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of God’s Glory
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In the evangelical church we talk much 
about the Great Commission and the 
need for missions, usually tied to statistics 
regarding human need. Unfortunately, 
though, we often do not focus on what is 
central in missions—the utter centrality 
of the name and glory of our great triune 
God. As with everything in Scripture and 
Christian theology, it should not surprise 
us that the doctrine of God is most impor-
tant. From Genesis to Revelation, our great 
God is the primary actor, the Lord of all, 
and, as such, he is central to everything 
(see Rom 11:33-36). This is his universe, 
not ours; he is concerned primarily about 
his glory, not ours (Isa 42:8). It is his name 
and character that we have sinned against 
(Rom 3:23), and in his gracious choice to 
save human beings, it is he who receives 
all praise, adoration, and worship (Eph 
1:4-6). No doubt, we are the beneficiaries 
of his gracious action in our Lord Jesus as 
he has poured out his grace upon us, but 
he has brought about our redemption in 
order that “all may honor the Son just as 
they honor the Father” (John 5:23 NIV) 
and “that at the name of Jesus every knee 
should bow, in heaven and on earth and 
under the earth, and every tongue confess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of 
God the Father” (Phil 2:10-11 NIV). Even in 
the judgment of those who stand outside 
of Christ, God will receive all praise and 
honor since he has not compromised his 
own holy name, character, and glory. 

This point is clearly seen in the Great 
Commission itself (Matt 28:18-20) since, 

in the end, it is more about the glory and 
supremacy of our Lord Jesus than about 
us. To see this, it is imperative to establish 
the context of this crucial redemptive-
historical event. Here we are presented 
with the risen Lord, who not only has 
all authority by virtue of who he is (John 
1:1-3; Phil 2:6; Heb 1:3), but also now, 
by virtue of what he has accomplished 
in his triumphant cross-work (see Rom 
1:2-4; Phil 2:9-11), has been given all 
authority from his Father as God’s own 
sovereign mediatorial King. Jesus the 
Christ, who inaugurated the kingdom in 
his coming, has now won victory over all 
his enemies—including sin, death, and 
Satan—all of which attempt to rob God 
of the glory due his name. It is from this 
posture of authority that the risen Lord 
commands and impels his followers for-
ward, to go and make disciples of all the 
nations—a command that brings to ful-
fillment the promises made to Abraham 
many years ago (see Gen 12:1-3) and that 
anticipates the climactic consummation of 
all of God’s purposes in the new heaven 
and new earth (see Rev 21-22). But notice: 
At the heart of the Great Commission is 
the announcement of the triumph of our 
sovereign Redeemer-King. Indeed, it is the 
proclamation of the victory of our triune 
God who has fulfilled his promise to make 
all things right by reversing the disastrous 
consequences of Adam’s fall and to bring 
about a new creation that includes within 
it the salvation of his people—from the 
nations—who will forever proclaim his 
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glory, honor, and fame.
When we take seriously this overall, 

God-centered perspective mediated 
through Christ and proclaimed by the 
power of the Spirit, we begin to see the 
centrality of God in missions. Our mis-
sionary God takes the initiative in grace 
and power to defeat all that stands against 
his glory and honor. Missions, in the end, 
has as its focus this God, and it has as its 
ultimate motivation nothing less than to 
see the name and glory of God spread 
throughout the earth and among the 
nations because that is his right and due. 
That is why, for the church, there is no 
greater task we can engage in than the 
proclamation and spread of the gospel 
to the nations. Not only is it not optional 
given our Lord’s command, but it also 
must be our delight and all-consuming 
passion to see our great God’s glory dis-
played in the salvation of the lost and in 
the disciple-making of the nations.

With that said, it must be acknowl-
edged, though, that the task of fulfilling 
our mission-calling is not always easy. 
There are many facets of it that must be 
carefully considered. In this edition, it 
is our privilege to reflect upon some of 
these important facets in both the articles 
and Forum selections. What unites our 
contributors, whether they are reflecting 
upon the biblical basis for missions or 
some of the very important theological 
and practical issues that we face as we 
do missions, is the God-centered nature 
of our missions-calling. Robert Plummer 
and Andreas Köstenberger begin our 
reflections by helping us think through 
afresh the biblical basis for missions by 
looking at the Great Commission and 
John’s Gospel respectively. Both conclude 
that missions is not only necessary for 
the church, but also, particularly as seen 

in John’s Gospel, it is at the heart of what 
God himself is doing in the world in the 
giving of his Son. 

Chuck Lawless then turns our focus 
to the very important theological and 
practical issue of spiritual warfare and 
missions, especially in light of the atten-
tion it has received in missiological lit-
erature. He works through biblical data 
as well as recent opinion on the subject 
and offers some very helpful and wise 
reflections. Ben Merkle tackles another 
significant facet of missions by calling us 
back to the Apostle Paul’s example, both 
in terms of proclamation and, specifically, 
the training of future generations through 
theological education—something that 
we must think through carefully if we 
are going to see the church reproduce 
with missions-minded people. David Sills 
focuses our attention on the crucial issue 
of communicating the gospel in cultures 
other than our own by utilizing some of 
the tools of intercultural communication. 
And lastly, John Piper, an individual and 
pastor known for his commitment to 
missions, gives us a powerful sermon 
focusing on the God-centered nature of 
our missions-calling before the Lord. As 
always, our Forum essays, in a diverse 
way, round out our discussion by giving 
us practical advice and wisdom, calling 
each one of us to be faithful in carrying 
out the Great Commission today.

It is my prayer that this edition of SBJT 
will challenge each one of us to renew 
our commitment to glorify God in the 
proclamation of the gospel—not only to 
see many people come under the saving 
reign of our Lord Jesus Christ—but even 
more, to see God glorified in the salvation 
of many people from every tribe, nation, 
and tongue, because he and he alone is 
worthy.
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In this article, our goal is to survey the 
theme of the Great Commission in the 
New Testament. While the phrase “Great 
Commission” is often applied to Jesus’ 
specific command to make disciples in 
Matt 28:19, in this chapter, we will use the 
term “Great Commission” more generally 
to mean all those passages which contain 
explicit or implicit commissions to evan-
gelize. In other words, we will be asking: 
What does the New Testament teach about 
Christians’ obligation to share the gospel 
with non-believers? 

The Gospels and Acts
Since the beginning of the modern 

missionary movement, the “Great Com-
mission” in Matt 28:16-20 has often proved 
a rallying cry to missions-committed 
persons of various backgrounds.2 We will 
take some time to focus on this text before 
looking more broadly at the Great Com-
mission theme in the Gospels and Acts. 

In Matt 28:19, Jesus instructs the apos-
tles to “make disciples of all nations.”3 
That is, the apostles are to make mature 
followers of Jesus Christ from people of 
every ethnicity.4 During Jesus’ earthly 
ministry, he focused his message on the 
Jews (Matt 10:6). But, now a new age in 
salvation history has dawned and the 
gospel is to go to all nations. How is it 
that the apostles are to make disciples of 
all nations? Jesus presents a three-step 
method: 

(1) The apostles must take the ini-
tiative to go (Matt 28:19).5 To obey 

Jesus’ command to make disciples 
of all nations, the apostles must first 
put themselves in direct contact with 
persons of different nationalities. 
As both intentional and uninten-
tional contacts with non-believers 
continue, the disciples are to view 
these evangelistic encounters from 
a divine perspective.
(2) The apostles must bring persons 
to the point where they knowingly 
and publicly align themselves with 
Jesus Christ by declaring their faith 
through baptism (Matt 28:19). This 
baptism is in “the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy 
Spirit”—implying that the one being 
baptized has come to know God as 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. That is, 
the convert is not one unwillingly 
immersed, but one who has entered 
into conscious relationship with the 
triune God. 
(3) The apostles are to teach the con-
verts everything that Jesus has com-
manded (Matt 28:20). If the young 
converts are to become mature 
disciples, they must continue to 
be schooled in the apostles’ teach-
ing—enabled by Christ’s indwelling 
Spirit—to love God and love neigh-
bor (Matt 22:37-40).

One might ask, then—in light of Matt 
28:16-20—how could anyone deny the 
Great Commission of the church? A num-
ber of persons have objected, however, 
to the use of this passage as a basis for 
the modern church’s evangelistic task. 
Some have protested that the instruc-
tions in Matt 28 were only given to the 
original apostles. These are instructions 
not for church, but for the founding mem-
bers of the church. Yet, the commission 
to the apostles explicitly indicates that 
the apostles are to teach their converts 
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to “obey everything” that Jesus had com-
manded them—apparently including this 
Great Commission as well. Indeed, if the 
Great Commission in Matt 28 is only for 
the apostles, then the church should also 
not baptize persons since only the apostles 
were explicitly instructed to baptize.

Admittedly, there are some functions 
that only the apostles can fulfill; only the 
apostles can function as eyewitnesses 
of the resurrection (1 Cor 15:4-9). The 
post-apostolic church, however, can con-
vey the apostles’ eyewitness testimony. 
Other repeatable functions of the apostles 
(going, baptizing, teaching, etc.) devolve 
upon the church as a whole and are mani-
fested through a variety of gifted persons 
in local congregations (1 Cor 12:4-7). The 
Gospel authors clearly understand the 
majority of Jesus’ teaching as directly 
applicable to their contemporary audience 
(Matt 28:20)—and by logical extension, to 
later Christian audiences reading their 
works.

Others have objected to the modern 
church’s appropriation of the Great Com-
mission by arguing that the gospel has 
already spread to all nations. If, in fact, 
the gospel has already been preached to 
all nations (by the apostles, or others), 
then the task has been fulfilled; it no lon-
ger remains for the church. Indeed, some 
New Testament texts seem to describe 
the gospel as having been preached to 
all nations (Rom 10:17-18; Col 1:5-6; Col 
1:23; 1 Tim 3:16). In Mark 13:10, Jesus says 
“the gospel must first be preached to all 
nations,” and later in the same discourse 
he says that “all these things” (i.e., signs 
which precede his coming) must be ful-
filled during the lifetime of his disciples 
(Mark 13:30). In Col 1:23, Paul asserts that 
the gospel has been “proclaimed to every 
creature under heaven.” Oddly enough, at 

the same time, Paul continues to strive to 
preach the gospel in new territories (Rom 
15:19-24). 

It seems that the best way to understand 
these puzzling texts is in light of the salva-
tion-historical scheme given in the Bible 
(i.e., the overarching framework of God 
progressively working in history to save 
mankind). Prior to Christ’s death and res-
urrection, the gospel was preached to the 
Jews (Matt 10:6).6 By Jesus’ resurrection, 
however, God inaugurates the climactic 
period of his saving plan; the activity of 
God is no longer centered in Jerusalem 
but is present wherever his Spirit indwells 
the living temple of his people. News of 
God’s salvation is now announced to all 
peoples in the sense that all ethnic groups 
without exception are now objects of that 
gospel’s proclamation. 

Finally, some persons have objected 
to the Great Commission on the grounds 
that it is a culturally-conditioned com-
mand. Such persons would say that we 
now recognize that there are many world 
religions, and it is bigoted of us to try to 
convert other people to our way of think-
ing.7 In other words, we should reject the 
close-mindedness of ancient societies in 
favor of the tolerance and open-minded-
ness of modern cultures.

It is undeniable that some commands of 
the Bible are culturally-conditioned (e.g., 
“Greet one another with a holy kiss,” Rom 
16:16). Yet, even with these culturally-
conditioned commands, we must seek to 
obey their core supra-cultural principles. 
For example, modern Americans may not 
greet their Christian brothers with a kiss, 
but they should greet them in a warm, 
sincere, culturally-appropriate way (e.g., 
with a hearty handshake).

Scholarly claims to culturally-con-
ditioned teachings can in fact be veiled 
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attempts to judge the teachings of the 
Bible according to modern philosophies 
and predilections. In reality, to claim that 
the church should not seek to convert 
persons to the Christian faith is to deny 
the truthfulness of Scripture; it is to say 
that our modern opinions are correct and 
that the Bible is wrong. Human opinion 
becomes the final authority of truth rather 
than God’s revelation. 

Beyond the famous Matt 28 text, the 
Great Commission is found throughout 
the Gospels. We find similarly climactic 
instructions at the end of Luke and John. 
In Luke 24:46-49, we read, 

[Jesus] told them, “This is what is 
written: The Christ will suffer and 
rise from the dead on the third day, 
and repentance and forgiveness of 
sins will be preached in his name to 
all nations, beginning at Jerusalem. 
You are witnesses of these things. 
I am going to send you what my 
Father has promised; but stay in 
the city until you have been clothed 
with power from on high.”

While in Matthew the Great Commis-
sion is given as a command, here in Luke 
it appears as a prediction.8 Jesus gives 
a straightforward summary of biblical 
prophecy: “repentance and forgiveness 
of sins will be preached in [Christ’s] name 
to all nations” (Luke 24:47). Although it 
appears that many Christians are failing 
in the completion of the Great Commis-
sion, the ultimate success of this task 
is not in doubt. God has guaranteed its 
results. The certain triumph of God’s plan, 
however, does not call us to laziness but 
confident diligence (Matt 25:1-46). In pro-
claiming the gospel, we know we are busy 
with a winning and important task. And, 
we know that we will give an account of 
our stewardship when the Savior appears 
(1 John 2:28-3:3).

In the “Lukan Great Commission” of 

Luke 24, we also note that the spreading 
of the gospel is depicted in geographi-
cal terms. It begins “at Jerusalem” (Luke 
24:47). And, as Luke later tells us in 
volume 2 (Acts), the gospel moves on to 
the whole region of Judea, Samaria, and 
finally to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8). 
This geographical spread of the gospel 
also overlaps with a broader salvation-
historical scheme, for the gospel is first 
proclaimed in Jewish regions but quickly 
moves into non-Jewish territory. 

Paul also speaks of the gospel spread-
ing from a geographical perspective in 
Romans. In Rom 15:19, he writes, “So 
from Jerusalem all the way around to 
Illyricum (modern day Yugoslavia), I have 
fully proclaimed the gospel of Christ.” 
From Paul’s comments, we can see he not 
only pictures the gospel spreading geo-
graphically (and by extension, to various 
ethnicities in those geographical loci), but 
he thought of the preaching of the gospel 
in representative terms. In other words, 
not every literal person from Jerusalem 
to Illyricum had heard the gospel from 
Paul, but the apostle was already moving 
to new territories. Paul’s desire to preach 
in completely unreached areas (Rom 15:19-
20) coupled with his confidence that the 
gospel, once present, would spread (Col 
1:6; 1 Thess 1:8) pushed him to ever-new 
groundbreaking work.9

In Luke 24:48, we also note that the 
unique eyewitness role of the apostles is 
mentioned (“you are witnesses of these 
things”), though post-apostolic preaching 
of the gospel is not denied. Finally, Luke 
highlights that this triumphant spread of 
the gospel is not based on human power, 
but on the personal presence of God’s 
Spirit. The disciples, in fact, are not to begin 
their mission until they have been “clothed 
with power from on high” (Luke 24:49).
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The book of Acts continues this 
theme of the gospel’s Spirit-empowered 
advance across ever-increasing geo-
graphic expanses. Again and again, the 
Spirit empowers and directs the church 
to spread the good news that Jesus died 
to provide forgiveness to lost and con-
demned persons (Acts 1:8; 2:4, 17-18; 4:8, 
31; 5:32; 6:10; 8:29, 39; 9:31; 10:19, 44; 11:12; 
13:2, 4).

 The Gospel of John also has an explicit 
statement of the Great Commission, but 
it differs somewhat from both Matthew 
and Luke. In 20:19-23, the Apostle John 
reports: 

On the evening of that first day of 
the week, when the disciples were 
together, with the doors locked for 
fear of the Jews, Jesus came and 
stood among them and said, “Peace 
be with you!” After he said this, he 
showed them his hands and side. 
The disciples were overjoyed when 
they saw the Lord. Again Jesus said, 
“Peace be with you! As the Father 
has sent me, I am sending you.” 
And with that he breathed on them 
and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If 
you forgive anyone his sins, they are 
forgiven; if you do not forgive them, 
they are not forgiven.”

In this resurrection appearance, Jesus 
begins by announcing “peace” to his 
disciples. While the traditional Jewish 
greeting of “Shalom” certainly underlies 
Jesus’ greeting, the term is here pregnant 
with theological significance. By his death 
and resurrection, Jesus is able to announce 
the cessation of God’s wrath against those 
formerly under his just condemnation 
(John 3:36). Now, through Christ, believ-
ers can be ushered into the realm of God’s 
blessing and favor—his Shalom.

After announcing God’s peace to the 
disciples, Jesus commissions them with 
language that draws a parallel to his own 
mission. The Father sent Jesus into the 

world; now Jesus sends the disciples.10 As 
in Luke’s account, the Spirit provides the 
ability for this mission. Whether symbolic 
of the coming Pentecost or an expres-
sion of the disciples’ regeneration, Jesus 
breathes on them and instructs them to 
“Receive the Holy Spirit” (John 20:22).

After this infusion of the Spirit (whether 
proleptic or real), Jesus focuses on the 
weighty message and consequent stew-
ardship of the gospel commission. Jesus’ 
disciples announce the news that will 
divide for eternity the forgiven from the 
unforgiven. This point is made in starkest 
terms by Jesus’ statement: “If you forgive 
anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you 
do not forgive them, they are not for-
given” (John 20:23). Taken out of context, 
this verse might seem to imply that the 
disciples have in themselves the ability 
to forgive or retain sins. Read within 
the immediate and broader context, 
however, it is clear that only through the 
Spirit-led proclamation of the gospel do 
the disciples exercise this function. They 
are Christ’s ambassadors, answering the 
world’s question, “What must we do to 
do the works God requires?” (John 6:28). 
The disciples are to repeat faithfully the 
answer of their master: “The work of God 
is this: to believe in the one he has sent” 
(John 6:29). To those who reject that mes-
sage, Christ’s messengers must with sad-
ness and honesty declare that the wrath 
of God remains on them (John 3:36). It 
is in this way even today that modern 
Christians continue to function as an 
authoritative conduit for God’s forgiving 
or retaining of sins.

In seeking for the most explicit state-
ment of the Great Commission in Mark, 
we are probably right to look to Mark 13:10 
where Jesus states, “The gospel must first 
be preached to all nations.” Although in 
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Mark 16:15 we find the imperative, “Go 
into all the world and preach the good 
news to all creation,” the best and most 
ancient manuscripts of Mark end at 16:8.11 
Thus, while the commission in Mark 16:15 
is correct theologically in that it corre-
sponds to Scriptures like Matt 28:19, we 
would do well not to quote later additions 
of Scripture as if they have Scriptural 
authority. By quoting from Mark 16:15, we 
seem to legitimize other portions of Mark 
16:9-20, some of which present theological 
problems. The key question, of course, is 
whether Mark 16:9-20 was originally part 
of the Gospel that Mark wrote, and the 
overwhelming answer from the experts 
on the subject is no.12

Because of the brevity of this chapter, 
we are not able to survey the many other 
occurrences—both explicit and implicit—
of the Great Commission in the Gospels 
and Acts. The reader is invited to ponder 
anew how many of Jesus’ actions and 
teachings imply the continuing advance of 
God’s kingdom through the evangelistic 
and transforming presence of his church. 
While Jesus and his followers appeared 
in his day as small and unimportant 
as a mustard seed, this Messiah’s most 
unusual kingdom would one day be bet-
ter described as the largest plant in the 
garden (Matt 13:31-32).

The Pauline Epistles
There is no doubt that Paul viewed 

himself and the other apostles as instru-
ments to spread God’s word to the ends 
of the world (Rom 15:19-24; Gal 2:7-9). 
There is some question, though, as to 
what evangelistic role Paul envisioned for 
non-apostles. The apparent lack of explicit 
commands to evangelize in his letters has 
led some to claim that Paul envisioned a 
more passive or attractive evangelistic 

role for the local congregations.13 Out-
ward-directed mission was preserved for 
Paul and his co-workers. By extension, 
some authors who take this view suggest 
that God may raise up individuals apart 
from local congregations to complete the 
missionary task today—analogous to the 
way God raised up apostles and apostolic 
co-workers in Paul’s day.14

There are several flaws with this 
approach. Most significantly, the Pauline 
epistles do contain explicit imperatives 
to evangelize, though not as many as we 
might first expect. While the translation of 
Phil 2:16 is debated, it seems best to under-
stand the text as an imperative to “hold 
out the word of life” (i.e., the gospel).15 
Indeed, while not a command, earlier 
in this letter, Paul has already described 
approvingly the evangelistic activity of 
“most of the brothers” in Rome (Phil 1:14). 
Paul repeats similar commendations to 
the Thessalonians, from whom the word 
of the Lord has rung forth (1 Thess 1:8).16  
A careful attention to context will also 
show that some of Paul’s commands to 
imitate him include an evangelistic com-
ponent (1 Cor 4:16; 11:1).17 Furthermore, 
Eph 6:15 (“feet fitted with the readiness 
that comes from the gospel of peace”) is 
best understood as a Pauline exhortation 
to evangelistic readiness.18 Finally, Col 
4:5-6 exhorts the congregation to evan-
gelistic conversation, though admittedly 
Paul here only speaks explicitly of response 
to outsiders’ direct inquiries.19

In spite of these texts surveyed above, 
given Paul’s extensive comments on other 
ethical and theological issues, it is still 
somewhat puzzling that he does not pro-
vide more reflection on the evangelistic 
obligation of his congregations. There 
are several possible reasons for this: (1) 
Paul prefers to emphasize divine rather 
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than human activity in the spread of the 
gospel (e.g., Col 1:5-6; 1 Thess 1:5; 2 Thess 
2:13; 3:1-2).20 (2) Paul frequently describes 
the congregations or persons to whom 
he is writing as suffering (e.g., Rom 8:16-
17; Gal 6:12; Phil 1:29-30; 1 Thess 2:14-16; 
3:3-4; 2 Tim 1:8; 2:3; 3:12). In light of this 
reality, we can conclude that the early 
Christians were effectively making their 
presence known. A command to proclaim 
the gospel would be superfluous. It is 
the ongoing proclamation of the gospel 
(through word and deed) that creates 
the situation of persecution.21 (3) Paul 
describes the activity of the apostles and 
the activity of the churches in such paral-
lel fashion, that it seems best to conclude 
that all but the non-repeatable functions 
of the apostles (i.e., eyewitness testimony 
and possibly more sensational miracles) 
devolve upon the churches.22 (4) Paul’s 
understanding of the gospel as God’s 
dynamic word that inevitably moves 
forward and accomplishes the divine 
purpose provides a theological basis for 
the church’s mission. For example, in Col 
1:6, Paul writes, “All over the world this 
gospel is bearing fruit and growing, just 
as it has been doing among you since the 
day you heard it and understood God’s 
grace in all its truth.” As we see in this 
passage, for Paul, when the gospel is 
genuinely present in a congregation, he 
is confident that the dynamic nature of 
that word will guarantee its ongoing tri-
umphant progress. Many other passages 
can be cited to show that Paul viewed the 
gospel as God’s dynamic and effective 
word (e.g., Rom 1:16; 15:18-19; 1 Cor 1:17-25; 
4:15; 9:12; 14:36; 15:1-2; Col 3:16-17; 1 Thess 
1:5-8; 2:13-16).23 

While scholars are right to remind us 
that the church is to have an attractive 
missionary function, this more passive 

ministry does not deny or mitigate the 
church’s ongoing outward-directed 
evangelistic task. Not everyone in a local 
congregation will sell everything and 
travel as itinerant evangelists; in fact, 
most will not. Local congregations as a 
whole inherit this missionary commission 
from the apostles, and depending on an 
individual person’s gifts, supernatural 
leading, and life circumstances, obedience 
to this commission will be manifested in 
a variety of ways.

Conclusion
The purpose of this chapter was to sur-

vey the theme of the Great Commission 
in the New Testament. Because of space 
limitations, we discussed only the Gos-
pels, Acts, and the Pauline Epistles.24 We 
have seen that the New Testament authors 
expect all Christians to be involved in 
taking the gospel to the unevangelized. 
We have also seen that it would be a mis-
take to think of this commission solely in 
terms of explicit imperatives. While some 
New Testament materials (e.g., Matt 28:19) 
emphasize the command to evangelize, 
others (e.g., Acts) focus on the role of 
God’s Spirit in empowering and directing 
the gospel’s spread. Still other sections of 
the New Testament (e.g., Paul’s letters) 
prefer to speak of the gospel spreading 
from a divine perspective; they picture 
the gospel as God’s dynamic word that 
inevitably accomplishes his purpose. 

The New Testament materials are rich 
and varied in their discussions of mission. 
It is incumbent upon modern churches to 
mirror this depth in our current missio-
logical study. Equally important, our theo-
logical reflection must be accompanied by 
prayer, passion, and obedient activity.
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“For God so loved the world that he 
gave his one and only Son, that whoever 
believes in him shall not perish but have 
eternal life” (John 3:16). John’s entire 
Gospel is pervaded by this divine mis-
sion: God, the Father, in his love send-
ing Jesus, his Son, to save all those who 
believe in him, for eternal life. The Spirit, 
too, is shown to play an important part 
in Jesus’ mission as well as in the mis-
sion of his followers, jointly witnessing 
with them (15:26–27) and empowering the 
community’s proclamation of forgiveness 
and salvation in Jesus (20:22–23).

In the following essay, I will seek to 
demonstrate the following dual thesis: 
(1) John’s mission theology is an integral 
part of his presentation of Father, Son, and 
Spirit; and (2) rather than John’s mission 
theology being a function of his Trinitar-
ian theology, the converse is in fact the 
case: John’s presentation of Father, Son, 
and Spirit is a function of his mission 
theology.1

In order to demonstrate this thesis, 
I will proceed as follows. After a brief 
treatment of John’s references to theos, 
God, I will first trace John’s presentations 
of Father, Son, and Spirit one at a time, 
with particular attention to their role in 
mission. Subsequently, I will discuss the 
way in which John’s Trinitarian theology 
culminates in several strategic refer-
ences to mission involving the persons 
of the triune Godhead toward the end of 
the Gospel. Hence, it will be shown that 
Father, Son, and Spirit alike contribute to 
the one great cause of the mission of God 
to the world.

Theos 
God

Apart from three major references to 
Jesus as theos in John 1:1, 18, and 20:28 
(on which see further below), the usual 
referent of theos is God the Father. On 
the whole, God as a character remains in 
the background. As Culpepper observes, 
“God is the reality beyond, the tran-
scendent presence.”2 References to God’s 
actions are limited to him loving the world 
(3:16) and sending (3:17) and approving of 
his Son (6:27); to him hearing righteous 
prayer (9:31; 11:22); and to him glorifying 
the Son (13:32).3 

In semantic, though not ontological, 
contrast, the Father is characterized in 
considerably more active terms in John’s 
Gospel.4 While the fourth evangelist 
therefore stringently maintains God’s 
transcendence, he also portrays God as a 
loving Father who gives and draws indi-
viduals to Jesus.5

References to God’s nature or essen-
tial attributes, stating that God is eternal 
(1:1, 2), invisible (1:18), true (3:33; 17:3), 
spirit (4:24), and the only God (5:44; 17:3), 
further accentuate God’s distance or oth-
erness.6 Overall, God is the great Given, 
Known, Accepted, and constant Assumed 
in the controversy concerning Jesus 
whose support is sought and invoked by 
both sides in the escalating debate.7

Jesus
As mentioned above, in three excep-

tional instances the referent of theos in 
John’s Gospel is not the Father, but Jesus. 
While various Christological titles—
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including “Son of God”—are applied to 
Jesus by his followers, the most striking 
designation for Jesus in the Gospel is the 
term theos, which occurs in the opening 
and closing verse of the prologue and in 
the final pericope of the Gospel proper 
(20:28). This literary inclusion, whereby 
Jesus is affirmed to be God at the begin-
ning and at the end of the Gospel (and 
nowhere else in those terms) is startling 
in that it takes a designation, theos, which 
is universally applied to the God of the 
Hebrew Scriptures in the entire body of 
the Gospel, and changes the referent to 
Jesus.

Remarkably, this is done without any 
sustained attempt at adjudicating the 
issue of how the God of the Hebrew 
Scriptures and Jesus can both be called 
theos.8 The major exception is found at 
the inception of the Gospel, where the 
Word—himself theos—and theos are said 
to have existed eternally in close proxim-
ity to one another.

At the same time, even the risen Jesus 
still refers to the God of the Hebrew Scrip-
tures as “my God” in 20:17 and earlier 
in the Gospel affirms that the Father is 
greater than him (14:28; cf. 10:29-30). This 
hints at a resolution of an apparent dithe-
ism: While there is more than one referent 
of theos in this Gospel, these two persons 
sustain a complementary relationship 
which, as will be explored more fully 
in the pages below, is most frequently 
described in the Johannine narrative as 
that of “Father” and “Son.”

The Father
The notion of God as Father is not a 

common one in the Hebrew Scriptures.9 
On the whole, “Father” tends to be 
applied to Israel as a nation rather than 
to individual Jews.10 The situation is very 

different in John’s Gospel where Father-
Son is the dominant, controlling metaphor 
used for Jesus’ relationship with God. 
The two persons of God the Father and 
the Son are thoroughly and inextricably 
intertwined.11 Jesus derives his mission 
from the Father and is fully dependent 
on him in carrying it out.12 The imagery 
of “father” and “son” plainly draws on 
Jewish cultural expectations related to 
father-son relationships, especially those 
pertaining to only sons.13

Of the 136 instances of patēr (“father”) 
in John’s Gospel, 120 have God as a refer-
ent.14 The references to God as patēr are 
pervasive, but not evenly spread.15 Major 
clusters are found in the “festival cycle” 
(chapters 5, 6, 8, and 10) and the Farewell 
Discourse (chapters 14–16). Virtually all 
references are found in discourse mate-
rial.16 This strongly suggests that John’s 
“Father” language is rooted in the termi-
nology of Jesus himself.17 The emphasis 
on the Father as the one who sent Jesus18 
and who witnesses to him portrays him 
as the Authorizer and Authenticator of 
Jesus.19 Emphatically, it is Jesus himself 
who refers to God as “the” Father and in 
close to twenty instances even as “his” 
Father.20 “The Father” is Jesus’ natural—
almost unselfconscious—way of referring 
to God.

The prologue refers to Jesus as the 
monogenēs or “one-of-a-kind Son” from the 
Father (1:14) and stresses his unique rela-
tionship with him (1:18).21 At the temple 
clearing, Jesus calls the sanctuary his 
“Father’s house” (2:16; cf. Luke 2:49).22 In 
3:35, the evangelist speaks of the Father’s 
love for the Son, which led him to entrust 
all things to him. This passage, together 
with 1:14 and 18, suggests that “Father and 
Son” is the evangelist’s preferred way of 
conveying the nature of Jesus’ relation-
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ship with God. John 4:21–23 shows Jesus 
on a mission recruiting true worshipers 
for God.

References to God as Father abound 
in 5:17–47, the “Sabbath controversy” 
between Jesus and the Jewish leaders. In 
5:17, Jesus asserts that his Father is at work 
until the present, and so Jesus is at work as 
well, by virtue of his unique relationship 
with God (5:18). In the face of mounting 
opposition, Jesus elaborates on the Father-
Son relationship. As in the case of human 
fathers, where sons customarily followed 
in their fathers’ footsteps by learning their 
trade, Jesus claims to take his cue from his 
Father (5:20, echoing 3:35; see also 1:18). 
Both the Father’s giving of life and all 
judgment are said to be reproduced in and 
delegated to the Son (5:21–22). Thus who-
ever fails to honor the Son fails to honor 
the Father (5:23; cf. mishna Berakot 5:5). In 
5:36 Jesus’ works are cited as evidence 
that the Father sent him (cf. 5:19–20), and 
in 5:43 Jesus states plainly that he came in 
his Father’s name.

Jesus’ mission in relation to the Father 
is further elaborated in the aftermath of 
the feeding of the multitude. Most pro-
nounced are references to the Father as 
“giving” people to Jesus or as “drawing” 
them to him. All those whom the Father 
has given to Jesus will come to him (6:37). 
It is the Father’s will that all those who 
believe in the Son have eternal life (6:40). 
No one can come to Jesus unless the Father 
draws him (6:44–45; reiterated in 6:65). In 
his ministry the Son is totally dependent 
on the Father. In the remaining references 
to patēr in the present discourse, Jesus 
claims that he alone has seen the Father 
(cf. 1:18) and that “the living Father” sent 
him (6:57).

At the Feast of Tabernacles, Jesus once 
again affirms his close association with 

his sender, the Father (8:16, 18). When 
challenged about his “father,” Jesus 
responds that his opponents do not know 
the Father or else they would acknowl-
edge Jesus (8:19). The Father is known 
through Jesus and him alone; Jesus is the 
sole point of access to God (cf. 10:7–9; 14:6). 
In the ensuing paternity dispute, Jesus 
maintains that the Father is the origin of 
his teaching (8:28, 38). Those who deny 
this thereby prove that their true spiritual 
father is not God, but the devil (8:44).

In John 10:14-15, Jesus states that he 
knows his own and they know him, just 
as the Father and he know each other. The 
Father loves Jesus because he is willing to 
sacrifice his life for those in need of salva-
tion (10:17–18). In 10:25, Jesus once again 
points to the witness of his works done in 
the name of the Father (an inclusion with 
5:36). In keeping with previous assertions 
(cf. esp. 6:37, 44), Jesus maintains that 
no one can snatch those the Father has 
given him out of his hand; for the Father 
is greater than all (10:29).

Jesus proceeds to affirm his unity of 
purpose and mission with the Father by 
saying, “I and the Father are one” (hen, 
neuter singular; 10:30; cf. 5:17–18). For 
Jesus to be one with the Father yet distinct 
from him amounts to a claim to deity. To 
be sure, the emphasis here is on the unity 
of their works, yet an ontological (not just 
functional) unity between Jesus and the 
Father seems presupposed.23 Jesus’ unity 
with the Father later constitutes the basis 
on which Jesus prays that his followers be 
unified (17:11, 21–23; note again the neuter 
hen; see further below). Again, Jesus refers 
to his “many good works from the Father” 
and affirms that the Father set him—the 
Son of God—apart and sent him into the 
world (10:36). His works are offered as 
evidence that the Father is in him and he 
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in the Father (10:37–38).
Later, when instructing his followers 

on discipleship, Jesus promises that the 
Father will honor anyone who serves him 
(11:26). In a struggle reminiscent of the 
Synoptic portrait of Gethsemane, Jesus 
asks, rhetorically, whether he shall ask 
the Father to rescue him from the hour 
of death, only immediately to discard the 
idea: “No—Father, glorify your name.” 
His prayer is promptly answered by a 
voice from heaven, the only direct utter-
ance by God in this Gospel (12:27–28). 
Hence the intimacy between Jesus and 
the Father continues unabated even with 
the crucifixion rapidly approaching (cf. 
12:24). “Father” is also Jesus’ custom-
ary address to God in prayer in 11:41 at 
Lazarus’s tomb (cf. 12:27–28; 17:1, 5, 11, 
21, 24, 25). As the ensuing events make 
clear, the Father hears and answers Jesus’ 
prayer. The chapter and the entire Book of 
Signs (chapters 1-12) conclude with Jesus’ 
emphatic affirmation that his teaching is 
in keeping with that of the Father who 
sent him and that the purpose and end 
of his Father’s command is eternal life 
(12:50).

The Farewell Discourse notably shifts 
the perspective from the vantage point 
of Jesus’ earthly ministry to the Jews to 
that of anticipating his exaltation with 
the Father.24 At the very outset of the 
Book of Glory (chapters 13-20) the evan-
gelist makes clear that Jesus was about to 
return to the Father and that he faced the 
ensuing events in the full awareness that 
the Father had given everything into his 
hands and that he had come from God 
and was returning to God (13:1–3; note 
the clear verbal echo of 3:35, also by the 
evangelist).

There are a total of forty-four references 
to God as Father in the Farewell Discourse 

proper (chapters 14–16) plus six in Jesus’ 
final prayer in chapter 17. This speaks of 
the intimate nature of Jesus’ disclosure 
in these final moments of his earthly 
ministry.25 Tolmie provides two lists of 
references to God as Father in the Fare-
well Discourse, one that demonstrates the 
intricate linkage between the Father and 
Jesus and the other featuring passages 
that emphasize the benefit of this relation-
ship for human beings.26 With regard to 
Jesus, the Father

• hands all things over to him (13:3; 
17:2);
• has sent him (13:3, 20; 15:21; 16:5, 
28, 30; 17:3, 8, 18, 25);
• glorifies him (13:31, 32; 17:1, 5, 
22);
• reveals himself through him 
(14:6–11; 17:6, 11, 14, 26);
• is in him (14:10–11, 20);
• instructs him what to say and do 
(14:10, 24, 31; 15:10, 15);
• grants his requests (14:16);
• is greater than him (14:28);
• loves him (15:9; 17:23, 26);
• gives people to him (17:6, 9); and
• is one with him (17:10, 11, 21–22).

With regard to believers,

• there is adequate space for them 
in his “house” (14:2);
• he will send the paraklētos to them 
(14:16, 26; 15:26);
• he will love them (14:21, 23; 
16:27);
• he will come and stay with them 
(14:23);
• he will prune the branches in 
order that they may bear more fruit 
(15:2);
• he will grant their requests (15:16; 
16:23);
• he will protect them from the evil 
one (17:15);
• he will enable them to be one 
(17:21–22).

In 14:2, Jesus tells his followers that he 
is going to prepare a place for them in his 
“Father’s house.” This is the same expres-
sion as in 2:16, which is why some have 
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suggested that here, too, the temple is in 
view. However, owing to the lack of con-
textual indicators in the present passage, 
heaven is a more likely referent.27

The densest concentration of references 
to God as Father is found in 14:6–13, where 
twelve references occur in a span of eight 
verses. Thomas first asks Jesus to show the 
disciples the way (14:5). Jesus tells him 
that he is the way and that no one can 
come to the Father except through him 
(14:6). Philip follows up by asking Jesus to 
show them the Father (14:8). Jesus replies 
that having seen him is having seen the 
Father (14:9)—an amazing statement in 
light of the fact that no one can, or ever 
has, seen God. Jesus has made the invis-
ible God visible (cf. 1:18).

In 14:10–11, Jesus elaborates further 
on the closeness of his relationship to 
the Father, maintaining that he is in the 
Father and the Father is in him. Clearly, 
this indicates a very close personal family 
relationship. What is in view here is not an 
identity of persons, but a unity of purpose. 
The “in” language should not be taken to 
suggest a “mystical” relationship between 
Jesus and the Father. Rather, their relation-
ship is one of intimacy, love, and trust. 
Hence Jesus’ words come from the Father 
who does his works in Jesus (14:11).

Jesus’ return to the Father will enable 
his followers to do greater works than 
Jesus did during his earthly ministry.28 
This promise of “greater works” is predi-
cated upon Jesus’ exaltation with the 
Father (14:12c). Once exalted, Jesus will 
answer prayer so that the Father will be 
glorified in the Son and the disciples’ 
mission accomplished (14:13). At Jesus’ 
request, the Father will also send the Spirit 
(14:16). Once Jesus has risen, his followers 
will know that he is in the Father (14:20). 
Those who obey Jesus will be loved by his 

Father (14:21).
In fact, both Jesus and the Father will 

come and make their home in the believer 
(14:23). Since the Spirit is said to be in the 
believer as well (14:17), this means that in 
a sense the entire triune Godhead will be 
present in that individual, though perhaps 
more precisely it is the indwelling Spirit 
who is sent by the Father in Jesus’ name 
(cf. 14:16, 26). Jesus’ message is not his own 
but the Father’s (14:24). The promise of 
the Father’s sending of the Spirit in Jesus’ 
name is reiterated in 14:26. As Jesus came 
in the Father’s name, the Spirit will come 
in Jesus’ name.

The disciples ought to rejoice that Jesus 
is returning to the Father, for the Father 
is greater than he (14:28). This is only an 
apparent contradiction with 10:30. There 
the reference is to the Father’s and the 
Son’s unity of purpose. In 14:28, the refer-
ence is to the Son’s subordination to the 
Father, which is consistently affirmed in 
the Gospel: The Father is the sender of 
Jesus; Jesus obeys and depends on the 
Father; he originates with and returns to 
the Father; and it is the Father who does 
his work and speaks his words through 
him.29 Jesus concludes this portion of  
the Farewell Discourse by affirming that 
he is committed to obey the Father in 
order to show the world that he loves 
him (14:31).

The entire ensuing allegory of the vine 
is told by Jesus in personal terms depict-
ing his Father as the vinedresser and 
himself as the vine (15:1).30 The Father is 
glorified when Jesus’ followers bear much 
fruit (15:8; note the verbal allusion to 
Jesus’ bearing of fruit in 12:24). Critically, 
the disciples are the next link in the chain 
that connects the Father and Jesus. Just 
as the Father has loved Jesus, so he loves 
the disciples (15:9). And just as Jesus has 
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obeyed the Father, so his followers ought 
to obey him (15:10; see 20:21 below).

No longer does Jesus call his disciples 
his “servants” (13:16; cf. 12:26). Rather, 
they are his friends, because he has made 
known to them all the things he has heard 
from the Father (15:15; cf. 5:19–20). Hence 
Jesus’ followers are included into his close 
familial relationship with the Father. And 
once again, the disciples are enjoined to 
petition the Father in Jesus’ name (15:16; 
cf. 14:13–14).

Jesus proceeds to state that whoever 
hates him also hates the Father (15:23–24). 
For the third time, he refers to the com-
ing of the Spirit, this time by affirming 
that he himself will send the Spirit from 
the Father. This Spirit of truth is said to 
proceed from the Father (15:26). Jesus’ 
followers are warned that the world will 
persecute them, because they have known 
neither the Father nor Jesus (16:3).

The Spirit ’s convicting work will 
include convicting the world of righteous-
ness because Jesus was about to return 
to the Father (16:10). This may mean that 
the world will be convicted of its unrigh-
teousness—parallel to being convicted of 
its sin of unbelief in Jesus and Satan “the 
ruler of this world” being judged—or that 
the world will be convicted on the basis 
of Jesus’ righteousness, which will be 
apparent when he is raised from the dead 
subsequent to his crucifixion.31

The Trinitarian interplay between 
Father, Son, and Spirit is evident in the 
Spirit’s ministry of taking from what is 
Jesus’ and revealing it to the disciples, 
even as all things that are the Father’s 
are Jesus’ as well (16:14–15). At the pres-
ent time, however, the disciples do not 
yet understand even what Jesus means 
when he says he is returning to the Father 
(16:17). Yet once again Jesus raises the 

specter of answered prayer to the Father in 
his name (16:23; cf. 14:13–14; 15:16). At that 
time Jesus’ words to his followers were 
still unclear to them; later, subsequent to 
Jesus’ departure and return to the Father, 
they will understand (16:25–28). As the 
Farewell Discourse draws to a close, Jesus 
anticipates his disciples’ wholesale defec-
tion. Yet he reaffirms his assurance that 
the Father will still be with him (16:32).

Six times in his final prayer in John’s 
Gospel, Jesus addresses God as Father. 
He asks that the Father glorify the Son, so 
that the Son may glorify him (17:1), with 
the glory that he had with the Father prior 
to the world’s creation (17:5). He asks the 
“holy Father” to keep his followers who 
remain in the world unified in his name, 
as he and the Father are unified (17:11). 
The purpose for this is that the world may 
believe that the Father sent Jesus (17:21). 
Harking back to 17:5, Jesus petitions the 
Father that his own see the glory he had 
with the Father prior to the world’s cre-
ation (17:24). Jesus concludes by referring 
to God as “righteous Father” (17:25).

In the only reference to the Father  
in the passion narrative proper, Jesus 
expresses his resolve to drink the “cup” 
the Father has given him to drink (18:11). 
This indicates that Jesus viewed the cross 
as part of God’s will for him. Subsequent 
to the resurrection, he speaks of return-
ing to “my Father and your Father, to my  
God and your God” (20:17). Hence a 
distinction is maintained between the 
Fatherhood of God in relation to Jesus 
and in relation to believers.32 The final 
reference to God as Father is found in 
20:21 where Jesus sends the disciples as 
the Father sent him.33

The Son
The term “Son” occupies a central role 
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within the Christology of the Fourth 
Gospel.34 Most frequent is the name 
Jesus itself (240 times). The term logos 
(“the Word”) is limited to the prologue. 
Throughout the Gospel Jesus is repeat-
edly addressed as kyrios (“sir” or “Lord”) 
and rabbi (“teacher”).35 But it is the term 
“Son” (huios) that pervades the Gospel, 
both absolutely and in combination with 
various Christological titles applied to 
Jesus.

The expression huios is found fifty-four 
times in John’s Gospel, of which forty-one 
refer to Jesus. Twice Jesus is called the 
“son of Joseph” (1:45; 6:42; cf. Luke 3:23; 
4:22). In two passages the evangelist also 
calls Jesus the “one-of-a-kind Son” (3:16, 
18; cf. 1:14, 18). The term “Son of God” is 
applied to Jesus eight times in this Gos-
pel: by Nathanael (1:49); the evangelist 
(3:18); Jesus himself (5:25; 10:36; 11:4); 
Martha (11:27); negatively by “the Jews” 
(19:7); and again by the evangelist (20:31). 
Another set of instances involving huios 
are Jesus’ thirteen references to himself 
as the “Son of Man.”36 Finally, there are 
eighteen references to Jesus as “the Son,” 
virtually always in relation to God “the 
Father.”37

When compared with “Father” lan-
guage in John’s Gospel, one notes that 
references to God as Father are consid-
erably more frequent than references to 
Jesus as the Son. It appears that Jesus 
speaks quite a bit more about the Father 
than he does about himself. Most critical 
for our purposes here is the unity Jesus 
affirms to exist between him and God the 
Father (10:30; hen).38 In the context of the 
remainder of the Gospel, this unity, which 
is essentially a unity of purpose and mis-
sion, is said to form the basis for the unity 
of Jesus’ followers in their mission to the 
world, which has as its purpose that the 

world may come to recognize and believe 
that the Father sent Jesus (17:11, 21–23: hen; 
cf. 20:21). This firmly establishes the thesis 
of this essay that Jesus’ relationship with 
the Father is presented, not in and of itself, 
but within the larger scope of mission.

As I have developed in monograph-
length in The Missions of Jesus and the 
Disciples according to the Fourth Gospel, 
John presents Jesus’ mission in three 
distinct yet related ways: (1) Jesus as the 
sent Son; (2) Jesus as the one who comes 
into the world and returns to the Father 
(descent-ascent); and (3) Jesus as the 
eschatological shepherd-teacher.39 Jesus’ 
work in the Fourth Gospel is described 
in terms of “signs” performed as part of 
his ministry to “the Jews” (chapters 1–12) 
and of “works” done “from the Father.” 
Everything Jesus says and does is pre-
sented under the rubric of revelation of 
God and of his glory, including even the 
cross itself.

With regard to the first aspect of his 
mission, Jesus’ mission as the sent Son sig-
nificantly entails the gathering of the new 
messianic community and its commis-
sioning for its mission to the world (20:21). 
As mentioned, in this respect Jesus’ union 
with the Father forms the basis for believ-
ers’ union in their mission, which places 
the Father-Son relationship under the 
rubric of mission as well. Especially in 
the Farewell Discourse, it becomes clear 
that the disciples are taken into the love 
and unity of the persons of the Godhead 
as responsible agents and representatives 
of Jesus the sent Son.

With regard to the second aspect of 
Jesus’ mission, Jesus as the one who comes 
into the world and returns to the Father 
(descent-ascent), this marks out Jesus as 
uniquely being the Word coming into the 
world (the incarnation, 1:14) and being 
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sent by God on a mission, accomplishing 
this earthly mission, and as returning 
to his sender (e.g., 13:3; 16:28; 17:4; cf. Isa 
55:11–12). While the first aspect, the mis-
sion of the sent Son, focuses more on the 
horizontal dimension, the second, Jesus as 
coming into the world and as returning to 
the Father, lays more stress on the vertical 
dimension of Jesus’ descent and ascent 
(cf., e.g., the “Bread of Life” in chapter 6 or 
the “Son of Man” in the lifted-up sayings, 
3:13; 8:28; 13:32).

With regard to the third aspect of Jesus’ 
mission, Jesus as the eschatological shep-
herd-teacher, this accentuates his role as 
the messianic shepherd and teacher who 
gathers the new messianic community, 
cleanses it (viz., the footwashing and the 
removal of Judas the betrayer in 13:1–30), 
and prepares it for its mission. This aspect 
is evident especially in Jesus’ “Good Shep-
herd discourse” (chapter 10) and in his 
commissioning of Peter at the end of the 
Gospel (chapter 21). Against the backdrop 
of an entire set of Old Testament messianic 
images and expectations, Jesus’ mission 
is presented as part of an eschatological 
framework that shows Jesus as inaugurat-
ing the messianic age at which “all will be 
taught by God” (6:45; cf. Isa 54:13).

There is no need to trace the narrative 
outworking of these motifs here. Since 
“Father” and “Son” language are inextri-
cably intertwined in John’s Gospel, this 
has already been done under the rubric 
of “Father” above. Suffice it to say that 
Father, Son, and Spirit (see below) are 
shown to be united in the messianic mis-
sion of the Son, distinct in personhood yet 
one in purpose, actively collaborating to 
bring about the new people of God whose 
identity is centered on faith in Jesus as 
Messiah and Son of God. This new people 
of God, in turn, on the basis of their iden-

tification with Jesus and their commission 
from him, are sent on a mission to the 
world overseen by the exalted Jesus and 
empowered by the Spirit.

The Spirit
On the whole, references to the Spirit 

in John 1–12 are comparatively few. If 
the instances of pneuma in Jesus’ interac-
tion with Nicodemus and the Samaritan 
woman in 3:5–8 and 4:23–24 are judged to 
refer to “spirit” (in distinction from mate-
rial realities) rather than the person of the 
Holy Spirit,40 there are but four passages 
in which reference to the Spirit is made 
in the first half of the Gospel. In every 
case, the reference relates to the Spirit’s 
role in Jesus’ ministry. The Spirit rests on 
him (1:32–33) and does so to an unlimited 
degree (3:34). His words are life-giving 
and Spirit-infused (6:63), and the Spirit 
is only to be given subsequent to Jesus’ 
earthly ministry (7:39).

References to the Spirit in the second 
half of the Gospel increase dramatically 
in both number and prominence in keep-
ing with the Spirit’s pivotal role in the 
disciples’ mission subsequent to Jesus’ 
departure and return to God the Father. 
The Spirit is referred to as the Spirit of 
truth (14:17; 15:26; 16:13) and as the Holy 
Spirit (14:26; 20:22; cf. 1:33) as well as by 
the adumbration paraklētos or “helping 
presence” (14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7).41

The initial references to the Spirit in 
John’s Gospel are in connection with 
Jesus’ baptism by John (1:32–33). The 
Baptist witnesses that he saw the Spirit 
descend from heaven as a dove and 
remain on Jesus. The Baptist had been told 
by God that Jesus would be the one who 
would baptize, not with water as John did, 
but with the Holy Spirit (cf. 14:26; 20:22). 
Hence the Spirit’s first appearance in this 



22

Gospel is as confirming Jesus as the God-
sent future dispenser of the Spirit. 

In 3:34 the evangelist comments sub-
sequent to the Baptist’s testimony that 
“he” (most likely God) gives the Spirit 
without measure (i.e., to an unlimited 
extent; cf. 1:33).

In 6:63, in the first of Jesus’ references 
to the Spirit in this Gospel, Jesus affirms 
that the Spirit gives life and that Jesus’ 
words are spirit and life. The latter refer-
ence should be taken to mean that Jesus’ 
words are life-giving because they are 
infused by the Spirit. After all, the Spirit 
rests on Jesus (1:33) to an unlimited degree 
(3:34).

The next mention of the Spirit is part of 
an aside by the evangelist who explains 
that a given utterance of Jesus at the feast 
of Tabernacles was with reference to the 
Spirit (7:39). The evangelist also notes that 
at that time the Spirit had not yet been 
given. This continues the future refer-
ence of 1:33. It also reflects hindsight and 
represents an effort by the evangelist to 
preserve the historical perspective prior 
to Jesus’ “glorification.”

The Spirit rises to considerably greater 
prominence in the Farewell Discourse, 
whose major thrust is the preparation of 
Jesus’ followers for the time subsequent 
to his departure and return to the Father. 
Once Jesus has been exalted, the Spirit will 
play a pivotal role in the mission of Jesus’ 
followers. This is evident by the references 
to the Spirit as “Spirit of truth” (objective 
genitive, the Spirit as conveying truth) in 
14:17; 15:26; and 16:13; as the “Holy Spirit” 
in 14:26 and 20:22 (cf. 1:33); and as the 
paraklētos in 14:16, 26; 15:26; and 16:7.

The entire section 14:15–24 envisions 
the giving of the Spirit subsequent to 
Jesus’ exaltation, at which time Jesus 
and the Father will make their dwelling 

in believers through the Spirit. Jesus’ 
identification with the Spirit, the “other 
paraklētos,” is so strong that Jesus can say 
that he himself will return to his followers 
in the person of the Spirit (14:18). While 
“yet a little while” in 14:19 and “on that 
day” in 14:20 may at a first glance seem to 
refer to Jesus’ resurrection appearances, 
Jesus’ promise not to leave his disciples 
as orphans in 14:18 is hardly satisfied by 
these appearances, which were temporary 
in nature. More likely, reference is made 
to the permanent replacement of Jesus’ 
presence with the Spirit. This is suggested 
also by Jesus’ response to Judas’ question 
in 14:23 with reference to Jesus and the 
Father’s making their dwelling in believ-
ers as further explicating 14:18.

Contrary to what the disciples thought 
at the time, Jesus’ departure actually had 
several benefits for them. The most impor-
tant is that Jesus would petition the Father 
to provide “another helping presence” like 
Jesus. This prospect ought to encourage 
Jesus’ followers who were struggling to 
come to terms with the implications of 
Jesus’ upcoming departure. As John had 
made clear earlier in his Gospel, this giv-
ing of the Spirit was possible only subse-
quent to Jesus’ glorification (7:39). With 
this glorification now imminent (cf. 12:23; 
13:1), Jesus spends much of his time in the 
Upper Room preparing his followers for 
life in the age of the Spirit.

In the first half of his Gospel, John’s 
treatment of the Spirit has largely resem-
bled that of the Synoptics. Like them he 
included the Baptist’s reference to Jesus 
as the one who will baptize with the 
Holy Spirit (1:32–33; cf. Mark 1:8 par.) 
and emphasized that the Spirit in all 
his fullness rested on Jesus during his 
earthly ministry (1:32; 3:34; cf. Luke 4:18). 
Moreover, John stressed the Spirit’s role 
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in regeneration (3:5, 6, 8; cf. 1:12–13), wor-
ship (4:23–24), and the giving of life (6:63). 
But as in John’s presentation of Jesus’ fol-
lowers, his adoption of a post-exaltation 
vantage point leads to a vastly enhanced 
portrayal of the Spirit in the Farewell 
Discourse, where the Spirit is featured 
primarily as “the paraklētos” (14:16, 26; 
15:26; 16:7) and as “the Spirit of truth” 
(14:17; 15:26; 16:13), two closely related 
terms (see 15:26).42

Unsatisfactory approaches to resolv-
ing the meaning and import of the term 
paraklētos in John’s Gospel are legion.43 
The expression does not occur in the 
LXX44 and, elsewhere in the NT, only in 
1 John 2:1 is there a reference to Jesus 
“our Advocate” with God the Father.45 
Jesus’ reference to the Spirit as “another 
paraklētos” in 14:16 indicates that the 
Spirit’s presence with the disciples will 
replace Jesus’ encouraging and strength-
ening presence with them while on earth 
(cf. 14:17). When the Spirit comes to dwell 
in believers, it is as if Jesus himself takes 
up residence in them.46 Thus Jesus is able 
to refer to the coming of the Spirit by 
saying, “I will come to you” (14:18).47 This 
relieves a primary concern for Jesus’ first 
followers in the original setting of the 
Farewell Discourse: Jesus’ departure will 
not leave them as orphans (cf. 14:18); just 
as God was present with them through 
Jesus, he will continue to be present with 
them through his Spirit.48 The Spirit’s 
role thus ensures the continuity between 
Jesus’ pre- and post-glorification ministry. 
What is more, the coming of the Spirit will 
actually constitute an advance in God’s 
operations with and through the disciples 
(16:7; cf. 14:12).

The initial reference to the Spirit as 
paraklētos in 14:16 is the first of five Para-
clete sayings in the Farewell Discourse, 

each referring to the Holy Spirit (cf. 14:26; 
15:26; 16:7–11, 12–15).49 As Jesus’ emissary, 
the Spirit will have a variety of functions 
in believers’ lives: He will bring to remem-
brance all that Jesus taught his disciples 
(14:26); he will testify regarding Jesus 
together with his followers (15:26); he will 
convict the world of sin, (un)righteousness, 
and judgment (16:8–11); and he will guide 
Jesus’ disciples in all truth and disclose 
what is to come (16:13). Historically, this 
included the formation of the NT canon 
as apostolic testimony to Jesus.

While initially focused on the eleven 
(cf. 15:26), the Spirit, in a secondary sense, 
fulfills similar roles in believers today. He 
illumines the spiritual meaning of Jesus’ 
words and works both to believers and, 
through believers, to the unbelieving 
world. In all of these functions, the min-
istry of the Spirit remains closely linked 
with the person of Jesus. Just as Jesus is 
everywhere in John’s Gospel portrayed 
as the Sent One who is fully dependent 
on and obedient to the Father, the Spirit 
is said to be “sent” by both the Father and 
Jesus (14:26; 15:26) and to focus his teach-
ing on the illumination of the spiritual 
significance of God’s work in Jesus (14:26; 
15:26; 16:9).

The Spirit is also called “the Spirit of 
truth” (cf. 15:26; 16:13). In the context of 
the present chapter, Jesus has just been 
characterized as “the truth” (14:6) in keep-
ing with statements already made in the 
prologue (1:14, 17). The concept of truth 
in John’s Gospel encompasses several 
aspects: (1) truthfulness as opposed to 
falsehood: “to speak the truth” means to 
make a true rather than false statement, 
that is, to represent the facts as they actu-
ally are (cf. 8:40, 45, 46; 16:7; “to witness 
to the truth,” 5:33; 18:37); (2) truth in its 
finality as compared to previous, prelimi-



24

nary expressions: this is its eschatological 
dimension (cf. esp. 1:17: “the law was 
given through Moses; grace and truth 
came through Jesus Christ”); (3) truth is 
an identifiable body of knowledge with 
actual propositional content (e.g., 8:32: 
“you will know the truth;” 16:13: “he 
will guide you into all truth”); (4) truth 
is a sphere of operation, be it for worship 
(4:23–24) or sanctification (17:17, 19); and 
(5) truth as relational fidelity (1:17; 14:6).50 
The Spirit is involved in all five aspects: 
He accurately represents the truth regard-
ing Jesus; he is the eschatological gift 
of God; he imparts true knowledge of 
God; he is operative in both worship and 
sanctification; and he points people to the 
person of Jesus.

The expression “spirit of truth” was 
current in Judaism (e.g., T. Jud. 20:1–5). 
Similarly, the Qumran literature affirms 
that God placed within man “two spirits 
so that he would walk with them until 
the moment of his visitation; they are 
the spirits of truth and of deceit” (1QS 
3:18; cf. 4:23–26). Yet these parallels are 
merely those of language, not thought. 
For while these expressions are part of an 
ethical dualism in Second temple literature 
(including Qumran), John’s Gospel does 
not feature a “spirit of error” correspond-
ing to the Spirit of truth.51 Rather, the Spirit 
of truth is the “other helping presence” 
who takes the place of Jesus while on earth 
with his disciples. This “other helping 
presence,” the “Spirit of truth,” the world 
cannot accept,52 because it neither sees 
nor knows him. Yet Jesus’ followers do, 
because “he resides with you and will be 
in you” (see 1 John 3:24; 4:13).53

The final reference to the Spirit is found 
in the context of Jesus’ commissioning 
statement, “As the Father has sent me, so 
I am sending you” (cf. Matt 28:18–20; Luke 

24:46–49),54 which climaxes the charac-
terization of Jesus as the sent Son.55 The 
disciples are drawn into the unity and 
mission of Father and Son.56 Succession is 
important both in the OT and in Second 
temple literature. In the present Gospel, 
Jesus succeeds the Baptist and is followed 
by both the Spirit and the twelve (minus 
Judas) who serve as representatives of the 
new messianic community. Old Testament 
narratives involving succession feature 
Joshua (following Moses) and Elisha (suc-
ceeding Elijah).

The reference to Jesus breathing on his 
disciples while saying, “Receive the Holy 
Spirit,”57 probably represents a symbolic 
promise of the soon-to-be-given gift of 
the Spirit, not the actual giving of it fifty 
days later at Pentecost.58 Against many 
commentators, the present pericope does 
not constitute the Johannine equivalent to 
Pentecost,59 nor is the proposal satisfac-
tory that at 20:22 the disciples “were only 
sprinkled with His grace and not [as at 
Pentecost] saturated with full power.”60 
The present event does not mark the 
actual fulfillment of these promises other 
than by way of anticipatory sign.61

On any other view of the present pas-
sage, it is hard to see how John would not 
be found to stand in actual conflict with 
Luke’s Pentecost narrative in Acts 2, not 
to mention his own disclaimers earlier in 
the narrative that the Spirit would only 
be given subsequent to Jesus’ glorification 
which entailed his return to the Father.62 
The disciples’ behavior subsequent to 
the present incident would also be rather 
puzzling had they already received the 
Spirit.63 The present gesture is made to 
the group in its entirety rather than to the 
separate individuals constituting it, just 
as the authority to forgive or retain sins 
is given to the church as a whole.64
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The Greek verb enephysēsen means 
“breathed on” rather than “breathed 
into” (TNIV). The theological antecedent 
is plainly Gen 2:7 where the exact same 
form is used.65 There God breathes his 
Spirit into Adam at creation which con-
stitutes him as a “living being.” Here, at 
the occasion of the commissioning of his 
disciples, Jesus constitutes them as the 
new messianic community, in anticipation 
of the outpouring of the Spirit subsequent 
to his ascension.66

To sum up, in the few references to 
the Spirit in the first half of John’s Gos-
pel, Jesus is associated with the Spirit in 
his present ministry and as the future 
dispenser of the Spirit subsequent to his 
exaltation to the Father. References to the 
Spirit increase dramatically in the second 
half of the Gospel, which is taken up with 
the anticipation of the disciples’ mission 
subsequent to Jesus’ crucifixion, resurrec-
tion, and ascension (his “glorification”). 
It is that Spirit, the “Spirit of truth,” the 
“Holy Spirit,” the “helping presence” 
sent by Jesus from the Father, who will 
continue Jesus’ ministry and empower 
the disciples’ mission in the unbelieving 
world. As in the case of the Father-Son 
relationship, the references to the Spirit 
in the Fourth Gospel culminate in the 
commissioning passage in 20:21–22, a 
proleptic reference to the disciples’ recep-
tion of the Spirit for the purpose of their 
mission of extending forgiveness of sins 
upon people’s belief in Jesus.

Father, Son, and Spirit:  
The Three Persons of the Godhead 
United in One Mission

The relationships between the Father, 
the Son, and the Spirit are presented in 
John’s Gospel within a clearly defined 
relational as well as salvation-historical 

framework. In relational terms, it is the 
Father who sends the Son, not the Son the 
Father. Likewise, it is the Father and the 
Son who send the Spirit rather than vice 
versa. In salvation-historical terms, God 
the Father sends the Son as the incarnate 
Word to mark an event of comparable 
import as creation. This intersects with 
John the Baptist’s ministry whose purpose 
it is to reveal the Christ to Israel. John sees 
the Spirit descend and rest on Jesus. At the 
same time, Jesus is said to live in constant 
intimate fellowship with God the Father 
throughout his earthly ministry.

As he goes about his work, the Son 
consistently affirms his unity with the 
Father in both his works and his words.67 
In the context of the Sabbath controversy, 
Jesus affirms that the Father is still work-
ing, and so is he. Later in the Gospel, 
Jesus states even more plainly that he and 
the Father are one (not one person, but 
one entity).68 At the same time, Jesus can 
affirm that the Father is greater than he. 
Jesus is everywhere in the Fourth Gospel 
presented as equal yet subordinate to God 
the Father. The Spirit, in turn, is sent by 
the Father and Jesus yet set in continu-
ity to their salvific and revelatory work. 
Throughout the Gospel it is made clear 
that the Spirit will be sent only subsequent 
to the Son’s exaltation as the next salva-
tion-historical milestone to follow.

In John’s presentation of the interface 
between Father, Son, and Spirit, the 
programmatic division of the Gospel in 
two major parts of equal length features 
significantly. The first half deals with 
Jesus’ ministry to the Jews and presents 
Jesus’ claims in the context of a pattern of 
escalating controversy between him and 
his opponents. Jesus’ repeated claims of 
a unique relationship with God—includ-
ing calling himself the Son of God—are 
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shown to constitute the major bone of 
contention between him and his oppo-
nents which in due course issues in the 
main charge leading to his crucifixion. 
The pattern of rejection is evident both at 
the midway point of the first half of John’s 
Gospel (end of chapter 6) and at the end of 
the first major unit (end of chapter 12).

In the second half, particularly in 
the Farewell Discourse, both the evan-
gelist and Jesus adopt a vantage point 
subsequent to Jesus’ exaltation with the 
Father (his “glorification”). This has two 
important consequences. First, the unity 
between Father, Son, and Spirit emerges 
all the more clearly, since Jesus’ exalta-
tion—which is now imminent—marks 
the point at which the Spirit will be sent 
by him and the Father. Jesus’ followers 
are told about a soon-coming era dur-
ing which their mission will be directed 
by the exalted Jesus and enabled by the 
indwelling Holy Spirit. Second, the disci-
ples themselves are shown to be taken into 
the unity and love of the Father, Son, and 
Spirit as they carry out their mission.

Thus not only is the ministry of the Son 
grounded in the love and commission of 
the Father, the ministry of Jesus’ followers 
is grounded in the love and commission 
of Jesus. What is more, by virtue of Jesus’ 
close relationship with both the Father on 
the one hand and the Spirit on the other, 
believers’ ministry is rooted also in the 
unity of Father, Son, and Spirit among 
one another. This does not obliterate all 
distinctions of role or authority. Just as 
Jesus is the Son who does the bidding of 
the Father who sent him, so his followers 
are to pursue their mission in total depen-
dence on the Son and under the direction 
of the Holy Spirit. In the end, Father, Son, 
and Spirit are shown to provide redemp-
tion and revelation to a community that is 

itself sent on a redemptive and revelatory 
mission.

On the receiving end of this mission 
of unity, love, and redemption is a dark 
and dying world. Satan, the ruler of this 
world, inspires the Jewish nation in par-
ticular and the world at large to unite in 
their rejection of the Christ. Repeatedly in 
the course of the Gospel narrative Father, 
Son, and Spirit are mentioned together.69 
In 1:33–34, the Baptist says that “the one 
who sent” him (i.e., the Father) told him 
that the Spirit would mark the one who 
was to come as the Son of God. The col-
location of references to Father, Son, and 
Spirit is particularly pronounced in the 
Farewell Discourse, especially in passages 
pertaining to the Spirit’s sending by the 
Father or the Son or both (14:26; 15:26).

This joint characterization culmi-
nates in the commissioning reference in 
20:21–22, where Jesus sends his followers 
as the Father sent him and (proleptically?) 
equips them with the Spirit.70 Hence mis-
sion proves to be the major thrust of John’s 
depiction of Father, Son, and Spirit.71 In 
one way or another, all three persons 
are intimately involved in the mission of 
believers:72 Just as the Son represented the 
Father, so Jesus’ followers are to represent 
the Son as they are indwelt and enabled by 
the Spirit. This unity of mission in no way 
overrides personal distinctions between 
Father, Son, and Spirit. Neither does it 
compromise the ontological distinction 
between Father, Son, and Spirit on the 
one hand and believers in the Messiah 
on the other.

Conclusion
The preceding study of the portrayal of 

the Father, the Son, and the Spirit in John’s 
Gospel has conclusively demonstrated 
that the three persons of the Godhead are 
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shown to be involved in one great mission, 
the revelation of God to humanity and 
the redemption of humanity for God. Not 
only are the three persons of the Godhead 
united in this mission, the presentation of 
Father, Son, and Spirit in John’s Gospel—
John’s Trinitarian theology—is clearly 
missiologically constrained. Rather than 
being one of several aspects or implica-
tions of John’s Trinitarian theology, mis-
sion was shown to be the nexus and focal 
point of John’s presentation of the Father, 
the Son, and the Spirit, individually and 
in relation to one another. Hence it can 
truly be said, not only that John’s mission 
theology is Trinitarian (which in and of 
itself is a very significant statement), but 
that his Trinitarian teaching is part of his 
mission theology—a truly revolutionary 
insight by John.

The insight is revolutionary, because, 
if heeded, it calls the church to focus its 
major energies on acting on and acting out 
her Lord’s commission, “As the Father sent 
me, so send I you” (20:21), in the power of 
the Spirit, rather than merely engaging in 
the study of God or cultivating personal 
holiness (as important as this may be 
within the larger framework presented 
here). The insight is revolutionary also 
because a proper understanding of John’s 
Trinitarian mission theology ought to 
lead the church to understand its mission in 
Trinitarian terms, that is, as originating in 
and initiated by the Father (the “one who 
sent” Jesus), as redemptively grounded 
and divinely mediated by Jesus the Son 
(the “Sent One” turned sender, John 
20:21), and as continued and empowered 
by the Spirit, the “other helping presence,” 
the Spirit of truth.

“For God so loved the world that he 
gave his one and only Son, that who-
ever believes in him shall not perish but 

have eternal life” (John 3:16). No better 
summary of John’s Trinitarian mission 
theology can be given. Together with the 
mission theology of the other New Testa-
ment writings, and in fact the entire Scrip-
tures,73 John’s missionary thrust ought 
to compel the church to new heights of 
commitment and effectiveness in our day 
and in the future. May it be so. And may 
we be found faithful to our risen Lord’s 
commission when he returns to take us 
with him to the place he has prepared for 
us to see the glory he had with the Father 
before the world began.
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The Rich Man’s Salvation 25:7. For a 
study of the Johannine Paraclete in 
the Church Fathers see A. Casurella, 
The Johannine Paraclete in the Church 

Fathers: A Study in the History of 
Exegesis (Tübingen: Mohr-Siebeck, 
1983).

46“The Spirit is the divine presence 
when Jesus’ physical presence is 
taken away from his followers” 
(Morris, Jesus is the Christ, 159).

47Though, as F. J. Moloney (The Gospel 
of John [Collegeville, MN: Liturgical 
Press, 1998], 407) points out, there 
are differences between Jesus and 
the Spirit as well: The latter nei-
ther becomes flesh nor dies for our 
sins. Alternatively, the statement 
refers to Jesus’ post-resurrection 
appearances to his followers (so 
H. N. Ridderbos, The Gospel of John 
[trans. J. Vriend; Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1997], 505; Carson, Gos-
pel according to John, 501; L. Morris, 
The Gospel according to John [New 
International Commentary on the 
New Testament; rev. ed.; Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995], 578–59; G. 
R. Beasley-Murray, John [Word Bibli-
cal Commentary 36; 2d ed.; Waco, 
TX: Word, 1999], 258; G. L. Borchert, 
John [New American Commentary 
25; Nashville: Broadman & Hol-
man, 2002], 2.126). C. K. Barrett (The 
Gospel according to St. John [2d ed.; 
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1978], 
464) says the passage refers neither 
to Jesus coming in the person of 
the Holy Spirit nor the parousia but 
is using language appropriate to 
both the resurrection and parousia 
to refer to both.

48As R. Brown (The Gospel according 
to John [Anchor Bible 29; Garden 
City, NY: Doubleday, 1970], 642) 
points out, the promise of the 
divine presence with Jesus’ follow-
ers in 14:15–24 includes the Spirit 

(14:15–17), Jesus (14:18–21), and the 
Father (14:22–24), hence involving 
all three persons of the Godhead in 
the indwelling of believers.

49In 1 John, the term refers to the 
exalted Jesus (2:1). In secular Greek, 
paraklētos refers primarily to a “legal 
assistant” or “advocate” (though 
the word never became a technical 
term such as its Latin equivalent 
advocatus). In John’s Gospel, legal 
overtones are most pronounced in 
16:7–11.

50For the first four categories see S. 
R. Swain, “Truth in the Gospel of 
John” (Th.M. thesis, Wake Forest, 
NC: Southeastern Baptist Theologi-
cal Seminary, 1998).

51But see 1 John 4:6 where “the Spirit 
[or spirit] of truth and the spirit of 
falsehood” occur together.

52See at 1:10; cf. 10:26; 12:39; see also 
1 Cor. 2:14.

53D. M. Smith (John [Abingdon NT 
Commentaries; Nashville: Abing-
don, 1999], 274–75) notes that “you” 
here is plural, which leads him 
to infer that the statement does 
not necessarily refer to personal 
indwelling. In principle, this is true, 
but the statement could just as well 
be plural because Jesus is speak-
ing to a group of followers (rather 
than a single person), not because 
reference is made to communal as 
opposed to individual indwelling. 
Despite the plural “you,” the latter 
scenario seems more likely (note, 
e.g., the singular pronoun kakeinos 
in 14:12, and compare the Pauline 
teaching on the Spirit’s indwell-
ing of individual believers). On 
some of the systematic-theological 
issues raised by the present verse 



32

see James M. Hamilton, Jr., “He Is 
with You and He Will Be in You: 
The Spirit, the Believer, and the 
Glorification of Jesus” (Ph.D. diss.; 
Louisville, KY: The Southern Bap-
tist Theological Seminary, 2003), 
who takes the passage as a point 
of departure for arguing that OT 
believers were regenerated but not 
indwelt by the Spirit.

54The statement harks back to 17:18, 
albeit without reference to the 
sphere of the disciples’ commis-
sion (i.e., the world), indicating the 
emphasis in the present passage 
is on the disciples’ authorization 
rather than on the realm of their 
activity (Ridderbos, Gospel of John, 
643). Compare also the general 
statement in 13:20, which suggests 
that the present passage extends 
beyond the original disciples also 
to later generations of believers 
(Morris, Jesus is the Christ, 746 n. 55 
et al.).

55Köstenberger, Missions of Jesus and 
the Disciples, esp. 96–121, 180–98. 
The vast majority of the instances 
of “sending” in John’s Gospel relate 
to Jesus’ having been sent by the 
Father. “Sending” terminology also 
occurs with regard to God’s send-
ing of the Baptist, the Father’s and 
the Son’s sending of the Spirit, and 
Jesus’ sending of his disciples. The 
present passage features two send-
ing verbs, pempō and apostellō, with 
no apparent difference in meaning 
(as is the virtual consensus among 
major commentators, including 
Ridderbos, Morris, Carson, Barrett, 
Schnackenburg, and R. Brown; see 
also A. J. Köstenberger, “The Two 
Johannine Verbs for Sending: A 

Study of John’s Use of Words with 
Reference to General Linguistic 
Theory,” in Linguistics and the New 
Testament: Critical Junctures (ed. S. 
E. Porter and D. A. Carson; JSNTSS 
168; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 1999), 125–43. Morris, Gospel 
according to John, 746 n. 56 notes that 
this is already suggested by the use 
of kathōs linking the two verbs.

56Cf. 17:21–26; Ridderbos, Gospel of 
John, 642.

57The absence of the article in the 
expression “Holy Spirit” may indi-
cate a focus on “the quality of the 
gift of the Holy Spirit rather than 
on the individuality of the Spirit” 
(Morris, Gospel of John, 747 n. 59).

58See Acts 2; Carson, Gospel according 
to John, 649–55; John Christopher 
Thomas, “The Spirit in the Fourth 
Gospel: Narrative Explorations,” 
in The Spirit and the Mind: Essays in 
Informed Pentecostalism (ed. Terry L. 
Cross and Emerson B. Powery; Lan-
ham: University Press of America, 
2000), 102-4. cf. B. Witherington, 
John’s Wisdom (Peabody, MA: Hen-
drickson, 1995), 340–41. The critique 
by T. R. Hatina (“John 20,22 in Its 
Eschatological Context: Promise 
or Fulfillment?” Biblica 74 [1993]: 
196–219), who says the reference is 
to the indwelling Paraclete, fails to 
convince.

59So R. Brown, Gospel according to John, 
2:1038; Barrett, Gospel according to 
St. John, 570, who says the present 
passage cannot be harmonized 
with Acts 2; Bultmann, Gospel of 
John, 691 et al.

60So J. Calvin, The Gospel according to 
St. John (trans. T. H. L. Parker; Edin-
burgh: Oliver & Boyd, 1961 [1553]), 

205. Beasley-Murray (John, 382) fol-
lowed by Borchert (John, 2:307–8) 
believes John telescoped the giving 
of the Spirit without concern for 
chronology (citing the reference to 
the ascension in 20:17 as a parallel). 
M. M. B. Turner (“The Concept of 
Receiving the Spirit in John’s Gos-
pel,” Vox Evangelica 19 [1977]: 24–42) 
thinks the reference is not to the 
Spirit at all, but to Jesus’ message 
as Spirit and life. R. Schnackenburg 
(The Gospel according to St. John [New 
York: Crossroad, 1990], 3:325) sur-
prisingly contends that the Johan-
nine instance involves all believers 
while the events in Acts 2 pertain to 
the apostles. If anything, one might 
have expected the opposite kind 
of reasoning, with John’s account 
anticipating the general outpouring 
narrated in Acts 2.

61Contra G. M. Burge, The Gospel of 
John (NIV Application Commen-
tary; Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2002), 558; cf. idem, Anointed Com-
munity, 148–49.

62E.g., 7:39; 14:12, 16–18, 25–26; 16:12–
15; cf. 20:17. Luke’s account of 
Pentecost hardly reads as if Acts 2 
represents merely ‘one of several 
additional empowerings of the 
Spirit’ as Hatina (“John 20,22,” 201) 
alleges. C. H. Talbert (Reading John 
[New York: Crossroad, 1992], 252) 
concludes from 20:22 that Jesus 
must have ascended by then or, 
according to 7:39, he could not yet 
have given the Spirit. But this pre-
supposes that the Spirit was in fact 
imparted at 20:22. If not, there is 
no need to suppose that Jesus had 
already ascended by then.

63In 20:26, the doors are still locked (as 
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prior to 20:22 in 20:19), presumably 
still “for fear of the Jewish leaders;” 
in 21:3, Peter decides to go fishing 
and is joined by six others, but 
they catch nothing. Hatina’s (“John 
20,22,” 200) argument that the lat-
ter may have been “an atypical 
circumstance” fails to convince, as 
does his claim that Peter’s threefold 
confession of love suggests recep-
tion of the Spirit (cf. Peter’s earlier 
offer in 13:37 to lay down his life 
for Jesus).

64Morris, Gospel of John, 747, 749.
65See also 1 Kings 17:21; Ezek. 37:9; 

Wis. 15:11; cf. Philo, Op. 135.
66This “new creation” theme is noted 

by several commentators, including 
Morris, Gospel of John, 747 n. 58 (who 
also cites Ezek. 37:9); Barrett, Gospel 
according to St. John, 570; R. Brown, 
Gospel according to John, 2:1035, 1037; 
and Witherington, John’s Wisdom, 
342. R. A. Whitacre (John [IVP New 
Testament Commentary 4; Down-
ers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1999], 
482) speaks of the present event as 
the church’s “conception,” and of 
Pentecost as its “birth.”

67M. J. Erickson (God in Three Persons: 
A Contemporary Interpretation of the 
Trinity [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1995], 
201–3) groups these references 
under the rubric “equivalence of 
relationship or action of Son and 
Father.”

68This is the second category, “Unity 
of the Father and the Son,” in ibid., 
203–5. Erickson’s third category is 
the “Sonship of Jesus and Father-
hood of God” (205).

69See ibid., 7.
70Cf. 15:26–27; 16:7–11; see also 14:16–

24.

71On John 20:21 and the Johannine 
mission theme see Köstenberger, 
Mission of Jesus and the Disciples.

72Erickson, God in Three Persons, 207.
73See Köstenberger and O’Brien, Sal-

vation to the Ends of the Earth.
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Consider the following scenarios from 
the mission field. First, a missionary 
distributes gospel tracts in a border 
town between Brazil and Uruguay.1 The 
main street through the town divides 
the nations. Those in Brazil, where the 
church has been growing rapidly, gladly 
receive the tracts. Those in Uruguay, 
where the church has experienced little 
growth, refuse the tracts. The Uruguay-
ans, however, often change their minds 
and receive the tracts gladly when they 
cross the street into Brazil. Accepting the 
missionary’s conclusion that those who 
cross the street are leaving a “cover of 
darkness” that pervades Uruguay, one 
spiritual warfare writer presents the story 
as a contemporary illustration of “territo-
rial spirits.”2

Second, a team of North American 
believers travels to a creative-access 
country, where the gospel has taken little 
hold.3 Passionate and committed, they 
prayerfully study the region’s history in 
order to discover spirits of darkness that 
dominate the region.4 Having identified 
and prayed against these spirits, these 
believers declare the strongholds broken 
and the region now ready for the preach-
ing of the gospel. 

Third, a missionary serving in an Asian 
country experiences an evil presence 
while attempting to rest. The perceived 
“spirit” is so strong that the missionary 
cannot move or speak aloud. Gripped 
with fear, the missionary prays a silent 
prayer for Jesus to “send it away”—and 
the presence departs. 

Finally, a missionary in the same region 

of the world decides that he and his family 
have endured enough. Lonely, hurting, 
and longing for friends and family, they 
pack their bags and head back to America. 
There, they believe, “the battle won’t be 
so intense.” 

Each of these scenarios reflects an 
increasing interest in the role of spiritual 
powers in world evangelization.5 While 
viewing the Christian life as a battle is 
not new (e.g., Eph 6:11-12), some authors 
suggest that this renewed interest began 
in the late twentieth century with a desire 
among missiologists to complete the 
Great Commission.6 This focus led to a 
“growing concern that many missionar-
ies lacked spiritual power and that one of 
the principal limiting factors in finishing 
world evangelization was the opposition 
of Satan, the archenemy of God.”7 

The primary goal of this article is to 
analyze this relationship between spiri-
tual warfare and world evangelization. 
In the context of this discussion will be a 
critique of contemporary spiritual warfare 
methods. In addition, this article will offer 
guidelines for preparing missionaries to 
face the reality of spiritual warfare. 

A Presupposition: The Reality of 
the Battle

In 1974, the Lausanne Conference on 
World Evangelization clearly articulated 
this spiritual struggle in an article entitled 
“Spiritual Conflict”:

We believe that we are engaged in 
constant spiritual warfare with the 
principalities and powers of evil 
who are seeking to overthrow the 
Church and to frustrate its task of 
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world evangelization. We know our 
need to equip ourselves with God’s 
armor and to fight this battle with 
the spiritual weapons of truth and 
prayer.8 

This position regarding the reality 
of the battle, although stated in various 
forms, has been reaffirmed at the Interna-
tional Prayer Assembly for World Evange-
lization (1984), the Intercession Working 
Group of the Lausanne Committee (1993), 
the North American Congress for Itiner-
ant Evangelists (1994), and the Lausanne 
Consultation on Spiritual Conflict (2000).9 
It is not surprising, then, that “The Philos-
ophy of Prayer for World Evangelization” 
adopted by the A.D. 2000 United Prayer 
Track also emphasized the spiritual battle 
involved in world evangelization:

Two fundamental biblical premises 
underlie the various approaches 
to spiritual warfare as it applies 
to evangelizing the lost. They can 
best be stated by quoting relevant 
biblical texts: (1) The devil directly 
and explicitly attempts to obstruct 
the evangelization of the lost: “But 
even if our gospel is veiled, it is 
veiled to those who are perishing, 
whose minds the god of this age 
has blinded, who do not believe, lest 
the light of the gospel of the glory 
of Christ, who is the image of God, 
should shine on them” (2 Cor. 4:3-4, 
NKJV). (2) Our weapons designed by 
God to help remove these obstruc-
tions to evangelism are spiritual 
weapons. “For the weapons of our 
warfare are not carnal but mighty in 
God for pulling down strongholds, 
casting down arguments and every 
high thing that exalts itself against 
the knowledge of God” (2 Cor. 10:4-
5, NKJV).10 

One is, therefore, hard pressed to deny 
that this topic has garnered interest. The 
battle is indeed a real one as the church 
seeks to be obedient to the Great Com-
mission. 

Satan as the Opponent of 
Unbelievers

In his thorough study of Satan and 
demons, Sidney H. T. Page indicates that 
two Pauline passages describe Satan’s 
activities toward unbelievers—2 Cor 4:4 
and Eph 2:2.11 The former verse, according 
to warfare advocates, describes Satan’s 
primary strategy against unbelievers: 
“the god of this world” has blinded their 
minds. Also called the “prince of this 
world” (John 12:31) and “prince of the 
power of the air” (Eph 2:2), Satan does 
whatever he can to keep unbelievers in 
darkness. The unbeliever is by no means 
guiltless—“for the blindness spoken of 
is a consequence of unbelief”12 —but the 
darkness is deepened by the enemy’s 
efforts to maintain control. Satan himself 
is already defeated, but he still “has the 
strength to besiege human minds and 
to incite them to embrace and exalt evil 
rather than God.”13

Satan’s strategies for keeping unbe-
lievers blinded are several. The enemy 
provides the lies to which unbelievers 
cling, such as “I’m good enough,” or “I 
can always wait until tomorrow to follow 
God.”14 He makes sin attractive and allur-
ing, convincing the unbeliever that fol-
lowing God will mean a loss of pleasure. 
He snatches away the Word of God before 
it takes root in an unbeliever’s heart (see 
Matt 13:3-9, 18-23).

More specifically, Satan blinds unbe-
lievers to the gospel by promoting dis-
torted views of the gospel itself. Clinton 
Arnold recognizes that Paul originally 
used the term “strongholds” (a term 
commonly misused in spiritual warfare 
circles) to denote Satan’s raising of “dan-
gerous and wrong ideas about Jesus and 
his gospel” (see 2 Cor 10:4). False teachers, 
disguised as “apostles of Christ” (2 Cor 
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11:13), proclaimed “another Jesus whom 
we have not preached” (11:4). In response, 
Paul called the Corinthians to battle with 
spiritual weapons against the strongholds 
of false ideas (10:4). He “wanted them to 
commit themselves afresh to the true gos-
pel . . . the gospel of the Christ.”15

A general principle may, therefore, 
be derived from the text: Satan seeks to 
promote false teachings to direct attention 
from Christ and to weaken the message 
of the gospel. Ultimately, strongholds of 
false teachings (whether from inside or 
outside of the church) are designed to 
keep unbelievers in bondage. The words 
of J. Dwight Pentecost clearly emphasize 
this point in his discussion of the enemy’s 
snatching away the Word:

Satan, of course, would rather not 
have to do this work of taking away 
the seed that has been sown. He 
would rather so control the one who 
is doing the preaching that some-
thing other than the good seed of the
Word of God is proclaimed.16

How important it is that we are aware 
of this strategy as we minister in an 
increasingly pluralistic landscape. The 
Great Commission (Matt 28:18-20) man-
dates that we reach out to all the people 
groups of the world—a world that includes 
as many as 1.3 billion Muslims, 900 mil-
lion Hindus, 376 million Buddhists, and 
millions of others who practice other 
religions.17 

Against that backdrop, Satan seeks to 
undermine the biblical truth that exclu-
sive, personal faith in Jesus Christ is the 
only way to God.18 Exclusivity of salva-
tion in Christ is largely rejected, with 
a growing number of American adults 
believing that good persons will go to 
heaven whether or not they know Jesus 
Christ as Savior.19 God’s “radical love” 
and His “boundless generosity” have 

been widely interpreted to indicate that 
a personal faith response to Christ is no 
longer necessary for salvation.20

Missions and evangelism thus become 
largely unnecessary if we believe and 
teach that a plurality of routes leads to 
God. While the church buys the lies of 
pluralism and inclusivism, Satan “dis-
guises himself as an angel of light” (2 
Cor 11:14) and lulls unbelievers deeper 
into darkness. 

Satan as the Opponent of Believers
Scripture affirms that Satan continues 

to attack persons who become believers.21 

For example, Jesus warned Peter that 
Satan demanded permission to “sift you 
like wheat” (Luke 22:31). Peter himself 
later warned believers, “Be of sober spirit, 
be on the alert. Your adversary, the devil, 
prowls around like a roaring lion, seek-
ing someone to devour” (1 Pet 5:8). The 
apostle Paul, who himself experienced “a 
thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan” (2 
Cor 12:7), likewise admonished believers 
to “put on the full armor of God, so that 
you will be able to stand firm against the 
schemes of the devil” (Eph 6:11). James, 
too, called believers to resist the devil, 
presupposing that the enemy would 
attack (Jas 4:7). If Satan does not attack 
believers, such recurrent warnings would 
seem irrelevant and unnecessary.

Though the enemy’s schemes against 
believers are many, some are obvious. 
Satan entices believers with temptation, 
seeking to lure them into patterns of 
their former walk (Eph 4:17-32). After 
influencing believers to sin, he then heaps 
accusations on them; the tempter quickly 
becomes the accuser (Rev 12:10). His 
strategy—to “beat up on sinners” who 
fail to comprehend the meaning of real 
grace22—often leads to a cycle of defeat 
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and discouragement. As a result, ineffec-
tive, defeated believers carry little influ-
ence with non-believers who are held in 
the kingdom of darkness (Col 1:13).

Moreover, Satan endeavors to cultivate 
strife among believers, thereby weak-
ening the church’s united witness (see 
John 17:20-21). The challenge of world 
evangelization is so immense that God-
centered, Bible-believing Christians must 
work together to accomplish our task. The 
enemy, however, will do all he can to sow 
seeds of discord among believers. In the 
words of the Puritan William Gurnall, 
“we by our mutual strifes give the devil 
a staff to beat us with; he cannot well 
work without fire, and therefore blows 
up these coals of contention.”23 Divided 
believers offer little hope to an already 
fractured world.

To summarize, the enemy works to 
keep non-believers in darkness. God calls 
missionaries to take the gospel of light 
into a world shrouded in this darkness, 
and the enemy aims his arrows at them. 
Discouragement is at times the result, 
especially when few non-believers are 
reached. 

Overcoming the Enemy: Strategic-
Level Spiritual Warfare?

Scott Moreau describes “strategic-level 
spiritual warfare” (SLSW) as “praying 
against territorial spirits, seeking to ‘map’ 
their strategies over given locations by 
discerning their names and what they 
use to keep people in bondage, and then 
binding them so that evangelism may go 
unhindered.”24 One aspect of this pro-
cess, known as “spiritual mapping” is 
“researching an area and identifying the 
spirit(s) in charge so that ‘smart-bomb’ 
praying may loosen their hold over the 
people, who may then freely come to 

Christ.”25 When the spirits are bound, non-
believers are then assumed to be released 
to “process truth at a heart level.”26 

Strengths of SLSW
The weaknesses of this approach—to 

be discussed later in this article—are 
numerous. Thorough analysis, however, 
requires that we first recognize the 
positive aspects of SLSW. First, SLSW 
proponents assume the reality of demons 
and spiritual warfare. Just as the Bible 
“does not attempt to prove the existence 
of demons any more than it attempts to 
prove the existence of God,”27 little atten-
tion in spiritual warfare literature is given 
to prove the existence of demons. Instead, 
proponents of SLSW take seriously the 
invisible forces behind the visible. This 
understanding is a needed corrective for 
many Westerners who tend to ignore—if 
not subconsciously deny—the reality of 
demonic forces. 

Second, SLSW proponents believe 
that God still expects his followers to be 
obedient to the Great Commission (Matt 
28:18-20). Indeed, they often emphasize 
evangelism as the goal of SLSW: 

• “If our vision of God aching for 
the lost is blurred by a commando 
operation against the gates of hell, 
we miss the point.”28

• “As accurate as spiritual mapping 
might be, it is my opinion that with-
out an explicit focus on evangeliza-
tion, it has little meaning.”29

• “If we bind every demon in town, 
but nobody gets saved eternally, we 
have done nothing.”30

Third, proponents believe in the effi-
cacy and necessity of intercessory prayer. 
For most SLSW adherents, intercession is 
more than a method of prayer; it is a way 
of life, a calling to engage in the battle on 
behalf of others.31 SLSW, then, is a tool 
for intercessors who want to pray with 
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knowledge and direction. 
Fourth, SLSW leaders recognize the 

importance of supporting evangelism 
and missions work with research. While 
the research primarily—and, in my 
estimation, too strongly—focuses on 
discerning demonic strongholds, three 
primary questions asked are helpful ones 
for a missionary: What is wrong with my 
city? Where did the problem come from? 
What can be done to make things better?32 
More specifically, the research examines 
six areas of interest in a given region: the 
status of Christianity, prevailing social 
bondages, worldviews and allegiances, 
spiritual opposition, evolution of cur-
rent circumstances, and potential for 
spiritual breakthroughs.33 Some aspects 
of this research, when focused properly 
and evaluated appropriately, can prove 
invaluable to a missionary attempting to 
reach a particular people group. 

Finally, advocates of SLSW emphasize 
unity in the church as we work toward 
fulfilling our calling. Understanding that 
division weakens the army of God, they 
“seek co-operation rather than competi-
tion.”34 United against a common enemy, 
believers are thus challenged to join forces 
in the war. 

Weaknesses of SLSW
Despite the above-mentioned strengths, 

several weaknesses of this approach 
are equally apparent. Seven are noted 
below.

A Lack of Biblical Support
First and foremost, the biblical evi-

dence offered to support major concepts 
of this approach is weak at best. Daniel 
10:13-20, the text most often cited to 
describe territorial spirits, does indicate 
the presence of evil spirits with some 

sense of territorial connection; however, 
we are given no mandate or guidelines 
for naming or confronting such spirits. 
In fact, Clinton Arnold notes that Daniel 
himself learned about the battle between 
spiritual forces only after the particular 
battle was completed.35 The evidence of 
Dan 10 (and later, Eph 6:12, where some 
assume a hierarchy led by spirits assigned 
to territories) simply does not offer suf-
ficient support for the elaborate system 
of assigned spirits that some warfare 
proponents have developed.36

In a similar fashion, the proposed 
biblical support for spiritual mapping is 
dubious.37 Moses sent men to spy out the 
land of Canaan and “see what the land is 
like” (Num 13:18). Joshua enlisted men 
to survey Canaan prior to settling the 
inheritances of the tribes (Josh 18:1-10). 
God instructed Ezekiel to depict the city 
of Jerusalem on a clay tablet, and he then 
revealed to the prophet his plans for the 
city (Ezek 4:1-5:17). Paul “mapped” the 
city of Athens when he viewed the altars 
to false gods throughout the city (Acts 
17:16-21). 

It would seem from the above verses 
that the Hebrews did at times survey the 
land and that God also at times revealed 
his plans to spiritual leaders. As well, 
the value of knowing a city in order to 
contextualize the gospel is apparent in 
the Acts 17 passage. None of the texts, 
however, suggests identifying spirits, and 
no general mandate to survey all cities is 
given. Robert Guelich has thus rightly 
determined that the current interest in 
identifying, mapping, and confronting 
territorial spirits reflects more the theol-
ogy of Frank Peretti’s fiction than it does 
the teachings of the Bible.38

Moreover, the use of Matt 12:29, 16:18-
19, and 18:18 to promote “binding and 
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loosing” in SLSW misses the points of 
these texts.39 Only the Matt 12 passage has 
a direct relationship to spiritual conflict, 
and that passage gives no clear authority 
to speak to and take control over demons. 
Thomas Lea has thus concluded, “We have 
no teaching, example, or exhortation in 
Scripture which encourages us to address 
prayer to the devil or to demons.”40

A Questioning of the Power  
of the Gospel

At the core of SLSW is a belief that 
identifying and breaking powers will 
place all non-believers in a given region on 
an equal playing ground; that is, remov-
ing a territorial spirit makes it possible 
now for non-believers in a given region 
to believe.41 Though not explicitly stated, 
this process implies that the “air must be 
cleared” before the gospel on the ground 
can be effective. The word of the cross 
as “the power of God” (1 Cor 1:18) thus 
apparently needs help in some situations. 
Such an implication demeans the power 
of the Word. 

A Danger of Fascination with the 
Demonic

SLSW proponents have warned against 
a fascination with evil, perhaps stated 
best by Wagner: “Uncovering the wiles of 
the devil can become so fascinating that 
we can begin to focus attention on the 
enemy rather than on God. This must be 
avoided at all costs. If we do it, we play 
into the enemy’s hands.”42 These warnings 
notwithstanding, SLSW appears to carry 
inherent risks toward an unhealthy focus 
on the demonic.

Involvement in discerning and pray-
ing against strongholds in a particular 
area automatically turns one’s attention 
to the demonic. At times, intercession 

includes more rebuking Satan than 
speaking to God. The present battle often 
receives more ink than the victory already 
achieved in Christ. Hence, Gerry Bres-
hears’ critique deserves a hearing:

The whole concept of strategic-level 
spiritual warfare misses the point of 
the kingdom work of Christ. Both 
Satan and demons must be seen 
in the light of the coming of Christ 
and his work on the cross. Christ 
has bound the demons at the cross. 
We do not bind demons but plunder 
the dominion of darkness, using the 
power of the proclaimed gospel.43

A Danger of Minimizing  
Human Depravity

Warfare advocates affirm humanity’s 
need for salvation. Nevertheless, the 
emphasis on Satan’s blinding of unbe-
lievers risks neglecting the truth that 
human beings are fallen by nature and 
by choice (Eph 2:2-3). If demonic forces 
are accepted as the cause of all wrong, 
human responsibility and the sins of the 
flesh are ignored (Eph 2:3). Strategies for 
breaking the powers may, then, wrongly 
take precedence over evangelizing lost 
people in need of a Savior. To counter 
this faulty tendency, the doctrinal truth of 
the sinfulness of humanity must be more 
clearly asserted.

A Leaning Toward Animism
Gailyn Van Rheenen defines “ani-

mism” as 

the belief that personal spiritual 
beings and impersonal spiritual 
forces have power over human 
affairs and that humans, conse-
quently, must discover what beings 
and forces are impacting them in 
order to determine future action 
and, infrequently, to manipulate 
their power.44 

Such tendencies are evident in some of 
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the writings of the SLSW movement.45 
Though more recently less so, early 

writings in the spiritual warfare move-
ment emphasized gaining a demon’s 
name in order to break its power. Of 
particular interest to this study are the 
names of ruling powers that interces-
sors have “discerned.”46 A spirit of pride 
hovered over Cordoba, Argentina. Spirits 
of depression hindered the work of mis-
sionaries in another foreign country. In 
Manchester, England, spirits of apathy 
and lethargy ruled the territory. Over 
Los Angeles reigned a spirit of greed. 
Seemingly, such “knowledge” is hardly 
revelatory, and the practice of naming 
demons borders on animism. 

A Danger of Neglecting Evangelism
John MacArthur, a critic of the spiritual 

warfare movement, made the following 
observation in reaction to the concept of 
a prayerwalk: 

Is that how we are to win our neigh-
borhoods? Did Christ instruct the 
Christians in Pergamos to walk the 
roads and say, “In the name of Jesus, 
I rebuke Satan”? Did He tell Chris-
tians there to command the demons 
of paganism and immorality to leave 
the city? Hardly. The Bible makes it 
clear we are to win our neighbor-
hoods by presenting the Gospel to 
the lost (Matt 28:19-20).47

MacArthur’s criticism of prayerwalk-
ing may be overstated, but he raises a 
significant issue. Do warfare strategies 
sometimes replace a simple presentation 
of the gospel? It would seem entirely 
possible that a SLSW proponent might 
become so involved in chasing spirits and 
mapping cities that he forgets to witness to 
his own neighbor. In that case—when the 
excitement of conducting SLSW in Judea 
and Samaria blurs one’s responsibilities in 
Jerusalem—the focus of the Great Com-

mission is in danger of eclipse. 

A Risk of Ignoring Contextualization
Juliet Thomas, who serves with Opera-

tion Mobilization, India, makes this astute 
observation about “prayer journeys” that 
are often a component of SLSW:

Much labour, time and money goes 
into organizing these prayer jour-
neys to distant cities. I accept that 
praying on site can help us under-
stand the people and the situation 
better, but such intercessors often 
shut themselves up while on site, 
giving themselves to prayer with-
out any effort to understand the 
people or their problems. Do they 
believe that praying on site while 
closeted in a hotel gives more power 
in prayer?
 Others go out and stand in front 
of temples and mosques during 
their prayer walks to pull down the 
strongholds of the gods worshipped 
there. This again causes much 
offense. In Calcutta, as in other 
places, local Christians were angry 
because such events cause hostility 
towards Christians who are trying 
hard to reach others in compassion 
with the love of Jesus.48

While never compromising the mes-
sage of the gospel, the missionary must 
strive to understand the context in which 
he works. The best-prepared missionary 
is simply more culturally sensitive than 
the above examples portray. 

A Question
If, then, SLSW is so wrought with 

weaknesses, why is this approach attrac-
tive to any missionary? Imagine again 
another scenario. A missionary who has 
served faithfully for more than a decade 
begins a new day, though he does so with 
little enthusiasm. Day after day and year 
after year, he and his family have toiled 
in this hard soil, with few results to show 
for their labors. Today, his loneliness is 
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overwhelming and his frustrations are 
mounting. He is ready to give up—except 
that he has recently read about spiritual 
mapping and territorial spirits, and now 
his interest is again piqued. 

“Perhaps,” he considers, “that’s the 
missing element. Others have prayed 
against spirits, and I hear that their min-
istries suddenly become fruitful—and 
how I long for my ministry to make a 
difference!” Armed with new enthusiasm, 
he devours all he can read about these 
exciting approaches. His honest desire 
to reach the lost sometimes overshadows 
this missionary’s willingness to critique 
new strategies. 

Moreover, few missionaries have been 
trained to approach spiritual warfare 
from a biblical perspective. Indeed, a 
brief survey of fifteen international mis-
sionaries on stateside assignment in 2000 
revealed that all believed that seminary 
had not prepared them for the reality of 
spiritual battles.49 All suggested that semi-
naries should require a class on spiritual 
warfare, though several believed that no 
class could fully prepare a potential mis-
sionary for the battles on the field. 

A Proposal
Given these findings, I propose the 

following suggestions for helping to 
prepare missionaries for spiritual war-
fare—whether they be candidates for 
career service or laypersons preparing 
for a short-term trip. Hence, this proposal 
may apply in either a seminary or local 
church setting. 

Even as I write this proposal, I am 
reminded of a Southern Seminary gradu-
ate’s reflections on his preparation to serve 
as a missionary: 

Upon reflection I wonder how I 
could have been more prepared. 

How does an educational institution 
fully prepare a student to enter the 
Third World, live in an environment 
that is totally foreign, learn a new 
language, and adapt to a new way of 
life? Only experience will teach you 
all you need to know to make it on 
the mission field, but the classroom 
provided me with the foundation to 
do what I am doing today.50

Fully aware that no missionary train-
ing program is complete without practical 
experience, I offer these guidelines for 
preparing missionaries for the spiritual 
battles inherent in doing the work of the 
Great Commission.

Teach the Word
One would wish that this expecta-

tion would be a given for the evangelical 
church and college or seminary, but such 
is not always the case. This basic guideline 
serves as a reminder that the Word of God 
is a “divinely powerful, spiritually effec-
tive weapon.”51

The Word is alive and powerful (Heb 
4:12), converting the soul (Ps 19:7) and 
protecting us from sin (Ps 119:11). The 
Word is the “sword of the Spirit” (Eph 
6:17). It is the weapon to which Jesus 
Himself turned when He faced tempta-
tion (Matt 4:1-11). Three times, the devil 
tempted Jesus in the wilderness, and three 
times the Son of God responded by quot-
ing God’s Word (Matt 4:1-11). The Word 
remains today a vital weapon in our battle 
against the enemy (Eph 6:17). 

Furthermore, it is the systematic teach-
ing of the Word that prepares the mis-
sionary to counter false belief systems 
encountered on the field. The best mission-
ary is a practitioner driven by a theology 
that longs to see the true God glori-
fied—much like the apostle Paul.52 The 
most effective churches and educational 
institutions intentionally teach believers to 
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read, understand, interpret, and apply the 
Word in any missiological setting. 

Teach the Truths of Spiritual 
Warfare, but Focus on God

This simple statement is as much a 
foundational warning as it is a guideline. 
More than sixty years ago, C. S. Lewis 
warned readers, “There are two equal and 
opposite errors into which our race can 
fall about the devils. One is to disbelieve 
in their existence. The other is to believe, 
and to feel an excessive and unhealthy 
interest in them.”53 The more likely danger 
in teaching about spiritual warfare is to 
fall into the latter error rather than the 
former. 

Missionaries must, however, march 
into battle with their focus on God—not 
on the enemy. God is the warrior who 
led His people across the Red Sea (Exod 
15:3). David fought the Philistine giant 
not with a sword and a javelin, but in the 
name of the Lord whose battle it was (1 
Sam 17:45-47). Jehaziel likewise assured 
Jehoshaphat of God’s presence in the 
midst of battle with these words: “Do not 
fear or be dismayed because of this great 
multitude, for the battle is not yours but 
God’s” (2 Chr 20:15).

God is our shield (Gen 15:1; Ps 28:7), 
and it is He who chose to wear the breast-
plate of righteousness and the helmet of 
salvation (Isa 59:17). We face a real enemy 
in spiritual battles, but we are armed in 
the armor of a God who is “greater than 
he who is in the world” (1 John 4:4). Hence, 
the missionaries most equipped for spiri-
tual warfare are those who have learned 
foremost to keep their eyes on Him.

Teach Holiness
In 2000, practitioners, theologians, and 

mission executives from around the world 

gathered in Nairobi, Kenya, for the “Con-
sultation on Deliver Us from Evil.” This 
consultation, convened by the Lausanne 
Committee for World Evangelization and 
the Association of Evangelicals in Africa, 
produced the following statement that 
emphasizes holiness:

Holiness is central to the Christian 
response to evil: 
 a) In the exercise of spiritual 
authority, those who do not give 
adequate attention to character and 
holiness truncate the whole bibli-
cal picture of spiritual growth and 
sanctification.
 b) To practice spiritual conflict 
without adequate attention to per-
sonal holiness is to invite disaster.
 c) The pursuit of holiness applies 
not only to the individual, but also 
to the family, the local church and 
the larger community of faith.
 d) While holiness includes per-
sonal piety, it applies to social rela-
tions as well.54

Local churches and theological institu-
tions preparing Christians for missionary 
service would do well to hear and heed 
this statement.

Regrettably, local churches often 
have few stated standards for church 
membership, poorly developed disciple-
ship strategies, and little accountability 
among believers. From some of these 
same churches go volunteer and career 
missionaries who have themselves never 
been adequately discipled. Practical holi-
ness has been more a goal than a daily 
reality. These same missionaries—at 
times serving with little direct support, 
and at long distances from home and 
accountability—often fall easy prey to 
spiritual attacks.

Moreover, it has been my experience 
that most Christian colleges and seminar-
ies poorly teach the spiritual disciplines 
that characterize holiness. To be fair, 
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the home and the church should be the 
first loci of such teachings; nevertheless, 
one goal of theological education ought 
to be to reinforce solidly those teach-
ings. Indeed, the essence of putting on 
the armor (Eph 6:10-17) is living daily 
in truth, righteousness, faith, and hope, 
while always being ready to proclaim 
the gospel of peace found in the Word. 
When theological institutions (as well as 
churches) assume that believers daily wear 
the armor, we risk sending ill-equipped 
missionaries into the spiritual war. 

Teach and Model Healthy 
Relationships

The enemy’s presence in the Garden of 
Eden quickly led to Adam’s placing the 
blame for his sin on the wife that God 
had graciously given to him (Gen 3:9-
12). Some time thereafter, brother killed 
brother as sin disrupted relationship after 
relationship (Gen 4:1-8). That pattern has 
not changed—the enemy still aims his 
arrows at relationships. 

Marriages on the mission field face the 
same issues of those in North American 
culture, though the issues are often inten-
sified by distance from extended families. 
Educational choices for children are likely 
limited on the mission field. Culture shock 
as well as reverse culture shock upon 
re-entry to the native country are often 
difficult for families. Having committed 
themselves to world evangelization, mis-
sionary families thus place themselves 
in the enemy’s crosshairs. In most cases, 
there are also few trained biblical counsel-
ors in their immediate settings to minister 
to these families when under attack. 

It did not surprise us, then, that one 
missionary in the previously mentioned 
survey encouraged us to offer a class 
“teaching students how to recognize 

when Satan is attacking your family 
and your marriage . . . and how to lead 
family devotions at all stages of family 
development.”55 Perhaps the most effec-
tive way to prepare missionary families 
for spiritual attack is to teach and model 
healthy, God-centered relationships before 
they enter the field. 

Teach Dependence Even in 
Brokenness

The Apostle Paul, a missionary extraor-
dinaire, faced the buffeting of a “messen-
ger of Satan” (2 Cor 12:7-10) in his own life. 
The nature of this “thorn in the flesh” is 
debatable, but the intensity of its nature is 
not; three times Paul asked God to remove 
this thorn. God, however, left Paul in the 
battle, thus teaching him that “when we 
accept our own weakness, we then also 
learn that we must rely totally upon God. 
. . . It [weakness] does not denote God’s 
disfavor, but rather the reverse.”56

I am convinced that one of the enemy’s 
primary goals is to lead missionaries to 
mess up (that is, fall into sin) or to give up 
(quit in the face of discouragement). The 
former can be countered by training in 
spiritual disciplines and holiness, and the 
latter by teaching that God is sovereign 
over every spiritual battle we face. The 
enemy has no access to us apart from 
God’s permission (see Job 1-2; Luke 22:31-
32); if so, God always has a purpose when 
he allows us to be under attack.

The answer, then, is not to shake our fist 
at the devil. Rather, it is to submit to God’s 
plan and trust his leadership through 
the battle. Here, the words of William 
Gurnall again speak to the struggling 
missionary: “Not only is Satan’s power 
derived and limited, it is also subservient 
to the overruling power of God. Whatever 
mischief he devises is appointed by God 



44

for the ultimate service and benefit of the 
saints.”57 How important it is for mission-
aries to understand this truth before the 
enemy strikes!

Tackle the Difficult Topic of 
Worldview and Power

Reflect on these situations faced by 
missionaries who responded to our sur-
vey: 

• A young lady is vomiting, believed 
by the local leaders to be inhabited 
by a demon.
• An indigenous prayer leader per-
ceives that the ground moves when 
praying for a team prepared to dis-
tribute tracts in an area dominated 
by spiritism
• A local witch places a curse on the 
missionary’s family.
• A new believer asks missionaries 
to destroy the idols of her former 
belief system because she is afraid 
to do so herself.
• Another new believer takes his 
ill child both to the missionary for 
prayer and to the shaman for heal-
ing.

In each case, the missionary indicated 
that theological training did not prepare 
him for such an event. While it is clear 
again that no training can equip a mis-
sionary for every potential happening, 
we must prepare future missionaries to 
recognize such worldview issues and to 
filter these events through a biblical lens. 
To ignore such topics is to leave the mis-
sionary with only the grid of experience 
for evaluation—and experience alone can 
lead astray. 

In addition, others with a less sound 
hermeneutic are often more open to con-
sidering these issues than are conservative 
evangelicals. If we leave the discussion of 
these difficult subjects to others, we risk 
our potential missionaries adopting poor 
theology and methodologies to address 
these issues. Ultimately, we then fail in 

our responsibility to equip them with a 
solid (and always relevant) biblical foun-
dation for their task. 

Teach Believers to Pray for 
Missionaries

Paul concludes the book of Ephesians 
with a request for believers to pray for one 
another and for his evangelistic endeavors 
(Eph 6:18-20). Though Paul likely did not 
intend prayer to be a piece of the armor 
of God, the sense of urgency noted in 
verses 18-20 ties his request to the battle 
indicated in 6:11-12. The believers were to 
“be on the alert,” praying with all prayer 
at all times with all perseverance and peti-
tion for all the saints (v. 18).

Paul’s request for boldness also implies 
his recognition that evangelism and mis-
sions would not be easy tasks. Indeed, 
both Ephesians and Colossians—letters 
written to a culture dominated by the 
powers—include a request from Paul for 
continued prayer support.

Pray for an Open Door to Share the 
Gospel (Col 4:2-3)

In his letter to the Colossians, Paul 
requested the believers to pray that “God 
may open up to us a door for the word, 
so that we may speak forth the mystery 
of Christ” (Col 4:3). Because he was in 
prison at the time (Col 4:18), it is possible 
that Paul desired a release from prison in 
order to preach the gospel. More likely, 
as Peter O’Brien indicates, Paul “did not 
regard imprisonment as a serious inter-
ruption of his missionary work.”58 Given 
his desire and skills to “turn any situation 
into an opportunity for witness,” it seems 
plausible that Paul was simply request-
ing God to provide an opportunity for 
sharing the gospel within his present 
circumstances.59
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Regardless of one’s interpretation of 
the “open door,” it is clear that Paul rec-
ognized God as the source of any oppor-
tunity for witness. Equally clear is Paul’s 
understanding that prayer is the means 
by which God opens those doors. 

Pray for the Witness (Col 4:3-4; Eph 
6:19-20)

Not only did Paul request prayer for an 
open door, but he also sought prayer for 
himself as the messenger. Specifically, he 
asked for prayer that he might proclaim 
the gospel clearly and boldly (Col 4:4, 
Eph 6:19-20). The open door would not 
be enough if there were no messenger 
willing to proclaim the Word, and Paul 
understood that he had no ability to speak 
that Word apart from God’s power. 

When I ask my classes if they pray daily 
for missionaries, typically only a hand-
ful admit to doing so. Yet, what changes 
might occur if we intentionally trained 
seminary students and church leaders to 
pray strategically for missionaries as Paul 
requested for himself? Might churches 
be more missions-focused? Might mis-
sionaries on the front lines of the battle 
find themselves more effective and more 
victorious in the battles they face? 

Conclusion
The “Deliver Us from Evil Consultation 

Statement” (2000) concluded, “There is an 
urgent need to incorporate the study of 
spiritual conflict into theological schools 
and training centers around the world.”60 
At Southern Seminary, the students in our 
missions track are required to take a class 
entitled “Spiritual Warfare in Evangelism 
and Missions.” That class, though, is only 
one class among other significant courses 
in biblical languages, Bible surveys, 
church history, theology, philosophy, 

ethics, preaching, spiritual disciplines, 
missiology, and practical ministry. 

Our goal is not to focus on the enemy, 
but nor do we want to ignore his reality.  
In the end, we want to produce “discipled 
warriors” who wear the armor of God, 
who understand contextual and world-
view issues, who operate from a sound 
biblical and theological base—and who 
are unafraid to take the gospel into the 
dominion of darkness (Col 1:13, Acts 
26:18). 
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Introduction
The modern missionary movement has 
made unprecedented progress in reaching 
the lost peoples of the world. The gospel 
has penetrated many countries and peo-
ple groups that only a generation ago were 
considered “off limits.” There is much to 
be thankful for, and yet there is much 
work left to be done. The question, then, 
is where our efforts should be focused. Do 
we press on “full steam ahead” and put 
all our forces on the front lines in order to 
engage more and more unreached people 
groups? Or do we spend time and energy 
fortifying and strengthening the progress 
we have already made so that the enemy 
does not steal the fruit of our labor?

The Apostle Paul struggled with this 
same dilemma. As the apostle to the 
Gentiles, he felt compelled to preach 
the gospel where Christ had never been 
named (Rom 15:20). His desire was to 
press on into new territories expanding 
the kingdom of God—not only numeri-
cally, but also geographically. His goal 
was to lay the foundation and not to build 
on someone else’s work. As a pioneer he 
was constantly seeking to preach the 
gospel “to the ends of the earth.” Approxi-
mately twenty-five years after his conver-
sion, Paul claimed that from Jerusalem to 
Illyricum he had fulfilled the ministry of 
the gospel (Rom 15:19).

We, however, would be mistaken to 
suppose that Paul’s only concern was to 

preach the gospel to “unreached people 
groups.” Paul’s mission strategy was 
much more comprehensive. It is simply 
not true that Paul viewed his ministry as 
complete in the regions from Jerusalem 
to Illyricum. In Rom 15:19 Paul does state, 
“from Jerusalem and all the way around to 
Illyricum I have fulfilled [peplērōkenai] the 
ministry of the gospel of Christ.”1 Yet, this 
verse has often been misunderstood. Paul 
is not saying that there is no work left for 
him to do and that he must put all of his 
effort elsewhere. The focus of his ministry 
after his letter to the Romans indicates 
that he did not abandon his previous mis-
sion efforts. Rather, Paul’s statement must 
be interpreted much more narrowly. He 
does not claim that the gospel has reached 
every person, every “people group,” or 
that his ministry has been fulfilled, but 
that he “fulfilled the gospel.”2 So what 
does Paul mean by this statement? His 
statement must be understood to mean 
that as God’s apostle to the Gentiles, he 
has fulfilled his apostolic obligation to 
start new evangelistic work in the regions 
from Jerusalem to Illyricum. The Greek 
word translated “fulfilled” can also be 
translated “completed.” By preaching 
the gospel and establishing churches in 
all the various regions, in one sense Paul 
had “completed” the gospel.3 Yet, as a 
well-balanced missionary, Paul did not 
simply move on and abandon his previ-
ous works. 

The Need for Theological Education 
in Missions: Lessons Learned from the 

Church’s Greatest Missionary
Benjamin L. Merkle
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The goal of this article, then, is to 
demonstrate Paul’s great concern for the 
ongoing need of missionary involvement 
in the churches he previously planted as a 
model for the need for theological educa-
tion in missions. Eckhard Schnabel rightly 
explains how Paul’s missionary theology 
and practice serves as an example for us 
today:

He repeatedly visited the churches 
that he had established in Galatia, 
Macedonia and Achaia; he stayed 
for several years in Corinth and in 
Ephesus; he took time to write let-
ters, to train new workers whom he 
sent to the existing churches with 
various tasks. Paul’s main concern 
evidently was not to reach as many 
people as quickly as possible with 
the gospel. He spared no effort, 
time and energy in safeguarding 
the consolidation of his missionary 
“successes.”4

Paul’s mission strategy of continuing to 
strengthen his churches will be shown by 
(1) his practice of revisiting churches, (2) 
his practice of writing letters to churches, 
and (3) his practice of sending co-workers 
to churches.

Paul’s Practice of  
Revisiting Churches

Paul’s missionary strategy has been 
well-documented and is beyond the scope 
of this article. Instead, we will focus on 
three specific areas that demonstrate 
Paul’s on-going concern for the theological 
and practical development of the churches 
he planted. The first area is Paul’s practice 
of revisiting churches to ensure their 
viability. 

On his first missionary journey Paul 
established churches in many cities 
including Antioch (in Pisidia), Iconium, 
Lystra, and Derbe (Acts 13:13-14:14). Paul 
and Barnabas began their missionary 
endeavors in Asia Minor in the city of 

Antioch. After preaching in the syna-
gogue, Luke records that “many Jews and 
devout converts to Judaism followed Paul 
and Barnabas” (Acts 13:43). But as more 
and more people grew interested in the 
message of the gospel, the opposition 
grew with equal strength. The jealousy 
of the Jewish leaders caused them to 
contradict Paul’s message and revile him. 
Therefore, Paul and Barnabas announced 
that the gospel was now being offered 
to the Gentiles. Upon hearing this, the 
Gentiles “began rejoicing and glorify-
ing the word of the Lord” (Acts 14:48a). 
Luke then informs us that “as many as 
were appointed to eternal life believed” 
and as a result “the word of the Lord was 
spreading throughout the whole region” 
(Acts 14:48b-49). We find similar reports in 
the other cities. In Iconium Paul preached 
in the synagogue so that “a great number 
of both Jews and Greeks believed” (Acts 
14:1). Even though they received opposi-
tion to their message, Paul and Barnabas 
“remained [there] for a long time, speak-
ing boldly for the Lord” (Acts 14:3). In 
Lystra Paul and Barnabas were treated 
like gods after they performed a miracle-
healing. But the crowd quickly turned 
against them and after being stoned and 
taken for dead, Paul fled to Derbe with 
Barnabas. Again, Luke informs us that 
after they preached the gospel there they 
“made many disciples” (Acts 14:21).

Paul was not content to leave these new 
believers on their own. He knew that they 
needed a follow-up visit. So, instead of 
returning directly to Antioch, Paul and 
Barnabas returned to Lystra, Iconium, and 
Antioch, “strengthening the souls of the 
disciples, encouraging them to continue in 
the faith, and saying that through many 
tribulations we must enter the kingdom 
of God” (Acts 14:22). They also appointed 
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elders in every church. Paul realized that 
these new churches needed help. He did 
not simply plant the church and then hope 
they would make it on their own. Not only 
did Paul entrust them to the Holy Spirit 
and pray for them regularly, but he also 
gave them further instructions on what 
it means to be a Christian and how the 
church of God should function. 

On his second missionary journey Paul 
did not focus his efforts only on new, 
unreached areas. Before making his way 
to Greece, he once again revisited the 
churches of Asia Minor. Having a great 
burden to make sure the churches were 
living according to the gospel, Paul said 
to Barnabas, “Let us return and visit the 
brothers in every city were we proclaimed 
the word of the Lord, and see how they 
are” (Acts 15:36). But after a dispute con-
cerning John Mark, Paul separated from 
Barnabas, taking Silas with him. As they 
traveled through the region of Asia Minor 
preaching the gospel, “the churches 
were strengthened in the faith, and they 
increased in numbers daily” (Acts 16:5). 

After the Holy Spirit prevented them 
from going into Bithynia, Paul and his 
companions entered Macedonia and 
Achaia. There they made disciples in 
Philippi, Thessalonica, Berea, Athens, and 
Corinth (among other cities). In Philippi, 
Lydia and the jailer, along with their 
households, believed the gospel and were 
baptized. In Thessalonica the missionary 
team again entered the synagogue and 
preached about Jesus. According to Luke, 
“some of them were persuaded and joined 
Paul and Silas, as did a great many of 
the devout Greeks and not a few of the 
leading women” (Acts 17:4). Next they 
traveled by night to Berea after escaping 
persecution in Thessalonica. The Bereans 
eagerly received the word, and, as a result, 

many of them believed, including many 
prominent Greek women and men. In 
Athens Paul preached to the Greek phi-
losophers, some of whom mocked him 
while some believed. In Corinth he met 
Titius Justus, a worshiper of God, and 
“Crispus, the ruler of the synagogue,” 
who “believed in the Lord, together with 
his entire household” (Acts 18:8a). In addi-
tion, “many of the Corinthians hearing 
Paul believed and were baptized” (Acts 
18:9b). After teaching the word of God 
in Corinth for a year and a half, Paul and 
his team returned to Antioch by way of 
Cenchreae and Ephesus.

On his third missionary journey, we 
find Paul again revisiting the churches in 
Asia Minor. Luke records that Paul “went 
from one place to the next through the 
region of Galatia and Phrygia, strength-
ening all the disciples” (Acts 18:23). Paul 
then journeyed to Ephesus, preaching in 
the synagogues for three months. When 
the Jews became stubborn and continued 
in unbelief, Paul began reasoning in the 
hall of Tyrannus, which “continued for 
two years, so that all the residents of Asia 
heard the word of the Lord, both Jews 
and Greeks” (Acts 19:10). As a result, “the 
word of the Lord continued to increase 
and prevail mightily” (Acts 19:20). After 
this time Paul resolved in the Spirit to 
pass through Macedonia and Achaia 
before returning to Jerusalem. So, after 
departing Ephesus, Paul went through 
Macedonia (Berea, Thessalonica, and 
Philippi) encouraging the churches in 
those regions. He then entered Greece 
and spent three months strengthen-
ing the believers there. Due to intense 
persecution Paul was forced to flee. Yet, 
even amidst all of his difficulties, Paul 
decided to return through Macedonia in 
order to visit the churches again. Finally, 
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the missionaries came to Miletus where 
Paul called for the elders of the church at 
Ephesus to come to him so that he could 
give them further instructions.

Paul’s visits to some of the above-
mentioned cities and regions, however, 
do not end with the book of Acts. After 
his two-year imprisonment in Rome, it 
is assumed that Paul was released and 
resumed his missionary travels. Although 
he had a great desire to visit Spain (Rom 
15:24, 28), and according to church tradi-
tion he eventually did make it there, we 
again find Paul revisiting some of the 
places where he earlier planted churches. 
Paul writes to Timothy, “As I urged you 
when I was going to Macedonia, remain 
at Ephesus” (1 Tim 1:3). Two locations are 
mentioned in this text. Apparently, Paul 
and Timothy visited Ephesus in order 
to help strengthen the church there.5 
While Timothy is urged to remain, Paul 
mentions that he was again headed for 
Macedonia (presumably the churches in 
Philippi, Thessalonica, and Berea). 

According to the above data, Paul vis-
ited the churches in central Asia Minor 
(Antioch, Iconium, Lystra, and Derbe) at 
least four times over a period of seven 
years (A.D. 46-53), the church in Ephesus 
three times over a period of twelve years 
(A.D. 52-64?), the churches in Macedonia 
four times over a period of fifteen years 
(A.D. 49-64?),6 and the churches in Achaia 
(Athens, Corinth, Cenchraea) three times 
over a period eight years.7 Of course, this 
data does not prove the need for ongoing 
theological education in the mission field 
today, but it does at least suggest that from 
the very beginning Paul established a 
pattern of returning to his work in order 
to strengthen the churches. His work was 
not finished after a church was planted 
in a new region or after the first converts 

were discipled. Rather, year after year 
he returned to the churches he planted 
to appoint leaders, teach true doctrine, 
correct false doctrine, and instruct the 
believers in godliness. Bowers rightly 
concludes, 

Insofar as the pattern of Paul’s plans 
and movements is available to us, 
there is no restless rushing from one 
new opening to another but rather a 
methodical progress concerned both 
with initiating work in new areas 
and at the same time with bringing 
the emergent groups in those areas 
to stable maturity.8 

Paul’s Practice of  
Writing Letters to Churches

It was Paul’s desire to answer doctri-
nal and practical questions or problems 
in person. Such a desire, however, was 
sometimes not practical or even possible 
to fulfill. As a result, Paul often wrote 
letters in order to continue his teaching 
ministry among the churches. Based 
on the letters preserved in the canon of 
Scripture, Paul wrote no less than thir-
teen letters to churches and individuals.9 
Paul’s correspondence with the churches, 
however, cannot be limited to the canoni-
cal letters. 

Two of Paul’s first extant letters were 
written to the church at Thessalonica.10 
According to Acts 17:5-10, Paul’s ministry 
in Thessalonica was short-lived. He and 
Silas were forced to escape the city at 
night so that the angry mob did not seize 
them. Shortly after leaving Thessalonica 
(A.D. 50), Paul became greatly concerned 
about the Thessalonian Christians since 
they were suffering persecution for their 
faith. Paul himself could not immediately 
return there since “Satan hindered” him 
(1 Thess 2:16).11 As a result, he sent Timo-
thy who returned with a good report that 
they were standing firm. Yet, some of 
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them were grieving the loss of their loved 
ones as those who had no hope. Appar-
ently, the Thessalonians came to believe 
that those who died before Christ’s return 
would miss out on the resurrection. Paul, 
therefore, wrote 1 Thessalonians (possibly 
from Athens; see 1 Thess 3:1) in order to 
correct their misunderstanding of the 
Second Coming and encourage them 
to persevere under trials. Learning of 
new developments related to the Thes-
salonians’ incorrect view of the return of 
Christ, Paul was forced to write a second 
letter (probably from Corinth, A.D. 51). 
Some believed that the Parousia had 
already taken place, while others refused 
to work for a living. Paul’s message was 
that the end had not yet come since other 
events had to first take place (2 Thess 2:1-
12) and that those who do not work do not 
deserve to eat (2 Thess 3:6-12).

Paul also wrote a letter to the churches 
in Galatia (Antioch, Lystra, Iconium, 
Derbe).12 Although the date of Paul’s letter 
to the Galatians is debated, it is possible 
that Paul wrote this letter on his third mis-
sionary journey (A.D. 53-57). In this case, 
after having worked with the churches in 
South Galatia for over seven years, Paul 
still felt a burden to instruct and encour-
age these churches. One might suppose 
that the church’s greatest missionary 
could have adequately taught and trained 
them after spending so much time there. 
Yet, the threat of the false teachers was 
real and was threatening to undo the work 
that he had built up. 

We know from his letters to Corinth 
that Paul wrote at least two letters in 
addition to the ones known as 1 and 2 
Corinthians (cf. 1 Cor 5:9; 2 Cor 2:4; 7:8). 
In this case, Paul felt compelled to write 
at least four letters to a church that he 
had visited on no less than three separate 

occasions (the first visit lasted for eighteen 
months; cf. Acts 18:11). Although we do 
not know the precise date of Paul’s first 
letter to the Corinthians (i.e., the letter he 
wrote before 1 Corinthians), we do know 
that the Corinthians misunderstood at 
least part of his letter. Paul wrote that 
they should not associate with sexually 
immoral people (1 Cor 5:9), but the Corin-
thians understood that to mean immoral 
unbelievers. Thus, in his second letter 
(i.e., 1 Corinthians), written at the end of 
his third missionary journey in Ephesus 
(A.D. 55-56?), Paul corrects this faulty 
view by making it clear that he meant not 
to associate with an immoral person who 
claims to be a “brother” (1 Cor 5:11). But 
things in Corinth went from bad to worse. 
Paul desired to return to Corinth but 
first intended to visit Macedonia (1 Cor 
16:5-9). Consequently, he sent Timothy 
as his personal representative (1 Cor 4:17; 
16:10). Timothy returned with a negative 
report because many in the congregation 
had begun to doubt the validity of Paul’s 
apostleship. As a result, Paul made an 
emergency visit to Corinth (not recorded 
in Acts; see 2 Cor 2:1; 12:14; 13:2). This 
visit, however, was very painful because 
Paul was not well received as his apostolic 
authority was being questioned (2 Cor 
2:1). Shortly after this difficult visit, Paul 
wrote his third letter to Corinth. This let-
ter was written before 2 Corinthians and 
is often referred to as Paul’s painful or 
harsh letter (2 Cor 2:3-4, 9; 7:8). Paul sent 
Titus to deliver this letter; and when Titus 
returned with the good report that Paul 
had won most of the Corinthians back, he 
penned 2 Corinthians (A.D. 56?) and then 
later visited the church and from there 
wrote his letter to the Romans.

Paul also felt compelled to write to 
the Philippians. During his first Roman 
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imprisonment Paul sent a letter to the 
church at Philippi (A.D. 60-62). More than 
ten years after establishing a church in 
that city, Paul’s work among the church 
was not finished. They were his partners 
in the ministry, and Paul felt obligated to 
give them a status report on his condi-
tion and to thank them for the gift they 
sent via Epaphroditus. Yet, Paul also felt 
obligated to exhort them to live unselfish 
and humble lives (2:1-16; 4:2-3) and to 
beware of the false teachers (3:2-3). Paul 
could not visit them as he was confined to 
house arrest in Rome. So he wrote a letter 
in order to keep communication with the 
church and instruct them in the gospel.

Finally, Paul’s letters to the church 
at Ephesus demonstrate his on-going 
concern for the growth and maturation 
of the churches. Paul spent at least two 
and a half years in the city of Ephesus 
during his third missionary campaign. 
Yet, several years later he wrote from 
Macedonia in order to encourage their 
faith. Although this letter is general in 
nature (not addressing a specific setting) 
and there is debate as to its intended 
location (the phrase “in Ephesus” in 1:1 
is not in some early manuscripts), it is 
still probable that Ephesus was at least 
one of the intended destinations for this 
epistle. Paul’s second letter to Ephesus 
was written specifically to his associate 
Timothy. Yet, Paul did not just write to 
Timothy, but through Timothy he wrote 
to the entire congregation. This position is 
confirmed by the use of the plural “you” 
at the end of 1 and 2 Timothy (1 Tim 6:21; 
2 Tim 4:22) and the fact that the issues 
related in the epistle concern the entire 
congregation. First Timothy was written 
after Paul was released from house arrest 
in Rome. When he writes, Paul is once 
again engaged in missionary endeavors. 

Approximately fifteen years after planting 
a church in Ephesus, Paul, through his 
co-worker Timothy, wrote to encourage 
and strengthen the church. They still 
needed help in appointing leaders (over-
seers/elders and deacons), stopping the 
false teachers, and protecting the gospel. 
After a short season of traveling freely 
throughout various regions, Paul was 
arrested and imprisoned a second time 
in Rome. Sensing his imminent death, 
Paul sent off one final letter to Timothy 
who was still in Ephesus. At this point in 
his life, with such little time left to live, 
Paul’s actions speak volumes as to what 
was most important in his life. Before he 
died, Paul did not command Timothy to 
drop what he is doing at Ephesus in order 
to preach the gospel where Christ had not 
been named.13 Rather, Paul encouraged 
Timothy to remain in Ephesus in order 
to take care of lingering problems.14 Yes, 
Paul was concerned about reaching the 
unreached, but he was equally concerned 
with strengthening and fortifying his 
existing work—lest he labor and run in 
vain.

Paul’s letter writing, then, demonstrates 
his concern for the on-going growth of the 
churches he planted. His goal was not 
merely to plant churches and let them 
loose, regardless of the consequences. 
Rather, Paul wisely maintained a healthy 
on-going relationship with his churches 
so that the work of the gospel continued 
to flourish. 

Paul’s Practice of  
Sending Co-Workers to Churches

A third example demonstrating Paul’s 
on-going concern for his churches is his 
practice of sending co-workers in his place. 
When Paul was unable to visit churches 
that needed his guidance, he not only 



56

wrote letters to fill that vacuum but also 
frequently sent delegates on his behalf. 
These delegates did not simply complete 
the next stage of mission work after the 
Apostle Paul finished. Rather, they were 
an extension of Paul’s mission work itself. 
Like his letters, these co-workers were 
sent to complete Paul’s ongoing task of 
mission work. In order to demonstrate 
this thesis, we will look at the ministries 
of Tychicus, Titus, and Timothy.

Not much is known about Tychicus 
since he is only mentioned five times in 
the New Testament. We know from Acts 
20:4 that he accompanied Paul on his 
third missionary journey. Having become 
Paul’s faithful companion, Tychicus was 
sent as an emissary to Ephesus. In Eph 
6:21-22 we read, “So that you also may 
know how I am and what I am doing, 
Tychicus the beloved brother and faith-
ful minister in the Lord will tell you 
everything. I have sent him to you for this 
very purpose, that you may know how 
we are, and that he may encourage your 
hearts.” Paul commends Tychicus to the 
Ephesian congregation, describing him as 
a “beloved brother and faithful minister 
in the Lord.” 

Paul’s stated reason for sending Tychi-
cus is twofold. First, he was given the task 
of relating to the Ephesians Paul’s status 
by means of the letter he bore and the per-
sonal testimony he could convey to them. 
Second, Paul also gave Tychicus the task 
of encouraging their hearts. Because Paul 
was not in a position to come to Ephesus 
himself, he decided to write a letter and 
send the letter by means of his trusted 
co-worker. For Paul, the letter could not 
be sent by just any messenger, but only by 
someone who could faithfully discharge 
and continue the duties of the apostle 
himself. Colossians 4:7-8 presents a simi-

lar picture where Paul writes, “Tychicus 
will tell you all about my activities. He is 
a beloved brother and faithful minister 
and fellow servant in the Lord. I have sent 
him to you for this very purpose, that you 
may know how we are and that he may 
encourage your hearts.” Tychicus contin-
ued to serve as an important co-worker 
with Paul. In Titus 3:12 Paul made plans 
to send Tychicus or Artemas to the island 
of Crete so that Titus would be able to go 
visit Paul at Nicopolis, where he intended 
to spend the winter. Finally, Tychicus was 
sent back to Ephesus in order to replace 
Timothy and was also possibly the bearer 
of the letter (2 Tim 4:12).

Titus was another one of Paul’s trusted 
associates. He was born to Greek parents 
and became an early traveling compan-
ion of Paul (Gal 2:1, 3). Although never 
mentioned in the book of Acts, he accom-
panied Paul and Barnabas to the church 
in Jerusalem during the so-called “Jeru-
salem Council” (Acts 15). Titus became 
instrumental in helping Paul deal with the 
problems in the Corinthian church. Fol-
lowing his first canonical letter to the Cor-
inthians, Paul made an emergency visit 
to Corinth, but he was not well-received. 
As a result, he wrote a harsh letter to the 
Corinthians and sent Titus to deliver it (2 
Cor 12:18). Titus apparently returned to 
Paul with good news; and when Paul later 
penned 2 Corinthians, he again sent his 
“partner and fellow worker” (2 Cor 8:23) 
as the messenger. 

Several years later, after being released 
from his first Roman imprisonment, Paul 
made a visit to the island of Crete. For 
some unknown reason, however, Paul 
was forced to leave Crete. Because Titus 
was accompanying Paul at this time, Paul 
left Titus behind in Crete in order to fulfill 
the ministry Paul himself could not do. 
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Later, Paul wrote to Titus and reminded 
him, “This is why I left you in Crete, so 
that you might put what remained into 
order, and appoint elders in every town 
as I directed you” (Titus 1:5). According to 
Acts 14:23, it was Paul’s custom to appoint 
elders in the churches. Paul’s quick and 
unexpected departure forced him to 
assign this important responsibility to 
Titus. In addition to appointing elders 
in Crete, Titus was also given the task of 
teaching sound doctrine (Titus 2:1) as well 
as exhorting and rebuking those under 
his ministry (Titus 2:15). Titus’ work, 
however, did not end in Crete. When his 
work in Crete was finished, or at least 
things were stable, Paul wanted Titus to 
meet him at Nicopolis (Titus 3:12). Finally, 
according to 2 Tim 4:10, Titus went to 
Dalmatia. Although it is not certain as to 
whether Paul sent Titus to Dalmatia, its 
close proximity to Nicopolis fits Paul’s 
earlier request (Titus 3:12) and evangelis-
tic strategy.15

Finally, we will briefly look at the min-
istry of Timothy. From the evidence of the 
New Testament, it appears that Timothy 
was one of Paul’s closest and most trusted 
partners in the gospel. Because Timothy 
was half Jewish, he was circumcised 
in order to effectively minister among 
the Jews (Acts 16:1-3). He joined Paul 
on his second missionary journey and 
became a nearly constant companion of 
the Apostle. Timothy quickly earned a 
good reputation among the believers in 
Lystra (his home town) and Iconium (Acts 
16:2), and that reputation was maintained 
when he joined Paul’s team. He and Silas 
were left behind in Berea after Paul was 
encouraged by the local believers to flee 
the city (Acts 17:14). Very early in their 
relationship Paul found that he could 
trust Timothy with the task of finishing 

what he himself could not. Later, Timothy 
became Paul’s emissary to Thessalonica to 
help strengthen their faith. Paul writes, 
“and we sent Timothy, our brother and 
God’s coworker in the gospel of Christ, to 
establish and exhort you in your faith, that 
no one be moved by these afflections” (1 
Thess 3:2-3). Then we read that Paul sent 
Timothy, along with Erastus, to Macedo-
nia while Paul himself remained in Asia 
(Acts 19:22). Timothy was also chosen by 
Paul to travel to Corinth so that he could 
remind them of Paul’s ways in Christ (1 
Cor 4:17). During his first Roman impris-
onment Paul made plans to send Timothy 
to Philippi, although there is no clear 
indication elsewhere in Scripture that he 
actually traveled there during this time 
(Phil 2:19). Finally, Paul sent Timothy to 
Ephesus in order to combat the false teach-
ing that had infiltrated the church. Not 
only did Paul himself spend more than 
two and a half years in Ephesus and write 
a letter to the church there, but Paul also 
felt it was crucial to send Timothy there to 
ensure the survival of the true gospel.

Paul’s on-going concern for the health 
of the churches led him not only to revisit 
them when possible, but he also wrote let-
ters and sent his co-workers in his place 
when he could not visit in person.16 We 
have evidence that Tychicus, on behalf of 
Paul, was sent to the churches in Ephesus 
(twice), Colossae, and possibly Crete. Titus 
was sent to Corinth, Crete, and Dalmatia. 
Timothy remained at Berea, and was sent 
to Thessalonica, Macedonia, Corinth, 
Ephesus, and possibly Philippi. 

Conclusion
By way of conclusion, I will make three 

observations based on this study. First, 
the traditional method of referring to 
Paul-type missions versus Timothy-type 
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missions introduces a false dichotomy. 
Timothy did not have a different mission 
strategy than Paul but was an extension 
of Paul’s own mission strategy. Timothy 
was often sent to places where Paul had 
already planted churches to strengthen 
and encourage them. If possible, Paul 
would have visited the churches (as he did 
on numerous occasions); but if he himself 
could not visit, then he would send a 
letter or one of his co-workers or both. 
Many commentators and missiologists, 
however, maintain that Paul was not so 
concerned with building up the churches 
as he was with planting them. After all, 
they reason, Paul testified that it was his 
ambition not to build on someone else’s 
foundation (Rom 15:20). Thus, some have 
concluded that Paul did not build at all. 
Yet, this reasoning is flawed. Paul Bowers 
rightly notes,

Paul’s vision was not limited to 
initiatory efforts. If he wishes to 
go only where there is need for a 
first foundation to be laid, this does 
not mean that in such cases Paul is 
only concerned with putting in that 
foundation. If he will not build on 
another’s foundation, this does not 
mean that he is disinterested in con-
struction of what he himself has laid. 
Paul repeatedly displays commit-
ment not only to founding but also 
to upbuilding, not only to begetting 
but also to rearing, not only to plant-
ing, but also to nurturing.17 

Peter O’Brien similarly remarks that 
Paul’s “letters themselves, as well as his 
practice, stated priorities and descriptions 
of his commission indicate . . . his commit-
ment to the upbuilding of congregations, 
not simply to their founding—not only to 
their planting but also to their watering. 
. . . Paul’s work was not finished until he 
had instructed the Christians and left a 
mature and settled congregation.”18 Thus, 
it is misleading to maintain that Paul 

laid the foundation or planted and that 
others, such as Timothy, did the build-
ing and watering. Although not his main 
calling and passion, Paul was constantly 
involved in nurturing the churches that 
he had planted.

Secondly, we notice that Paul’s work 
through his visits, his letters, and his 
co-workers was primarily focused on 
enabling the local believers to do the work 
of the ministry. His goal was to equip oth-
ers so that they could continue and pass 
on the gospel ministry. In 2 Tim 2:2 Paul 
writes to Timothy: “And what you have 
heard from me in the presence of many 
witnesses entrust to faithful men who will 
be able to teach others also.” Timothy was 
not sent to Ephesus to establish himself as 
the leader of the congregation and to rule 
over it. Rather, he was sent there to help 
fix some problems, establish godly lead-
ers, and then return to Paul and let the 
local believers at Ephesus lead the church. 
Perhaps at this point it will be helpful 
to mention Roland Allen’s classic book 
entitled, Missionary Methods, St. Paul’s or 
Ours.19 Allen rightfully maintains that 
Paul’s strategy was not merely to convert 
individuals but to establish churches and 
that his success in establishing churches is 
found in his method of training the first 
converts. He did not let the first converts 
become dependent upon him as a mission-
ary. Rather, he taught them to do the work 
of the ministry so that they were forced 
to use and develop their own gifts. When 
new converts seek to find their strength 
in the missionary rather than in the Holy 
Spirit, then the missionary has failed in 
his task. The new converts will not grow 
as they ought but will be stifled by the 
control and authority of the missionary. 
Thus, from the very beginning, Paul’s 
desire was never to establish his author-
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ity or the authority of his co-workers as 
the leader of the congregation. Rather, his 
goal was to raise up local believers who 
could carry on the work of the ministry 
and thereby allow Paul to venture into 
new territories. Again, we do well to heed 
the words of Allen:

St. Paul was careful not to lose touch 
with his new converts. They sorely 
needed visits and instruction, and 
they received them. I have no doubt 
that he was in constant communi-
cation with them by one means or 
another. But there is an immense 
difference between dealing with 
an organized Church through let-
ters and messengers and occasional 
visits, and exercising direct personal 
government. Visits paid at long 
intervals, occasional letters, even 
constant communication by means 
of deputies, is not at all the same 
thing as sending catechists or teach-
ers to stay and instruct converts for a 
generation whilst they depend upon 
the missionary for the ministration 
of the sacraments.20

Finally, we need to have a balanced 
approach to missions. If we are to be 
faithful to the Great Commission, it is 
important that we press on into new ter-
ritories and engage new people groups 
who have never heard the gospel of Jesus 
Christ. This task is at the very heart of mis-
sion work. Without it, missions becomes 
stagnant and ineffective. Yet, as we have 
already seen, Paul did not only plant 
new churches, but actually spent most of 
his time nurturing and encouraging the 
churches that he had already planted so 
that they would remain faithful to the 
gospel of Christ. Similarly, theological 
education in missions helps the work of 
missions to bear fruit and endure. We 
would be mistaken, however, if we sup-
pose 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 set-
ting where they could continue to work, 
raise their families, and lead the church. 
Among people groups where the church 
is newly established, the type of “theologi-
cal education” the church leaders should 
receive should look more like Paul’s 
work in the first century than the model 
being used by most theological schools in 
America today. 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 train-
ing takes place to ensure the viability of 
the Christian faith.

The goal of theological education in 
missions is to strengthen the local believ-
ers to do the work of the ministry. It is 
not about controlling the local believers 
or even indoctrinating them. It is, rather, 
empowering them with the Word of God, 
which liberates them in their service to 
God and to others. It is about passing on 
what we have learned to other faithful 
men who will do the same. It is about 
training local Bible teachers who can help 
train the next generations of pastors. It is 
about training missionaries who will go 
out into the harvest fields. It is about train-
ing scholars who will be able to translate 
the Bible into their own language or write 
theological literature that will be used to 
educate others. It is about preventing the 
tempter from stealing the fruit of our labor 
lest we labor in vain. Let us learn from the 
Church’s greatest missionary and have 
a balanced approach to missions—one 
that both pushes back the darkness by 



60

engaging unreached people groups with 
the gospel and also keeps the darkness 
back by leaving behind a church that is 
mature and able effectively to grow and 
reproduce.
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Introduction
Voices all around me are shouting in 
several languages. Some are explaining 
why the current US president is a great 
leader; others are telling me that he has 
failed the American people. Some are 
telling me what the weather will be like, 
others want me to know which roads have 
traffic snarls, and yet others are trying to 
convince me to buy my groceries at their 
store. Music of every style is blaring all 
round the room: hard rock, rap, hip-hop, 
jazz, classical, easy listening, country, 
and bluegrass. Fortunately, I cannot hear 
the cacophony; it is in the form of radio 
frequencies that my ears cannot detect. 
I would have to turn on a radio receiver 
and tune it to a desired station to hear 
any of the intended messages. The great-
est programming from the most creative 
minds is lost on me. Such is also the case 
with much preaching of the gospel. It goes 
out in culturally inappropriate ways that 
make sense only to the preacher.

This miscommunication, however, is 
of crucial significance because there is 
no salvation apart from the gospel mes-
sage. The glory of God and the eternal 
destinies of billions of souls are in the 
balance. In Rom 1:16-17 Paul states, “For I 
am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the 
power of God for salvation to everyone 
who believes, to the Jew first and also to 
the Greek. For in it the righteousness of 
God is revealed from faith for faith, as 
it is written, ‘The righteous shall live by 
faith.’”1 This passage, a favorite of many 
people, speaks of the great blessing of our 
salvation, but with such great privilege 

comes great responsibility. The Bible also 
charges us to fulfill the Great Commission 
to reach and teach all people groups. 

Jesus taught us through His encounter 
with Nicodemus that we must be born 
again (John 3:1-16). Paul implored the 
church in Corinth to be reconciled to 
God (2 Cor 5:17-6:2). He stressed that we 
must respond with a positive profession 
of faith in Christ upon hearing the gospel 
message. Yet in Rom 10:14 Paul raises 
questions that should haunt every Chris-
tian: “But how are they to call on him in 
whom they have not believed? And how 
are they to believe in him of whom they 
have never heard? And how are they to 
hear without someone preaching?” It is 
essential that the gospel message go out 
to the ends of the earth.

The gospel message is indeed going out 
around the world. Faithful missionaries 
and dedicated preachers are heralding the 
good news across the seas and across the 
street. This communication of the word 
has been going on in greater or lesser 
degrees since the first century. The fact 
that it was the Lord Himself who gave 
us the command to preach the gospel, 
that it is essential for the salvation of lost 
souls, that it extends His kingdom, and 
that it brings glory to Him, should result 
in every effort to fulfill it. Yet, two thou-
sand years later one-third of the planet 
has still not heard the gospel. Missions 
Frontiers magazine reports that there are 
27,000 people groups in the world today.2 
Of that number, 13,000 are still unreached 
people groups.3 One-third of the world’s 
population, over two billion people, has 
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never heard the gospel. There remains 
much to do and the task requires every 
effort of faithful Christians.

Joshua was one of the more faithful 
leaders in Israel’s history. Moses’ helper 
had grown into an able leader and God 
chose him to lead His people in the 
conquest of Canaan. Toward the end of 
his earthly years the Lord spoke to him, 
“Now Joshua was old and advanced in 
years, and the Lord said to him, “You 
are old and advanced in years, and there 
remains yet very much land to possess” 
(Josh 13:1). We have had much more time 
than Joshua had and many more resources 
besides, but there remains “yet very much 
land to possess.” Some would counter 
that it is virtually impossible to take the 
gospel to every continent, every country, 
every language, and every culture. The 
languages alone make the task seem 
insurmountable. 

Yet, the peoples of the world are regu-
larly adopting new ideas that come to 
them. In May of 1886, Dr. John S. Pember-
ton began to sell a sugary drink of colored 
water in Atlanta, Georgia. He called it 
Coca-Cola. His first year’s sales were only 
about fifty dollars and since his expenses 
were about seventy dollars, he took a loss. 
Since that time, Coca-Cola has increased 
in sales in unprecedented degrees and 
has gone from its meager beginnings to 
global acclaim. Ninety-five percent of the 
world’s population recognizes the Coca-
Cola trademark and product.4

If taking an idea to the world can be 
done for profit, it can be done for the glory 
of God. Certainly, men and women have 
been busy at the task. We are broadcast-
ing the gospel message all around the 
globe, but often we are transmitting in 
a frequency that the people of the world 
cannot hear. How can we ensure that the 

proclamation of the gospel will be heard 
and understood? We must make every 
effort to be good communicators of the 
gospel in every culture.

There is a vast difference between 
commentators and communicators of 
the biblical message. One may read the 
commentaries of Matthew Henry or 
John Calvin and find nuggets of truth 
that were mined hundreds of years ago, 
but neither writer attempted to apply the 
truth of God’s word in the culture of the 
United States in the twenty-first century. 
They left us to make our own application. 
Indeed, a commentator must do this as he 
does not live in all of the cultural contexts 
of each of his readers—even in his own 
time—much less those in the future. He 
simply unpacks the truths that are in the 
text which then become so many ingredi-
ents for the meals that the pastors prepare 
and feed their flocks. Commentators write 
about the basic truths of God’s word and 
do not concern themselves with applying 
them in all the diverse cultures and world-
views. Communicators of God’s word are 
not allowed this luxury.

Communicators must concern them-
selves with both biblical truth and the 
sending of it in culturally understandable 
ways. They do this by transmitting the 
message in a mutually accepted coded 
system that the hearers will understand; 
in fact, this is the sine qua non of their 
discipline. The essence of effective com-
munication is speaking the truth in a 
way that thoughts in the speaker’s mind 
are encoded, sent, decoded, and accepted 
into the respondent’s mind with roughly 
the same message. In recent decades, 
research, reflection, analysis, and God’s 
blessing have resulted in approaches to 
the task that are more effective. How-
ever, such techniques are certainly not 
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completely new. Numbers 13 records the 
command of the Lord for Israel to send 
spies into the land of Canaan to see what 
kind of people lived there, what kind of 
cities they lived in, and what kind of food 
they ate. A similar event occurs in Joshua 
2. This ethnographic research was recon-
naissance for the purpose of conquest. 
Ethnographic research today employs 
similar tactics for studying people groups 
for the purpose of kingdom growth. The 
general field of missions has developed 
into specialized fields of study in areas 
like ethnographic research and commu-
nication in intercultural contexts.

Intercultural studies is a discipline 
employed by seminaries and universi-
ties to train those who will live and work 
among various cultures—in the United 
States or in other countries. While cultural 
anthropology and intercultural studies 
are terms that may conjure up images of 
pith helmets and field notebooks or social 
scientists hugging trees, they are simply 
proven tools for understanding, living 
among, and communicating with people 
from different cultural backgrounds. In 
fact, many seminaries have renamed their 
missions departments as schools of inter-
cultural studies or have major programs 
of intercultural studies in their missions 
programs. An appreciation of the value 
of cultural anthropology as a useful tool 
in communicating with others has been 
growing among evangelicals for decades. 
One of Christianity’s greatest gospel com-
municators, Dr. Billy Graham, majored in 
anthropology while at Wheaton College. 

One of the divisions of intercultural 
studies is intercultural communication. 
The purpose of this article is to address 
the value of the discipline of intercul-
tural communication for proclaiming 
the gospel. This will be accomplished 

by considering its biblical basis, histori-
cal implications, benefits for linguistics, 
value for understanding worldviews and 
cultures, recognition of the unique needs 
of oral cultures, and the missiological 
strategies and methodologies that flow 
out of these. In such a short article, I can 
only introduce these areas along with 
a few examples to demonstrate some of 
the benefits of intercultural communica-
tion. Understanding and incorporating 
intercultural communication tools are 
essential for effectively communicating 
the gospel, whether as missionaries in 
international contexts or as pastors of 
churches in the United States.

Biblical Basis
Those of us who love the Scriptures 

should be the first to notice the tools of 
intercultural communication at work. The 
fact that we have a Bible that we can read 
and understand proves that this process 
has occurred in our past since the essence 
of intercultural communication is put-
ting a message in terms that someone in 
another culture can understand. We speak 
freely about the incarnation of Christ as 
an essential for our redemption but often 
overlook the fact that His written word 
also came to us in a system that we could 
understand. John Calvin says that the 
Bible is God speaking to us as a parent 
speaking to a young child in baby talk.5 
Since God’s thoughts are above our own 
and infinitely wise, He spoke to us in ways 
that we could hear and understand.

For example, Jesus used parables and 
illustrations from everyday life as win-
dows into the truths He was teaching. 
He also understood that the vast majority 
of his hearers were common people and 
were illiterate. Oral-culture people learn, 
communicate, and remember truth best in 
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narrative form. 6 Therefore, Jesus did not 
lecture them with steps, outlines, bullet 
points, or even expository sermons; He 
taught them in stories. 

In Luke 15 Jesus presents three stories 
to his oral-culture hearers that teach one 
primary truth rather than a three-point 
sermon that required deductive reasoning 
skills. The stories of the lost coin, the lost 
sheep, and the lost son all teach that the 
thing that was lost was precious to the 
one who lost it and that there was great 
rejoicing when it was found. His hearers 
could not avoid the truth He was driving 
home: They were precious to God and 
He would rejoice when they came home. 
In our churches, Jesus would probably 
deliver a three-point, expository sermon, 
illustrate it well, and draw it to a wonder-
ful conclusion. However, Jesus knew that 
they could not process information in that 
format, so He spoke to them in the way 
that was most effective.

Paul and Barnabas also found that 
preaching the gospel is more complicated 
the farther you get away from your home 
culture. He and Barnabas preached in Lys-
tra and saw God work in their ministry 
by healing a man (Acts 14:6-18). It should 
encourage other intercultural communi-
cators of Christ’s message that even the 
super apostle struggled to make himself 
understood. When their hearers began 
to attempt sacrifices in their honor and 
began shouting praise in the Lycaonian 
language, they knew that something 
had gone terribly awry. The message 
sometimes gets confused in the minds of 
the hearers—especially when there is a 
language barrier to start with. 

Rather than dissuading Paul from 
going to unreached and unfamiliar 
peoples, this experience convinced him 
to learn to make the necessary cultural 

adjustments for effective missionary ser-
vice and Christian ministry. His clearly 
stated goal was to preach Christ where 
He had not been named (Rom 15:20, 21). 
How would he accomplish this? Would he 
go as a rabbi and argue from the Hebrew 
Scriptures with fellow monotheists who 
knew God’s word, as in the case of his 
synagogue work, or would he go as a 
preacher of the gospel among polytheistic 
pagans? He would have to do both. How 
could he avoid the confusion of Lystra 
in the future? Paul understood the only 
answer.

Paul stated his intended strategy in 
1 Cor 9:22; he would be all things to all 
men so as to save some. Of course, Paul is 
not saying that he would become drunk 
to be an effective witness to drunks. He 
was simply saying that in every way that 
was not sin for him, he would adapt to the 
culture so that he might communicate the 
gospel effectively among them.

In the context of Paul’s teaching on the 
use of tongues, he speaks of the necessity 
to sound the gospel message clearly. He 
reminds us that in battle, the bugler must 
sound a clear alarm or no one will get 
ready for battle (1 Cor 14:8). This speaks 
of the need for clear communication. Later 
in that passage, Paul says that he would 
rather speak five words that people can 
understand than ten thousand that only 
he can understand (1 Cor 14:19). I believe 
that we can apply this principle to the 
need for clear communication of the 
gospel interculturally. We must proclaim 
this great gospel message to every person 
in the world, as there is no other way for 
men and women to be saved. Therefore, 
since this message is both unique and 
essential, it is of utmost importance that 
we communicate in ways that people can 
“hear.”
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This dynamic rebounds in blessings to 
our own understanding of the Scriptures. 
As we disciple new believers and the Holy 
Spirit illumines their minds to truths in 
God’s word, hitherto unseen teachings 
often become known. Since cultures 
understand the gospel message in their 
own cultural context and within their own 
worldview, this means that they will see 
and understand certain truths or nuances 
that other cultures do not. I want to be 
very clear; there is only one meaning of 
the Scriptures. However, one culture may 
see the story in black and white, another 
in hues of blue, another in hues of green, 
and another in hues of red. Together we 
can see the beauty of previously hidden 
or unnoticed colors. Last year I visited the 
Guggenheim Museum in New York. One 
of the exhibits consisted of four sheets of 
clear glass, about one-meter square, lean-
ing against a wall. The title of the piece 
was, “Clear, square, glass, leaning.”7 At 
the time, it struck me as odd that an artist 
could make a living like this. However, as 
I reflected on it, the message became obvi-
ous: Each of the words describes one truth 
of the exhibit but none was exhaustive. 
When we consider the four descriptors 
together, their several perspectives yield 
a fuller understanding of the piece. So it 
is when the global hermeneutical commu-
nity studies God’s word, each community 
adds a part overlooked by another.

Let me hasten to add that we do not 
wish to change the gospel message. Yet, 
that is precisely what others are in danger 
of doing. When they fail to contextualize 
the gospel message, they run the danger 
of making it the foreigners’ religion.8 
Many who communicate Christ in cultur-
ally inappropriate ways are changing the 
gospel message they so desire to protect. 
What the people actually hear is some-

thing that the preacher never intended 
to say. Although they mean well, they are 
presenting the gospel in foreign garments 
and trappings. 

This takes place in many forms. Some 
churches in Africa have buildings made 
of red brick, with pews and pianos inside, 
that meet for Sunday School at 9:30 AM 
and worship at 11:00 AM simply because 
that was the kind of “church” that the mis-
sionary had at home. Every other struc-
ture in the community is made of mud 
with thatched roofs. Another missionary 
in Peru requires that Quechua Indians, 
whose culture only knows music with 
a five-tone minor scale, learn to worship 
God singing Scottish metrical psalms. 
Red brick buildings and metrical psalms 
may be fine in certain contexts, but when 
one imports them as virtual essentials of 
biblical Christianity, one has added to the 
gospel and made it to be something else. 

The failure to contextualize Christian-
ity in culturally appropriate ways results 
in an importation of something foreign 
to the gospel message. It becomes the 
religion of another culture and it teaches 
that to be a Christian, one must leave 
one’s own culture behind and adopt the 
missionary’s culture. It is indeed correct 
to say that there is only one meaning of 
Scripture, but there are many applica-
tions. Scripture only has one meaning, 
but no culture has exhausted its fullness. 
There is one meaning of Scripture, but we 
must communicate it in culturally appro-
priate ways. Few worshipers in evangeli-
cal churches today come dressed in first 
century garb and carrying Hebrew Old 
Testaments and Greek New Testaments. 
Nor should we preach in English to a 
crowded market where no one under-
stands it and then proclaim that we have 
evangelized the city. We are not simply 
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to preach the truth as we would at home; 
we must communicate it in the culture of 
our hearers. Pastors in the United States 
practice this to a degree in their churches 
every week. 

In every church, there are many dif-
ferent levels of understanding and spiri-
tual maturity. When the children come 
forward and sit on the platform for the 
children’s sermon, the pastor will speak 
in a voice that is fatherly and kind and use 
short sentences with small words. Then, 
when he stands to deliver the message to 
the congregation, he may become very 
animated and shout. He may emphasize 
points with wide sweeping gestures and 
walk around the pulpit. All of which 
could have seemed threatening to the 
children. When this same pastor speaks 
to a luncheon of senior adults, he will 
adopt yet another delivery style that is 
appropriate for that group. He may be 
speaking to each group about the same 
theme or passage but he seeks to com-
municate it to them in a way that will be 
most effective.

Historical Implications
Missionaries have taken the gospel 

message around the world with varying 
degrees of success for hundreds of years. 
Could the failure to communicate the gos-
pel in culturally appropriate ways account 
for so many years with little or no fruit in 
the ministries of many missionaries? The 
pages of mission history are replete with 
accounts of missionaries who have gone 
to historically “hard” cultures. Mission-
aries have often suffered there for years 
without fruit. Names like William Carey, 
who labored for seven years before his 
first convert, or Adoniram Judson, who 
likewise preached and suffered long 
years in apparent barrenness, spring 

to mind. A less known missionary was 
Julia Woodward Anderson who began 
living and working among the Highland 
Quichuas of Ecuador in 1902. When she 
retired in 1955, over fifty years later, the 
first three Highland Quichua believers 
were baptized.9

Could it be that these missionaries 
were operating in their own cultural para-
digms and patterns without awareness 
of the need for cultural understanding? 
Could it be that since they were lacking in 
cultural anthropological or intercultural 
communication understanding, they were 
preaching the gospel as they would in 
their home contexts? We certainly do not 
want to denigrate or belittle their min-
istries and we recognize them as heroes 
of mission history. They were, after all, 
children of their times and most of the 
Christians in those times were not aware 
of the tools we commonly make available 
to missionary candidates today. Neverthe-
less, is it possible that their efforts might 
have found fruit more readily if they had 
been able to utilize these skills? 

It seems logical that over a period of 
years their language skills would have 
improved, their cultural understanding 
would have deepened, and initial stereo-
types and prejudices would have given 
way as counter intuitive data yielded 
to a fuller cultural understanding. As 
this process continued, their ability to 
communicate the gospel so that it could 
be “heard” would have been honed and 
refined. Almost imperceptibly, they 
would have adopted and adapted com-
munication patterns of the target cultures 
so that they eventually became effective 
communicators. Moreover, while this 
certainly does not mitigate the hard, stony 
ground that some cultures prove to be, 
it could be that the farther removed the 
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target culture was from the missionary’s 
home culture, the more difficult it was in 
reality. Julia Woodward Anderson’s fellow 
missionaries who served in the Mestizo 
cultures of Guayaquil and Quito certainly 
found more receptive hearers than she 
found in the Highland Quichua work—a 
dynamic that continues today.10 

Of course, how many times one hears 
the gospel before one “hears” the gospel 
is a question that can be answered only 
in the work of the Holy Spirit. The same 
crowd at a Billy Graham crusade hears the 
same message in the same stadium on the 
same night in the same temperature and 
humidity. Yet, of the lost people present, 
many will go home still lost. Only the 
Holy Spirit can make the preaching of 
the word effectual in the hearts of men 
and women. 

In the annals of mission history, we 
must acknowledge that some have hard-
ened hearts and live in hard, dark cul-
tures. In some cases the lack of fruit must 
certainly be due to hard soil, in others 
though, it is due to culturally inappropri-
ate presentations of the gospel. Although 
this touches a revered part of mission 
history, a harder question remains. Could 
this failure to communicate clearly be a 
part of the reason for much martyrdom 
in mission history?

This begins to tread on hallowed 
ground, and so we tread lightly and with 
great respect. Perhaps we need more than 
one category of martyr. In recent examina-
tions of the tens of thousands of Christian 
martyrs reported each year, research 
shows that many victims in these great 
numbers are ethnic Christians.11 There is 
ethnic violence in parts of the world such 
as Africa where the inhabitants of Muslim 
villages and regions are attacking and 
killing those in Christian villages and 

regions—and sometimes vice versa. Often 
these victims are considered Christian 
martyrs because of their ethnic identity, 
not their Christian convictions.

Sadly, there are also Christian workers 
who die in tragic ways around the world 
every year. Some of these lose their lives 
in robberies, traffic accidents, or plane 
crashes. Others die from tropical diseases 
or the lack of proper medical attention 
for more common diseases. Are these 
missionaries martyrs? The question is 
not whether they are great examples of 
Christians who selflessly give themselves 
in Christ’s service, but rather, are they 
martyrs?

Certainly, some missionaries are killed 
because they refuse an order to cease 
and desist preaching the gospel message. 
They lay down their lives because they 
regard the glory of God and the souls of 
their hearers as more precious than their 
own earthly lives. Yet, other missionaries 
sometimes die in foreign lands because 
their murderers do not understand their 
intentions—that is, they are killed because 
they are not clearly communicating the 
gospel message. Their gospel message 
was sometimes not even presented, or 
if preached, “unheard.” Some mission-
aries innocently blundered into taboo 
situations and lost their lives because of 
simple cultural ignorance. Their murder-
ers killed them for being foreigners or 
because they were considered a threat. 
Could the knowledge and application of 
intercultural communication skills have 
avoided some of the loss of life that has 
occurred among missionaries in the past? 
Again, the intention here is not to take 
away from the memories or testimonies 
of those who have suffered on the mission 
fields of the past; it is to avoid accidental 
suffering in the future. 



69

Linguistic Considerations
Language is usually what comes to 

mind when considering the process of 
making the gospel known among another 
people group. We know that missionary 
candidates must attend language school. 
Yet, language is only one color of the 
intercultural communication prism. We 
use many other systems for communi-
cation. In fact, studies have shown that 
verbal language accounts for only a small 
percentage of what we communicate.12 
Language is a code system to facilitate 
communication, both in written form 
and orally. Nevertheless, language does 
not exist in isolation from other aspects 
of culture.

Thousands of languages exist in the 
world today. The globalization and urban-
ization processes at work in the world 
today have yielded a juxtaposition of these 
tongues that results in a virtual tower of 
Babel in our cities. Everyday, the people 
living in Manhattan speak 250 languages. 
Instead of the miracle of Pentecost where 
visitors to Jerusalem could hear the gos-
pel proclaimed in their own languages, 
we have the reverse: A myriad of people 
who do not understand the gospel—each 
in their own language. 

Languages create problems for commu-
nication in everyday life and for Christian 
ministry. In some oriental languages, the 
word used for “sin” is also the word for 
crime and “sinner” becomes criminal. 
This renders great confusion when the 
Christian witness wants the hearer to 
admit to being a sinner. It is even worse 
when the missionary does not know the 
etymology of the word. Many times the 
missionary is unaware that a word has 
many meanings and this creates confu-
sion. Many missionaries go to language 
school in Costa Rica to prepare for service 

elsewhere in Latin America. Words that 
are innocuous in Costa Rica are crude 
slang words in their target countries and 
missionaries must often learn that the 
hard way. Cultures define behaviors with 
categories that the missionary may not 
recognize. The missionary could unwit-
tingly preach against some behavior using 
one specific word that gives tacit approval 
to virtually identical behavior that goes by 
other names.13 Dialects are another chal-
lenge as a country may list the language 
group with one generic name that has 
many dialects—oftentimes not mutually 
intelligible.

The great linguist, Eugene Nida, set 
forth a model for communicating bibli-
cal truth in other cultures. In his tri-cul-
tural translation model, he said that it is 
imperative to keep in mind three cultures, 
beginning with the biblical cultures.14 
When interpreting a passage of the Bible, 
the original cultural context is essential in 
the grammatico-historical hermeneutics 
model for obtaining authorial intent. Nida 
also reminds us of the fact that there is no 
biblical culture on earth, nor a culture-less 
manifestation of Christianity. Each cul-
ture has expressed Christianity in unique 
ways that usually become identified with 
the Scriptures themselves in that culture. 
Nida warns the missionary of the danger 
of transplanting cultural forms of Chris-
tianity into the target culture. For this 
reason, he stresses that the missionary not 
only must know the Bible and its cultural 
contexts, he must know his own culture 
to discern what is biblical and what is a 
cultural form or packaging. He goes on to 
say that the missionary must also study 
the culture and language of the target 
people also in order to avoid syncretism 
and to communicate the gospel in as clear 
a manner as possible.
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Missionaries must also address the lin-
guistic challenge of idioms when translat-
ing or interpreting in other cultures. The 
translator must be aware of biblical idioms 
and their English counterparts for proper 
understanding in translation. Certainly, 
these exist in modern languages today 
also. Missionaries often tell short-term 
mission team members not to use humor 
in sermons because it will not translate. 
The same is true for idioms.15 

Not only do problems occur between 
languages, but even among various 
cultures that use the same language 
communication can be problematic. So 
many examples have been given of the 
linguistic differences between the Eng-
lish and Americans that it has often been 
said that we are two countries divided 
by a common language. This dynamic is 
true among Spanish-speaking countries 
as well. For example, the word for “bus” 
in Cuba means “baby” in the Andes. 
There are many other cultural differences 
between them as well. 

Therefore, learning the grammar and 
vocabulary of another language is just 
the beginning of communicating effec-
tively in another culture. Non-verbal 
communication is crucial in culturally 
appropriate ministry. Donald K. Smith 
has written about the twelve-signal sys-
tems that every culture uses for commu-
nication.16 Cultures have their own way 
of utilizing each of these signal systems. 
Missionaries must learn them in context 
and use them appropriately for effective 
communication. Cultures rarely use one 
system in isolation, and it is possible for 
one to contradict another when commu-
nicating. An example would be the “yeah, 
right” sarcastic response so often heard 
in our culture where the paralanguage 
tone of voice contradicts the meaning of 

the words.17 
Other aspects of the linguistic con-

sideration are form and meaning. The 
dynamic equivalent is what communi-
cates in another culture, not a form that 
they cannot understand. Yet, there are 
limits to this freedom.18 It is obvious that 
there is no one-to-one correlation between 
languages in many cases. Because of the 
inherent strengths and weaknesses in lan-
guages, it is often easier to communicate 
a certain thought in one language than 
in another.19 

Some cultures have divided the color 
spectrum into seven, others into four, 
and some cultures have no real words 
for color, only the ideas of dull and shiny. 
In such a culture, the following passage 
presents the translator with a difficult 
challenge: “Come now, let us reason 
together, says the Lord: though your sins 
are like scarlet, they shall be as white as 
snow; though they are red like crimson, 
they shall become like wool” (Isa 1:18). 
They have no word for scarlet, white, or 
red, and they have never seen snow. It is 
obvious that they can recognize colors 
but they do not think of them that way. 
Symbols are not always sufficient to com-
municate reality.20

Words have meaning in context. 
Concepts are encoded into the words 
of the speaker and then decoded by the 
respondent based on his understanding of 
those words. The worldview in which this 
coding takes place determines the mean-
ing of the message received. For instance, 
when ministering in a Hindu context, the 
Christian witness must use caution in 
asking whether a hearer has been born 
again or would like eternal life. The Hindu 
sees eternal life as a negative reality that 
he will eventually overcome. The Hindu 
also believes that he has already been born 
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again many times and will be again. 
Language is limited when commu-

nicating abstract concepts that are not 
values in the culture. Reciprocal cultures 
often lack a word for giving thanks. Some 
cultures have no word for forgiveness or 
borrowing. These ideas are very difficult 
to communicate without words in our 
coded shorthand systems called language. 
Daniel Shaw recounts the difficulties of 
communicating Christian truths such 
as the kingdom of God in a culture that 
had no word for or even the concept of 
king.21 

While the most obvious first step to 
proclaiming the gospel in various cul-
tures is learning languages, learning 
another language is extremely frustrating 
and difficult. There are almost 7,000 lan-
guages in the world today; many of these 
are main languages that constitute many 
subdivisions of dialects.22 Many mission-
aries attend language school for one year, 
believe that they know the language, and 
should be able to communicate. This may 
be true at the objective level of shopping 
or asking directions; it is not yet true 
regarding deeper matters of worldview, 
belief systems, and values. 

Unfortunately, it is impossible to move 
a thought that is in one mind directly 
into another’s mind. A mutually held 
communication system must encode the 
thought and send it out as a message. The 
respondent then receives the message and 
decodes it, thereby giving it meaning. 
Sometimes the result is remarkably close 
to the intended message and this is suc-
cessful communication. Other times, there 
is a disconnect due to noise or interference 
and the result is miscommunication. A 
message was indeed sent and received 
but the thought was not successfully 
transferred from one mind into another. 

The process requires the encoding accord-
ing to the rules of the communication 
system and then the system of another’s 
understanding must decode the message 
to receive the meaning.23 

Culturality
Just as we recognize that there are 

personalities of various types, there are 
also cultural types that have their own 
peculiarities. Some cultural anthro-
pologists and missiologists have devised 
scales consisting of core cultural values 
plotted on continua to measure strengths 
or values.24 I refer to these cultural types 
and dynamics as culturalities. Each culture 
has its own way of viewing reality, or its 
own worldview, and has many charac-
teristics that anthropologists can study 
and categorize that have become fields 
of study in their own right. For instance, 
ethnocognition refers to the study of the 
way a people view reality and process 
information, that is, how they think.25

Some cultures traffic well in abstract 
thought and linear, sequential logic and 
can argue ideas. Others tend to be more 
concrete in their approach to life. The 
communicator will find acceptance for 
presented ideas when he delivers them in 
culturally appropriate formats. Relational 
cultures measure truth primarily by the 
trustworthiness of the person who pres-
ents it. Additionally, the ability to receive 
information in one format and then 
transform it into another before giving it 
to someone else is a learned skill. In other 
words, people give what they receive in 
the format in which they received it. When 
we present truth in logical syllogisms or 
deductive reasoning as is common in the 
United States, our hearers can only follow 
along and embrace the conclusion if they 
are from cultures that process information 
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this way. However, we usually continue in 
the same style of teaching and preaching 
that we used in our home culture.

In 1958, William J. Lederer and Eugene 
Burdick published a book that became a 
national bestseller whose title gave the 
American people a new concept and term: 
the ugly American.26 The book was a fic-
tional account of true situations regarding 
America’s foreign policy in Asia. In the 
book, the ineffective, bumbling American 
bureaucrats throw money at problems 
and refuse to learn the basic greetings, 
language, culture, or history of the coun-
tries where they live. Their Russian coun-
terparts become experts in each of these 
areas and are extremely effective in their 
own foreign policy. The book describes 
the epitome of the American traveler who 
thinks every country should be and wants 
to be like the U.S.A. He lives by the rules of 
home and wants the nationals to adopt the 
U.S.A. standards when around him. This 
ethnocentrism lives on, of course, and 
leads us to judge the cultures of the world 
that are unlike our own as inferior.

Many times this is simply out of igno-
rance. A Kikuyu proverb says, “The man 
who has never traveled thinks his mother 
is the best cook.” If we have nothing with 
which to compare our culture, we not only 
assume others are the same, but when we 
find out that they are not, they appear to 
us as backward, undeveloped, and usu-
ally morally wrong. This often happens 
when American Christians go to cultures 
that are very different from their own for 
the first time. The tendency is simply to 
teach and preach just as you did at home. 
When these methods are ineffective and 
even our best sermons are not bearing 
fruit, we return from the short-term trip 
proclaiming that they are a cold, closed, 
and hard-hearted people. Conversely, 

if the trip happens to be among people 
whose culture is similar to our own and 
results in more fruit, we report that they 
are very open to the gospel and a har-
vest-field.

As a missionary, I have witnessed 
many frustrated attempts of short-term 
team members in missions ministry. 
When the missionary indicates some 
needed cultural adjustments, many 
respond, “I don’t care about the culture; I 
just want to teach the Bible.” The cultural 
adjustments seem to be overwhelming 
and sometimes workers feel inadequate 
to the task. A common defense mecha-
nism comes into play that minimizes 
the cultural importance and argues that 
there is only one gospel. After all, it is the 
gospel once for all handed down to the 
saints, and there is only one meaning of 
Scripture. However, rather than dismiss-
ing the need for culturally appropriate 
ministry, this argument supports it. Since 
there is only one saving gospel, and this 
one way must be heard and understood, 
it is essential that we present it in a way 
that can be “heard.” The Western, highly 
literate cultures are the minority in the 
world. To be effective witnesses, we must 
learn how others think, interact, and com-
municate. 

Orality Issues
Oral cultures constitute over fifty 

percent of the world’s people, and over 
seventy percent of the unreached people 
groups of the world. Among these people, 
relationships are the key to successful 
communication. Oral cultures are those 
that learn best and most easily through 
stories, anecdotes, proverbs, songs, and 
practical experience. People in oral cul-
tures are preliterate27 and often speak a 
language that has not yet been reduced 
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to writing. In fact, the International Oral-
ity Network that grew out of Lausanne’s 
Executive Task Force regarding issues in 
orality reports, “At least 1.5 billion people 
in the world have never been introduced 
to reading and writing.”28

Of the almost 7,000 languages in the 
world, only 414 have a Bible translation, 
1,068 have a New Testament, and oth-
ers have some portions. Yet, over 3,000 
languages do not have a single verse. It 
is obvious that much work remains in 
the task of Bible translation. A translator 
who feels called to enter a culture with an 
unwritten language to provide them the 
Scriptures must first learn the language 
without any teacher, book, or school. Then 
comes the long process of translation, 
teaching the people to read their own lan-
guage, and revising the manuscript along 
the way. Wycliffe reports that the time 
needed for this process is twenty to thirty 
years, depending upon the language. No 
one suggests that the work among the 
13,000 unreached people groups wait until 
they have a Bible finished for their lan-
guage. We must utilize oral methodolo-
gies in order to communicate the gospel 
in culturally appropriate ways among 
such cultures.

 However, oral methodologies are to 
work in concert with translation efforts 
and are meant to serve until a Bible is 
available and the target culture is trained 
to read, write, and value literacy. Oral 
methodologies are not to be permanent 
alternatives to Bible translation, but rather 
to work in conjunction with the written 
word when completed. Some Bible trans-
lators have said that their happiest day 
of ministry was when they finished the 
translation and gave the Bible to their 
people group; the saddest day was when 
they returned years later to find the Bibles 

on a shelf unread. The day when a Bible-
less language has God’s word and loves 
to read it is decades away in most of these 
languages, if it happens at all. Some oral 
cultures never seem to embrace literacy 
or place a high value on it.

Herbert Klem has written an insight-
ful book on orality in Africa29 in which 
he presents the results of many literacy 
efforts that were less than desired. Most 
literacy efforts spring from our ethnocen-
tristic perspective that everyone wants 
to read and write because we value it in 
our culture. We often seek to address the 
felt needs that we would experience if 
we were in the target culture context. He 
found that for various reasons many cul-
tures would not embrace literacy. Some-
times this was because their orality bound 
the culture together and in other cases, it 
was due to the shame that the elders felt 
when the children could read and they 
could not, so they denigrated the skill.30 
In addition to the oral cultures and their 
relational societies, countries such as the 
United States are experiencing a burgeon-
ing secondary orality among their own 
populations.31 Secondary orality refers to 
those who can read when necessary but 
whose preferences and thought patterns 
follow an oral pattern.32 

Missiological Strategy and 
Methodology

The key for successful ministry in 
another culture is to understand the cul-
ture at the worldview level. Only then, 
will we avoid the pitfalls of ethnocentrism 
and the monocultural methodologies of 
the ugly American. We must be sensitive 
to cultural differences for receiving and 
processing information. For instance, 
in an oral, relational culture a narrative 
format is the most effective communica-
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tion method. 
In highly literate cultures, a professor 

may assign chapters to read and reflect 
upon for class discussion, but in rela-
tional-type cultures, a narrative approach 
finds more success. Oral societies utilize 
a narrative approach for sharing infor-
mation and training such as mentoring, 
master-apprentice, and watch-then-do 
models. Even in highly literate societies 
it is common to ask someone “how to” do 
rather than reading a manual explaining 
“how to,” even though every bookstore 
has a “how to” shelf in its inventory. The 
practice of a young man apprenticing 
himself to an established pastor or phy-
sician was the training school of former 
generations. Our own culture has largely 
forgotten these models but they still reign 
as the gold standard in others. We should 
remember and employ these effective 
models when training believers from oral 
cultures. 

Understanding that cultures are as 
unique as the peoples that embrace them 
has led the discipline of intercultural com-
munication to re-examine how we evan-
gelize and disciple. A methodology that 
Jesus regularly used was telling stories. 
Stories capture the heart and engage our 
minds. When Nathan wanted to confront 
David with his sin, he couched it in the 
context of a story. The story had its desired 
effect. Others have written on the biblical 
basis of storying as a methodology by cit-
ing the many biblical examples.33 In fact, 
even in highly literate cultures, the part of 
a sermon we remember most vividly, and 
often for years, is the story or illustration 
rather than the outline or main points. 
Many pastors cannot even remember 
their own outline from a previous week. 
The ability to recall is what renders story-
telling so powerful. 

Worldview, beliefs, values, and behav-
ior patterns are at work in every person. 
Beliefs, values, and behavior patterns 
grow out of the worldview. Worldview is 
the lens through which we see the world 
regarding what is real, where we came 
from, where we are going, etc. This world-
view grew out of the stories we heard all 
of our lives. If we believe that humans 
came from the union of two jungle ani-
mals, we will have great reverence for 
those animals and little regard for some 
cosmic god. When we replace these stories 
with biblical stories, a biblical worldview 
begins to take shape. 

Missionaries have found that preach-
ing John 3:16 on the first day in a village 
when the people had no background or 
worldview for understanding all of the 
implications of the verse was ineffective. 
However, when sharing the stories of the 
Bible from creation, the fall, the flood, 
and so forth to the cross, the people were 
broken-hearted for sin and repentant. 
They embraced Christ as the Savior that 
He is.34 

This lack of a biblical worldview influ-
ences the acceptance of the gospel mes-
sage in cultures like the United States as 
well. George Barna reported in 2004 that 
only seven percent of the U.S. population, 
nine percent of U.S. Protestants, and fifty-
one percent of U.S. Protestant pastors had 
a biblical worldview. 35 One of my students 
had been witnessing to his mother unsuc-
cessfully for thirteen years. He accepted 
the challenge of using this model for shar-
ing the gospel with her on a weekly basis 
over lunch. Through the process of using 
the Chronological Bible Storying model, 
his mother has accepted Christ and been 
baptized.

Strategically, storying is an effective 
missiological method for several rea-
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sons. With storying, people are able to 
understand, remember, and repeat the 
stories that they have heard. Oral culture 
peoples do not easily understand highly 
literate methods like steps and outlines, 
and even if they understand somewhat, 
they cannot remember and repeat them 
to others. Missionaries use storying effec-
tively to disciple as well as evangelize. In 
one pastoral training model in Northern 
Africa, teachers taught local pastors in 
three levels fifty stories each and several 
songs or choruses that went with each 
story. At the end of three years, the pas-
tors could evangelize, disciple, and train 
leaders armed with a corpus of 150 Bible 
stories, and four hundred fifty songs and 
choruses. In oral cultures, this method 
is much more effective than reading and 
reflecting—especially when the language 
has not yet been reduced to writing!

For Southern Baptists, over seventy-
five percent of our churches are located 
in the twenty percent of the world that is 
highly literate.36 Someone has said that a 
definition of insanity is continuing to do 
what you have always done while expect-
ing different results. If we desire to see 
missions advance and the extension of 
the kingdom, we must learn to reach and 
teach cultures that are unlike our own. 
Learning the language of others is an 
essential first step, yet that in itself does 
not ensure effective communication. Each 
culture has its own nuances that render 
its culturality unique. 

For example, churches in the United 
States that desire to have an outreach 
to Hispanics would do well to keep this 
dynamic in mind. While their efforts 
are well intentioned, cultures from the 
twenty-one countries that speak Span-
ish are as different as the cultures in the 
countries that speak English.37 A success-

ful outreach should include opportunities 
to study the Bible in the “heart” or natal 
culture and language. The church with a 
vision for reaching Hispanics should con-
sider steps like Sunday School classes for 
various culture groups such as Mexicans, 
Cubans, Ecuadorians, etc., and then a 
combined worship service to celebrate the 
unity that we have in Christ. In this way, 
the individual is evangelized or discipled 
in a way that is culturally appropriate but 
challenged to take the next step of unity. 

Conclusion
Intercultural communication is just one 

tool from the multifaceted field of intercul-
tural studies. With the use of these tools 
from the cultural anthropology toolbox, 
Christian communicators discover more 
effective ways to share the gospel. 

Studying the various cultures of the 
world to know how best to communicate 
the gospel is wise stewardship. Night 
is coming when no man can work and 
there remains very much land to possess. 
Preaching to people in a language that 
they do not understand, or using any 
other culturally inappropriate method, 
would obviously be an ineffective strat-
egy. As those who have been entrusted 
with the gospel once for all delivered 
to the saints, without which no one can 
be saved, we should use every resource 
available to us for effective sharing of this 
saving message.

The indigenous people that killed Jim 
Elliot, Nate Saint, Pete Fleming, Roger 
Youderian, and Ed McCulley in the Ecua-
dorian jungle in 1956 were once known 
as Aucas. This word comes from the 
neighboring Quichua Indians and means 
“naked savages.” No one had gotten close 
enough to learn their real tribal name and 
survive the encounter. After the tragic 
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deaths of these men, Nate Saint’s sister, 
Rachel, and Jim Elliot’s widow, Elisabeth, 
were able to reach and teach this ruthless 
tribe by using many of the skills described 
above. We now know that the tribe calls 
itself Waodani. Their idiomatic way of 
referring to something that they like very 
much is to say that they “see” it well, or 
of hearing great news as something that 
they “hear” very well. When we think of 
other cultures around God’s world, how 
will they hear the gospel? 
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And concerning you, my brethren, I 
myself also am convinced that you 
yourselves are full of goodness, 
filled with all knowledge and able 
also to admonish one another. But 
I have written very boldly to you 
on some points so as to remind you 
again, because of the grace that was 
given me from God, to be a minister 
of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles, min-
istering as a priest the gospel of God, 
so that my offering of the Gentiles 
may become acceptable, sanctified 
by the Holy Spirit. Therefore in 
Christ Jesus I have found reason 
for boasting in things pertaining to 
God. For I will not presume to speak 
of anything except what Christ has 
accomplished through me, result-
ing in the obedience of the Gentiles 
by word and deed, in the power of 
signs and wonders, in the power of 
the Spirit; so that from Jerusalem 
and round about as far as Illyricum 
I have fully preached the gospel of 
Christ. And thus I aspired to preach 
the gospel, not where Christ was 
already named, so that I would 
not build on another man’s foun-
dation; but as it is written, “They 
who had no news of him shall see, 
and they who have not heard shall 
understand.” For this reason I have 
often been prevented from coming 
to you; but now, with no further 
place for me in these regions, and 
since I have had for many years a 
longing to come to you whenever I 
go to Spain—for I hope to see you 
in passing, and to be helped on my 
way there by you, when I have first 
enjoyed your company for a while 
(Rom 15:14-24).2

Five W’s for the Missionaries and 
the “Rope-holders”

Romans 15 is probably the most mis-
sions-rich chapter of the New Testament. 
Dozens of points could be made about 
the foundation and goal and method of 
world evangelization. From all of these, I 
have selected five observations from this 
text for this morning’s message. My aim 
is to build in our church—especially with 
all its new people—a common vision of 
world missions. Why is world missions 
so crucial in the ministry of this church? 
What do we mean by it? How do we go 
about it? What is your place in it? In all 
this vision building, I pray that God will 
use this message to awaken in hundreds 
of you an irresistible desire to take the gos-
pel of Christ to some unreached people 
group, and in the rest of you awaken an 
irresistible desire to be utterly committed 
rope-holders for those who go, as William 
Carey called Andrew Fuller, who stayed 
behind when Carey went to India for a 
lifetime and never came back.

So here are my five observations that 
build the vision of world missions at Beth-
lehem. They all have a key word that starts 
with “W” to help you remember them, as 
you quiz each other over lunch today.

The Word of God Is the Foundation 
of World Missions

Consider Rom 15:15: “But I have written 
very boldly to you on some points so as 
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to remind you again, because of the grace 
that was given me from God.” To see the 
force of this in relation to world missions 
you need to have the rest of the chapter 
in view. For example, look at verses 23-
24: “But now, with no further place for 
me in these regions, and since I have had 
for many years a longing to come to you 
whenever I go to Spain—for I hope to 
see you in passing, and to be helped on 
my way there by you, when I have first 
enjoyed your company for a while.” Paul 
had never been to Rome. But he wanted 
“to be helped on [his] way [to Spain] by 
[them].” So he writes this letter to them. 
That is what he is referring to in verse 
15: “I have written very boldly to you on 
some points.” Whatever else the book of 
Romans is, it is definitely a missionary 
support letter. It’s the foundation of his 
mission to Spain.

It’s as if someone wanted Bethlehem’s 
support in a mission to a people group in 
India, and we had never met this person 
face to face. To prepare us for a visit and 
an interview with the Missions Commit-
tee, the missionary writes a letter. That is 
what we have here in Romans: It is Paul’s 
gospel; his message; his theology; his 
doctrine. This is what he writes to them 
when he wants their help in doing world 
missions. When he wants their support in 
taking the gospel of Christ to the totally 
unreached land of Spain, Paul writes the 
letter to the Romans. This is the founda-
tion of world missions.

Now that is tremendously important. 
Think on it for a moment. We have worked 
our way through four chapters of Romans 
in the past couple years. What we are see-
ing is that this book is rich with weighty 
doctrine. Paul explains and defends his 
doctrine of justification by faith apart 
from works in amazing detail and length. 

The book is profoundly theological before 
it gets practical, so that when it does get 
practical, the result will be profound spiri-
tual counsel not just moralistic advice or 
psychological tips.

But now ask yourself this: When world 
missions is treated today, is this the way 
it is usually done? How many times do 
missionaries present their case by stating 
their doctrine of justification by faith? Or 
any doctrine for that matter? Or any clear, 
sharp, glorious vision of God?

So here is the first point. Let us be a 
church that builds our missionary vision 
on the Word of God. And by that I mean 
the truths about God and his way of sal-
vation and his way of life revealed in the 
Bible. I mean doctrine. Not the less central 
ones but the really crucial, central doc-
trines of the Bible. When we choose and 
send missionaries, let us send those who 
can preach and teach the truth about God 
with an understanding of central biblical 
doctrines. Paul built his life and missions 
on these great truths. So should we. This 
is why we have established TBI—The 
Bethlehem Institute for Bible, Theology, 
and Missions. Bible, theology, and mis-
sions—in that order. So the first observa-
tion, based on verse 15, is: The Word of 
God is the foundation of world missions. 
Paul made doctrine the foundation for his 
support: We should too.

World Missions Is God’s Work
What I mean by this is not that he does 

it instead of us, but he does it through us. 
But he really does it. Missions is really 
supernatural work. It is really God’s 
doing, God’s work in and through us.

I see this in four phrases in verses 15-19. 
First, notice the word “grace” in verse 15, 
“But I have written very boldly to you on 
some points so as to remind you again, 
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because of the grace that was given me 
from God, to be a minister of Christ Jesus 
to the Gentiles” (i.e., “nations,” see verse 
11). God called Paul and equipped Paul 
and sent Paul by grace. So Paul’s being a 
missionary is a work of God.

Second, as Paul does his missionary 
work of gathering the nations for God 
and preparing to present them like a 
priest to God (as verse 16 says), who is it 
that really fits them for God? Verse 16b: 
“ministering as a priest the gospel of God, 
so that my offering of the Gentiles may 
become acceptable, sanctified by the Holy 
Spirit.” The Holy Spirit is the one who 
makes the Gentiles a morally acceptable 
offering to God—makes them holy. Paul, 
the missionary, does not do that. God, the 
Spirit, does.

Third, in verse 18 Paul says, “I will not 
presume to speak of anything except what 
Christ has accomplished through me, 
resulting in the obedience of the Gentiles 
by word and deed.” How do the nations 
come to forsake idols and sin, and become 
obedient to God? Answer: Jesus Christ 
does it through the missionary. Not with-
out the missionary, but through the mis-
sionary. It is Christ who does the decisive 
work of conversion and transformation, 
not the missionary. The missionary’s job is 
to be faithful and true to the Word of God 
and to lay his life down to show Christ to 
the nations. But Christ himself is the one 
who does the decisive work.

Fourth, in verse 19, Paul goes on to say 
that his ministry proceeded “in the power 
of signs and wonders, in the power of the 
Spirit.” So here again it is not Paul, but the 
Spirit that exerts the decisive power in the 
work of missions.

So my second observation is that mis-
sions is not mainly a human enterprise 
but a divine one. It is God’s work based 

on God’s Word. We speak and we do. But 
in and through us God speaks and God 
does, or all is in vain. We rely on him. Our 
job is to obey and be faithful and trust 
him. Just as Paul wrote in 1 Cor 3:6-7, “I 
planted, Apollos watered, but God was 
causing the growth. So then neither the 
one who plants nor the one who waters 
is anything, but God who causes the 
growth” (see also 1 Cor 15:10; Col 1:29).

The Aim of World Missions Is the 
Worship of God

The reason the universe exists is that 
creatures might have the joy of worship-
ping God. Therefore, missions exists 
where worship doesn’t. Missionaries are 
seeking to awaken worship for the true 
and living God through his Son Jesus 
Christ. Where in the text do I see this?

Consider how Paul describes his mis-
sionary service in verse 16. He says it is 
like a priest preparing an offering for God. 
Grace “was given me from God, to be a 
minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles, 
ministering as a priest the gospel of God, 
so that my offering of the Gentiles may 
become acceptable, sanctified by the Holy 
Spirit.” So the aim of missions is to be like 
priests of God who prepare an offering 
acceptable to God among the peoples of 
the world. What does that mean? How are 
the Gentiles an offering to God?

Romans 12:1 explains, “Therefore I 
urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, 
to present your bodies a living and holy 
sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your 
spiritual service of worship.” The Gentiles 
are an acceptable offering to God when 
their lives are an act of worship to God.

But we don’t have to leave this chapter 
to see that. Back up with me to verse 9. 
Here Paul says that the aim of Christ’s 
coming into the world (as the model for-
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eign missionary) was “for the Gentiles to 
glorify God for His mercy.” That is the 
aim of missions—that the nations would 
glorify God for his mercy. That is wor-
ship—showing God to be glorious in his 
mercy, by trusting in it and cherishing it 
above all things. Then Paul supports this 
claim with a string of Old Testament quo-
tations in verses 9b-11, “As it is written, 
‘Therefore I will give praise to You among 
the Gentiles, and I will sing to Your name.’ 
Again he says, ‘Rejoice, O Gentiles, with 
his people.’ And again, ‘Praise the Lord 
all you Gentiles, and let all the peoples 
praise Him.’”

So you can see how Paul thought 
about his mission. It was a fulfillment 
of Old Testament expectations that the 
Gentiles—the nations—would praise the 
Lord by rejoicing in him above all other 
joys. That is the goal of missions: The wor-
ship of God—or as we like to say, “The 
supremacy of God in all things for the joy 
of all peoples.”

The Way to Do World Missions Is to 
Go to Unreached Peoples

One of the children asked me last 
year, “Is “peoples” a word?” There it is in 
our mission statement: “for the joy of all 
peoples.” Yes, it is a word. Look at verse 
11 again: “And again, ‘Praise the Lord 
all you Gentiles, and let all the peoples 
praise Him.’” The Maninka are a people. 
The Kazaks are a people. The Uzbeks are 
a people. The Somali are a people. The 
Fula and Wolof and Hausa and Kabyle 
and Farsi and Tajik and Turk are peoples. 
There are thousands of peoples in the 
world with significant distinctions in 
culture and language that have to be 
crossed if they are to be reached with the 
gospel.

Now this fourth point is that the way 

to do world missions is not to settle 
down with the peoples that already have 
churches (even if they are across the 
ocean), but to keep going to the unreached 
peoples until all the peoples are reached 
and have their own Christ-worshipping 
churches.

Paul makes this point in a stunning 
way in verses 19-23. He says that he has 
fulfilled the gospel from Jerusalem to 
Illyricum (from Israel up through Asia 
Minor and Greece to northern Italy) and 
has no more room for work in this region. 
Look at verse 19b: “So that from Jerusa-
lem and round about as far as Illyricum I 
have fully preached the gospel of Christ. 
And thus I aspired to preach the gospel, 
not where Christ was already named, so 
that I would not build on another man’s 
foundation. . . . But now, with no further 
place for me in these regions. . .” He is now 
heading for Spain.

Notice three things in these verses: (1) 
Paul says he has fully preached (literally 
“fulfilled”) the gospel from Jerusalem 
to Illyricum; (2) he aims not to build on 
anyone else’s work, but to be a pioneer 
and go where Christ is not named; (3) 
therefore he has no room here. How could 
he say the gospel is fulfilled in a region 
where there are tens of thousands of 
unconverted people? Answer: The task of 
frontier missions was done, not the task 
of evangelism. What this all means for us 
is that there must always be missionaries 
like Paul if we are going to finish the Great 
Commission, which is not just to reach 
more and more people, but more and more 
peoples—people groups—until they all 
have churches and can evangelize their 
own people. We call this frontier missions. 
This must always be a high priority for 
our missions vision at Bethlehem. Other 
kinds of missionary work are good, but 
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this kind is utterly essential, because the 
cause of world evangelization will not be 
completed without it.

Reaching unreached peoples, not just 
unreached people, is the key to finishing 
the Great Commission. What a difference 
an “s” can make!

God Calls Some to Be Wardens of 
the Mission, Who Watch Over It 
from Home

“Wardens” is my “W” word for “send-
ers.” Consider verse 24. Paul says he aims 
to go to Spain, which is wholly unreached 
as far as we know, “for I hope to see you 
in passing, and to be helped on my way 
there by you, when I have first enjoyed 
your company for a while.”

This is important because of what he 
does not say and what he does say. He 
does not say: “Everyone in Rome who is 
obedient to the Great Commission will go 
with me to Spain, or will go to some other 
unreached place or people group.” What 
he does say is: “My hope is that you will 
refresh me and then help me in my mis-
sion to Spain.” In other words, he calls the 
church in Rome to be senders, wardens of 
the mission. He wants them to be partners 
in his mission, supporters.

So we like to say that you have three 
possibilities in world missions. You can be 
a goer, a sender, or disobedient. The Bible 
does not assume that everyone goes. But 
it does assume that the ones who do not 
go care about goers and support goers 
and pray for goers and hold the rope of 
the goers. Paul was linked with many 
churches and they sent support to him 
over and over again. So it should be with 
Bethlehem and all our missionaries.

Summary
In sum,

(1) The Word of God is the founda-
tion of world missions. We want to 
send missionaries who can explain 
to people who God is and how he 
works and what the path to heaven 
looks like.
(2) World missions is God’s work. 
We teach and preach and love, but 
God gives repentance and sanctifi-
cation.
(3) The aim of world missions is the 
worship of God. “Praise the Lord all 
you Gentiles, and let all the peoples 
praise him” (Rom 15:11).
(4) The way to do world missions is 
to go to unreached peoples. Evange-
lism among a reached people is not 
frontier missions. Taking the gospel 
to peoples where the name of Christ 
is not named is frontier missions.
(5) God calls some to be wardens of 
the mission, who watch over it from 
home. You can be a goer, a sender, 
or disobedient.

What is your aspiration? God wants 
you to have one—a holy ambition, a 
passion for the meaning of your life. 
He wants to ignite it in you through his 
Word. That is what we see in verses 20-
21. Paul had a holy ambition: “I aspired 
to preach the gospel, not where Christ 
was already named, so that I would not 
build on another man’s foundation.” 
What sustained this sense of calling and 
ambition? The Word of God. In the next 
verse (21) Paul quotes Isaiah 52:15, “As it 
is written, ‘They who had no news of Him 
shall see, and they who have not heard 
shall understand.’”

This is how it will be with many of 
you. You have heard the Word of God 
this morning and it has wakened or con-
firmed a longing from God. Fan it. Read 
The Church is Bigger Than You Think by 
Patrick Johnstone. Pray earnestly for God’s 
confirmation and help. Get connected 
with Bethlehem’s nurture program or 
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some support group that will stoke your 
mission embers. Go where you can go. 
Trust his promises.

ENDNOTES
 1This sermon was originally preached on 

November 7, 1999, at Bethlehem Baptist 
Church in Minneapolis, Minnesota.  
Reprinted with permission.

 2Scripture quotations come from the New 
American Standard Bible (NASB).
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The SBJT Forum:
Being Missions-Minded

Editor’s Note: Readers should be aware of the forum’s format. D. A. Carson, 
Christopher J. H. Wright, Michael A. G. Haykin, and Ted Cabel have been asked  
specific questions to which they have provided written responses. These writers are 
not responding to one another. The journal’s goal for the Forum is to provide significant 
thinkers’ views on topics of interest without requiring lengthy articles from these 
heavily-committed individuals. Their answers are presented in an order that hopefully 
makes the forum read as much like a unified presentation as possible.

SBJT: You travel to quite a few different 
countries each year. Would you care to 
mention some of the mission trends you 
yourself see on your travels?
D. A. Carson: You are asking a question 
that demands, at very least, several long 
essays, rather than a few paragraphs—
partly because the trends themselves vary 
greatly from country to country. All I can 
do here is provide a rather subjective and 
impressionistic list of several things that 
instantly spring to mind.

(1) At one time, the overwhelming 
majority of missionaries came from the 
West (not least from English-speaking 
countries) and went everywhere else. 
No longer is this the case. More mis-
sionaries than ever before are being 
sent out from non-Western countries. 
Indeed, increasingly missionaries are 
from everywhere to everywhere. Korea 
(to mention but one prominent mission-
sending country) sends out a formidable 
number of missionaries (at the moment, 
between 12,000 and 15,000). In addition, 
Korea sends “tent-makers” into other 
Asian countries that would otherwise 
be completely “closed.” Many African 
churches send missionaries cross-cultur-
ally to other tribes and to other African 

countries—and, increasingly, to Western 
countries, primarily to serve those who 
have emigrated from African countries 
to the West. Worldwide statistics are 
complicated and not always easy to come 
by, and one is not always sure how accu-
rate they are—but in any case, this first 
development is not in dispute, and one 
must rejoice over it, even if some of the 
reasons for getting to this point (e.g., the 
decline of the West) are disappointing. 
Jesus has told us he will build his church; 
he has not told us that such building will 
necessarily take place in our hometown 
or school district. It helps to get things 
into perspective if we take time to read 
up on worldwide developments in order 
to gain a worldwide appreciation for what 
God is doing.

(2) No less important is the array of 
related changes on the horizon. We are 
on the cusp of massive transformations 
of perspective. We have expected the 
majority of world Christian leaders to be 
white and Western, to be (relative to most 
of the world) affluent and capable. But 
there are now far more believers in the 
Two-Thirds world than in the West. I have 
preached in churches of 30,000 people in 
Asia; a big church in France draws 150 
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people. The West still produces more 
well-trained vocational theologians than 
any other part of the world, but this owes 
much to economic factors, and I suspect it 
will change in the years ahead. It is only 
a matter of time until the leaders of the 
Two-Thirds world become better known 
around the world. Witness, for example, 
the courageous and influential stance of 
the Anglican Bishop of Nigeria on the 
debate over homosexuality in the world 
Anglican communion. Many churches 
in São Paulo, Brazil, have something to 
teach us about energetic racial integra-
tion. When we in the West go somewhere 
as missionaries, even if we ourselves 
come from humble backgrounds we are 
perceived as coming from the affluent 
world; our ministry is naturally read as 
a “reaching down.” When someone from 
a Two-Thirds world country becomes 
a missionary to a country of similar 
socio-economic class, that missionary 
is naturally read as a peer. When that 
same missionary serves in a more afflu-
ent country, he or she is naturally read as 
“reaching up.” As a result, expectations 
change, social dynamics change, modes of 
influence change. Moreover, for better and 
for worse, Christian missionaries bring 
some of their culture with them. In recent 
decades, there have been more efforts 
by our missionaries than in the past to 
disentangle the gospel from the export 
of American and other Western cultures, 
but the challenge is considerable. Now, 
however, with missionaries coming from 
many different countries, we are finding 
pockets of churches served by, say, Korean 
missionaries that have absorbed not only 
the gospel but also substantial dollops of 
Korean culture. It is all very fascinating, 
sometimes confusing, invariably com-
plicated. It’s a grand thing that Jesus is 

building his church—often by means of 
his people, sometimes despite us. What 
is undeniable, however, is that massive 
changes lie just ahead.

(3) God is sovereign, and he loves to 
overthrow human prognostications and 
expectations. The growth of the church in 
Korea during the past century has been 
utterly spectacular (though it is now at 
a standstill); during the same time, the 
growth of the church in Japan has been 
miniscule. Why? Oh, I know, after the 
fact we are prone to jump in and offer 
our after-the-fact sociological analysis. 
But no one predicted these divergences. 
How could they? God does what he does, 
and often in defiance of human expecta-
tions. When the last missionary came 
out of China about 1950, there were only 
just over one million Christians (with a 
generous interpretation of “Christians”) 
in that great country, and many pundits 
wondered how bad the situation would 
become. Instead, the church has flour-
ished, with best estimates as to the num-
ber of Christians in the Chinese homeland 
hovering around ninety million. With the 
“war on terror” focusing on Afghanistan 
and Iraq, many have said that it would 
be decades (one pundit suggested one 
hundred years) before American mission-
aries would see any growth of the gospel 
in Muslim lands. And, indeed, there are 
some additional restrictions on Ameri-
cans in some lands; there is also a growing 
turning to Christ in many of these same 
lands, as Muslims, fed up with the ter-
rorism and not finding the resources to 
understand it, let alone stop it, in Islam, 
are turning to the good news of the King 
of Peace. It is simply too dangerous to 
pass on to you many stories and relevant 
statistics, but before the war on terror is 
over, we may yet see such an overthrow 
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of current expectations throughout the 
Muslim world that a new generation of 
pundits will be as astonished as the cur-
rent generation is about the growth of the 
church in China.

(4) The astonishingly rapid expansion 
of digital technology is changing things 
for the better and for the worse. On 
the positive side: It is increasingly pos-
sible for students in remote parts of the 
world to tap into an array of sources that 
vastly outstrips what has been available 
in the past. Publishing possibilities are 
changing—from desktop publishing to 
digital journals to blogs. Not long ago I 
was speaking in an Asian country where 
the leaders who organized the event put 
the entire series onto streaming video 
that was simulcast, via cable, on large 
screen monitors in ten other cities. The 
same series was digitally recorded for 
later distribution in churches. As far as I 
could see, this was typical of this group’s 
imagination and energy: They were 
comfortable with using technology to 
leverage the distribution of Bible teach-
ing. On the other hand, the net can also 
be used for the distribution of the most 
amazing rubbish. Sinful addiction to por-
nography is on the rise in many parts of 
the world. One can visit remote hamlets 
and find people tuned in to porn (not to 
mention the mediocre junk of mindless 
“entertainment”). I recall a Slovak leader 
commenting to me that three weeks after 
the Berlin wall came down, for the first 
time in his life he saw porn openly sold 
on the streets of Bratislava, the capitol. 
Now it is available in every community 
by digital transmission. Globalization 
has both positive and negative features, 
of course, but the negative ones must not 
be overlooked. Moreover, the wrong kind 
of reliance on technology is in danger of 

forgetting that if anything of spiritual 
value is accomplished, it is by the Spirit 
of the living God, not because we have 
money and techies. Unless one is careful, 
technology can end up depersonalizing 
Christian ministry. But for better and for 
worse, technology is changing mission, as 
it is changing everything else.

(5) It is perennially important to work 
hard at the proper relation between 
ministry of the Word and social con-
cern. Exclusive focus on the former is in 
danger of fostering a docetic view of the 
Christian life; exclusive focus on the lat-
ter is in danger of abandoning the actual 
proclamation of the good news. Although 
there are some important principles to 
work out, the actual balance of time allot-
ment must depend in part on the local 
situation. When people are crying on a 
devastated beach after a tsunami, it is not 
the best time to distribute Bibles, absent 
fresh water, food, and shelter. Yet an 
ostensibly Christian organization which, 
decade after decade, distributes tons of 
blankets and food, founds orphanages, 
and combats HIV, without ever offering 
Bible studies or explaining what doing 
this in Jesus’ name means, and what the 
gospel is about, is indistinguishable from 
UNICEF or Médecins sans Frontières, and 
is no more Christian than they. Around 
the world, organizations are wrestling 
with these and related issues. I am most 
impressed by Christian witness that is full 
of the Bible, full of Jesus, full of excellent 
teaching, full of sacrificial service, full 
of ministering to the whole person, and, 
where possible, the community itself, in 
the conscious outworking of the trans-
forming gospel. But what this looks like 
varies enormously around the world, for 
obvious reasons.

(6) In some ways, the most disquieting 
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region of the world, from a Christian point 
of view, is Europe—Western Europe, Cen-
tral Europe, and Eastern Europe. Inevi-
tably, God has not left himself without 
witness, and there are many wonderful 
examples of faithful and effective Chris-
tian witness throughout Europe. But the 
degree of raw atheism, the focus on mate-
rialistic hedonism, the condescending 
dismissal of and even revulsion against 
confessional Christianity, the rising num-
bers of Muslims (owing in substantial 
measure to a low birth rate and a high 
immigration rate), are transforming the 
continent which was at one time a pow-
erhouse of Christian thought and mission 
into one of the neediest mission fields in 
the world. Doubtless this reflects God’s 
judgment on faithlessness—but surely we 
must cry, “O Lord, in wrath, remember 
mercy.” 

(7) There is an urgent need to consider 
better ways of distributing mission-
ary-designated dollars. Recently a large 
church in the US spent half a million dol-
lars to send its very substantial number 
of high schoolers to a short-term summer 
project in a Latin American city. Doubtless 
these kids did some good; doubtless they 
were exposed (many for the first time) to 
a part of the world where they confronted 
real poverty for the first time; doubtless 
they were enriched by the lives of brothers 
and sisters in Christ who, regardless of 
their own temptations and failures, were 
not defined by endless Western toys. But 
that same Latin American city has a small 
but extraordinarily strategic seminary 
with a handful of teachers. The school is 
too poor to pay them more than a pittance. 
The result is that these professors, some 
of whom are well-trained, take on many 
speaking and pastoral responsibilities 
simply so that they can survive—and as a 

result, they do not read much, they write 
nothing, they do not exercise the strategic 
kind of ministry that they could exercise 
if they were not burning themselves out 
in overwork. For $50,000, three of these 
professors could be adequately supported. 
That would mean that the large church 
in America that spent half a million on 
their summer mission project would 
need to reduce that project by a mere 
10% in order to make a massive strategic 
difference within the country itself. Or 
they could simply find the money else-
where. Sadly, I doubt that they will even 
perceive the need. And as leaders increas-
ingly emerge in these Two-Thirds World 
countries, there is going to be an urgent 
need to rethink a number of our mission 
spending priorities as we try and do what 
is best for brothers and sisters elsewhere, and 
not merely do good to our brothers and 
sisters at home.

SBJT: In your writings, you have written 
about a “missional hermeneutic.” What 
do you mean by this expression? 
Christopher J. H. Wright:1 I remember 
them so vividly from my childhood—the 
great banner texts around the walls of 
the missionary conventions in Northern 
Ireland where I would help my father, Joe 
Wright, at the stall of the Unevangelized 
Fields Mission. “Go ye into all the world 
and preach the Gospel to every creature,” 
they urged me, along with other similar 
imperatives in glowing gothic calligraphy. 
By the age of twelve, I could have quoted 
you all the key ones—I knew my mission-
ary Bible verses. 

By the age of twenty-one I had a degree 
in theology from Cambridge, in which the 
same texts had been curiously lacking. 
There seemed to be little connection at 
all between theology and mission in the 
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mind of the lecturers, or of myself, or, for 
all I knew, in the mind of God either. The-
ology was all about God—and what mostly 
dead people had speculated about him. 
Mission was about us the living and what 
we do since the Bible has told us (or some 
of us at least) to go and be missionaries. 

“Mission is what we do.” That was the 
assumption. “Jesus sends me, this I know, 
for the Bible tells me so.” Many years later, 
(after teaching theology as a missionary in 
India), I used to teach a course called “The 
Biblical Basis of Mission” at All Nations 
Christian College—a missionary training 
school in England. The title makes the 
same assumption. Mission is the noun, 
the given reality. It is something we do, 
and we know what it is. And the basis 
on which we justify it, must be found in 
the Bible. What, then, is the biblical basis 
for mission? Roll out the texts. Add some 
that nobody else has thought of. Do some 
joined up theology. Add some motiva-
tional fervour. And the class is apprecia-
tive. Now they have even more biblical 
support for what they already believed 
anyway, for these are All Nations students 
after all. They only came because they are 
committed to doing mission. 

Now don’t get me wrong, I do believe 
passionately that mission is what we 
should be doing, and I believe the Bible 
mandates it. However, the more I taught 
that course, the more I wanted to rename 
it: from “The Biblical Basis of Mission” to 
“The Missional Basis of the Bible.” I wanted 
students to see, not just that the Bible con-
tains a few texts that happen to provide 
a rationale for our missionary endeavour, 
but that the whole Bible itself is “missional.” 
These writings are the product of, and 
they bear witness to, the ultimate mission 
of God. The Bible tells the story of God’s 
mission through God’s people in their 

engagement with God’s world for the sake 
of the whole of God’s creation. The Bible is 
the drama of God’s mission—a drama that 
embraces past, present, and future; Israel, 
Christ, and the nations; life, the universe, 
and everything. Mission, like salvation, 
belongs to our God. Mission is not just one 
of a list of things that the Bible happens to 
talk about, only a bit more urgently than 
some. Mission is, in that much-abused 
phrase, “what it’s all about.”

Jesus comes very close to saying, “This 
is what the Bible is all about,” when he 
gave his disciples their final lecture in Old 
Testament interpretation.

“This is what is written:” he said, 
“The Christ will suffer and rise 
from the dead on the third day, and 
repentance and forgiveness of sins 
will be preached in his name to all 
nations, beginning in Jerusalem.” 
(Luke 24:46-47).

Now Jesus is not quoting a specific text 
here. Jesus says the whole of the Scripture 
(which we now know as the Old Testa-
ment), finds its focus and fulfilment both 
in the life and death and resurrection of 
Israel’s Messiah and in the mission to all 
nations, which flows out from that event. 
Luke tells us that with these words Jesus 
“opened their minds so they could under-
stand the Scriptures.” This is how they 
were to read the Bible. The proper way for 
disciples of Jesus to read their Scriptures, 
is messianically and missiologically—i.e., 
pointing to Christ and pointing to global 
mission. We’ve been fairly good at the 
first, but pretty poor at the second. 

Starting in this way with Jesus’ theo-
centric and teleological use of the Scrip-
ture (i.e., that the Scriptures reveal the 
“whole will of God”) also reminds us 
that handling the Bible in relation to mis-
sion is not merely a matter of identifying 
themes within it that justify and shape 
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our engagement in mission. For behind 
all human mission stands the mission 
of God. And the Bible itself (including of 
course the Old Testament) is a dimension 
of the mission of God. The whole canon 
of scripture is a missional phenomenon in 
the sense that it witnesses to the self-giv-
ing movement of this God, in revelation 
and redemption, towards his creation and 
towards us, human beings made in God’s 
own image, but wayward and rebellious. 
The writings, which now comprise our 
Bible, are themselves the product of, and 
witness to, the ultimate mission of God 
for the redemption of humanity and 
creation. 

In short, then, what I mean by the 
expression “missional hermeneutic” is 
a way of reading Scripture from its own 
assumption that the whole Bible renders 
to us the story of God’s mission through 
God’s people in their engagement with 
God’s world for the sake of God’s purpose 
for the whole of God’s creation. Reading 
from that point of view, we find that the 
Bible shows us not only God with a mis-
sion that stretches from creation to new 
creation; but also humanity with a mission 
(ecological, social, economic and cultural); 
Israel with a mission (to be the people 
entrusted with the knowledge of the one 
true living God and to live accordingly as 
a light to the nations); Jesus with a mission 
(to fulfil the mission of Israel and bring 
the blessing of Abraham to the nations 
through the gospel of redemption cen-
tred on his cross and resurrection); and 
the church with a mission (to participate 
with God in the accomplishment of his 
purposes for his world). 

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

• In the light of God’s purpose for 
his whole creation, including the 
redemption of humanity and the 
creation of the new heavens and 
new earth;
• In the light of God’s purpose for 
human life in general on the planet, 
and of all the Bible teaches about 
human culture, relationships, ethics 
and behaviour;
• In the light of God’s historical 
election of Israel, their identity and 
role in relation to the nations, and 
the demands he made on their wor-
ship, social ethics and total value 
system;
• In the light of the centrality of 
Jesus of Nazareth, his messianic 
identity and mission in relation to 
Israel and the nations, his cross and 
resurrection;
• In the light of God’s calling of the 
church, the community of believing 
Jews and Gentiles who constitute 
the extended people of the Abraham 
covenant, to be the agent of God’s 
blessing to the nations in the name 
of, and for the glory of, the Lord 
Jesus Christ. 

ENDNOTE
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SBJT: We live in a world that is very 
different from that of the great Baptist 
missionary hero William Carey. How 
can he help us think about missions 
today? What can we learn from him, 
both positively and negatively? 
Michael A. G. Haykin: What is amazing 
is that a man like William Carey (1761-
1834), who lived in the very different 
world of the “long” eighteenth century 
and who first set foot on Indian soil in 
November, 1793, still has much to teach us. 
Consider four positive aspects of Carey’s 
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missionary legacy.
First of all, there was his missionary 

partnership at Serampore with William 
Ward (1769-1823), a skilled printer who 
became the best preacher at Serampore, 
and Joshua Marshman (1768-1837), the 
administrator and foreign secretary of 
the Serampore mission. In all of the extant 
literature and manuscripts of these three 
men there is amazingly no trace of mutual 
jealousy or severe anger. Henry Martyn 
(1781-1812), an Evangelical Anglican and 
missionary to the Persians, said that never 
were “such men . . . so suited to another 
and to their work.” This “band of broth-
ers” is a solid reminder that many of the 
great missionary endeavors are accom-
plished as believers work in close union 
and harmony.

 Second, there was the conviction that 
the non-Christian peoples of India had to 
be valued for what they were, immortal 
souls who had no knowledge of their 
Maker. As Carey, Marshman, and Ward 
wrote in 1805, 

In order to be prepared for our great 
and solemn work, it is absolutely 
necessary that we set an infinite 
value upon immortal souls. . . . It 
becomes us to fix in our minds the 
awful doctrine of eternal punish-
ment, and to realise frequently the 
inconceivably awful condition of 
this vast country, lying in the arms 
of the wicked one. If we have not his 
awful sense of the value of souls, it 
is impossible that we can feel aright 
in any other part of our work, and 
in this case it had been better for us 
to have been in any other situation 
rather than in that of a missionary.

Third, Carey was intentionally Christ-
centred in his preaching. As he once said, 
we need to 

make the great subject of our preach-
ing, Christ the crucified. . . . The 
doctrine of Christ’s expiatory death 

and all-sufficient merits has been, 
and must ever remain, the grand 
means of conversion. . . . So far as 
our experience goes in this work, we 
most freely acknowledge, that every 
Hindu among us who has been 
gained to Christ, has been won by 
the astonishing and all-constraining 
love exhibited in our Redeemer’s 
propitiatory death.

Fourth, Carey also serves as a model 
of “incarnating” the gospel in a culture 
one is trying to reach. Carey was wholly 
committed to learning the languages and 
cultures of the peoples of India so as to 
better reach them for Christ. By the time 
that Carey moved to Serampore he had 
acquired a remarkably extensive knowl-
edge of Bengali. Moreover, as soon as he 
had mastered the elements of the Bengali 
language he began work on the transla-
tion of the New Testament. In time Carey 
would go on to prepare translations in 
five of the great languages of India: Ben-
gali, Sanskrit, Marathi, Hindi, and Oriya. 
Although Sanskrit was no longer a spoken 
language at the time when Carey was in 
India, Carey soon realized that Indians 
regarded this language as the only lan-
guage worthy of literary production. It 
was a classical language that functioned 
much like Latin did in Europe during the 
Middle Ages. Carey realized that if the 
Bible were to be taken seriously by Indian 
religious leaders, it had to be translated 
into Sanskrit. 

It is also noteworthy that Carey and 
his colleagues were sensitive about not 
needlessly offending their hearers. They 
did not fail, when challenged, to point 
out to their hearers what they judged to 
be the weaknesses and imperfections of 
Hinduism and Islam; but they did not 
begin with such a critique. As Carey and 
his friends said, “the real conquests of the 
gospel are those of love.” 
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One key area, though, in which they 
were adamant about change was that 
conversion had to entail a renunciation of 
caste and the caste-system. When Carey 
baptized Krishna Pal in 1800, his co-
worker William Ward wrote in his diary, 
“Thus the door of faith is open to the gen-
tiles, who shall shut it? The chain of the 
caste is broken, who shall mend it?”

However, in noting the positive, it is 
also important to note a negative point 
that is instructive for us today. As a gram-
marian Carey was brilliant, but as a trans-
lator, though, it must be admitted that he 
lacked a keen sensitiveness to the finer 
shades and nuances of ideas and meaning, 
a failing which dogged all of his transla-
tions. Carey remarked frequently that he 
knew the translations were not perfect 
and he hoped that others would build 
on them. Carey’s failure to understand at 
times the subtleties of translation was, it 
should be noted, a common failing of the 
day among translators. A good exception 
is Adoniram Judson’s translation of the 
Scriptures into Burmese. His Burmese 
Bible is still in use, and has remained read-
able, whereas none of Carey’s translations 
are still in use. 

Driving Carey, though, was the correct 
conviction that the Word of God had to be 
available to the people-groups that he was 
trying to reach. He was rightly convinced 
that the Word of God is in itself the great 
instrument for the conversion of unbeliev-
ers. Yet, he would have probably achieved 
more if he had attempted less.

SBJT: How important is the study 
of apologetics in preparing for mis-
sions ministry, and how does the Billy 
Graham School of Missions, Evange-
lism and Church Growth at Southern 
Seminary prepare missionaries with 

apologetics training? What is the role 
of apologetics in, for example, missions 
to Islam?

Ted Cabal: Sound apologetics strategy 
is indispensable for biblical missions; 
therefore, the study of apologetics should 
be regarded as a necessary element in mis-
sions preparation. No one who evange-
lizes does so without apologetics, because 
apologetics comes into play whenever 
an unbeliever disobeys the gospel in an 
evangelistic encounter. As soon as the 
unbeliever provides a reason for rejecting 
the good news, a missionary also becomes 
an apologist. 

When an unbeliever resists the gospel, 
a missionary inevitably applies apologet-
ics theory, perhaps only intuitively. Even 
if the Christian simply decides to walk 
away from the resistant unbeliever, the 
disengagement is almost certainly due to 
some (perhaps appalling) subconscious 
apologetics theory. Happily, most gospel 
heralds do not walk away, but instead 
apply apologetics to the best of their abil-
ity (though they might not know this is 
called “apologetics”). Not all apologetic 
responses are created equal or are appro-
priate in every circumstance, but examples 
include philosophical (e.g., transcendental 
arguments), historical (e.g., trustworthi-
ness of the Bible), scientific (e.g., design 
arguments), theological (e.g., why God 
became man), and/or incarnational (e.g., 
displaying Christ’s love).

Unbelievers have reasons for their 
unbelief. These rationales may be delib-
erately dishonest and based on obstinacy, 
or highly intellectual and complex, or 
profoundly ignorant and confused. Cer-
tainly all reasons to reject Christ are bad 
reasons; but the unbeliever does have his 
reasons. The evangelist who ignores these 
reasons is careless in handling the gospel. 
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The Gospels and Acts are full of examples 
of Jesus and His great apologist, Paul, 
discussing gospel truth in differing ways 
that cut to the heart of specific unbelieving 
strongholds. Thus, all wise servants of the 
good news should pray that their careful 
use of apologetics be used by the Holy 
Spirit to undercut the weeds of unbelief 
in hopes that gospel seed will produce a 
harvest of salvation. Sound apologetics is 
simply indispensable to Great Commis-
sion faithfulness in seeking to undermine 
reasons for unbelief. 

The divine means of salvation is the 
good news, and the divine means for 
responding to its rejection is apologetics. 
Apologetics saves no one, but its truth 
is the necessary corollary to the gospel. 
Apologetics should not serve to call atten-
tion to the missionary, but to unmask the 
unbeliever’s trust in Satan’s lie. No one 
can be intellectually arm-twisted into the 
kingdom, but God intends to deal with 
unbelief in the head and heart. 

In a sense, virtually all facets of 
theological education should contribute 
to the general apologetics preparation 
for Great Commission obedience. The 
Graham School at Southern Seminary 
stresses the importance of the entirety of 
a missionary’s seminary education, not 
just the “missionary” courses. The wise 
missionary-in-training will endeavor to 
become the best biblical scholar possible, 
not only to love and understand the Bible’s 
message but to counter effectively unbe-
lieving attacks on its credibility. The study 
of systematic theology is crucial for apolo-
getics grounding in removing confusion 
about Christian doctrines under attack, 
and to exhibit the coherence and beauty 
of biblical truth. Philosophy should be 
studied not only to develop clear thinking 
and understand systems of thought, but 

also to rebut rationalist attacks against the 
faith. And, of course, apologetics courses 
are vital for understanding the critical 
role the Holy Spirit, presuppositions, 
evidence, human reasoning and intuition, 
the effects of sin, and theories of truth play 
in evangelism and apologetics. Students 
should understand that broad-spectrum 
apologetics preparation is fundamental 
and intrinsic to much of their seminary 
curriculum.

Yet too often apologetics is confused 
with what may be called “stock” apolo-
getics. Stock apologetic methods focus 
on a “one-size-fits-all” approach. But if 
little attention is paid to the unbeliever’s 
concerns, the apologist may not effectively 
treat the source of his unbelief. 

For instance, if someone rejects the 
biblical Jesus with the bogus contention 
that a church council removed His teach-
ing on reincarnation from the scriptures, 
the apologist should stress the results 
of biblical textual criticism. Instead of 
presenting a cosmological, design, tran-
scendental, or other kind of argument, the 
surety of essential biblical doctrine in the 
transmission of scriptural manuscripts is 
the proper antidote to this specific ground 
for unbelief. (One may invent a Jesus at 
odds with the New Testament, but such 
a Jesus is not based on sound historical 
evidence.) 

Consequently the unbeliever may 
sneer at the missionary’s application of 
apologetics. But this does not mean that 
apologetics has failed any more than the 
gospel fails when disobeyed. In both 
cases the unbeliever suppresses the truth, 
and will be held accountable on the Day 
of Judgment. The more clarity in a good 
news presentation, the more responsible 
is the unbeliever in rejecting it. Just so, the 
more clearly the apologist undermines the 



95

reasons for unbelief, the more culpable 
is the unbelief. God is just as much the 
author of the truth that undermines unbe-
lief as He is the author of gospel truth. 

So, in addition to broad-spectrum 
training, specific preparation is neces-
sary because apologetics must be fitted to 
specific grounds of unbelief. The Graham 
School, therefore, sees its role in missions 
preparation to include particular apolo-
getics training tailored to individual call-
ings. Our Master of Divinity and graduate 
programs are designed to include this 
flexibility. We have students whose inten-
tional ministry preparations range from 
Mormons to Muslims. 

Speaking of Muslims, it is important to 
note the importance of apologetics in our 
evangelism to the Muslim community. 
It is the sad fact that all non-Christians 
believe a false gospel that seems true to 
them. Their unbelieving and idolatrous 
worldview provides the lens through 
which they understand the world—and 
reject the gospel. For the devout Muslim, 
this is just as true as it is for the secular 
naturalist. Missionary apologists to Mus-
lims must, thus, not only present the liv-
ing Jesus in evangelism but also tear down 
Islamic strongholds via apologetics. 

But again, not every gospel encounter 
with Muslims should be handled the 
same way. Certainly there are greater 
(and safer!) opportunities to discuss the 
historical veracity of the Bible and the 
Qur’an with American Muslims imbued 
with some sense of historical conscious-
ness than with, say, illiterate counterparts 
in Somalia. Missionaries to “postmod-
ern Muslims” in France must be ready 
to include refutations of metaphysical 
pluralism and discussions of the nature 
of truth, whereas apologetic strategies 
in rural Pakistan will include different 

emphases. Missionaries to all Muslims 
should be prepared to provide winsome 
defense of the incarnation and Trinity, 
but even this must be handled in ways 
appropriate to such things as cultural and 
political variables. 

I am well acquainted with a remarkable 
young man who dedicated two years to 
missions in an Islamic country. He expe-
rienced firsthand not only the significance 
of incarnational ministry to Muslims 
(including courage, character, and love), 
but also the need to preach the substan-
tive content of the gospel in a unique 
way—through the parables of Jesus. In 
diverse situations where direct preaching 
from the Bible would have immediately 
endangered his and others’ lives, he dis-
covered the power and relevance of Jesus’ 
parables for challenging dark strongholds 
and providing later opportunities to pres-
ent the Savior. 

I have believed for many years that the 
church’s ultimate power in missions to 
Islam is revealed when Christians are sac-
rificially ready to send sons and daughters 
with no promise of return. A dear friend 
of mine has spent virtually his entire 
adult life loving and living among Middle 
Eastern Muslims. He is one of my living 
heroes, never hiding the loneliness, frus-
tration, and fear that has often engulfed 
him. But he has also enjoyed the rarified 
air of angelic rejoicing at the salvation of 
Muslims. The one constant for him in it all 
is that Christian missions and apologetics 
endeavors to keep the heart and mind of 
the unbeliever focused upon his need to 
receive the good news, because it alone is 
the power of God for salvation to everyone 
who believes (Rom 1:16).
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