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Introduction 

 

     The word missionary produces more divergent definitions and opinions than nearly any  

other missiological term. This paper will examine pertinent sections from the Old and New 

Testament regarding what and who we now term as a ‘missionary’ and the attendant tasks, as 

well as answering questions regarding who/what is a missionary, who may be a missionary, and 

what is a missionary’s work and responsibility according to biblical precedent. After some 

introductory questions, the candidate explores biblical precedents and examples of mission. 

 

What Is A Missionary? Who May Be A Missionary? What Is A Missionary’s Work? 

     Stephen Neill, twentieth-century Scottish mission scholar and missionary to India, stated 

stridently that if “everybody is a missionary, nobody is a missionary,”1 expressing elsewhere that 

‘if everything is mission, nothing is mission.”2  In Denny Spitters’ and Matthew Ellison’s book 

When Everything Is Missions, the authors ask cogently: “Is it true that ultimately all of us are 

missionaries, whether we teach, preach, and plant churches in other countries, or serve as 

marketplace missionaries in our very own cities?”3  Ellison goes on to state:  

     When every Christian is a missionary and every ministry is missions, I contend that we  

     gut the mandate to reach all nations. That brings horrible, eternal consequences for  

     individuals within people groups without access to the gospel who perish in their sins.  

     In addition, God’s children miss out on taking their part in the Great Commission. Let’s  

     not slow our efforts to reach the lost at home, but let’s lift our eyes to the nations and  

     increase our attention to those who have yet to hear about Christ.4 

 
     1 William David Taylor, “Missionary,” in Evangelical Dictionary of World Missions, ed. A. 

Scott Moreau, Harold Netland, and Charles Van Engen (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2000), 644. 

 

     2 Stephen Neill, Creative Tension: The Duff Lectures, 1958 (London: Edinburgh House Press, 

1959), 81. 

  

     3 Denny Spitters and Matthew Ellison, When Everything Is Missions (Orlando: Bottom Line 

Media, 2017), Kindle edition, chap. four.  

     4 Spitters and Ellison, When Everything Is Missions, chap. six.   
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Evangelical friends of this writer have stated various insights pertinent to the questions at  

hand, with one commenting that: 

 

     A missionary is a person called and sent by God to make the gospel known to unreached  

     people (little to no gospel access/witness). Anyone God has judged faithful and appointed  

     into His service (1 Tim 1:12) can be a missionary - so long as the Lord calls and sends them 

     (as he did Paul and Barnabas). A missionary specifically crosses culture with the gospel (to  

     the unreached). Differs from evangelists, who share the gospel with unbelieving people in an  

     already reached area (abundant access/witness to the gospel).5 

 

A teenage believer in the author’s Canadian town of Brampton defined missionary this way: 

 

     A missionary is a person or a group of people who vow to share the love and life of Christ  

     with those around them. A missionary COULD live overseas in another country, but that is  

     not the definition of a missionary. A missionary is someone who devotes his or her life to be a  

     fisher for men. A missionary is not just an adult. A missionary is also a child, and a teenager.  

     A missionary is a student. A missionary is a cashier. A missionary is a janitor, an electrician,  

     and the worker at the McDonalds drive-thru window.6 

 

Another fellow Canadian believer’s definition of missionary and missionary work: 

 

     I believe a missionary is one who crosses barriers to take the gospel somewhere else,     

     preferably new. They are therefore "sent out ones." These barriers may be geographic,  

     cultural, worldview barriers, etc. In this definition not every believer is a missionary. I believe 

     there is a gift of missionary, known as "apostle" in the NT, but not everyone with the gift has  

     been sent out or commissioned. So I look at a missionary as a "sent one," sent with the gospel  

     to cross barriers. I believe everyone can be a missionary but not everyone should be one. I  

     believe not everyone should be a missionary because there is a level of qualification (Timothy  

     was sent out as he was well spoken of by the disciples). Silas was sent from Jerusalem to 

     Antioch as one well spoken of. It depends on the vision and qualifications from those who  

     send them. I do not believe the qualifications of an elder should be enforced as the 

     qualifications of a missionary because the task is not the same. A missionary task is primarily  

     outside the church, although not exclusively because they do help form and order new  

     churches. The elders are overseeing a church from within the churches primarily. Also  

     because there are missionary teams in the Bible, not everyone on the team must have the same      

     qualifications. John Mark was not as qualified as Paul, neither was Timothy at first. They  

     were still sent out on these teams. Jesus sent out his twelve apostles on short-term missions in 

     Luke 9 before they were fully mature and ready to be the leaders of church movements. They 

     functioned under his oversight but were still sent out ones. I believe the main task of a 

 
     5 Conversation between author and Global Gates Canada colleague Nicole Leung via 

Facebook Messenger on January 17, 2018.  

 

     6 Conversation between author and Brampton, Canada teenage believer Heather Carr. on 

January 15, 2018.  



 3 

     missionary should be to make disciples by prioritizing gospel proclamation among the lost  

     and then to teach these new believers to obey all that Jesus commanded including then church  

     formation and leadership development. Since the Bible gives many illustrations of apostolic  

     teams, I do think missionaries can choose not to do all the Great Commission tasks so long as  

     they partner with other missionaries or churches who help to complete the whole process.  

     Primarily they are disciple makers in new areas, among people groups, or across barriers.  

     Making new disciples should be the priority task for them, evangelism that is. Other tasks--- 

     strengthening disciples and churches, church formation, leadership development and  

     appointment of elders, and equipping saints for the work of the ministry---these are examples  

     of other tasks that missionaries can be involved in but not the primary task. So my perspective  

     is to keep the missionary task focused and prioritized on making new disciples as the Great  

     Commission does.7 

 

Last, a current leader in the Baptist General Convention of Oklahoma defines ‘missionary’ this  

 

way: “A missionary is a believer who recognizes and accepts God’s command to take the  
 
Gospel to all peoples, everywhere. He or she is better defined by determinations than by  
 
destinations.”8 
 

     Some well-meaning believers, in their efforts to keep the missional intent of Missio Dei in 

front of as many believers as possible, overgeneralize by stating that all believers are 

missionaries, without thinking through their statement and its (lack of) biblical support. Others 

have historically, perhaps unintentionally, recognized or created a super-spiritual class of 

believers known as ‘missionaries’ who are expected to be authorities on everything biblical and 

are seen as being a significant cut above all other believers on a plane of spirituality that super-

qualifies them. The author saw this attitude displayed every summer at evangelistic youth camps 

in southern Oklahoma, where those discerning and expressing a call to mission were described as 

having responded to God for ‘special service’. That approach unwittingly relegated the rest of  

 
     7 Conversation between author and Canadian believer Seth Beebe via Facebook Messenger on 

January 17-18, 2018.   

 

     8 Conversation between author and Oklahoma believer Andy Harrison. via Facebook 

Messenger on January 21, 2018. 
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those responding into a group that apparently fulfilled somewhat less valuable service in God’s 

kingdom, whether their commitment was for salvation, prayer, baptism, membership, etc.  

     George Peter posits that a missionary “is a messenger with a message from God, sent forth by 

divine authority for definite purpose of evangelism, church-founding, and church edification.”9 

     Jim Chew, who has served with The Navigators since 1963, uses the phrase “cross-cultural 

messenger”10 interchangeably with “missionary”, giving a clue as to a possibly more adequate 

definition of the expected nature of such a servant. 

     The well-known scholar of world Christianity Andrew Walls supports the view that the five 

marks of mission include proclamation of the good news of the kingdom; teaching, baptizing, 

and nurturing new believers; responding to human needs via loving service; seeking to transform 

unjust structures of society; and striving to safeguard the integrity of creation and sustain and 

renew the life of the earth.11 Further, Walls relays the prevailing attitude regarding missionary 

candidacy held by many prominent English clergymen in the late 1700’s: “The missionary needs 

spiritual qualifications, a knowledge of the Bible, and common sense. Competence with a mallet 

or saw is all to the good, but formal education is not necessary---which is as well, for educated 

people are most unlikely to offer.”12 

     So, just what is a missionary and who can be a missionary? What should missionaries be and  

 

 
     9 George Peters, A Biblical Theology Of Missions (Chicago: Moody Press, 1972), 248. 

 

     10 Jim Chew, When You Cross Cultures: Vital Issues Facing Christian Mission (Singapore: 

Nav Media, 2009), 6. 

 

     11 Mission In The 21st Century, ed. Andrew Walls and Cathy Ross (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 

2008), v. 

 

     12 Andrew F. Walls, The Missionary Movement In Christian History: Studies In The 

Transmission Of Faith (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1996), 163.  
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do? A brief perusal of Old Testament and New Testament evidence will aid us in answering  

 

these crucial questions.  

 

Biblical Foundations And Roots Of Precedence Regarding ‘Mission’ And ‘Missionary’ 

 

    Genesis 12:1-3, 15, 17, Exodus 19:4-6, Psalm 2:8, Psalm 67, Isaiah 6:8-13, along with the  

 

book of Jonah, are foundational Old Testament texts pregnant with missiological force. In  

 

Genesis 12:1-3, 15:1-6, and 17:1-8 we read of the call and reconfirmation of Abram as a  

 

prototypical missionary who leaves his land and crosses both boundaries and barriers in bringing  

 

a full-bore, Yahweh-centered, mission-focused worldview into Abram’s life and world. Walter  

 

Kaiser has noted the contemporary importance of the Genesis passages, along with Exodus  

 

19:4-6 and Psalm 67, stating that: 

 

     It is impossible for us to understand the Old Testament accurately without examining these  

     texts in their missionary context … lest we think that these three Old Testament texts provide  

     a mandate only to the people of that time and thus have no relevance to those of us who live  

     in the Christian era, let it be made plain that they are also God’s call to us. Arranged in outline  

     form, we can see that God’s message to them is God’s call to us: to proclaim His plan to bless  

     the nations (Gen. 12:3), to participate in His priesthood as agents in that blessing (Ex. 19:4-6),  

     and to prove His purpose to bless all the nations (Ps. 67).13 

 

     Exodus 19:4-6 represents the so-called “Eagle’s Wing” speech from God to Moses for the  

 

Hebrews preceding the giving of the law, a fact that must not escape notice: before God begins  

 

instituting the covenant, He reminds the Hebrews of the missionary nature of that relationship.  

 

These few verses have been termed by some as the Great Commission of the Old Testament for  

 

their inward relationship with God and an expected outward look upon the nations that will  

 

eventually surround the Israelites and to whom they are to be a light and covenant example.  

 

These verses find their counterpart in 1 Peter 2:9-10 in the New Testament. Individual priestly  

 

 
     13 Walter C. Kaiser, “Israel’s Missionary Call,” Perspectives On The World Christian 

Movement: A Reader, 4th edition (Pasadena: William Carey Library, 2009), 10. 
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mission to the surrounding nations was an expectation of God in the Old Testament era.  

 

     Psalm 2, a Messianic Psalm of David, resounds with missionary emphasis when God speaks  

 

to David, a type of the coming Messiah, and says to “ask of me, and I will make the nations your  

 

heritage.”14  This desire of God to bless David, and ultimately Jesus, with the commitment of the  

 

representatives of the nations, reverberates in both Psalm 22:27-31 (typically limited by some 

 

dispensationalists to an idea of blessing during the millennial reign of Christ, thus missing the  

 

missionary implications expected of King David and Israel and eventually the Church), as well  

 

as Psalm 67:7 (“that all the ends of the earth may fear Him”). 

 

     During the past generation, Psalm 67 has experienced resurgence in scholarship seeing it  

 

as primary missiological in focus, initially due to the writing of John Piper as a Calvinistic yet  

 

warmly missional and evangelical leader. Echoes of the Aaronic blessing ring out in this psalm  

 

but for a different purpose, and certainly not one that is inward-looking or retentive of the  

 

blessing exclusively for the people of Israel. The purpose clause in verse two (“that your way  

 

may be known on earth, your saving power among all nations”) calls upon Israel, and now the  

 

Church, to be conduits and channels of blessing to all the ethnolinguistic people groups on our  

 

planet by proclaiming God’s goodness. This proclamatory missionary expectation reflects in  

 

the following desired active ways in this Psalm: 

 

 1. The desire for God’s way to be known on the earth (v. 2) 

 2. The desire for God’s saving power to be known among all nations (v. 2) 

 3. The desire for all people groups to praise God (vv. 3 and 5) 

 4. The desire for the people groups to be glad and sing for joy because of God’s equitable  

     judgment and guidance of all people groups (v. 4) 

 5. The desire for God to bring bounty to the Israelites’ crops as a witness to the people 

      groups for them to fear God (vv. 6-7) 

 

     Isaiah 6:8-13 is a foundational Old Testament passage stressing the importance of both  

 

 
     14 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version (Wheaton: Crossway Publishers, 2001).  
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missionary call and commission incarnated through proclamation of God’s revealed message. In  

 

this case, the proclamation is one of severe judgment and cleansing,  yet mingled with elements  

 

of promise, eventual new birth, and restoration. The proclaimed message is the result of having  

 

been called and sent by God with a mission authorization from the Lord. There are echoes of this 

  

passage via the voice of Jesus to Saul (Acts 9) when He converts, calls, and commissions Saul  

 

simultaneously. Saul identifies Yahweh of the Old Testament with Jesus of Nazareth in an  

 

encounter with God that completely redirected the course of his life in mission with God.  

 

There are further echoes of Isaiah 6 recorded by Luke in Acts 26 where Paul rehearses before  

 

King Agrippa his missionary call to proclaim the good news to Jews and Gentiles, turning them  

 

from darkness to light and from Satan to God. 

 

     The book of Jonah is an enigma with an ending that leaves a bad taste in the reader’s mouth.  

 

The last person one would expect to avoid and disobey a direct commission from God to warn a  

 

rebellious pagan people of His impending judgment is the unfortunate central character and  

 

central disappointment of the story: a Jewish prophet. It is nothing short of miraculous that  

 

Jewish leaders allowed the book of Jonah into the canon, as it is not at all complimentary of the  

 

Jews reflected in their prophet who is the last person one would expect to disobey so blatantly  

 

and so ethnocentristically resist God’s call to preach repentance to the Ninevites. Yet, the  

 

inclusion of the book in the Old Testament canon is a testimony to the grace of God, and the  

 

centrality of His mission, to preserve a warning to all who read the book to not dismiss God’s  

 

commitment to His mission and the attendant expectation that all who love and obey Him  

 

incarnate that mission themselves, especially to a people group not like them (cf. the emphasis  

 

on Samaria in John 4 and Acts 1:8).  

      

     Jonah reflects the mission-deficient and weakened state of Judaism in his time (mid-eight  
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century before Christ) as a historical precursor centuries before the coming of Jesus the Messiah  

 

as the ultimate missionary. The book also shows the missionary nature of God and His frustrated  

 

expectation that the Israelites share His concern for the whole world.  

 

     The New Testament amplifies and crystallizes the idea of Missio Dei begun in the Old  

 

Testament era. Matthew 23:15 implies that by the time of Jesus, Jewish leaders, embodied in  

 

their scribes and Pharisees, had a reputation for wrongly-focused missionizing as evidenced by  

 

Jesus’ words. He is not complimentary toward such leaders due to the misplaced focus of their  

 

‘mission’.  Blomberg states that: 

 

     The Pharisees were actively proselytizing---going to great lengths for every potential new 

     disciple. This probably does not refer to large numbers of new converts but to the earnestness 

     with which ‘God-fearers’ among the Gentiles were encouraged to become full-fledged Jews, 

     accepting the ‘yoke of the Law’ and circumcision.15  

 

Morris adds that such ‘proselytizing’ “meant going to a good deal of trouble. The expression was  

 

evidently proverbial for making a big effort to bring about a desired result. They speak of doing  

 

all this just to make one convert.”16 (candidate’s italics) 

 

    Matthew 28:18-20, Mark 16:15, Luke 24:46-48, and Acts 1:8 have historically captured the 

mindset of most Western believers encapsulating revelation for mission, all expressing a sense of  

“Great Commission.” Each carries with it a sense of ‘sentness’, the importance of Old Testament 

emphasis on the missionary nature of God’s people, authorization for mission, calling, and a 

proclamatory function focusing on the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus, as the core essences 

defining ‘mission’ and ‘missionary’. Acts 1:8 is unique in its emphasis on Samaria, representing 

 
     15 Craig L. Blomberg, Matthew, New American Commentary: An Exegetical and Theological 

Exposition of Holy Scripture, NIV Text (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1992), 344.  

 

     16 Leon Morris, The Gospel According To Matthew, Pillar New Testament Commentary 

(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1992), 579. 
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not merely or not exclusively a geographic dimension, but rather, an ethnolinguistic and cultural 

barrier to be bridged with intentionally in spite of any latent ethnic tension or ethnocentrism. 

     Both Greek verbs αποσελλο and πεμπο in John 20:21 are used in this verse and seem to be  

 

used interchangeably as far as function.  Αποστελλo (later taken over by the Latin mitto from  

 

which ‘missionary’ descended) is used in two grammatical forms and carries two connotations: a  

 

general verbal idea of someone being ‘sent’ or ‘sending’ (functions 132 times this way in the  

 

New Testament), and in noun form carrying a more specific idea of someone filling a divinely  

 

authorized apostolic role (eighty times). The apostolic role, in the sense of one who is  

 

‘missionizing’, is what most interests this writer, not the apostolicity of those who were  

 

witnesses of Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrected status.  The apostolic missionizing role is one  

 

that is clearly revealed in the book of Acts that reflects being sent with a firm sense of  

 

authorization, and also with a sense of consciously crossing a cultural line, especially in an  

 

ethnolinguistic sense.  In no way does the New Testament betray a sense that such a functional  

 

role of one being ‘sent under authority’ was passed on organically and officially from each  

 

generation to the next, comparable to episcopal authority automatically transmitted.  

 

     The entire book of Romans exudes missiological focus. Eckhard Schnabel makes the 

convincing argument that:  

     The fundamental missionary perspective of Paul’s understanding of the nature of the church is  

     underscored by the fact that he writes to the Christian community in Rome, a church that he  

     had neither established nor visited, on the occasion of his plans for a new missionary initiative  

     to Spain … the Epistle to the Romans can be read as a missionary document … to recruit  

     them to be part of the team that will preach the gospel of Jesus in provinces of Spain.”17   

 

Schnabel also stresses that Paul’s systematic theology in the letter to the Romans is missional in  

 

nature in a way not recorded elsewhere in the New Testament. Schnabel unpacks Paul’s theology  

 
     17 Eckhard Schnabel, Early Christian Mission: Paul And The Early Church (Downers Grove: 

InterVarsity Press, 2004), 1472.  
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of missions, pertinent for our discussion regarding what/who is a missionary and the nature of  

 

their missionary task, thus stating (candidate’s italics): 

 

     1. Paul emphasizes the international and universal scope of his missionary ministry “from  

         Jerusalem and as far around as Illyricum” (Romans 15:19) and to Spain (Romans 15:24a,  

         28). This means that a missionary must cross cultural and linguistic boundaries or barriers 

         of some kind in order to do their work.  

 

     2. Missionary work and theological reflection about the gospel are mutually dependent.  

 

     3. Paul writes in Romans 1-3 about the nature of sin and its consequences not merely for a  

         fictitious Gentile or Jewish dialogue partner. He describes at the same time for the Roman 

         Christians the foundations of their faith.  

 

     4. The salvation-historical foundation of the gospel and of the mission of God’s people has  

         specific and practical consequences for the tactical procedures of missionary work: God  

         addresses Jew first (1:16; 2:9-10; 9-11) … if Jews reach Gentiles with the gospel, there is  

         no reason why a converted Gentile should not explain to a Jewish friend or neighbor his or  

         her faith in Jesus as Israel’s Messiah and the Savior of the world. 

 

     5. The missionary work of Paul and of the church is focused on the proclamation of God’s  

         salvation in Jesus, the crucified and risen Messiah (3:21-31). 

 

     6. Paul narrates the history of humankind from Adam (1:18-32; 5:12-21) and Abraham (4:1- 

         25) to Jesus Christ, who has solved the problem of sin that dominated the world since  

         Adam (5:1-21) … Gentile Christians have become children of Abraham as a result of their  

         faith in Jesus, the promised Savior (4:11). 

 

     7. The missionary message is neither philosophy nor hermeneutical theory: it represents a  

          reality that is connected with the praxis of everyday life and with the continuous task of  

          dealing with persistent sin and temptation (6:1-8:39). 

 

     8. Missionary work always takes into account a specific situation of an audience (9:1-11:32).  

 

     9. The apostle and the church can be effective in mission and evangelism only when God’s  

         love is realized in their midst, and that means in the life of every believer (12:1-15:29).18 

 

     Rev. 5:9-10 and 7:9-10 describe John seeing the end vision of mission, where individual 

followers of God represent all of their respective people groups purchased by Jesus fulfilling the 

priestly functions of praise and proclamation. Mission exists because worship of God does not  

 
     18 Schnabel, Early Christian Mission, 1473-1475. 
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yet exist among all people groups. Mission is impossible without worship and proclamation.  

     In the post-apostolic era, common usage attributed the apostolic missionary role to those we 

would now term as traveling evangelists and ministerial leaders. This is the understanding that 

early church fathers had such as Irenaeus and Tertullian. Unfortunately, within a century after the 

deaths of the original apostles, the apostolic functional role as missionary began to be absorbed 

into the more organized nature of the churches under the eye of bishops as the collective church 

began moving away from its organic nature and expression of the first two centuries. For the 

next sixteen hundred years, though there were occasional notable and impressive exceptions, 

most notably the Celtic, Irish, and Nestorian launchings of missionaries (and the troubling efforts 

at mission via the Crusades), the collective church substantially lost her mission focus.   

     Though undoubtedly there were strands of true missionality in Catholic Church efforts, 

overall those efforts were expressed markedly via attempts at cultural subjugation as well as 

institutional control and a this-worldly largesse concerned with power and financial well being, 

not a truly contextualized focus on making disciples of all people groups. In the Dark Ages and 

into the medieval and Renaissance periods, the church abandoned a clear biblical understanding 

and incarnation of apostolic cross-cultural mission. Even the Reformers, though they 

accomplished many needed course-corrections for the Lord’s Church, did not give adequate 

attention to a reformation that would recover a sense of cross-cultural proclamation of the gospel 

to all ethnolinguistic people groups. Only the Moravian Brethren through German Pietism 

salvaged such an effort initially. A perusal of the first missionary journey, as recorded in the 

Book of Acts, is helpful now to help us understand the early church’s understanding and 

application of what we now call ‘missionaries’ and their tasks.  

 

What Are Missionaries To Be And To Do? What Biblical Precedents Are Defined And Set? 
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     Believers should define the missionary task best by the precedents and patterns we see in the 

New Testament, not by contemporary North American evangelical cultural patterns. The primary 

precedent is the first missionary journey as recorded in Acts chapters thirteen and fourteen, 

involving Saul (Paul) with Barnabas and John Mark (partially), from Syrian Antioch, to Seleucia, 

to Salamis and Paphos on Cyprus, to Perga, to Pisidian Antioch, to Iconium, to Lystra and 

Derbe, back to Lystra, Iconium, and Pisidian Antioch, to Pamphylia and Perga, to Attalia, and 

finally back to Syrian Antioch. What characteristics, contexts, thinking, and activities defined the 

apostolic missionaries and their roles, thus setting the example for church history up through 

contemporary period?  The following pages reflect their identity-defining deeds and behaviors. 

     1. The first recorded missionaries arose from Antiochian church leadership (Acts 13:1).  

Combined with the original twelve apostles in their missionary role, the author makes the case 

that pastoral leadership should expect a calling by the Lord as role models for other fellow 

believers to follow from local church contexts. Sadly, this is rarely the case in the contemporary 

church in North America, where the ‘clergy’ has become a professional class within most local 

church settings, often focusing exclusively on the local church context with often little thought or  

focus on the wider mission of God to make disciples of all people groups.  

     2. The first supra-Israel missionaries God called and identified came from a context of  

worship and fasting (13:2). Many missionaries’ testimonies identify a local church worship  

experience as the setting in which they began to discern or confirm a call to mission. John Piper  

states that “mission exists because worship does not yet exist among all people groups.”19   

How appropriate that God continues to identify missionary candidates via worship settings, in  

 
     19 John Piper, Let The Nations Be Glad (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1993), 11.  
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order to address the worship deficiency Piper describes. That would seem to indicate the wisdom 

of devoting a portion of regular worship times to a mission theme and time of fasting in working 

with God to call out the called. It is evident, via the mention of ‘fasting’, that the Antiochian 

church was seeking the Lord’s will pertaining to something specific, and God answered their  

fasting by identifying missionaries as the solution.  

     3. The Holy Spirit identifies and calls specific people to serve as missionaries. This was the  

Spirit’s testimony to the Antiochian church via the command to ‘set apart’ Barnabas and Saul to  

do the ‘work’ to which He had ‘called’ them (Acts 13:2). It is right and proper that a local 

church, as well as sending agencies, confirm that missionary candidates have been ‘set apart’ and 

‘called’ to mission work. These are filtering actions that imply that not all believers are 

automatically ‘qualified’ to fulfill the inevitable pressuring demands inherent within cross-

cultural mission service. Candidates must be able to produce evidence of a sense of ‘call’ from 

the Lord that is confirmed and affirmed by the local church or mission organization. There must 

be mutual agreement by both the ‘called’ and the ‘confirming’ (local church and/or sending 

agency) in order for an individual believer, couple, or family to be launched out in mission 

service. A sense of call will be one of the very few things remaining in a missionary’s life after 

all else has been stripped away, which happens inevitably for most all missionaries in cross- 

cultural, ethnolinguistic settings. A sense of a Holy Spirit-given call to cross-cultural service is a 

marker of stability in the missionary’s life to which they may cling when all else fades away. 

     4. Those that have been called and set apart for mission service must undergo preparation.  

This is exemplified by the additional prayer and fasting the Antiochian church underwent in 

relation to Barnabas’ and Saul’s setting apart. The church visibly affirmed Saul and Barnabas by 

laying hands on them and blessing them. A person may be a missionary if they are part of a local 
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church or mission organization willing to take this responsibility of affirmation seriously and 

joyously, whatever form that affirmation looks like contextually.   

     5. A missionary’s church or sending organization must send them off (Acts 13:3-4). In doing 

so, the church or mission organization places a stamp of authorization upon the missionary in 

obvious deference to the very meaning of the word αποστελλο: one who is sent. A missionary is 

sent by the Holy Spirit under the auspices of the local church and/or sending agency. He or she  

does not go out on mission independently without authorization. Jesus Himself is the  

prototypical New Testament missionary in that he recognized that He was sent by the Father on 

mission (John 20:21) and in turn, sends out His apostolic missionaries by the Holy Spirit through 

His Church both in the first and twenty-first centuries with kingdom authorization. A person may 

be a missionary if they are willing to submit themselves completely to these dynamics. As Andy 

Johnson recently pointed out, missionaries are not just self-styled free agents. They should be 

accountable to a specific local church.20 

     6. A missionary is a person who proclaims the word of God (Acts 13:5) evangelistically. Paul  

and Barnabas both initiate such evangelistic proclamation (13:5, 14:7) and are asked by  

interested individuals to share the gospel with them (e.g., Sergius Paulus in 13:7, and the  

Pisidian Antiochians in 13:15 and 13:42-43). This evangelistic proclamation appears to be the 

 early church’s understanding of the overarching, primary role of a missionary: preaching and  

proclaiming the crucified and resurrected Jesus of Nazareth as God, Messiah, and King.  

     7. A missionary is to be filled with the Spirit for adequate service to the Lord and the mission 

 (Acts 13:9). Luke emphasizes this pneumatological characteristic regarding Paul the missionary  

 
     20 Andy Johnson, Missions: How the Local Church Goes Global (Wheaton: Crossway Books, 

2017), 39.  
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also in Acts 18:10, Acts 23:11, and Acts 27:23. It is a hallmark of any person desiring to serve as 

a cross-cultural missionary.  

     8. A missionary is one who inevitably experiences the missionary tasks of truth encounters 

(Acts 13:5, 7, 16-43), followed by power encounters (Acts 13:10-11), and community 

encounters21 (Philippian jailer’s family in Acts 16). If no truth encounter is occurring, or power 

encounters, depending on the worldview context among which a missionary is serving, then we 

must ask the question as to the nature of the ‘missionary’ activity in which any given believer is 

involved. Does it really measure up to the encounter patterns of Jesus, Paul, and the other 

apostles in how they display their missionary activities in the New Testament? If everything is 

mission, nothing is mission; should we really identify some believers then as missionaries?   

     9. A missionary is one who will also inevitably witness faith in new believers who are 

convinced by the phenomenologically miraculous evidence displayed to them via both truth and 

power encounters (e.g., Sergius Paulus in Acts 13:12, as well as in Iconium in Acts 14:3 and in 

Lystra as recorded in Acts 14:8-10). A missionary is one who contributes, and works with the 

Lord, to produce believing faith in others. This missionary task involves training, not merely by 

imparting cognitive information, but speaking in such a way to encourage and challenge listeners 

to obedience-based life transformation leading to holistic worldview change. Missionaries 

proclaim boldly, testifying concretely how God is at work in their lives and in the world; 

sometimes we are involved either directly or indirectly as witnesses to the miraculous. 

     10. A person is an authentic New Testament missionary when they are able to contextualize 

the gospel to fit their audience without compromising the actual essence of the good news itself. 

An example of this is the Pauline message to the Jews and Gentile god-fearers present in the 

 
     21 Jayson Georges, The 3D Gospel: Ministry In Guilt, Shame, and Fear Cultures (Time Press, 

2016), Kindle edition, chap. four.  
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synagogue in Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:16-41) Not only Jews are present, but also 

simultaneously with Gentile God-fearers in the audience, creating a definite and interesting  

cross-cultural mix as a combined captive audience.22 It is clear that though Paul is addressing his  

fellow countrymen (“brothers, sons of the family of Abraham” in 13:26; “we bring you the good 

news that what was promised to the fathers” in 13:32; “let it be known to you therefore brothers” 

in 13:38), he is also consciously aware of the presence of Gentiles (13:16, 26). Paul and 

Barnabas are clearly crossing cultures quite early in this first recorded Pauline missionary 

journey. The mission message is not merely for Israel’s good, but for all peoples’. Paul 

strategically recites Israel’s privileges and mission responsibility. The cross-cultural kerygma is 

based on Paul’s recitation of Israelite history and prophetic references in the Old Testament, 

culminating with a reference to Jesus' death and resurrection, in defiance of human rulers'  

judgment against Him, as the basis for the proclamation of the forgiveness offered and the 

freedom that cannot be gained by keeping the ritual observance of Mosaic law.       

     Paul and Barnabas provide a further example of contextualization during the first missionary 

journey as recorded in Acts 14:14-17. Upon the healing of a lame man who had never walked, 

the local population sought to esteem Paul and Barnabas in unusual ways. Paul and Barnabas 

finally recognize what is happening, and contextualize the gospel to a pagan UPG that did not 

have a working concept of monotheism. The apostles appeal to God as being alive (versus 

offering sacrifices to dead gods who are aloof and unresponsive), tear their clothes expressing 

sorrow at the idolatry voiced in their favor as humans, and appeal to their listeners that God is 

 
     22 F.F. Bruce, The Book of Acts, revised edition, The New International Commentary On The 

New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988), 253; see also William J. Larkin Jr.,  

Acts, IVP New Testament Commentary Series (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1995), 198. 
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creator who has preserved a witness for Himself within creation via rain, fruitful crops/gardens, 

and blessing of them (as pagans) with food & gladness as evidence of His existence.  

     11. Those identifying themselves as missionaries should expect inevitable opposition and  

persecution of their presence and the proclamation they bring. If no pressure, opposition, or 

persecution are encountered somewhere along the line, one has to ask if the message proclaimed 

and if the activities of the missionary are actual apostolic mission work and if the believer is 

truly an apostolic, cross-cultural messenger. The testimony of the New Testament church is that 

when accomplishing the missionary task of proclamation of the gospel, the missionary will 

encounter and must address opposition. In Paul’s and Barnabas’ case (13:45, 50, and 14:2, 4-5, 

19) this resistance incarnated itself via Jewish jealousy and rejection of the Messianic message to 

the privileged and mission-called Jews. Persecution at times will require adjustment of the 

message to far-culture groups (turning to Gentiles in vv. 46-47) where good soil and receptivity 

will be found (cf. Luke 10:1-2 and Mark 4:3-20), and hover among that people group as long as 

possible and necessary for harvest. A missionary must be bold even in the face of persecution 

(Acts 13:46); this does not entail arrogance, cockiness, or pugnacity on the part of the 

missionary, but rather, deep-seated conviction and assurance in the spirit of 1 Peter 3:15 that the 

message is true and worth the pressure and consequences. The missionary task involves joy even 

in the face of persecution. Jesus warned us of this. The candidate’s family experienced this many 

times with the Russian FSB (KGB) and from turf-conscious Russian Baptist leaders.    

     Further, the same Pisidian Antiochian crowd that perhaps just minutes before wanted to  

recognize Paul as Hermes and honor him as such, now turns on him and stones him at the behest 

 of Jews from Antioch and Iconium (Acts 14:19). Missionaries must be prepared for violent  

opposition to the gospel even to the point of death, like Jesus (cf. Phil 2:5-11) An apostolic  
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cross-cultural missionary keeps pushing forward even in the face of deathly persecution such as  

that experienced by Paul. The Anabaptist and Moravian apostolic missionaries also teach us  

much through their dogged determination and example. 

     12. One who desires to be an apostolic missionary must be prepared ultimately to cross 

ethnic boundaries of all kinds to UPGs unlike their own (far culture) in fulfillment of the  

Samaritan realm of Acts 1:8. We stand in a long stream of those who nestle in and console 

themselves with Paul’s rabbinic exegesis of Isaiah 49:6 combined with Isaiah 45:22 in his 

response to the Jews who rejected their role as missionaries to the Gentiles (Acts 13:47), a role 

into which Paul and Barnabas stepped. In our contemporary time, this entails serious language, 

historical, and cultural acquisition if one does not have already such fluency. Missionaries 

typically fill an apostolic pioneering role, crossing into different ethnolinguistic cultures to get 

the gospel to UPGs. That function has not changed in 2000 years and is still alive and well and 

thriving. If someone identifies as a missionary yet are not crossing ethnic lines with gospel 

expression, then perhaps it is better for that person to identify as an evangelist, relief worker, 

support worker, pastoral servant, orphanage worker, etc. It is important to recognize that many 

believers use many different platform approaches in a way to gain a hearing to proclaim the 

gospel, hence they do serve clearly within the vein of cross-cultural service and thereby retain 

the functional title as missionaries. Jesus both preached and healed. Charles Fielding wrote 

beautifully that “by ministering with loving hands to individuals and imparting the gospel, the 

potential to transform entire communities ensues. This transformation can be the starting point 

for an indigenous movement of disciples and churches across entire regions.”23 

     13. A missionary at times may have to stand alone and experience the pangs and grief that  

 
     23 Charles Fielding, Preach and Heal (Richmond: International Mission Board, 2008), 1.  
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 come from rejection.  Such rejection will also occur due to some believers that are culturally 

close to us who do not accept or value the New Testament model of apostolic mission. This was 

Paul’s and Barnabas’ experience in Pisidian Antioch. It continues to be the experience of those 

who follow in their steps in our contemporary epoch.  

     14. A missionary must stay in contact with those he's reached with the gospel and maintain a 

 training and coaching relationship as much as possible (Acts 14:21-23). Usually, such  

multiplication of discipleship influence is not possible with many things currently termed as  

‘missions’ or worthy of the ‘missionary’ label. Taking the “Parable of Where It All Starts”24  

(Mark 4:3-20, especially verse thirteen) seriously as the key parable that fills full all other 

parables with meaning helps us see the big picture of Jesus’ kingdom. Genuine apostolic cross-

cultural missionaries will seek to multiply themselves in a mentoring, discipling, and multiplying 

way to produce additional high-yield trainers who will naturally fulfill the generational DNA 

embedded within 2 Timothy 2:2. Much of the reason for Pauline missionary effectiveness finds 

expression in his continued interaction, via subsequent missionary trips and his epistles, with 

high-yield disciple-makers and pastoral leaders whom he continued to nurture and to prod to the 

next level of fruitfulness and multiplicative disciplemaking influence. This is in fulfillment of the 

emphasis Jesus put on the multiplying nature of the kingdom. This includes recognizing, 

grooming, and appointing elder leaders in each local church setting, thus biblically multiplying 

discipling leadership and influence. Those involved in such true cross-cultural, apostolic 

missionary work will have this honor that by and large does not exist via the plethora of other 

good and helpful evangelical activities that unfortunately often are labeled as missionary 

activities, yet truly not in a way reflecting the apostolic proclamation, discipling, church starting,  

 
     24 Neil Cole, Organic Church (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2005), 64. 
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and leadership training patterns we read in the New Testament.  

     Finally, a New Testament missionary will report to those who sent him or her so that all may  

rejoice and evaluate the Holy-Spirit given results (Acts 14:26-27). This enables both the sender 

and the one sent to assess, to retool, to mobilize further, to strategize further, to pray together, to  

rejoice, to worship together, and to recharge in advance of further missionary activity.  

 

Conclusion 

 

     Though not all Jesus followers are called, confirmed, and sent out via local churches’ and/or 

parachurch mission agencies’ authorization as cross-cultural messengers transmitting the good 

news, we cannot escape the Bible’s clear message that all followers of Jesus are to be priests in 

the kingdom of God who intentionally pursue and live out a missional worldview and lifestyle. 

Within that contextualized worldview, our task, at a minimum, is evangelizing and making  

reproducing disciples, especially of any “strangers next door”25 in our own vicinity or region  

due to rapid global immigration.  We cannot escape the geographic and ethnic implications of 

Acts 1:8 in this regard. In the spirit of Acts 17:26, God continues orchestrating people group 

movements globally, positioning them more and more in North America, giving greater access to 

them. Each Jesus follower, including in North America, has a role to play in Missio Dei.  

     Missionaries are those who take up the King’s mission beyond the borders of the existing 

New Testament church and her immediate gospel influence. They proclaim the gospel of Jesus 

Christ in gospel-destitute areas. They win converts from other faiths or non-faiths to Jesus Christ. 

Missionaries establish functioning, multiplying congregations that will bear the fruit of 

 
     25  J.D. Payne, Strangers Next Door: Immigration, Migration, and Mission (Downer’s Grove: 

IVP Books, 2012).  
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Christianity in each community and to that country.26 Missionaries work with the Holy Spirit for 

the expansion of Christianity among non-Christians, that is, among people not baptized with 

Christian baptism of the Holy Spirit and water. Missionaries reflect conscious efforts on the part 

of local churches in their corporate capacities, or through collaborating voluntary agencies, to 

proclaim the gospel among specific unengaged, unreached ethnolinguistic people groups. 

Missionaries cross cultures and regions where the gospel is still unknown or only inadequately 

known. This is especially important within the context of the emerging immigrant and refugee 

glocalization mission model where global mission is coming full circle: mission to everywhere 

and to every people group from everywhere and from every people group. Because of so many 

ethnic group representatives immigrating outside of their places of origin, especially to North 

American, Rowan Williams’ words are especially pertinent: “the old adage of the most far- 

sighted of mission thinkers has come true: mission must now be from all and to all.”27 

     Perhaps William David Taylor stated it best when he wrote: 

     This focused conclusion comes from a biblical theology of vocations (God has given us   

     diverse vocations and all are holy, but not all the same); a theology of gifts (not all are  

     apostles nor all speak in tongues---1 Cor. 12:29) and therefore not all Christians are  

     missionaries; and a theology of callings (the Triune God sovereignly calls some this position  

     and task). These men and women are cross-cultural workers who serve within or without their  

     national boundaries, and they will cross some kind of linguistic, cultural, or geographic  

     barriers as authorized sent ones.28 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
     26 Peters, A Biblical Theology Of Missions, 11.  

 

     27 Walls and Ross, Mission In The 21st Century, xi. 

 

     28 Taylor, Evangelical Dictionary of World Mission, 645. 
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