theology: the motivation behind missions

As the travel worn missionary slowly walks to the pulpit, there is no need to feel for his notes, for he has given this speech plenty of times. As he clears his throat, he scans the crowd of eager eyed Americans who are anxious to hear what the missionary has to say. He proceeds to tell the famous story of Hudson Taylor and his dialogue with a native Chinese man who had just received Christ. “How long have you had the Glad Tidings in your country?” says the man.  “Some hundreds of years,” replies Taylor. “What! hundreds of years? My father sought the Truth and died without finding it. Oh, why did you not come sooner?”
 A hush falls across the audience. 

This is a common illustration used by missionaries today and a very gripping one at that. It shows the listener the importance of spreading the gospel to “the uttermost part of the earth.” Most assuredly, Christian’s today must look beyond their own Jerusalem and begin cultivating a passion for the lost around the world as well. However, is this the motivation the Bible gives for foreign missions? Is it a lost and dying world? What are the real dynamics of missions? Furthermore, is it unfair to ask whether missions is an abiding or a terminal phenomenon? 

The purpose of this paper is to view the motivation behind missions. In no way is this paper seeking to undermine the importance or relevance of foreign missions today. Rather, if viewed correctly, it will seek to promote it. However, the motivation must start with what every other spiritual endeavor ought to: God. This paper will address the theocentricity of missions, objective vs. subjective missions, and how theological missions affected the early church fathers as well as the apostles. As Christians, we must seek to have a theology behind our missionary approach.
The Theocentricity of missions

In J. Paul Dowdy’s article “The Problem of Missionary Volunteer Drop-Outs”, he address the high rate of missionary drop outs among the youth in universities around the country. He asks the question that although the majority of those who made decisions for missionary service did so with sincerity, what has happened to the great majority of them?
 Furthermore, Ruth I. Johnson, in her booklet, The Years Between, says, “If you have checked statistics at all, you have probably learned that out of every fifty young people who volunteer for foreign missionary work, only one actually becomes a missionary.”
 What’s going on? Were these young people not genuine? 

Perhaps the answer is in their motivation. They may have been genuine in their decision, yet emotionally stirred by the overwhelming need for foreign missions. This is why it is important to be theological in our approach to missions. Our love for God and his glory must be the primary focus for the mission field around us, for this is the only thing that will stand secure. “Theology gives content to one’s faith, direction to one life, and motivation in one’s work. It colors all of life.”
 There must be, as George W. Peters calls it, a theocentricity of missions. This word literally means God [Theos] centered.  Canon Douglas Webster said it best when he opened his lecture series with these words, “We begin, then, where missions begins, with God.”
 This is to be our motivation. 


Those who know, would agree that author/pastor John Piper’s mantra in his writings and preaching is the supremacy of God. In his book The Supremacy of God in Preaching, he argued that the primary purpose in one’s preaching is to give his listener a greater view of God. He takes this idea and does an excellent job with his following book, The Supremacy of God in Missions. In this sequel, he draws on key biblical texts to show that the worship of God is the ultimate goal of the church, and that worship fuels missions.
  Though he may be a bit redundant in this point, he is exactly right. “For the Lord is great, and greatly to be praised: he is to be feared above all gods.” (Psalm 96:4) That’s it; the Lord is great! This alone should be enough motivation for the missions field or for any occupation for that matter. Yes, one must tell the world that Jehovah God is above all other Gods, but it begins with “the Lord is great!”  Too long America has propagated missions on the basis of philanthropy, christian duty and responsibility, gospel necessity and church expansion. These are not altogether unworthy motives but they are not the deepest motives nor do they generate the highest degree of spiritual dynamism. We need theological thinking in missions.
  This is why Georg F. Vicedom chose to entitle his work on the theology of missions “Missio Dei” or “The Mission of God.”
 Today, the emphasis of motivation behind missions seems to be methods rather than theology. Mission boards, churches, and universities are falling into this trap. “At the Jerusalem conference in 1928 the delegates talked more about methods, aim, and paganism than they did of the Spirit.”
  Furthermore, “Professor Hocking of Harvard, together with the rest of the laymen’s committee, made their investigation of the mission fields of the world and wrote their report without even mentioning the name of the Holy Spirit.”
  Most certainly, as will be stated later, the emphasis and motivation behind missions of the early church fathers as well as the missionaries of the Bible was the theology of God and not means and methods. The Christian’s motivation for missions must start with the one who created it.
Objective vs. Subjective missions

In Christian missions, God is the foremost subject and not simply the object. He is the gracious Actor, merciful Initiator, and sustaining Presence.
 When God is the object of our motivation in missions, it takes away the subjective motivation the “dying world around us”. By no means are lost sinners not to be means to encourage people to the mission field. Surely, this is the practical reason why a Christian is to go. In the famous Great Commission passage of Matthew 28:19-20, Jesus says, “Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them…teaching them...” Most certainly Jesus has people, lost people, in mind. But as Robert E. Speer said in his Duff Lectures of 1910, “The supreme argument for foreign missions is not any word of Christ’s,- it is Christ himself.”
  This is why theology in missions is so important. How you view God will dictate how you view the mission field. Just as a person’s belief system of soteriology will dictate how they witness to others, so will ones belief system of theology dictate how they approach missions.

This can be most clearly be seen in John 3:16. What does this skyscraper verse about salvation and missions begin with? It begins with God. That is objective. He does not change.  And He is concerned with the world. “For God so loved the world.” The world is the theater of God’s activities.
 John 3:17 says, “For God sent not His Son into the world to condemn the world; but that the world through Him might be saved.” I John 2:2 tells the Christian that Jesus is the propitiation of “the whole world.” 


But there is also a subjective side to John 3:16. It uses the words believeth, perish, and everlasting life. Can this be? Is mankind actually perishing. Is man actually lost? What your think about missions will dictate how you act towards missions. If one views Christianity as a religion that is “exclusive”, you will most certainly act with a greater sense of urgency. Yet, this is exactly what John 3:16 says. If a person doesn’t believe in Christ, they will perish. If one does, he will have everlasting life. In the words of the late Bishop Niles, it is one beggar telling the other beggar where to find bread.”

John Dawson, a leader with Youth for a Missions, said-
“Have you ever wondered what it feels like to have a love for the lost? Many believers search their hearts in condemnation looking for the arrival of some feeling of benevolence that will propel them into bold evangelism. Don’t wait for a feeling of love in order to share Christ with a stranger. You already love your heavenly Father… so take those first steps in evangelism because you love God. It is not primarily our sense of a compassion for humanity that we share our faith or pray for the lost; it is first of all, love for God.”

Therefore, the objective side of missions John 3:16 is talking about (God, and his love for sinners) should be the Christian’s foremost motivation for missions, not love for the lost. This is secondary. 
Theological missions: it’s effect on the early church fathers


“William Carey did not launch the modern Protestant missionary movement until 275 years after the Reformation began. Virtually no Protestant missionary activity took place between 1517 and 1792. Yet those years constituted the golden age of Roman Catholic missions. The Roman Catholic Church was sending missionaries all over the world, whereas Protestants were sending almost none.” 
 Why is that? Once again, this phenomenon can be explained by theological reasons.

The world owes much to the Protestant Reformation. The Reformers made great strides in specific areas of theology, while breaking the Roman Catholic’s grip on the Protestant church at that time. There careful study and massive volumes on such things as justification, atonement, and Christology have never been matched. “However, it is evident that the immediate successors of the great Reformers did not advocate world evangelism.”
 For instance, “Martin Luther, John Calvin, and even the Anabaptists had relatively little vision for missions. In fact, Luther taught that the Great Commission had already been fulfilled. Christ, Luther said, gave the Great Commission to the apostles. He even went as far as to say, ‘There is no need for missions.’”
 This trend continued among the Anabaptists. While Luther believed there was no need for missions, the Anabaptists believed Christ would return soon and because of severe persecution, they had little time for missions.
 This would explain the excessive amounts of Roman Catholic churches all over the foreign missions fields today. One would be hard pressed to go anywhere, from Africa to Latin America, and not find a Catholic church. “In fact one of the apologists of the Roman Catholic Church, Robert Bellarmine used to argue that the Roman Catholic Church is the true church because it sends missionaries and the Protestants do not.”
 Even Anglo-Saxon missiology was affected by theology. They were influenced by kingdom ideas and ideals which caused them to go out and build the kingdom of God. Because they believed the kingdom of God was being ushered in, their strategy became to advance the Kingdom of God as quickly as possible.
  It is easy to see the grave affects theology has on missions.

Onto the scene came the Moravians. These followers of John Huss were the first protestants to put into practice the idea that evangelizing the lost is the duty of the whole church.
 After Huss died, they were faced with great persecution in the 1600’s. Fifteen of their leaders were beheaded and church members were sent to dungeons and to mines. Even their schools were closed.
 It was the Moravians who had a profound impact on a wealthy young man named Nicholas von Zinzendorf. After viewing a portrait of the “thorn-crowned Christ”, Zinzendorf wrote in his journal, “I have loved Him for a long time, but I have actually not done anything for Him. From now on I will do whatever He leads me to do.”
 It was not the dying world around him that drew him to missions, it was the love for his savior.

Next on the scene was Jonathan Edwards, who is considered by many to be the greatest mind and theological thinker America has ever produced. Edward’s preaching on Romans was responsible for the beginning of the First Great Awakening. “It was in these messages that the missionary theology of Edwards took shape.”
 Furthermore, it was the death of his future son-in-law David Brainerd that began to stir the heart of Edwards for missions. “Here was fresh air in stale, static, and stately Calvinism. Edward’s emphasis was a tremendous advance over anything that had come from the pen of previous scholars and theologians in relating to missions.”
 It was during this time that Edwards became an ardent writer. He would eventually become Brainerd’s biographer and become one of the most well-known preachers of his day. “Perhaps even more significant is the fact that when Edwards left Northhampton, where the great revivals had occurred, this man-perhaps the greatest theologian America has ever known- became a missionary to the Indians.”
 How grand to think that America’s greatest mind had a heart to become a missionary. This is the affect theology has on missions.

At last, the backdrop has been set for William Carey, the father of modern missions. Although the Moravians and Edwards helped clear the way for more effective missions, Carey still had to face opposition to some of the common theology of the day. It was John Ryland, a member at the Baptist ministers association, who stood up and said to Carey, “Young man, when God wants to convert the world, He’ll do it without your help or mine!”
 Carey was not deterred. His emphasis remained on God. Though souls were a priority, look at what Carey said was his highest motivation. 
“When I left England , my hope of India’s conversion was very strong; but amongst so many obstacles, it would die, unless upheld by God. Though the superstitions of the heathen were a thousand times stronger than they are, and the example of the Europeans a thousand times worse; though I were deserted by all and persecuted by all, yet my faith, fixed on the sure Word, would rise above all obstructions and overcome every trial. God’s cause will triumph.”


What an amazing statement! Carey in essence was saying that although his love for India and it’s lost soul’s were strong- it will at times fade. The warm feeling will not always be there. The overwhelming knowledge that God’s cause will triumph is paramount, and this is what will prod the missionary to go forward.
Theological missions: it’s effect on the apostles

What was the motivation behind the apostles missionary service. What was their theology? Not doubt, it was God. “They were urged forward by the persuasion in their hearts that they must obey God and fulfill His blessed will regardless of difficulties and cost.”
 It was obedience to the Father which prompted them to go forward. It was Peter who joyfully exclaimed, “We cannot but speak the things which we have seen and heard.” He was a personal God. He was not a distant Christ to them. Paul confessed, “Christ liveth in me.” Furthermore, it was through the church that God used these men in the area of missions. Although it was ultimately the Holy Spirit who sent Paul and Barnabas out on their first missionary journey, it was the church who “fasted and prayed, and laid their hand on them, and sent them away.” (Acts 13:3) Starting with the apostles, down through the centuries including Edwards, Zinzendorf, and Carey, theology has been pressed as the leading ingredient for the promotion of missions. But is this enough?

Theology alone does not move the church to missions. Theology can be trifling and stifling, it can be chilling and killing. However, it can also be thrilling, enlivening, and compelling. Biblical theology, infused with the fire of the Holy Spirit, is the greatest dynamic that can be released in this world. It overcomes all obstacles and sufferings; it inspires the deepest devotion, dedication, and commitment; it generates the greatest compassion and constraint; it sustains the most lasting motivation. It has sent men and women to the farthest corners of the earth and to the most savage like people, into the most trying circumstances and the most painful experiences, and into martyrdom and death. it simply knows no limit in its outpourings for the benefit of others in sharing with them the greatness of God’s salvation in Christ.”


No doubt “the Apostle Paul would have been rejected by the average modern mission board for many reason. He was one-sided, his health was poor, his spirit was divisive, and he had peculiarities.”
 Yet Paul had the Spirit of God. He understood the theology behind missions.
Conclusion


 Theology out to be evident in our approach to missions today. It should be paramount. “Theology is neglecting a most vital doctrine of the Bible and thereby is missing a most crucial opportunity to become what it ought to be- a missionary theology of dynamic proportions rather than simply an exposition of dogma or a defense of the faith.”
 Theology was evident in so many of the missionaries that have come before, and this is why God blessed them so richly. Because their supreme motivation for missions was the glory of God and not a dying world, they were able to give up all. This is why they were able to say along with Hudson Taylor, “I have never made a sacrifice!”
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