MISSION
Introduction
The subject of mission is often absent from treatments of systematic theology, and is frequently neglected even in theme studies of biblical books. But mission is an exceedingly important motif pervading virtually the entire course of biblical revelation, and must not be left to missiologists who are concerned primarily with the modern-day application of biblical teaching on the topic. A biblical–theological survey of mission in the OT, the intertestamental period, and the various corpora of the NT is needed to appreciate the diversity as well as the underlying unity of scriptural teaching on mission.

Mission in the OT
There was no ‘mission’ in the Garden, and there will be no ‘mission’ in the new heavens and the new earth (though the results of ‘mission’ will be evident). Still, from the proto-evangelion (God’s promise to the woman of a ‘seed’ who would bruise the serpent’s head, Gen. 3:15) to the end of this age, mission is necessitated by humanity’s fall into sin and need for a Saviour and is made possible by the saving initiative of God in Christ.

Genesis
Once fallen, humans are under the wrath of God. Their relationships with God and with one another are severely affected, and their exercise of dominion over creation through work and procreation is characterized by frustration and pain. The escalating spread of sin is depicted in the narratives following that of the Fall: Cain and Abel (4:1–16), the sons of God and the daughters of humans (6:1–4), the flood (6:5–9:19), and the tower of Babel (11:1–9). In judgment, God scatters humankind over the earth and confuses its languages. This shows how dramatically humanity falls short of God’s creation design.

Yet God remains faithful to his creation, entering into covenants with Noah (9:9–13) and Abra(ha)m (12:1–3; cf. 15:1–18; ch. 17). The latter is summoned to leave his native country on the basis of God’s promise of a land, seed, and blessing. Ultimately, this blessing extends not merely to Abraham’s physical descendants but to all who are ‘children of Abraham’ through faith (Gal. 3:6–9, 26–29; Rom. 4:16–17). The Abrahamic covenant provides the framework for God’s dealings with humanity in the rest of biblical history, which culminates in the new covenant instituted by Abraham’s ‘seed’, Jesus Christ (Gal. 3:16).

The Exodus and Israel’s role among the nations
Once the Israelites have been delivered from bondage in Egypt, they are to be God’s treasured possession out of all nations, ‘a priestly kingdom and a holy nation’ (Exod. 19:5–6, author’s translation). Israel is to mediate God’s presence and blessings to the surrounding nations, as a people set apart to serve a holy God. This does not mean that OT Israel is enjoined to engage in intentional cross-cultural mission. Rather, as the recipient of the divine blessings, the nation is to exalt God in its life and worship, attracting individuals from among the nations historically by incorporation and eschatologically by ingathering. In this way Rahab and her family and Ruth the Moabitess become part of Israel. Also, Mosaic legislation makes special provision for the gēr, the alien residing in Israel (*cf. Exod. 12:48; 22:21). Still, intermarriage with foreigners is frequently limited, particularly in the post-exilic period (Neh. 13:23–27; Ezra 9–10). Overall, only a few individuals are incorporated in OT times, with a large-scale ingathering of Gentiles not expected until the end times (*cf. esp. Is. 56:8).

The Davidic kingship and the eschatological pilgrimage of the nations
In 2 Samuel 7:13, David is assured that his kingdom will be established forever. The establishment of the Davidic kingship is crucial for an understanding of Yahweh’s rule over the nations and the fulfilment of his covenant promises to Abraham. Although the fulfilment of this promise was put in danger by Israel’s disobedience, it is fulfilled in Jesus of Nazareth, the Son of David, and will be fulfilled completely at the time of Christ’s second coming (Rom. 11:25–29; cf. Acts 1:6; Rev. 20:1–6).

During the reign of David’s son Solomon, various promises to Abraham and David are fulfilled: the promised land is fully conquered; Israel becomes a great nation; and the Jerusalem temple is built (*cf. Deut. 12:5–11). Jerusalem becomes a world centre, epitomized by the Queen of Sheba’s visit to the city. This visit serves as a paradigm for the eschatological pilgrimage of the nations to Zion in later prophecy (Is. 2:2–4; 60–62; cf. Mic. 4:1–5; Pss. 36:7–8; 50:2). Zion, in turn, is depicted in some OT apocalyptic passages as the centre of the new creation (Is. 35:1–10; 65:17–18).

In the last days, the nations flock to Jerusalem to learn about Yahweh and his ways (Is. 2:2–3; cf. Zech. 8:20–23; Mic. 4:1–2). As they come, they bring the scattered children of Israel with them (Is. 60:2–9). In an amazing reversal, the nations submit to Israel (Is. 60:14), bring their wealth into the city (Is. 60:11–22), and join in the worship of Yahweh, whose people they have now become. Thus the prophet’s admonition, ‘Turn to me and be saved, all the ends of the earth’ (Is. 45:22) is fulfilled. Significantly, this ingathering of Gentiles is depicted as an eschatological event, brought about by God, not by Israel. Moreover, the mode of this ingathering is attraction (the nations come to Israel), not active outreach (Israel’s going to the nations). In addition to the anticipation of the universal scope of eschatological salvation, several prophetic books envisage the restoration of a Jewish remnant, including the inauguration of a new covenant (*cf. esp. Jer. 31:31–34).

Jonah
The book of Jonah is regarded by some as a ‘missionary tract’ calling Israel to go to the nations, and is thus believed to be a precursor to the missionary mandate of the NT. Indeed, the book shows that God’s saving concerns extend to people outside Israel (Jonah 4:11). But Jonah the prophet is not presented as a missionary whose preaching is intended to serve as a paradigm for Israel’s outreach to the nations.

The Isaianic Servant of the Lord
The Servant of Yahweh, featured in the four ‘Servant songs’ of Isaiah (42:1–4; 49:1–6; 50:4–9; 52:13–53:12; cf. 61:1–3), is one of the most important OT figures whose ministry pertains to both Israel and the nations. While the Servant’s work is in the first instance related to the redemption of Jerusalem and Israel’s return to the holy city, eventually it will affect the entire world. The sequence of the Servant’s ministry, directed initially to Israel but resulting in blessing for the nations, follows a pattern similar to that of the Abrahamic promises and constitutes a development of these.

The ‘nations’ in the Psalms
The ‘nations’ represent the great mass of humanity in rebellion against God and subject to divine judgment (Ps. 10:16). Yet they are still within the Creator’s plan of grace, since he intends to bring blessing to the nations of the world. Fundamental to this inclusion of the nations is Israel’s role as the people of God in whose privileges the nations will be invited to join. In the enthronement psalms (Pss. 47, 93, 96–97, 99), Zion is the permanent centre of the worship of Yahweh in Israel. Like the tabernacle and Mt Sinai before it, Zion is holy owing to Yahweh’s presence, and if his people are ‘holy’ because of Yahweh’s presence in Zion, then Israel is separated from the nations (*cf. Ps. 78). Their salvation must therefore involve their coming out of the world to Zion in order to worship the Lord; this will happen in the end times (Pss. 72:8–11; 102:12–22).

Mission in the Intertestamental Period
The traditional view has been that intertestamental Judaism engaged in mission (*cf. esp. D. Georgi, The Opponents of Paul in Second Corinthians; more recently L. H. Feldman, Jew and Gentile in the Ancient World). If so, the early church’s mission would have operated within the parameters already established by Judaism. However, if mission is defined as a conscious, deliberate, organized, and extensive effort to convert others to one’s religion by way of evangelization or proselytization, it is doubtful whether it was characteristic of intertestamental Judaism. For while the Jewish religion was doubtless successful in attracting converts or proselytes, the initiative in such instances usually lay with Gentiles who desired to join Judaism rather than in intentional Jewish missionary efforts (S. McKnight, A Light Among the Gentiles; M. Goodman, Mission and Conversion). Indeed, not all religious expansion is intentional (P. Bowers, in NovT 22, pp. 317–323).

The NT passage traditionally cited in support of the notion that intertestamental Judaism was a missionary religion is Matthew 23:15. There Jesus excoriates the Pharisees for ‘travel[ling] about on sea and land to make one proselyte’ and for then making that convert ‘twice as much a son of hell’ as themselves. But ‘travelling about on sea and land’ may denote extensive effort rather than geographical movement, and the term ‘proselyte’ does not necessarily pertain to non-Jews but may merely refer to a Jew converting to Pharisaism. And what Jesus condemns is in any case Pharisaic zeal in proselytization rather than Jewish mission as such.

Intertestamental Judaism should therefore not be regarded as a missionary religion. The operative paradigm was one of attraction rather than intentional outreach. While Jews did allow sympathizers and proselytes to participate in their religious practices to a certain extent, they were primarily preoccupied with national or sectarian concerns. The inclusion of Gentiles in the orbit of God’s salvation was not expected until the end times, as a special work of God, which prevented intertestamental Jews from active outreach to Gentiles. Moreover, the absence of the prophetic voice in intertestamental Judaism left the Jews without an authorizing mandate equivalent to the ‘Great Commission’ in the NT. The missions of Jesus and the early church thus did not merely build upon Jewish precedent but replaced the old paradigm of mission with a new mode of outreach.

Mission in the NT
Mission in the Synoptic Gospels and Acts 
1. Mark. For Mark, following Jesus involves the renunciation of natural ties (3:31–35) and the taking up of one’s ‘cross’ (8:34). While Jesus’ ministry is directed primarily to the Jews (*cf. esp. 7:27a), he does have occasional contact with Gentiles, such as the Gerasene demoniac (5:1–20) and the Syro-Phoenician woman (7:24–30). Reference is also made to the future proclamation of the gospel to the Gentiles (13:10; 14:9), and the fulfilment of Isaiah’s vision of the temple as a house of prayer for all the nations (Mark 11:17 quoting Is. 56:7). The Gospel’s climactic christological confession is uttered not by a Jew but a Roman Gentile (15:39). Nevertheless, Mark does not show Jesus embarking on a ‘Gentile mission’. He rather presents him as following the pattern of OT (and intertestamental) Israel, whose presence was to attract the surrounding nations to its God without Israel’s making a concious effort to reach them.

2. Matthew. Matthew’s Gospel opens with the portrayal of Jesus’ fulfilling Israel’s destiny as the representative, paradigmatic Son of God, with the result that God’s blessings to the nations, promised to Abraham, are to be fulfilled through Jesus in the mission of his followers. It concludes with the ‘Great Commission’ which calls Jesus’ followers to make disciples of the nations (28:18–20). This stands in contrast with Jesus’ earlier instruction to his disciples to limit their mission to Israel, according to his own practice (10:5–6; 15:24). Even at this time, however, Jesus is shown already to anticipate the bearing of witness (see Testimony/witness), not merely in Jewish synagogues, but also to Gentiles (10:18). Nevertheless Matthew, like the other evangelists, portrays Jesus’ mission as proceeding along salvation-historical lines: first to the Jews; then to the Gentiles. Occasionally in Matthew Jesus ministers to Gentiles, but never at his own initiative (*cf. e.g. 8:5–13; 15:21–27). Towards the end of his Gospel, Matthew refers to the preaching of the ‘gospel of the kingdom’ as a witness to all the nations (24:14; cf. Mark 13:10; cf. also Matt. 26:13).

3. Luke–Acts. Luke’s Gospel tells the story of Jesus and his salvation; the book of Acts traces the movement of that salvation to the Gentiles. The first volume begins with a summary of God’s promises to Israel which are about to be fulfilled in Jesus. This sets the stage for the second volume, which presents the regathering of ‘Israel’ and her mission as a light to the nations. The infancy narratives of Luke 1–2 indicate that Israel’s hopes for a Saviour of David’s line are about to be realized (1:30–35; cf. 2 Sam. 7:12–13). Through the birth of Jesus, God will restore Israel and fulfil his promises to Abraham and his descendants. However, the Abrahamic promises are fulfilled not in national Israel but in those who fear God (1:50–55). Moreover, the Lord’s Messiah fits the pattern of Yahweh’s Servant (2:32; 4:18–19; cf. Is. 42:6; 49:6–9; 61:1–2). Luke’s genealogy reaches beyond Abraham to Adam (3:23–28; contrast Matt. 1:1–17), pointing to Jesus’ identification with all people, not just Israel. Jesus’ healing of the centurion’s servant, his first encounter with a Gentile in Luke’s Gospel, foreshadows the expansion of his ministry to the Gentiles (7:1–10). Jesus’ choosing and commissioning of first twelve, then seventy (-two) messengers show that the role of an apostle, includes a ministry of preaching and healing (6:12–15; 9:1–2; 10:1–24). Two Lukan parables, found in the extended ‘travel narrative’ (9:51–19:28), envisage Gentile participation in the messianic banquet (13:28–30; 14:23–24). After Jerusalem’s rejection of her Messiah, the risen Christ commissions his disciples to proclaim the forgiveness of sins in his name (24:44–49).

The book of Acts presents what Jesus continued to do and teach (*cf. 1:1) by his Spirit through the early church led by the apostles. The account follows geographical lines, tracing the progress of gospel proclamation from Jerusalem – the centre from which the word of the Lord goes forth – to Judea and Samaria, and ‘even to the remotest part of the earth’ (1:8). In a major paradigm shift from a centripetal movement to a centrifugal one, the Twelve are to function as ‘witnesses’ to Israel (in place of the restoration of the kingdom to Israel, 1:6), and subsequently Paul acts as ‘witness’ to the Gentiles. Events with major significance for the mission of the early church recorded in the book of Acts include the outpouring of the Spirit (see Holy Spirit) at Pentecost (ch. 2), Stephen’s martyrdom (ch. 7), the conversion of Paul (ch. 9), and the Jerusalem council (ch. 15). Nothing can hinder the irresistible progress of the gospel, and the church, by the Spirit, overcomes all obstacles. Paul and the apostolic church are now the ‘light for the Gentiles’ (13:47), and while proclamation still begins with the Jews (3:26; 13:46; 18:5; 28:25–28), no distinction is now made between Jews and Gentiles concerning salvation and reception into the church: faith in Jesus as Lord is all that is required (*e.g. 16:31). The end of the book of Acts finds Paul ‘preaching the kingdom of God and teaching concerning the Lord Jesus Christ with all openness, unhindered’ in the capital of the Empire, Rome (28:31).

Mission in the Pauline writings
From the time of his conversion and calling on the road to Damascus, the gospel, the good news of salvation in the Lord Jesus Christ, became the determinative focus of Paul’s whole life (Acts 9). His encounter with the risen Christ led to a ‘paradigm shift’ in Paul’s thinking: if Jesus was the crucified and exalted Messiah, the divine curse on him was ‘for us’, ‘in order that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles’ (Gal. 3:13–14), and the Law was dethroned as the primary way of approaching God (Rom. 3:21–7:25). Paul knew himself to be entrusted with God’s ‘mystery’, the eschatological revelation that now Jews and Gentiles alike would be gathered together into one body, the church (Rom. 16:25–26; Eph. 2:1–3:13; Col. 1:25–27). While Paul’s ministry was primarily to the Gentiles, he ardently prayed for the salvation of his own people, the Jews, and believed that there remained a future for ethnic Israel in God’s redemptive purposes (Rom. 9–11). It was Paul’s ambition to go where the gospel had not yet been preached (Rom. 15:20–21). His strategy focused on preaching to and evangelizing Jews as well as Gentile proselytes and God-fearers in local synagogues. Paul’s aim was to establish Christian congregations in strategic (urban) centres from where the gospel could spread further to the surrounding regions. In the Pastoral Epistles, Paul emphasizes that God is the Saviour of all (1 Tim. 2:3–4; 4:10; Tit. 2:10–11; 3:4) and provides the post-apostolic church with a pattern of organization and criteria which its leadership must satisfy (P. H. Towner, The Goal of Our Instruction, [Sheffield, 1989]).

Mission in John
John’s teaching on mission focuses on Jesus who, as the sent Son, accomplishes his redemptive mission in complete dependence on and obedience to the Father ‘who sent’ him (*e.g. 4:34). While the first part of John’s Gospel shows Jesus’ rejection by his own people Israel (1:11), the second part focuses on Jesus’ preparation of his new covenant community to continue his mission following his crucifixion and resurrection (chs. 13–17). Anticipating his exaltation to the Father, Jesus promises to send ‘another helper’ (14:16) and to answer prayer in his name (14:13–14). He calls on his followers to glorify him by ‘going’ and bearing fruit (15:16), as they witness with the Spirit (15:26–27). Love and unity are to characterize their lives (13:34–35; 15:12, 17; 17:20–26). In the Johannine commissioning narrative, the crucified and risen Lord, Sent One now turned sender, breathes his Spirit on the disciples and charges them to proclaim forgiveness of sins in his name (20:21–23). The wording of Jesus’ commission, ‘As the Father sent me, so send I you’ (20:21), makes his own relationship with the Father the basic paradigm for the disciples’ relationship with Jesus in the pursuit of their mission (A. J. Köstenberger, The Missions of Jesus and the Disciples according to the Fourth Gospel).

Mission in the General Epistles and Revelation
1. General Epistles. In their struggle with heretical teaching, Jude, 2 Peter, and 1-3 John display an essential prerequisite for mission: zeal for the ‘faith once for all entrusted to the saints’ (Jude 3). John’s second and third epistle deal with the issue of extending or refusing hospitality to false teachers. But it is Hebrews and 1 Peter that contribute most to a biblical theology of mission. Addressing a congregation in danger of reverting back to Judaism, the author of Hebrews contends that God’s final revelation occurred in his Son, Jesus (Heb. 1:1–3), and that his readers neglect ‘such great salvation’ at their grave peril (2:3; the ‘warning passages’). Christians are portrayed as running a race following their forerunner, Jesus, into heaven (6:20; 12:1–3, 12–13), and as pilgrims and exiles in search of a homeland, a better country, and a ‘city prepared by God’ (11:13–16; cf. 12:22). As followers of the one who endured great hostility from sinners (12:3), believers are not to be afraid to suffer and identify openly with their crucified Lord (13:13; cf. 10:25–26).

Similarly, Peter describes believers as sojourners and ‘resident aliens’ in this world (1 Pet. 1:1, 17; 2:11; cf. Heb. 11:9, 13). He exhorts his readers to view their suffering from an eschatological perspective (e.g. 1:4–6). The believing community is shown to fulfil the calling of OT Israel which was to ‘proclaim the excellencies’ of God as a mediatorial body (2:5–9; cf. Is. 43:21). Believers’ mission is to take the form of verbal witness (2:9; 3:15), undergirded by a holy, spiritually separated life (1:13–2:10), a God-glorifying response to suffering (esp. 2:13–25; 3:8–18b), and proper submission to earthly authorities (2:13, 18; 3:1; 5:1, 5).

2. Revelation. Revelation depicts the result of mission: people from every tribe and nation gathered in heaven to worship God and the Lamb (1:7; 4:10–11; 5:9; 7:4–17; 14:1–5). This marks the fulfillment of God’s covenants with Abraham (all nations are blessed in his seed, Christ) and David (the exalted Lord is the eternal ruler of his people). The book challenges believers to renewed spiritual zeal and commitment (chs. 2–3), and exhorts them to persevere in their suffering (14:12). The seer’s apocalyptic visions depict an eternal state free from pain, suffering, and death (21:4); creation has come full circle, with the Edenic state not merely restored but superseded. God’s vindication of the righteous (martyrs) and his judgment of the wicked are for the purpose of theodicy (G. R. Osborne, ‘Theodicy in the Apocalypse’, in TJ 14, 1993, pp. 63–77). John’s four visions ‘in the Spirit’ (1:9–3:22; 4:1–16:21; 17:1–21:8; 21:9–22:21) are cast in terms of the pervasive evil influence of the Roman Empire (‘the whore Babylon’, chs. 17–18), a precursor of the anti-Christ. The concluding chapters depicting the ‘New Jerusalem’ and the new heavens and new earth portray the restoration of God’s created order and the fulfilment of the divine purposes for his chosen people.

Conclusion
God takes the initiative in mission, for the effecting of salvation through Christ. The Abrahamic promises, the Davidic kingship, and the Isaianic Servant of Yahweh are major motifs that culminate in Jesus’ coming and mission. While OT Israel was to serve as a mediatorial body displaying God’s glory to the surrounding nations, and while even Jesus limited his earthly ministry to Israel, the time between Pentecost and Jesus’ return marks the age of the church’s active outreach. Believers are charged to preach the gospel of the kingdom to all the nations, to make them Christ’s disciples, and to be his witnesses to the ends of the earth. In the pursuit of this mission, the church is promised the presence of Jesus and the aid of the Holy Spirit.

See also: Nations; Salvation; Forgiveness and Reconciliation.
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