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INTRODUCTION  

Mission is a key biblical and theological concept. Mission is to be 

understood primarily as a description of the activity of God and only 

secondarily an activity of the Church. 

The Good News of the gospel may be summarised in this: that God 

has a grand missional plan of reconciling all creation to himself. This is 

more or less the content of the grand arc of salvation history.  The 

bible tells this story of a God seeking to reconcile creation to himself.  

Mission is a key concept across the Old Testament and in the New.  It 

is worth noting how significant mission is in the post resurrection 

discourses in the gospels and Acts.  Jesus is repeatedly described as 

sending his disciples out into mission.  

An understanding of mission, that it describes primarily the activity of 

God and only secondarily that of the Church leads to a number of 

observations.  First, this means that Christian mission needs to be set 

into a wider context than the Church. God is not merely interested in 

the Church; God is in fact interested in God’s Kingdom, and indeed all 

creation. 
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Second, human engagement in mission is at best joining the prior 

activity of God. Wherever the Church might engage in mission we 

discover a Holy God always ahead of us, seeking to draw creation back 

to its first vocation of loving its Creator. 

 
Third, such an understanding of mission necessarily requires the 

Church to be interested in more than making new Christians. Let me 

be absolutely clear, the Methodist Connexion and the wider 

contemporary church needs to be more, rather than less, engaged in 

encouraging and challenging both its members and those who are not 

yet members to become authentic followers of Jesus. We need a 

greater rather than lesser commitment to evangelism. 

Nonetheless, God has a broader mission than making new disciples. 

God is interested in the redemption of the entire cosmos. God is, 

therefore, deeply concerned with justice, profoundly interested in 

human flourishing, and longs for creation to become all that is divinely 

intended.  So we come back to where I started: mission is a key biblical 

and theological concept. 



 3 

My task today is to explore some of the biblical foundations for the 

idea of a missional church.  Paul is second only to Jesus when we think 

of missional figures in the New Testament. Unfortunately, all of Paul’s 

letters are written to churches and individuals who are falling short in 

some way.  His letters are intended to address their shortcomings.  

This is the inherent problem in the Pauline corpus; they are for the 

most part instructions for how not to do it. So a NT church should 

not follow the Galatians, should not emulate the Corinthians, should 

have more grace than Philemon etc.  

However, in the Thessalonian correspondence we find a rare instance 

in which Paul has corresponded with a church, not in order to rebuke, 

but rather to commend their discipleship and to complete their 

instruction. The Church at Thessalonica is a rare example of a church 

that appears to be doing what Paul thinks they should be doing. 

I suggest that in reading the letter to the Thessalonians we begin to get 

some insight into some of the key features of a missional church.  I 

suggest that there are at least 5 features that we might glean from 1 

Thessalonians: 

1. Missional Church has tangible faith 
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2. Missional Church is infused by Love 
3. Missional Church pursues costly discipleship 
4. Mission cannot be disentangled from holiness 
5. Missional Church is founded on eschatological hope 

MISSIONAL CHURCH HAS  TANGIBLE FAITH  

Paul in writing to the Thessalonians begins his letter by giving thanks 

for them. In the first chapter chapter Paul refers to the Thessalonians 

as examples of the believer (v7) and commends them in three main areas, 

their Endeavours, Election, and Example. 

Paul '...remembers before God their work produced by faith, their 

labour produced by love and their endurance inspired by hope.' (v3)  

They didn't simply talk about their faith, they actually got out there, 

rolled up their sleeves and did some work!!  There were many cases of 

distress in their community since they were undergoing persecution 

from hostile Jews and Gentiles alike.  

So tangible is this faith of the Thessalonians that Paul notes that in 

Macedonia and Achaia their faith has become known so that the 

apostles have no need to speak about it. 
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A missional church is not merely one able to speak persuasively about 

propositional truths of the gospel; it is also important that their words 

are supported by deeds that can stand the test of time. It is not enough 

to preach about faith in Christ, it is essential that others can talk about 

the faith of the church.  The work that Churches do in poverty relief, 

whether through food banks, and debt advice, clothing charities and 

development agencies are key components in putting faith in to action.  

Tangible faith is a key element of missional churches. Can our work of 

faith and labour of love be identified? People don't care what you 

know until they know that you care. 

MISSIONAL CHURCH IS  INFUSED BY LOVE  

The letter to the Thessalonians is quite extraordinary in a number of 

ways. One of them is the extent to which we are invited into a deeply 

intimate matrix of relationships, between the apostles and the church, 

between the church and its community, and among the members of 

the church themselves.  These Thessalonians really love one another. 

Cf. 1 Thess 2.8: So deeply do we care for you that we are 
determined to share with you not only the gospel of God but 
also our own selves, because you have become very dear to us. 

3.6–9: Timothy has just now come to us from you, and has 
brought us the good news of your faith and love. He has told us 
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also that you always remember us kindly and long to see us—just 
as we long to see you… For we now live, if you continue to 
stand firm in the Lord. How can we thank God enough for you 
in return for all the joy that we feel before our God because of 
you? 

3.12: May the Lord make you increase and abound in love for 
one another and for all, just as we abound in love for you. 

4.9–10: Now concerning love of the brothers and sisters, you do 
not need to have anyone write to you, for you yourselves have 
been taught by God to love one another; and indeed you do love 
all the brothers and sisters throughout Macedonia. But we urge 
you, beloved, to do so more and more, 

It is difficult to overestimate how significant love is for mission. It is 

not enough for us to engage in mission because we love God.  We are 

called also to love the people among whom we engage in mission.  

John Wesley’s instruction to his helpers to ‘Go not to them that need 

you but to them that need you most’ is an instruction rooted in love. 

It is also difficult to overestimate the potent transformative power of 

love, especially in a world that runs not on love but on power.  

However, this cuts both ways. A church that is marked not by love but 

by conflict and strife is missionally ineffective, because it lacks the one 

thing that has the power to transform communities.  Cf. Taxidermy! 
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MISSIONAL CHURCH PUR SUES COSTLY DISCIPLESHIP  

The third theme that runs throughout the letter to the Thessalonians is 

that of costly discipleship. We hear about this firstly from the apostolic 

authors of the letter themselves.  1 Thessalonians could be the earliest 

letter in the NT, i.e. where the NT begins. It was written because Paul 

cannot return to Thessalonica and had not completed his discipling of 

the young church he founded. Paul’s discipleship is costly and shaped 

by persecution.  The church he founded in Thessalonica inherited the 

persecution aimed at Paul. 

1.6: you became imitators of us and of the Lord, for in spite of 
persecution you received the word with joy inspired by the Holy 
Spirit 

2.14b–15a: for you suffered the same things from your own 
compatriots as they did from the Jews, who killed both the Lord 
Jesus and the prophets, and drove us out; 

3.2–4: we sent Timothy, our brother and co-worker for God in 
proclaiming the gospel of Christ, to strengthen and encourage 
you for the sake of your faith, so that no one would be shaken 
by these persecutions. Indeed, you yourselves know that this is 
what we are destined for. In fact, when we were with you, we 
told you beforehand that we were to suffer persecution; so it 
turned out, as you know. 

A church that seeks to be missional is one that acknowledges that 

discipleship is costly. For some the high cost of discipleship is 

expressed in persecution.  For others it is in recognising that in some 
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things we can please God and please ourselves. In other things we 

cannot please God except by denying ourselves. To continue the 

words of our covenant: we are no longer our own but yours…. 

I suggest that for many contemporary churches at least part of the 

reason that we are not missionally engaged is because it is too costly.  

It is easier to be inward looking, simpler not to engage with complex 

issues of our day, much less challenging to pray ‘your kingdom come’ 

than it is to work towards the coming of the Kingdom. 

Jesus declared: I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and 
you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed 
me, I was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took 
care of me, I was in prison and you visited me. Matt 25.35–36 

John Stott’s reflection on this text still represents a challenge:  

I was hungry and you formed a humanities club and discussed 
my hunger. Thank you. 
I was imprisoned and you crept off quietly to your chapel in the 
cellar and prayed for my release. 
I was naked and in your mind you debated the morality of my 
appearance. 
I was sick and you knelt and thanked God for your health. 
I was homeless and you preached to me about the spiritual 
shelter of the love of God. 
I was lonely and you left me alone to pray for me. 
Christian, you seem so holy; so close to God. But I'm still very 
hungry, and lonely, and cold... 
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The reality is that the only form of discipleship that is worthy of the 

name is costly.  Our example is Christ crucified, we are invited to take 

up our cross daily if we will follow Jesus.  It is not mere ceremony that 

the sacrament of initiation is a baptism into the death and resurrection 

of Jesus and that in the sacrament of the Eucharist we show forth the 

Lord’s death until he comes.  That form of costly discipleship has the 

capacity to be missional. 

MISSION CANNOT BE DISENTANGLED FROM HOLINESS  

1 Thessalonians makes repeated references to sanctification and 

holiness. Prayers for holiness bookend the second half of the letter 

which includes the primary teaching elements.  Holiness shapes the 

first block of teaching in this letter. 

cf. 1 Thess 3.13: may he so strengthen your hearts in holiness 
that you may be blameless before our God and Father at the 
coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints 

4.1–7: Finally, brothers and sisters, we ask and urge you in the 
Lord Jesus that, as you learned from us how you ought to live 
and to please God (as, in fact, you are doing), you should do so 
more and more. For you know what instructions we gave you 
through the Lord Jesus. For this is the will of God, your 
sanctification: that you abstain from fornication; that each one of 
you know how to control your own body in holiness and honor, 
not with lustful passion, like the Gentiles who do not know 
God; that no one wrong or exploit a brother or sister in this 
matter, because the Lord is an avenger in all these things, just as 
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we have already told you beforehand and solemnly warned you. 
For God did not call us to impurity but in holiness. 

5.23: May the God of peace himself sanctify you entirely; and 
may your spirit and soul and body be kept sound and blameless 
at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Paul is clear that holiness is pat and parcel of the missional task 

because Christian faith is not private faith.  Others see how we live and 

respond to that. cf. 1.6–8: 

And you became imitators of us and of the Lord, for in spite of 
persecution you received the word with joy inspired by the Holy 
Spirit, so that you became an example to all the believers in 
Macedonia and in Achaia. For the word of the Lord has sounded 
forth from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but in every 
place your faith in God has become known, so that we have no 
need to speak about it. 

Holiness has bad press at the moment.  It's a Mufasa word. It elicits 

negative connotations and legalistic impressions. However holiness 

properly understood is to reflect the very nature of God, it is to reflect 

God’s love and justice, creativity and integrity, grace and forgiveness, 

generosity and flourishing.  So often mission is ineffective because the 

vision of he world that the church articulates is not one in which 

people actually want to live.  If earlier Christians had their way there’d 

be no sex, gambling, alcohol, or sports on a Sunday?  That vision of 

the world has been vehemently rejected.   
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MISSIONAL CHURCH IS  FOUNDED ON ESCHATOLOGICAL HOPE  

Missional church is founded on eschatological hope.  Hope is the key 

strand of teaching in Thessalonians.  Christ will come again bringing 

with him those who have died (4.14) and those that remain will be 

caught up to meet him in the air (4.17). 

Eschatological hope is the conviction that this world is not all that 

there is; the injustice in this world will not be left unaddressed.  Death 

is not the end and the horizon of our hope does not expire with our 

final breath.  God is a God of life and death. 

This was a key element for Paul.  Parousia is perhaps the key element 

of this text.  It is mentioned at least once in every chapter leading up to 

chapters 4 & 5 where the primary subject is that of the coming of the 

Lord. 

1.10: to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the 
dead—Jesus, who rescues us from the wrath that is coming. 

2.19: For what is our hope or joy or crown of boasting before 
our Lord Jesus at his coming? Is it not you? 

3.13: may he so strengthen your hearts in holiness that you may 
be blameless before our God and Father at the coming of our 
Lord Jesus with all his saints. 
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A NT missional Church is shaped by eschatological hope.  

Eschatological hope is far more than pie in the sky when you die.  

Mohammed Ali famously rejected this in favour of something sound, 

on the ground when you’re still around. 

Contemporary churches have more in common with Ali than they do 

with the Thessalonian Church on the subject of eschatological hope.  

But our creeds and sacraments make no sense if the horizon of our 

hope is this world and this life. 

A missional church needs to rediscover its eschatological hope, first 

for itself and then for the communities it is trying to reach with the 

gospel.  Indeed, that is the good news.  As Paul puts in in 1 Cor 15.19: 

If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most 

to be pitied. 

  


