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“God only had One Son, and He was a Missionary.” 
 

David Livingstone 
 
 
 
Mission is the beating heart of Christianity. This missional pulse did not originate 
with the Great Commission. From start to finish, the Bible is the missionary 
biography of the Triune God; the story of a Creator that stops at nothing to restore 
his fractured creation. It tells of a Father bringing the fatherless home. It speaks of 
a Warrior defeating every threatening foe. It speaks of a Judge absorbing 
humanity’s judgment into himself. 
 
God is fierce about his mission. He literally gives his life to execute it. The church is 
first and foremost the fruit of God’s mission. We are the result of his passionate self-
donation. From the Father through the Son and by the Spirit, the Triune God gifts 
himself and rescues us. The church must rest in her identity as the rescued Bride. 
But she can’t stay resting, she is called to align herself with God’s heartbeat and 
extend his mission to the nations. God only had one Bride and she was a missionary. 
 
Every generation of believers is responsible to engage the missional question in 
their context.1 New historical situations are providential gifts to drive the church 
back to the biblical text. It is healthy to grapple with our identity and role in the 
world. It is imperative that we continue to develop sound biblical methodologies and 
strategies for engaging our mission. 
 
With that said, the core of the mission of God is unchanging. A cross stands 
immutably at its center. My contention is this: a robust theology of the cross is vital 
for grounding, shaping and critiquing every facet of missional thinking. Our task in 
the next few pages is to develop such a framework. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1 Jurgen Moltmann, The Church in the Power of the Spirit (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
1993), 1,7. Moltmann says, “at every period the church has a duty to be clear about its 
commission, its situation, and its goal.” He also rightly states, “theology is one of the 
functions of Christ’s church…as the Christian church, the church must remind theology of 
God’s people and insist on a theology, which has relevance for that people.” 
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DEVELOPING A CROSS-CENTERED MISSION METHODOLOGY 
The gospel of Matthew records the interchange between Jesus and Peter when God’s 
missional strategy is unveiled. Jesus tells the disciples that he is heading toward a 
cross. Peter’s response is swift. He rebukes the second person of the Trinity for such 
an incredulous idea.  
 
In Peter’s mind, such a game plan makes no sense and “can never happen.” The 
response of Jesus is equally swift. “Get behind me, Satan! You are a hindrance to 
me. For you are not setting your mind on the things of God, but on the things of 
man.”2 
 
This response should give us pause. Peter’s Creator examines and judges his 
thoughts. The verdict, Peter’s thinking is man-centered and demonic. The crux of 
the conflict is God’s mission methodology. The divine strategy for engaging a lost 
world is tethered to the cross. This is a stumbling block to Peter. Yet, it remains true. 
The missionary plan, strategy, and activity of the Triune God moves resolutely 
toward the cross, is accomplished in the cross, and then flows out from the cross.  
 
Joseph Ton comments on this passage, Jesus “was thinking in the same way that 
God thinks. In fact, the method of the cross represents the mind of God.”3 To the 
mind of man, this is foolishness. If it were up to Peter, he would have applied a 
different methodology and set Jesus on a different course to fulfill his mission.  
 
It is this very fact that causes Jesus to see Satan standing in Peter’s shoes. Peter’s 
seemingly innocent concern about the methods of God turns out to be a demonic 
hindrance to the task set before Jesus. The ways of God are not self-evident. This 
story makes that much clear.  
 
This is crucial to understand as we think about mission methodology. The most 
unlikely and impossible method in the mind of man was God’s chosen strategy. We 
must ask the question whether the thoughts of God or the thoughts of man are 
driving our thinking on how to most effectively engage in mission.  
 
It is a sobering thought that good intentions can be in perfect harmony with the 
adversary of God. Conforming our minds to God’s ways means developing a 
cruciform mentality. Paul reinforces this fact in his letter to the Corinthians. Here 
we see the wise plan of God for accomplishing his purposes in the world. 
 

“For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who 
are being saved it is the power of God. For it is written, ‘I will destroy the 
wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart.’ 
Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of 
this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since, in 
the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased 
God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe. For Jews 

                                                
2 Matthew 16:22-23 
 
3 Joseph Ton, Suffering, Martyrdom, and Rewards in Heaven (Wheaton: The Romanians 
Missionary Society, 2000), 87. 
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demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a 
stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, 
both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. For 
the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is 
stronger than men.”4  

 
This passage must transform our thinking on wisdom. God’s ways are unexpected. 
Wisdom is a cross. Say again? Divine wisdom is the bloodied God-man crucified on a 
tree. This tripping truth obliterates the wisdom of men, removes boasting and 
permanently redefines wisdom. 
 
He deliberately accomplishes his mission through weakness and foolishness. This 
pattern of folly and weakness is carried through to the mission of the church. We 
become bearers of the foolish message of the cross.  
 
This text has serious ramifications for mission methodology. Wisdom and power are 
turned on their head and redefined by the cross. This must push us to ask certain 
questions. What kind of wisdom marks our methods? Do our methods attempt to 
sidestep the look of folly? Do we utilize strategies that try to strengthen the 
weakness of the cross?  Are we afraid of looking stupid? Do our strategies give us 
room to boast?  
 
God delights in using the weak, foolish things of the world to mock the wise and save 
his people. It is imperative that our methods conform to this divine pattern. We need 
biblical wisdom as we engage in mission.  
 
Developing a cross-centered missiology grows out of a deep hermeneutical and 
theological conviction most clearly articulated by Martin Luther. Luther argued 
that our thinking on the cross must not stop at salvation. The cross was also God’s 
primary vehicle of revelation. For Luther, understanding the character and ways of 
God is grounded in the cross. 
 
All sound theology, in Luther’s view, orbits the cross. As Robert Kolb put it,  
 

“Luther’s theology of the cross is precisely a framework that is designed to 
embrace all of biblical teaching and guide the use of all its parts. It employs 
the cross of Christ as the focal point and fulcrum for understanding and 
presenting a wide range of specific topics within the biblical message.”5  

 
Timothy George says that Luther’s “theology of the cross” was his “context for doing 
theology.”6 Graham Tomlin calls “the theology of the cross…the key hermeneutical 

                                                
4 1 Corinthians 1:18-25 
 
5 Robert Kolb, “Luther on the Theology of the Cross” in The Pastoral Luther, ed. Timothy J. 
Wengert (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2009), 34. 

 
6 Dennis Ngien, Luther as a Spiritual Adviser: The Interface of Theology and Piety in Luther’s 
Devotional Writings (Waynesboro: Paternoster, 2007), xiii. 
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principle in understanding Scripture.”7 Charles Cousar comes to a similar 
conclusion: “The theology of the cross…is not to be thought of as one doctrine set 
alongside other doctrines, but as a theological method, a way of doing theology.”8  
 
Jurgen Moltmann calls Luther’s “theology of the cross…the inner criterion of all 
theology.”9 Jonathan Stranjord calls it his “coherent center for theology.”10 Carl 
Truemann states that it “encapsulates the heart of Luther’s theology.”11 Walther 
VonLoewenich concurs,  
 

“The theology of the cross is not a chapter in theology but a specific kind of 
theology. The cross of Christ is significant here not only for the question 
concerning redemption and the certainty of salvation, but it is the center 
that provides perspective for all theological statements.”12  

 
Pivotal, essential, fundamental, paramount…choose your word. The cross must be 
given the central role it deserves in all things theology and practice. Luther was on 
to something profound when he shamelessly proclaimed, “the cross alone is our 
theology.”13  
 
This cross-centered framework holds tremendous potential for mission 
methodology. I will seek to develop a cruciform missiology from three angles. First, 
we will look at the cross as the message of mission. Second, we will explore how the 
cross provides the shape of mission. Third, we will consider cross as the tool of 
critique for mission thinking. We will conclude with thoughts on applying the gospel 
to ourselves as we strive for cross-centered methods in missional engagement. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
7 Graham Tomlin, The Power of the Cross: Theology and the Death of Christ in Paul, Luther, 
and Pascal (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 173. 

 
8 Charles B. Cousar, A Theology of the Cross: The Death of Jesus in the Pauline Letters 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990), 8. 
 
9 Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1974), 2. 
 
10 Jonathan P. Strandjord, "Preaching from a Theology of the Cross," Word & World III, no. 1: 
33.  

 
11 Carl R. Trueman, “Luther’s Theology of the Cross,” New Horizons (October, 2005): 2. 

 
12 Walther VonLoewenich, Luther’s Theology of the Cross (Minneapolis: Augsburg 
Publishing House, 1976), 18. 

 
13 Gerhard Forde, On Being a Theologian of the Cross: Reflections on Luther’s Heidelberg 
Disputation, 1518 (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1997), 3. 
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CROSS WORD: THE CROSS AS THE MESSAGE OF MISSION 
The word of the cross permeates the communication of the church as we observe 
her in the New Testament passionately extending the mission of God to the nations. 
Count Von Zinzendorf captures the heart of the churches message throughout 
history. 
 

“Our method of proclaiming salvation is this: to point out to every heart the 
loving Lamb, who died for us, and although He was the Son of God, offered 
Himself for our sins---by the preaching of His blood, and of His love unto 
death, even the death of the cross.”14 
 

The March of the Gospel in Acts  
The book of Acts sets the stage for the story of gospel advancement. On center stage, 
we find three major characters: the Holy Spirit, the Word of God, and the Church. 
Unexpectedly, we find the Word of God taking the lead role with the Spirit and the 
Church cast in supporting roles.  
 
The book of Acts is about the conquest of the gospel word as the Spirit empowers the 
church to proclaim it. David Pao argues that Acts 1:8 is the itinerary of the Word of 
God. He suggests that the entire narrative of Acts recounts the journey of the 
conquering Word.15  
 
Pao argues this line of thought by connecting Pentecost to the prophetic fulfillment 
of Isaiah’s words: “It shall come to pass in the latter days…out of Zion shall go forth 
the law, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.” 16 

Out of Jerusalem, the mighty Word of God comes marching. It prevails upon 
Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, and continues marching to the ends of the earth.17 Luke 
gives signposts along the way that serve as programmatic statements confirming 
the victory and growth of the Word of God as it executes the Acts 1:8 tour. Here are 
four such programmatic statements. 
 

q   “And the word of God continued to increase, and the number of the 
disciples multiplied greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the priests 
became obedient to the faith.”18 
 

                                                
14 Nicholas Ludwig Count Von Zinzendorf, Moravian Church Miscellany (Bethlehem, PA: The 
Church of the United Brethren, 1852), 234. 
 
15 David Pao, Acts and the Isaianic New Exodus (Tubingen: Mohr Dieback, 2000), 167-171. 
 
16 Isaiah 2:2-4 
 
17 Ragnar Leivestad, Christ the Conqueror (London: SPCK, 1954), 80-81. “In Acts, Luke 
describes the victorious progress of the gospel from Jerusalem to Rome, how it beats its way 
into the world in spite of all obstacles.” 
 
18 Acts 6:7 
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q   “But the word of God increased and multiplied.”19  
 

q   “And the word of the Lord was spreading throughout the whole region.”20  
 

q   “So the word of the Lord continued to increase and prevail mightily.”21  
 
The Word of God increases, multiplies, spreads and prevails mightily in these four 
sign post passages. We are given a sense that the Word of God is mighty and 
unstoppable from these texts.  
 
The word in Acts 19:20 for prevail is ἰσχύω and is used in Acts 19:16, only a few 
verses prior, to describe the man with an evil spirit who lept on and “overpowered” 
the seven sons of sceva who were attempting to drive out a demon by the name of 
Jesus. The posessed man cleaned house and utterly overwhelmed the seven men 
singlehandedly.  
 
He stripped the seven sons down naked and sent them packing. This is what the 
Word of God is doing. It is marching triumphantly, overcoming all opposition and 
creating communities of gospel believers.  
 
Indeed, the mighty word is conquering the world…people from every tribe and 
tongue are bowing the knee and glorifying the Word. “And when the Gentiles heard 
this, they began rejoicing and glorifying the word of the Lord, and as many as were 
appointed to eternal life believed.”22 
 
We discern the leading role of the gospel in Acts through four other prevalent 
patterns: the disciple’s devotion to the Word, the proclamation of the Word, the 
reception of the Word, and the ongoing focus of these new communities on the Word. 
 
The Disciples Devotion to the Word 
 

q   “And the twelve summoned the full number of the disciples and said, “It 
is not right that we should give up preaching the word of God to serve 
tables.”23  
 

q   “But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the 
word.”24  

                                                
19 Acts 12:24 
 
20 Acts 13:49 
 
21 Acts 19:20 
 
22 Acts 13:48 
 
23 Acts 6:2 
 
24 Acts 6:4 
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q   “When Silas and Timothy arrived from Macedonia, Paul was occupied 
with the word, testifying to the Jews that the Christ was Jesus.”25  

 
q   “But I do not account my life of any value nor as precious to myself, if only 

I may finish my course and the ministry that I received from the Lord 
Jesus, to testify to the gospel of the grace of God.”26  

 
The Proclamation of the Word 
 

q   “And now, Lord, look upon their threats and grant to your servants to 
continue to speak your word with all boldness, while you stretch out your 
hand to heal, and signs and wonders are performed through the name of 
your holy servant Jesus.” And when they had prayed, the place in which 
they were gathered together was shaken, and they were all filled with the 
Holy Spirit and continued to speak the word of God with boldness.”27  
 

q   “Now those who were scattered went about preaching the word.“28 
 

q   “Now when they had testified and spoken the word of the Lord, they 
returned to Jerusalem, preaching the gospel to many villages of the 
Samaritans.”29  

 
q   “When they arrived at Salamis, they proclaimed the word of God in the 

synagogues of the Jews.”30 
 

q   “And when they had spoken the word in Perga, they went down to 
Attala.”31  

 
q   “And after there had been much debate, Peter stood up and said to them, 

‘Brothers, you know that in the early days God made a choice among you, 
that by my mouth the Gentiles should hear the word of the gospel and 
believe.’”32  

                                                
25 Acts 18:5 
 
26 Acts 20:24 
 
27 Acts 4:29-31 
 
28 Acts 7:4 
 
29 Acts 8:25 
 
30 Acts 13:5 
 
31 Acts 14:25 
 
32 Acts 15:7 
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q   “And after some days Paul said to Barnabas, ‘Let us return and visit the 
brothers in every city where we proclaimed the word of the Lord, and see 
how they are.’”33  

 
q   “And they went through the region of Phrygia and Galatia, having been 

forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia.”34  
 

q   “And when Paul had seen the vision, immediately we sought to go on into 
Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to 
them.”35  

 
q   “And they spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all who were in his 

house.”36  
 

q   “But when the Jews from Thessalonica learned that the word of God was 
proclaimed by Paul at Berea also, they came there too, agitating and 
stirring up the crowds.”37  

 
The Reception of the Word 
 

q   “So those who received his word were baptized, and there were added that 
day about three thousand souls.”38  
 

q   “But many of those who had heard the word believed, and the number of 
the men came to about five thousand.”39  

 
q   “Now when the apostles at Jerusalem heard that Samaria had received the 

word of God, they sent to them Peter and John.”40  
 

q   “Now the apostles and the brothers who were throughout Judea heard that 
the Gentiles also had received the word of God.”41  

                                                
33 Acts 15:36 
 
34 Acts 16:6 
 
35 Acts 16:10 
 
36 Acts 16:32 
 
37 Acts 17:13 
 
38 Acts 2:41 
 
39 Acts 4:4 
 
40 Acts 8:14 
 
41 Acts 11:1 
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q   “This continued for two years, so that all the residents of Asia heard the 
word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks.”42  

 
The Ongoing Focus on the Word 
 

q   “So they remained for a long time, speaking boldly for the Lord, who bore 
witness to the word of his grace.”43  
 

q   “But Paul and Barnabas remained in Antioch, teaching and preaching the 
word of the Lord, with many others also.”44  

 
q   “And he stayed a year and six months, teaching the word of God among 

them.”45  
 

q   “And now I commend you to God and to the word of his grace, which is 
able to build you up and to give you the inheritance among all those who 
are sanctified. I coveted no one’s silver or gold or apparel.”46  

 
The disciples understood their role in this scene of the divine drama. They were 
supporting actors empowered by the Spirit devoted to heralding the Word of God. 
The gospel of Jesus Christ was the central character in the book of Acts. The 
disciples were the Spirit compelled bearers of that message. 
 
The emphasis of Luke on the Word of God demonstrates gospel centrality in mission. 
Luke describes the persecution that the word-bearers faced. Many message carriers 
in the New Testament were cut down, yet the Word of God continued to grow and 
multiply.47  
 
The Word of God cannot be contained. Once released from the mouth, it’s as though 
it has a mind of its own. The messenger may be driven out of town, beaten and left 
for dead. Yet, this is no hindrance to the word once it has been released.  

                                                
42 Acts 19:10 
 
43 Acts 14:3 
 
44 Acts 15:35 
 
45 Acts 18:11 
 
46 Acts 20:32-33 
 
47 Paul describes the frailty of message bearers as clay pots carrying invaluable treasure (2 
Cor 4:7). The pot is dispensable and prone to being shattered; the treasure within cannot be 
shattered. I will argue in the next section that the shattering of clay pots is God’s model for 
missional advancement. 
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The apostle Paul agrees with Luke. The chain bound missionary is certain and 
strangely joyful that imprisonment is no hindrance to gospel advancement. You can 
almost hear him shouting exuberantly, “the word of God is not bound!”48  
 
Once the champion is released from the mouth, nothing is capable of hindering what 
it might do…prison or no prison. This helps us grasp Paul’s unrelenting passion for 
gospel proclamation anywhere and everywhere “whether in pretense or in truth.”49  
 
Strong confidence in the Word of God marked the early Christian mission. They 
proclaimed the gospel pure and simple and let the word do its work. Disciple-making 
and development was grounded in reception of the same gospel. 
 
Believing communities were thoroughly conquered by the gospel, their entire 
existence from inception to final glory was marked by the message of the cross. The 
disciples knew that gospel preaching existed for both evangelism and edification.50  
 
We learn from the early church that understanding gospel sufficiency is essential 
for mission. We need a deep, abiding confidence in the gospel’s capacity to transcend 
every barrier and challenge. The mighty gospel did not cease its march at the end of 
Acts.  
 
It continues to bear fruit and grow throughout the whole world.51 It is now ours to   
carry this conquering word to the ends of the earth. When we turn to Paul, we see 
the same gospel-centered thrust regarding mission. 
 
The Gospel is Power for Salvation 
Paul’s letter to the Romans confirms our conclusions from Acts. He has barely 
greeted the church in Rome when we hear his battle cry. “For I am not ashamed of 
the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the 
Jew first and also to the Greek”52    
 
The gospel is God’s chosen means of unleashing his power to save all people. There 
is one message for every people group, every race, every age and every gender. 
“Everyone” is exhaustive in this text. 
 
The power of God’s gospel must infuse us with strength and boldness. In fact, our 
source of boldness is found in the very gospel we proclaim. The power of the gospel 
we preach is also the greatest weapon against shame.  

                                                
48 2 Timothy 2:9 
 
49 Philippians 1:18 
 
50 Romans 1:15, 16:25 
 
51 Colossians 1:5-6 
 
52 Romans 1:16 
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It is instructive to note here that shame is a significant barrier to mission. Jesus 
knew this and specifically addressed it as a potential threat to mission fulfillment.53  
Paul also encouraged Timothy to battle against the enemy of shame in gospel 
ministry.54   
 
Paul knew us well; fear and shame are significant obstacles to faithful gospel 
witness. As a good doctor, he leaves us with the remedy to our ailment. The strength 
of the gospel we proclaim is the source of our strength to proclaim it. The message 
itself is the remedy for our shame and timidity.  
 
Nothing but Christ and Him Crucified 
Paul’s journey to Corinth fleshes out the gospel confidence and unashamed attitude 
he described in Romans 1:16.  
 

“And I, when I came to you, brothers, did not come proclaiming to you the 
testimony of God with lofty speech or wisdom. For I decided to know nothing 
among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. And I was with you in 
weakness and in fear and much trembling, and my speech and my message 
were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit 
and of power, that your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the 
power of God.”55    

 
Paul is concerned that nothing cloud the clarity of Christ crucified. The Corinthians 
valued oratory skill and delivery. They were taken by the style of the message and 
apparently judged evangelists and leaders for their eloquence.  
 
When Paul came to Corinth he refused to package the gospel in lofty rhetoric. He 
refused to give the people what they wanted. He did the opposite. He spoke of a 
crucified Savior with crucified language.  
 
He killed the temptation to be a skillful orator providing brilliant speeches. He 
refused to create an opportunity for misplaced faith. His greatest fear was emptying 
the cross of its power when preaching Jesus.  
 
He preached a naked gospel. He was determined to leave the scandalous truth of 
God crucified and risen undressed. He left persuasiveness to the gospel and the 
Spirit. This double confidence in the sovereign Spirit and the invincible gospel 
imbued his ministry. 
 
Let’s take a moment to outline some important implications of what we see in this 
text. 
 

                                                
53 Matthew 10:16-42 
 
54 2 Timothy 1:8 
 
55 1 Corinthians 2:1-5 
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q   We must rest our confidence firmly in the sufficiency of the gospel and 
the work of the Holy Spirit, not our methods.  
 

q   We must always aim at a clear gospel presentation.  
 

q   We must avoid everything that would cause unbelievers to place their 
faith in the gospel messenger and their abilities.  

 
q   We must wrestle carefully with the question of contextualization. 

Sometimes seemingly effective ways of communicating the gospel can 
create a barrier to the message. Eloquence in Corinth would have 
damaged the gospel presentation.  

 
q   We must recognize the simplicity of mission methodology and strategy in 

the New Testament. 
 
Message of Reconciliation 
Paul’s inflexible commitment to gospel centrality on mission is further revealed in 
his second letter to Corinth. 

 
“All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and gave 
us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the 
world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting 
to us the message of reconciliation. Therefore, we are ambassadors for 
Christ, God making his appeal through us. We implore you on behalf of 
Christ, be reconciled to God. For our sake, he made him to be sin who knew 
no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.”56     

 
Paul describes a work of reconciliation, a ministry of reconciliation, and a message 
of reconciliation. The ministry and message entrusted to Paul is rooted directly in 
the finished work of the cross. The mending work of God is to be extended to the 
nations through speaking this reconciling word.57 Reconciliation creates and shapes 
our missional identity. 
 
The ambassador communicates the message and the heart of the one he represents. 
Drill down into the gospel and you will find divine passion. Reconciliation points us 
to the God who would stop at nothing to bring his orphaned image-bearers home. 
The imploring and urging of the messenger is a window into the heart the 

                                                
56 2 Corinthians 5:18-21 
 
57 There are other ways that ministry is defined in the NT that also points to this cross-
centered perspective. Paul saw himself and his coworkers as “ministers of the new 
covenant” (2 Cor 3:6). He labored “in the priestly service of the gospel of God” (Rom 15:16). 
He was a “steward of the mysteries of God” (1 Cor 4:1). He was called to “preach to the 
Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ” (Eph 3:8). He was “appointed a preacher and 
apostle” of the truth of “one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus who gave 
himself a ransom for all.” His ministry summary was: “Him we proclaim” (Col 1:28).  
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Reconciler.58  
 
The implications of this text for mission are manifold. First, the ambassador’s task 
is simple and straightforward: proclaim Christ crucified and risen everywhere to 
everyone. There is simplicity here that we must not convolute. Simplicity does not 
equate to ease. Obedience is the hard work of the ambassador.  
 
Second, the gospel provides the content and shape of mission. We have focused in 
on reconciliation, but the same is true of justification, propitiation, Christus Victor 
and redemption. Each of these gospel facets provide insight into the shape of our 
mission.  
 
Third, the passion of God stands at the heart of the cross. The fierce concern for his 
broken world drove him to the cross, that same zeal is intended to come through the 
pleading invitation of the gospel herald. It is God who is urging and pleading to the 
lost to come home. His passion, not mine, drives and fulfills the mission. 
 
Paul’s Prayer Requests 
We have five recorded prayer requests in the letters of Paul. These requests are a 
window into his heart. They demonstrate what is on his mind, what he’s concerned 
about and what he needs.  
 
It is significant that his requests center on one thing: the spread of the gospel. Paul’s 
greatest desire, chains or not, is for the gospel to run throughout the whole earth 
changing people and producing new communities. Here are three examples.59 
 

q   “To that end keep alert with all perseverance, making supplication for all 
the saints, and also for me, that words may be given to me in opening my 
mouth boldly to proclaim the mystery of the gospel, for which I am an 
ambassador in chains, that I may declare it boldly, as I ought to speak.”60  
 

                                                
58 John Stott, The Preacher’s Portrait: Some New Testament Word Studies (Grand Rapids: 
William B. Eerdmans: Michigan, 1961), 40. Stott argues that the apostolic gospel message 
consisted of two parts: proclamation and appeal. The proclamation focused on the objective, 
finished work of Christ on the cross (highlighting a gospel angle such as redemption, 
reconciliation, justification, etc) accomplished for sinners. The appeal focused on urging the 
hearer to respond with faith, repentance, confession of Christ as Lord and baptism. We can 
see both proclamation and appeal in this Pauline text. 
 
59 1 Thessalonians 5:25 is another example, the content of the request is not clear. The other 
request is found in Romans 15:30-31, which focuses on the acceptance of the offering to the 
Jerusalem church along with deliverance from unbelievers. Paul also mentions the prayers 
of the Philippian church regarding his final vindication before God on the last day (Phil 1:18-
20). 
 
60 Ephesians 6:18-20 
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q   “At the same time, pray also for us, that God may open to us a door for the 
word, to declare the mystery of Christ, on account of which I am in prison 
that I may make it clear, which is how I ought to speak.”61  

 
q   “Finally, brothers, pray for us, that the word of the Lord may speed 

ahead and be honored, as happened among you.”62  
 
He is passionate about being an instrument for gospel movement. To this end, he 
calls the church to pray for boldness, clarity, and divinely given words. He knows 
there is an “ought” for the disciple. We are to speak clearly, consistently and 
compellingly about Jesus.  
 
The apostle bled gospel advancement. This desire trumped his personal concerns 
and prodded him throughout his entire life. Paul models the role of prayer in gospel 
advancement, the elevation of gospel progress over personal concern and the 
priority of partnership in gospel dispersion.  
 
Paul demonstrates the “ought” of gospel witness. God provides boldness, clarity, and 
even the right words to share the gospel when we pray. Charles Spurgeon famously 
said, “The Word of God is like a lion. You don’t have to defend a lion. All you have to 
do is let the lion loose, and the lion will defend itself.”  
 
Paul helps us recognize that prayer is vital for opening the cage. We need the grace 
of God to carry out what we are called to do---strategy and methodology are impotent 
apart from the power of prayer.63  
 
Gospel Centrality in Positional and Progressive Discipleship 
Becoming a disciple of Christ contains positional and progressive dimensions. A 
person becomes a disciple of Christ at conversion. The disciple grows into the 
meaning of the title as they progress in followership. The two are vitally 
interconnected. The positional disciple is becoming one in practice.  
 
The Great Commission envisions an initial entry into discipleship along with the 
journey into pervasive obedience.64 In Paul’s ministry, discipleship language 
includes the initial entry (positional) and the ongoing journey (progressive) of the 
follower of Christ.65 Being a disciple is an identity that we grow into through learning 
and obedience.  

                                                
61 Colossians 4:3-4 
 
62 2 Thessalonians 3:1 
 
63 D.A. Carson, A Call to Spiritual Reformation: Priorities from Paul and His Prayers (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academics,1992). Carson sees this same emphasis in his study on Paul’s 
prayers.  
 
64 Matthew 28:18-20 
 
65 Acts 14:20-21 
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The gospel plays the central role in producing disciples and furthering them in the 
discipleship process. The foundation of positional and progressive discipleship is the 
gospel of Christ crucified and risen. It is undisputed that the gospel is the means by 
which people are initially made disciples.  
 
Less understood, however, is the truth that disciples progress through the same 
gospel. The New Testament framework for progressive discipleship is gospel-
centered. This can be observed from a few New Testament examples. 
 
1 Corinthians 15:1-5 
Paul defines the gospel in this text. He also establishes the pivotal role of the gospel 
in positional and progressive discipleship. 

 
“Now I would remind you, brothers, of the gospel I preached to you, which 
you received, in which you stand, and by which you are being saved, if you 

hold fast to the word I preached to you—unless you believed in vain. For I 
delivered to you as of first importance what I also received: that Christ died 

for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he 
was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures, 5and that he 
appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve.” 

 
Notice all the activity in the statement that revolves around the gospel.  
 

               Preached                 Received                    Stand 

             Being saved                 Hold fast                 Believed 
 
The gospel is preached, the gospel is received, the gospel is stood in, the gospel saves, 
the gospel is held fast, and the gospel is believed. The messenger’s action revolves 
around the gospel, the hearer’s action revolves around the gospel, and the gospel 
acts on its own. The point is simple, everything orbits the gospel. 
 
For the messenger, the gospel is the content of the message. For the hearer, the 
gospel is that which must be received and believed by faith. Notice, the gospel’s role 
does not end upon reception. The gospel saves as we continue to hold it fast. 
Progressive discipleship is characterized by persistent clinging to the gospel.  
 
Discipleship occurs as we penetrate into the gospel and the gospel penetrates into 
us. We never move past the gospel—the gospel is the beginning, middle and end of 
disciple’s life. All that is expected of the believer is rooted in and flows out of the 
gospel of Christ.66 

                                                
66 I’m persuaded that Paul’s letters are the pastoral outworking of the cross into all facets of 
the Christian’s journey and the church. For example, Paul works out the pastoral 
implications of the cross for marriage (Eph 5:25-30), leadership and ministry (1 Cor 4:7-
12), giving (2 Cor 8:1-9), and interaction with others who are different than us (Rom 15:1-
7). Paul’s instruction for hospitality (1 Cor 11:17-34, Rom 15:1-7) and his ethic for sexual 
immorality (1 Cor 6:19-20) are also rooted in the cross. In a sweeping statement, Paul 
argues that sound doctrine and godly living are ultimately rooted in proper alignment with 
the “gospel of the glory of the blessed God” (1 Timothy 1:8-12).   
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Colossians 1:21-23 
How does one continue in the faith? How does one progress in discipleship? Paul 
tells us plainly; we must stay close to the gospel.  

 
“And you, who once were alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he 
has now reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, in order to present you 
holy and blameless and above reproach before him, if indeed you continue 
in the faith, stable and steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the gospel that 
you heard, which has been proclaimed in all creation under heaven, and of 
which I Paul, became a minister.” 

 
Stability and steadfastness in the faith are linked to gospel proximity. Shifting away 
from the good news is a dangerous proposition. Discipleship is about strengthening 
our grasp on the gospel; it is about continuing the way we began.  
 
Romans 1:15-16, 16:25-27 
Paul’s motivation for traveling to Rome might surprise you. Take a look at how the 
letter is bookended. 
 

“I am under obligation both to Greeks and Barbarians, both to the wise and 
the foolish. So, I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome.” 
 
“Now to him who is able to strengthen you according to my gospel and the 
preaching of Jesus Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery that 
was kept secret for long ages but has now been disclosed and through the 
prophetic writings has been made known to all nations, according to the 
command of the eternal God, to bring about the obedience of faith—to the 
only wise God be glory forevermore through Jesus Christ. Amen.” 

 
Do you see it? Paul was eager to get to Rome in order to proclaim the gospel to the 
church. Paul is not talking about preaching the gospel to unbelievers. The “you” is 
the Roman church.67  
 
Paul never left off preaching the gospel. It was the heart of his proclamation to 
sinner and saint alike. Paul’s conclusion to the letter confirms his conviction about 
the place of the gospel in progressive discipleship. 
 
The gospel of God foretold in the prophets, revealed in Christ, and proclaimed to the 
nations is the same gospel that will strengthen the church of God in Rome. Ongoing 

                                                
67 Thomas R. Schreiner, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament: Romans 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2008), 53. Schreiner says, “one of the difficulties with Paul 
longing to preach the gospel in Rome is resolved when we realize that preaching the gospel 
for Paul involved more than initial conversion…the ‘preaching [of] the gospel’ and gospel in 
Paul cannot be confined to the initial proclamation of the message…Paul’s intention in Rome 
was not merely to win converts but to strengthen and edify those who were already 
believers.” And as the end of the letter demonstrates, the means by which Paul strengthens 
the church is the gospel. 
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discipleship and edification for the church are grounded in and focused on the 
gospel.68 
 
Summary  
This section has focused on the centrality and sufficiency of the gospel of God in 
mission. We have seen this through the journey of the gospel in Acts, the affirmation 
of the gospel as the power of salvation, Paul’s determination to know nothing but 
Christ crucified, mission defined as the ministry of reconciliation that proclaims the 
message of reconciliation, the prayer requests of Paul, and the role of the gospel in 
producing and progressing disciples.  
 
Unwavering mission confidence is a by-product of grasping the utter sufficiency of 
the gospel; a confidence that leads to bold, strategic, reckless, obedient endeavors. 
This truth is crucial to all thinking on mission method and strategy.  
 
Do we really believe that speaking the naked gospel is the most effective way to 
engage the world? At times, our concern for how we tell it, who tells it, the timing of 
when we tell it and what we use to tell it can get in our way. There is biblical 
simplicity here. We are ambassadors, which means we have a clear and unchanging 
message we are required to tell, this must remain central to mission.  
 
 
CROSS WALK: THE CROSS AS THE SHAPE OF MISSION 
The cross is not only the heart of our message; it’s the shape our mission must take. 
The contours of our gospel assignment are discernibly cruciform. Joseph Ton 
explains this missional pattern. 

 
“Suffering and self-sacrifice are, first of all God’s selected methods for his 
own involvement in history and for the accomplishment of His purposes 
with mankind. When he chooses human instruments, therefore, to achieve 
His purposes through them, God uses the same methods he employed with 
his Son.”69 
 

The New Testament bears this out. Exploring key textual themes will illuminate 
the gospel shape of missional engagement. 
 
The Cross and Discipleship 
There is wide agreement that Mark 8:22-10:52 serves as a tightly structured center 
to the gospel of Mark.70 There are three main units within this section that form the 
contours of the structure. 8:31-28 forms the first, 9:30-37 forms the second, and 
                                                
68 These three New Testament examples scratch the surface of the role of the gospel in 
progressive discipleship. The doctrine of sanctification overlaps with this theme and is 
equally gospel-centered (2 Cor 3:18-4:6, Gal 3:1-6, etc). 
 
69 Joseph Ton, Suffering, Martyrdom, and Rewards in Heaven, xvi. 

 
70 Narry F. Santos, Slave of All: The Paradox of Authority and Servanthood in the Gospel of 
Mark (New York: Sheffield Academic Press, 2003), 59. Santos argues that the whole of Mark 
is a chiasm and that Mark 8:22-10:52 is the center of the chiasm. 
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10:32-45 forms the third. Each of these units parallels the other in content. They all 
contain three main components:  
 
1) A Passion prediction given by Christ;  
2) A response by the disciples that indicates their lack of understanding;  
3) A discourse on the essence of discipleship.71  
 
Mark’s gospel develops a firm link between discipleship and the cross. To claim 
Christ is to carry the cross. We will take a look at the second of these three units.  
 
Jesus has already predicted his coming death for the second time and Peter has 
pulled him aside and reproved him. Jesus proceeds to define discipleship in light of 
his journey to Jerusalem. 
 

“And calling the crowd to him with his disciples, he said to them, ‘If anyone 
would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow 
me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for 
my sake and the gospel’s will save it. For what does it profit a man to gain 
the whole world and forfeit his soul? For what can a man give in return for 
his soul? For whoever is ashamed of me and of my words in this adulterous 
and sinful generation, of him will the Son of Man also be ashamed when he 
comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels.’”72  

 
There is no blunting the jagged edge of this call to discipleship. There is no way to 
explain away the demands of Christ. Jesus is journeying toward a cross and he 
beckons those who will follow to the same fate. The call to self-denial and cross-
bearing is about following Jesus on the Jerusalem road and embracing the final stop 
on that journey.  
 
Luke’s version of this statement is even stronger. “Whoever does not carry his own 
cross and come after me cannot be my disciple.”73 Where there is no cross there is 
no discipleship. Dietrich Bonhoeffer nails it: “discipleship means adherence to the 
person of Jesus, and therefore submission to the law of Christ which is the law of 
the cross.”74  
 
Bonhoeffer also stated, “when Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.”75 
Joseph Ton has argued persuasively that taking up our cross is not limited to daily 

                                                
71 Alberto de Mingo Kaminouchi, But It Is Not So Among You: Echoes of Power in Mark 10:32-
45 (New York: T & T Clark International, 2003), 68. Kaminouchi defines this pattern as 
“prediction—failure—teaching.” 

 
72 Mark 8:34-36 
 
73 Luke 14:27 
 
74 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship (New York: Touchstone, 1959), 87. 

 
75 Ibid, 89. 
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self-denial for the purpose of sacrificial service.76 This call to “take up the cross” is 
a call to follow Jesus to death.77  
 
The cross defines the disciple. Consequentially, the cross defines all that the disciple 
is called to do. Cross-bearing disciples call upon others to come and die. The message 
we preach must match the shape of our lives. When cross-bearing and cross-
speaking merge, they create a compelling gospel harmony to the nations. 
 

The Cross Promised 
The New Testament is replete with assurance that we will bear the cross if we join 
God on mission. The cross is a command for the disciple; it’s also a promise. 
Scripture guarantees that the cross will accompany us on our journey to the 
nations. Here are two examples of this certainty. 
 
John 15:20 
“Remember the word that I said to you: ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If 
they persecuted me, they will also persecute you.” 
 
Should our experience differ from our Master? Followership brings with it the 
promise of persecution. We are following “another Jesus” if we believe we are 
exempt from treatment endured by the crucified King.78  
 
Philippians 1:29 
“For it has been granted to you that for the sake of Christ you should not only believe 
in him but also suffer for his sake.” 
 
Suffering and believing are two things granted an individual who comes after Christ. 
Both are granted for his sake and the sake of the nations. This is the normal 
Christian life.  
 
The Cross and the Great Commission 
We have four different places in the New Testament that can be properly called 
Great Commission texts.79 All four texts give us different angles on the Great 
                                                
76 The gospel of Luke affirms the daily sacrifice of cross-bearing (Lk 9:23). Ton argues that 
this is just one dimension of the call to take up the cross. 
 
77 Joseph Ton, Suffering, Martyrdom, and Rewards in Heaven, 81-91. “Unfortunately, at the 
popular level, the ‘cross’ of the believer has been trivialized into meaning everything 
unpleasant…[but] the ‘cross’ is not the ordinary human troubles and sorrows such as 
disappointments, disease, death, poverty, and the like.” Ton argues that the other error 
when interpreting ‘taking up one’s cross’ is to completely spiritualize the saying so that it 
only means self-denial. Ton argues that to ‘take up one’s cross means “to be willing to suffer 
a martyrs death, like a condemned criminal forced to carry the cross beam to the place of 
execution.” John Piper, Let the Nations be glad, 75. “The domestication of cross-bearing into 
coughs and cranky spouses takes the radical thrust out of Christ’s call. He is calling every 
believer to ‘renounce everything thing that he has,’ and to ‘hate his own life’ (Lk 14:33, 26) 
and to take the road of obedience joyfully, no matter the loss on this earth.” 
 
78 2 Corinthians 11:4 
 
79 The example in Mark is disputed since not all agree that the ending of Mark is original. 
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Commission. Matthew’s version gives us the assurance of Christ’s power and 
presence. This promise undergirds the command to go and make disciples of all 
peoples by baptizing and teaching them to obey (Matt 28:18-20). 
 
Luke gives us two forms of the commission. In his gospel, we see the Great 
Commission as an invincible promise foretold in Scripture. The commission is 
explicit about preaching the death and resurrection of Christ and calling men to 
repentance for the forgiveness of their sins. Luke is also explicit that commission 
fulfillment is enabled by the power of the Holy Spirit (Lk 24:45-48).  
 
Luke speaks of the Great Commission a second time in the book of Acts. Here he 
instructs us that the commission is the unexpected answer to the restoration of 
Israel. We also learn the commission’s geographical aim and cultural design.  
 
Similar to his gospel, Luke highlights mission enablement and guidance flowing 
from the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:6-8). The fourth Great Commission text comes from the 
gospel of John. John 20:19-23 has significant implications for the discussion at 
hand. 
 

“On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors being locked 
where the disciples were for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among 
them and said to them, ‘Peace be with you.’ When he had said this, he showed 
them his hands and his side. Then the disciples were glad when they saw the 
Lord. Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent 
me, even so I am sending you.’ And when he had said this, he breathed on 
them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of 
any, they are forgiven them; if you withhold forgiveness from any, it is 
withheld.’”  

 
John gives us Trinitarian insight into the Great Commission. Our call to the nations 
is a call to participate in the mission of God. We discern a missional rhythm in the 
Triune God, a movement of sending and going. Grasping and imitating this pattern 
is foundational to understanding and fulfilling the Great Commission.  
 
The mission of God was a Triune endeavor marked by perfect unity, yet beautiful 
distinction. When we penetrate the mystery of the Triune God on mission what do 
we see? We see a cross. 
 
Sent by the Father, the Son’s destination was the cross. The scarred hands and the 
scarred side is a visual reminder of the sending nature of the Father. Mission has 
always been and will always be cruciform.  
 
Latin American missiologist, Samuel Escobar has observed an imbalance in the 
history of interpretation regarding the Great Commission. Matthew and Luke have 
received a large amount of attention to the exclusion of John’s gospel.80 The result 

                                                
80 Samuel Escobar, The New Global Mission: The Gospel from Everywhere to Everyone, 
edited by David Smith & John Stott (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2003), 25-26. 
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is a failure to see the form the mission mandate requires.81  
 
Each Great Commission text provides critical insight into our task.82 The gospel of 
John instructs us in the way we are to carry out the commands of Matthew and 
Luke. The way of the cross is the way of the Great Commission. 
 
God stopped at nothing to rescue us. The mission of God is now our mission. Sacrifice 
is strategy. We are called to embrace the cross by giving our selves away for the sake 
of the lost. No sacrifice was too great for the Creator and no sacrifice must be too 
great for his church.  
 
How does John’s gospel inform us regarding questions of safety in mission? How 
about questions of cost in mission (financial, health, reputation, family)? How does 
it inform our thinking on hostile places that need the gospel? 
 
Our brothers and sisters in many places around the globe understand this 
perspective and we would do well to learn from them. The motto of one Chinese 
mission organization is “sacrifice, abandonment, poverty, suffering, death.”83 There 
is an understanding here on what it takes to fulfill the Great Commission. 
 
Victory and triumph in mission must be understood through a gospel lens. How did 
Christ triumph after all? Biblical triumphalism is not the absence of the cross but 
the cross itself. It is imperative for the church in North America to tuck in behind 
the leadership of the global church and learn from them in this area. 
 
The Cross and the Apostle 
The principles of cruciform mission are fleshed out in the New Testament most 
clearly in the Apostle Paul. Paul’s call to mission was cross-shaped from the very 
beginning. God told Paul that mission was his vocation and suffering was his method 
(Acts 9:15-16).  
 
The cross penetrated deeply into the Paul’s thinking. It thoroughly shaped his 
preaching and practice. He had a crucified missiology. These statements need little 
backing as the evidence piles up with a cursory reading of Paul.84 Nevertheless, here 
are three examples of the cross-centered shape of Paul’s missiology.  
 
2 Corinthians 4:7-12 

                                                
81 Escobar argues that this failure led the church to adapt a triumphal model that engaged 
mission from a posture of superiority (political, military, financial, technological) rather 
than a cross-centered model. 

 
82 Taking all four of these Great Commission texts together we can see that we are called to 
proclaim, disciple, and die for all the nations by the power of the Spirit. 
 
83 Paul Hattaway, The Back to Jerusalem Movement (Gabriel Publishing). 

 
84 Other examples of this crucified missiology in the Pauline letters are: 1 Cor 4:8-13, 9:1-27, 
2 Cor 1:8-11, 2:14-17, 6:3-10, 11:22-32, Gal 6:11-18, Phil 1:12-30, 2:17, 1 Thess 2:1-16, 2 
Tim 1:8-14, 2:1-13, 3:10-12, 4:6-8, (cf. Acts 20:24). 

 



    
 

      24 

In Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians he explains the “life through death” 
paradox that is so important to his ministry.  
 

“But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power 
belongs to God and not to us. We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; 
perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck 
down, but not destroyed; always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so 
that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies. For we who live 
are always being given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus 
also may be manifested in our mortal flesh. So, death is at work in us, but 
life in you.” 

 
In God’s economy, death is the primary means of bringing about life. Death for Paul 
means life for the lost. David Garland sums up the significance of this text.  
 

“Paul’s image therefore captures ‘the paradox of his ministry: the glorious 
gospel borne about by those who are comparatively inferior, the powerful 
gospel by those who are weak. He basically admits to being a cracked pot, one 
rejected, and afflicted, and subject to destruction. But ‘his weakness and 
vulnerability is necessary to the proper conveyance of the treasure of the 
gospel.’ All can see that the power he imparts for the salvation of the world 
(Rom 1:16) does not derive from him but from God alone.”85 

 
Paradox is at the heart of God’s mission. We must define wisdom as folly. We must 
see strength as weakness. We must learn that life comes through death.  
 
Colossians 1:24 
In his letter to the Colossians Paul gives us another example of the place of suffering 
in mission. “Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am filling 
up what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church.” 
 
John Piper explains the text and spells out implications for mission thinking.  
 

“Christ’s afflictions are not lacking in their atoning sufficiency. They are 
lacking in that they are not known and felt by people who are not at the 
cross. Paul dedicates himself not only to carry the message of those 
sufferings to the nations, but also to suffer with Christ and for Christ in such 
a way that what people see are ‘Christ’s sufferings.’ In this way, he follows 
the pattern of Christ by laying down his life for the church.”86  

 
In another place, Piper asserts the following.  
 

“Paul exhibits the sufferings of Christ by suffering himself for those he is 
trying to win. In his sufferings, they see Christ’s sufferings. Here is the 
astounding upshot: God intends for the afflictions of Christ to be presented 

                                                
85 D. E. Garland, 2 Corinthians: The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & 
Holman Publishers, 2001), Logos Library System. 

 
86 John Piper, Let the Nations Be Glad (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1993), 94. 
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to the world through the afflictions of his people. God really means for the 
body of Christ, the church, to experience some of the suffering he 
experienced so that when we proclaim the cross as the way to life, when 
people will see the marks of the cross in us and feel the love of the cross from 
us. Since Christ is no longer on the earth, he wants his body, the church, to 
reveal his suffering in its suffering.”87  

 
Joseph Ton says “the cross of Christ is for propitiation, whereas our crosses are for 
propagation.”88 Another author sums it up well, “God so loved the world that he gave 
his only Son and his Son’s only church.”89  
 
This text points us in the direction of understanding suffering as strategy. God 
intends to communicate to the world through the preached message and the lived 
message. The lived message contains the same content as the preached message: 
sacrificial love. 
 
Credibility for the cross-herald is linked to being a willing cross-bearer. How can we 
speak of sacrificial love and be unwilling to demonstrate it? How can we proclaim 
the cross while refusing to carry it?  
 
2 Corinthians 12:9-10 
Paul explores another crucial paradox in the second letter to the Corinthians. 
 

“But he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made 
perfect in weakness.’ Therefore, I will boast all the more gladly of my 
weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me. For the sake of 
Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, 
persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong.” 

 
In the context, Paul recounts pleading with the Lord to take away the thorn in his 
flesh. God applies the logic of the cross to his disciple. Wisdom and strength are 
found in folly and weakness (1 Cor 1:18-25). The weak cross is the place of greatest 
power. This is the pattern God has designed for all who follow him. 
 
Paul embraces weakness, insult, hardship, persecution, and calamities---he 
embraces the cross. It is only here that God’s might can be demonstrated. God has 
chosen to make known his power through weakness, his wisdom through folly, his 
love through suffering and this all happens most clearly at the cross of the Son.  
 
The apostle Paul is to demonstrate God’s power, wisdom, and love in the same 
manner—bearing the cross for the sake of Christ and the lost. We must see that God’s 
ways in mission are consistent through and through.  
 
God’s power is not manifested in Christ through weakness and then in his followers 
through some other means. It is not might that will change the world, but weakness. 

                                                
87 John Piper, The Triumphant Church (Bartlesville: VOM, 1999), 57. 

 
88 Joseph Ton, Suffering, Martyrdom, and Rewards in Heaven, 90.  
 
89 Brian McLaren, A New Kind of Christian (San Francisco: Jossey Bass, 2001), 84. 
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This means that weak people who embrace the cross are the best candidates to be 
on mission with God. I think the perspective of this passage brings a challenge to 
much of our mission thinking. What do we believe will manifest God’s power? Is 
weakness the primary thing we are looking for in ministry candidates? Is weakness 
a liability or a necessity? 
 
The Cross and Leadership 
Great leadership is shaped by the cross. Jesus makes this clear as he teaches what 
greatness looks like in Mark 10:42-45. 
 

“And Jesus called them to him and said to them, ‘You know that those who 
are considered rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great one’s 
exercise authority over them. But it shall not be so among you. But whoever 
would be great among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first 
among you must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man came not to be 
served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.’”  

 
Servant leadership began with Jesus,90 which was in stark contrast to the leaders 
of his day.91 He was the greatest among us and his greatness meant our salvation.92 
In his saving leadership, he models how we are to lead.93 In other words, the cross 
is the source and shape of Christian leadership.94  
 
Service, which is lowly, humble, sacrificial, and willing to die, is Christian 
leadership.95 If the cross of Christ is not reflected in Christian leadership than it is 

                                                
90 C.E.B. Cranfield, The Gospel According to Saint Mark (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1959), 341.  

 
91 Harry Fleddermann, “The Discipleship Discourse (Mark 9:33-50),” The Catholic Biblical 
Quarterly 43 (1981): 74.  

 
92 Ernest Best, Discipleship in The Gospel of Mark (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1981), 127. “For 
Mark, Christianity is not the imitation of Jesus, if it were the theme would appear more 
often, but redemption through Christ, and it is only on the basis of this redemption that 
imitation becomes possible.” 

 
93 Loren T. Stuckenburg, “Spiritual Formation and the Gospel According to Mark,” Ex Auditu 
18 (2002): 83. “Since Jesus' essential character is to be ascertained through his death on 
the cross, so also Jesus' disciples can be motivated and, accordingly, are instructed to adopt 
for themselves a ‘cruciform’ existence in imitation of him (especially 8:34 which instructs a 
would-be follower to ‘take up his cross and follow’ Jesus). A ‘corrected’ Christology may thus 
translate into a ‘corrected’ understanding of discipleship.”  

 
94 John Vincent, Mark, Gospel of Action: Personal and Community Responses, ed. John 
Vincent (London: SPCK, 2006), 72. Paul R. Hinlicky, “Conformity to Christ in the Gospel of 
Mark,” Currents in Theology and Mission 15 (No. 4 1988): 367.  “Such discipleship cannot 
be understood in a moralistic fashion as an imitation of Christ. Jesus bids them not to bear 
his cross, or even others', but rather their own. Consequently, discipleship is precisely not 
an honoring of a noble cause in remembrance and imitation. Rather, faith in Christ draws 
the believer into conformity with the one who is believed.”   

 
95 Demetrios Trakatellis, “Follow Me (Mk 2:14): Discipleship and Priesthood,” Greek 
Orthodox Theological Review 30 (No. 3 1985): 283.  
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not Christian leadership.96 D.A. Carson reinforces this assertion. 
 

“The cross stands as the test and the standard of all vital Christian ministry. 
The cross not only establishes what we are to preach, but how we are to 
preach. It prescribes what Christian leaders must be and how Christians 
must view Christian leaders.”97  

 
Missional leaders must embrace the cross and exemplify costly love for those who 
follow them. Cruciform leadership has profound effects on the people we lead. This 
is evident in the life of Paul and the churches he planted (Acts 20:17-38, Phil 1:18-
26, 1 Thess 2:1-4). 
 
The Cross and the Spirit 
Mission would be impossible without the Spirit. He is the one who leads mission, 
empowers mission, and makes mission effective. Since mission is shaped by the 
gospel and focused on communicating the gospel what then is the relationship 
between the Spirit and the cross?  
 
If the cross is the method of God, does it follow that it is also the method of the Holy 
Spirit? Would the Holy Spirit lead us to a cross? Does the Spirit lead followers of 
Christ to their death to advance the mission of God? To discern the answers to these 
questions we will look first at Jesus and then his followers. 
 
Jesus, the Spirit and the Cross 
If the Father sent Jesus to the cross, the Spirit compelled him there. The three 
persons of the Trinity were unified in the plan of redemption culminating at 
Golgotha. The Father sent, the Son went and the Spirit enabled the Son to fulfill the 
task.  
 
From birth to burial, the Spirit was the invisible force driving the Lord Jesus to 
complete his mission. After Jesus was baptized, Luke tells us he was “full of the Holy 
Spirit” (Lk 4:1). The Spirit-filled Christ was “led by the Spirit” into the wilderness to 
be assaulted by the devil (Lk 4:1). Mark tells us that the Spirit literally drove him 
into the wilderness (Mk 1:12-13-ἐ₫Ữάλλựư̆).  
 
The Spirit’s compulsion drove Jesus throughout his entire ministry. He kept Christ 
on course to do the work he came to do. The divine ‘must’ of the cross was ensured 
by the Spirit who kept him on the road to Jerusalem (Jn 3:14, Matt 16:21, Lk 9:22, 
13:33, 17:25, 22:37, 24:7, 44). 
 
The implication is simple: the Spirit led Jesus to the cross. Without the Spirit the 
cross would not have happened. It was “through the eternal Spirit” that Jesus 
offered himself to God as our substitution (Heb 9:14). What then does the Spirit have 

                                                
 

96 Paul J. Achtemeir, Mark, ed. Gerhard Krodel (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975), 98-99. 
“His view of following Jesus is grounded in his Christology. Mark apparently was incapable 
of understanding Jesus in any other way than the Jesus who suffered.” 

 
97 D.A. Carson, The Cross and Christian Ministry: Leadership Lessons from 1 Corinthians 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1993), 9. 
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to do with the cross? Everything. He took Jesus there and enabled him to die there 
for our sake. 
 
Christians, the Spirit and the Cross 
The gift of the Spirit is the result of the suffering and exaltation of the God-man. No 
cross, no Spirit. The Spirit is the costly gift of the Son who bled. The Spirit comes to 
dwell within us and apply the cross and all of its benefits to us.  
 
We must understand that part of that application is conforming our lives to the 
cross. The way of the Spirit with the Son of God is the way of the Spirit with the sons 
of God. The Spirit leads the disciple to suffer for the gospel and undergirds them as 
they do. There are many New Testament examples of this dynamic 
 
The Spirit empowered the early church to proclaim the gospel, which invited 
persecution (Acts 4:31). The Spirit enabled the disciples to proclaim the gospel to 
their persecutors with no regard to the cost (Acts 4:8). The Spirit inspired the 
speech of Stephen that led to his death and then enabled him to die well (Acts 6:8-
7:60, see esp. 6:10, 7:55). The Spirit granted joy in the midst of persecution and 
suffering (Acts 13:52). The Spirit explicitly testified to Paul that “imprisonment and 
afflictions” awaited him in every city (Acts 20:22-24).  
 
The book of Acts repeatedly shows the Spirit leading his people into difficult places 
to share the sacrificial love of Christ with their lips and lives. The New Testament 
teaches that persecution is the result of a Spirit led life. It affirms persecution as an 
indicator of his glorious presence with us (1 Pet 4:14). Paul argues for his integrity 
as a minister of the new covenant, which is the ministry of the Spirit, primarily by 
pointing to his suffering (2 Cor 2:14-17, 6:3-10, 11:22-32).  
 
The cross was the apostle’s badge of authenticity (Gal 6:17). The Spirit’s leadership 
in Paul’s life led him to cross after cross. The Holy Spirit does indeed lead Christians 
to the cross. The Holy Spirit does lead men and women who claim Christ to their 
deaths for his sake.  
 
Since our Lord tells us that we must take up our cross to be his disciples, it follows 
that the Holy Spirit would compel us to take this cross and enable us to carry it. The 
Spirit will drive us to the nations that may kill us the same way he drove Jesus into 
the desert and to the cross (Matt 9:37-38- ἐ₫Ữάλῃ).98  
 
This truth calls for wrestling with what it means to be Spirit led in our mission 
engagement. We must bring our thinking about the guidance of the Holy Spirit back 
to its center of gravity: the cross.  
 
Do we really believe that the Holy Spirit desires to create in us a reckless love for 
Christ and others that would lead to radical sacrifice? Do we believe that the Spirit 
would really lead us to suffering and even death if we are led by Him? Have we 
missed the Spirit’s leadership at times because of our lust for comfort and our fear 
of suffering?  
                                                
98 The same verb (ἐ₫Ữάλλω) that describes the Spirit compelling Jesus into the wilderness 
(Mk 1:12) is used to describe God sending out laborers into the harvest (Mt 9:38). The verb 
is also used to describe driving out demons (Mt 8:16). The word denotes strong force. 
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The Spirit blows where he wills, let us not be surprised that his breath will often 
push us into hard places. Indeed, his leadership may take us to a cross. 
 
Summary 
This section has demonstrated that the cross forms the appropriate shape of 
Christian mission. This has been clearly illustrated by mining the themes of the 
cross in discipleship, the promise of the cross, the cross in the Great Commission, 
the cross and Paul, the cross and leadership and the Spirit and the cross.  
 
The truth in this section calls upon us to grapple with the sobering reality that God’s 
design for Jesus in mission is also God’s design for the church. To effectively be on 
mission with God, we must have the cross on our lips and in our lives. Sacrifice is 
the strategy of God. 
 
 
CROSS EXAMINE: THE CROSS AS THE CRITIC OF MISSION  
We have seen that the cross is the heart of our message and the shape of our mission. 
This section explores the role of the cross in examining our mission thinking. Martin 
Luther once said, “the cross tests all things,” and is the true “test of everything 
which deserves to be called Christian.”99 All thought and practice must be brought 
under the scrutiny of the cross.  
 
Any mission theology that does not intimately converse with the cross does not 
deserve to be called Christian theology. As we sit before the cross, the gospel word 
probes us, pierces us, and discerns the thoughts and intentions of our hearts. It 
instructs us, guides us and corrects us. The cross directly touches and probes the 
following missional areas. 
 
Wisdom in Mission 
The cross redefines wisdom and therefore challenges what we consider wise in 
missional thinking and strategy. 
 
What does biblical wisdom look like in mission? Whose definition of wisdom are we 
working from when it comes to our mission thinking and strategy? Has wisdom in 
God’s eyes been rejected for rash foolishness in our eyes when it comes to engaging 
mission?  
 
Domesticating Discipleship 
The cross is central to discipleship. It forces us to evaluate being and making 
disciples. 
 
Is the cross at the center of our understanding of discipleship? Is our model of being 
a disciple and making disciples centered around cross-bearing? Have we become 
domesticated in our thinking on the cross and discipleship?  
 
Comfort or the Cross 
The cross forces us to ask what motivates our decisions and methods when engaging 
mission. 
                                                
99 Jurgen Moltmann, The Crucified God, 7. 
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Does the cross inform our decisions in mission? Are we motivated by comfort in our 
decisions or the costly cross? Do we draw the line of cost when considering what it 
will take to be on mission? What are the indicators that comfort rather than the 
cross is driving our missional thinking? 
 
The Garb of Methodology 
The cross exposes mission thinking that is garbed in innovative strategy, but driven 
by fear and comfort.  
 
Are our methodologies and strategies a subtle means of avoiding what Jesus 
promised would be our lot? Do we replace obedience with strategy? Do we sidestep 
suffering with method? 
 
Weakness on Mission 
The cross establishes the principle that God chooses to work through weakness.  
 
Do we believe that the best candidates for powerful service in the mission of God are 
the weakest people? Do our methods embrace or reject weakness? Does the way we 
gauge success in ministry reflect a strength or weakness paradigm? Do we despise 
weakness in ourselves and others, rather than seeing it as God’s opportunity to 
demonstrate his power? 
 
Embracing Folly 
The cross instructs us that the ways of God are intentionally foolish to the world. 
 
Are we afraid to look foolish to the world? Have we betrayed the gospel by 
attempting to make it more palatable? Do our methods make us look less stupid to 
the world? Since it is through the ‘folly’ of what we preach that people are saved, do 
we endanger the souls of the lost by preaching a ‘wise’ gospel? Have we embraced 
the foolishness that necessarily characterizes the worshippers of the crucified God 
in the eyes of the world? 
 
The Naked Gospel 
The cross is itself the power of God for salvation, which instructs us that it is 
sufficient. 
 
Do our methods reflect a belief in the sufficiency of the gospel? Does the way we 
package the gospel get in the way of the gospel? Does our presentation of the gospel 
eclipse the simplicity of the gospel? Does the way we put the gospel forward tempt 
men to place their faith in us rather than in the God of the gospel?  
 
Suffering as Strategy 
The cross is God’s strategy for saving and demonstrating his love to a lost world. 
 
What is the role of suffering in our missional thinking? Is suffering something we 
strive to avoid? Do we view suffering as the way God has designed to communicate 
his love and authenticate the gospel we proclaim? Is the cross a byproduct or a 
strategy in mission? 
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Spirit-Filled Followers 
The most Spirit filled man ever was led to a cross to die. The cross challenges our 
thinking on the leadership and what it means to be led by the Spirit. 
 
In our thinking, what is the mark of a Spirit filled believer? In our thinking, what 
does it look like to be led by the Spirit? Does the cross figure at all into our thinking 
about being filled and being led by the Spirit? 
 
Conforming to the Methods of God or Launching Out on Our Own 
The mission of God and the mission of the church are one. The cross is central to the 
method of God for Christ and for the church in mission. 
 
Do we see our place in mission as participating with God on mission? Does our 
thinking on strategy reflect the methodology of God? Do we think we can improve 
upon the strategy of God?  
 
Summary 
All theological thinking needs to stay in continual dialogue with the cross. These 
probing questions call us to repentance. They expose the ways we have 
compromised and moved away from the centrality of the cross. These principles also 
help us to formulate sound methodology in line with the ways of God.100 
 
 
CONCLUSION: APPLYING THE GOSPEL AS WE PROCLAIM IT 
The gospel is the message of mission, the appropriate shape of mission, and the 
evaluator of mission thinking and action. Christopher Wright is correct in his 
analysis of the role of the cross. 
 

“The cross is the unavoidable center of our mission. All Christian mission 
flows from the cross—as its source, its power, and as that which defines its 
scope. It is vital that we see the cross as central and integral to every aspect 
of holistic, biblical mission, that is, of all we do in the name of the crucified 
and risen Jesus.”101  

 
The urgency of the task before us demands clear-headed action. I believe there is 
biblical simplicity in being on mission with God. The greatest barriers to gospel 
advancement are of often of our own making. Fear, shame, and unwillingness to 
sacrifice are internal obstacles that plague us all. We must cultivate a deep abiding 
confidence in the gospel of Christ and in the indwelling missionary Spirit.  
 

                                                
100 This section has focused on broad principles and general questions. What is being 
discussed here is applicable to pastoral ministry, church planting, evangelism, and missions. 
The principles here are broad enough that they really speak into what our Christian 
existence is to look like. The cross-shaped life is intended to reach into our jobs, families, and 
interaction with neighbors.  

 
101 Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God: Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative 
(Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2006), 314-15.  

 



    
 

      32 

We must labor to consistently and boldly proclaim the gospel. We must embrace the 
cross as the way to demonstrate the sacrificial concern of the gospel for those we 
seek to reach. We are called by our Lord to throw caution to the wind, utterly forsake 
our reputation, forget the comforts of this world and follow him on the Jerusalem 
road that those without Christ might have him.  
 
Death is a real possibility for followers of Christ engaging his mission. The option to 
love one’s life in this world is non-existent. Hating our lives is required when we 
claim Christ (Lk 14:26). There is a reckless abandon required by the Bride of Christ. 
Christ our head is leading us in sacrificial love and we are called to submit and follow 
his lead. 
 
Being with God on mission requires that we take him at his word. All talk of method 
and strategy is moot if we are not obeying the straightforward commands of our 
Lord.102 It is far easier to talk and develop strategy than to engage people with the 
strategy of God. And, we have seen that the strategy of God is simple: communicate 
the cross while you carry it.103   
 
We are the church of Christ empowered by the Spirit of Christ to proclaim the cross 
of Christ through words and deed. To conclude, it is important to apply  the gospel 
to ourselves as we strive to proclaim and embrace the cross on mission.  
 
Heralding the Gospel to the Gospel Herald 
“Do” in the New Testament flows out of “done.” We desperately need the same gospel 
that shapes our message and method in mission.104  The gospel boasts of a 
sufficiency not only to shape missiology, but to justify, compel, and sustain those on 
mission.  
 

                                                
102 This statement is in danger of oversimplification. I don’t want to minimize the importance 
of strategy and methodology that takes into account culture, language, worldview, and other 
areas that must be engaged to effectively communicate the gospel. But on the flipside, there 
is also a danger of over-complication. I am arguing that the cross must be foundational to 
our methodology and strategy. When this is in place and we are walking obediently as cross-
heralds and cross bearers, then we can consider these areas that are necessary for mission 
engagement. Contextualization means nothing without the cross.  

 
103 I have not specified what taking up the cross looks like in mission. Bearing the cross in 
mission is about loving others in a way that is costly to ourselves. The heart of cross-shaped 
mission is accompanying the message of Christ’s sacrifice with self-sacrifice. There are many 
deaths that must be died in mission that is cruciform: from any form of self-denial for the 
sake of another to literal death for the sake of another. The central matter here is love 
toward others for the sake of the gospel that costs us. 

 
104 This paper has been heavy on the Christus exemplar motif in Scripture. It is important 
to understand that this theme is subordinate to and flows out of the atonement themes of 
Christ as substitute. Christ is first and foremost the sacrifice for our sins that provides us 
justification before God, reconciliation with God, adoption into God’s family, redemption 
from sin and death, propitiation, triumph, and a warm welcome into the household of God. 
To place Christ’s death as an example before Christ’s death as substitute is to unravel the 
gospel. 
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We must stay rooted in the finished work of Jesus for it is only here that we are 
enabled to walk out the mission he has given. A vigorous gospel-centered missiology 
will not fail to press home the message of the cross to the messenger.  
 
The Faithful Witness 
Being on mission with God does not save us. God on mission for us does. Jesus came 
as the “apostle” (Heb 3:1) and “faithful witness” (Rev 1:5). He was the only perfectly 
obedient ambassador of the Father. He obeyed all the instructions of the Sender. He 
did not lift his comfort or personal concerns above the Father’s will. He poured out 
his life even to death to accomplish the mission of God. The Son was the perfect 
missionary (Jn 6:38). 
 
The Son was the perfect evangelist (Rev 1:5). The Son was the perfect Elder and 
Pastor (1 Pet. 5:4). The Son was the perfect Church planter (Matt 16:18). The Son 
was the perfect Servant (Mk 10:45). This Son is our righteousness. This Jesus is the 
one who justifies us before the Father. Our hope is not in our faithfulness in the tasks 
he has given, but his faithfulness in the task that he has completed.  
 
We are free from ourselves to be slaves of our neighbors. We have nothing to gain 
for we already have it all in Christ and therefore have nothing to lose. Our mission 
is rooted in justification by faith. We rest in one who was perfectly obedient on 
mission for God. He did this for us and his perfect obedience has been imputed to us! 
 
The Compelling Gospel 
The gospel we preach is the gospel that propels us to preach. Paul was compelled by 
the love of Christ in the gospel (2 Cor 5:14-15). The love of God in the cross riveted 
Paul literally driving him to action. As we muse on God’s lovingkindness toward us 
in the gospel, our hearts are warmed and motivated to loyal devotion. 
 
The story of the One who gave his all moves us to do the same. The promises of the 
gospel drive us to faithful witness. The gospel gives us assurance of salvation from 
sin, guilt, sickness, death, Satan, and hell.  
 
The gospel promises that we will be with God forever, see his face, know fellowship 
with his people, dwell on the new earth, and experience endless jo and peace. The 
gospel tells us we are God’s children, heirs with Christ, future rulers, the bride of 
Jesus, the siblings of Jesus, and saints.  
 
The gospel declares us beloved, treasured, beautiful, righteous, holy, free, and 
secure. These biblical realities are captivating. They liberate the disciple from the 
present concerns of this world and free us for the mission of God. The disciple of 
Christ who knows the gospel, has nothing to lose and he lives like it. 
 
The Gospel in Our Failure 
We fail in the task of mission. We are riddled with fear. We are seduced by the 
approval of man. We struggle with looking stupid and being despised. We often fail 
to speak when we should. We choose comfort over the cross.  
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We are frail messengers who constantly struggling with sin. The gospel comes to us 
in our failure and speaks the precious word of forgiveness to us, over and over again. 
The gospel tells us that Christ is our righteousness.  
 
In our failure and sin, the gospel cleanses the guilty conscience. The gospel gives us 
a fresh start every time we embrace it and strengthens us to get up and go again. 
We need the gospel that embraces a Peter who denies Jesus. We need the gospel that 
forgives a John Mark who forsakes his mission team.  
 
When we fail, we must fiercely rest in the gospel we preach. We must embrace the 
freedom the gospel gives and we must get up and go hard again. The gospel is 
sufficient. We have a mighty Spirit and a mighty Word. Indeed, we are unstoppable. 
Let’s go! God help us.  
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