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PREFACE to
the SECOND EDITION

“WHAT ARE YOU WORKING ON AT THE MOMENT?” The opening question of the preface to the first edition of this book never goes away, once someone knows you are a writer. For some time now I have answered, “Well, I’m revising the mission of God,” hastily adding, to avoid the impression of overweening arrogance, “I mean I’m revising my book about the mission of God.” That usually requires some further reassurance that “revising” does not mean I have changed my mind on any of the book’s major arguments but simply that there is more that needs to be said on that topic and a lot that has been said in the meantime.

It is nineteen years since the first edition of this book was published. A lot has happened in the field of biblical theology of mission and missional hermeneutics of Scripture since then. In responding to the request of InterVarsity Press and many readers for a second edition, several objectives have clarified in my mind.

First, I have taken note of some of the reviews and critiques of the original work and, where appropriate, have sought to respond to them. In several places this has led me to offer further clarification or explanation at points where my earlier argument may have been susceptible to misunderstanding or misinterpretation.

One angle of critique has come from those who fear that my emphasis on a holistic (or in more recent terms, integral) understanding of mission (holding the evangelistic and social dimensions inseparably together), drawn from my reading of the Bible as a whole including the rich teaching of the Old Testament, results in a dangerously inadequate emphasis on the spiritual realities of human fallenness, divine judgment, and the prospect of a lost eternity from which Christ alone can save us. Seeking to correct what I see as a misunderstanding of my position in such matters, I have expanded my discussion into a separate chapter thirteen, “Gospel-Centered Integral Mission.”

Another line of critique focuses on the “linear” nature of my approach, seeing the whole Bible as one big story, a single grand narrative that renders to us the mission of God. This, it is argued, has an inbuilt theological assumption of supersessionism. R. Kendall Soulen views this as a major and perilous structural flaw of my presentation in the first edition. According to Collin Cornell, this “dramatic paradigm” for the whole Bible also obscures another major biblical center and theme, namely, God’s desire for loving communion with his creation, and also, by its unilinear progression toward an ending, builds in the danger of obsolescence, for Israel and even for the incarnate Christ—dangers which I believe I avoid. These are challenges that I address in a new chapter eight in this edition. I am grateful in particular for some extensive email correspondence with Collin Cornell, who kindly sent me a draft of his own book for comment, after which some helpful interaction and clarification took place.1 I would hope our respective positions might be seen as complementary rather than opposed. Some readers, however, may prefer to come back to chapter eight after reading to the end of part two.

Second, I have always been well aware that the original work had a few significant gaps, which some reviews also pointed out. One of these was the church (in the sense of the theological significance of the church within a biblical understanding of the mission of God). I have given some more attention to this here, but two of my later books have set out my understanding of the mission of the church in practice.2 Another gap that is well spotted by many is that, given that my intention was to offer an overarching missional hermeneutical framework for reading the whole canon, not to provide in-depth applications to every book, there are biblical books that received little, if any, attention. I am glad that such gaps are being filled by others, as, for example, for Ruth and Esther, Ezra-Nehemiah, and Jonah.3

Third, I have tried to take account of the ongoing conversation in the field of biblical missiology since 2006 and have been personally enriched by perusing some very significant contributions in the intervening years. The additional bibliography for this second edition is a testimony to the scale of the expansion of this field (the field now commonly designated “missional hermeneutics”), an expansion that is still ongoing. Titles marked by an asterisk in the bibliography are ones that have contributed to this revised and updated edition, mostly published post-2006. There are more than 190 of them! They can be blamed for the considerable increase in quotations and footnote references, which I hope have enhanced this edition.

Most gratifying in surveying this literature in the field has been the number of explicitly missional readings of particular books of the Bible that have emerged in recent years. There are personal reasons for being pleased about this. In the decade or so (mainly the 1990s) leading up to the writing and publication of The Mission of God, I was teaching at All Nations Christian College, and I used to encourage our master’s-level students, for their ten-thousand-word dissertations, to think about what a missional reading of a particular part of Scripture might look like. This was genuinely as much for my own interest and curiosity as theirs, as I was in the early stages of my own exploration of what missional hermeneutics meant (before I was even aware of that terminology). Some fascinating extended essays were the result, on what a missional perspective might look like on Deuteronomy, the Deuteronomic History, Ezekiel, Proverbs, and others I may have forgotten.

Then, in the years after The Mission of God came out, I was invited by Michael Goheen and his friends in Phoenix, Chris Gonzalez and Tyler Johnson, to join the teaching faculty of the pioneering and innovative Missional Training Center.4 In that congenial environment, with different cohorts of students over the years, I have been asked to explore missional readings of different books or sections of the Old Testament canon, including the Pentateuch and its individual books, the Deuteronomistic History, Jeremiah, and the Wisdom literature. There has been so much to learn as well as share in those classes, in person and online.

So I warmly welcome symposia and books that do the job far more thoroughly. In addition to the three already mentioned above, I rejoice to discover explorations of what a missional hermeneutic means for the Bible as a whole, for Job, for the psalms of lament, for Jeremiah, for Paul in general, for Philippians, 1–2 Thessalonians, Hebrews, 1 Peter, Revelation.5 All of these and more have contributed, by way of quotation, discussion, or reference, to the revision and updating of the chapters of this book.

These and other works have convinced me that my own early (and somewhat naive and intuitive) attempt to answer the questions, “Can we read the whole Bible from the perspective of the mission of God, and what happens when we do?” was embarking on a road that would yield some worthwhile fruit, and a road on which I have encountered encouraging fellow travelers, such as those who participate in the Forum for Missional Hermeneutics at the annual Society of Biblical Literature convention.6 May their tribe increase! And it is this collective encouragement also that gives a sense of justification for attempting this revised and updated second edition of The Mission of God.

By way of acknowledgment (beyond those mentioned and thanked in the preface to first edition), I appreciate and thank all those named above already for the various ways they have encouraged and contributed to all the work on this second edition (and waited long enough for it!). In addition, my thanks to Jon Boyd of InterVarsity Press (US), who insisted years ago that a second edition was needed, at a time when I had no idea how much work it would involve; to Rachel Hastings for her detailed and encouraging editorial work; to Tom Creedy of Inter-Varsity Press (UK) for his insightful comments on the whole revised manuscript; to my good friend and former colleague, Richard Harvey, through whose generous encouragement I have come to appreciate the community of Messianic Jews and wrestle with issues that for them are not just theological but existential; and to Charlie Trimm, who, as peer reviewer, in addition to many helpful bibliographical suggestions, gave me the relief of his assurance that this second edition would be worth getting, even by those who have enjoyed the first.

That relief will be shared by my wife, Liz, to whom must go my final thanks for enduring the years of work on this project second time around, with what Baruch must have felt in relation to the second edition of his Jeremiah scroll: “Baruch wrote on it all the words of the scroll that Jehoiakim king of Judah had burned in the fire. And many similar words were added to them” (Jer 36:32).

I gladly renew the dedication of the book to our son and daughter-in-law, Tim and Bianca, and their gift of two of our eleven grandchildren, Isabel and Ethan, who, like this book itself at its second publication, are now robust teenagers.







PREFACE to
the FIRST EDITION

“WHAT ARE YOU WORKING ON AT THE MOMENT?” It has been hard to give a straight answer to this common question during the past few years I have been working on this book. “A book on the Bible and mission” has been my usual reply, but I have never been sure which of the two words to put first. Am I seeking to understand Christian mission in the light of the Bible or to understand the Bible in the light of God’s mission? Or, in phrases that are explained in the introduction, is this book a biblical theology of mission or a missional reading of the Bible? I think the final product is probably a bit of both but with more emphasis on the second. Many others have produced fine and comprehensive works establishing a biblical foundation for Christian mission. My major concern has been to develop an approach to biblical hermeneutics that sees the mission of God (and the participation in it of God’s people) as a framework within which we can read the whole Bible. Mission is, in my view, a vital key that unlocks the whole grand narrative of the canon of Scripture. To that extent I offer this study not only as a biblical reflection on mission but also, I hope, as an exercise in biblical theology.

Books that offer a biblical theology of mission typically have an Old Testament section and then a (usually much larger) New Testament section. Then, in each section (and especially in the second), they tend to examine different parts of the canon or isolate the mission theology of particular authors, such as each Gospel writer, the apostle Paul, and so on.

My approach has been rather different. I have tried to identify some of the underlying themes that are woven all through the Bible’s grand narrative—themes that are the foundational pillars of the biblical worldview and therefore also of biblical theology: monotheism, creation, humanity, election, redemption, covenant, ethics, future hope. In each case I have then tried to pay full attention to their Old Testament roots before moving through to see the New Testament development, fulfillment, or extension in each case. Most of the chapters therefore include reflections drawn from both Testaments, sometimes moving backward and forward between them.

Since my own field of special interest has been the Old Testament for more than thirty years, it is inevitable that much more space and much greater depth of discussion has been accorded to Old Testament texts and themes. There was a time I thought the book would be simply an Old Testament theology of mission (and there are few enough good models of that genre).1 However, I write as a Christian theologian, and while I endeavor to read and listen to the Old Testament with its own integrity and on its own terms, I cannot fail to read it also as a Christian. And, as I understand it, that means that I read it in submission to the one who claimed to be its ultimate focus and fulfillment—Jesus Christ, in the light of the New Testament Scriptures that bear witness to him and in relation to the mission he entrusted to his disciples. If, in the end, however, there is a lot more of the Old Testament than of the New in this book, I suppose I can at least claim that the same is true of the Bible, after all.

Since my main aim has been to argue for a missiological reading of biblical theology, I have not felt it necessary to devote acres of space to footnotes documenting all shades of scholarly exegesis or critical analysis of all the texts I have referred to. For certain key texts that are of pivotal importance in my argument, I have sought to present adequate exegesis and documentation. In many other cases, scholars or students who wish to pursue such issues in commentaries and journals will know where to look.

All authors know the debt they owe to others in the formation of their own thoughts and perspectives. So I offer my hearty thanks to a host of people who have walked this road with me for longer or shorter stretches. These include:

Two decades of students at the Union Biblical Seminary, Pune, India, and All Nations Christian College, England, who shared my developing efforts to relate Bible and mission through more classes than any of us care to remember, many of whom are still wrestling with the issues in practical mission service all over the world.

Jonathan Bonk, director of the Overseas Ministries Study Center, New Haven, Connecticut, and Gerald Anderson before him, who, along with their marvelous staff and community, have given me repeated hospitality at the Overseas Ministries Study Center for research and writing on this project.

John Stott, who has constantly encouraged and prayed for me in this project, and graciously allowed me the frequent benefit of his writing retreat cottage, the Hookses, on the west coast of Wales.

Langham Partnership International Council, for giving me not only a job that keeps me in touch with the realities of world mission but also specified time for study and writing each year.

Eckhard J. Schnabel, M. Daniel Carroll R., Dean Flemming, and Dan Reid, who read the original manuscript and made dozens of constructively critical comments that have helped me to clarify and improve what I wanted to say in many places. Thanks also to Chris Jones for helping to prepare the indexes.

My wife and family, who have been as encouraging (and patient) in this as in all previous projects and are represented in the dedication by the one who, as Israel was for God, is our firstborn son, Tim, and his wife, Bianca, with the joy and the prayer of 3 John 4.







INTRODUCTION

I REMEMBER THEM SO VIVIDLY from my childhood—the great banner texts around the walls of the missionary conventions in Northern Ireland where I would help my father at the stall of the Unevangelized Fields Mission, of which he was Irish secretary after twenty years of missionary service in Brazil.1 “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—“Go ye therefore and make disciples,” “How shall they hear . . . ?” “You shall be my witnesses . . . to the ends of the earth.” “Whom shall we send? . . . Here am I, send me.” I knew my missionary Bible verses. I had responded to many a rousing sermon on most of them.

By the age of twenty-one I had a degree in theology from Cambridge, in which the same texts had been curiously lacking. At least, it is curious to me now. At the time there seemed to be little connection at all between theology and mission in the mind of the lecturers, or of myself, or, for all I knew, in the mind of God either. Theology was all about God—what God was like, what God had said and done, and what mostly dead people had speculated on all three. Mission was about us, the living, and what we have been doing since William Carey (who of course was the first missionary, or so we erroneously thought). “Mission is what we do.” That was the assumption, supported of course by clear biblical commands. “Jesus sends me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”

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

This mild caricature is not in the least derogatory in intent, though I do critique the basic methodology in chapter one below. I believe passionately that mission is what we should be doing, and I believe the Bible endorses and mandates it. However, the more I taught that course, the more I used to introduce it by telling the students that I would like to rename it: from The Biblical Basis of Mission to The Missional Basis of the Bible. I wanted them to see not just that the Bible contains a number of texts that happen to provide a rationale for missionary endeavor but that the whole Bible is itself a missional phenomenon. The writings that now comprise our Bible are themselves the product of and witness to the ultimate mission of God. The 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 the whole of God’s creation. The Bible is the drama of this God of eternal sovereign purpose engaged in the mission of achieving that purpose universally, embracing past, present, and future, Israel and the nations, “life, the universe, and everything,” and with its center, focus, climax, and completion in Jesus Christ. 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.”

Now, I am well aware that the language of the preceding paragraph has become controversial and its use of the very terms mission and missional may be deemed to beg the question (in the technical sense of assuming without explanation or definition what one intends to argue for). Michael Stroope argues forcefully and at great length that mission vocabulary must be jettisoned for several powerful reasons.2 According to Stroope, the language of mission is anachronistic (because the terminology is neither biblical nor present in Christian history until the Roman Catholic Jesuit usage), confusing (because it has a limitless polyphony of meanings that renders it banal and often redundant—if everything is missional, why bother using the word itself?), distorting (because it imposes on biblical interpretation a lens or a bias that, in Stroope’s view, is not in itself biblical), and toxic (because it is tainted with the multiple mistakes, prejudices, and horrors of the history of Christian mission in the Christendom, colonial, and modern eras). I will offer a limited response to Stroope’s arguments in chapters one and two, but for the moment, some minimal definition is called for as to how I use this vocabulary, in the unrepentant belief that we are justified in continuing to use it.

SOME DEFINITIONS

Mission. It will be immediately clear from my reminiscences above that I am dissatisfied with popular use of the word mission (or, more commonly in the United States, missions) solely in relation to human endeavors of various kinds. I do not at all question the validity of Christian active engagement in mission (in a very broad sense), but I do want to argue throughout this book for the theological priority of God’s mission.3 Fundamentally, our mission (if it is biblically informed and validated) means our committed participation as God’s people, at God’s invitation and command, in God’s own mission, which the Bible reveals to us as God’s sovereign purposefulness in Christ from all eternity for the flourishing and redemption of God’s creation along with humanity redeemed from all nations in the whole earth.4 The church’s mission flows from, participates in, and is dependent on the mission of God.5

Furthermore, I am dissatisfied with accounts of mission that stress only the etymological root of the word in the Latin verb mitto, “to send,” and that then see the primary significance of mission in the dynamic of sending or being sent. Again, this is not because I doubt the importance of this theme within the Bible but because it seems to me that if we define mission only in “sending” terms we necessarily exclude from our inventory of relevant resources many other aspects of biblical teaching that directly or indirectly affect our understanding of God’s mission and the practice of our own.6

Generally speaking, I will use the term mission in its more general sense of a long-term purpose or goal that is to be achieved through proximate objectives and planned actions. Within such a broad mission (as applied to any group or enterprise), there is room for subordinate missions, in the sense of specific tasks assigned to a person or group that are to be accomplished as steps toward the wider mission.

In the Second World War, for example, the Allies had an all-encompassing mission—their war aim—namely the defeat of Nazi Germany and the liberation of the peoples that had been subjected to Nazi domination. But within that overall mission or aim, many thousands of “missions” were undertaken at multiple levels, by armed forces, secret services, espionage agents and others, all of them aligned with and justified by the single overall mission—victory. The declared single mission of the British government and their Allies (to defeat Nazism) required the mobilisation and participation of their people in multiple missions of many kinds.

The Bible, in this analogy, is a declaration of the single overall mission of God—to rid his whole creation of evil and create a people for himself redeemed from every tribe and nation of humanity. And this declared mission of the God who governs the universe calls for the mobilisation and participation of his people in multiple cultures and eras of history, in manifold missions of all kinds. The mission and missions of God’s people flow from, and participate in, the mission of God. God’s plan and purpose governs ours. Or should do.7



In the secular world, mission statements seem to be much in vogue. Even restaurants (whose purpose in life one would have thought rather obvious) sometimes display them on their front windows in an effort to link the task of feeding their customers to some wider social goal for human flourishing. Companies, schools, charities—even some churches (whose purpose in life also ought to be more obvious than it is, even to their own members)—feel it helps them to have a mission statement, which summarizes the purpose for which they exist and what they hope to accomplish. Mission as a term “is everywhere and is used by everyone. Mission is everyday speech.”8

The Bible presents to us a portrait of God that is unquestionably purposeful. The God who walks the paths of history through the pages of the Bible pins a mission statement to every signpost on the way, from the divine intentionality in the creation narratives through the purpose statements accompanying the call of Abraham, the exodus, the giving of the law, the vision of the prophets, Christ’s incarnation, death and resurrection, the identity and raison d’être of the church, and the parousia. It could be said that the mission of this book is to explore that divine intentionality and all that lies behind it and flows from it in relation to God himself, God’s people, and God’s world, insofar as it is revealed to us in God’s Word. A purposeful God, covenantally bound to a people whom he calls to share in the accomplishment of that purpose: that is what I mean to convey by the use of the term in what follows.

Missionary.9 The word is usually a noun, referring to people who engage in mission, usually in a culture other than their own. Popular usage of the term has given it even more of the sense of “being sent” than the word mission itself. Missionaries are typically those who are sent by churches or agencies to work in mission or on missions. They characteristically believe themselves to be called and sent by God. The word is also used as an adjective, as in “the missionary mandate” or “missionary zeal.”

Unfortunately, the word has also generated something of a caricature, the missionary stereotype, as a regrettable side effect of the great nineteenth- and twentieth-century mission effort of the Western churches. The term missionary in everyday parlance evokes images of White, Western expatriates among “natives” in far-off countries, often with the associated assumptions and myths of the damage they are alleged to have done. And the term still evokes that image all the more regrettably in churches that ought to know better. For it is long overdue that Western churches ought to know that, for decades now, the majority of those engaged in crosscultural mission are not Western at all but come from the growing indigenous and independent churches of the Majority World. As a result, many mission agencies that continue to build networks and partnerships with Majority World churches and agencies prefer to avoid the term missionary because of these unreconstructed mental images and describe their personnel as “mission partners” instead.

Because of the dominant association of the word missionary with the activity of sending, and with crosscultural communication of the gospel—that is, with a broadly centrifugal dynamic of mission—I prefer not to use the term in connection with the Old Testament. In my view (which is not agreed on by all), Israel was not mandated by God to send missionaries across cultural and language barriers to other nations.10 So while it will be abundantly clear that I certainly do read the Old Testament missiologically (see below), I would not choose to speak of “the missionary message of the Old Testament” (the title of an early book by H. H. Rowley in 1944).11 There are many biblical resources (in the Old as well as the New Testament) that are profoundly enriching in our understanding of mission in its broadest sense (and especially the mission of God) that are not at all about sending missionaries. It is probably inappropriate, therefore, to refer to those texts and themes as missionary.12 How, then, shall we speak of such texts and themes?

Unfortunately, until recently missionary seemed to be the only available English adjective formed from mission. Another form, however, has been welcomed into wider use in recent decades.

Missional.13 Missional is simply an adjective denoting something that is related to or characterized by mission, or has the qualities, attributes, or dynamics of mission. Missional is to the word mission what covenantal is to covenant, or fictional to fiction. Thus, we might speak of a missional reading of the book of Exodus and the events it records, meaning a reading that explores its dynamic significance in God’s mission for Israel and the world and its relevance to Christian mission today. Or we might say that Israel had a missional role in the midst of the nations—implying that they had an identity and role connected to God’s ultimate intention of blessing the nations. Thus, I would argue that Old Testament Israel had a missional identity and calling (God entered into a unique elect and covenant relationship with Israel as part of God’s sovereign intention for the world and all nations), without implying that they had had a missionary mandate to go to the nations (whereas we could certainly speak of the missionary role of the church among the nations with that meaning).

Once again, Stroope has issues with the word missional—somewhat more justifiably, one has to admit. For indeed, as he says, the word has become so elastic that it can be attached to almost anything to add an aura of vogue activism in ways that he rightly criticizes as often tautologous.14 However, the word still has value, in my view, when it calls attention to how some theological or practical dimension of the church needs to be seen in the light of and in explicit relation to the purposes of God and the purposeful nature of the church’s life. It is easy to forget that the church exists for something. It is easy to fail to evaluate the many dimensions and intentions of a church (locally or in wider networks) by the criteria of our very reason for existence. Interestingly, Darrell Guder in more recent work would like to see the “missional scaffolding” of such theological vocabulary eventually removed as unnecessary, since it is indeed superfluous once the church comes to understand that mission (in the senses I have outlined above) defines the essence and calling of the church.15

Missional, then, is a hermeneutical posture before the Scripture that assumes several things. It assumes that the Bible itself is a product of the mission of God in revealing himself to fallen humanity, providing humanity with the authoritative vision of God’s will for the universe. God revealed himself in history to correct, encourage, warn, and comfort his people; he spoke concretely in historical contexts, and the Bible is the result of that speaking. . . . A missional hermeneutic also assumes a posture that Scripture is a witness to God’s work in the world. Scripture truly narrates God’s intention for creation, the problem in creation, God’s solution in Jesus Christ for creation, and the destiny of creation. Scripture narrates the mission of God for the whole of the cosmos.16



Missiology and Missiological. Missiology is the study of mission. It includes biblical, theological, historical, contemporary, and practical reflection and research. Accordingly, I will normally use missiological when such a theological or reflective aspect is intended. In the two examples above, one might equally speak of a missiological reading of the book of Exodus, but it would be less appropriate to speak of Israel having a missiological role in the midst of the nations. In fact, in this latter case it is because neither “missionary role” nor “missiological role” seems quite right that the word missional is increasingly helpful.



THE JOURNEY AHEAD

A word is also in order at this point regarding the structure of the book. Returning to my personal reminiscence: for years I continued to teach The Biblical Basis of Mission at All Nations Christian College. At one point I introduced an opening lecture raising the specific issue mentioned in my passing comments at the start of the course—the missional basis of the Bible itself. This arose partly from the ambient theological culture at All Nations, which was intentionally to approach every subject in the curriculum from a missiological angle—including, naturally, the Bible itself. And it happened that I was also teaching the module on the doctrine of Scripture and biblical hermeneutics at the same time, so it was natural to ask how a missiological perspective affected one’s understanding of what Scripture is in itself, how it came to be in the canonical structure we now have it, and the hermeneutical assumptions and principles with which we approach it as readers. My thinking tended to oscillate between both courses in a cross-fertilizing way. Biblical mission and biblical hermeneutics seemed to morph into each other in unexpected but fascinating ways.

But the need to look more carefully at a missiological hermeneutic of the Bible partly also arose from the specific challenge of a colleague in another institution.17 In 1998 I was invited to give the Laing Lecture at London Bible College (now called the London School of Theology). I offered the title “‘Then They Will Know That I Am the Lord’: Missiological Reflections on the Ministry and Message of Ezekiel.” At the time I was working on my exposition of Ezekiel in the Bible Speaks Today series, and this was a useful opportunity to expose these reflections to friendly criticism. And that is what they got.

In his response, Anthony Billington (then lecturer in hermeneutics at London Bible College) first of all warmly appreciated the lecture’s content and then went on to raise questions concerning the validity of using missiology as a framework for interpreting Ezekiel (or any other biblical text). There are, of course, many frameworks within which people read the text, as he pointed out (feminist, psychological, liberationist, dispensational, etc.). This is not intrinsically wrong in itself, since we all have to start somewhere. But, Billington said, the question is:

Does this or that particular framework do justice to the thrust of the text in its biblical-theological context? Or does it distort the text? In other words, it’s not that the bringing of a framework to a text is necessarily wrong in and of itself, nor even that the text may not be illuminated in significant ways when we do—for it frequently is. The question is more what sort of control the framework exercises over the text, and whether the text is ever allowed to critique the framework at any point.18



The entirely appropriate challenge of Billington’s words led me to reflect further on what a missiological hermeneutic of Scripture actually means and whether it is a framework that does justice to the text or seriously distorts it. This is the concern I address in part one, “The Bible and Mission.” It is my objective in this book not only to demonstrate (as many others have done) that Christian mission is fully grounded in the Scripture (though I deliberately pay more attention to its Old Testament roots than most books on the subject do) but also to demonstrate that a strong theology of the mission of God provides a fruitful hermeneutical framework within which to read the whole Bible.19

So in chapter one I survey some steps that had already been taken toward a missiological hermeneutic by the time of this book’s first appearance but argue that a more thorough effort is needed to go beyond them. Chapter two is a sketch of some contours of what I think a missiological hermeneutic of the Bible entails. If all hermeneutical frameworks are like maps of the territory of Scripture, then the only test of a map is how faithfully it interprets the territory for the traveler in terms of what the traveler wants or needs to know in order to travel safely and intelligently in that territory. The rest of the book tests whether the map provided by approaching the whole Bible from the perspective of the mission of God fulfills the subtitle of the book, enabling us to grasp the driving dynamic of the Bible’s grand narrative.

The remaining three parts of the book take up in turn three major focal points of the theological worldview of Israel in the Old Testament, which are also foundational to a Christian worldview when understood in relation to Christ:

	The God of Mission (part 2)


	The People of Mission (part 3)


	The Arena of Mission (part 4)




In part two, I examine the missiological implications of biblical monotheism. The identity, uniqueness, and universality of YHWH, the God of Israel (chap. 3), and the directly related claims that the New Testament makes for Jesus (chap. 4), have enormous implications for mission. Indeed, Christian mission would have no foundation at all apart from these biblical affirmations about the one and only living God who wills to be known to the world through Israel and through Christ. But we cannot do full justice to biblical monotheism without seeing it in conflict with the gods and idols of human construction that consume so much biblical rhetoric and ink. The conflict with idolatry is a somewhat neglected biblical theme that I subject to some analysis and missiological reflection (chap. 5).

In part three I move on to consider the primary agent of the mission of God, namely, the people of God—the people created, called, and mandated by God to participate with him in his purposes for creation and humanity. I will follow the order of the biblical narrative as we walk first with Old Testament Israel. They were chosen in Abraham, redeemed out of Egypt, brought into covenant relationship at Sinai, and called to a life of ethical distinctiveness from the nations. Each of these great successive themes is rich in missional significance. Accordingly, I will be reflecting on

	election and mission (in chaps. 6-8)


	redemption and mission (in chaps. 9-10)


	covenant and mission (in chap. 11)


	ethics and mission (in chap. 12)




In chapter thirteen, I draw together the biblical threads of the preceding chapters in terms of what they imply for the breadth and scope of the mission of the church, local and global, in light of those great biblical themes, and address some objections that arise to what has become known as holistic, or integral, mission.

In part four I move to the wider canvas of the world itself—the earth, humanity, cultures, and the nations. I will explore first the missional implications of the goodness of creation and the connections between creation care and Christian mission (chap. 14). The paradox of human dignity (because we are made in God’s image) and human depravity (because we are mired in rebellion against God’s authority) has profound implications for mission, since the gospel and our living witness to it must be as comprehensive as the comprehensive onslaught of evil (chap. 15). The Wisdom tradition in the Old Testament is the most international of all biblical literature and provides a rich source for reflecting on a biblical theology and missiology of human cultures. So we shall include wisdom in chapter 15’s reflection on humanity. The biblical world is a world full of nations, and they are there by God’s creative intention. How do the nations figure in God’s redemptive intentions? The Old Testament’s eschatological vision for the nations surely provides some of the most exciting of all its trajectories of missional rhetoric (chap. 16 ). The same theme will then be carried forward to the more centrifugal horizons of New Testament mission theology and practice (chap. 17).

A diagrammatic outline of the book, then, might look something like this:

[image: A triangular diagram outlines the four parts of the book.]

Figure 0.1


In the center of the triangle is Part 1: The Bible and Mission: a missional hermeneutic. At the top of the triangle is Part 2: The God of Mission: YHWH and monotheism; Jesus as Lord; and confronting idolatry. In the bottom left corner of the triangle is Part 3: The People of Mission: election, redemption, covenant, ethics. In the bottom right corner of the triangle is Part 4: The Arena of Mission: the earth; humanity, sin, and evil; wisdom and culture; the nations and the future.











  

  PART ONE

    The BIBLE

    and MISSION

MISSION IS WHAT THE BIBLE IS ALL ABOUT, I suggested earlier. We could as meaningfully talk of the missional basis of the Bible as of the biblical basis of mission. Now this is a bold claim. One would not expect to be able to turn the other way around any phrase that began “The biblical basis of . . .” There is, for example, a biblical basis for marriage, but there is not, obviously, a marital basis for the Bible. There is a biblical basis for work, but work is not what the Bible is all about. So isn’t my assertion rather exaggerated or even conceited? Indeed, in view of the enormous variety of the contents of the Bible and the huge scholarly literature devoted to exploring every highway and byway of genre, authorship, context, ideology, date, editing, and history of all these documents, does it make sense to speak of the Bible being “all about” anything?

I take some encouragement in persisting with my claim from the words of the risen Jesus as recorded in Luke 24.1 First to the two on the road to Emmaus and then later to the rest of the disciples, Jesus made himself as Messiah the focus of the whole canon of the Hebrew Scriptures that we now call the Old Testament (Lk 24:27, 44). For that reason, we are accustomed to speaking of the christological focus or center of the Bible. For Christians, the whole Bible revolves around the person of Christ.

Jesus went on, however, beyond his messianic centering of the Old Testament Scriptures to their missional thrust as well.2 “Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. He told them, ‘This is what is written: The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance for the forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations, beginning at Jerusalem’” (Lk 24:45-47). Jesus’ whole sentence comes under the rubric “this is what is written.” Luke does not present Jesus as quoting any specific verse from the Old Testament, but he claims that the mission of preaching repentance and forgiveness to all nations in his name is “what is written.” He seems to be saying that the whole of the Scripture (which we now know as the Old Testament) finds its focus and fulfillment both in the life and death and resurrection of Israel’s Messiah and in the mission to all nations, which flows out from that event.3 Luke tells us that with these words Jesus “opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures,” or, as we might put it, he was setting their hermeneutical orientation and agenda. The proper way for disciples of the crucified and risen Jesus to read their Scriptures is messianically and missionally.

Paul, though he was not present for the Old Testament hermeneutics lecture on the day of resurrection, clearly found that his encounter with the risen Jesus and his recognition of Jesus as Messiah and Lord radically transformed his (Paul’s) own way of reading his Scriptures. His hermeneutic now had the same double focus. Luke records Paul as testifying before Festus, “I am saying nothing beyond what the prophets and Moses said would happen—that the Messiah would suffer and, as the first to rise from the dead, would proclaim light to his own people and to the nations” (Acts 26:22-23 NIV modified). This dual understanding of the Scriptures then shaped Paul’s whole résumé as the apostle of the Messiah Jesus to the Gentiles.

Down through the centuries it would probably be fair to say that Christians have been good at their messianic reading of the Old Testament but inadequate (and sometimes utterly blind) at their missional reading of it. We read the Old Testament messianically or christologically in the light of Jesus; that is, we find in it a whole messianic theology and eschatology that we see as fulfilled in Jesus of Nazareth. In doing so we follow his own example, of course, and that of his first followers and the authors of the Gospels. But what we have so often failed to do is to go beyond the mere satisfaction of ticking off so-called messianic predictions that have “been fulfilled.” And we have failed to go further because we have not grasped the missional significance of the Messiah.

The Messiah refers to the one whom YHWH promised to send, who would embody in his own person the identity and mission of Israel as their representative, King, Leader, and Savior. Through the Messiah as his anointed agent, YHWH, the God of Israel, would bring about all he intended for and through his servant Israel. But what was that mission of Israel? Nothing less than to be “a light to the nations,” the means of bringing the redemptive blessing of God to all the nations of the world, as originally promised in the title deeds of the covenant with Abraham. For the God of Israel is also the Creator God of all the world.

Through the Messiah, therefore, the God of Israel would also bring about all he intended for the nations. The eschatological redemption and restoration of Israel would issue in the ingathering of the nations.4 The full meaning of recognizing Jesus as Messiah, then, lies in recognizing also his role in relation to God’s mission for Israel and through Israel for the blessing of the nations. Hence, a messianic reading of the Old Testament has to flow on to a missional reading—which is precisely the connection Jesus makes in Luke 24.

The point is well made by Bruce Ashford and Heath Thomas.

This great missional imperative [sc. Matt. 28:18-20] is not some sort of ad hoc directive (“Oh wait! One more thing, I almost forgot . . .”) but the fulfillment of God’s mission for Israel and his mission through Jesus. Indeed . . . Matthew wrote his Gospel account in order to show that Christianity is the fulfillment of Old Testament faith, the flowering of God’s seminal work through Israel. . . . This is the context of the Great Commission. It is not an afterthought but a concise summary of the whole Christian mission, a compact rending of the gospel’s implications for the Christian life.5



A useful comparison may help the point. We recognize that the christological focus of the Bible operates in many different ways—some direct and others much more indirect. To speak of the Bible being all about Christ does not (or certainly should not) mean that we try to find Jesus of Nazareth in every verse by some feat of imagination. Rather, I mean that the person and work of Jesus become the central hermeneutical key by which we, as Christians, articulate the overall significance of these texts in both Testaments. Christ provides the hermeneutical matrix for our reading of the whole Bible.

The same is true of the missiological focus of the Bible. To say that the Bible is all about mission does not mean that we try to find something relevant to evangelism in every verse. We are referring to something deeper and wider in relation to the Bible as a whole. In a missiological approach to the Bible we are thinking of

	the purpose for which the Bible exists


	the God the Bible renders to us


	the people whose identity and mission the Bible invites us to share


	the story the Bible tells about this God and this people, and indeed about the whole world and its future




This is a story that encompasses past, present, and future, “life, the universe, and everything.” There is the closest connection between the biblical grand narrative and what is meant here by biblical mission. To attempt a missional hermeneutic, then, is to ask: Is it possible, is it valid, is it profitable, for Christians to read the Bible as a whole from a missional perspective, and what happens when they do? Can we take mission as a hermeneutical matrix for our understanding of the Bible as a whole?

Before outlining in chapter two some contours of an approach that would answer those questions affirmatively, we will look first in chapter one at several ways in which the Bible has been related to mission in recent decades—ways that have their own validity and significant contributions to make but do not seem quite adequate to what I have in mind as a comprehensively missional approach to biblical hermeneutics. Chapter one, then, outlines some steps in the search for a missional hermeneutic—but in each case I believe we need to go further.







ONE
SEARCHING for a
MISSIONAL HERMENEUTIC

THERE ARE MORE THAN ENOUGH BOOKS offering biblical foundations for Christian mission.1 Not all of them are of the same quality, however. Some are tracts to the already converted, providing justification for the task to which writer and readers are already committed. Some pay no attention to critical scholarship; others, perhaps, too much.2 Too many, more culpably, pay scant attention to the bulk of the Bible itself—the Old Testament. What they all seek to do, however, is clear: to find appropriate biblical justification and authority for the mission of the Christian church to the nations. This may be in order to encourage those already engaged in such mission with the assurance that what they do is biblically grounded, or it may be to motivate those who are not yet engaged in it with the warning that they are living in disobedience to biblical imperatives. There is a rhetorical dimension to such writing, seeking to encourage the missionally persuaded, and to persuade the missionally unengaged, on the common basis that both camps respect the authority of Scripture.

BEYOND “BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR MISSION”

Biblical apologetic for mission. Such work, which might be called “biblical apologetic for mission,” is of course pragmatically valuable. It would, after all, be a shattering thing if the church were to be suddenly seized by the conviction that all the missionary effort of two thousand years was grounded in no clear warrant of Scripture. From time to time, of course, there have been voices that have argued exactly that. Indeed, it was against such voices, arguing theologically and biblically (as they thought) that mission to the nations was not required of good Christian citizens, that William Carey developed his biblical case for “the conversion of the heathens,” becoming one of the first in the modern period to do so.3

The illustrious example of Carey, however, points to a shortcoming inherent in many “biblical foundations for mission” projects. Carey built the whole of the biblical section of his case on a single text, the so-called Great Commission of Matthew 28:18-20, arguing that it was as valid in his own day as in the days of the apostles and that its imperative claim on the disciples of Christ had not lapsed with the first generation (as the opponents of foreign mission argued).4 While we would probably agree with his hermeneutical argument and indeed that his choice of text was admirable, it leaves the biblical case vulnerably thin. We might defend Carey with the consideration that it was an achievement in his context at the time to make a biblical case for mission at all, albeit from a single text. Less defensible has been the continuing practice in many missionary circles to go on and on building the massive edifice of Christian missionary agency on this one text, with varying degrees of exegetical ingenuity. If you put all your apologetic eggs in one textual basket, what happens if the handle breaks?

What happens, for example, if all the emphasis on the word Go in much mission rhetoric is undermined by the recognition that it is not an imperative at all in the text but a participle of attendant circumstances, an assumption—something taken for granted? Jesus did not primarily command his disciples to go; he commanded them to make disciples. But since he now commands them to make disciples of all nations (having previously restricted their mission to the borders of Israel during his earthly lifetime), they will of course have to go to the nations as a necessary condition of obeying the primary command. So Go still has an implied imperative force as a participle preceding a command, even though it’s not the major point.

What happens if one questions the common assumption that this text gives some kind of timetable for the return of Christ: he will come back just as soon as we have all the nations discipled? And is discipling a task that can ever be said to be completed (noting in passing that the text does say “disciple,” not evangelize)? Doesn’t every fresh generation of long-evangelized nations (so-called reached) need fresh discipling? The Great Commission is an expanding and self-replicating task, not a ticking clock for the end times.5

What happens if, even more controversially, one heeds the voices of critical scholars who question whether Jesus ever actually uttered (in Aramaic, of course) the words recorded in Greek in Matthew 28:18-20?6 In response to such a challenge one might make several defensive moves:

	seek to defend the authenticity of Matthew’s text against the skeptics, and there are good grounds for doing so;7


	argue that even if this text is not a transcripted recording of words from the mouth of Jesus, it does authentically express the inevitable implication of his identity and achievement as understood by the postresurrection church engaged in mission; and


	search for more texts to back up this one, to show that Matthew has indeed captured an essential element of the witness of Scripture and legitimately linked it with Jesus, who saw the mission of himself and his disciples as thoroughly grounded in the Scriptures.




The last option is the most common. Most books offering a biblical basis of mission see their task as assembling as many texts as possible—texts that can be said to mandate or, in more indirect ways, support the missionary enterprise. Now, this is important as far as it goes. Such biblical inducement to mission engagement is needed in churches that otherwise seem rather selective in their reading of the Bible.

There are many ordinary and worthy Christians whose personal piety relishes those Scriptures that speak to them of their own salvation and security, that encourage them in times of distress, that guide them in their efforts to walk before the Lord in ways that please him. They love their Bibles. But it comes as a surprise for them to be confronted with such an array of texts that challenge them in relation to God’s universal purpose for the world and the nations, the multicultural essence of the gospel, and the missional essence of the church. But they need to get over that surprise and hear the burden of the Bible.8

Equally, there are many theological scholars and students whose understanding of theology is bounded by the horizon of the classical shape of the Western academic theological curriculum, in which mission in any form seems remarkably absent (as was my own experience) or located only in the peripheral realms of “practical theology.” If it can be shown (as I believe it certainly can) that there is a surprisingly vast number of texts and themes in the Bible that relate to the mission of God and God’s people, then missiology may regain respectability in the theological academy (of which there are encouraging signs already). Otherwise, theology itself is deficient. John Flett makes the point with great force in his concluding challenge.

With few exceptions, mission is absent from the all-encompassing theological “system.” Mission, it would seem, is unessential when articulating the fundamentals of the Christian faith . . . an omission that is deleterious to the whole dogmatic task: many of the contemporary challenges with theology stem from the absence of mission as a theological category. . . . In short, the absence of mission has deleterious consequences for the doctrine of God. . . . The lack of reference to mission at every level of the teaching ministry of the church is a frightful abrogation of theological responsibility. If it is possible for a ministry candidate to progress through academic training—as much within a seminary as a secular university—without any dogmatic attention given to the purpose for which the Christian community exists, then this indicates the community’s own radical disorder. Jesus Christ’s call for the community to be his witnesses cannot be relegated to some derivative status. Because mission is located in the doctrine of the Trinity, it must again return to the theological curricula, must become central to the teaching ministry of the local congregation, and must inform liturgical practice.9



The danger of inadequate prooftexting. However, whether one text or many, the danger that attends all prooftexting is still present. We have already decided what we want to prove (that our missionary practice is biblical), and our collection of texts simply ratifies our preconception. The Bible is turned into a mine from which we extract our gems—“missionary texts.” These texts may indeed sparkle, but simply laying out such gems on a string is not yet what one could call a missiological hermeneutic of the whole Bible itself. It does not even provide an adequate whole-Bible grounding for mission.

Commenting on this text-assembly approach, David Bosch observes:

I am not saying that these procedures are illegitimate. They undoubtedly have their value. But their contribution towards establishing the validity of the missionary mandate is minimal. This validity should not be deduced from isolated texts and detached incidents but only from the thrust of the central message of both Old and New Testaments. What is decisive for the Church today is not the formal agreement between what she is doing and what some isolated biblical texts seem to be saying but rather her relationship with the essence of the message of Scripture.10



Now, we may feel that Bosch makes a false contrast here between two things that are actually both necessary. There ought indeed to be formal agreement between what the church does and what biblical texts say. And texts with mission relevance are far from isolated. To accept, on the one hand, the inadequacy of prooftexting through shallow and hermeneutically spurious sprinkling of texts at a problem is not by any means, on the other hand, to reject the painstaking effort to prove one’s case through patient study of all relevant texts. Returning to Bosch’s quote: articulating what “the thrust of the central message,” or “the essence of the message of Scripture,” actually is constitutes precisely the issue we are wrestling with in these pages. To be able to say that the thrust or essence of the Bible is “the mission of God” requires a lot more than just compiling a list of helpfully benevolent texts. It requires careful attention to multiple texts in some kind of coherent connectedness and a consistent depth of significance and implication—which is a modest description of what I attempt in this book.

A final limitation of this list-of-texts approach is that it has a suspicion of circularity. The danger is that one comes to the Bible with a massive commitment to the task of mission already in place, with a heritage of hallowed history in the past, with methods and models in the present, and with strategies and goals for the future. We know what we mean by mission. And all this we have assumed to be biblically warranted. So in searching the Scriptures for a biblical foundation for mission, we are likely to find what we brought with us—our own conception of mission, now comfortingly festooned with biblical luggage tags. This is a major part of Stroope’s critique of the very language of mission in distinction from the actual language of the Bible, and his critique is often justified empirically.

One can go further. While I would continue to claim that establishing a substantial biblical grounding for mission per se is legitimate and essential, to claim to find biblical grounding for all our missionary practices and structures and so on is much more questionable. Some would say it is impossible—even dangerous. Rather than finding biblical legitimation for our activities, we should be submitting all our missionary strategy, plans, and operations to biblical critique and evaluation. Marc Spindler (anticipating Stroope) articulates this point well:

If “mission” is understood as the sum total of all actual missionary activities in the modern period or as everything undertaken under the banner of “missions,” then an honest biblical scholar can only conclude that such a concept of mission does not occur in the Bible. It
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