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Grant Van Leuven
Theology and Method of Missions, PECA Missionary Fellowship, February 15, 2012

Resources reflected in study:
 Theology and Method of Missions class at Reformed Presbyterian Theological Seminary,

taught by Rev. Steven Miller.
 Missions: The Biblical Motive and Aim, John M. L. Young
 An Introduction to the Science of Missions, J.H. Bavinck

How many times does word “missionary” / “missions” appear in Bible? Zero:
 We use words/concepts over time w/o basis in Scripture.  Can affect proper thinking/practice.
 We get the word “missionary” from the Latin word for “apostle”, one who is sent.

Considering this, we recognize that one does not send himself or ordain himself.  The Church
does.

Illustrations: of problem of not defining missions from Bible and following its example
 JG Machen kicked out of denomination because concern of social-Gospel missionaries.
 Short-term Missions illustrations

o Van Leuvens in Bahamas: didn’t share Gospel, untrained/ill-equipped
o Study from RP Missions/RPTS on bit ST Missions Conference in Chicago

 $4-6 billion industry (while LT missions funds declining by 40%)
 Poorly trained youth doing poor work;
 Usually under one week in length: “being there” tourism experience
 Of $79 billion spent annually on missions, 75 % funded by government.
 Dangers: remoteness, pests (7-min vipers), climate, warfare, governments.
 Becoming eco-missions: deeds not doctrine.
 “contextualization of the Gospel” (based on Marxist understanding of the

world by WCC); “all theology is local”; culture determines the gospel.

Using the words missions or missionary is OK for a tool of discussion. But we want to be careful to
frame our understanding based on Scripture’s command and example: theology and method.  Our
church is a mission work. Missions is simply being and growing the Church through Christ’s
ordained officers and means. We are all on the mission of the Great Commission, as it is the DNA of
the Church.  Some in more official capacities in the ordained offices of the Church. Some in more
support roles (most).

We will want to be sure we have a Reformed (Biblical) understanding of the theology and method of
missions as commanded and demonstrated in the Bible.  Just like evangelism and apologetics, we
have examples to follow in Scripture.  We should not be making up our own methods.

The Great Commission Given, Begun, and Expanding
 By authority and for the glory of King Jesus: Matthew 28:18-20.  Main verb/command in

verse 19 is “teach” (make disciples:
o Based on apostles: Mat. 16:18. Must be ordained/sent by church: Acts. 13:1-4.
o Fulfillment of OT, especially Daniel 7:13-14. DNA of church and its outgrowth.

Acts 1:8.  OT prophecies now happening in Christ.  Sung of in Psalm 117 (Rm. 15:10-11)
o Through Christ, God expands His work to all nations, as promised to Abraham.
o Being fulfilled as Jesus has now sat on the throne of David (2 Sam. 7:10-13).
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 Acts 2 the beginning of the command in life of the Church. Gospel age of Joel 2 begun.
 Missions always a command of the King of Church to the Church through its officers unto

the Church: Council of Jerusalem in Acts 15:1-34 and Acts 21:15-26. (Reporting to, taking
out decisions, reporting back, following further instructions). Even the great Paul submitted.

 All this is actually the full expression of the cultural mandate in Gen. 1:27-28 to subdue and
fill the earth.  Second Adam doing what First Adam failed to do, but on the grandest scale.

 WCF 25-31 worth reviewing.  Largest section (by far) of Calvin’s Institutes on The Church.

What is the biblical warrant for Missions?  What is its relation to the Church?
Missions grows out of the life of the church.  It is the natural development of what the church
inherently, organically is: “Missionary activity is not incidental, but it is a part of the very essence of
the church …” (Bavinck, p. 69).  Just as a tadpole grows into a frog because of its inherent “frog-
ness”, so the church advances Christ’s Kingdom throughout the earth because that is what it has been
made to do.  The law of the life of the church is missions, the Great Commission.  The Gospel begets
life by the Spirit, and Penetcost and the Great Commission cannot be separated for that reason.  Jesus
says in the Great Commission that the disciples and the church will be His witnesses (Matthew
28:16-20).  It is not just about what the church will do, but who and what they church will be:
missions is inherently part of the Church’s DNA, a spontaneous, natural outpouring of its being.  We
witness because they are witnesses.

The Great Commission by Jesus Christ is the explicit warrant for missions.  It is the purpose
of the church, to call God’s elect unto Himself among all nations.  And the authority to do so is based
in Jesus Christ, the Sender.  Because He has been given all authority in heaven and earth, leaving
nothing that is not His, His church and its missionaries go out as ambassadors and messengers for the
King of Kings.  They point to His Lordship as the reason for the message and the messengers.  We
go in missions, because redemption has already been accomplished by Christ, Who has already
secured a people  for Himself through the crucifixion and resurrection.  Jesus says He is in
possession of that Kingdom, and commands His disciples to go take it.  Bavinck notes:  “The gospel
contains something of the glory of a king’s commission.  It must therefore end with a summons to
proclaim the kingship of Christ over the whole world” (p. 34).

What is the five-fold aim (goal) of missions?
1. Glory of God:  Having God for God’s sake is the heart of the reformed faith. Not for what

He can give, but simply for who He is. Psalm 73:25-26 extols:  “Whom have I in heaven but thee?
and there is none upon earth that I desire beside thee.  My flesh and my heart faileth: but God is the
strength of my heart, and my portion for ever.”  Bavinck:  “The aim of missions is … preoccupied
with God, with his glory, with his kingdom” (p. 158).

2. Discipling of Nations:  The disciples were students and worshippers of God who were able
to make disciples of all nations by the power of Jesus Christ and obeying His command.

3. Establishment of Worshipping Churches:  “Church” is all through the book of Acts.
Missions is concerned with God’s glory in Christ and His relation with the Church.  Col. 1:18 says
that Christ is the head of the body, the church. This gives the church backbone and resolve.
Worshipping the Lord as a community of obedient believers is at the heart the Church and missions.

4. Conversion of Individuals:  An important presupposition of Missions is election and
effectual calling of individuals: if you think Jesus is calling His elect through and to the Church, you
will pray for and prepare for this accordingly.  A worshipping corporate body is made up of
converted, individual disciples who respond in belief and obedience and need to be brought under the
teaching, guidance, discipline, and means of grace of the Church visible.
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5. Whole Word – Whole Life: As the Church proclaims the Gospel principally through
preaching in the Church, it must be faithful to teach the Whole Counsel of God to all of Life. Acts
20:27: “For I have not shunned to declare unto you all the counsel of God.”  All of God’s Word is
the Gospel, for it all speaks of Jesus Christ: “And he said unto them, These are the words which I
spake unto you, while I was yet with you, that all things must be fulfilled, which were written in the
law of Moses, and in the prophets, and in the psalms, concerning me.  Then opened he their
understanding, that they might understand the scriptures,  And said unto them, Thus it is written, and
thus it behoved Christ to suffer, and to rise from the dead the third day:  And that repentance and
remission of sins should be preached in his name among all nations, beginning at Jerusalem.  And ye
are witnesses of these things.” (Luke 24:44-48.)

Other Scriptural considerations for the aim of missions (Church growth throughout the world):
 Missions in our Lord’s high priestly prayer (John 17): Fulfilling the will of the Father (vs. 4).

His ambassadors are sent to proclaim His Word to the world and men believe and enter His
kingdom (vs. 7; 18.) Declares/magnifies His name (vs. 26). (Young, pp. 9, 10)

 Missionary implications of the Lord’s Prayer for His Church: We are told to pray for (thus
also work for) the magnification of God’s name, the coming of His kingdom, and the fulfilling
of His will on earth (Young, pg. 10). And to work for the fulfillment of this prayer by sending
men to proclaim the Gospel to all nations, to glorify God in all nations, and see His will be
done in all nations (Young, pp. 13, 14.)

 What aspect of missions is emphasized in both Old and New Testaments?  Reverence for
God’s name among the nations (Young, pg. 10). (Psalm 117).

The motive (motivation) of missions?
The twofold summary of the Ten Commandments Jesus gave us reflects the motive for missions:
Love God fully, and love neighbor. Concern for God’s glory and people’s saving enjoyment of it.

The love of God is the internal motive of what moves us to action and sustains us through
obstacles:  “For the love of Christ constraineth us; because we thus judge, that if one died for all,
then were all dead:  And that he died for all, that they which live should not henceforth live unto
themselves, but unto him which died for them, and rose again.” (2 Corinthians 5:14-15.)   It begins
with the fact that God is love as He is subsisting (acting) in the ontological Trinity.  Out of this flows
the Father’s love for us:  “Herein is love, not that we loved God, but that he loved us, and sent his
Son to be the propitiation for our sins.” (1 John 4:1).  And our reciprocating love is based in the fear
and knowledge of God.  To fear God is to love Him.  And so, the question is rightly asked: “Do you
structure your life and identity so that people have to deal with God if they deal with you?”

What is the power of missions? Mission impossible becomes mission certainty.
Man’s natural condition is that he is condition is lost.  But man is man capable of being reached,
because Christ has the power to save. (Young, pg. 19)

Effectual calling is the power of missions.  The Holy Spirit illuminates the eyes of faith to
understand and believe the external proclamation of the Gospel through the preaching of the Word.
God spiritually resurrects us by the work of the Holy Spirit.  This makes the impossibility of
missions to reach totally depraved men possible. The power of missions is not in ourselves nor our
own methods, but in the work of Christ accomplished and applied to the hearts of believers by the
Holy Spirit through the preaching of His Word.  And this power and direction is directed from
beginning to end by the living, victorious, reigning Jesus Christ: “For [Acts] repeatedly emphasized
that everything that is done is done by Christ” (Bavinck, pg. 36).
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What is the instrument (tool) of missions?
God’s way by God’s means, which is primarily the preaching of His Word principally in public
church worship:  “How then shall they call on him in whom they have not believed? and how shall
they believe in him of whom they have not heard? and how shall they hear without a preacher?  And
how shall they preach, except they be sent? as it is written, How beautiful are the feet of them that
preach the gospel of peace, and bring glad tidings of good things!” (Romans 10:14-15.)    The
Westminster Shorter Catechism 89 states: “The Spirit of God maketh the reading, but especially the
preaching of the Word, an effectual means of convincing and converting sinners, and of building
them up in holiness and comfort, through faith, unto salvation.”   Lydia was at a place of prayer when
preached to: people need to be under the preaching of God’s Word.  They need it expounded and
explained to understand it, such as Phillip explaining to the Ethiopian Eunuch who was reading
Isaiah 53 that the prophet was speaking of Jesus the Messiah.   People need to sit under the preaching
of the whole counsel of God.

What is the method of missions?
The immediate object of the missionary upon arrival in a foreign land is To present the gospel of
Christ so that the people will understand his message and believe and participate in Christ.

As the message is the cross, so is the cross the method of missions.  Our message of the
cross, which was Christ’s suffering, is also our method.  We need to be willing to suffer for the
message. Jesus said that His disciples are not above their Master, and our Master was persecuted,
despised, and crucified for righteousness’ sake.  So shall we.  One reason that we do not see the
Islamic world evangelized is because we are unwilling to be “frontline” missionaries.  Just like any
battle toward victory over a nation where the front line warriors give their lives to advance their
nation, so will early missionaries need to sacrifice with the Gospel, as the message is normally met
with hostility before advancement.  Henry Drummond observed over a century ago:

You remember the description of the Island of Tanna … how daily the savages sought the
missionary’s life, and how after years of facing death in a hundred forms he was driven from
their shores with scarcely a single convert for his hire.  Last June, sailing along Tanna, I tried
to land near Mr. Paton’s deserted field.  With me was one of the missionaries who has now
gained a footing on another part of that still cannibal island.  As we neared the shore, a
hundred painted savages poured from out the woods, and prepared to fire upon us with their
guns and poisoned arrows.  But the missionary stood up in the bow of the boat and spoke two
words to them in their native tongue.  Instantly every gun was laid upon the beach and they
rushed into the surf to welcome us ashore … It meant that the foundation-stone of civilization
upon Tanna was already laid … At Eromanga I went to see the spot on the beach where
Williams fell.  Hard by were the graves of his murdered successors, Mr. and Mrs. Gordon.
There almost immediate successor, Mr. Robertson, is there to-day, his large church and
beautiful manse within a stone-throw of the place where these first martyrs died; his leading
elder the son of the cannibal who murdered Gordon.  This monster left three sons; they are all
elders of the Church ... On another island, where the missionary two years ago used to see the
smoke of the cannibal feasts from his door-step, the natives brought me their spears and bows
and poisoned arrows.  “We do not need them now,” they said; “the missionary has taught us
not to kill.” (“The Problem of Foreign Missions” in The New Evangelism And Other
Addresses (New York: Dodd, Mead and Co., 1899), 180-183).

This relates to elenctics? The refutation of false religions. To lead a heathen to a conviction
of his sin against God and to make a confession of Christ as his Savior.  To die to himself and his
culture when it disobeys God’s Law and take on Christ and the culture of the Church.
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Another aspect of the method of missions is that the Church propagates the Church.  The
hallmark of the Reformation was the centrality and importance of the church and that it has one great
King and Head, Jesus Christ.  The way the church operates defines missions and is at the heart of the
problem of missions today, because many individuals and organizations work outside the Church
institution, thereby usurping its authority, sapping its resources, and forsaking its power.

The 5 fold criteria of missions?
1) The Nature and Extent of Church Power.  The Church propagates the Church through the
Biblically-based nature, extent, and form of its power.  The Church’s power is derived not from
consent of its individuals, but from God; nor is it defined by people, but it is positively instituted with
divine warrant.  Thus, LC 5.  The Church delineates the keys of the Kingdom by the preaching of the
Word and the Sacraments, which Jesus puts in the hands of the office bearers by the rule of His
unchanging Word.  Christ directly gave the Great Commission to the apostles as the first
missionaries; not all the disciples. Today, church officers are responsible for carrying out the Great
Commission because the Apostles are no longer here.  How should officers carry out this
responsibility? Teaching elder in preaching.  Deacons administering the mercy of God.  Elders
administering the spiritual rule of God.  Should stir up all to send/support.

Who is responsible for ordaining and commissioning the missionary? The Church through
its office-bearers. Where is this described in Scripture? Acts 13:1-4

Which is more scriptural: a missionary going out independent of any church organization, or
one sent by the officers of the local church through a mission board? The latter.  That is what
happened in Acts 15/21: the church council sent and governed issues from Jerusalem.  Missionaries
need the counsel and supervision of other ministers.

Professor Miller states, “ … the Great Commission carries in itself the necessity of missions
being understood as an enterprise of the organized Church as Church, led by the officers of the
Church, supplied by the ordinances of the Church: the preaching of the Word of God written, the
sacraments, prayer, and church discipline” (Preface to Young’s Book, p. v).

2) Self-Propagation:  The mission work needs to become a self-propagating church,
constantly aiming at reaching others and starting new churches; this should be natural and
spontaneous, since life wants to produce itself.  Emphasis needs to be on every Christian being a
witness. Every church should be seeking to multiply and produce another church, by God’s grace.

3) Self-Government.  Local church officers need to be developed to govern the church,
identified in the Bible as elder, deacon, and teaching elder, to oversee the preaching of the Word,
administration of the Sacraments, and discipline.  It needs to be self-governing to do its work as a
church.  Where baptized converts are in existence, organization and leadership must be considered.

4) Self-Support:  A local work needs to be able to do all activities of a congregation—
pastoral, educational, evangelistic, and philanthropic—without any outside help.

5) The Indigenous Church: essentially defined as the above three criteria: self-propagating,
self-governing, and self-supporting.  But most important is making disciples in the local
communities, for without converts there could be no church.

Presuppositions of missions
1) The Triune God of the Bible, for if we don’t presuppose this we aren’t taking Christianity to the
world; 2) the God of Grace, and the Grace of God, that is, it is worthless to have the “grace” of God
without the God of that grace (Psalm 73); 3) God’s Ongoing Dealing with Man, because we don’t go
out to “people from Mars”, which is secular anthropology. Instead, we go out to people with God’s
“logos within”, a common moral, rational, and God-consciousness able understand the message
through General Revelation and providence; 4) Mediatorial Kingship of the Lord Jesus Christ, which
the Devil tried to take away by offering Jesus all nations if He bowed to him – Jesus is the living
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mediator for whom we go as ambassadors with a personal message of repentance before the Lord of
Lords.  Thus, missions is not a covert operation.; 5) The Truth of the Gospel and Reliability of the
Scriptures, for this is where the Gospel message is revealed; 6) Means of Grace Given by God for
Public Gospel Use, that is, God has made provisions for His Church:  The Word, Sacraments, and
prayer; 7) Worship – there is and there must be the public, family, and private worship of God
through the reading and explanation of God’s Word, prayer, and singing of Psalms; 8) and The
Church, which is instituted by Christ and continuing until His return, is His earthly visible Kingdom
with His power in the hands of its officers over believers.

What, in a word, lies at the center and heart of the message and method of missions?
The expounding of the Bible.  Young says, “The real key to achieving [the self-supporting church]
lies in the inner life of the church members, and the source of that life lies in a personal relationship
to Christ of saving faith and obedience to His will as it is revealed in the infallible Scriptures.  Thus
knowledge of the Bible is basic to the development of a self-supporting church that is really a church
of Jesus Christ” (p. 149). Bavinck notes: “The ultimate and decisive word must be spoken by the
Scriptures.” (Intro., p. xv).

Young’s definition of missions and Miller’s working definition of missions.
Young’s Revised Definition: Missions is the work of the Triune God, moving His church in love, to
send Christ’s ambassadors to proclaim to the world the Gospel of His covenant of life that men from
all nations might be made disciples, build His church and fulfill their covenant task, seeking to bring
all things into subjection to God for the true restoration and advancement of men and the Glory of
God.

Bavinck’s eschatological emphasis is important considering this definition:  “…the work of missions
is viewed as belonging to a series of events connected with the last things.  Missions is an
eschatological event; it must be reckoned among the signs of the final period … the work of
missions, because of its very essence, is moving toward an end, a goal, the culmination of which
shall become visible only in a future era, beyond the horizon of world history” (p. 38, 49).

Professor Miller’s (RPTS) Definition: Missions is the work of the Triune God, but especially of the
resurrected, exalted, Lord Jesus Christ; through His Church; sending those whom He has called,
and His Church has appointed and authorized as messengers; to take God’s message of salvation
through the cross of Christ; into God’s fallen and cursed world; to gather, increase, and establish
God’s worshipping Church;  in unity, purity, and peace; through the conversion and discipleship of
those who heed the preaching of the Word Written; made powerful to save by His Word and Spirit;
usually and preferably proclaimed in the context of the public worship of God; along with all other
means appointed by God and promised His blessing with power; gathering them from every part and
division of mankind; to establish and develop an indigenous worshipping church; self-governing,
self-supporting, and self-propagating; for God’s inscrutable purposes and for getting Him glory in
and by His Church

Closing considerations:
 You are all missionaries, generally speaking.  “Home missions”.  You are all witnesses for

Christ, fulfilling Christ’s command to make communities of converted souls worshipping and
obeying King Jesus in His expanding Kingdom.  This church is on the same Mt. 28 mission.
How must every believer discharge his responsibility in fulfilling the general offices of
Christ? Every Christian should be an active witness, according to 1 Peter 3:15.  By 1)
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witnessing to the Word as far as he can, wherever he is; 2) by praying and giving in mercy
for the relief of the needy and the proclamation of the Word to all nations; and 3) by ruling
himself according to God’s Word as a testimony to the unconverted of the Lord’s grace.

 Foreign missions should be through established churches.  We should seek to support the
most Biblical mission work.  Thus, I will be asking to select from suggested missionary
works that can best highlight these principles for our Missionary Fellowships.

 Only men may be missionaries, properly speaking, because missionaries in Scripture are men
ordained and sent by Jesus to preach the Gospel, establish churches, and ordain church
officers to carry on the work (while supervising it on Presbytery/Synod levels).  It is official
church work.  Churches should directly send and support church work (local/boards).

 We speak of “ministering” to one another, but we understand that we are not all, properly
speaking, “Ministers”.  We might speak of missions support work such as medical and
agricultural to relieve misery (deaconate) and making points of contact, but the point of
missions is to send ordained pastors to bring the Gospel and form churches. We might better
speak of going on “missionary or foreign church support trips” rather than “missions trips”.
And we might speak of non-ordained people going on the front lines as “missionary support
workers” and not “missionaries”.  Such as RPCNA in Sudan/PRCA in Africa.

 Through Short-term missions, we can gain important perspective on the world and Christ’s
work in it, and our many blessings back home.  But our motive and aim of missions should
be to support the frontline work of pastors establishing worshipping churches of converted
people who obey all that King Jesus commands for His glory.

 Much support work is needed in foreign missions.  This can include short-term mission visits,
but it should focus on supporting an indigenous church work, such as distributing Bibles and
literature that witnesses to Christ’s Kingship over all the earth and nations of the world and
every individual’s and nations’ responsibility worship and serve Him in established churches.
Supporting the seminary training of ordained missionaries also is very important.

 Keeping in mind the WCF’s chapter on churches being “more or less pure”, we do not intend
to tear down other ministries that the Lord clearly uses in spite of deficiencies in Biblical
theology or method.  But we always aim to be like the Bereans, and we expect that the Lord
will give His greatest blessing to those who seek His greatest glory from the greatest possible
obedience to His Word.  This blessing may not come in the way the world understands
blessing.  It is not about us.  It is all about King Jesus who reigns and will return in to judge.

 Ultimate goal, aim, and end of missions work: New Jerusalem shall have men from “out of
every kindred, and tongue, and people, and nation” (Rev. 5:9).
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Missionary Fellowship Handout
Pastor Van Leuven, Theology and Method of Missions, February 12, 2012

The Great Commission Given, Begun, and Expanding
 By authority and for the glory of King Jesus: Matthew 28:18-20

o Based on apostles: Mat. 16:18. Must be ordained/sent by church: Acts. 13:1-4.
o Fulfillment of OT, especially Daniel 7:13-14. DNA of church and its outgrowth.
o  “make disciples” the main verb and thus command.

 Acts 1:8.  OT prophecies now happening in Christ.  Sung of in Psalm 117 (Rm. 15:10-11)
o Through Christ, God expands His work to all nations, as promised to Abraham.
o Being fulfilled as Jesus has now sat on the throne of David (2 Sam. 7:10-13).

 Acts 2 the beginning of the command in life of the Church. Gospel age of Joel 2 begun.
 Missions always a command of the King of Church to the Church through its officers unto

the Church: Council of Jerusalem in Acts 15:1-34 and Acts 21:15-26. (Reporting to, taking
out decisions, reporting back, following further instructions). Even the great Paul submitted.

 All this is actually the full expression of the cultural mandate in Gen. 1:27-28 to subdue and
fill the earth.  Second Adam doing what First Adam failed to do, but on the grandest scale.

 WCF 25-31 worth reviewing.  Largest section (by far) of Calvin’s Institutes on The Church.

Definitions of Missions/Missionary work:

Young’s Revised Definition: Missions is the work of the Triune God, moving His church in love, to
send Christ’s ambassadors to proclaim to the world the Gospel of His covenant of life that men from
all nations might be made disciples, build His church and fulfill their covenant task, seeking to bring
all things into subjection to God for the true restoration and advancement of men and the Glory of
God.

Bavinck’s eschatological emphasis is important considering this definition:  “…the work of missions
is viewed as belonging to a series of events connected with the last things.  Missions is an
eschatological event; it must be reckoned among the signs of the final period … the work of
missions, because of its very essence, is moving toward an end, a goal, the culmination of which
shall become visible only in a future era, beyond the horizon of world history” (p. 38, 49).

Professor Miller’s (RPTS) Definition: Missions is the work of the Triune God, but especially of the
resurrected, exalted, Lord Jesus Christ; through His Church; sending those whom He has called,
and His Church has appointed and authorized as messengers; to take God’s message of salvation
through the cross of Christ; into God’s fallen and cursed world; to gather, increase, and establish
God’s worshipping Church;  in unity, purity, and peace; through the conversion and discipleship of
those who heed the preaching of the Word Written; made powerful to save by His Word and Spirit;
usually and preferably proclaimed in the context of the public worship of God; along with all other
means appointed by God and promised His blessing with power; gathering them from every part and
division of mankind; to establish and develop an indigenous worshipping church; self-governing,
self-supporting, and self-propagating; for God’s inscrutable purposes and for getting Him glory in
and by His Church


