions is
not watered down with social or material concerns
but is supported by biblical exegesis and concerned
with the proclamation of the gospel message. Moreover, Horner’s ecclesio-centric focus is helpful as his
goal is to help churches understand why and how
they should make missions central to all they do.
Horner builds on his biblical vision by examining
the historic marks of effective missions movements.
These marks include power from the Holy Spirit, pasBOOK REVIEWS | 62-70
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sion for Christ, prevailing prayer, focus on Scripture,
unwavering faith, holiness in life, compassion toward
the lost, sacrificial churches, and persecution. He
shows how these historic marks differ from contemporary “best practices,” which include designation of
missions leadership, valuing partnership with indigenous workers, maintaining contact with supporter
missionaries, emphasizing missions from the pulpit,
using budgeted and outside funds, emphasizing longterm relationships and short-term teams, employing
an assessment process, participating in international
church planting, highlighting missions at annual conference, and adopting a people group.
Within these discussions, Horner displays sound
advice for church leaders seeking to support and
send those who have been called. He does well in
explaining the dangers of supporting national leaders (174). He also states clearly what many in the
missions world have overlooked, namely that “a call
to go is also accompanied by a call to be equipped”
(180). Church leaders will find much in the historical and contemporary sections that aid their
churches’ missionary endeavors.
The only weakness of the book is that much of
the contemporary section is only relevant to larger
churches. Issues such as how to assess which of
the many church members interested in missionary service are qualified are not as relevant in small
churches, where pastors often have a difficult time
finding anyone that is interested enough to even
take a short-term trip. Given that more than seventy percent of Southern Baptist churches have less
than 200 members, more attention should have
been given to issues related to smaller churches with
fewer resources.
Overall, though, this book is a fantastic treatment
of why churches should make missions their mission. What makes the book especially helpful is that
it does not simply deal with the theoretical, but it
deals with the practical “how tos” of becoming a
missions-focused church. The historical lessons and
the contemporary practices are extremely beneficial
to church leaders seeking to reach the nations with
the good news of Jesus Christ.
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Tyra, Gary. The Holy Spirit in Mission:
Prophetic Speech and Action in Christian
Witness. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic,
2011. 206 pp. $20.00.
Reviewed by John Wind. Wind is a former missionary to Asia and is currently pursuing a Ph.D.
at Southern Seminary.

Evangelicals are typically united in a desire for
fruitfulness in evangelism and mission. Yet, what
if many evangelicals are missing a key, Godordained means for mission effectiveness? This
is Gary Tyra’s claim in his book The Holy Spirit in
Mission: Prophetic Speech and Action in Christian
Witness. Tyra is associate professor of biblical
and practical theology at Vanguard University in
Costa Mesa, California. He also has over 25 years
of pastoral experience. He has written three other
books: Defeating Pharisaism: Recovering Jesus’
Disciple-making Method (Paternoster, 2009), Beyond
the Bliss: Discovering Your Uniqueness in Marriage
(Biblica, 2010), and Christ’s Empowering Presence:
The Pursuit of God through the Ages (Biblica, 2011).
Tyra’s argument has five key elements. First, he
defines “prophetic” speech and action in carrying out Christian ministry and mission as speech/
action that is spontaneously prompted by the Holy
Spirit. Through this means, the Holy Spirit communicates His specific will for how Christians are to
minister to particular people using specific methods
in particular circumstances. Second, Tyra argues
that, according to Scripture, this kind of “prophetic”
speech/action is normative and central for the
Christian life and, in particular, for accomplishing
the Christian mission. Third, Tyra claims that the
normativity and centrality of “prophetic” speech/
action in Pentecostal churches is one key explanation for the explosive growth of Pentecostalism
around the world in the last 100 years.
Fourth, on the basis of his biblical/historical
argument, Tyra proposes that all evangelicals need
to embrace “prophetic” speech/action as a Godordained means of effectively contextualizing the
gospel in the post-Christian, post-modern West.
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Through “prophetic” speech/action, the Holy Spirit
provides believers with new and innovative contextualized ministry methods as well as empowers
believers to accurately represent Christ and His
Kingdom through their community life, service,
and proclamation. Fifth, evangelical leaders ought to
encourage a lifestyle of “prophetic” speech/action
among all evangelical Christians in order to be faithful and effective in mission.
Tyra pursues many commendable goals in this
book. He desires to see all Christians active, intentional, and fruitful in ministry and outreach. He
seeks to unite all evangelicals around “the goal of
missional living in the power of the Spirit” (35).
Tyra also advocates an experiential and biblical realist Christianity – one that takes the Bible seriously
and seeks daily to “walk by the Spirit” (Gal 5:16),
living Holy Spirit-dependent lives that demonstrate
the supernatural presence of God.
Perhaps Tyra’s most helpful contribution is his
emphasis on the active and essential role of the
Holy Spirit in directing our mission and ministry. At times, an overly structured, one-size-fits-all
approach to ministry and mission strategy may leave
little room for the Holy Spirit to direct us in unexpected ways. Tyra challenges us to be truly Spirit-led
in our mission strategies, expecting the Holy Spirit
to guide us in particular, contextualized ways.
One weakness of Tyra’s argument is his definition of “prophetic.” Though he interacts extensively
with Scripture early in the book, he is unconvincing
in claiming that the Bible uses “prophetic” merely
to mean “someone saying or doing something on
behalf of God due to the prompting of the Holy
Spirit” (22). He calls something “prophetic” anytime the Holy Spirit spontaneously communicates
a personalized message or mission to an individual.
This broad usage of the term is biblically debatable,
and yet it is at the heart of Tyra’s argument as he tags
many words with the adjective “prophetic.”
In defining “prophetic,” Tyra inadequately
addresses the arguments of partial or full cessationism.
Instead, Tyra seems to assume the correctness of the
typical Pentecostal position (full non-cessationism).
He never examines the important biblical-theological
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issue of whether there is any discontinuity between
the situation of the NT church and the church today
but instead assumes full continuity. He neglects to
address the issue of whether or not there is any difference between OT prophecy, NT prophecy, and
“prophecy” today. Finally, in examining the Gospels
and Acts, he assumes that their portraits of ministry
and mission are unqualifiedly prescriptive and normative for all today. He does not engage the argument
that some elements of the Gospels and Acts may be
merely descriptive and possibly unique or unusual in
history rather than pictures of what we should expect
for everyday Christian life.
Even if one accepts the legitimacy of the spontaneous leading of the Spirit in ministry and mission, is this experience of knowing God’s particular
will necessarily preferable to a more deliberative,
drawn-out process of discerning God’s will? As well,
though the Spirit might legitimately reveal His will
in such an extemporaneous manner, is this meant
to be the key and normative means through which
that we know God’s will for mission? Finally, while
the Holy Spirit is unquestionably a key agent in our
efforts at contextualization, is contextualization best
done in a spontaneous and ad hoc manner? These
are some questions that Tyra does not adequately
answer. Because of this, though his work is intended
to appeal to all evangelicals, in the end, those most
benefited will be those who already share Tyra’s
Pentecostal presuppositions.

Ashford, Bruce R., ed. Theology and Practice
of Mission: God, the Church, and the Nations.
Nashville: B&H, 2011. 352 pp. $25.99.
Reviewed by Matthew Pierce. Pierce graduated
from Murray State University with his B.S. and
M.B.A. He is currently studying in the Th.M. program a The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary. He served with the International Mission
Board in Northeast Thailand and is currently
deacon of international outreach at Kenwood
Baptist Church in Louisville, KY.
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Theology is the foundation of missiology; this
foundation is often taken for granted today. The late
Paul Hiebert wrote:
Too often we choose a few themes and from there
build a simplistic theology rather than look at the
profound theological motifs that flow throughout
the whole of Scripture. Equally disturbing to the
foundations of mission is the dangerous potential
of shifting from God and his work to the emphasis
of what we can do for God by our own knowledge
and efforts. We become captive to a modern secular worldview in which human control and technique replace divine leading and human obedience
as the basis of mission.1

Theology and Practice of Missions does not fall into
the error of developing a theology of mission based
on a few themes of Scripture or new techniques
developed from modern science. Bruce Ashford,
the editor of this volume, put together a team of
missions practitioners and educators who are dedicated to developing a mission theology based on the
whole counsel of God.
The book is broken up into twenty-two chapters,
which are divided into four sections. The first section
is the foundational section, and it explains God’s mission. Building on that concept of God’s redemptive
mission, the following section explains the church’s
mission. The church’s mission to the nations as seen
in light of God’s mission is the next section, and the
final section discusses concluding challenges.
The theologies found in this book are not based
on the opinions of the individual authors with some
proof texts scattered throughout. The authors of
each chapter build their theology of mission based
on the four major plot movements in Scripture –
creation, fall, redemption and restoration. Each
author attempts to build his theology of the church’s
mission to the nations based on the whole counsel
of God, the narrative drama found in God’s word.
Missions strategies change when the gospel is
not assumed but applied after the strategy is developed. An example is the priority of evangelism.
Ministry to the poor is not to be marginalized, but
67
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“proclaiming the gospel of repentance of sin and
faith in Christ for the forgiveness of sins is our primary ministry to the poor because their greatest
need is heart transformation” (101). The church’s
primary ministry to the poor is proclaiming the gospel, not just economic development. A change in
circumstances does not change one’s heart. It is only
through regeneration that a person can love one’s
neighbors and care for the poor.
Missions is not simply an effort to create selfpropagating movements. Church planting is a means
to the goal of God’s mission—the kingdom of God.
The church derives its full meaning from the kingdom, and when the church is defined apart from
the kingdom the result is a deficient ecclesiology.
This deficient ecclesiology often places movements
above Christ and the gospel. In the drive to kick start
a movement, missionaries often simply have multiple people “make a decision” and meet as a group.
By contrast, the authors state, “The reality, evident
throughout Scripture and history, is that God’s plan
spans ages, and his mission may unfold slowly by
human accounts” (74). The slowness of the advance
of the kingdom of God should not deter missionaries.
God is sovereign and his purposes will work out.
Missionaries, educators, students and laypeople
alike will want to read this book to get a better sense
of the church’s mission to the nations. The gospel
is not assumed in this volume, but theologies are
developed based on the gospel as found in the storyline of Scripture.
1

Paul Hiebert, “De-Theologizing Missiology: A Response,”
Trinity world forum. 19 (Fall 1993): 4.

Piper, John. A Holy Ambition: To Preach
Where Christ has not been Named.
Minneapolis, MN: Desiring God Foundation,
2011. 163 pp. $14.99.
Reviewed by Anthony Casey. Casey is a Ph.D.
student at The Southern Baptist Theological
Seminary. His main interest is the interface of
orality and urbanization in church planting.
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John Piper is pastor for preaching and vision at
Bethlehem Baptist Church and founder of Desiring
God Ministries, both located in Minneapolis, MN.
This book is a collection of sermons Piper has
preached throughout the years. Bill Walsh describes
the purpose of the book in the preface when he states,
“The format of the sermons was more or less kept
intact with only minimal edits. We thought it might
prove a useful model for preachers to see how Pastor
John goes about preaching missions . . . . We wanted
this anthology to be, in part, on the preaching of
missions” (11). The book is divided into three parts.
Part one provides a biblical theology of gospelcentered mission. Piper states, “God’s ultimate goal
in creation and redemption is to uphold and display
his glory for the enjoyment of his redeemed people from
every tribe and tongue and people and nation” (36,
italics in original). Piper points to Abraham as the
father of nations but makes clear that every person
on earth needs to respond to the gospel in order to
be considered a true son of Abraham. Regardless of
ethnicity or faith background, all must be born again
in Christ, the seed of Abraham.
Part two lays out the mandate of world missions,
namely that Jesus Christ is the shepherd who calls
lost sheep. Piper is encouraged that missions will
be effective because Christ has already named the
sheep that are to come in. Believers must go because
the harvest is ready.
Part three underlines the costs and blessings of mission. Piper’s classic sermon on doing missions when
dying is gain introduces the section. Suffering and martyrdom are increasingly likely as the gospel penetrates
the remaining unreached peoples, many of whom are
hostile to Christians, and believers must be ready.
The book concludes with two appendices. The
first exposes the dangers of the prosperity gospel,
a stream of thought increasingly prevalent in the
majority world. Finally, the fourteen convictions
that drive missions at Piper’s church are explained.
This appendix is in line with the purpose of the book
to provide examples how to preach on and carry out
missions in a local church.
These sermons are classic Piper – bold, challenging, and Scripture saturated. Nothing earth shatterSBJME 1.1 | Summer 2012
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ing is presented in the book, but each sermon is a
reminder for why we exist and whom we should live
for. If nothing else, Piper is clear that missions needs
to be at the core of a church and its preaching, not a
once a year add in.

Sitton, David. Reckless Abandon: A Modern-

tive impact of discipleship, mentoring, and theological preparation in the author’s development.
Murlyn Dowell became Sitton’s spiritual father,
bridling Sitton as young believer into a disciplined student and practitioner of God’s Word.
Sitton’s missionary mentor, Joe Cannon, exemplified the conviction that eventually characterized
Sitton’s life and ministry.

Day Gospel Pioneer’s Exploits Among the
Most Difficult to Reach Peoples. Greenville,
SC: Ambassador International, 2011. 208 pp.
$12.99.
Reviewed by Mark Morris. Morris is a

Any discomfort, danger or peril we encountered
for the gospel would be worth it. If one of us had
to bury the other along the trail in some out of the
way place . . . it didn’t matter. “Jesus is worth it. It
would be a privilege.” (12)

Ph.D. student at The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, studying Missions and World
Religions. Mark served 14 years in Africa and
Central and Southern Asia with the International Mission Board. In 2007 Mark returned to
the IMB to lead partnership efforts with nontraditional Southern Baptist churches.

The appeal and terror of Reckless Abandon is the
narrative’s glaring evidence that God has a place for
anyone in his extraordinary mission, especially if God
used an unpolished, unsophisticated, beach boy like
David Sitton. In Reckless Abandon, David Sitton tells
his own inspirational story of perilous missionary
obedience. As an 18 year-old senior in high school,
David moved away from his split-up home, pursuing
the independence of a surfer’s carefree lifestyle.
Sitton’s dramatic spiritual transformation turned
him from a rash, thrill-seeking wave-rider to a recklessly obedient evangelist, preaching the gospel
among headhunting tribes in the jungles. The story
of David Sitton is incomplete without the poignant
image of his first arrival on the mission field. Sitton landed at a small Papa New Guinea airport as
a twenty year old with long blond hair seeping out
from under a black derby hat. Add to that scene
the audacity of young Sitton disembarking the aircraft with a surfboard under his arm. Only God and
patient missionary coaching could turn such raw
passion into Spirit-empowered church planting.
Reckless Abandon highlights the transformaBOOK REVIEWS | 62-70
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God sparked Sitton’s theological metamorphosis
through mentors who encouraged him to read all of
John Piper’s works. Piper’s influence is evidenced as
Scripture is carefully and appropriately utilized to
validate Sitton’s message. Undoubtedly, Sitton’s theology, missiology, and methodology began in a rudimentary, unorthodox manner. The author admits to
God’s prevailing in spite of less-than-desirable initial
approaches toward cross-cultural communication of
the gospel. Eventually Sitton founded a flourishing
mission - The Center for Pioneer Church Planting.
Through his own story, Sitton successfully challenges questions regarding “reasonable risk” in missions. Sitton makes the point anecdotally and to a
lessor degree theologically that a lifestyle of reckless
abandon in missions is consistent with God’s work
among the least reached. Reckless Abandon chronicles God’s work through an unlikely personality
in extraordinary circumstance for the glory of God
among very difficult to reach peoples.

Case, Jay Riley. An Unpredictable Gospel:
American Evangelicals and World Christianity,
1812-1920. New York: Oxford University Press,
2012. xi + 311 pp. $24.95.
Reviewed by Steve Weaver. Weaver is a
research assistant with the Andrew Fuller Center for Baptist Studies and a Ph.D. student at
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Southern Seminary. Steve is also the pastor of
Farmdale Baptist Church in Frankfort, KY.

The dominant interpretation regnant in studies
of the history of missions has been that the first
century of the modern missionary movement was
characterized by imperialistic desires to westernize
native peoples. In An Unpredictable Gospel,
however, Jay Riley Case explores the period in
light of historical research which indicates that this
interpretation may be less than completely accurate.
Instead, the evidence actually suggests that influence
between the non-Western and Western worlds
often unpredictably flowed in both directions, with
significant impact on American Christianity. The
“unpredictable gospel” also spread in ways that the
missionaries could never have expected. Once in
the hands of locals the message of Christianity was
adapted to the cultural contexts in ways that these
early missionaries could not have accomplished.
After all, the indigenous peoples knew their own
culture better than did the missionaries.
Case traces his fascinating thesis through a
number of case studies of American mission work
in Burma, West Africa, South Africa, and India. In
each arena he demonstrates both the double-edged
sword of influence and the unanticipated manners
in which Christianity spread in the hands of indigenous innovators. Paradigmatic, however, seem to
be the effects of a 1905 revival which took place
at a school for young women in India. Case opens
and closes his volume with an analysis of the circumstances surrounding this unusual event in missions history. During the revival, one of the girls
awoke to see a fire burning on one of her roommates who was praying. This sight was interpreted
as a manifestation of the Holy Spirit whom the
missionaries came to believe was granting power
for service to all who sought it. These missionaries turned from teacher to student as they sought
to gain the same experience. One of the missionaries, Minnie Abrams, spread news of this revival
around the world with her book, The Baptism of the
Holy Ghost & Fire. This work greatly influenced the
Pentecostal movement in both Latin America and
70
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the United States. Unexpectedly and unpredictably, Western Christianity was being influenced by
lower-caste South Asians.
If nineteenth-century American missionaries to
what is now called the Global South were indeed
seeking to Westernize, Case argues that they were
largely unsuccessful. These missionaries’ efforts usually yielded little in the way of immediately visible
results. Nevertheless, the twentieth century saw an
explosion of growth for Christianity in the Global
South, so much so that it has been argued to be the
new center for Christianity. What accounts for this
phenomenon? Case argues that this is due, not to the
methodology employed in the previous century, but
to the nature of evangelical Christianity which he says
inherently has the “remarkable ability to adapt to different cultures” (258). In other words, Christianity
has thrived in the Global South despite the best efforts
of Western missionaries. The missionaries served as
important channels for Christianity to enter a culture,
but it was only after the message was in the hands of
the indigenous peoples that it truly thrived. Furthermore, the interaction of Eastern and Western civilizations resulted in unforeseen impact upon the very
Western culture which is often seen as the aggressor
in the story of nineteenth-century missions.
In his well-documented volume, Jay Riley Case
has provided the kind of history that will serve the
church on her mission in the future. Historians will
certainly benefit by the author’s fresh perspective
and precise analysis of the familiar stories of missionary lore during the “Great Century” of missions.
While not meant to be prescriptive, missiologists
will nevertheless also benefit from the insights provided by this volume as they strategize for work
among unreached people groups in the twenty-first
century. Present-day missionaries can likewise learn
from both the successes and failures of previous
efforts at cross-cultural evangelization. All, however, can read this volume with confidence, knowing
that although the results of man’s flawed attempts to
proclaim the gospel are always unpredictable, the
gospel itself is the “power of God for salvation to
everyone who believes” (Romans 1:16, ESV).
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