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1. The Law: Promise and Covenant

Introduction

The idea of promise has long been recognized as a key to the formulation of the self-identity of Israel. This can be illustrated by an informational flyer on an ancient mosaic from a 5th century C.E. synagogue, recently on display at the Carnegie Museums of Art and Natural History. It reads as follows:
When viewed together, the three major thematic sections (of the mosaic)—the promises to Abraham, the power of God, and the Tabernacle and Temple cult—and what they symbolize can be interpreted as a single religious message. God, the all-powerful ruler of creation, will remember His promise to Abraham to bless his descendants and will redeem his children in the future. This hoped-for redemption will include the rebuilding of the Temple and the return of goodness and plenitude to the land.
The Apostle Paul, throughout his ministry, continually confronted the appropriate cultic response of Gentiles to the Gospel, especially the necessity or not of circumcision. This question, to a greater or lesser extent, figured in probably all of his letters. To defend his own understanding that Gentiles need not be circumcised to be fully included into the people of God, Paul based his scriptural argumentation not on the role of Moses in God’s economy to make a covenant with Israel. Rather, Paul appealed to God’s promise to bless Abraham and through Abraham’s descendants, bless all the peoples of the world (cf. Galatians 3.6-14, 29). It is no wonder then, that Abraham contributes positively to large portions of Paul’s theology (cf. Romans 4, 9, & 11), whereas Moses is normally contrasted as one whose position is now overshadowed (cf. 2 Corinthians 3). For Paul, Abraham towers as the key Old Testament paradigm of the new way God is currently dealing with the peoples of the world.
World History and Israel’s History
Not only Paul, but the book of Genesis itself highlights God’s promises to Abraham and the patriarchs as the overarching theme of this book. This can be illustrated by the major shift in literary structure between Genesis 11 and 12. In the first eleven chapters of Genesis, God deals with the whole world:
· The finality and centrality of humanity in God’s creation: Genesis 1-2

· Human alienation from God: Genesis 3

· The catastrophic depth of human alienation: Genesis 4-6

· God’s judgment through the Flood: Genesis 7-8

· The escalation of human pride and divine judgment once again: Genesis 9-11

Then in chapter 12, God begins to deal primarily with one people, Israel, with the ultimate intention of blessing the whole world. Here we find the literary transition from Genesis 11 to Genesis 12:
	From:
	To:

	11.4b
	“let us make a name for ourselves”
	12.2
	“I will...make your name great”

	11.8
	“so the Lord scattered them abroad over the face of the earth”
	12.2
	“I will make you a great nation” 

	c. 11
	a pronounced curse for their arrogant aspiration
	12.3
	“in you all the families of the earth will be blessed”


Genesis 12 represents a response to creation and fall and a shift from a universal to a more local focus. Still, as will be demonstrated, the local focus is only a means to the continuation of God’s universal purposes.
God’s Promise to Abraham: Genesis 12.1-3

In chapter 12, God makes a threefold promise to Abraham that governs much of the rest of the emphasis of the Old Testament and will be expanded upon in the New Testament. The promise involves the location, identity and vocation of the people of God:
· Geography: v. 1, “Go from...to”

New Testament expansionist reinterpretation: “...to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1.8)

· Nationality: v. 2. “I will make you a great nation...”

New Testament expansionist reinterpretation: “the peoples (of the world) have become fellow heirs, members of the same body and sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel” (Ephesians 3.6; cf. Romans 9-11, 1 Peter 2.9-10)

· Mission: (v. 3, “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed”)

New Testament expansionist reinterpretation: the sending passages (from *Matthew 10.5-15 to 28.18-20; Mark 16.[14-16]; Luke 24.44-49; John 20.21; *Acts 1.6-8; Romans 15.20-21)

God’s Unfolding Promise
The promise is not a passing, secondary remark but is repeated on several occasions to Abraham and remembered to his descendants. It in fact, frames the liturgical memory of Israel throughout their history and even becomes the preface for the giving of the law and the consequential formalization of the covenant between God and his people:
· Repeated to Abraham: Genesis 13.14-16; 15.5,7,18; 17.4-8; 18.18; 22.15-18

and to Abraham’s descendants: Genesis 22.17-18

and to Isaac: Genesis 26.2-4, 24

and to Jacob: Genesis 28.3-4, 13-14; 35.9-12

and to Joseph: Genesis 48.16; 49.22

· Remembered in confessional recitals: Joshua 4.23-24

· Prefaced rationale for the covenant: Exodus 19.3-6

While election expresses the God’s unilateral choosing of a people, the covenant (berîth) implies a bilateral commitment between the two. While Abraham/Israel is generally passive in election, he/they become/s active in the covenant. Duty is clearly imposed: obedience to God (Genesis 17.1, 9). This basic condition of the covenant becomes explicit in Israel’s “birth” as a nation at Mount Sinai: “Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation.” (Exodus 19.5)

Implications
(The Role and Identity of the People of God: Election and Covenant, Privilege and Responsibility. Although the specific terminology of election (bahar, “to choose”) does not appear in Genesis12.1-3, the language of these verses denote the majority of ideas implicit in the idea of election. Actually the whole tradition concerning Abraham, Sarah and their descendants, presupposes the theme of election, by the manner which it sets the stage for Israel’s emergence as a nation after her liberation from Egypt, and for the Sinai covenant that seals Israel’s election (Deuteronomy 7.6-8).

The “election” of Abraham and his descendants did not refer originally to their own eternal redemption or condemnation, but to the succession of their descendants. Allusions to the ultimate New Testament aspects of salvation as deliverance from death and from the final enemy are few and stretched at best. Election, then, was oriented not so much to the eternal condition of Abraham, as to his vocation in life, and the vocation of his descendants, as mediator/s of God’s saving plan for the peoples of the world. They were to be channels and not deposits of blessings from God for the peoples of the world.

They were not simply “chosen” but “chosen for” (bahar is an action verb). The idea is one of service, not exclusive privilege. Election should be understood as a means as much as it should be understood as an end.

(The Exclusiveness of God and the Inclusiveness of His Purpose. Monotheism implies a universal goal. If God is truly one and truly God over all, then it follows that the recognition of God be universal.
(Sovereignty and Mission: missio Dei. Christian virtue is intimately related to Christian vocation (for Israel, cf. Deuteronomy 7.7-8; for Abraham, cf. Joshua 24.2-3 & Deuteronomy 26.5; for Noah cf. Genesis 6.8-9 & 9.20-27).
Reflection
1. Do you consider “election” more privilege or responsibility? How about “mission”? How does this reflect on the way the MPPC does mission?

2. How important is “mission” to the life of MPPC?

3. What is God’s purpose for the world? What is our role as individuals and as the church?

4. How are we to treat other “families” of the world? In Genesis, what is the word that “defines” the goal of mission and what does it mean?  Or not mean?
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Introduction
Many expositors believe that the prophets were concerned primarily for the future. Others believe their major concern is for the prophet’s own contemporary situation. Increasingly there is awareness that the prophets had an orientation for both the present and the future in light of the past. It is important to keep this tri-focus in view when attempting to summarize the message of the prophets. In general, the prophets review the great themes of Israel’s traditions in scripture in order to tease out their significance for the present life of God’s people as a sort of previous pattern by which to gauge themselves. Similarly the paradisiacal view of the future which we receive from the prophetic writings also serves to contrast Israel’s present condition of either infidelity and hypocrisy in their worship or injustice in their relation to others. You may wonder what all this has to do with mission.

The connection is essentially this: Israel had been called to be a blessing and to bless other peoples. That is the heart of election. In order to fulfill that responsibility, Israel was to maintain a special and loyal relation exclusively with the only living God (and so be blessed). Such loyalty required intercession on behalf of the nations and consequently a just or fair relation with those within and beyond Israel. This is the heart of the covenant. Election and covenant then are foundational to mission. To be a people for the world means to be a people called by God and in relation to God and according to God’s precepts. That is the standard by which Israel was to be judged as indeed she was time and again through the words of the prophets.

The Prophetic Institution
The prophetic movement emerged out of the monarchy, as a type of divine control over the king and the priests. Their purpose was to remind Israel’s kings of their role as servants of God rather than independent sovereigns. They also alerted the people of Israel to the dangers of syncretism, or divided loyalties in faith and worship. In both cases the prophets served as bulwarks to maintain community loyalty in Yahweh in faith and society. They were God’s instruments to purify Israel and revitalize their “mission” as an exemplary community of faith and justice for the nations to see and be blessed. They did this by calling Israel back to its origins in the mosaic faith of covenant with Yahweh. Essentially they were spokespersons for God with extraordinary experiences of divine call:

The lion has roared:

Who will not fear?

The Lord God has spoken;

Who can but prophecy? (NRSV Amos 3.8, cf. Isaiah 1.21,23)

The Prophetic Context
When the classical prophets emerged, Israel was no longer a young nation, but had existed for some 300 years. During this time, Israelite society had long wandered away from the life they experienced in their initial years. Acute social and spiritual contrasts now manifested themselves. A wealthy and powerful class opposed the disfavored masses of small farmers, and religious life became an empty and external ritual, without serious faith or true reverence of God.

An increasingly distorted understanding of their election brought on judgment through the exile. The relation between God and Israel had deteriorated into something static and the purpose of worship became wholly pagan: manipulate the ritual to gain the favor of God, in order to secure protection and material profit for the individual and for the nation. Israel had understood its election in terms of favoritism instead of responsibility and service.

In this context, the prophets announced that Israel was the people of God only as they kept the law, manifesting justice and righteousness. Otherwise the state of Israel could no longer be identified as God’s people until God himself brings restoration (Amos 9.8-15). God is free to dispense of Israel as his people when they do not fulfill the covenant and do not remain a holy people and kingdom of priests on behalf of the nations. Instead of being an exemplary community of faith and so an instrument of God among the nations, the nations became God’s ironic instrument to lead Israel to decadence.

The Book of Jonah highlights Israel’s need to understand her election as responsibility and service on behalf of the nations, rather than exclusiveness and privilege. Often the theme of this book is viewed as the missionary need to preach God’s message to other peoples. When the missionary challenge is not accepted, God punishes the reluctant missionary and sets him on his course once again.

But it is not so much in the big fish of the storm as in the tiny worm of the shaded plant that we find the metaphor of the central point of this book. Here we find a great lesson: God loves all who those whom he created. God is not Israel’s personal property. It is Israel who is to be God’s personal possession through election! God is merciful to all, and through their sincere repentance, saves them all from destruction, even if they are Israel’s cruelest oppressors (4.11). Jonah, and through him, Israel, had forgotten the purpose of his election, to be an exemplary witness in the midst of the nations. He had bathed in the comfortable shade of God’s blessings instead of concerning himself with the well-being of the peoples (4.5‑6). Johannes Verkuyl, a Dutch missiologist has aptly said: “Jonah is the father of all those Christians who desire the benefit and the blessings of election, but refuse its responsibility.” (p. 100).

The Prophetic Concern
Although the prophets themselves would not make such a clean distinction, today it is fair to say that the prophets demonstrated both a social and a spiritual concern. That is because the characteristic transgressions of Israel which they so often denounced were injustice and idolatry.

He has told you, O mortal, what is good:

and what does the Lord require of you,
but to do justice,
and to love kindness,

and to walk humbly with your God? (Micah 6.8)

The prophets were tireless in their denunciation of social injustices within and beyond Israel. These denouncements were directed against those who oppressed the poor and profaned the house of God for its indulgences (Amos 2.6-8), against the favoritism of the wealthy (Amos 5.7, 10-12), against fraudulent commerce which exploited the poor (Amos 8.4-6) and against unjust taxes (Amos 4.1). Israel was especially judged by these social crimes because of her special relation among all the nations (through election) with God (Amos 3.1-2) and consequently because Israel had the responsibility and obligation (through the covenant) to recognize (through God’s image stamped on all humankind) and to reflect the sovereignty and just character of Yahweh. For Israel, social injustices were not merely crimes against one’s neighbor, but a blasphemy against the holiness and righteousness of God. Thus, Israel’s “mission” as a community witness and instrument of blessing in the midst of the nations was fatally compromised.

Wash yourselves: make yourselves clean;


remove the evil of your doings from before my eyes;



cease to do evil,



learn to do good;


seek justice,



rescue the oppressed,



defend the orphan,



plead for the widow. (Isaiah 1.16-17)

The nations were to see Israel as a people of God, and so as a model. Therefore, this model was in need of divine correction and judgment.

The Prophetic Message
At times the prophetic message was corrective, at times it was eschatological. There were promises of comfort and hope, but also warnings about imminent judgment. In the beginning, in the pre-exilic prophets, greater attention was given to the dangers of the syncretism with Baalism, with mixed marriages and foreign alliances. The Day of the Lord would certainly bring judgment on such idolatry and oppression (Zephaniah 1.14‑16; Isaiah 2.10‑21). At the same time, the prophets also announced redemption, whose point of entry for the nations was a faithful Israel. We might observe that while this tone of redemption was often muffled by the predominant prophetic tone of judgment of the earliest period, the redemptive tone gained momentum and was eventually highlighted in more recent post-exilic prophets. We can only deduce from this that while God’s dealings with his people imply judgment for disobedience, his final purpose involves increasingly a relationship characterized by redemption which is the primary (but not exclusive) tone of the New Testament.

God desires the repentance of the nations. He does not delight in judgment, but much prefers mercy. That is, without a doubt, the principal theme of Jonah:

Then the Lord said, “You are concerned about the bush, for which you did not labor and which you did not grow; it came into being in a night and perished in a night. And should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also many animals?” (4.10‑11).

Implications
The prophets teach us that God is in control of history, but not in a mechanistic or fatalistic manner. Rather, he desires and demands his people’s participation in this history in order that they might manifest God’s own just and merciful character. This demand for participation has several implications for the task of God’s people in the midst of the peoples of the world:
(The Church’s projects can never be simply identified with God’s design in history. If God is sovereign over human history, then it follows that the Church cannot simply inaugurate the coming rule which will consummate history. The Church can never be too self-confident in relation to her programs, but always should ask: “how much are we in harmony with God’s mission in such and such a context?” Jonah had no right to remorse because God wanted to have mercy on Israel’s worse enemy at that time.

(Inclusive Redemption. Also, inclusive salvation follows from divine sovereignty. He who controls all, who creates all, has a plan that ultimately encompasses all. Not only all the nations are included as potential beneficiaries of redemption (even the Ninevites!), but also all of creation (Isaiah 11.6‑9, Ezekiel 36.30; Hosea 2.21‑22). The prophets saw the coming salvation as a totally inclusive event, embracing all of the created world. This is a message hard to hear and the inclusiveness of God’s grace irrespective of ethnic (even Jewish) boundary marks would still be a key source of contention in early Christianity, dominating the background if not foreground of all of Paul’s writings.
(Messianic Hope. If God is in control of history, a concrete conclusion to such is merely a step away. And so emerges the hope for a messianic mediator (at least in New Testament retrospect) through whom the consummation of history will come. The prophetic lineage initiated with Moses is fulfilled in the person of Jesus. He was lifted up (Acts 3.26; 13.33) as one who speaks the words of God and will be the model for the people of God to do the same (1 Corinthians 2.13). God’s mission given to the church is centered in the person of Christ. The church preaches and teaches many subjects, but the center, the crux, is Christ. To lead the nations to the person of Christ is to obey not only the mandate of the New Testament, but also the aspiration of the messianic hope of the prophets.

(Sovereignty vs. Responsibility. Finally, God’s sovereignty does not annul the missionary responsibility and service of his people. When the community of believers backs away from their role as witnesses, it backs away not only from her dutiful desire, but from grace and election as well. This role of witness follows the model of the Suffering Servant from Isaiah. 
Refection
John Bright’s unsettling query demands serious reflection:

For as members of the Church of Christ our calling is that of the Servant calling. How seriously do we take it? Do we understand it at all? The world-wide mission of the Church we accept. We believe in one God; we declare that his Kingdom is over all the earth; we send missionaries to preach the gospel in far lands. Yet how little we have drawn the consequences of that great theology!...We want a Christ who suffers that we may not have to, a Christ who lays himself down that our comfort may be undisturbed. The call to lose life that it may be found again, to take up the cross and follow, remains mysterious and offensive to us. To be sure, we labor to bring men to Christ, and we pray, “Thy kingdom come.” But our labor we see as a labor of conquest and growth, successful programs and dollars. Can it be that we are seeking to build the Kingdom of the Servant—without following the Servant? If we do so, we will doubtless build a great church—but will it have anything to do with the kingdom of God?...Let us, then, be reminded that the task of the Church is not and cannot be other than the Servant task (1953:154‑155).

What do you think?
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Introduction
In the New Testament, God’s redemptive concern for the nations reaches a certain climax in the death and resurrection of Jesus, as each of the Gospel accounts concludes. While each Gospel account gives significantly different emphases to Jesus’ origin (Mark leaves out his birth and childhood entirely), the underlying presupposition of all is that God is doing something unique through this man’s ministry and through his death and resurrection. Indeed, a uniquely new chapter in God’s dealing with his special people and with all humankind is now unfolding. It is now the special time of fulfillment, long awaited since the time of the prophets, and now revealed in the life of this man from Nazareth. Even more, so special and revealing are these circumstances that all the Gospel writers (and other writers of the New Testament) agree that through this Jesus God is bringing salvation to the world.

Each of the Gospel writers emphasizes the significance of Jesus’ death and resurrection, not merely by ending their accounts relating to these events. But throughout their narratives, and especially in Mark, readers are prepared, through the structure of the narratives and by words spoken by and to Jesus. The announcement of his resurrection becomes the initial content of the early missionary message (although Mark’s Gospel originally ended before the resurrection is actually proclaimed) and, along with the specific form of Jesus’ death, becomes the crux of the missionary message of all early Christianity. So much so, that some authors, notably Paul, hardly mention Jesus’ earthly ministry.

But for the Gospel writers his ministry too was significant, both as confirmation of the fulfillment of God’s promises and as an example for subsequent Christian ministry and mission. John makes the latter especially explicit in his “sending” accounts. Most notable of all is John 20.21b: “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” Jesus’ ministry, one the one hand viewed as unique, becomes paradigmatic for Christian mentoring and for Christian mission. As to the latter, we turn our attention now to Luke.

Luke emphasizes the boundary breaking significance of Jesus’ ministry and so, like Paul, contributes to the controversial but eventual conclusion of early Christianity that their time is the period when the Gentiles would become part of the family of faith. For Luke, Jesus breaks geographical, social and ethnic boundaries and so opens the doors for the grace of God to flow among the nations.

Breaking Geographical Boundaries
In Luke 4, Jesus was in Capernaum the center of his initial ministry. There he had begun to preach, teach and heal with authority. He went to Simon’s house and healed his mother-in-law. As the evening hour advanced the people brought him their sick and he healed them. He must have grown weary, for we read in verse 42, “at daybreak he departed and went into a deserted place. And the crowds were looking for him; and when they reached him, they wanted to prevent him from leaving.”

Apparently the crowd perceived Jesus was about to leave them just as he had only begun his ministry there! His response to them was this: “I must proclaim the good news of the kingdom of God to the other cities also; for I was sent for this purpose.”

The proclamation of the gospel, by it’s very nature, must go forth. It cannot remain stopped in one place. Its propagation is implied by its content. Jesus’s ministry demonstrates a missionary concern that crosses geographical boundaries (Acts 1.8, Romans 15.19), calling on all in every place to assume the life of God’s rule. Throughout the New Testament writings, the same pattern emerges: the gospel is proclaimed in new places, beachheads are established by outsiders, and the ministry is continued through the local leadership.

Breaking Social Boundaries
However, there is more to mission than simply crossing geographical barriers. Jesus also crossed social boundaries, for he included segments of society that were normally neglected. For example, we observe that three times Jesus went to the home of a Pharisee for supper (7.36; 11.37; 14.1). Thus he did not neglect to minister even to the religious class that opposed him the most. Another time, a sinful woman anointed his feet with perfume (7.36-50). He did not concern himself with the social stigma that he could have received because of his sympathy and disposition to minister to all equally—both to those who should have been his worse enemies and to those who could have caused the greatest scandal and embarrassment for his ministry. In fact, at least in Luke, there seems to be even an emphasis and special concern for these types of people, although Jesus ministered also to the higher religious classes as well. He ministered to the downtrodden, to the afflicted, and to the sinner.

Even the publicans were the object of his ministry. They were the most hated persons by the masses and considered vultures due the high taxes they levied, and traitors since they helped to enrich the Roman political and economical state at the expense of the masses. In spite of this strong prejudice, Jesus went to have supper with Levi (5.27-32) and invited himself to the home of Zacchaeus, another tax collector (19.1-10). In this way, Jesus demonstrated concretely that his mission involved breaking social barriers, giving special attention to those segments of society who were stigmatized and rejected.

That is why Luke emphasizes the outreach that Jesus had among the “poor” and the “oppressed” from the beginning of his ministry:

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he hath sent me to heal the brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised... (4.18)

In the beatitudes which he preached on the plains the purposeful contrast between the rich and the poor exemplifies the special concern Jesus had for the poor, the hungry, the destitute and the oppressed. That same special concern is also exemplified by his illustration about the two debtors (7.4l-43, notice which one the Lord loved the most!) And his accounts of the midnight friend (ll.5-8), the rich fool and his barns (l2.13-21, see the last verse), the lost coin (l5.8-10), the crafty manager (l6.1-13, notice again the final verse) and the story of the wicked judge and the widow (18.1-8).

Another disadvantaged group that caught Jesus’ attention and concern were women. Luke mentions 43 times this dimension of Jesus’ ministry while both Matthew and Mark together mention it 49 times. Besides that, Luke calls attention to the fact that the first missionaries (one who testifies to the resurrection of Jesus) were all women (23.55-24.12). In a world where the role of women carried no prestige at all, this observation is significant and revealing. Finally, only Luke accentuates the women who accompanied and supported our Lord in his mission (8.1-3).

The sum of these observations brings strong evidence to the claim above that the ministry Jesus broke social barriers. His mission reached all facets of society, but especially the most despised and oppressed.

Breaking Ethnic and Religious Boundaries
Jesus reached out to Samaritans, those half-Jews despised and marginalized by the Jews. He not only ministered to them, but he also made them heroes when he told the story of a “good Samaritan” (10.29-37). Imagine the shock which the Pharisees must have felt when he told this story! It is also worthy of note that out of the ten lepers that Jesus healed, the only one who returned to give thanks was a Samaritan (17.11-19).

Jesus caused another cultural and religious scandal when he dealt favorably with the Roman centurion, a Gentile whom Jews clearly put outside the favor and love of God! However, when this Roman guard who upheld the law and order in the region, asked Jesus to heal his servant and trusted merely in Jesus’ word to do so, Jesus affirmed, “not even in Israel have I found such faith as this” (7.9).

Climax
The end of Luke, like the end of each of the other Gospels, reaches its climax accounting the events that surrounded Jesus’ death and resurrection and his charge to the first disciples to continue his ministry (including the breaking of geographical, social, and ethnic/religious boundaries) and proclaim his death and resurrection. In Luke, Jesus tells his disciples, “You are witnesses of these things” (24.48). The story does continue in Acts and Luke apparently intentionally frames the conclusion of his gospel and the introduction to his history of the early Christian movement to reflect that continuity (Acts, too, begins with Jesus’ affirmation of the disciples’ role as witnesses). And the story continued not only in Acts but throughout the centuries until this very moment. In this respect, our own faith is grounded not in myths or mystical experiences (although both legendary stories and pneumatic experiences have been a part of the illustration and revelation of our faith), but in God’s work in and through history.

Where is the proclamation to be made?... “to all peoples” (24.47). Just as Jesus was not deterred in the beginning of his ministry by geographical barriers, but had to go “to the other cities,” similarly he exhorts his disciples to go to the nations and that exhortation remains with the Christian movement to this day. The responsibility is ours. His mission is our mission. Our only reason for stay, and a good reason at that, is to wait “until you have been clothed with power from on high” (24.49).

The Continuing Mission of Jesus through the Church in Acts
In Acts we find a general strategy for the development of the early Christian movement. That is an “outward” expansion beginning in Jerusalem where the events surrounding the death and resurrection of Jesus transpired, and reaching out to the immediately surrounding region of Judea and then Samaria and continually expanding throughout the world. The broad lesson is similar to the one we learned from Jesus’ own ministry. The rule of God is to expand through the proclamation of the church.

We encounter another emerging principle in Acts which involved an urban strategy. Key cities along major thoroughfares are targeted. Philip is directed to Samaria, Peter to Caesarea and Paul to the key cities of the Near East and Europe. Urban ministry, then, is no new idea of contemporary missiology. In light of rapid world urbanization today (14% in 1900, 40% in 1980 and 50% today; in Latin America over 80% of the population is urban), its significance is greatly highlighted.

Another strategy which emerges in Acts concerns ministry to key persons and classes. When Paul was in Cyprus, he dealt with the proconsul of the land. In Athens, another metropolitan center, he sought out the philosophers and some of them, for instance a certain Dyonisius, converted (17.18, 34). And in Ephesus he worked among the scholars of the School of Tyrannus. The result? —“all the residents of Asia, both Jews and Greeks, heard the word of the Lord”  (19.10). What a report! Another example is that of Philip who, after speaking with the Ethiopian Eunuch, was led to the leader of the land and this was the first step towards the evangelization of that country.

The Spirit directed the establishment of autonomous churches (20.28). The first and most critical step in reaching a high degree of autonomy involved the emergence of an enabled local leadership (20.29-31). In this manner, emerging Christian communities were endowed with the infrastructure necessary to carry on the evangelization of their own peoples. The Church in Thessalonika is a prime example:

For the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but in every place your faith in God has become known, so that we have no need to speak about it. (1 Thessalonians 1.8)

In Acts we learn of another essential missionary principle that is much needed today: Christian unity. In a highly individualized culture with a peculiar sense of personal independence, it is especially important to underline the Biblical significance of Christian unity for effective evangelistic outreach. In Acts, note how the unity of believers (4.24, 32; 2.44, 46) resulted in boldness for Christian witness (4.29, 31; 2.37-41) and a sense of awe before God (4.31; 2.43). God then operated miracles through the Spirit (4.22, 30; 2.43) and the church both evangelized as a result (4.29, 32, 33; 2.40, 41, 47) and met the physical needs of those around them (4.32, 34, 35; 2.45). What a recipe for a missionary church: unity, boldness, awe, signs, evangelism and social transformation!

Implications
One could elaborate on other strategic aspects of the Spirit’s ministry through the missionary expansion of the church. Perhaps those aspects already mentioned will motivate the reader to look for more. The main observation that we may glean from this brief review is that mission is intimately connected to the work and manifestation of the Holy Spirit. That means that the church can never be triumphalist about its witness in the world. On the contrary, her task is to await the empowerment of the Holy Spirit. Even “charismatic” and “Pentecostal” ministries can quickly forget this basic but fundamental insight. Mission is never to be evaluated from the Western cultural criteria of “success” and clever administration but depends on the movement of the Spirit which the community of faith awaits as it seeks unity and maturity in worship. The Spirit is the author, promoter, power and strategy for mission.

Reflection
1. How do we do mission in Jesus’ way?

a. What does it look like?
b. What do we do?

c. How do we present ourselves?

d. How do we deal with others? Who are the “others”?

2. What are important mission strategies today? In general or for MPPC? How does this relate to the principle of partnership in mission?
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Introduction
In the Acts of the Apostles, Luke highlights the call and ministry of the Apostle Paul among all the leaders of the early Christian movement. The New Testament canon also confirms the significant recognition that this apostle eventually gained throughout the early Church. Because of these two factors alone, our reflection on the Epistles will focus on the missionary call, theology and practice of Paul. Particularly noteworthy in this reflection is the observation that Paul’s missionary practice developed from his theological understanding, which in turn, was a consequence of a transforming missionary call. We would do well today to remember the inseparable link between call, theology and missionary practice.

Paul’s Missionary Vocation: (Galatians 1.13-16)

Paul received a very specific call to be an apostle among the Gentiles (Galatians 1.16; Romans 1.1; 11.13), or na​tions, or ethnic groups of the Mediterranean world. As a “Jew of Jews” whose ambition it was to exterminate a particular group of Jewish “heretics,” eventually to be known as “Christians” (Acts 9.1-9; Galatians 1.13-16; 3.6-14), his encounter with the resurrected Jesus on the road to Damascus transformed his whole perspective and gave him an eschatological sense of urgency (1 Corinthians 9.16-17) for completing the gospel proclamation. Paul’s call to follow Christ was at the same time a call to proclaim the Good News to the world’s peoples. He was convinced that his was the period foreseen by the prophets when God would begin a new, messianic era in human history, when the law would be inscribed in human hearts, and when the Gentiles would be included in the blessings of God. The staunchly conservative, zealous, “Jew of Jews” had been transformed into God’s Apostle to the Gentiles.

Paul’s Missionary Theology: (Romans 15.7-13)

Paul was an intensely devout man of faith and a deeply committed conservative theologian before his encounter with Christ. Much of his theology remained intact even after that encounter: his understanding of the sovereignty of God, his view of the scriptures and his understanding of Godly behavior, to name just a few. Nevertheless, crucial points of his previous theological views suffered radical transformation, for instance, his view of the Law and eschatology. At the heart of these transformations, and at the heart of all of Paul’s theology was his understanding of the death and resurrection of Jesus. He understood that while Jesus’ death by crucifixion was folly to the Greeks and a stumbling block for the Jews, for those who are being saved it was the power and wisdom of God (1 Corinthians 1.23). Crucifixion and resurrection became the new mode for understanding Christian life (2 Corinthians 4.7-14; Colossians 3.1-4).

In Paul’s view, crucifixion was especially significant to Gentiles, just as resurrection was to Jews In Romans 15. 7-13, Paul cites the Old Testament several times to make just this point, for the:

Jews: for them, the resurrection “proves” that Jesus was who he claimed to be, the awaited Messiah, Son of David, who would fulfill God’s promises to the Jews. This was possible, because the Book of Daniel and Jewish apocalyptic literature (xe "2 Enoch:44\:5" 2 Enoch 44.5; xe "Testament of Abraham:12-14" cf. The Testament of Abraham 12-14), began to expound on the possibility of the resurrection of individuals as evidence that God was vindicating his chosen people, even in face of political oppression at the hands of first the Babylonians, then the Greeks and now the Romans. The common conviction was that God, in fact, would vindicate his people. Israel would not perish, the just would receive their due reward the wicked would be punished, and Israel would become a bright beacon to the Gentiles. That is partly why Paul, in v. 12, quotes Isaiah 11.10.

Gentiles: for these non-Jews, the crucifixion (Galatians 3.6-14) became the paradigm for their inclusion into the people of God. Because crucifixion was so scandalous to the Jews, God’s use of this means to usher in the eschatological era of salvation for the peoples was a mystery revealed to Paul (Romans 16.25-27; Ephesians 3.1-6), The connection which Paul made between the resurrection, crucifixion and the blessing of Abraham is made in Galatians 3.6-14:

13Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us-- for it is written, "Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree"-- 14in order that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promise of the Spirit through faith (emphasis added, citing xe "Deuteronomy:21\:23" Deuteronomy 21.23).

For a Jew, to be cursed by God was the same as having the blessings of the covenant canceled, being expelled from the covenant, that is, being put in the position of a Gentile sinner. It is important to note that Jewish purity laws, which regulate conditions of cleanliness and uncleanliness, prohibits the exposure of dead corpses to rot (again, cf. Deuteronomy 21.23). So by virtue of the form of his death, crucifixion, Jesus was considered rejected by God, put in the position of a Gentile and therefore outside the covenant. That is precisely why, before his transformation to faith in Christ, Paul, then Saul, so ardently persecuted the Christians, who, in effect, denied the clear teaching of the Law that left Jesus in the uncleanly state of a Gentile sinner. Certainly Paul’s encounter with the resurrection Jesus on the road to Damascus, turned such reasoning on its head, simply because resurrection, by definition, was evidence of God’s vindication of a just person who had been unjustly accused. Whether immediately or eventually, Paul’s conclusion, the foundation of his understanding of salvation for the Gentiles, was that God now favors the otherwise accursed: the sinner outside the covenant, that is, the Gentile. “Now” therefore, must be the era of the inclusion of Gentiles into the people of God foreseen by the prophets, especially Isaiah (66).

Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection are central, then, to all Paul’s theology and shifted radically his eschatological view of the place of the Gentiles (and consequently the Law) in God’s redemptive plans for the world.

Paul’s Missionary Practice: (Romans 15.14-24)

(Inclusive (“from Jerusalem circling around to Illyricum,” v. 19): Who are the beneficiaries of the eschatological events surrounding the death and resurrection of Jesus? First the Jews, but also the Greeks, or the nations (Romans 1.16). The nations, in Romans 15.9,  therefore glorify God for his mercy because they too are included as beneficiaries of that mercy promised to Abraham long ago (Genesis 12.3). In Romans 9-11 Paul had extensively elaborated on a de facto large movement among the Gentiles into the Church. So that the present-day extension of God’s mercy to the Gentiles, and their ready acceptance are the reason for mission. The time is ripe. God himself has taken the initiative. The reason for mission, then, is not rooted in humanity, in our need for God, or in our love of those who do not adequately know God. But the reason for mission is firmly rooted in God’s initiative and mercy, revealed and realized in Christ. People are coming to Christ! And so the gospel needs to be proclaimed. Paul believed that before the final chapter of human history is written, both Jews and Gentiles will experience God’s saving grace in Jesus Christ.

And while the details of this plan defy any specific deci​phering, a pattern nevertheless emerges: first the present fulfillment of God’s past promises toward and through the Jews, then the already present realization of God’s future eschatological mercy and grace for the nations, and finally to “complete the circle,” full salvation for both the nations and Israel. This then, is the larger context of Paul’s call to ministry.

Paul never lost sight of the ultimate goal of his ministry, final salvation and reconciliation in Jesus Christ among Jews and Gentiles. His burning passion was to witness to the nations of the saving grace of Jesus Christ and so bring both Jew and Gentile before the throne of God as evidence that his and ours is the final, however lengthy, chapter of human his​tory.

(Prioritizing (“I have completed the gospel proclamation,” v.19): Paul must press on to Spain in order to proclaim the gospel “where Christ has not yet already been named.” This phrase reflects a crucial principle in Paul’s missionary practice. He literally was “circling around” the entire Gentile world, “filling in” the gaps or literally “completing” the proclamation of the gospel in those regions where the church had not yet been established. And so he concentrated his evangelistic efforts in otherwise neglected areas. And to make sure that the idea of “reaching least evangelized” was not perceived simply as a passing reference, Paul quoted from the prophet Isaiah (52.15), who had prophesied of the worldwide impact of the coming Suffering Servant, saying: “those who have never been told of him shall see, and those who have never heard of him shall understand.”

It has now become common practice to speak not merely of establishing national churches in every country (there are some 250 nations in the world), but more specifically of establishing strong churches among all the peoples of the world (about twelve thousand ethnic groups). At least 500 ethnic groups have never heard the gospel, or roughly 1 billion people by the year 2000. In practical terms, that means that we need to increasingly direct missionary personnel to areas of greatest need and train emerging missionary forces in the Two Thirds World to do the same. Today, we must ask again, where are the areas and peoples of greatest need? They very well may be close at hand, or they may be far. Mission should be undertaken first in areas of greatest need, not necessarily in areas of greatest distance.

(Enabling (“For I do hope to see you on my journey and to be sent on by you, once I have enjoyed your company for a little while,” v. 24): Paul wrote his letter to the Romans because he believed that the primary instrument to carry out God’s mission is the local church. He hoped that the church (or churches) in Rome would be another missionary base, like the churches in Antioch and Philippi were before. In fact, the language he uses in Romans 15.24, “to be sent on by you,” was early Christian missiological terminology for missionary sending and support. Further, his “filling in the gaps” strategy mentioned above presupposed that local churches would carry on and further the evangelization of their regions as well as support him in his efforts to expand the frontiers. It is interesting to note, that even the “apostle to the peoples” always returned to Jerusalem to give account of his work to the Jewish Christian mother church. The theological basis for this view is found in Ephesians 3.10: It is the church that witnesses at all levels and before the powers of this world. No wonder then, that Paul the missionary, spent long hours in pastoral care. In fact, the letters we have from him rarely expound missionary strategy and programs (as the passage in Romans 15 does), but rather focus on pastoral concerns. That is because Paul was not only a creative trail blazer but an enabler as well. Mission is the task of the church and so it is imperative that the churches which Paul planted live out their Christian faith as witnesses to the new era established by God in Jesus Christ. Emil Brunner once said, “The church exists for mission as fire exists for burning.”

Enabling others to be faithful followers and evangelists of Jesus Christ is crucial to mission. Education and evangelism go hand in hand, just as mission “on the field” and the life of the local church are crucial to each other.

Implications
The example of Paul serves as a challenging paradigm for Christians today who are driven first by pragmatism and only later attempt to legitimate theologically their programs. Paul was a man transformed not from wretched guilt to glorious splendor as some would paint conversion today. Rather, he was previously already an intensely religious man, faithful to his understanding of God to the nth degree. His transformation by Christ brought with it both pain and suffering, joy and fulfillment. It was not so much a “personal” conversion to “straighten out his own life,” but missionary call to bring others, especially the previously considered unclean non-Jews, to the blessing of life “in Christ” through full inclusion in the people of God and the life of the church. In a sense, Paul began to fulfill the role given to Abraham in Genesis 12.3 (“in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed”), a role carried on by the church throughout the ages and that now is given to you and to me.
Reflection
1. Do we know the mission story well?
2. How would you apply the principles of inclusiveness, prioritizing, and enabling to the missionary practice of MPPC?
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�Compare the early church reinterpretation in Ephesians 6.1-3, “so that it may be well with you and you may live long on the earth,” with the earlier expression in Deuteronomy 5.16 (Exodus 20.12), “so that your days be long and that it may go well with you in the land that the Lord your God is giving you.”


�Note Paul’s encounter with the resurrected Jesus as his (very Jewish, “Hebrew of Hebrews,”) turning point, and eventual reinterpretation of Jesus as the “end” (fulfillment) of the Law (Romans 10.4, cf. Paul’s introduction to Romans and Colossians 2.11-12).
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