Lecture One: “Introduction to a Biblical-Theological Understanding of the Mission and the Man”

(Begin with an overview of the course and course requirements; inquire as to what students hope to take away from the course; begin with a time of introductions and then a time of prayer)

Church planting is nothing more and nothing less than the obedient response of the Great Commission of Jesus Christ. The work of going and making disciples and baptizing and teaching them to observe whatsoever He has commanded is not accomplished in any other way, fully and across the generations, than the establishing of local churches under the rule and reign of Christ Jesus mediated through His own ordained government of ministers, and elders and deacons. I say again that church planting alone is the full expression of the Great Commission. It is final answer to that command. One may go forth and preach and that is a very critical and strategic work that must be accomplished, but it is not the fullest response to the Great Commission. For the things called for in Christ’s Great Commission cannot be answered in only itinerant preaching. To baptize, if one is to think Biblically and theologically, means that there is an ordained ministry that does so. There is ordinarily a community in which one is received. There may be alternatives to this, but the norm is not established by the exception. And then there is the matter of teaching them whatsoever Jesus has commanded. This may be done, in part, through, say, personal evangelism. But the whole counsel of God cannot be communicated through a one-time encounter. Only in a church, the repository of sacred text, hymnody, story, tradition, community, connectionism with the church catholic, can these things be fully communicated. “Ah,” someone protests, “but one could sit under a master of these things and learn in a commune, or in a desert cave.” Yes, I would say, this has been done. But pray tell how can one fulfill the charges of St. Paul in such a monastic context (not that such a context fails to serve part of the Great Commission, but I am saying that it cannot serve it wholly). “Oh,” someone else says, “one can do this in a house setting, with other believers, in a more informal way.” But can you really? Titus was called to set in order the things that remain and that was to appoint elders in every city. So an informal gathering of believers for a Bible study is a good and profitable work and one that, in part, answers the last command of Jesus. But not fully. There is no government, no ordained order, and a lack of orderly ministry of Word and Sacrament. Only in a local congregation can the Great Commission ultimately and finally and comprehensively be expressed. To establish these Golden Lamp-stands, as Jesus Himself refers to the local church, is the work of church planting. It is that simple and it is that profound.

The man who is gifted, burdened, called, and sent forth to do this is a man who is the church planter. The church planter is a preacher. He is, more so, an evangelist of apostolic proportions. Like Paul he is gifted for this work. His gifts are not only natural and “God-given” as we say, but his gifts are external, that is, shaped and fashioned by God through his experiences, education, reading, passions that come from life experience, and dreams and visions. Indeed, his gifts are connected to his burden. “Woe to me,” this man says, “If I preach not the Gospel of Jesus Christ.” Yet he not an Apollos but, I say again, he is a Paul. He preaches on the foundation of no other man. He may set forth to plant one church and to shepherd the vision God has given him for that one community over his whole life. Alternatively, he may, like St. Paul himself, continue to move further and deeper into a larger community. He may do this cross-culturally. He may do this globally. He may do this with a particular people group or a nation of various people groups. He may see himself, like Wesley, to be in a place where he must say “the world is my parish.” These are all manifestations of the internal fire in this man. But it is the same fire.

Like a prophet he is most discontented man. By that I meant to say that he sees things that others may not see and what he sees disturbs his soul. He is broken in his heart, as he sees not only the consequences of sin in a man, but he is anguished at what sin is doing to an entire community, be that a city or a nation. He is, as Abraham Joshua Heschel has reminded us in his work on The Prophets, sensitive to the brokenness of others. Where some rant and rail at how bad things are, this man weeps silently and alone and then from that rises to say, “I cannot live any more with these hurting people all around me! I must reach them!” Where some are, conversely, unconcerned about this person or this position, the church planter is indignant. “But how can this be and God be honored? How can this be a Man is allowed to be degraded?” The church planter is, in some sense, even a spectacle in his diligence to labor large for what others find small. He is laughable as he gives his very life and his family away to a vision that no else even cares about. He is contemptible in his vision, because his vision is an indictment of the sin that many coddle. He is pathetic to the world around him as weeps openly for what causes other to find amusing. And what does he do? What does he think he can do? Rather than thinking, as perhaps another minister might think, in terms of personal salvation of the broken man or woman, this apostolic man thinks in terms of reaching not only the man and his children and his children’s’ children, but transforming the very world in which this man lives. He gives his life away in the work of planting a church to lift the burden he senses and he gives his life away for generations he will never see. His gifts and burden become a call. To follow Calvin at this point, both internally and externally, the call to be a church planter is divinely but practically fashioned. He must do something with the fire in his bones about the place, the community, the generations who will not know God and His peace through Jesus Christ. This is the internal calling. Yet others sense this.  Now, there may be no one in the place that is the object of his burden who sees this (or there may be). In fact, the object of his faith, the community and human beings who await his transformative labors may be ignorant of him and unconcerned about their condition. Many times this is the case. But an external calling for the church planter comes from those around him who watches him and listen to him and sense the holy agitation of his spirit. His wife knows of his burden for so often she has felt him sobbing next to her in the bed. She has watched his eyes looking out, like some ancient seer, to a place where no one else can see. And she knows. Intuitively, she knows. And his ministerial peers see this. They are his external calling as well. Thus, in an Antiohchan fashion, a presbytery or a local congregation or a band of elders begin to see this, through the Holy Spirit and through the man. And so he is called.

This is the church planter. He is gifted and burdened and called. And then he is sent. A full assessment is made by all of both his gifts and his calling and the church says, “This seems good to us and to the Holy Spirit.” And thus, with the blessing of a sending body this man goes. And what then?

The church planter is a man who then stands in the midst of a community and announces the coming of the Kingdom of God. He is prophetic. He is full of Spirit-endowed faith and I do not mean simply the faith that saves, but the faith that sees; the faith that sees what other men cannot see, but will in time. He stands in their midst and points to a vision of Christ that lifts the burden, heals the hurt, and established a Kingdom congregation that fulfills the purposes of God through the ages until Jesus Christ comes again. Is he like a man who stands and sees “a field of dreams” that no one else sees? No. His vision is not a dream or a wish or a baseless hope. He is certain that God has sent him to lay the foundation of an organic movement that will fulfill the Great Commission in its fullest expression. He sees not only the community effected now but also he sees the community affected through the ages. He sees, as Paul did, that his glory and his joy will be witnessing, tomorrow, a whole company of people “safe in the arms of Jesus” on the Day when Christ comes again as a result of his labors today. Let us be sure to understand, then, that this man is no mere entrepreneur. He is no salesman. He is not a businessman launching out to establish a new franchise in a new city that may reap benefits to the organization. This is appalling to this man. For the church planter has self-awareness, first and foremost, that he is anointed by the Holy Spirit to preach the unsearchable riches of God. He is, thus, a preacher. He believes that Christ Himself will plant the work through Gospel preaching. He is sure that the church is not a human organization but a divine organism that is alive and growing in the world like yeast being worked throughout the dough. Let us be clear about this fact. He is a preacher. And he is, further and most decidedly and necessarily, a preacher who is on fire with the life of Jesus. And he burns. And others come to see what is going on. In a sense, then, the church planter is a man on fire with Christ and others come to watch him burn. And in doing so they catch fire and begin to burn themselves and others come to see them burning and in this spontaneous combustion a church is planted. 

So we have the Great Commission. We have a vision of how this is to be accomplished, as demonstrated and taught in the Word of God, and we have this peculiar, apostolic-like shape of a man, with his family, who is the church planter. And we have people coming to believe what he does and see what he sees. And a church is planted. He sets in order the things that remain and a government is put in place under the Lordship of Christ and through the auspices of others, for “no man takes this honor unto himself.” And this church fulfills God’s purposes, sometimes more and other times less but nevertheless they do it through the Spirit and across time, until Jesus comes again. And humans are saved from sin, believers are built up in the most holy faith, and other churches are also established. And the city is redeemed. The community is healed. God is glorified and his flock is safely gathered in. This is church planting. This is the church planter.

What I have said I have said from a Biblical-theological framework. It is now our goal to examine these things more closely. To answer questions about the Biblical ground for the work in all of the Scriptures and to see demonstrations of this work and teaching about this man from local contexts in the Bible.

We shall begin with an Old and New Testament review of these things, paying particular attention to the Acts of the Apostles for the mission, and going to the pastoral epistles to learn about the man. 

Prayer

Time of Questions, Reflections and Others’ Insights
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