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PREFACE 

If we might add a personal word, as to why we feel the need to write this thesis. Our 

family was appointed by the International Mission Board in 1981, to serve as Church 

Planters in Ghana, West Africa. After eight years in Ghana, our mission work took us to 

South Africa in 1989, first in the homelands of Ciskei and Transkei as church planters, 

and then to Johannesburg, where we served as the administrator for our company’s 

Southern Africa work. In 1998, we were sent to Harare, Zimbabwe, where we were 

responsible for developing strategy for the International Mission Board for the Southern 

African Region of 17 countries, including the Indian Ocean Islands. In 2000, we were 

led in an entirely new direction to go to Mainland China, where we were on various 

platforms in three cities, working among the house churches until 2012, when we 

returned to Africa, to take up our current responsibility for our company, to oversee the 

Chinese Diaspora work in Africa, Middle East, and Europe. 

 

Arriving in Ghana, in 1981, was not an easy assignment for several reasons. First, 

Ghana had just experienced a military coup d’état six months earlier, which had kept us 

from leaving the United States, while waiting for the new government to be in place, 

before approving our visas and work permits.  As we flew into the Accra International 

Airport, we saw several tanks parked along the runways, with one particular tank with its 

50mm cannon aimed directly at our KLM plane’s disembarking passengers, including 

our family of five. The new military government was in power, but uncertainty and fear 

still filled the air.  
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Second, and a bit less dramatic and unknown to us, we were arriving in a mission that 

was on the verge of having major issues with the national Baptist Convention that would 

soon lead to a complete break down between our two entities. The situation was 

complicated, with many ramifications/personalities on each side. But one underlying 

cause was a national Baptist body, in a post-colonial independent country, yearning to 

take control of its own destiny from a very reluctant group of American missionaries.  

  

Third, in looking back over a long mission career, which has spanned more than 30 

years, we have had many failures and successes, language and cultural faux pas, and 

thousands of learning experiences, but only one major regret - that we did not do more 

to help prepare the Majority world believers to be effective participants in Missio Dei. In 

those days, we shared the vision for church planting and multiplication, but did not offer 

appropriate training, nor establish strategic partnerships that would have helped our 

local brothers take their place on the world stage of international cross-cultural mission.  

 

Now, as we have been writing this thesis, we see the Majority world in the center of 

gravity for Global Christianity, knowing God has called out great numbers of them to join 

Him in taking the Gospel to the remaining unreached, unengaged ‘People Groups’, and 

also to be catalysts to bring renewal to the Global North. We believe that the Majority 

world has both an ‘Apostolic’ and ‘Reverse’ mission to fulfill in Missio Dei. 

 

On a recent note, when we returned to Shanghai in December 2011, after being in the 

States for several months on Stateside Assignment, the first call that I received on my 

mobile phone was from Brother Li, the mission director of one of the largest house-
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church networks in China. His network has a vision for taking the Gospel to the nations, 

beginning with the nations that share a border with China. I will never forget the words 

that Brother Li spoke during that phone conversation. After sharing the gist of his house 

church network’s vision for the nations, he asked, “Can you help us?”  That is what this 

thesis is about: Offering a model of how the Mainland Chinese believers can fulfill their 

apostolic role in Missio Dei, in reaching the nations for Jesus Christ. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

Missio Dei is a phrase used to describe the mission of God, as revealed in Scripture. 
One of the key verses to understanding the ultimate goal of God’s mission is the vision 
of heaven given to the Apostle John in the Book of Revelation, “After this I looked and 
there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, 
people, and language, standing before the throne and before the Lamb…” (Rev 7:9). 
God’s mission is to have for Himself a special redeemed people from every ‘People 
Group’ on earth. In Trinitarian Missio Dei, God is a ‘sending’ God, who sent Himself in 
pursuit of lost mankind; who sent His Son, Jesus to bear the sins of a lost world upon 
His body on the Cross; and who sent the Holy Spirit to instruct and empower the 
Church, which is commissioned and sent forth to carry on His mission of having a 
people from among all ‘Peoples’ of the earth. The shift in the center of gravity of world 
Christianity from the Global North to the Global South can be seen as God’s divine 
orchestration in raising up a mighty army, who will take the Gospel to the remaining 
unreached, unengaged ‘Peoples’. The Chinese house church networks have sensed 
God’s calling to take the Gospel ‘back to Jerusalem’ crossing the Buddhist, Hindu, and 
Muslim worlds, along the ancient eastern Silk Routes. As part of this Global South 
migration, Chinese are already living in over 140 countries around the world, where 
many of these unreached ‘People Groups’ are located. We see the Nestorian ‘merchant 
missionaries’ as a model for Chinese migrants to fulfill God’s calling to complete the 
‘Great Commission’ mandate. 
 
Keywords: Missio Dei; Global South; Abrahamic Great Commission mandate; Shift in 
the center of Christian gravity; ‘back to Jerusalem’; ‘People Groups’; Chinese migrants; 
Wenzhou ‘boss”.churches. 
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OPSOMMING 
 

Missio Dei is ‘n frase wat gebruik word om die missie van God, soos geopenbaar in die 
Skrif, te beskryf. Een van die sleutelverse om die einddoel van God se missie te 
verstaan is die visioen van die hemel wat aan die Apostel Johannes gegee is in die 
Openbaring Boek, “Na hierdie dinge het ek gesien, en kyk, daar was ‘n groot menigte 
wat niemand kon tel nie, uit alle nasies en stamme en volke en tale; hulle het gestaan 
voor die troon en voor die Lam …” (Openb 7:9). God se missie is om vir Homself ‘n 
spesiale, vrygekoopte mensdom van elke Mensegroep op aarde te hê. In Drie-enige 
Missio Dei, is God ‘n God wat stuur, wat Homself gestuur het in die najaging van die 
verlore mensdom; wat Sy Seun, Jesus, gestuur het om die sondes van ‘n verlore wêreld 
in Sy liggaam aan die Kruis te dra; en wat die Heilige Gees gestuur het om die Kerk, 
wat die opdrag gegee en uitgestuur is om Sy missie om mense vanuit alle 
Mensegroepe op aarde te bereik, te onderrig en in staat te stel. Die skuif van die 
middelpunt van belang van wêreld Christenskap vanaf die Globale Noorde na die 
Globale Suide kan gesien word as God se heilige uitwerking in die oprigting van ‘n 
magtige weermag, wat die Evangelie na die res van die onbereikte, ongeredde mense 
sal neem. Die “Chinese House Church” netwerke het God se roeping om die Evangelie 
“Terug na Jerusalem” te neem, ervaar – ten spyte daarvan dat dit die kruising van die 
Buddhiste, Hindu, en Muslim wêrelde met die antieke Oosterse Syroetes langs geverg 
het. As deel van hierdie Globale Suid verskuiwing, woon Chinese alreeds in meer as 
140 lande dwarsoor die wêreld, waar baie van hierdie onbereikte Mensegroepe 
woonagtig is. Ons sien die Nestoriaanse ‘handeldrywende sendelinge’ as ‘n model vir 
rondtrekkende Chinese om God se roeping te vervul om die Groot Kommissie Mandaat 
te voltooi. 
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1  INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Background and Rationale 

Our desire in this thesis is to answer the question: “What is the emerging apostolic 

role of Mainland Chinese migrants in Africa and Middle East in Missio Dei?”  We 

will begin our approach to this question by having a clear understanding of the 

‘Great Commission’ mandate.  

 

In Section One, we will consider this mandate in three parts: (1) the Abrahamic 

Covenant of Genesis 12:1-3; (2) the Messianic/missional fulfillment of the mandate 

through Jesus Christ, and (3) how the Church and believers are to participate in 

fulfilling this mandate.  

  

In Section Two, we will look at current data related to the rise of the Global South to 

a position of ‘prominence’ in world mission. We will ask three questions: (1) What 

facilitated this rise? (2) How fast is it growing? (3) Where is it headed?  We will begin 

with data related to the decline of the Global North, followed by data related to the 

rise of the in the Global South. Finally, we will look at the ‘unfinished task’ among 

unreached, unengaged ‘People Groups’, and the need for reawakening in the North. 

 

In Section Three, we will review the role of migrants in Missio Dei from a biblical and 

an historical perspective. Finally we will make our proposal as to the emerging 

apostolic role of Mainland Chinese migrants in Africa and Middle East.  We will focus 

on how the Nestorian ‘merchant missionaries’ could serve as a model for sharing the 

Gospel cross-culturally. 
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1.2 Research Problem and Objectives: 

What do we wish to research? 
 

1. The biblical, theological mandate for taking the Gospel to every ‘People 
Group’ on earth. 

2. The decline of the Global North in ‘prominence’ in world mission. 

3. The rise of the Global South as the emerging center of Christian gravity and 
mission. 

4. The need for a strategic model that will help facilitate an emerging apostolic 
role for Mainland Chinese migrants in Africa and Middle East in Missio Dei. 

 
What are the specific aims? 
   

1. To explore critical passages in Scripture that point to a mandate for taking the 
Gospel to the whole world. 

2. To show how Christian gravity has moved from a European/North American 
‘prominence’ to a Latin American/Africa/Asian (LAFRICASIA) ‘prominence’. 

3. To provide a model to help facilitate an emerging apostolic role for Mainland 
Chinese migrants in Missio Dei. 

 

1.3 The Research Problem/Question: 

How may a mission strategy facilitate an emerging apostolic role for Mainland 
Chinese migrants in Africa and Middle East in Missio Dei? 
 
 
 
1.4 The Research Design: 

Our first task will be to research biblical information, related to the Abrahamic 

mandate, Messianic fulfillment, and the Church’s ‘commission’ to fulfill this mandate. 

This will be followed by data research, related to Global North and Global South. 

Finally, we will present a model to help facilitate an emerging apostolic role for 

Mainland Chinese migrants in Missio Dei. This final point is the essence of our 
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contribution to Christian mission’s strategy awareness and facilitation in the field of 

practical theology and missiology. 

 

1.5 Research Methodology 

The following categories will be explored: 

(1) We will use the literary-compilative method, looking at the various 

contributions made by biblical scholars, commentators, and other authors. We 

will also do a careful hermeneutical/exegetical study of the key passages in 

context, to discover the original intent of the inspired writers, in relation to the 

Abrahamic mandate, the Messianic fulfillment, and the ‘Commission’ to the 

church, to finish this mandate. 

 

(2) We will use the inductive/qualitative research method. Inductive, since we will 

be moving from observation, to pattern, to tentative hypothesis, to theory. It 

will be qualitative in that our research will be characterized by induction, 

subjectivity, process-oriented, constant comparison, and narrative description. 

Furthermore, we will consider already published materials and apply some of 

our own interpretation for our current question. 

 

1.6 Missio Dei: The Bible’s ‘Grand Narrative’ 

More than a century ago, Karl Graul, (cited by Bosch, 1980:240), stated that mission 

is not, “’the apostolic road from church to church, but the Triune God moving in the 

world”. According to Christopher Wright, the term Missio Dei can be traced back to 

Karl Barth’s lecture in 1928, in which he connected ‘mission’ with the doctrine of the 
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Trinity.  Hearing that lecture, the German missiologist, Karl Hartenstein, (cited by 

Wright, 2006:62), coined the phrase, Missio Dei, to help summarize Barth’s teaching. 

 

Missio Dei, the sending of God, did not commence with the ‘sending’ of Jesus by the 

Father, or with the ‘sending’ of the Holy Spirit by both the Father and the Son, but it 

is God’s plan from eternity past, to have a special ‘People’ of His own, who worship, 

honor, and obey Him. Ashford writes “…God’s mission is to redeem for Himself a 

people, who will be a kingdom of priests to the praise of His glory, who will bear 

witness to His gospel and advance the church, and who will dwell with Him forever 

on a new heaven and earth” (2011:1). Bosch adds: “Mission has its origin in the 

heart of God. God is the fountain of sending love. This is the deepest sense of 

mission and it is impossible to penetrate deeper still. There is a mission because 

God loves people” (1991:392). 

 

This mission of ‘sending’ is seen clearly in the first pages of Scripture. In Creation, 

God blessed Adam and Eve, and then sent them into the world to, “…be fruitful and 

increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it…” (Gen. 1:28). As His image 

bearers, God intended for man to multiple and fill the earth with offspring that would 

also bear His image and glorify His Name throughout the earth.  God also sent 

Himself into the Garden after the 'fall' of mankind.  God is seen “…walking in the 

garden in the cool of the day…” (Gen. 3:8), He came to confront man over his fall 

into disobedience/sin, and to provide a blood covering for man’s nakedness and 

shame (Gen. 3:21). As redemption for sin, God promised to send ‘One’ who would 

crush the head of man’s enemy, the serpent, Satan (Gen. 3:15).  
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In the next eight chapters of Genesis, God continued His mission of ‘sending’. He 

sent Noah and his family into the Ark, to be saved from the coming ‘flood’ that God 

was sending to judge man. “The Lord saw how great man’s wickedness on the earth 

had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all 

the time” (Gen. 6:5).  After the ‘flood’, as a result of mankind’s desire to disobey 

God’s command to spread throughout the earth, He dispersed the nations at the 

Tower of Babel across the face of the earth (Gen. 11:4). All of this ‘sending’ 

demonstrates that God will not give up on man, for He has an eternal plan and 

purpose, and man is at the center of this plan. Baldwin sums up the first eleven 

chapters of Genesis, 

Three times in the first eleven chapters God’s judgment had fallen: 
mankind was banished from the garden of God (Gen. 3:23-24), 
destroyed by the Flood (Gen. 6-9), and divided into diverse 
languages (Gen. 11:1-9).  There were also five primal curses. The 
serpent was cursed (Gen. 3:17); Cain was condemned to doubtful 
harvests and anxious wanderings (Gen. 4:11-12) and Canaan to 
servitude (Gen. 9:25-27); linguistic distinctions ensured chaotic 
misunderstandings between nations (Gen. 11:1-9). True, there had 
also been blessings (Gen. 1:28; 9:1); but in relation to God the 
predominance of divine pleasure, resulting in judgment, made for 
fear and uncertainty. Now a new departure is about to be made 
which will remove the doubt about God’s intention to bridge the gulf 
between Himself and mankind (1986:28). 

 
Genesis 12:1-3, the ‘sending’ of Abraham marks a fresh start in the Bible’s grand 

narrative, Mission Dei. The first step had already been taken by Abraham’s father, 

Terah, who led his family out of Ur of the Chaldeans for Canaan, but settled in Haran 

(Gen. 11:31). In the Book of Acts during Stephen’s sermon before the Sanhedrin, we 

learn that God first spoke to Abraham while he was still in Ur of the Chaldeans 

(Mesopotamia), before he lived in Haran (Acts 7:2-4). He along with his father and 

other relatives were on a journey to Canaan, but were only part way there, when 

Terah decided to settle the family in Haran. After Abraham’s father’s death, God 
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spoke again to Abraham and renewed the call to “…leave his country, his people 

and his father’s household and go to a land that I will show you” (Gen. 12:1).  Along 

with sending Abraham, God promised to bless him, to bless his family, and to bless 

his posterity, through whom the nations would receive blessings. These promises 

have a seven-fold structure:   

 (1) I will make you a great nation  
 (2) I will bless you  
 (3) I will make your name great 
 (4) You will be a blessing 
 (5) I will bless those who bless you  
 (6) I will curse those who curse you  
 (7) All peoples on earth will be blessed through you (Gen. 12:1-3).   
 
In Genesis, God made two promises that have universal application.  In Genesis 

3:15, He promised that 'One' would come to crush the head of the enemy of the 

whole race of mankind. In Genesis 12:1-3, He promised that through Abraham, there 

was ‘One’ who was coming through Abraham’s ‘seed’, who would bless all the 

nations of the earth.  The Apostle Paul spoke of this as the ‘gospel in advance’ (Gal. 

3:8). Kaiser wrote concerning the call of Abraham, in Genesis 12:1-3, “Indeed, here 

is where mission really begins in a formal way.  Here is the first ‘Great Commission’ 

of the Bible. It is this thesis that dominates the strategy, theology, and mission of the 

Old Testament” (2000: xix). 

 

In Section One, we will continue to unpack this biblical, theological mandate, and 

see how it found its Messianic and missional fulfillment in the person of Jesus Christ. 

We will also see  how the ‘sending’ of Christ and His ‘commissions’ of the church are 

a continuation of God’s plan to bless all the ‘People Groups’ of earth. 
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1.7 The Global South:  God’s ‘Anchor Leg’ in Missio Dei? 

God has called the church and individual believers to take the Gospel to all ‘Peoples’ 

on earth (Acts 1:8). Along with this call, He has promised that one day in eternity, we 

will all witness this remarkable, eschatological picture: 

After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no 
one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, 
standing before the Throne and in front of the Lamb. They were 
wearing white robes and holding palm branches in their hands. And 
they cried out with a loud voice: ‘Salvation belongs to our God, who sits 
upon the Throne and to the Lamb’ (Rev. 7:9-10). 
 

Jenkins states that the center of gravity for the Christian world has steadily moved 

away from Europe, southward toward Africa and Latin America, and eastward 

toward Asia, so that today, the largest Christian communities are located in Africa, 

Latin America and Asia (2011:1). Supporting this statement, other researchers point 

out that shortly after 1980, Christians in the Global South (Latin America, Africa, and 

Asia – LAFRICASIA) were outnumbering the believers in the Global North (Europe, 

North America), so that the geographical center of Christian gravity is currently 

located in Timbuktu, Mali, Africa  (Ahrend, 2012:nn).  

 

The number of believers in the Global South countries continues to rise: (1) 633 

million Christians in Africa; (2) 640 million Christians in Latin America; and (3) 460 

million Christians in Asia. But, even more important is their growing sense of ‘call’ to 

take the Gospel cross-culturally to the ‘ends of the earth’, to reach the remaining 

pockets of unreached, unevangelized ‘Peoples’, and fulfill the ‘Great Commission’ 

mandate.  For example: (1) China’s ‘back to Jerusalem’ (B2J) goal is to mobilize 

100,000 cross-cultural missionaries to take the Gospel back to Jerusalem, along the 

ancient ‘Silk Roads’. (2) Brazil has sent out 2,000 missionaries, and has established 

100 training centers, around the world, to mobilize thousands more. (3) The Nigerian 
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Evangelical Missionary Alliance (NEMA) has 95 mission agencies, with 5,200 

missionaries stationed in 56 countries around the world (Ahrend, 2012:nn). 

 

In Section Two, we will continue our investigation and analysis of the relevant data 

related to the rise of ‘prominence’ of the Global South, in the field of world mission. 

As a further point of enquiry, we will also investigate the decline of Christianity in the 

Global North, in numbers of adherents; cross-cultural mission engagement; and 

overall theological influence in their worldwide mission enterprise. In reference to 

researching the mission data related to the rise of the Global South, we will be 

especially examining the phenomenal numerical growth of Christianity in the Majority 

World. Also we will examine their role in world mission, to help reach the remaining 

unreached, unengaged ‘People Groups’ to help finish the ‘Great Commission’ task.  

Finally, we will look at the prospect of the Global South becoming a catalyst for 

reawakening the Global North. 

 

For our purposes, we will focus on the Western Europe portion of the Global North. 

Here we have two pictures, one of decline and one of hope. According to ‘World 

Christian Trends’, the top ten ‘People Groups’ most resistant to the Gospel are in 

Western Europe and the top ten ‘People Groups’ most responsive to the Gospel are 

in Asia (Barrett et al., 2001:408). Looking at signs of decay, Western Europe has 

hundreds of large church buildings that have been closed or transformed into 

apartments, businesses, theaters, and social halls. In Denmark, where eighty 

percent of the population is affiliated with the state Lutheran Church, only one to two 

percent attend services with any degree of regularity. In Scotland, the official state 

church, the Church of Scotland, now has less than 500,000 members, out of more 
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than five million population (Tennent, 2010:318). For another example, according to 

Tennent, the historical William Cary memorial church in England is now a Hindu 

Temple (2010:17).  

 

On the other hand, there are scattered rays of hope.  For example, there are vibrant 

immigrant churches being established all across Europe, bringing hope to post-

Christendom Europe. The largest church in Europe, Kingsway International Christian 

Center (KICC), is in the heart of London, led by a Nigerian pastor, with seven 

Sunday services and 12,000 in attendance each week, mostly from West African 

countries. A second ray of hope is the group of faithful pastors, still remaining in their 

assignments in the old churches across Europe, trying to stir up their congregants to 

evangelize their neighborhoods (Tennent, 2010:319-321). 

 

The Global North continues to focus on the ‘10/40 window’ targeting the unreached, 

unengaged ‘People Groups’ in the Buddhist, Hindu, and Muslim world. At the same 

time, there are a large number of missionaries from the Global South, who are 

serving in Europe, which is shedding a third ray of hope on re-awakening Europe. 

Phillip Jenkins estimates that there are currently 1,500 missionaries from fifty 

nations, now serving in the United Kingdom alone (2007:49). 

 

As we reflect on this dual picture of decline and hope in the Global North, our next 

chapter will give attention to the rise of Christianity in the Global South.  The figures 

are staggering.  Between 1900 and 2000, the number of Christians in Africa grew 

from 10 million to over 360 million and from 10 percent to 46 percent of the total 

population. Today, Africa and Asia represent 30 percent of the Christians in the 
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world (Jenkins, 2006:9). In 2000, China had the second largest evangelical Christian 

population in the world, exceeded only by the United States. It is estimated that by 

2050, China could have the world’s largest number of evangelical Christians, 

followed by the United States, India, Nigeria, Ethiopia, and Brazil (Johnstone, 

2011:145).  Sixty-six percent of all Catholics are now located in Latin America, 

Africa, and Asia, with predictions that this percentage could rise to seventy-five 

percent by 2025 (Jenkins, 2006:9).    

 

In Tennent’s work on World Missions, he listed seven mega-trends that are shaping 

twenty-first century missions:  

 (1) The Collapse of Christendom  
 (2) The Rise of Postmodernism: Theological, Cultural, and 
 Ecclesiastical Crisis   
 (3) The Collapse of the “West reaches the Rest” Paradigm  
 (4) The Changing Face of Global Christianity  
 (5) The Emergence of a Fourth Branch of Christianity  
 (6) Globalization: Immigration, Urbanization, and New 
 Technologies  
 (7) A Deeper Ecumenism (2010:18) 
 
In looking at the fourth mega-trend, ‘The Changing Face of Global Christianity’, he 

captures some of the data related to the rise of the Global South:  

 1.  365 million Christians in Africa --- represents one-fifth of all  
  Christians. 
 
 2.  In the twentieth century, 16,500 people came to Christ every  
  day in Africa. 
 
 3.  1970-1985, the African church grew by six million. 
  
 4.  1970-1985, the European church lost six million from their  
  membership rolls. 
  
 5.   Today, the church in Korea has twenty million, out of a   
  population of forty-nine million. 
  
 6.  India is home to over sixty million Christians, and by 2050, will  
  have over 100 million Christians. 
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 7.  China has over 90 million Christians, and the church is growing  
  by 16,500 per day (2010:18-50). 
 
Tennent went on to say …”never before has the church had so many dramatic and 

simultaneous advances into multiple new cultural centers” (2010:33). But much of 

the missionary efforts of the Global South are characterized by a ‘south to south’ 

engagement, such as Brazilians serving in Angola, Ugandans serving in India, 

Koreans serving in the Middle East, and Nigerians reaching West Africans in 

Europe. 

 
 
1.8 An Emerging Apostolic Role for Mainland Chinese in Missio Dei 
 
In Section Three, we will present a model of an emerging apostolic role for Mainland 

Chinese migrants in Africa and Middle East, in Missio Dei. Mainland Chinese make 

up the ‘third wave’ of Chinese migrants to Africa and Middle East.  The ‘first wave’ of 

Chinese began to arrive in Africa in the late 1870s, who now in places like South 

Africa, made up of second, third, and fourth generation South African-born Chinese. 

The ‘second wave’ of Chinese migrants, mainly citizens from Taiwan, began arriving 

in the late 1970s and 1980s. Most of these migrants were industrialists who had 

arrived to set up factories. Mainland migrants, who currently make up the largest 

contingency of Chinese, began arriving in the late 1990s. Today they are mainly 

workers from the rural parts of China, who have come to set up small 

shops/factories, in search of a better life. The largest numbers of this ‘third wave’ of 

Chinese migrants to Africa are living in South Africa, with an estimated 300,000 

population, followed by Dubai, United Arab Emirates, with an estimated 180,000 

population. These Mainland workers come from the rural, poorer sections of China, 

along the eastern seaboard, which is also the heart of the house church networks. 
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We have travelled extensively in Africa and parts of the Middle East, and in most 

major cities, there is at least one, and usually several of these small shops and/or 

factories owned and operated by Chinese. Most of these owners have arrived from 

the Mainland within the last ten years. Also, in most of these major cities, there is 

usually some type of Chinese Christian church, seeking to evangelize and minister 

to the Chinese Diaspora community. 

 

Mainland Chinese migrants are in nearly every country and major city of the world.  

The Confucius Institute, for example, is an arm of the Chinese government, 

established to promote Chinese language and culture, and to build good inter-

national relationships. These institutes are in over 100 countries, with some 

countries having multiple centers. The city of Wenzhou is often called the ‘Antioch’ of 

China, because of its strong Christian background and ability to send out Christian 

businessmen all across the world. Many of these Wenzhou Christian migrants have 

established Chinese Diaspora ministries and/or churches in host countries. 

 

There are at least three Chinese Diaspora-related ministries that are currently taking 

place: (1) mission to the Diaspora; (2) mission among the Diaspora, and (3) mission 

through the Diaspora. Mission to the Diaspora usually involves Chinese from outside 

Mainland China being sent by a Chinese ‘sending’ agency or church.  The second 

mission involves Christian Chinese in a particular overseas location sharing the 

Gospel with Chinese around them. Both of these mission ministries are strongly 

ethnocentric, whereby, for the most part, they involve Chinese serving among 

Chinese, seeking to evangelize, disciple, and plant churches, without crossing 

cultural or language barriers. The third Diaspora mission is mission through the 
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Chinese that crosses culture to serve among the people in their host country. It 

involves sharing the Gospel among some of the most unreached, unengaged 

‘People Groups’. This third mission ministry, Chinese Diaspora serving cross-

culturally, will be the focus of our proposal in the final section of our thesis. 
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2. SECTION ONE: THE BIBLICAL, THEOLOGICAL MANDATE 

2.1  Chapter One: The Abrahamic ‘Great Commission’ mandate 

Missio Dei: Defined 

Until recently the Missio Dei concept has been understood in various ways. It has 

been understood in stereological terms related to the salvation of man, and it was 

seen in cultural terms of bringing people from the Majority world into the blessings of 

the Global Christian North. The concept was also seen in ecclesiastical terms 

referring to the ministry of the church or a specific denomination, in expanding its 

reach and influence.  This concept also had a component that was understood in 

terms of events that would usher in the ‘kingdom of God’ by evolution or historical 

event.  

 

In a paper read at the Brandenburg Missionary Conference in 1932, according to 

Karl Barth (cited by Bosch, 1991:389) became one of the first theologians to 

articulate ‘mission' as the activity of God himself.  A few years later in 1938, at the 

Tambaram meeting of the ‘International Missionary Conference’, the delegation 

confessed that only “through a creative act of God His Kingdom will be 

consummated in the final establishment of a new Heaven and a new Earth…” 

(Bosch, 1991:389). 

 

It was later, at the Willingen meeting of the ‘International Missionary Conference’ that 

the concept of Missio Dei was conceived and mission was understood as being 

rooted in the very nature of God. It was put in the context of the doctrine of the 

Trinity, and not merely in ecclesiastical or stereological terms. The classical doctrine 

of Missio Dei, as the Father ‘sending’ the Son, and the Father and the Son ‘sending’ 
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the Holy Spirit, was expanded to include yet another movement:  Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit ‘sending’ the Church into the world (Bosch, 1991:390). 

 

Wright offered a word of caution in seeing mission as only the acts of God, “…in 

some circles the concept of Missio Dei then becomes seriously weakened by the 

idea that it referred simply to God’s involvement in the world’s historical process, not 

to any specific work of the church. The idea that mission belonged to God came to 

mean that it was not ours” (2006:63). God is a ‘sending’ God. Early in Scripture, God 

is seen as the one who ‘sends’ Himself to drive His purpose and ultimate goal. After 

the 'fall', God entered the Garden to provide a sacrifice, a blood-stained garment 

(Gen. 3:21), to replace Adam and Eve’s feeble and futile attempt to hide their shame 

with sewed fig leaves (Gen. 3:7). God promised that there would be a male who 

would come to crush the head of man’s arch enemy, the serpent (Gen. 3:15). Wright 

stated: ”This has often been pointed out as a four-point narrative: Creation, fall, 

redemption, and future hope and ...that this God has a goal, a purpose, a mission 

that will ultimately be accomplished by the power of God’s Word and for the glory of 

His Name. This is the mission of the biblical God” (2006:64). As Peters writes about 

this protoevangelium: “…it becomes the illuminating star out of the darkness and 

despair, and Genesis 12 - the call of Abraham - is the beginning of a divine counter 

culture designed both to arrest evil and unfold the gracious plan, salvation and 

purpose of God.  It is a new ray of hope for the world” (1972:90). This ray of hope 

found in the protoevangelium unfolds six facts: 

1.  Salvation is God-wrought; thus it is certain and full of the grace.  God 
is its source, Originator, Initiator, and Procurer.  Salvation is of God.  
He is mankind’s only hope. This refutes humanism, the self-redemption 
of man, and the principle of inevitable progress, especially as it relates 
to the religious development of mankind. 
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2. Salvation will destroy Satan, the enemy. Thus evil is not a permanent 
scourge of mankind and the world. God and good will eventually 
triumph. This refutes the theory of dualism and also the cyclical theory 
of history and experience as it underlies most Oriental religions. 
 

3. Salvation will affect mankind as a whole; it is broader than only the 
individual or a nation. This refutes the theory of narrow particularism in 
election and atonement. Salvation will reach the nations and eventually 
the race. This must not be interpreted to mean that all men will 
eventually be saved, for the Bible does not justify such a hope and 
claim. The fact, however, is that when God’s program will be 
completed, there will be a reversal in the court; while numerous 
individuals will be lost, the race as such will be saved. 
 

4. Salvation will come through a Mediator who in an organic way is 
related to mankind.  He is the seed of the woman.  This passage is the 
only place in the Bible where the term “seed of the woman” is used. 
Thus the Redeemer will be true man, as Christ indeed was.  He was 
real man although not mere man. 
 

5. Salvation is bound up with the suffering of the Redeemer; the enemy 
shall bruise His heel. 
 

6. Salvation will be experienced within history as the fall is a part of 
history. It is as real as the fall is real and as present as the fall is 
present. Salvation, therefore as upheld in the Old Testament (Gen 
3:15), includes mankind in promise, provision, purpose and potential 
(1972:85). 

 

 God’s mission has always been in His heart, as we see in the opening pages of 

Scripture by His acts to redeem man and the promise of a ‘Champion’ and a 

‘Defender’, who will come to ransom mankind (Gen.3:15). God’s ultimate mission is 

to have a people to set apart to Himself who will love, obey, and bring glory and 

honor to His Name in a new heaven and in a new earth. This is the mission of God. 

 

This ‘sending’ of God is first revealed clearly in Genesis, when God sent man to 

“…be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it” (Gen. 2:28). Man is 

to participate in God’s plan. We agree with Ahrend when he writes, “From Genesis to 

Revelation God has one plan - reaching the nations - and one method - using 
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people” (2011:24). Murray states that Missio Dei, “expresses the conviction that 

mission is not the invention, responsibility, or program of human beings, but flows 

from the character and purposes of God” (1959:39). God not only intended for the 

first man and the first woman to multiply physically, He also intended for them to 

reproduce a spiritual heritage that would spread throughout the earth to worship and 

glorify Him. Then came the ‘Fall’, when man’s sin resulted in both physical and 

spiritual death. Again before the ‘Flood’, God could have totally destroyed man from 

the face of the earth because, “The Lord saw how great man’s wickedness on the 

earth had become and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil 

all the time” (Gen. 6:5). But Noah found favor in the Lord’s eyes because he was 

“…a righteous man blameless among the people of his time…” (Gen. 6:9).  God 

saved Noah and his family from the ‘flood’ and then gave them the same command 

that He had given to Adam and Eve, “…Be fruitful and increase in number and fill the 

earth” (Gen. 9:1). However, again as we see in the Tower of Babel, man did not 

obey God’s command to replenish the earth, but rather sought to build a tower to 

maintain one language and stay in one place. As a result, God confused man’s 

language and scattered all men from that place, all over the earth (Gen. 11:7-8).  

 

We can see God revealing His plan through the first eleven chapters of Genesis, and 

agree with Wright, “…that from the great promise to Abraham in Genesis 12:1-3, we 

know this God to be totally, covenantly, and eternally committed to the mission of 

blessing the nations through the agency of the people of Abraham” (2006:63).  God 

is going to bless the nations through “one who will crush the head of the serpent” 

(Gen. 3:15). God is going to prepare for this, through promises to Abraham and the 

nation of Israel, and out of them will come ‘One’ who will bless all the nations. “The 
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unbroken thread running through the Bible is this global promise, based on God’s 

closing remarks that ‘all peoples on earth will be blessed through you’” (Ahrend, 

2011:34). As God’s story is introduced in Genesis 1-11, the plot is unfolded from the 

call of Abraham to the end of the book of Jude, and then the consummation is seen 

in Revelation, the final book of the Bible. In all of Scripture, God is moving toward 

this promise, when people from all nations are worshipping Him before His throne 

(Rev. 7:9). As we look at Scripture in light of God’s heart for all the nations, we will 

see His plan unfolding throughout the Bible. As Wright expresses: 

The Bible presents itself to us fundamentally as a narrative, a historical 
narrative at one level, but a grand mega narrative at another. It begins 
with the purpose in creation, moves on to the conflict and the problem 
generated by human rebellion against that purpose, spends most of 
the narrative journey in the story of God’s redemptive purposes being 
worked out on the stage of human history, and finishes beyond the 
horizon with the eschatological hope of a new creation (2006:63). 
 

God’s promise to Abraham included blessing all the nations on earth (Gen. 12:1-3). 

This promise was repeated at least four more times in the book of Genesis, including 

two times to Abraham (Gen. 18:18; 22:17-18), and one time to his son, Isaac (Gen. 

26:2-4), and one time to his grandson, Jacob (Gen. 28:13-15). In the rest of 

Scripture, God will identify Himself as the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  As 

Zumwalt explains: 

Why not include some other, more noteworthy individuals like Moses or 
Joseph or Samuel?...Why not? Because the deal was signed between 
God and these three in person. These three heard the covenant stated 
to them directly from God. Every time Jesus referred to the God of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, it is a reminder to the children of Israel. 
These were the people with whom God made the covenant: “I will 
bless you, and through you all the nations will be blessed” (2000:28). 

 
The journey to a new heaven and a new earth where “a great multitude that no one  
 
could count from every nation, tribe, people, and language standing before the 

throne and in front of the Lamb” (Rev. 7:9), has begun with the call of Abraham. The 
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‘One’ promised in Genesis 3:15, mankind’s ‘Champion’, who will come to destroy the 

‘enemy’ is in the loins of Abraham, as he obeyed God’s call and set out for an 

unknown land.  Abraham’s call was not just for his family’s sake, for God had the 

world in view and the goal was all of mankind.  As Peters shares, “The central and 

significant fact is that the call of Abraham is not personal favoritism of a 

particularistic god to establish a local religion in practice and design. It originates in 

the glory of God and it is designed for the welfare of mankind” (1972:110). The 

tension between the ‘through you’ and ‘all nations’ components of the Abrahamic 

mandate is seen here in the call of Abraham. God had indeed elected Abraham, and 

through him the nation of Israel, but the election itself was not the goal, it was the 

‘means’ to the goal. God’s goal in calling Abraham was that through him and his 

‘seed’, all the nations of the earth would be blessed. God would use a particular 

person, a particular nation, and a particular plan to offer a universal blessing to all 

the nations of earth.  We agree with Wright, “Israel’s election did not result in a 

rejection of the nations, but it was explicitly for their benefit. If we might paraphrase 

John, in a way he probably would have accepted, “God so loved the world that He 

chose Israel”” (2006:263).  God’s intention for Israel was not that they become 

centripetal, inward-looking and only playing a passive role in sharing the blessings of 

God with the nations, but that they be centrifugal, moving outward in sharing their 

faith and the blessings of God (Kaiser, 2000:xiii). God would bless one nation in 

order that they might be a channel through which all the other nations of earth would 

be blessed.  The missionary God who ‘sends’, was sending Abraham and the nation 

of Israel into the world as His missionaries. 
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 Moving beyond the five-fold mention in Genesis of the blessing of the nations, let us 

look at the theme of ‘universality’ of the blessing of the nations throughout the Old 

Testament. Some have called this inclusion of all the nations in the blessing of God, 

the ‘golden thread’ that runs through Scripture. We will look at selected Scripture 

passages found in the Pentateuch, the Historical Books, the Psalms, and the 

Prophets. After this, in Chapter Two, we will consider Scripture found in the New 

Testament, continuing this mandate.  

 

2.1.1. Universality of the Abrahamic Mandate in the Pentateuch 

We usually read the Old Testament from the perspective of seeing how God worked 

out His promises made to Abraham in terms of Israel’s growth as a mighty nation 

(posterity). We also see it from the perspective of the establishment of the 

relationship between Israel and God (covenant), and in terms of Israel taking 

possession of the Promise Land.  But, we often overlook the final clause in God’s 

promises to Abraham, ‘all nations on earth’ and we miss Kaiser’s emphasis, “...here 

is where mission really begins in a formal way. Here is the first Great Commission 

mandate of the Bible. It is the thesis that dominates the strategy, theology, and 

mission of the Old Testament” (2000:xix). 

 

Our purpose here is not to review every piece of Old Testament evidence of the 

universality inherent in the sending of Abraham, but to limit our consideration to key 

passages that contain phases, such as ‘all nations’, ‘all people’, or the ‘whole earth’,  

used to express the blessings of God to an audience far wider than the nation of 

Israel. 
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Exodus 9:13-16:   

Then the Lord said to Moses, “Get up early in the morning, confront 
Pharaoh and say to him, ‘this is what the Lord, the God of the Hebrews 
says: Let my people go, so that they may worship me or this time I will 
send the full force of my plagues against you and against your officials 
and your people, so you may know that there is no one like me in all 
the earth. For by now, I could have stretched out my hand and struck 
you and your people with a plague that would have wiped you off the 
face of the earth. But I have raised you up for this very purpose, that I 
might show you my power and that my name might be proclaimed in all 
the earth (Ex. 9:13-16).    

 
The events that unfolded as Israel made its exodus out of Egypt repeatedly focused 

on facts that everything that happened to the Egyptians and to Pharaoh had a 

purpose. By this, God will be known not just as Israel’s ‘tribal’ God, but as the ‘One’ 

and only God of the nations. God’s purpose was not simply to punish, but in 

displaying His uniqueness and power, He offered the Egyptians a choice to know 

Him and His blessings, or to experience His judgment on those ‘who curse Israel’.  

To ‘know’ Him connoted more than a mere intellectual knowledge and appreciation 

of who God was. God’s purpose was that the Egyptians might themselves come to a 

have a personal relationship with Him, the ‘One’, true living Creator of the entire 

universe. Fretheim writes: 

Here God’s ultimate goal of creation comes into view. In the three 
“knowing” texts (8:22; 9:14; 9:30) the relationship to God and the entire 
earth is emphasized.  Yahweh is no local god, seeking to best another 
local deity.  The issue for God, finally is that God’s name be declared 
(sapar) to the entire earth….This is no perfunctory understanding of the 
relationship on non-Israelites to Yahweh. To say that God is the God of 
the earth means that all the people are God’s people; they should 
know the name of God. Hence God’s purposes in these events are not 
focused simply of the redemption of Israel. God purposes span the 
world (1991:125). 
 
 
 

Exodus 19:4-6: 
 

You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you 
on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. Now if you obey me fully 
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and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my 
treasured possession. Although the whole earth is mine, you will be 
for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation (Ex. 19:4-6). 

 
After nearly four hundred years of silence, from the end of Genesis to the beginning 

of Exodus, God renewed His call to the nation of Israel. In this ‘eagles’ wings’ 

passage, there are three roles that Israel was to perform. First, they were to be 

God’s ‘treasured possession’. Out of all the nations, God had chosen them, not just 

to receive His blessings, but to be His instrument in reaching the other nations on 

earth, so that they too, may know Him, His blessings, and His glory. His ‘means to 

that end’ was the nation of Israel. Wright states: “The universality of God’s ultimate 

purpose for all the earth is not lost sight of. Indeed, this verse sets the rest of the 

Pentateuch in its light, just as Genesis 12:1-3 did for the rest of Genesis” (2006:225).   

 

Along with their position of special privilege, Israel would also carry a special 

obligation to listen to all that the Lord was saying to them and to comply with what 

He set before them (Mackay, 2001:327).  Referring to these verses, Peters adds, 

“…it constitutes Israel as a nation of unique position among the nations of the world 

as through Abraham they had received a particular relationship. Here responsibility 

is matched with privilege” (1972:112).  Or as Stuart states this premise, “This 

represents the separation of His chosen people from the general world population, 

or, stated in terms of the overall biblical plan of redemption, the beginning of the 

outworking of His intention to bring close to Himself a ‘People’ that will join Him for 

all eternity as adopted members of His family” (2006:422). If being God’s ‘special 

possession’ was the only function of Israel, that would argue for a particularistic view 

of the call of Abraham and of the nation through him. However, that is not the case. 

This passage goes on to say, that secondly, they would function as a ‘royal 
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priesthood’. Hamilton suggests that there are two possible ways to interpret this 

phrase: First, the priests would enjoy a special, privileged access to God. They 

would enter His presence and His holy place in a way that the laity could not. If this 

is true, then it reinforces the idea of Israel being His ‘special treasure’ with no 

responsibility to the other nations. The other possibility for interpretation of this 

phrase is that Israel would have a mediating role between God and the people and 

would be ‘bridge-builders’ between God and the nations (2011:304). God expected 

them to be a missionary nation (Fanning, 2009:12).  God chose them…”not to bless 

them to the exclusion of every other family on earth and not to single them out 

because of their superiority, but He chose them to take on the responsibility as 

serving as priest whose parish was the entire world” (Stearns, 2010:90). The third 

function for the nation of Israel in this passage was that of being a ‘holy nation’.  The 

people of Israel were set apart for God’s special purpose, not only to be great in 

size, as promised to Abraham, but also to be great in holiness to reflect God’s glory 

among the nations.  Their holiness was to attract the nations to the true God, and 

away from the idolatry of false gods.  Stuart summed up the three special functions 

of Israel with these four points: 

(1) Israel would be an example to the people of other nations, who 
would see its holy beliefs and actions and be impressed enough 
to want to know personally the same God the Israelites knew.  
 

(2) Israel would proclaim the truth of God and invite people from 
other nations to accept Him in faith as shown by confession of 
belief in Him… 
 

(3) Israel would intercede for the rest of the world by offering 
acceptable offerings to God (both sacrifices and right behavior) 
and thus ameliorate the general distance between God and 
humankind. 
 

(4) Israel would keep the promises of God, preserving His word 
already spoken and recording His word as it was revealed to 
them so that once the fullness of time had come, anyone in the 
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whole world could promptly benefit from that great body of 
divinely revealed truth, that is the Scriptures (2006:423). 

 
Leviticus 19:34: 
 
“The alien living with you must be treated as one of your native-born. Love him as  
 
yourself, for you were aliens in Egypt” (Lev. 19:34). Israel was to love the stranger in 

their midst and to treat him in two ways, first as a native among them, and then to 

love the stranger as one’s self. This not only showed God’s concern and care for the 

other nations, but also showed that God’s intention for Israel was that they be an 

instrument of God’s love for them. Bonar writes, “The stranger here spoken of is one 

who has come to reside in Israel, for the sake of Israel’s God, or simply because he 

preferred their land” (1966:355). The stranger living in their midst would learn about 

the nature and character of God and be drawn to His saving qualities. As Israel had 

been strangers in a foreign land, these aliens would be a continual reminder of the 

grace and deliverance of God from their former bondage. And it would remind them 

of the promises made to Abraham that through His seed, all the nations of earth 

would be blessed.  Concerning the stranger or ‘resident alien’, Kaiser states:  

Careful provision and instruction were given concerning the “resident 
alien” (Hebrew: ger) in the Mosaic legislation.  Moses taught; “Do not 
mistreat or oppress a foreigner (resident alien), for you were 
foreigners in Egypt” (Ex 22:21; see also Lev 19:33).  But even more 
significantly, “a foreigner residing among you who wants to celebrate 
the Lord’s Passover must have all the males in his household 
circumcised; then he may take part like one born in the land” (Ex 
12:48; also see Num 9:14). Accordingly, it is not an outlandish idea to 
think that the Lord was simultaneously extending the offer of 
salvation to the others in addition to Israel during the Old Testament 
era (2000:16). 

 

Deuteronomy 28: 9-10: 

“The Lord will establish you as His holy people, as He promised you on oath, if you 

keep the commands of the Lord your God and walk in His ways. Then all the 
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peoples on earth will see that you are called by the name of the Lord and they will 

fear you” (Deut. 28:9-10). God did not offer Israel blessings for their own personal 

self-aggrandizement. His blessings were conditional on their being a ‘holy nation’.  

As a ‘holy nation’ in the midst of idolatrous nations, Israel would be God’s witness, 

so that other nations would come to recognize this one, true God. Craigie notes:  

The blessing of God would result in the exaltation of Israel among 
other peoples; they would be afraid of (or “revere”) Israel because of 
the manifest blessings and presence of God. The name of the Lord is 
proclaimed over you - the exaltation of Israel would be a result not of 
her own merit, but of God’s blessing. Thus Israel’s glorious estate 
would be a proclamation of God’s name (see also 26:19) and a 
testimony to God’s power and grace within the world (1976:337). 
 

2.1.2 Universality of the Abrahamic Mandate in the Historic Books 

Joshua 4:23-24 

For the Lord your God dried up the Jordan before you until you had 
crossed over. The Lord your God did to the Jordan just what he had 
done to the Red Sea when he dried it up before us until we crossed 
over. He did this so that all the peoples of earth might know that the 
hand of the Lord is powerful and that you might always fear the Lord 
your God (Deut. 4:23-24). 
 

The nations were being educated as to the power of God to deliver and protect His 

‘special people’, and as a result they would want to know this powerful God. The 

surrounding nations would have heard directly or indirectly about the historic event of 

Israel crossing the Red Sea and the Jordan River on dry land, and how God had 

delivered His people from Pharaoh and other enemies. “While the Book of Joshua 

was deposited first with Israel, the expression here showed that the message was 

intended for all the people on earth in all nations, for all time (“always”)” (Harstad, 

2004:216). 
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I Samuel 17:46: 

“This day the Lord will hand you over to me, and I will strike you down and cut off 

your head.  Today, I will give the carcasses of the Philistine army to the birds of the 

air and the beasts of the earth, and the whole world will know that there is a God in 

Israel” (1 Sam. 17:46).  In facing the giant, Goliath of Gath, David was zealous for 

the Name and the Glory of God. He could not allow this Philistine to ‘defy the armies 

of God’.  In this duel, David would defeat the giant and the Philistine army in such a 

way that the whole world would know that the true living God, was able to deliver. 

Brueggemann comments: 

The purpose of David’s victory is not simply to save Israel or to defeat 
the Philistines. The purpose is the glorification of Yahweh in the eyes 
of the world….David is the one who bears witness to the rule of 
Yahweh. In so doing he calls Israel away for its imitation of the nations 
and calls the nations away from their foolish defiance of Yahweh.  In a 
quite general sense this is a “missionary speech” summoning Israel 
and the nations to fresh faith in Yahweh (1990:132). 

 
Wright adds that in the Book of Zechariah, a part of God’s eschatological vision was 

that a remnant of the Philistines would be absorbed into the future people of God, 

and that they would become leaders in the city and state that David went on to 

establish (2006:228). 

 

1 Kings 8:41-43, 60: 

As for the foreigner who does not belong to your people Israel but has 
come from a distant land because of your name - for men will hear of 
Your great name and Your mighty hand and Your outstretched arm - 
when he comes and prays toward this temple, then hear from heaven, 
Your dwelling place, and do whatever the foreigner asks of you, so that 
all the peoples of earth may know Your name and fear You, as do Your 
own people Israel… so that all the peoples of earth may know the Lord 
is God and that there is no other (1 Kings 8:41-43, 60). 
 

This is one of the most universalistic passages in the entire historical section of the 

Bible. Solomon assumed that foreigners would come to Israel because they heard 
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about God’s great name and His mighty deeds: (1) crossing the Red Sea; (2) 

crossing the Jordan River onto dry ground; (3) the covenant being established in 

Palestine; and (4) the building of the Temple. Solomon recognized that God did not 

dwell in Jerusalem alone or among the nation of Israel alone. He was the 

omnipresent, omnipotent God of all the earth, who would hear and respond to the 

prayers of other people, offered in faith: 

Thus he was far more advanced beyond the narrow provincialism of a 
Jonah and others like him who thought of Yahweh as kind of a 
personal possession of the Hebrews and therefore should have no 
interest in proclaiming Him to the nations. Solomon has a very 
magnanimous attitude toward the Gentiles and asked that God-fearers 
or proselytes among those who seek God’s face in the temple, may 
have their prayers answered, too (Vos, 1989:70). 

 
Solomon was beseeching God to answer the prayers/petitions of the foreign nations. 

Why did he want God to hear and answer these petitions?  He wanted all ‘Peoples’ 

on earth to know His name.  With that statement, Peters said: “…He expresses the 

missionary purpose of it all” (1972:116). 

 

2.1.3. Universality of the Abrahamic Mandate in the Psalms 

According to Peters, Psalms is one of the greatest missionary books ever written 

(1972:116).  There are more than 175 references in the Psalms that have a 

universalistic reference to the nations of the world.  Several complete Psalms are 

missionary messages (Psalms 2, 33, 66, 72, 98, 117, and 145). In Psalms 87, we 

are told that God has a record of all the nations.  He will register all ‘Peoples’ on 

earth and find among them, those who acknowledge Him, such as Rahab in Egypt. 

God is the God of all nations. He longs for all ‘Peoples’ of the earth to acknowledge 

Him. “God registers every distinct ethnic Group that has ever existed because He 

made a promise to Abraham to reach every one of them and He’s going to be faithful 
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in tracking that promise” (Sjogren,1992:34). References in Psalms that point to the 

universal nature of God’s plan, “deliberately and unselfconsciously echo the 

language of God’s promise to Abraham to bless all the peoples through his seed” 

(Wright, 2006:230).  While the entire book of Psalms is permeated with references to 

the universal nature of God’s love and plan, for our purposes here, we will highlight 

only three, Psalm 67, Psalm 96 and Psalm 117. 

 

Psalm 67: 

 “This Psalm seems to involve two major subjects: blessing and the spread of the 

life-giving knowledge of Yahweh to the people of the earth” (Tate, 1990:158).  This 

Psalm echoed the covenant that God made with Abraham (Gen. 12:1-3), that He 

would bless him and that through his blessing, Abraham would be a blessing to all 

‘Peoples’ of the earth. Israel was blessed to be a blessing. The clear purpose of 

God’s graciousness to the nation of Israel was that they would be His instrument and 

conduit through which His ways would become known on earth. His salvation would 

be known among the nations and His praise would be on the lips of all ‘Peoples’. 

Tate adds a remarkable quote taken from Abrahams’ Annotations to the Hebrew 

Prayer Book, Pharisaism and the Gospels: 

This Psalm is a prayer for the salvation in the widest sense, and not for 
Israel only, but for the whole world. Israel’s blessing is the blessing for 
all men.  Here, in particular, the Psalmist does more than adopt the 
Priestly formula (Num 6:22-27); he claims for Israel the sacerdotal 
dignity. Israel is the world’s high priest…if Israel has the light of God’s 
face, the world cannot remain in darkness (1990:159). 

 
This Psalm was sung at the Feast of Pentecost. According to the Prophet Joel, it 

was during this feast that God would pour out His Spirit on all flesh (Joel 2:28-31). 

This connection made this Psalm’s missionary, evangelistic tone even more 

remarkable. The Feast marked the time of the ‘in-gathering’ of the harvest and 
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pointed to the ‘in-gathering’ of a spiritual harvest, that will represent ‘Peoples’ from 

every nation and tongue. This blessing echoed the promises made to Abraham and 

reveals the heart of God for all the nations (Kaiser, 2000:29).  

 

Psalm 96: 

The Psalmist not only called upon the Israelites to ‘sing to the Lord’, He called on 

them to ‘declare His glory among the nations’ and ‘His marvelous deeds among the 

peoples’ (Ps. 96:2-3). Israel was to be ‘centrifugal’ in its evangelistic efforts, reaching 

out from the center to all the nations and proclaiming God’s glory and His deeds.  

They were to tell the nations that the Lord made the earth, the Lord reigns, all the 

gods of the other nations are idols, and that He will judge the ‘Peoples’ with equity. 

This Psalm has at least ten references to the nations: all ‘Peoples’, all the earth, 

families of nations, the world, etc.  Cohen entitled this Psalm a “Call to All Peoples to 

Worship” (1992:315). It was Israel’s responsibility and calling as a ‘nation of priests’ 

to introduce this God to the ‘Peoples’ of the earth so that they, too, may come to 

know Him and join Israel in this song of praise and proclamation. 

  

Psalm 117: 

All the nations are called upon to praise and to extol the Lord.  Why would they do 

this? This Psalm stated that God’s ‘special people’ have experienced His great love 

and His faithfulness that endures forever (Ps. 117:2), to the extent that their praise is 

overflowing and they cannot keep it to themselves. If God’s people had not fulfilled 

their mission of sharing the good news with the nations, they could not join in this 

song of praise. Referring to this Psalm, according to Martin-Achard, (cited by Kraus, 

1993:391): 
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Israel is not the end of the revelation of the Old Testament, it is the 
instrument which its God has chosen for manifesting His glory. The 
Chosen people is the witness concerning Yahweh in the world, its 
presence is a question for the nations before being the occasion for 
their salvation. 
 
 

2.1.4 Universality of the Abrahamic Mandate in Second Isaiah, 40-55 

Peters stated, “The voice of the prophets regarding the missionary thrust of divine 

purpose and salvation is clear and pronounced” (1972:120).  Peters also noted that 

three pre-exilic prophets, Obadiah, Jonah, and Nahum, all directed their entire 

messages to the nations of Edom and Nineveh, respectively.  Since these pre-exilic 

prophets ministered around 800-625 B.C., they spoke to similar audiences and 

carried similar messages, and all included notes of universality:  

 1) Zephaniah addressed Judah on the coming judgments of God       

  on all the peoples on earth.  

 2) Habakkuk preached the universal themes of “the righteous will      

  live by faith” (Hab. 2:4); “the earth will be filled with the  

  knowledge and glory of the Lord as the waters cover the sea” 

  (Hab. 2:14); and “… the Lord is in His holy temple; let all the  

  earth be silent before Him” (Hab. 2:20).  

 3) Joel pronounced judgment upon all the nations (Joel 2:20; 3:4, 6, 8-

  9), saying that all the nations will share the gift of the Spirit (Joel 

  2:28), and the nations will share in the peace that follows   

  judgment (Joel 3:9-12).  

 4)The Books of Amos and Hosea, both addressed the northern  

  tribes of Israel and since there was no future for these ten tribes 

  apart from reunification with Judah, these two prophets had a 

  very limited view of universality (1972:121-123).  
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While the theme of ‘universality’ could be cited throughout the entire prophetic 

section of the Old Testament, our study here will focus on the section of Isaiah 

commonly called ‘Second Isaiah’, chapters 40-55, which Peters referred to as the 

“climax of all prophecy” and  the “most Messianic segment” to be found in the Old 

Testament (1972:123). Supporting this theme of ‘universality’, Jacob called Isaiah, 

“the missionary prophet of the Old Testament” (1958:220). “Understanding the 

missional (universal) and messianic (particularistic) strands is essential to a proper 

understanding of the unfolding theme of God’s mission in the world” (Tennent, 

2010:116). 

 

Second Isaiah records a dichotomy that existed between Israel’s particularism as 

God’s ‘treasured possession’ and ‘holy nation’ and that of the universalism as ‘a 

kingdom of priests’. On one hand, the nations that fought against Israel would be 

disgraced and perish (Isa. 41:11-13; 49:25; 51:22-23; 54:15-17), were expendable 

for the sake of Israel (Isa. 43:3-4), would come before Israel in chains, and bow 

down before them (Isa. 45:14; 49:23, 49:26), while God spoke to Israel in tender 

terms. On the other hand, God called upon the nations to turn to Him and be saved 

(Isa. 45:22-23), appointed a servant as a “light for the Gentiles…to bring salvation to 

the ends of the earth” (Isa. 42:6; 49:6), and declared that His salvation will reach to 

all ‘Peoples’, who will listen and wait for His instruction and deliverance (Isa. 42:4, 

23; 49:6; 51:4-6). He said that the nations would be amazed at the salvation which 

the Lord had accomplished for Israel (Isa. 41:5; 42:10-12; 45:6; 52:10), and would 

recognize the true God, and would run on their own accord to serve Israel.  
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In light of this dichotomy, scholars have asked two overarching questions: (1) What 

relationship did Israel have with the other nations of the world and (2) what did God 

have in store for Israel and the nations (Grisanti, 1998:41)? Two positions arise from 

these questions: (1) Did Isaiah preach to Israel that they should have a missionary 

spirit to reach out to the nations (universalism) to be “a nation of world-traversing 

missionaries” (Cheyne, 1895:244)?  (2) Was Isaiah nationalistic and particularistic, 

preaching only the hope for the nation of Israel, with little concern for other nations? 

If Israel is to be universalistic, then we must agree with Vogels, as he characterized 

Israel’s role and mission with regard to the nations as either centripetal (inward 

moving) or centrifugal (outward moving) universalism (1973:31). Israel would have 

either a passive function or an active role in reaching the nations. 

 

 Bremer suggests that Israel’s relationship with the nations has always been 

dialectical.  God’s chosen people are both set apart from the nations and chosen by 

God to mediate blessings to the nations. “Israel is at once the people of the exodus 

and the people of reconciliation.  Israel is set apart, and Israel brings blessing. And 

the blessing is not to be distinguished from the separation. It is precisely as the 

people of separation that Israel bears the blessing” (1950:54). It is Israel’s set-

apartness as a holy nation worshipping the one true God, practicing the high ethical 

and moral commands given by God, that would attract the nations to them and to 

their God.  As Olson states:  

However, in the main Israel failed to be the “Holy nation” and “kingdom 
of priests,” the channel through which “all families of the earth” would 
be blessed. They failed to be true ‘Jehovah’s witnesses’ because of 
compromise with the idolatrous religion and immorality of the very 
people they were to reach (1994:33).  
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Rather than Israel going willingly to reach the nations, God brought Assyria to take 

away the ten Northern Tribes, dispersing them throughout the vast empire in 722 

B.C.  One hundred and fifty years later, God raised up Babylon to take the two tribes 

of Judah into captivity in 586 B.C.  This Diaspora of the nation of Israel was a result 

of their idolatry and rebellion against God and their failure to be His messengers.  

Instead of being a ‘light to the nations’, they had become associated with the nations 

and with the nations’ idols.  Being in exile became a turning point. It was while they 

were in captivity that Israel faced “the disappearance of all the symbols that had 

given support to Israel’s faith - the king, the land, the temple, the Mosaic covenant-

people in exile could only cling to God’s word, His promises” (Klein, 1978:198). 

 

At least three positive effects resulted from Israel’s captivity: (1) Israel was cured of 

their idolatry; (2) without the temple, it forced them to build synagogues to study the 

Scriptures and worship. (3) It also forced them into situations whereby the godly 

remnant did bear powerful witness to the true God (Olson, 1994:33). Verkuyl agrees: 

Israel’s experiences during the seventh and sixth centuries B.C. 
opened their eyes to God’s universal intentions. As Israel passed 
through her catastrophic experiences of being soundly defeated by 
the Babylonians and carted off into exile, the prophets came to see 
how closely the career of Israel was tied in with the history of the 
nations (1999:28).  

 

The key to understanding Israel’s active role for sending out the Gospel among the 

nations is connected to the role of the Messiah, found in the ‘Servant Songs’ of 

Isaiah 42:1-7; 49:1-6; 50:4-9; and 52:13-53;12.  The term servant is found twenty 

times in the singular form in Isaiah 40-53, and eleven times in the plural form in 

Isaiah 54-66. Understanding the singular and plural uses of servant, according to 

Peters (cited by Kaiser, 2000:56), states that “the servant of the Lord is a corporate 
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term that embodies at one and the same time a reference to the One, who is 

representative of the whole (i.e., the Messiah), and the reference to the whole group, 

that belongs to that single whole or corporate term (i.e., Israel)”.  The servant is 

represented as the nation of Israel in Isaiah 41:8-10; 43:8-13; 43:14-44; 44:6-8, 21-

23; 44:24-45; 48:1-17). The servant is represented as an individual in Isaiah 42:1-7; 

49:1-6; 50:4-9; 52:13-53:12, where he ministers to the nation Israel. 

 

One hermeneutical approach holds that the first ‘Servant Song’ initially referred to 

the nation of Israel. But when the people failed to live up to their calling, God 

appointed a new servant, the Messiah, Jesus, who does carry out this calling.  While 

God still loves Israel and will fulfill His ancient promises, Israel will not become a 

‘light to the nations’ (Isa. 42:6) because of her idolatry (Isa. 42:17; 44:9-20). Watts 

commented on Isaiah 41:8, “Jacob-Israel is declared to be Israel in name only in a 

statement which seems tantamount to divesting Jacob-Israel of her servant office” 

(1990:31-59).  A new servant, the Messiah, was introduced in Isaiah 48:16 as the 

‘One’ sent from God and anointed with the Spirit (Lessing, 2011:80-81). 

 

As stated before, God’s eternal plan is for all the nations on earth to be blessed.  

Initially, God sought to reach the nations through Abraham and his ‘seed’.  God 

chose Israel to be his ‘treasured possession’, ‘holy nation’ and ‘kingdom of priests’ 

through whom to work out His mission and plan.  But, because of Israel’s idolatry, 

immorality, and failure to take His message to the nations, God rejected Israel as His 

servant and the ‘Suffering Servant’, the Messiah, will now fulfill this role.  Lessing 

summarizes this hermeneutic: 

…Isaiah uses “servant” …in the singular to present us with two 
servants: the first is the nation of Israel (chapters 40-48), and the 
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second is an individual, Israel’s promised Messiah/Christ (chapters 49-
55). There is, to import Pauline terms (e.g. Rom 8:4-5; 1Cor 10:18), 
one who is a servant only “according to the flesh” …and a Servant born 
from the line of David who is also “according to the Spirit”. …Put 
another way, just as the deadly ruin caused by the first Adam could be 
remedied only by the death and resurrection of the second Adam 
(Romans 5:12-21), so the first servant needs the Second Servant. “As 
the embodiment of the faithful remnant”, He (the Suffering Servant) 
would undergo divine judgment for sin (on the cross), endure an exile 
(three days forsaken by God in the grave), and experience a 
restoration (resurrection) to life as the foundation of a new Israel 
(2011:83).   
 

God’s instrument to fulfill His mission to have a people “…from every nation, tribe, 

people, and language…” (Rev. 7:9) will be the ‘Suffering Servant’.  Noted before, He 

is the ‘One’ promised to crush the head of Satan (Gen. 3:15), and the ‘seed’ of 

Abraham (Gen. 22:18). He is the ‘One’ who will fulfill what the nation could not do in 

their calling as a ‘kingdom of priests’, to take the message of salvation to the ends of 

the earth.  

 

In Chapter One, we have sought to demonstrate that the message of universal 

salvation pervaded the entire Old Testament.  The mission of God is not a peripheral 

matter, but is the very heart of the Old Testament revelation.  “The Old Testament 

does not contain missions; it is itself ‘missions’ in the world” (Peters, 1972:129). The 

missionary God, who is revealed in the Pentateuch, the Historical Writings, the 

Psalms, and the Prophets, is the God who sent Abraham to be a blessing to all 

‘Peoples’ on earth. He sent the nation Israel, his ‘treasured possession’ into the 

world to be a ‘holy nation’ to attract the pagan nations to the true God. He also sent 

a ‘kingdom of priests’ to serve the lost nations.  While the nation of Israel failed to 

fulfill God’s mission in the Old Testament revelation, it served as a foundation for 

contemporary mission focus in the Global South in general, and among the Chinese 

migrants in particular. Just as God called Abraham to migrate and be a ‘blessing to 
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the nations’, we believe that God is orchestrating the different migrations of ‘Peoples’ 

to fulfill His Mission. We will demonstrate how the migration of Chinese into Africa 

and the Middle East is a part of the same plan that God has had from the beginning -

to bless the nations through the knowledge of Him and His salvation. We want to 

also demonstrate that Chinese migrants, similar to the Israelites, will be faced with 

the option of remaining ethnocentric, centripetal, and inward looking, or to be 

apostolic, centrifugal, and outward looking, in their call to participate in Missio Dei. 
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2.2 Chapter Two: The Messianic Fulfillment of the Abrahamic Mandate. 

Having looked briefly at the theme of ‘universality’ in the broad sections of the Old 

Testament, including the rejection of Israel as the ‘servant’ and the revealing of the 

‘Suffering Servant’ in Second Isaiah, 40-55, we will turn our attention now to the New 

Testament’s Messianic fulfillment of the Abrahamic mandate. Quoting Luke 24:45-

47, “’Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the 

Prophets, and the Psalms.’ Then he opened their minds so that they could 

understand the Scriptures”. In conjunction to these verses, Wright states: 

Jesus’ whole sentence comes under the rubric “this is what is written.” 
Luke does not present Jesus as quoting from any specific verse from 
the Old Testament, but claims that the mission of preaching 
repentance and forgiveness to the nations is “what is written.” He 
seems to be saying that the whole of Scripture (which we now know as 
the Old Testament) finds its focus and fulfillment both in the life and 
death and resurrection of Israel’s Messiah, and in the mission to all 
nations, which flows out of that event (2006:30). 
 

 
Jesus Christ not only fulfilled the covenant that God made with Abraham (Gen. 12:1-

3), He fulfilled the covenant that God made with David (2 Sam. 7), and the covenant 

that God made with Moses (Ex. 19-24).  After a four hundred year rule, King David’s 

dynasty ended, Nebuchadnezzar conquered Jerusalem (588 B.C.), destroyed the 

Temple, took Israel into captivity in Babylon, and left no son of David to sit on the 

throne.  But, God had promised in His Covenant with David (2 Sam. 7) that there 

would always be a Son of David on the throne. After the fall of Jerusalem, for six 

hundred years no Son of David sat on the throne.  Faithful Jews, however, believed 

the Prophet Jeremiah’s word (Jer. 31) and similar prophecies by Isaiah (Isa. 40-55), 

Ezekiel ( Ez. 17), Daniel (Dan. 9) , Micah (Mic. 5), and Zechariah (Zech. 9). They 

believed that God would one day raise up the coming ‘King’, the ‘Anointed One’, the 

Messiah to sit on the throne of David. Matthew’s Gospel opens with these words, “A 
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record of the genealogy of Jesus Christ the Son of David, the Son of Abraham” (Mt. 

1:1). God kept His promise to David and fulfilled His word spoken through the 

prophets by sending Jesus, the Messiah, the ‘King’ of the Jews.  When asked by 

Jesus to answer who He was, Peter announced “…You are the Christ, the Son of 

the Living God” (Mt. 16:16).  Jesus is the Messiah who sits on the throne of David. 

Luke’s Gospel adds, “He will be great and He will be called the Son of the Most 

High. The Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David, and He will reign 

over the house of Jacob forever; His kingdom will never end” (Lk. 1:32-33). Jesus 

also fulfilled the covenant that God made with Moses, which included animal 

sacrifice (Heb. 10), the three mediators that God established between Himself and 

Israel, i.e. King (Heb. 1:8-9), Priest (Heb. 8:14ff), and Prophet (Acts 3:22-23). Finally, 

He fulfilled Israel’s calling to be a witness to the nations (Lk. 2:28-32).  Williams 

writes: 

He (Jesus) is the one anticipated by Moses, the one who fulfills all the 
obligations of the Mosaic covenant (Mat 3:15; 5:17-48; 9:16-17; 11:28-
30). He is the royal son of David (Mat 1:1; 3:17; 4:15-16; 15:22; 16:16; 
21:5; 22:41-45), the true heir to the goal of the Davidic dynasty.  All 
that has gone before has anticipated, promised, and prepared for 
Jesus.  All that for which Yahweh established Israel in the world is 
fulfilled in Christ. The goal and climax of Israel’s history has come 
(2005:223-224). 

 

2.2.1. Messianic Fulfillment of the Abrahamic Mandate in Luke-Acts 

With that brief synopsis concerning fulfillment of the Mosaic and Davidic covenants 

in the New Testament, our main focus will be on the Messianic fulfillment by Jesus of 

the Abrahamic mandate in Luke-Acts, Romans 4, and finally Galatians 3.  The name 

of Abraham was used 22 times in Luke-Acts. Siker noted that Luke referred to 

Abraham more than any other New Testament author and “accounts for nearly one 

third of all the references… (By comparison, Paul, with the second largest number of 
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references, appeals to Abraham nineteen times)” (1991:104).  Brawley writing about 

covenant traditions in Luke-Acts summarized: 

  
Though infrequent enough to neighbor on unimportance, references 
to Abraham and allusions to the covenant are actually the essence of 
Luke-Acts, part of what makes Luke-Acts Luke Acts. Like 
Prometheus  transforming the function of fire when he domesticated 
it, Luke-Acts transforms the function of God’s covenant with Abraham 
by alluding to it.  But, also like fire transforming human existence 
when the hearth became part of the home, God’s covenant with 
Abraham transforms the literary world by invading Luke-Acts. Thus, 
Luke-Acts moves the reader to a new vision of God’s promise to 
Abraham. Jesus is the descendent in whom all the families of the 
earth will be blessed (1995:26). 
 
 

Luke 1:5-2:52: 
 
The two birth narratives in Luke’s Gospel in Luke 1:5-2:52, center on God, whose 

aim it is to bring salvation in all its fullness to all ‘Peoples’. The events that Luke 

narrated are linked to the past history of God’s salvation acts. “Many have 

undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us” 

(Lk. 1:1). These relate to God’s purpose, and are evident in the Old Testament and 

the history of God’s people. Luke did not introduce a new story, but continued an old 

one.  He rooted the coming of Jesus and the universal Christian movement in God’s 

purpose, continuously as one divine story. Luke made this connection between the 

Old Testament and the New Testament with reference to his use of the Abrahamic 

material of Genesis 11-22, in the narration of the birth stories of John and Jesus, 

specifically in Luke 1:55, 1:73 (Green, 1994:65-67).  In Luke 1:46-55, Mary’s song to 

Elizabeth, the Magnificat, she recited what the Lord has done in the past. Even 

though God has promised through the angel Gabriel that the Messiah would one day 

sit on the throne of David, forever, Mary claimed that this promise had come to 

fidelity in the promises made to Abraham (Lk. 1:55). As Verheyden writes in 
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conjunction to this periscope, “But readers soon encounter a revision of royal 

theology. Though Gabriel interpreted the annunciation and the birth of Jesus as the 

fulfillment of the Davidic covenant, Mary interpreted the same events as the 

fulfillment of the Abrahamic covenant” (1999:112).  Again in Zechariah’s song, the 

Benedictus, in Luke 1:67-79, Zechariah praised God that He has raised up a horn of 

salvation in the house of David. This song is an obvious reference to the throne of 

David. However, Zechariah goes on to say that this divine action was the fulfillment 

of the promises God made to Abraham. “But Zechariah also overlays David with 

Abraham. After mentioning David, he defined the covenant as God’s memory of an 

oath that God swore to Abraham (Lk. 1:72-73)” (Verheyden, 1999:112).  Brawley 

concludes:  

So Mary and Zechariah collapse the Davidic and the Abrahamic 
covenants together into one. The Davidic covenant becomes a 
specific way the Abrahamic covenant comes to fulfillment.  And in the 
progressive discovery of the unfolding narrative, readers catch that 
Gabriel’s promise about Jesus on the throne of David is grounded in 
God’s promises to Abraham (1995:20). 

 
In both Mary’s and Zechariah’s songs, God was seen as remembering Abraham 

“...remembering to be merciful to Abraham and his descendents forever” (Lk. 1:54-

55), and “…remembering His holy covenant, the oath He swore to our father 

Abraham” (Lk. 1:72-73). These references were echoes of the promises that God 

made to Abraham in Genesis 12:3; 15:5, 13-14,18-21; 17:2, 4-8. What had not been 

accomplished or fulfilled in the past, related to the Abrahamic covenant, was now 

coming to fruition through the covenanting God, who intervened on behalf of 

humanity to accomplish His gracious plans. “ With the key from Mary and Zechariah, 

who collapsed the Davidic and Abrahamic covenants into one, welded to the key of 

the primacy of divine promise, Jesus’ mission became the fulfillment of God’s 

promise to Abraham” (Brawley, 1995:23). Green concludes:  
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The need for eschatological consummation of God’s covenant with 
Abraham is unanticipated in Genesis, but history – at least as Luke 
understands it - had shown that Abraham had not been made the 
progenitor of many nations. The actualization of divine promise would 
require divine activity that both recalled that covenant making and 
also gathered up its possibilities in divine consummation.  Mary’s 
Song is an important witness, though not the only one, to the 
eschatological reality that the extraordinary conception and birth of 
Jesus, God had kept His promise and was bringing about a 
deliverance that would embrace all nations (1994:77-78). 

 
Although in Simeon’s hymn (Lk. 2:29-32), the Nunc Dimittis, Abraham is not 

mentioned, Luke moves forward with a “universal understanding of the saving 

significance for the nations of what is taking place in the birth of Jesus” (Wright, 

2006:244).  As Simeon held the infant Jesus in his arms, he recognized that He was 

bringing salvation to all people and He would be a light to the Gentiles. Simeon was 

“waiting for the consolation of Israel” (Lk. 2:25) and he recognized in this child the 

fulfillment of that hope which would embrace “all people” (Lk. 2:31). As Hobbs 

comments on the universal nature of Christ’s mission, “…Simeon describes Christ 

as the ‘One’ who will be “a light to lighten (a revelation of) the Gentiles and the glory 

of thy people Israel” (v 32). Thus he compounds the universal Saviourhood” 

(1966:55). Wright echoes this universal nature of Christ’s birth when he writes: 

Simeon takes the infant in his arms and sees exactly what His name 
meant: “the Lord is salvation.” But he recognizes that  this is a 
salvation prepared for “all people,” and so Simeon beautifully 
summarizes the double significance of Christ for Israel and for the 
nations (Lk 2:29-32) in anticipation of the risen Jesus doing exactly 
the same at the end of the Gospel (Lk. 24:46-47) (2006:244-245). 

 
 

Luke 3: 1-18:  

John the Baptist warned the Jewish people not to presume on a racial relationship 

with Abraham for salvation (Lk. 3:8).  The relationship was no longer to be thought of 

as racial and corporate, but as spiritual and personal.  John was preparing the way 
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by issuing a new call to repentance and faith as the only way to have a right 

relationship with God, and that  ‘One’ was coming to baptize with the Holy Spirit, 

who has His winnowing fork in His hand (Lk.13:16-17).  Many Jews thought that only 

pagans would be judged and punished when the Messiah came, but John declared 

that the Messiah would judge all unrepentant people, including the Jews. We agree 

with Arndt:  

There was indeed a great danger that the Jews would not take this 
repentance seriously. They were inclined to rely on their descent 
from Abraham, thinking that this relationship signified exemption from 
God’s wrath. It was an idle trust. God had promised great blessings 
to the descendants of Abraham,  that was true; but He could, if He 
so decided, to make descendents of Abraham out of the stones lying 
about, and reject those who were related to the patriarch only by 
physical ties (1956:111-112). 

 
 
Verheyden mentioned in his volume that John’s message could be taken either as a 

devaluing or revaluing of the Abrahamic heritage of the Jews (1999:118).  We hold 

that it was a revaluing of that relationship, from one that relied on ancestry and 

pedigree, to one that depends on repentance of sins and faith in God, equally 

available to Jews and Gentiles, alike, through the Messiah. “Rather than physical 

descent, the measure of whether one aligns with Abraham or not, is fruits of 

repentance” (Siker, 1991:110). 

 

Luke 13:10-17; 16:19-31; 19:1-10; Acts 3:1-10, 25:  

Siker has developed a thesis that the Luke-Acts material associated Abraham with 

two patterns for the extension of God’s plan of salvation: (1) to pious poor people 

who are marginalized and (2) to people who repent as John the Baptist demands in 

Lk. 3:8.  Siker goes on to say that these patterns are seen in the birth narratives of 

Lk. 1:5-2:52 with Mary and Zechariah, and in four other particular characters in 
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Luke-Acts whom the story relates to Abraham: (1) Crippled Woman - Jesus heals a 

woman who is bent over for 18 years and calls her a daughter of Abraham (Lk. 

13:10-17). (2) Lazarus - In the parable of the rich man and poor Lazarus, Jesus 

painted a picture of how the poor man, Lazarus, ended up resting on Abraham’s 

bosom, whereas the rich man suffered torment in Hades (Lk.16:19-31). (3) 

Zacchaeus – When he repented, Jesus called Zacchaeus a son of Abraham, since 

he bore fruit worthy of repentance, in order to align with Abraham (Lk. 19:1-10). (4) 

Lame man - Peter and John healed a lame man at the beautiful temple gate in 

Jerusalem, and later Peter associated this event with God’s promise to Abraham 

(Acts 3:1-10, 25) (1991:104-121). However, Brawley does not support Siker’s thesis 

that the key to Abraham’s place in Luke-Acts was piety and repentance. Brawley 

writes: 

With the key from Mary and Zechariah, who collapse the Davidic and 
Abrahamic covenants into one, welded to the key of the primacy of 
divine promise, Jesus’ mission becomes the fulfillment of God’s 
promise to Abraham.  The healing of the crippled woman in the 
synagogue, the reversal of status for Lazarus and the rich man, the 
repentance of Zacchaeus, and the healing of the lame man at the 
temple are all concrete cases of how in Jesus, God is blessing all the 
families of the earth (1995:23). 
 

 In the story of the crippled woman, whom Jesus healed in the synagogue, it was not 

the woman’s piety that brings about her healing, but it was Jesus who took the 

initiative to extend the promise of God to bless all the families of the earth.  So Jesus 

called her a ‘daughter’ of Abraham. In the story of Lazarus it was not easy to find the 

motivation for the picture of Lazarus resting in the bosom of Abraham, other than 

that of Jesus extending the blessing of Abraham to him. Also in the story of 

Zacchaeus, Jesus again took the initiative, motivated by the fact that Zacchaeus 

was an heir of the Abrahamic covenant.  Jesus said “today salvation has come to 

this house…” (Lk.19:9). Jesus called him a ‘son’ of Abraham. Furthermore, in the 
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story of the lame man healed at the temple gate in Jerusalem, Peter took advantage 

of the opportunity to address the crowd. He wanted them to know that the healing of 

the lame man was the result of. “The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the God of 

our fathers, has glorified His servant Jesus” (Acts 3:13). This event was grounded in 

God’s covenant with Abraham, “Through your offspring all peoples on earth will be 

blessed” (Acts 3:25).  

 

Acts 7: 

According to Siker, Luke used Steven’s speech to the Sanhedrin to redefine the 

‘promise land’ in terms of worship.  Steven remarked that after 400 years of slavery 

in Egypt, God said that the people “will come out of that country and worship me…” 

(Acts 7:7). Luke transformed the focus of the promise to Abraham, away from the 

possession of land, to the worship of God, because the promise of land could 

potentially militate against non-Jews.  Siker concluded that this has implications for 

Gentile inclusion: 

Simply by beginning the salvation history of Israel with the figure of 
Abraham, Luke makes the fulfillment of God’s promises to Abraham 
the basis of all that is to follow. The promises are mediated through 
Israel, culminating in Christ.  Second, however, by redefining God’s 
promise to Abraham regarding the land in terms of worship, Luke 
undercuts the significance of the promise land as a special 
possession of the Jews. What matters in being a heir of the 
Abrahamic promise is not possession of any land but worshipful 
service to God. Gentiles can become true heirs of Abraham by 
worshipping God in holiness and righteousness (1:75). This worship 
is assessable to them regardless of locale.  Worship sanctifies the 
land; it is not the possession of land which sanctifies worship. 
Gentiles can participate in the promise to Abraham on the same 
basis as Jews (1991:124-125). 
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Acts 13:13-52: 

In this last reference to Abraham in Luke-Acts, in his speech in the synagogue in 

Pisidian Antioch, Paul recapitulated Israel’s history beginning with Abraham, “The 

God of the people of Israel chose our fathers…” (Acts 13:17). Paul’s historical 

summary covered the period from Exodus to David, from whose ‘seed’ God brought 

a Savior to Israel as He had promised (Acts 13:17-23). Paul proceeded to the history 

of Jesus as the fulfillment of the promised Messiah. Even though Paul concentrated 

on the theme of the Davidic-messianic promise, he brought Abraham into the wider 

context. As Brawley pointed out (cited by Verheyden, 1999:128), Paul’s speech 

included successive episodes of Israel’s history under the fidelity to the promises to 

Abraham: Israel’s election, sojourn in Egypt, the Exodus, the wilderness wanderings, 

the possession of the land, the giving of judges, the Davidic kingdom, and the 

coming of the Messiah. Even though Paul did not specifically mention Abraham in 

his speech until verse 26, Brawley stated (cited by Verheyden, 1999:128-129) that 

even without mentioning Abraham’s name, there were four particular details that 

implied the Abrahamic covenant, long before Abraham’s name appeared:  

(1) Paul grounds his appeal in God’s action to elect the patriarchs, 
to which covenant promises are integral (13:17).  
 
(2) Like Stephen, Paul follows Genesis 15:13-16 as a summary of 
God’s promise to Abraham (Acts 13:17-19). 
  
(3) Paul refers to the entrance into the land with the catchword, 
kataklerodoteo an allusion to the Abrahamic heritage. 
 
(4) Paul brackets his summary with the identification of his audience 
as Israelites and god fearers at the beginning and as offspring of 
Abraham and god fearers at the end (Acts 13:16,26). This matches 
the motif of the promise to the people of Israel, to their children, and 
to all who afar off (Acts 2:39) and construal of the Abrahamic 
covenant as God’s promise to bless all the families of the earth (Acts 
3:25) (1999:128-129). 
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An Indispensable key to understanding Luke-Acts is recognizing that Luke 

presented Jesus as God’s plan for fulfilling the Abrahamic promise to bless all the 

people on earth.  Jesus does not exist in Luke-Acts for His own sake, but for the 

sake of blessing all the families of earth. Siker agrees: “Indeed, Luke sees the 

coming of Christ as the culmination of the Jewish heritage, since Christ becomes the 

vehicle for the fulfillment of God’s promises to Abraham” (1991:126).  

 

2.2.2 Messianic Fulfillment of the Abrahamic Mandate in Galatians 3 

Williams writes: “God narrows the seed to redeem the world” (2005:100). Narrowing 

of the ‘seed’ begins with the call of Abraham to the coming of Christ and the 

‘sending’ of the Church. God’s initial promise to Abraham at his call in Genesis 12:1-

3, was repeated to him at his intercession for Sodom in Genesis 18:18, and at the 

sacrifice of Isaac in Genesis 22:18.  It was given once to Isaac in Genesis 26:4 and 

once to Jacob in Genesis 28:14. Paul called this a preliminary preaching of the 

Gospel: “The Scriptures foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and 

announced the Gospel in advance to Abraham:  “All nations will be blessed through 

you”” (Gal. 3:8). This Abrahamic promise is also referenced in the New Testament 

as “the Promise”.  (Acts 2:39; 26:6; Rom. 4:13, Eph. 2:12). Pieters writes: “All other 

promises to Abraham and his seed are no more than details, working out the central 

thought that he and his people should be a source of blessing to the whole world” 

(1950:12).  In Galatians 3:1-5, Paul asked a series of questions to make the point 

that everything the Galatians had experienced had been received on the basis of 

faith, rather than keeping the law. This is the same pattern that God employed in His 

dealings with Abraham. “Consider Abraham: He believed God and it was credited to 

him as righteousness” (Gal. 3:6).  Kagarise writes: 
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Paul makes the link between the Galatians’ faith and the faith of 
Abraham concrete by pointing out that both share a common focus-
the good news of justification by faith. God declared the good news 
to Abraham embryonically in the covenant that He made with the 
patriarch (Gal 3:8). The same message, albeit, fully grown as the 
Gospel of Christ, is what the Gentile Galatians had believed in order 
to be justified (Gal 3:14). Paul sees in this parallel that those who live 
by faith in the Gospel truly stand in continuity with Abraham as his 
children and are recipients of the blessings of the covenant that God 
made with him (Gal 3:7) (2000:67-68).  
 

Paul inserted this link, in part to refute the Judaizers, who were insisting that the 

Galatians must be circumcised to be real children of Abraham.  “The agitators”, as 

Longenecker calls them, not only promoted circumcision, but “their sights included 

the comprehensive observance of the law” (1998:33). First circumcision, then, as the 

law commanded, keeping the Sabbath, the feasts, and all things that were written in 

the law would be required to be children of Abraham.  Paul insisted that the Mosaic 

law introduced 430 years after the covenant with Abraham, was temporary, and 

“does not set aside the covenant previously established by God and thus do away 

with the promise” (Gal. 3:17). Also, Paul saw Christ as the heir of the promise made 

to Abraham and that the promise of a ‘seed’ is fulfilled in Christ. “The Scripture did 

not say “and to his seeds, “meaning many people, but “and to your seed,” meaning 

one person, who is Christ” (Gal. 3:16). With the arrival of Christ, “No other 

conclusion remains, but that the Mosaic law has run its course” (Kagarise, 2000:68). 

 
Paul not only wanted to show that the Abrahamic covenant was not annulled by the 

Mosaic law, he also wanted to demonstrate that continuity existed between the 

Abrahamic covenant and the Gospel of Christ. Galatians 3:16 was the essential 

focus for Paul’s argument, that the basis for both the Abrahamic covenant and the 

Gospel is faith.  In explaining the references to the ‘seed’ in Galatians 3:16, Paul 

was looking at it through the lens of the Christ event.  He was aware that in Genesis, 
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the term is used to refer to the incalculable number of Abraham’s descendents. He 

used this collective meaning himself on at least three occasions: (1) “Against all 

hope, Abraham in hope believed and became the father of many nations, just as it 

had been said to him, “so shall your offspring be” (Rom. 4:18). (2) “Not because they 

are his descendants are they all Abraham’s children. On the contrary, “It is through 

Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned”” (Rom. 9:7). (3) “If you belong to Christ, 

then you are Abraham’s seed and heirs according to the promise” (Gal. 3:29). 

 

So how are we to understand Paul’s use of ‘seed’ in Galatians 3:16, to refer to one 

individual? Pyne offers this explanation: 

The unique relationship between the nation and the Messiah may 
allow for this sort of identification.  In Isaiah’s Servant Songs, for 
example, the Servant is identified as Israel (41:8; 42:19; 43:10; 44:1-
2, 21; 45:4; 48:20; 49:3); yet the Servant is also described as an 
individual who will bring Israel back to the Lord (49:5-7; cf. 50:10; 
52:13; 53:11) (1995:215). 
 

Supporting this, Fung comments: “Just as the promises were extended beyond the 

patriarchs to their offspring, so they have come to fruition in the One who epitomizes 

those descendants as their Messiah” (1988:156). Or as Bruce states:  

The essence of the argument can be expressed quite acceptably if it 
is pointed out that the biblical text uses a collective singular 
(‘offspring’) which could refer either to a single descendent or to 
many descendents.  In the first instance the reference is to a single 
descendent, Christ, through whom the promised blessing was to 
come to all the Gentiles.  In the second instance the reference is to 
all who receive this blessing; in v 29 all who belong to Christ are 
thereby included in Abraham’s offspring.  Paul was well aware that 
the collective noun could indicate a plurality of descendents as well 
as a single descendent.  So in Romans 4:18, he identifies Abraham’s 
offspring of Genesis 15:5 with the many nations of Genesis 17:5, 
interpreting the latter as Gentile believers (1982:172). 
 

In his treatment of Abraham’s ‘seed’, Paul first narrowed the ‘seed’ to refer to Christ 

in Galatians 3:16, and then he expanded it to refer to all who are rightly related to 
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Christ, whether Gentile or Jew in Galatians 3:29. The blessings of the promises 

made to Abraham have been extended to all, through faith in Jesus Christ, who is 

the consummate Heir. Lenski concludes: “…the Mosaic law does not make us sons 

of God, neither makes us Abraham’s seed, nor constitutes us as heirs. It is the 

promise alone which was fulfilled in Christ…” (1937:191). 

 

2.2.3 Messianic Fulfillment of the Abrahamic Mandate in Romans 4 

Paul’s argument in Romans 4 is similar to the one in Galatians 3.  In Galatians, he 

argued that the promise came before the Law, and in Romans he argued that the 

promise came before circumcision.  In verse 10, Paul asked about Abraham’s faith, 

“Under what circumstances was it credited? Was it after he was circumcised, or 

before? It was not after, but before!” (Rom. 4:10). He said this in order to make the 

point that Abraham was declared righteous on the basis of faith alone.  Just as the 

Law did not invalidate the prior promise (Gal. 3:17), so circumcision does not 

invalidate the declaration of righteousness by faith. Circumcision served as a sign of 

Abraham’s faith. “And he received the sign of circumcision, a seal of righteousness 

that he had by faith while he was still uncircumcised” (Rom. 4:11).  In Romans 4:13, 

the Apostle wrote: “It was not through the law that Abraham and his offspring 

received the promise that he would be the heir of the world, but through the 

righteousness that comes by faith” (Rom. 4:13).  Murray commenting on this verse 

explains: 

The clause, “that he should be the heir of the world” is explanatory of 
the promise given to Abraham and his seed.  It tells us what the 
promise was.  We do not find any promise in the Old Testament in 
these express terms.  What is it?  We naturally think of the promise to 
Abraham that in him all the families of the earth will be blessed  (Gen 
12:3) and the correlative promises given later (cf. Gen 13:14-17; 
15:4, 5, 18-21; 17:2-21; 22:15-18). In light of the Pauline teaching as 
a whole, however, we cannot exclude from the scope of this promise, 
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as defined by the apostle, the most inclusive messianic purport. It is 
defined as the promise to Abraham that he should be heir of the 
world, but it is also a promise to his seed and, therefore, can hardly 
involve anything less than the worldwide dominion promised to Christ 
and to the spiritual seed of Abraham in Him.  It is a promise that 
receives its ultimate fulfillment in the consummated order of the new 
heaven and the new earth (1959:142). 
 

Wright makes a compelling argument for the Messianic fulfillment of the Abrahamic 

promise with reference to the word, misthos, translated ‘reward’.  Referencing 

Genesis 15:1 and Romans 4:4, he states that the key to understanding Paul’s use of 

Abraham in Romans 4 is bound up in the word misthos. This same word also 

appears in the Septuagint in Genesis 15:1, where God made His covenant with 

Abraham. While in a vision, God said, “Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your shield and 

your very great reward” (Gen. 15:1).  According to Wright, once we make this 

connection in the use of the word, misthos, it enables us to understand the entire 

chapter of Romans 4. Paul is not introducing Abraham as an ‘example’ of obedience 

or of faithfulness, nor is Paul trying to make a great impression on his audience of 

his great learning. Instead, he has the whole context of Genesis 15 in mind, and his 

discussions of Abraham only make sense in light of this. In Romans 4, Abraham is 

the one that God covenanted with to rescue the entire world from the Adamic plight 

of sin and death, and now that promise has been fulfilled in the Messiah. (2013:237). 

Wright goes on to conclude: 

This contributes to the larger argument of the letter, which is a 
vindication of the covenant faithfulness of God, as seen in the 
powerfully saving gospel of Jesus the Messiah, and a plea, on that 
basis, for a radical ecclesial unity which will sustain the missionary 
theology Paul expounds and, as he explains in ch. 15, is still intent on 
implementing.  Whereas Galatians, we might suggest, presents an 
ecclesiology in order to hold the ‘truth’ of the higher ground, we might 
characterize in terms of ‘apocalyptic’ and/or ‘eschatology’, Romans 
offers a theology (‘God’s righteousness’), revealed in the saving 
death and resurrection of Jesus, which issues in an ecclesiology.  
The soteriology of Romans and the ecclesiology of Galatians, and 
behind both of them the vision of God’s faithfulness and truth, hinges 
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for Paul on his belief that in the crucified and risen Messiah, God had 
done what he told Abraham He would do. Abraham is therefore the 
father of all believers, not ‘according to the flesh’, but according to 
grace. The ungodly have been justified. That according to Paul, is the 
patriarch’s reward (2013:237-238). 
 

Romans 4 is about God and His worldwide saving purposes. God wanted to save 

the world and mankind from the sin and rebellion of Genesis 1-11, so He called 

Abraham and made promises to him, which are ultimately kept and fulfilled in the 

Messiah, Jesus Christ. Jesus is the ‘seed’ of Abraham, who has been ‘sent’ by the 

Father and in whom all the nations, Jew and Gentile, will be blessed and made 

righteous through faith in Him.  Jesus is also seen as Abraham’s reward for his faith 

in God’s promise. The countless number that have and will put their faith in Jesus, 

through the ages, are counted among the ones of whom God spoke, “He took him 

outside and said, ‘Look up at the heavens and count the stars - if indeed you can 

count them.’ Then He said to him, ‘So shall your offspring be’” (Gen. 15:5). 

 

In Chapter Two, we have sought to show that the ‘seed’ promised through Abraham 

was the Lord Jesus Christ, and that through faith in Him, both Jew and Gentile have 

access to the blessing of salvation. Abraham was obedient to God’s call to migrate, 

leaving his country, his people, and his father’s house in order to fulfill God’s 

purpose. We will define in this thesis how God has continued to use migratory 

people, both biblically and historically, to carry out His purpose and plan to call out a 

special ‘People’ for His Name, among all the ‘People Groups’ of the world.  A small 

percentage of Chinese migrants to Africa and Middle East go to their new countries 

as believers. However, most of the Chinese migrants become believers in their host 

countries, after they have begun their new assignments, through the ethnocentric 

ministry of other Chinese pastors and missionaries. Our focus will be to highlight the 
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need for apostolic workers who will take the Gospel across cultural, language, racial, 

social and geographic barriers, to reach local people in their host country and 

beyond. 
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2.3 Chapter Three: Christ’s Commissions to Complete the Mandate 

Jesus, the Messiah who fulfilled the covenants and prophecies of the Old 

Testament, is now the center of the message that is to be carried to the ‘ends of the 

earth’, and shared among every ‘People Group’. He is the central hermeneutical key 

for understanding the entire Bible. As we approach the five ‘Commission’ statements 

found in the Gospels and in Acts, let us not forget that we should not see these texts 

in isolation or to be used only as proof-texts to show the validity of the missionary 

mandate. For what we have seen, up to this juncture, is that the Bible’s grand 

narrative is mission, and the basis for pursuing mission is not limited to what Wright 

refers to as a “text-assembly approach” (2006:36).  Commenting on the mission 

hermeneutic of Scripture, Filbeck observes: 

Indeed, it is this missionary dimension, so often neglected in modern 
theological interpretation, that unifies both Old and New Testaments 
and coordinates their various themes into a single motif. It is the 
logical connection between the Testaments that many modern 
theologians unfortunately seem to despair of ever finding. In short, 
the dimension of missions in the interpretation of the Scripture gives 
structure to the whole Bible.  Any theological study of the Scripture, 
therefore, must be formulated with the view of maintaining this 
structure. The missionary dimension of the Old Testament as 
displayed in the New Testament, I believe, accomplishes this in a 
way that no other theological theme can hope to match (1994:10). 

  

Hesselgrave puts it even stronger:  

Without a doubt the Bible is the basis for missions.  But how about 
the other way around: Is missions also the basis for the Bible? If this 
is true then we have a new hermeneutic - “a missionary 
hermeneutic.” Without this specific mission pre-understanding much 
of the Bible will remain a mystery, or be misinterpreted (1993:17). 
 

Since the calling of Abraham when God promised to bless all the nations on earth 

(Gen. 12:1-3), God has been working out His plan throughout the Scriptures, from 

Genesis to Revelation. He has been guiding Abraham’s descendants, including 

Gentiles, who are his descendants through faith, to maturity in fully understanding 
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and obeying the implications of that promise and their election.  What God is doing 

has eschatological implications for “…every nation, tribe, people, and language…” 

(Rev. 7:9).  

 

Helping us see the missionary hermeneutic of the Bible, Filbeck suggests that 

instead of looking at the traditional divisions of the Old Testament and New 

Testament with parts divided into Law, History, Poetry, and Prophets for the Old 

Testament, and Gospels, History, Letters, and Prophecy for the New Testament, we 

view the Bible with a different structure: The first section, Genesis 1-11, describes 

creation and how the human race became alienated from God.  The second section, 

Genesis 12 - Acts 1, pictures God at work through Israel to reveal His plan for all the 

nations of the earth to come to know His offer of salvation.  The third section, Acts 2- 

Revelation, we learn how the early church interpreted and used the Old Testament 

to guide them to fulfill God’s desire for all the nations (1994:44-45).  Using Filbeck’s 

structure, the five ‘commissions’ of the New Testament structurally fall under Section 

Two, as still being a part of God’s working through Israel, to reveal His plan of 

salvation to the nations.  This second section from Genesis 12 to Acts 1 is what 

drives the ‘Great Commissions’. 

 

2.3.1 Making Disciples of Panta ta ethne - Matthew 28:16-20  

In Matthew’s account, Jesus’ first resurrection appearance was to the two Marys.  

After the angelic announcement of the resurrection at the tomb, they met Jesus, who 

told them, “Go and tell my brothers to go to Galilee; there they will meet me” (Mt. 

28:10). The second resurrection appearance of Jesus was to the eleven disciples 
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who were gathered in Galilee. This passage contains the first New Testament ‘Great 

Commission’, found in Matthew 28:16-20.  Strauss states: 

This final commission may be viewed as the thematic summary of the 
Gospel, bringing the plot to its resolution and carrying forward 
important themes.  First, Jesus’ authority to speak and act on God’s 
behalf is now made universal and complete by virtue of His 
vindication in resurrection. Second, as in chapter 10, Jesus delegates 
this authority to the disciples to make disciples, baptize, and teach all 
He has commanded them.  They are His representatives in the 
present age.  Third, while the first mission of the disciples was only to 
Israel, now it is expanded to the whole world, to make disciples of all 
nations. Finally, the success of this worldwide mission is assured 
because His absolute authority and abiding presence will sustain the 
disciples. The Gospel which began with the announcement that 
Jesus is Immanuel, “God with us” (Mt 1:23), ends with the promise 
that He will be with His disciples to the end of the age (Mt 28:20) 
(2007:239). 
 

The disciples would recognize the familiar themes in Jesus’ commission. They would 

recall His sending them out to preach the Good News. They would recognize His 

authority, because in His ministry Jesus always spoke and acted with authority.  

They would remember His desire to make disciples because He had been teaching 

and instructing them, all along the way. The surprise, however, for the disciples in 

this commissioning, was that now they are to include ‘all nations’ (Mt. 28:19). The 

first time He sent them out He had given them the following instructions, “Do not go 

among the Gentiles or even enter any town of the Samaritans. Go rather to the lost 

sheep of Israel” (Mt. 10:5-6) (Hooker, 2003:39-40). 

 

The Greek phrase that Jesus used for ‘all nations’ is panta ta ethne. Greek scholar 

Robertson explains, “Not just the Jews scattered among the Gentiles, but the 

Gentiles themselves in every land. And not by making Jews of them…It will take 

time for the disciples to grow into the Magna Charta of the missionary propaganda” 

(1930:245). The inclusion of the Gentiles was anticipated in Matthew 24:14 and 
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26:13 and was hinted at in the very beginning of, and throughout Matthew’s Gospel. 

The allusion to Abraham in Matthew 1:1, the inclusion of three non-Jewish women in 

the genealogy in Matthew 1:1-17, the magi in Matthew 2:1-12, the centurion in 

Matthew 8:5-13, and the Canaanite woman’s daughter in Matthew 15: 21-28, all 

point to Gentile inclusion. Bosch suggests that: “In these and other ways Matthew 

nourished universalism and skillfully conditioned his reader toward a mission to the 

Gentiles” (1991:61). But now, after the death and resurrection of Jesus, for the first 

time, the limitation of the Gospel to Israel - mentioned in Matthew 10:5 and 15:24 

was lifted (Hagner, 1995:887). Krentz refers to the inclusion of non-Jewish people as 

the “redefinition of the children of Abraham…” (2004:29). The same phrase, panta ta 

ethne, also occurred in the Septuagint in Genesis 18:18, 22:18 and 24:4 and 

restated the blessings to come to all nations as a part of the Abrahamic covenant. 

The connection between the covenant with Abraham - to bless all nations and the 

command of Jesus - to disciple all nations, is not difficult to make. Wright argues that 

“The words of Jesus to His disciples in Matthew 28:18-20, the so-called ‘Great 

Commission’, could be seen as a Christological mutation of the original Abrahamic 

commission-‘Go…and be a blessing…and all nations of the earth will be blessed 

through you’” (2006:213).   All nations can be blessed through faith in the ‘seed’ of 

Abraham who is the Lord Jesus Christ. In Piper’s extensive study of the phrase ‘all 

nations’, panta ta ethne, he concludes that the phrase in Matthew 28:19 should not 

be interpreted as: 

 “’all Gentile individuals’ (or ‘all countries’). Rather the focus of the 
command is the discipling of all the people groups of the 
world…Therefore, in all likelihood, Jesus did not send His apostles 
out with a general mission merely to win as many individuals as they 
could, but rather to reach all the peoples of the world and thus to 
gather the “sons of God” who are scattered (John 11:52) and to call 
the “ ransomed from every tongue and tribe and people and nation” 
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(Rev 5:9), until redeemed persons from “all the people praise Him” 
(Rom 15:11)  (2003:187-188).  
 

Piper writes that this conclusion is based on the following summation of biblical 

research: 

1. In the New Testament the singular use of ethnos never means 
Gentile individuals, but always people group or nation. 
 

2. The plural ethne can mean either Gentile individuals of people 
groups. Sometimes the context demands that it mean one or the 
other, but in most instances it could carry either meaning. 
 

3. The phrase of panta ta ethne occurs eighteen times in the New 
Testament. Only once must it mean Gentile individuals. Nine 
times it must mean people groups. The other eight times are 
ambiguous. 

  
4. Virtually all of the nearly one hundred uses of panta ta ethne in 

the Greek Old Testament refer to the nations in distinction from 
the nation of Israel. 

 
5. The promise made to Abraham that in him “all the families of the 

earth” would be blessed and that he would be “father of many 
nations” is taken up in the New Testament and gives the mission 
of the church a people-group focus because of the Old Testament 
emphasis. 

 
6. The Old Testament missionary hope is expressed repeatedly as 

exhortations, promises, prayers, and plans for God’s glory to be 
declared among the peoples and His salvation to be known by all 
nations. 

 
7. Paul understood his specifically missionary task in terms of this 

Old Testament hope and made the promises concerning peoples 
the foundation of his mission. He was devoted to reaching more 
and more people groups, not simply more and more individuals. 
He interpreted Christ’s commission to him in these terms. 

 
8. The apostle John envisioned the task of mission as the 

ingathering of “the children of God”, of the “other sheep” “out of 
every tribe, tongue, people, and nation.” 

 
9. The Old Testament context of Jesus’ missionary commission in 

Luke 24: 46-47 shows that Panta ta ethne would most naturally 
mean all the peoples or nations. 
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10. Mark 11:17 shows that Jesus probably thinks in terms of people 
groups when He envisions the worldwide purpose of God 
(2003:187). 

 
In summary, we can say that throughout Matthew’s Gospel there is a strong note of 

‘globalism’, which manifests itself in various ways. Beginning with Matthew, the 

mention of Abraham (Mt.1:1) in the genealogy of the Messiah would surely cause 

the original hearers to recall the promises that God had made to the patriarch that all 

nations would be blessed through his ‘seed’. The inclusion of three non-Jewish 

women, Tamar (Mt.1:3), Rahab (Mt.1:5), and Ruth (Mt.1:5), in the genealogy would 

be a reminder that God had included Gentiles in very significant ways and they are 

woven into Jewish history. The astrologers from the east, who came bearing gifts of 

heart and hand, searching for the King of the Jews whom they wanted to worship 

(Mt. 2:1-12). The two individuals that Jesus commended for having such great faith, 

a Roman centurion (Mt. 8:5-13) and a Canaanite woman (Mt. 15:21-28), were 

glaring models for the Jewish nation of ‘globalism’.  Finally in Matthew 28:16-20, we 

read that we are commanded by the resurrected Lord who has all authority in 

heaven and on earth to make disciples of panta ta ethne, every ‘People Group’ on 

earth as we move toward God’s end-vision of a “great multitude that no one could 

count, from every nation, tribe, people, and language standing before the throne and 

in front of the Lamb” (Rev. 7:9). 

 

2.3.2  Proclaiming the Good News to the Whole World - Mark 16:15-16 

 Matthew’s version of the Great Commission placed the emphasis on making 

disciples of all nations. In Barnett’s and Martin’s book, Lewis states:  

The grammatical structure of Christ’s command in verses 19 and 20 
informs us about the central theme of this mandate. Jesus uses four 
verbs to explain what His followers are to be about. “Make disciples 
of all nations” is the main verb expressed in the imperative. It is the 
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anchor or foundation from which the other three verbal ideas flow. 
“Go,” “baptizing,” and “teaching” are all participles, giving definition 
and clarity to the main action of Christ-followers (2012:103). 
 

Mark’s Gospel, on the other hand placed the stress on proclamation of the Good 

News. The Greek word, translated, ‘preach’ is kerusso, meaning to herald, proclaim, 

or preach. Referencing Romans 10:14, Lawless reminds us that “without question, 

proclamation - that is, verbally speaking the message - is essential to doing the 

Great Commission... Apart from hearing the gospel, no persons in any people group 

of the world can be saved…” (2010:21). The first characteristic of this preaching 

mission is that it is universal, ‘go into the whole world’ (Mk. 16:15). The Ante-Nicene 

Father Novatian (cited in Oden & Hall, 1998:250-251) stated: 

He willed that the apostles as spiritual progenitors of the new 
humanity would be sent by His Son into the entire world, so that all 
human suffers might come to the knowledge of their creator.  Insofar 
as any choose to follow Him, they have One whom they now address 
in their prayers as Farther, instead of God. His providence has run 
and at present runs its course not only among individuals, but also 
through whole cities and states, whose overthrow He predicted by 
prophets, His providence runs its course through the whole cosmos 
itself. 
 

This message is to be preached worldwide until every ‘People Group’ has had an 

opportunity to hear and respond to the Gospel. Jesus in describing the signs of the 

end of the age, stated it this way: “And this Gospel of the kingdom, will be preached 

in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come” (Mt. 

24:14). 

 
2.3.3  Jesus is the Savior of all Nations - Luke 24:45-49 
 
Fitzmyer has observed that the commissions found in each of the Synoptic Gospels 

are “formulated to suit a major theme in the theology of each Gospel” (1985:1578). 

Mark is formulated to place emphasis on preaching the Gospel, a theme that runs 

throughout Mark (1:1, 14, 15; 8:35; 10:29; 13:10; 14:9). Matthew’s commission 
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placed the emphasis on making disciples, which is a theme mentioned seventy-three 

times in Matthew’s Gospel.  A major theme that Luke presented in his commission is 

that Jesus is the Savior of ‘all nations’ (Lk. 24:47). This theme is highlighted 

throughout the Gospel. For example, in Mary’s song she sang, “He has helped His 

servant Israel, remembering to be merciful to Abraham and his descendants forever” 

(Lk. 1:55). The angels’ announced to the shepherds, “good news of great joy that will 

be for all people” (Lk. 2:10). Also, Simeon praised God in the temple, as he held the 

infant Jesus, “For my eyes have seen your salvation, which you have prepared in 

the sight of all people, a light for revelation to the Gentiles and a glory for your 

people Israel” (Lk. 2:30-32). Luke quoted from Isaiah, “And all mankind will see 

God’s salvation” (Lk. 3:6). The prophet Elijah’s ministry to two non-Jewish people, a 

widow in Zarephath and Naaman, the leper from Syria (Lk. 4:24-27), and in the 

commissioning of the disciples to preach “in His name to all nations” (Lk. 24:47). In 

Barnett’s book, Lewis concludes: “…Luke included Jews, Samaritans, Gentiles, the 

poor, the rich, the sinners, and the outcast. The brushstrokes from these verses 

portray a Savior for all peoples” (2012:107). 

 

Moore makes a compelling argument that Luke’s Gospel depicted Jesus as the 

fulfillment of Isaiah’s Servant ( Lk. 1:78, Isa. 42:7; Lk. 2:32, Isa. 42:6,49:6; Lk. 3;22, 

Isa. 42:1; Lk. 4:18-19, Isa. 6:11-2, Isa. 58:6; Lk. 9:35, Isa. 42:1; Lk. 22:37, Isa. 

53:12). The disciples are to carry on the mission of the ‘Servant’ after Jesus’ 

departure. In suggesting that Luke’s commission was the outline for that mission, 

Moore draws four conclusions: 

1. In the content of the proclamation, aphiemi (Luke 24:47) alludes back 
to Luke’s portrait of Jesus’ inaugural preaching (4:18; cf. Isa. 58:6; 
61:1), which identified Him as the Isaianic Servant and the anointed 
Prophet – two figures that for Luke were combined in the same 
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person. The disciples were to proclaim forgiveness just as Jesus did. 
Luke thus identified their ministry as a continuation of the Servant 
ministry Jesus took on Himself. 

 
2. Their mission was to extend to all the nations (Luke 24:47). This 

phrase has an extensive Isaianic background (2:2; 25:6-7; 52:10; 
56:7; 61:11; 66:18, 20), and is related to the phrase “for a light to the 
nations,” which occurs in Isainic Servant texts (42:6; 49:6; 51:4). The 
disciples were to carry revelation (light) to the nations as they 
continued the ministry of the Servant. 
 

3. By the words “you are witnesses” Luke 24:48 alludes to two Isaianic 
Servant passages in which God’s servant Israel is summoned to 
testify of His saving acts on behalf of His people (Isa. 43:10,12; 44:8). 
In continuing the mission of the Servant, the disciples were to testify 
of God’s saving action in the Messiah’s death and resurrection. 
 

4. Regarding empowerment from on high (Luke 24:49). Yahweh 
promised to pour out His Spirit on Jacob His Servant (Isa. 44:3; cf. 
32:15), and the Spirit came on the anointed Prophet (61:1). So Jesus 
assured the disciples that He would send the Father’s promise on 
them (1997a:58). 
 

Jesus is the ‘Servant’ and those who are commissioned are to continue the ministry 

of the ‘Servant’. This ministry includes preaching repentance and forgiveness of 

sins, taking the message to all nations, and bearing witness of Jesus’ life and 

ministry, especially His sacrificial death and resurrection. These ministries could 

only be by being empowered from on high through the Holy Spirit. “So it is not just 

the suffering and resurrection of the Messiah that is written in Scripture (Lk. 24:46), 

but also the proclamation to the nations (Lk. 24:47). As followers of Christ, believers 

today are privileged to be commissioned by Him to take up the mission of the 

Servant” (Moore, 1997a:60). 

 

2.3.4  Jesus, the ‘Sent One’, Sends His Followers - John 20:21-22 

 Central to the Gospel of John’s ‘commission’ is the theme of being ‘sent’, “…as the 

Father has sent me, I am sending you” (Jn. 20:21). The ‘sending’ of Christ by the 

Father is a major motif of the Gospel. It appears in John 3:17, 34; 4:34; 5:23, 24, 30-
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38; 6:29, 38, 39, 40, 44, 57; 7:16-18, 28, 29, 33; 8:16-18, 26, 29, 42; 9:4; 10:36; 

11:42; 12:44-49; 13:20; 14:24; 15:21; 16:5 and in 17:3, 18, 21, 23, 25. The ‘sending’ 

of the disciples by Jesus is another motif in John, however less prominent, recorded 

in John 4:38, 13:20; 17:18; and 20:21.  Holmes reminds us that “At the very least, 

we must assert that the work the disciples are sent about - the apostolic mission - is 

not merely a task given to the church alone; rather it is a task that has a continuity 

with the work the Father gave the Son” (2006:74). He goes on to argue that the 

continuity is that the church participates in the on-going, working-out of mission that 

the Father has given to Christ by the Holy Spirit. Hence, he writes:  

…that the reference to the Spirit in the text is not incidental: for the 
apostolic mission to have a relationship to the mission of Jesus, there 
must be a parallel mission (sending) of the Holy Spirit, given to the 
church to create that relationship (2006:75). 
 

At the inaugural of Jesus’ ministry, John gave this testimony “I saw the Spirit come 

down from heaven as a dove and remain on Him” (Jn. 1:32). The giving of the Spirit 

in John’s ‘commission’ should be understood as Jesus’ equipping the disciples for 

the work assigned to them.  Hull summarizes the ‘commission’: 

Now that He no longer functioned as the incarnate one sent  into the 
world by the Father, He would send them as the visible continuation 
of His earthly ministry (cf. 17:18). Earlier the disciples had been 
commanded to love one another as He had loved them (13:34; 
15:12); now they were commissioned to be sent to others as He had 
been sent to them. Just as Jesus began this ministry by receiving the 
Holy Spirit (1:32-33), so now He breathed on them and said to them, 
Receive the Holy Spirit.  In the power of the Holy Spirit, Jesus had 
exercised a ministry of mercy and judgment (cf. 12:44-50); likewise 
the disciples would proclaim His word that sifts men for all eternity… 
(1970:367-368). 
 

The best way to fully grasp the centrality of ‘sending’ in John’s Gospel is to review 

several examples of Jesus being ‘sent’: 

• “My food…is do the will of Him who sent me and to finish His 
work” (4:34) 
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• “Whoever hears my word and believes Him who sent me is 
true” (5:24) 

 
• “For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do 

the will of Him who sent me” (6:38) 
 

• “My teaching is not my own. It comes from Him who sent me” 
(7:16) 

 
• “I am with you for only a short time, and then I go to the One 

who sent me” (7:33) 
 

• “He who sent me is reliable, and what I have heard from Him I 
tell to the world” (8:26) 

 
• He who sent me is with me; He has not left me alone” (8:29) 

 
• “As long as it is day, we must do the work of Him who sent 

me” (9:4) 
 

• “When a man believes in me, he does not believe in me only, 
but in the One who sent me. When he looks at me, he sees 
the One who sent me” (12:44-45) 

 
• “Whoever accepts me accepts the One who sent me” (13:20) 

 
• “They will treat you this way because of my name, for they do 

not know the One who sent me” (15:21) 
 

• “Now I am going to Him who sent me” (16:5) (Tennent, 
2010:155). 

 
Jesus, the ‘sent One’, now, sends His followers to continue the Father’s mission in 

the world.  The Father’s mission did not end with the ministry of Jesus, but will be 

carried on through His followers and through the soon-to-be-born church. The 

mission of the church should be seen within the Trinitarian framework in John’s 

Gospel. God is the missionary God, who has ‘sent’ His Son, who ‘sends’ His 

disciples and the church, who prior to their mission, must first be empowered by the 

Spirit. Too, as we shall soon see in Acts, the church that has been ‘sent’ to continue 

the ministry of Jesus is also a ‘sender’ that ‘sends’ out workers into the mission fields 

(Acts 13). 
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2.3.5 Witnesses to the Ends of the Earth - Acts 1:8 

A major theme of this ‘commission’ is that of being a witness, and is prominent in the 

apostolic preaching throughout the book of Acts (2:32; 3:15; 5:32; 10:39; 13:31; 

22:15). This call to be a witness can be seen as an allusion to the task that the 

nation of Israel had received to be a witness to the nations, but failed to fulfill (Isa. 

43:10; 44:8). The apostles are now called to be His witness to God’s saving acts to 

the ‘ends of the earth’ (Acts 1:8). Bruce points out that this verse provides an “index 

of contents” (1956:39) for the Book of Acts in which the followers of Jesus are to be 

witnesses in Jerusalem (Acts 1-7), in all of Judea and Samaria, (Acts 8-11:8); and to 

the ‘ends of the earth’ (Acts 11:9-28) (1956:39).   

 

What do the words ‘ends of the earth’ mean? Ellis suggests that the words in Acts 

1:8 are an allusion that reflect a summary of the prophecy concerning the ‘Servant’s’ 

mission in Isaiah, “…I will also make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring 

my salvation to the ends of the earth” (Isa. 49:6) (1991:124). Do they refer to Rome, 

where the Book of Acts ended (Acts 28:11-31)? Do they refer to a more literal 

interpretation, namely Spain, where Paul planned to go with the assistance of the 

church in Rome (Rom. 15:24-25) or do they refer to Ethiopia, where the Eunuch 

returned with the Gospel (Acts 8)? Thornton argues that the author of the Acts, 

along with his readers may have seen the story of the Ethiopian eunuch as 

representing the geographic spread of the Gospel to the most distant part of earth.  

He offers two reasons: First, he presented a first century concept of Ethiopia as a 

large, legendary place and second, he cited Homer and others who saw Ethiopians 

as the most distant of human beings. Readers would assume that the eunuch had 
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come from the ‘ends of the earth’ and was now returning with the Gospel, and it 

would have reached the ‘ends of the earth’ (1975:374-375). Haenchen argues that 

Isaiah 49:6 had a geographical sense and he pointed to Rome, which “in Acts is the 

farthest place perceptible and attainable by the mission” (1971:144).  On the other 

hand, Van Unnik argues that Rome was not an acceptable designation for the ‘ends 

of the earth’ in Acts. He offers three rationale: 

(1) This would deprive the phrase of the eschatological force it has in 
the Old Testament prophets. 
  
(2) Acts shows no special interest in the capital of the Roman empire.  
 
(3) Luke focuses on Paul’s imprisonment and speeches in the final 
chapters and notes that a church already exists in Rome when Paul 
arrives. This means that “the ends of the earth” looks beyond Rome 
and what is narrated in Acts (1960:39-40). 

 
Schwartz suggests that the ‘end of the earth’ phrase in Acts refers only to the land of 

Palestine and that the program in Acts 1:8 referred to the first phase of the apostolic 

mission that is carried out in Acts 1-7. His argument includes: 

(1) The context of Acts 1-6 shows that the issue is the restoration of 
the kingdom of Israel.  
 
(2) In Acts 1:8 the progression of Jerusalem, Judea and Samaria 
suggest Palestinian categories.  
 
(3) Lucan word usage shows that oikoumene always denotes 
unambiguously the inhabited earth (Luke 2:1; 4:5; 21:26; Acts 11:28; 
17:6, 31; 19:27; 24:5), while ge can denote the land of Palestine 
(Luke 4:25; 21:23; 23:44).  
 
(4) The larger narrative of Acts never portrays the eleven as going 
outside Israel (1986:669-676). 
 

Melbourne supports a “programmatic expansion of the Gospel” (2005:15), whereby 

the Gospel reaches the ‘ends of the earth’ in phases. He offers the following outline 

to summarize Luke’s intent: 
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I. Acts 1-7: Early witness in Jerusalem, primarily to the Jews and 
attention to the spiritual and physical needs of fellow 
Christians. 
 

II. Acts 8-12 (Transitional section): Spread of the Gospel to the 
ends of the earth. 
 
A. Persecution and the consequence spread of the Gospel 

through Judea and to Samaria. 
 

B. Philip and the Samaritan initiative. 
 

C. Conversion of the eunuch who takes the Gospel to his end 
of the earth. 
 

D. Conversion of Saul and his preaching in Damascus, thus 
marking the introduction of the one who will be most 
effective in spreading the Gospel to the ends of the earth. 
 

E. Peter’s role in strengthening the work in Judea and his call 
to Caesarea (Samaria) for the conversion of Cornelius; the 
Gentile Pentecost and its effect on the Jerusalem church. 
 

F. Progress of the Gospel in Gentile territory; Saul and 
Barnabas in Antioch. 
 

G. Final note on the Gospel in Jerusalem, Judea, and 
Samaria. 
 

III. Acts 13-28: Paul and the spread of the Gospel to the ends of 
the earth until it reaches Rome. 
 
A. Paul’s first missionary journey 

 
B. The Jerusalem Council 

 
C. Paul’s second missionary journey 

 
D. Paul’s third missionary journey 

 
E. Paul’s journey to Jerusalem, arrest, imprisonment, and 

trials 
 

F. Paul’s voyage to Rome and missionary activities there 
(2005:15-16).  

 

Ellis writes that if the ‘ends of the earth’ in Acts 1:8 referred to a specific place on the 

rim of the world, only two locations would come into serious consideration, Ethiopia 
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on the South and Spain on the West. He goes on to refute the idea of Ethiopia being 

the focus, and instead argued for Spain, which Paul himself stated was the goal of 

his mission. Writing to the Romans, as Paul planned to finally visit them, he said, “I 

plan to do so when I go to Spain. I hope to visit you while passing through and have 

you assist me on my journey there, after I have enjoyed your company for a while” 

(Rom.15:24). Among the reasons that Ellis gives for supporting Spain is the meaning 

of the ‘ends of the earth’ in the Greco-Roman literature, the phrase ‘end of the earth’ 

almost certainly alluded to the extension of the Gospel to Spain, and more 

specifically, the city of Gades. Also, Ellis argues that Gades was the goal, since 

based on Paul’s earlier practice of going to hub cites, that were centers of trade and 

transport - Philippi, Thessalonica, Corinth, Ephesus. Gades would be such a city 

(1991:123-132). Gades would serve as a hub, whereby Paul would be able to 

evangelize not only the local residents, but also the many merchants and traders 

that would travel in and out of the city, who could take the Gospel across Spain and 

beyond. Writing about Gades, based on data from Strabo, Ellis writes, “Settled by 

Phoenicians, Gades in Paul’s day was an allied Roman municipium that Strabo 

rated in the density of its populace, in wealth and in prestige as the second city of 

the Roman world” (1991:132). 

 

From scholarship it is not possible to know with certainty what Luke had in mind, 

when he penned the phrase ‘ends of the earth’. We can be reasonably sure that 

Luke was highly influenced by Isaiah and that Acts 1:8 alluded to Isaiah 49:6, “I will 

also make you a light for the Gentiles, that you may bring my salvation to the ends of 

the earth”. Moore states, “Luke had investigated Isaiah extensively and had a deep 
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appreciation for Isaianic themes. His mind was saturated with Isaianic texts and 

concepts, which shaped his views” (1995:222).  

 

Was the mission goal for the Gospel to spread to Palestine, Ethiopia, Rome, Gades, 

Spain, or elsewhere? Did Luke have a final destination in mind or was his intent that 

Acts 1:8 serve as a program of content for the spread of the Gospel around the 

world? If the Gospel was to spread in phases, would arrival in one of these ‘ends of 

the earth’ locations, represent the completion of the mission or just a single phase? 

From our limited research, we are not prepared to speculate, but to say that now 

over 2000 years later, the Gospel has not yet reached every ‘People Group’ on earth 

- our ‘ends of the earth’. In Barrett’s and Martin’s book, Haney cites a 2009 report 

given to the International Mission Board, reporting that there are still 6,615 ‘People 

Groups’ that represent 55.5% of the total number of ‘People Groups’ that remain 

unreached.  They represent a population of 4,096,392,034 people. Of this number, 

5,850 ‘People Groups’, the most unreached are called ‘last frontier’, and have no 

evangelical Christians, no churches, no access to major evangelical print, audio, or 

visual.  The population of each of these ‘People Groups’ varies from 21 groups with 

over 10 million population to 2,084 groups that have under 10,000 population 

(2012:309-322). The ‘last frontier’ ‘People Groups’ are not lost because they have 

heard and rejected the Gospel.  They are lost because they have not yet been given 

the opportunity to hear the Gospel and respond to God’s love. In Matthew’s Gospel 

we read, “And this Gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a 

testimony to all nations and then the end will come” (Mt. 24:14). Romans asks this 

question, “How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how 

can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear 
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without someone preaching to them? How can they preach unless they are sent?” 

(Rom. 10:14-15). There is much work to be done as we “co-labor together with God” 

toward God’s end-vision of a ‘People’ “from every nation, tribe, people, and 

language standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb” (Rev. 7:9). Using the 

words of Wright: 

Here, is The Story, the grand universal narrative that stretches from 
creation to new creation, and accounts for everything in between.  
This is the story that tells us where we have come from, how we got 
to be here, who we are, why the world is in the mess it is, how it can 
be (and has been) changed, and where we are ultimately going. 
And the whole story is predicated on the reality of this God and the 
mission of this God. He is the originator of this story, the teller of the 
story, the prime actor in the story, the planner and guide of the 
story’s plot, the meaning of the story and its ultimate completion. He 
is the beginning, end and center. It is the story of the mission of 
God, of this God and no other (2006:533). 

 

In Chapter Three we have identified the major emphasis contained in each of the 

New Testament’s five commissions: (1) Matthew’s emphasis on making disciples 

among all ‘People Groups’; (2) Mark’s emphasis on proclamation to the whole world; 

(3) Luke’s emphasis that Jesus is the Savior of the whole world; (4) John’s emphasis 

on Jesus being ‘sent’ by the Father, and His sending His disciples into the world 

empowered by the Holy Spirit; and (5) Acts’ emphasis on taking the message to the 

ends of the earth. Each of these New Testament commissions require human 

participation whereby the ‘Sending’ God, who ‘sent’ His Son, and together ‘sent’ the 

Holy Spirit to be alongside and empower believers, also ‘sends’ His followers to take 

the Gospel message to every ‘People Group’ on earth. After over 2000 years, this 

task has still not been fulfilled, with thousands of ‘People Groups’ who have not yet 

heard the Gospel. We will make the case in subsequent chapters that God, in the 

Bible and throughout history, has used migrations of people as part of His divine 

plan for ‘sending’ His message of salvation to all ‘People’.  



70	  
	  

3. SECTION TWO: A QUALITATIIVE INVESTIGATION OF GLOBAL NORTH AND 
GLOBAL SOUTH MISSION DATA 
 
In Section Two, we will use the inductive/qualitative research methods. Inductive, 

since we will be moving from observation, to pattern, to tentative hypothesis, to 

theory. It will be qualitative in that our research will be characterized by induction, 

subjectivity, process-oriented, constant comparison, and narrative description. 

Furthermore, we will consider already published materials and apply some of our 

own interpretation. 

 

 We will begin to investigate the Global North and Global South data that indicate a 

decline in the North and a rise to ‘prominence’ in the South, and the role of each in 

the future of world mission. Also we will look at the ‘unfinished task’ that remains for 

reaching the ‘ends of the earth’ and what role the Global North and Global South will 

play in this effort. In Chapter Four we will investigate the reasons and consequences 

for the decline in the North. In Chapter Five, we will review the data and seek to 

discover the causes behind the rise to ‘prominence’ in the South. Finally, in Chapter 

Six, we will investigate the ‘unfinished task’ of world evangelization and the need for 

re-awakening in the North. 
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3.1   Chapter Four: Declining Northward - Rising Southward 

Adapting a parable by Professor Andrew Walls, that so aptly demonstrates the shift 

in Christian gravity that has taken place over the last five centuries, Walls (cited by 

France, 1995:340-341) writes: 

Let us suppose, Professor Walls suggests, a Martian student 
who is engaged in writing a thesis on ‘The Religions of 
Earth’. Like any good research student, our Martian doctoral 
student bases his thesis on empirical evidence, and so finds 
it necessary to make annual field trips to Earth. Since, as I 
am sure you are aware, the time-scale of Mars is different 
from that of Earth, so that one Martian year equals one Earth 
century, these field trips occur at convenient intervals of 100 
years; and since our Martian scholar, like too many doctoral 
students on Earth, is apparently incapable of writing a thesis 
in less than five years, his visits span half a millennium. On 
his first visit in 1592 his essential thesis takes shape. 
Christianity, he concludes, is a Caucasian religion, practiced 
overwhelmingly by pink-skinned inhabitants of the northern 
temperate zone. On his second visit in 1692 he notes with 
quiet satisfaction that his thesis was clearly on the right lines; 
some of the inhabitants of Europe have moved across the 
Atlantic Ocean, and have taken their Christian religion with 
them, but it remains a part of their tribal culture. His third visit 
in 1792 leaves him increasingly confident of his thesis. True, 
he hears in passing of a shoemaker from Northampton who 
is about to leave to convert the heathen in India, but he 
smiles wryly at the improbability of this mission, in the light of 
the marked lack of enthusiasm for it among Carey’s pink-
skinned fellow-tribes people. 
     By 1892, the thesis is written in rough draft, but that 
year’s visit proves to be a little disturbing. As a result of the 
labours of William Carey, Charles Simeon, Mrs. Ramsden 
and others, Christianity seems to have found a secure 
foothold in many parts of the non-Caucasian world. He even 
discovers evidence of a black-skinned bishop of the Anglican 
Church, Samuel Ajayi Crowther, who has recently died in 
West Africa. The tribal associations of Christianity seem to 
be weakening. But on further reflection he is comforted by 
the realization that, even though there are now many non-
Caucasian Christians, the religion as a whole remains clearly 
a European and North American enterprise, firmly directed 
from the heartlands of pink-skinned supremacy, but now with 
a benevolent willingness to spread the light to other tribal 
groupings. His thesis requires an excursus to extend its 
scope, but remains essentially sound. 
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     By 1992 he is being pressed to present the final version 
of his thesis for examination, but conscientiously decides on 
one last field trip. The result is catastrophic, and academic 
integrity demands that the thesis be abandoned. For in the 
European heartlands of Christianity he finds the religion in 
apparently terminal decline, with only a small minority of the 
inhabitants retaining any meaningful adherence to it. But in 
much of the rest of Earth, Christianity is established and 
growing with extraordinary rapidity. Some of it still retains the 
outward form of the Caucasian religion of his earlier visits, 
but increasingly it is evolving into new and unfamiliar forms, 
integrally related to the non-Caucasian cultures of Africa, 
Asia and Latin America. Leadership is no longer focused on 
Europe and North America; indeed the former in particular is 
rapidly becoming, from the point of view of active 
Christianity, a backwater. In numerical terms, Christianity has 
become predominantly the religion of the non-Caucasian 
world. The focus of Christianity, and its future, is now no 
longer in the northern temperate zone, but in the equatorial 
and southern areas of Earth. 
 . 

Jesus commissioned His disciples to take the Gospel to the whole world, “beginning 

at Jerusalem” (Lk. 24:47). Fifty days after Jesus’ ascension, on the day of Pentecost, 

God-fearing Jewish pilgrims, who had gathered in Jerusalem from North Africa, Asia 

Minor, Arabia, Parthia, and elsewhere, miraculously heard the Word of God in their 

own languages, as they listened to Peter preach the message of Jesus’ death and 

resurrection. Peter quoted the Prophet Joel: “I will pour out my Spirit on all people” 

(Acts 2:17).  The Gospel grew among people from all walks of life, from different 

cultures, and from different lands. By Acts 5, the Gospel had reached the Samarian 

people of mixed race.  In Acts 8, an Ethiopian eunuch, an African worshipper of God, 

became convinced by Philip that Jesus fulfilled the Old Testament Scriptures, and 

was baptized. In Acts 10, the Holy Spirit fell upon the household of Cornelius, a God-

fearing Roman Centurion.  He and his household were all baptized and admitted into 

the fellowship, along with other believers.  
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Beginning in Acts 9 with the conversion of Paul, who on his three missionary 

journeys, took the Good News all across the ‘then-known-world’, to Macedonia (Acts 

16:6-40), to Rome (Acts 28:11-31), and to Spain (Rom. 15:23-29). Also, according to 

Christian tradition, “Jesus’ disciples took the message from Jerusalem into regions in 

which they were eventually martyred - Mark to Egypt, Thomas to India, Philip to 

Africa, and Peter to Rome” (Robert, 2009:15).   

 

The faith also spread through believing Roman soldiers, as they were posted from 

one end of the Empire to the other, and was spread by Jewish believers who 

traversed the Empire as merchants and traders. “By the third century A.D., 

Christians could be found from Britannia in the north to North Africa in the south, 

from Spain in the west to the borders of Persia in the east” (Robert, 2009:8). An 

Important fact to remember is that during this early spread of the Gospel, there was 

widespread persecution and bitter opposition, because “before A.D. 312 it was a 

crime against the State to be a disciple of Jesus” (Henderson & Parry, 1927:1).   

 

In A.D. 312, Constantine issued his famous ‘Edit of Toleration’ from Milan, which 

brought an end to the persecution and opened the doors for great numbers turning to 

the faith.  With the missionary activities of the early church and the growth of 

Christianity throughout the Roman Empire, the center of gravity continued to move 

northward reaching a peak in 1500, in Budapest. Around 1500, the Roman Catholics 

arrived in America, which pulled the center of gravity westward through the Iberian 

Peninsula. Around 1800, Protestant and Anglican worldwide missions commenced, 

and by 1900, 80 percent of all Christians were still located in the northern part of the 

world. However, by 1970, churches were declining rapidly in Europe, while at the 
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same time, growing rapidly in Africa and Asia. As a result, in 2010, the Christian 

center of gravity - “the point at which there are equal numbers of Christians in the 

North, South, East and West” (Priest, 2012:115), is located around Tessalit, Mali, in 

Northwest Africa. With the continued growth of Christianity in the South and the 

steady decline in the North, the center of gravity will continue to move southward 

(Priest, 2012:115).  

 

Looking at this shift through another statistic, in 1910, nine out of the top ten 

countries with the highest number of Christians were in the North - United States, 

Russia, Germany, France, Britain, Italy, Ukraine, Poland, and Spain. However, by 

2010, it looked profoundly different, with only three countries from the North - United 

States, Russia, and Germany, which are joined by seven countries from the Global 

South - Brazil, China, Mexico, Philippines, Nigeria, Democratic Republic of Congo 

and India. Over the last hundred years, the fastest Christian growth has been in 

Global South countries - Burkina Faso, Chad, Nepal, Burundi, and Rwanda. This is 

also true for the last ten years in- Afghanistan, Cambodia, Burkina Faso, and 

Rwanda (Priest, 2012:116-117).  

 

Concerning this shift in demographics, Tennent described seven mega-trends that 

are shaping twenty-first century mission endeavors. Among these trends, “the 

Changing Face of Global Christianity”, he noted that for the first time, since the mid-

fourteenth century, the majority of Christians, roughly 67 percent were located 

outside the Western world. At the turn of the twentieth century, the Christian church 

was largely Caucasian and Western, with over 380 million Christians in Europe and 

less than 10 million in all of Africa. But, by 2000, the number of Christians in Africa 
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had grown to 360 million, representing an increase from 10 percent to over 40 

percent of the African population (2010:34).  

 

As another example of this decline in the Global North, between 1978 and 2003, the 

number of priests across Europe fell from 250,000 to 200,000. In France today, only 

about five percent of Catholics are practicing their religion. Also, in France in 1970, 

there were about 50,000 priests, but by 2000, that number had dropped to barely 

half, and many dioceses have had to import priests from Francophone West Africa, 

to fill their pulpits/positions. Complicating the problem is that the number of 

seminarians has plunged drastically. In 1978, European seminaries accounted for 37 

percent of the seminarians worldwide, but by 2003, the figure had dropped to 22 

percent. Another trend - In some Muslim nations, around 90 percent of the adherents 

stated that religion ‘plays a very important role’ in their lives. When asked the same 

question in the United States, only 60 percent declared that their Christian religion 

played an important role.  The overall average in Europe, in answer to this question 

was 21 percent. The figures were further broken down by European countries that 

have at least 10 percent adherent Christian believers: (1) Italy – 27 percent; (2) 

Germany – 21 percent; (3) France – 11 percent; (4) Czech Republic – 11 percent. 

The average percentage of Europeans, who attend church at least weekly, is around 

20 percent, compared to 40 percent who attend weekly in the United States. In 

Britain, the number of attendees is between 15-20 percent, with the lowest number, 

below 5 percent, in Scandinavia.  These statistics include attendance to any place of 

worship, church, mosque, or synagogue (Jenkins, 2007:31-33).  
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European Protestantism is also declining. Two articles, recently published by the 

Telegraph, one of Britain’s leading newspapers, highlight this decline:  The former 

Archbishop of Canterbury (cited by Bingham, 2013:nn) warns: “Christianity is at risk 

of dying out in a generation”. He stated that priests lacked confidence, the burdens 

seemed too heavy, and the joy of ministry had been replaced with a feeling of 

heaviness.  And the reaction from the public reflected the same attitude. While he did 

not describe the public’s feeling as hostile, he called them ‘dismissive’, and that there 

was a “shrug of indifference, the rolled eyes of embarrassment, and the yawn of 

boredom” (2013:nn).  

 

In a second article, in the same newspaper, after attending a Sunday morning 

service, Nelson (cited by Wilson, 2013:nn) said: “The Church of England is a 

moribund institution kept going by and for the old people. They are ministered to 

(perhaps I was just unlucky) by an ill-educated clergy with nil public-speaking ability” 

(Wilson, 2013:nn). Jenkins agreed, by stating, “In our lifetime, the centuries - long 

North Atlantic captivity of the church is drawing to an end” (2006:9).   

 

Noll provides another way to visualize this dramatic shift in global Christianity: 

1. This past Sunday it is possible that more Christian believers 
attended church in China than in all of the so-called “Christian 
Europe.” Yet in 1970 there were no legally functioning churches in 
all of China; only in 1971 did the communist regime allow for one 
Protestant and one Roman Catholic Church to hold public worship 
services, and this was mostly a concession to visiting Europeans 
and African students from Tanzania and Zambia. 

 
2. This past Sunday more Anglicans attended church in each of 
Kenya, South Africa, Tanzania, and Uganda than did Anglicans in 
Britain and Canada and Episcopalians in the United States 
combined - and the number of Anglicans in the church in Nigeria 
was several times the number in those other African countries. 
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3. This past Sunday more Presbyterians were at church in Ghana 
than in Scotland, and more were in congregations of the United 
Presbyterian Church of Southern African than in the United States. 
 
4. This past Sunday there were more members of Brazil’s 
Pentecostal Assemblies of God at church than the combined total in 
the two largest U.S. Pentecostal denominations, the Assemblies of 
God and the Church of God in Christ in the United States. 
 
5. This past Sunday more people attended the Yoido Full Gospel 
Church pastored by Yongi Cho in Seoul, Korea, than attended all 
the churches in significant American denominations like the 
Christian Reformed Church, the Evangelical Covenant Church or 
the Presbyterian Church in America. Six to eight times as many 
people attended this one church as the total that worshipped in 
Canada’s ten largest churches combined. 
 
6. This past Sunday Roman Catholics in the United States 
worshiped in more languages than in any previous time in American 
history. 
 
7.  This past Sunday the churches with the largest attendance in 
England and France had mostly black congregations. About half of 
the churchgoers in London were African or Africa-Caribbean. 
Today, the largest Christian congregation in Europe is in Kiev, and 
it is pastored by a Nigerian of Pentecostal background. 
 
8.  This past week in Great Britain, at last fifteen thousand Christian 
foreign missionaries were hard at work evangelizing the locals. 
Most of these missionaries are from Africa and Asia. 
 
9.  And for several years the world’s largest chapter of the Jesuit 
order has been found in India, not in the United States, as it had 
been for much of the late twentieth century (2009:20-21). 
 

What has given rise to this apathetic decline in the North and this dramatic shift in 

the center of gravity to the South? The West is called Post-Christian and spoken of 

as no longer a mission force, but rather a mission field. Why is Christianity waning in 

the North and mushrooming in the South?  Besides the sheer numbers - population, 

conversions, and demographics, what has taken place? There are multiple reasons - 

we will look briefly at some of these. 
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3.1.1   Secularization of Europe. 

Using Berger’s definition of secularization, he states:  

By secularization, we mean the process by which sectors of society 
and culture are removed from the domination of religious institutions 
and symbols…this means that the modern West has produced an 
increasing number of individuals who look upon the world without 
the benefit of religious interpretations (1967:107-108). 
 
 

Drawing from two key surveys, the ‘International Social Survey Programme’ and the 

‘World Value Survey’, Lambert charted some of the key data in Western Europe’s 

secularization. One of the key indicators of this move was the attitude of Europeans 

toward the Bible. In a 1991 survey, conducted by the ‘International Social Survey 

Programme’, when asked how the Bible was perceived: (1) “The Bible is the actual 

Word of God and is to be taken literally, word for word.”; (2) “The Bible is the inspired 

Word of God but not everything should be taken literally, word for word”; (3) “The 

Bible is an ancient book of fables, legends, history, and moral precepts recorded by 

man”; and (4) “This does not apply to me/Can’t choose.”  Feedback found that the 

first two answers of the Bible as the “actual Word” or “inspired Word” had rates of 13 

percent and 40 percent respectively, in the Western European sample group. 

Highest percentage was - Italy, 26 percent/51 percent and the lowest percentage 

was - Denmark, 6 percent/17 percent (1999:314-317). 

 

A second key question, in Lambert’s material, related to people’s feelings about God. 

In the ‘World Value Survey’, one question related to the ‘kind’ of God. Choices were: 

(1) “A personal God” (the true Christian God)”; (2) “A spirit or vital force”, (origin or 

the architect of the universe, the energies, the divine within each creature, cosmic 

consciousness, etc.); (3) “I don’t really think there is any sort of spirit, God, or life 

force”; and (4) “Don’t know/No answer”.  In Western Europe, God was only slightly 
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more considered a “personal God” 36 percent, than as “a spirit or vital force,” 34 

percent. In France, the figures are 20 percent and 32 percent, respectively. Among 

Europe’s scientists, moving from the eldest to the youngest generations, those 

choosing “personal God” decreased from 47 percent to 28 percent. Those choosing 

“God really exists” was 41 percent to 25 percent, moving from eldest to youngest 

generations. A third key was related to attitudes toward permissiveness. The survey 

showed responses to the question regarding “moral rigidity” (against underage sex, 

homosexuality, prostitution, abortion, and extramarital affairs) and Christianity. For 

example, only 18 percent of those who attend church at least once a week agreed 

with the idea of “complete sexual freedom”, compared to 43 percent who practically 

never or never attend church. When asked “if marriage is an outdated institution?” 

the response was 4 percent for the group that regularly attended church, to 29 

percent for those who seldom attended. When asked by the survey if abortion were 

permissible, “when a married couple does not want to have any more children”, 13 

percent of those who attend church regularly agreed, and 49 percent of those who 

seldom attend agreed (1999:314-317). 

 

One additional key survey question, related to the political arena, asked about 

“respect to authority”. Seventy percent of those who attend church regularly agreed, 

and 47 percent of those who seldom attend agreed. When asked about one’s 

position of the political scale of Left-Center-Right, 16 percent among those who 

attend church at least one a week, placed themselves on the Left, compared to 45 

percent of those who seldom attend (Lambert, 1999:314-317). 
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Additional indications of secularism can be delineated that help account for the steep 

decline of Christianity in Europe. Daniele Hervieu-Leger, speaking from a French 

perspective (cited in Bjork, 2006:309-310), highlighted three reasons for this decline: 

(1) For the first time in human history Europeans no longer experience the fear of 

wanting or the fear of going hungry. (2) French no longer worry about what might 

happen to them after death. She said that for centuries Europeans prayed that they 

would be saved from a quick, unexpected death, since they did not want to be taken 

by death while still in a sinful state. Today, they are only interested to know if they 

will continue to exist after death and if they will be reunited with their loved ones, but 

this has nothing to do with eternal salvation or eternal loss. (3) Christian 

representation of the family as a sacred ordering of the world, and a representation 

of God’s relationship with humankind, has become incomprehensible to the 

members of societies where families are constituted and dissolved on a contractual 

basis. Rather that marrying because they believe that this is the way in which God 

intended it to be from the beginning, Europeans now enter into that commitment 

because after living together for a number of years, they feel that it is time to 

“celebrate” their relationship. 

  

Wilson, writing in the Telegraph newspaper, echoed this response, when he wrote 

that the reason for the deep decline in the European church is sex. Traditional 

Christianity taught that no sexual acts are allowed outside marriage, but today, most 

Christians do not adhere to this basic teaching. Nearly all young people at some 

stage in their relationship try living together, apart from the commitment of marriage 

(2013:nn). While focusing on Britain in particular, we believe that Brown’s analysis of 
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what has befallen the faith of the British people, holds true for most, if not all of 

Western Europe, 

It took several centuries (in what historians call the Dark Ages) to 
convert Britain to Christianity, but it has taken less than forty years 
for the country to forsake it. For a thousand years, Christianity 
penetrated deeply into the lives of the people, enduring 
Reformation, Enlightenment and industrial revolution by adapting to 
each new social and cultural context that arose. Then, really quite 
suddenly in 1963, something very profound ruptured the character 
of the nation and its people, sending organized Christianity on a 
downward spiral to the margins of social significance. In 
unprecedented numbers, the British people since the 1960s have 
stopped going to church, and have allowed their church 
membership to lapse, have stopped marrying in the church, and 
have neglected to baptize their children. Meanwhile, their children, 
the two generations that grew to maturity in the last thirty years of 
the twentieth century, stopped going to Sunday school, stopped 
entering confirmation or communicant classes, and rarely, if ever, 
stepped inside a church worship in their entire lives. The cycle of 
inter-generational renewal of Christian affiliation, a cycle which had 
for so many centuries tied the people however closely or loosely to 
the churches and to the Christian moral benchmarks, was 
permanently disrupted in the ‘swing sixties’. Since then, a formerly 
religious people have entirely forsaken organized Christianity in a 
sudden plunge into a truly secular condition (2001:1). 

 

Other reasons could be cited for the deepening secularization of Europe that have 

led to the growing number of individuals and institutions that look at the world without 

the benefit of religious interpretations, but for our work, this will suffice. Now, we look 

at another factor contributing to the declining influence of Christianity in the West-

Islam. 

 

3.1.2    Islam in Europe  

Sanneh writes, “Two major forces are contending today for Europe’s soul - radical 

Islam and new Christianity” (2007:124). Jenkins echoes a similar word, “Yet the 

process of dechristianization, if that is what it really is, coincides not with the growth 
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of scientific humanism, but rather the dramatic expansion of other religions of a 

traditionalist or fundamentalist bent, especially Islam” (2007:1-2).  

 

The interaction between Christianity and Islam dates back over 1,400 years, with 

many violent and negative consequences, leaving a legacy of hatred: (1) Christianity 

by Constantine’s edit (312 A.D.); (2) Arab conquests from Atlantic to Western China 

(635-878); (3) Ottoman Turkish conquests and invasions of Central Europe (1064-

1550s); (4) Seven Crusades (1096-1291); (5) Mongolian conquests, and later 

Mongols converted to Islam and millions were slaughtered with the virtual destruction 

of Christianity in Asia (1203-1650); (6) ‘Christian’ Colonial imperialism (1490-1975); 

and (7) the ongoing/current tensions related to the Jewish State of Israel (Johnstone, 

2011:73).  Added to this, we should mention some of the terrorists’ attacks that have 

occurred during this decade – ‘9/11’, the Iraq and Afghanistan wars, London 

bombings, Spain train bombing, American Embassy bombings, and the Westgate 

Mall terror attack in Nairobi. 

 

Kepel, a French scholar on radical Islam, (cited by Douthat, 2005:58) stated: “the 

most important war for Muslim minds during the next decade will be fought not in 

Palestine or Iraq, but on the outskirts of London, Paris, and other European cities, 

where Islam is already a growing part of the West”. According to Barrett, the Muslim 

population of Europe has risen from approximately nine million (2.3 percent of the 

population) in 1900, to over thirty-one million (4.3 percent of the population) in 2000 

(2001:387). Also, the expansion of the European Union’s borders may result in the 

Republic of Turkey with 60 million Muslims becoming EU members, which will 

change the discussions surrounding European identity even more. Such small 
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percentages do not seem to pose a threat to what was once Christianity’s heartland, 

except when we consider several mitigating factors:  

(1) Labor force - In a typical third world country, the population of those under 14 is 

about a third, while only about four percent or five percent are over 65 years old. But, 

in most Western European countries, the 65+ population represent at least one sixth 

of the population, and in Italy, it represents one quarter of the population. Predictions 

for 2050 are that Italy will have over 40 percent over the age of 60 years, and that 

Europe’s overall median age will rise from 37 years to 52.3 years. With this older 

population, Europe will continue to need immigrant workers and since the 1960s that 

has resulted in heavy immigration from Africa, Asia, the Middle East and the 

Caribbean.  Many of the new immigrants who come to work in these European cities 

are Muslim (Jenkins, 2007:7-8).  

 

According to Douthat, there are 900,000 immigrants that reach European shores 

each year and Muslims from the Middle East and North Africa make up an 

increasingly larger proportion of these new arrivals. Some of the influx has been 

driven by conditions in their home countries, but it is likely to be amplified by the 

demand for immigrant workers in the decades ahead, as the ‘graying’ of Europe’s 

population puts an increasing strain on the welfare states of Europe. According to a 

2000 United Nations report, EU states need 949,000 immigrants a year to maintain 

their 1995 population, 1,588,000 a year to maintain their 1995 working-age 

population, and an unbelievable 13,480,000 to maintain the 1995 ratio of working-

age retired residents (2005:58).  
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A similar situation exists in the United States, which has over 14 million ‘illegal’ 

Hispanic immigrants within its borders, who supplement the American labor force. 

However, one big difference from the situation in Europe is that these immigrants 

overwhelmingly, are from a Christian persuasion.  

 

(2) Birth Rates – The statistics show that each Western woman in the EU produces, 

on average, 1.4 children, the Muslim immigrant women, in the same countries, 

produce 3.5 children. A 1990 article in the National Review has the birth rate at six 

per Muslim woman (Pipes, 1990:130). All across Europe there has been a decline in 

family size and in single parent homes. Italy’s birth rate fell below 1.5 in 1984 and is 

now at 1.28. Spain’s current birth rate is similar to Italy’s. In Germany between 25 

percent and 30 percent of the women remain childless, and the figure is over 40 

percent for college graduates (Jenkins, 2007:6-7). Europe’s overall birth rate is 

expected to fall from 728 million in 2000 to around 630 million in 2050 (Douthat, 

2005:58).  

 

Krekar, a former Norwegian-based radical Islamic leader (cited by Jenkins, 2007:8) 

said: “Look at the development of the population of Europe, where the number of 

Muslims increase like mosquitoes…by 2050, thirty percent of the European 

population will be Muslim”. Ferguson echoes this when he writes, “The greatest of all 

the strengths of radical Islam…is that it has demography on its side. The Western 

culture against which it has declared holy war cannot possibly match the capacity of 

traditional Muslim societies when it comes to reproduction” (2006:8).  
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(3) Urbanization - The relatively small size of Europe’s Islamic populations is 

counter-balanced by their heavy concentration in a few western European nations - 

France, Germany, and the Benelex countries of Belgium, Netherlands, and 

Luxembourg. Along with this, the Muslim population in these countries, cluster in a 

few large cities. Two-fifths of Britain’s Muslims reside in London, and one-third of 

France’s Muslims live in the greater Paris area, often in neighborhoods and housing 

projects that are culturally and economically isolated from European society. This 

isolation and marginalization make them more vulnerable to unemployment, crime, 

under-education, and receptivity to religious radicalization (Douthat, 2005:58).  

 

As the Muslim populations grow and increasingly exert their ideology in these 

European cities, conflicts will continue to arise. Islam is not just a faith, concerned 

only with the spiritual aspects of life, and not just a religion content to play a minority 

role in society. It is a theology of the majority and being in the minority is never 

seriously considered.  Hauser explains: 

Muslims generally claim that Islam is the final religion and therefore 
supersedes all previous religions, which either are innately deficient 
or have been corrupted in the course of history. “And whoever 
seeks a religion other than Islam, it will never be accepted of him, 
and in the Hereafter he will be one of the losers” (sura 3:85). This 
conviction and confidence is deeply embedded in the Islamic 
consciousness through the Quran and the sunna (e.g., see sura 
3:110) (2012:189). 
 

 

3.1.3 Europe’s Unconverted Christianity 

A third major factor in the decline of Christianity in Europe and a connected decline 

in ‘prominence’ in world mission is the underlying flaw in Europe’s Christianity. Many 

Europeans identify themselves as Christians, based only upon the fact that their 

mothers and fathers were believers or because they participated in some liturgical 
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process in a church, which dominated religious life in their particular country. Bjork 

comments on this religious socialization: 

In France for instance, the overwhelming majority of the people 
whom we encountered have gone through the process of religious 
socialization without becoming truly Christian. When we have asked 
our neighbors, friends, and other acquaintances to identify 
themselves religiously, their answer has typically gone something 
like this,” I am French. I am Catholic. I do not practice my religion. I 
am agnostic or an atheist. I believe in the reincarnation.” Even the 
overwhelming majority of those who request that the church furnish 
them with the sacrament such as marriage, the baptism of a child, 
or a funeral do not do so because of Christian faith (2006:313). 

 

In an independent survey conducted by Bjork with 35 Catholic couples, preparing for 

marriage, the following results were found: 

(1) All but one of the seventy individuals had been baptized as infants.         
(2) Seven individuals said that they are agnostics.  
(3) Five individuals claimed to be atheists.  
(4) One half of the individuals said that they were believers, but not practicing    
their faith.  
(5) Out of the seventy individuals, only three affirmed that they regularly 
practiced their faith.  
 

When these 35 Catholic couples were asked whom they believed Jesus Christ to be, 

eleven individuals answered ‘symbol’ or an ‘idea’. Eight individuals answered ‘some 

kind of presence’, while twenty-two individuals said that they had no idea who Jesus 

was. Three individuals said they were not interested in Jesus and five individuals 

said that He was the invention of man’s imagination.  Several said that they had 

learned when they were children that Jesus was the Son of God, but that they did 

not personally believe that was true. Out of the seventy, only two or three individuals 

gave an answer that reflected an understanding of the Christian faith, close to that of 

historic Christianity (2006:314).  
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The process of religious socialization, whereby Europeans have come to the faith in 

the past, no longer works, and it leaves them vulnerable to other religious faiths. As 

Bawer comments, “When Christian faith departed, it took with it a sense of meaning 

and purpose, and left the continent vulnerable to conquest by people with deeper 

faith and stronger convictions (2006:34).  

 

It is not difficult to find compelling images of the decline of Christianity and the 

growth of Islam in Europe. Travelers to major European cities will readily notice the 

abandoned church buildings - some have been converted into secular businesses or 

into museums, others into mosques. They will also notice all the new mosques that 

have been built. Many in today’s Europe worry that it is no longer implausible to think 

that Europe could turn into a Muslim continent within a few decades.  If Spain 

reverted to Islam, it could become the Moorist Emirate of Iberia; Britain could 

become North Pakistan; France could become the Islamic Republic of New Algeria, 

and Germany could become the New Turkey (Jenkins, 2007:6). 

  

On the other hand, there are some encouraging, hopeful signs. In some cities, 

Europeans are being presented with the Gospel of salvation that leads to true 

conversion. This may be the real and only hope of deliverance from the twin perils of 

radical secularism and radical Islam. We will look at these promising signs in Section 

Three. 

 

3.1.4  God’s Focus 

One final factor for us to consider, contributing to the decline in the Global North, 

particularly Europe, is the matter of God’s focus. The vibrant church that once 
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existed in the early days of Christianity, in North Africa, produced the great 

theologians, Tertullian, Cyprian, and Augustine. Yet when traveling in North Africa 

and the Middle East today, through the ‘lands of Islam’, it is almost impossible to 

comprehend how this shift away from Christian influence, has happened. In Acts 

11:1-3, when Peter returned from the house of Cornelius, he was highly criticized by 

the circumcised believers, who said to him, “You went into the house of 

uncircumcised men and ate with them” (Acts 11:2). In Acts 11:3-17, Peter gave his 

account of his experiences in the house of Cornelius. The occasion of this narrative 

is the ‘conversion of Cornelius’ or as we might also call it the ‘conversion of Peter’. 

Peter was the recognized leader of the new Christian movement, which was made 

up exclusively of Jews, who had decided to follow Jesus, but who were not willing to 

lose their Jewish identity and practices. The idea of a Gentile believer was one that 

they had not found possible to embrace. Through a vision, Cornelius was told to 

send men to Joppa and summon Peter. However, before Peter was prepared to go 

to the house of this Gentile, he received a divine revelation – the vision of a sheet 

being let down to the earth by four corners, full of unclean creatures. He was told not 

regard as unclean anything that God regarded as clean. On this basis, against all his 

cultural instincts and against the society to which he belonged, Peter found himself 

preaching to Cornelius and his entire household, resulting in the Holy Spirit coming 

upon all who heard, with subsequent conversion and baptism. When the apostles 

and the brothers throughout Judea heard this news, Peter was called upon to explain 

his actions. It was Peter’s account of his own ‘conversion’ and the ‘conversion’ of the 

Gentiles in Cornelius’ house, that persuaded Peter’s Jewish colleagues in Jerusalem 

to say, “When they heard this, they had no further objections and praised God, 
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saying, ‘So then, God has granted even the Gentiles repentance unto life’” (Acts 

11:18). 

 

This was a decisive turning-point that changed Christianity from a sect within 

Judaism into an international movement.  It took the radical ‘conversion’ of Peter and 

his Jewish colleagues in Jerusalem to understand that God was moving ahead of 

them and that they could not assume that their base in Jerusalem would necessarily 

remain the center of God’s purpose and mission. Once the Gentiles had been 

accepted as believers, there was no turning back to the status quo. Before many 

years had passed, Jerusalem-based Christianity had faded and the Church had 

become predominantly a Gentile movement, as it remains today. However, there 

was a group of Jewish Christians who opposed this inclusion of the Gentiles called 

Ebionites, who insisted on the necessity of following the Jewish law and rites, but 

they were left behind as the purpose and mission of God for all the ‘People Groups’ 

on earth to hear and respond to the Gospel moved ahead. The future of Christianity 

was now in the hands of those who recognized and embraced the new direction that 

God was moving and leading (France, 1995:338-344). 

 

Today it would be easy for Western Christians to repeat the same mistake as the 

Ebionites, in not accepting the new direction of God’s mission, failing to recognize 

the shift in the center of gravity of world Christianity and the changing focus of the 

world Church. We in the West must become aware that the Global South is no 

longer obligated to conform to our understanding of theology, ecclesiology, world 

mission, and/or practice.  
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We believe that God has shifted His focus to the Global South, to get the Gospel to 

the last remaining unreached, unengaged ‘People Groups’ on earth. Also, we believe 

that He wants them to help finish the ‘Great Commission’ mandate, and, by His 

grace, be the catalysts to help bring reawakening to the Global North. The Global 

South could be God’s anchor leg in Missio Dei (France, 1995:338-344). 

 

We have highlighted four major reasons for the decline of ‘prominence’ in the world 

mission enterprise in the West, particularly in Western Europe - secularization, Islam, 

unconverted Christianity, and a shift in God’s focus. All of these have been 

contributing factors that have weakened the church and have contributed to the 

decline of Europe’s involvement in the world mission enterprise.  Johnstone points to 

the data from Britain: 

Britain’s contribution to world mission and evangelization and the 
Protestant mission movement in the last 220 years is unique, but 
interest is waning as the Church weakens. Fewer than one in six 
Protestant churches have missionaries serving on the field.  
Widespread misconceptions are that the job is largely completed or 
that efforts should be concentrated on Britain’s needs (2011:855). 
 

According to a 2010 study, conducted by Gordon-Conwell Seminary, the ten 

countries that sent the most missionaries were:   

(1) United States - 127,000  
(2) Brazil - 34,000 
(3) France - 21,000   
(4) Spain - 21,000 
(5) Italy - 20,000 
(6) South Korea - 20,000   
(7) United Kingdom - 15,000  
(8) Germany -14,000 
(9) India - 10,000 
(10) Canada - 8,500  
 
However, the ten countries that sent the most missionaries per million church 
members were:   
 
(1) Palestine - 3,401  
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(2) Ireland - 2,131  
(3) Malta - 1,994 
(4) Samoa - 1,802  
(5) South Korea - 1,014   
(6) Belgium – 842 
(7) Singapore – 815  
(8) Tonga – 619 
(9) United States – 614  
(10) Netherlands – 602 (Steffan, 2013:nn). 
 

Johnstone listed the top 20 missionary ‘sending’ countries, from 1900 to 2010. In 

1900, there were 13 Western countries in the top 20 ‘sending’ countries with United 

Kingdom at the top with 6,530 missionaries.. In 1960, there were 13 Western 

countries in the top 20 with the United States on the top with 20,500 missionaries. In 

2000, there were 11 Western countries in the top 20, with United States remaining 

on top with 64,084 missionaries. In 2010, there were only eight Western countries in 

the top 20 and only one, United States with 95,000, in the top five, followed by India 

with 82,950, South Korea with 21,500, China with 20,000, and Nigeria with 6, 644. 

While Western countries dominated in sending out missionaries from 1900 to 1960, 

we begin to see a decline in the 2000 rankings with India and South Korea in the top 

five ahead of the United Kingdom. In 2010, the only Western nation in the top five 

was the United States (2011:233).  

 

When we look at mission ‘sending’ agencies, we can also see the strength and 

participation of the Global North declining, while the strength and participation of the 

Global South is rising.  In 2010, of the top 22 ‘sending’ agencies, 13 were Western 

country-based and 9 were Global South-based, with seven in India and two in South 

Korea. Nigeria failed by a small margin to ‘qualify’ for this list. This shows a definite 

shift from North to South in ‘prominence’, that will continue to be even more evident 

as the fledgling mission-sending countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America reach 
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their full potential and fulfill their divine calling to help complete the ‘Great 

Commission’ task. 

 

In the eighteenth century, Belloc posited his now-famous quote: “Europe is the Faith 

and the Faith is Europe” (1924:331). For over four centuries his statement rang true - 

Europe was the heartland of Christianity. In 1910, 80 percent of the world’s Christians 

lived in the Global North. By 1970, Europe accounted for only 40 percent of that 

population, and in 2010, she had just 25.7 percent of the global share of Christians. 

Projections are for further decline, for reasons that we have shared briefly in this 

thesis - secularization, rise of Islam, unconverted Christianity, and the moving of 

God’s focus to the Global South. Without spiritual revival and re-awakening in 

Europe, a second not-so-famous quote penned by Belloc: ”Europe will return to the 

faith or she will perish” (1924:33), harbingers a bleak future. 

 

In Chapter Four, we have described the shift in gravity of Christianity from the Global 

North to the Global South - Africa, Latin America, and Asia. While there are many 

reasons for the decline of Christianity in Europe, we named four major reasons: (1) 

secularization, (2) Islam, (3) unconverted Christianity, and (4) God’s changing focus. 

This dramatic decline in Europe has major implications for migrant and Diaspora 

people living in that part of the world. As we will state in later chapters, most of the 

current growth of Christianity in today’s Europe is coming from churches that have 

been started by migrants, especially from Africa, but also from Asia and Latin 

America. Although some of these migrant ministries have apostolic aspiration and 

vision to help bring re-awakening to the North, for the most part they continue to have 

an ethnocentric approach to mission. In our thesis we will propose that the Christians 
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among the Chinese migrants, who are scattered in over 140 countries have been led 

there to be cross-cultural witnesses to evangelize and help bring re-awakening. 
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3.2    Chapter Five: Rise of the Global South 

More remarkable than the decline of Christianity in the Global North is the rise of 

Christianity in the Global South. Contrary to the decline that is taking place in the 

Global North, Christianity in the Global South is not only surviving, but expanding 

and thriving! Pohlmann captures this shift by stating: “Right now, the “Majority” world 

is witnessing more church growth than anywhere else in the world. Right now, most 

countries in the southern hemisphere are sending missionaries and training 

theological students like never before. Right now, everyone in the ministry has to re-

assess the Great Commission” (2013:154-155). In 1990, Europe was home to about 

two-thirds of the world’s Christian population, however today the figure is about 25 

percent and is projected to fall to 20 percent by 2025.  

 

In the 1900s, a list of the world’s leading Christian countries included Britain, France, 

Spain, and Italy, but none of these names will be represented in a corresponding list 

for 2050.  The countries with the largest evangelical Christian populations in 2050 

are projected to be China (183.5 million), United States (133.5 million), India (78.6 

million), Nigeria (76.1 million), Ethiopia (57.9 million), Brazil (55.7 million), Uganda 

(51.2 million), Philippines (34.1 million), Kenya (25.8 million), Democratic Republic of 

Congo (33.7 million), Mexico (18.5 million), Indonesia (16.4 million), Tanzania (15.4 

million), Angola (12.6 million), Sudan (12.1 million), Guatemala (9.3 million),  

Mozambique (9.3 million), South Africa (9.2 million), Ghana (8.9 million), and Peru 

(8.6 million).  Only one country in the Global North, the United States, is projected to 

be in the top 20 evangelical Christian countries in 2050, while the remaining 19 will 

be located in the Global South (Johnstone, 2011:145).  
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Looking at the total number of Christians projected on each continent by 2050, we 

see a similar picture emerging - Africa (1,031 million); Asia (601 million); North 

America (333 million); Latin America (655 million); Europe (530 million); and Oceania 

(38 million). By 2050 the Global South - Latin America, Africa, and Asia will have a 

projected 2,287 million Christians, while North America, Europe, and Oceania will 

have a projected 901 million. Following this scenario, by 2050, nearly two-thirds of 

the world’s Christian population will reside in the South (Jenkins, 2011:3).   

 

Walls writes about this dramatic shift associated with the decline of Christianity in the 

North and its rise in the South: 

The fact that Christianity, after being a Western religion for centuries, 
has now become a non-Western one is especially striking for the 
suddenness and rapidity of the transition. Kenneth Scott Latourette 
spoke of the nineteenth century as the great century of mission, but it is 
the twentieth century that has been the most remarkable for the 
transformation of Christianity. One has to go back many centuries to 
find such a huge recession in one part of the world paralleled by such a 
huge simultaneous accession in another, producing the radical shift in 
the cultural and demographic composition of the Christian church that 
has occurred since 1900.  It took Christianity a long time to become a 
Western religion. It did not begin as a Western religion (in the usual 
significance of the word), and it took many centuries to become 
thoroughly appropriated in Europe. It is still later that Christianity 
became so singularly associated with Europe and Europe alone as to 
be thought of as a European religion. Indeed it was not until 
comparatively recent times - around the year 1500 - that the ragged 
conversion of lost pagan peoples of Europe, the overthrow of the 
Muslim power in Spain, and the final eclipse of Christianity in central 
Asia and North Africa combined to produce a Europe that was 
essentially Christian and a Christianity that was essentially European. 
Paradoxically it is just at this point, when Europe and Christianity were 
more closely identified with each other than ever before, that the 
impact of the non-Western world upon the Western became critical. In 
the very era in which Western Christianity became fully and confidently 
formulated, the process that was to lead to its transformation of 
supersession had begun (2000:105). 
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We turn now to examine some of the major factors that have contributed to this 

transition to Global South ‘prominence’ – (1) Latin American Pentecostals, (2) African 

Initiated Churches, (3) China’s unregistered house churches, (4) urbanization, (5) 

migration, and (6) globalization. While similarities exist between these three 

continents - South America, Africa, and Asia - making up the Majority world, we want 

to examine each of the major factors separately. We begin first with the ‘Renewalist 

Movements’ of Latin America. 

 

3.2.1   Renewalist Christian Movements in Latin America 

A simplified definition of a ‘renewalist’ Christian is one who experiences God, acting 

through the Holy Spirit, playing a direct role in all aspects of his/her everyday life. 

This movement, led by an African-American preacher, William J. Seymour, began in 

1906, with one of the most remarkable events in twentieth-century Christianity, the 

‘Azusa Street Revival’. By 2006, this movement represented 26.7 percent of the 

global Christian population. Although there may have been similar events at roughly 

the same time in various parts of the world, historians usually point to the ‘Azusa 

Street Revival’ as the beginning point of Pentecostalism. North America had a 

lengthy history of revival, marked by the ‘First Great Awakening’, toward the end of 

the colonial period and the ‘Second Great Awakening’, in the nineteenth century. 

What could be called the ‘Third Great Awakening’, the ‘Azusa Street Revival’, and 

subsequent movement, was characterized by speaking in tongues, visions of divine 

guidance, and an extraordinary zeal for spreading the Gospel. It spread rapidly from 

Azusa Street believers throughout the United States, at first particularly among the 

Wesleyan Holiness believers, then among Baptists, and finally among members of 

every denomination. In Latin America over the course of the next one hundred years, 
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Pentecostalism would radically change the total landscape of Christianity (Gonzalez 

& Gonzalez, 2008:270-271). Projections for 2025 are for a world-wide increase to 

reach 30 percent of the Christian population. Johnson describes the movement that 

began in 1906, as coming in three waves: (1) the first wave was the Pentecostal 

renewal, which included white denominational Pentecostals, classical Pentecostals, 

and ‘Oneness’ Pentecostals; (2) the second wave was the Charismatic wave, which 

included Anglican Charismatics, Catholic Charismatics, Protestant Charismatics, 

Orthodox Charismatics, and marginal Christian Charismatics; and (3) the third wave 

was the Neocharismatic renewal, which included non-white indigenous 

Neocharismatics, white-led Independent Post-denominationalists, independent 

Anglican Neocharismatics, independent Protestant Neocharismatics, independent 

Catholic Neocharismatics, independent Orthodox Neocharismatics, nonhistorical 

independent Neocharismatics, isolated radio/TV Neocharismatics, and hidden non-

Christian believers (2006:75-76). 

 

Our focus will be on Latin American Pentecostalism as a representative of the larger 

global phenomenon, in the expansion of world Christianity. As Sanneh explains: 

“charismatic Christianity has been the driving engine of the Third Awakening, and it 

is largely responsible for the dramatic shift in the religion’s center of gravity” 

(2008:275). Roman Catholic missionaries began arriving in Latin America in the late 

fifteenth century, after the ‘Padroado’, an arrangement between the Vatican and the 

kings of Spain and Portugal, in which they were granted administration over local 

churches. Over the next few centuries, Latin America became one of the most 

Roman Catholic regions in the world. Protestant missionaries did not arrive until the 

late nineteenth century. Pentecostalism did not arrive in Latin America until the early 
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part of the twentieth century. Yet after only seventy-five years in Latin America, the 

Pentecostals have risen from a barely distinguishable grouping in the 1930s, to three 

quarters of the Protestant population (Wilson, 1986:86).  

 

Pentecostals also represent the most rapidly growing sector of Latin American 

Protestantism. In Brazil, the region’s largest Protestant population, the data shows 

that Pentecostals grew from less that 50 percent of Protestants in 1980, to 68 

percent in 2000. In Central America, Pentecostal growth varies significantly from 

country to country. At the upper end are Brazil, Chile, Argentina, Guatemala, El 

Salvador and Nicaragua, where Pentecostals represent more than ten percent of the 

national populations. At the lower end are Mexico, Venezuela, Colombia, and Peru, 

where Pentecostals represent below ten percent of the national populations.  The 

impact on the Latin American religious landscape of Pentecostalism has been 

profound. It has led to a large increase in the number of Pentecostal churches that 

have been planted in important urban areas. In 1992, in the Greater Rio area of 

Brazil, 61 percent of all existing churches were Pentecostal. Even more specifically, 

in one Catholic diocese in Greater Rio, Protestant places of worship outnumbered 

their Catholic counterpart by a two-to-one margin, and in the poorest section of town, 

the ratio climbed to almost seven-to-one margin (Pew Forum, 2011:nn). 

 

Pentecostals have made their presence known within the political arena, as well. 

Since the 1980s, Guatemala has had two Pentecostal presidents, and Brazil has had 

the formation of an Evangelical political congressional caucus, that is largely made 

up of Pentecostals, which includes about ten percent of the country’s congressional 

members. In Chile, Pentecostals host an annual ‘independence day celebration’ that 
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has been attended by the president, and in Nicaragua, the Pentecostals have 

founded a political party that fielded presidential and congressional candidates (Pew 

Forum , 2011:nn).  

 

The Catholic monopoly of colonial and early post-independence and even the secure 

hold in the first half of the twentieth century are under threat in most Latin American 

countries.  According to Freston, the Catholic’s traditional claim to be an essential 

part of Latin America’s identity has lost much of its plausibility, related to the 

following reasons: 

1. Modernization and urbanization have not been favorable to 
Catholicism, whose institutional structure remains too tied to a rural 
Christendom mentality. 
 
2. A chronic shortage of national priests in most countries highlight 
the gap between ‘official’ churchly Catholicism and ‘popular’ or ‘folk’ 
Catholicism, often syncretic, which dominates the masses and had 
only a marginal relationship with ecclesiastical structures. 
 
3. Liberation Theology and the Base Communities, important from 
the 1960s to 1980s, but now on the wane, are in part attempts to 
revitalize the church at the grass-roots in the face of new 
challenges. The Catholic Charismatic Renewal, often larger that 
Base Communities, is another example of this. 
 
4. Afro-Brazilian religions (far from limited to blacks and now 
exported) also compete for followers, while the main new religious 
phenomenon among the middle class is, as in the developed West, 
esoteric and extra-institutional (2001:192-193). 
 

In recent years, Latin American Pentecostals have lived in a region torn by political, 

economic, cultural, and social upheaval. These factors often led to instability, which 

led to violence and chaos. Most Latin American Pentecostal churches are large, self-

supporting, self-governing, and self-multiplying churches, rooted among the poor 

masses. They have also been participants in the scenario, whereby they have 

experienced God’s activity and providence through evangelism and establishment of 
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new churches in remote and marginalized areas. This has given evidence to their 

commitment and obedience to the Great Commission (Alvarez, 2002:139-140).  

 

Calling it the ‘fifth wave’ of churches - after the ‘four waves’ of immigrant churches; 

mainline denominational churches; faith mission churches; and newer 

denominational churches, Berg and Pretiz write that the growth of Pentecostals in 

Latin America can be attributed to 12 core values. We summarize the first ten here: 

1. A background of Christian knowledge already acquired in the 
Roman Catholic tradition. 
 
2. A world view that still accepts the supernatural and is not overly 
rationalized. 
 
3. Disenchantment with the Roman Catholic Church because of 
lack of priests and pastoral care, contradictions discovered between 
the Church’s teaching and the Bible, moral failure of some clergy, 
and identification of the Church with the establishment or with 
revolutionaries. 
 
4. Religious liberty with more political freedom to practice their 
religious faith. 
 
5. Poverty and insecurity that led people to find in Christ their 
ultimate source of strength and acceptance. 
  
6. Evangelical use of mass media including easy-to-read Scripture 
distribution and radio broadcasts. 
 
7. Evangelical church structure that encourages lay-person 
participation at all levels. 
 
8. Mobilization where all Christians are involved in sharing the 
Gospel. 
 
9. Faith in God’s power to bear fruit in witnessing and evangelism. 
 
10. Contextualization where the Gospel is presented in familiar 
terms and surroundings (1992:118-120). 
 

How does this rapid expansion of the Pentecostal church, within the Latin 

American context, translate into cross-cultural missions? Giron (cited by Alverez, 
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2002:149) stated that the church in Latin America, as well as the church in the two-

thirds world, has come of age and has shifted “from a mission field to becoming a 

mission force”. Alvarez estimated that in 1997 the Pentecostal churches in Latin 

America sent and supported three thousand cross-cultural missionaries 

(2002:149).   

 

Prior to 1967, ‘foreign missions’ was thought to be the responsibility of the West, but 

two major events helped change that misconception. The first event was the 1966 

meeting in Berlin, of ‘The World Congress on Evangelization’, under the conference 

theme of ‘One Race, One Gospel, One Task’. It was at this meeting that the non-

Western church began to comprehend their responsibility in world evangelization. 

Writing from a Latin American viewpoint, Cook called this meeting, “the beginning of 

a revival of a sense of urgency regarding evangelization among evangelicals 

worldwide” and “the end of Western missions and the beginning of Third World 

Missions” (1994:48).  

 

The second major event that helped give further impetus to cross-cultural 

missions among the Latin Americans was the ‘Second Global Congress on 

World Evangelization’ held in 1974, in Lausanne, Switzerland. This Congress 

produced a ‘covenant’ that was widely accepted by evangelical Protestants as 

a theological foundation of the modern missionary movement. Cook writes that 

this gathering “provided the incentive to deepen a sense of responsibility for 

worldwide evangelization” (1994:48). Following the Lausanne Congress, five 

hundred Latino university students and graduates from all across Latin America 

gathered in 1976, for the ‘First Latin America Missionary Congress’ at the 
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University of Parana, in Curitiba, Brazil. They gathered to affirm their 

commitment of a generation to missionary work, within Latin America and 

overseas. The meeting embraced the missionary history of evangelicals in Latin 

America, God’s initiative through Jesus Christ in history, the missionary 

vocation of the church, and the new missionary situation in the world. The 

concluding statement read: 

As in the past the call of Jesus Christ and His mission was a 
call to cross geographical barriers, today the Lord is calling us 
to cross the frontiers of inequality, injustice and ideological 
idolatry. We are called to carry the presence of Jesus Christ 
proclaiming His redemptive Gospel, serving the world and thus 
transforming it through His love, patient in the hope of the new 
creation that He will bring to reality, and for which we groan 
(Phillips, 1993:131). 
 

Later in 1987, Latin Americans initiated the first ‘Congreso Misionero Ibero-

Americano’ (COMIBAM), which was convened in San Paulo, Brazil. This event 

brought together a large number of mission enthusiasts from all over the 

continent, with the intention “of being more of a process that an event, geared 

to heighten the awareness of the churches, the sharing of information, and the 

formation of structures” (Phillips, 1993:131).   

 

All of this activity helped produce several new mission agencies and a fairly 

large number of Latin Americans who left their homes to take the Gospel to far-

distant lands – to Spanish and Portuguese-speaking countries in Africa, to 

Amazonian tribes, and to tribal people in Kenya (Cook, 1994:50). Especially 

impacted by this meeting was the Brazilian delegation. Prado remarked: “This 

missionary encounter was a watershed moment, in my opinion, for the 

beginning of this “boom of Brazilian missions” (2005:52). The number of ‘trans-

cultural’ missionaries sent out from Brazil increased from 880 in 1989 to 2,803 
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in 2001, which included those on ‘home assignment’.  In addition to this, there 

were another 1,076 Brazilian missionaries serving in support and administrative 

roles in Brazil. Of the Brazilian ‘trans-cultural’ missionaries serving on the field 

in 2001, 1,338, nearly half, were still on the field, after more than three years. 

Thirty-five percent, or 860, of these Brazilian missionaries were from 

Pentecostal denominations. There were 2,057 of these missionaries working 

outside Brazil in other nations - 15 percent in Asia; 7 Percent in North America; 

30 percent in South America; 11 percent in Europe; and 6 percent in Central 

Asia. In 2001, Brazil had 44 missionary agencies and organizations sending 

missionaries (Prado, 2005:52-53). 

 

The second ‘Congreso Misionero Ibero-Americano’ (COMIBAM) gathered in 

1997, in Acapulco, Mexico. The event brought together 2,200 missionaries, 

missionary candidates, and mission-minded pastors, to gauge the progress of 

Latin American mission movements and to advance their development. The 

president of COMIBAM (cited by Miller, 1997:70) stated one of the major goals 

of the conference, “we want to support these movements by developing 

sending churches, training centers, and missionary agencies”. Statistics 

compiled by Limpic for Latin American Evangelization Services gave the 

following data: 

1. Latin America’s missionary force had grown from 2,500 a 
decade ago to 4,000 in 1997. 
 
2. Latin America with 60 million evangelicals sent 4,000 
missionaries while Korea with only 12 million evangelicals sent 
5,000 cross-cultural-workers. 
 
3. North America sends 20 times as many Protestant 
missionaries as do Latin American nations. 
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4. Current ratios are expected to change due to dramatic 
increase in new Latin American organizations. Two-thirds of 
the 400 training centers and sending agencies in the region 
have been established in the past 20 years. 
 
5. More than two-thirds of the missionaries are sent by home-
grown organizations and only 10.5 percent work with foreign 
agencies. 
 
6. Brazil is the largest sending nation, accounting for more 
than half of cross-cultural workers. 
 
7. Nearly two-thirds of Latin American missionaries work in 
Hispanic countries. 
 
8. Only 11 percent are deployed in the 10/40 window where 
the least reached People Groups live. 
 
9. The fastest growing branch of the evangelical church, 
Pentecostals, has been the slowest to develop cross-cultural 
outreach. 
 
10. Three-fourths of the Protestants in Latin America identify 
themselves as Pentecostals, but Pentecostals account for only 
22 percent of Latin American mission organizations (Miller, 
1997:70-71). 
 

 A more recent report in AD 2000, recorded in the second edition of Operation 

World, showed the number of foreign missionaries sent from the six 

continents. The report showed that the Western world still was sending more 

missionaries than the Majority world.  However, in the Majority world, Latin 

America was leading the way. In this recent report, Latin America was sending 

41,544 foreign missionaries, which represented 87.3 missionaries sent for 

every million Latin American Christians. Asia was a distant second with 24,504 

foreign missionaries sent, which represented a ratio of 79.7 missionaries sent 

for every million Asian Christians. Africa was trailing third with 17,406 foreign 

missionaries sent, which represented a ratio of 51.9 missionaries for every 

million African Christians (Barrett et al., 2001:843).  
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When we look at the growth rate for sending foreign missionaries by continent 

from 1900 to 2000 AD, we see the following data: the Western world growth 

rate for Europe is 12 percent; for North America is 16 percent; and for the 

Pacific is -4 percent. However, when we look at the Majority World, we see a 

different scenario. From 1990 to 2000, the growth rate for sending international 

missionaries for Africa was 87 percent, for Asia 291 percent and for Latin 

America 158 percent growth rate (Jaffarian, 2004:132). If these growth rates 

continue, we can expect larger and larger numbers of cross-cultural 

missionaries from the Global South countries being sent out and supported. 

 

The evangelical churches in Latin America are growing rapidly, especially 

among the poor in the large urban cities, but also among the poor in some 

rural areas. The Pentecostals make up the overwhelming majority of these 

new converts and churches, where Latin American Protestantism is growing 

three times faster that the population. Stoll predicted that “by 2010 

evangelicals will be a third of the population of Latin America…and a vast 

majority of these evangelicals will be Pentecostals” (1990:45). This, combined 

with the remarkable growth rate for sending missionaries from Latin America to 

reach the remaining lost ‘People Groups’ and helping initiate reawakening in 

the North, will continue to be an expanding and mighty mission force for the 

twenty-first century.  Tennent  concludes: 

We cannot ignore the vibrant life of this new branch of 
Christianity in Latin America, which is almost without parallel 
and exceeds the growth rate of Protestantism in Central 
Europe during the time of the Reformation. This transformation 
deserves our attention (2010:287). 
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3.2.2   African Indigenous Churches in Sub-Saharan Africa (AIC) 

Latourette’s theory of Christian expansion said the fortunes of Christianity as a 

global religion advanced over two millennia by a series of four massive 

pulsations/advances, followed by recessions: (1) Christianity wins the Roman 

Empire, AD 30-500, followed by the Great Recession, 500-950; (2) 

Resurgence and Advance 950-1350, followed by Confusion and Corruption, 

1350-1500; (3) Reform and Expansion 1500-1750, followed by Repudiation 

and Revival, 1750-1815; and (4) the Great Century, 1815-1914, followed by 

Vigour amidst the Storm, 1914 (1953:nn).   

 

Barrett writes that with the decline of Christianity in the West and the massive 

growth in Africa: 

It then becomes clear that we are witnessing in this century 
the rise of a fifth massive pulsation or surge in Christian 
history, the most startling component of which is the meteoric 
rise of the Church in Black Africa. From almost nothing at the 
time of Edinburgh, this Church has steadily grown in size to 
one third of the sub-continent today, and seems likely to 
approach the two-thirds mark by the end of the century. For 
sheer size and rapidity of growth, this must be one of the most 
spectacular cases in history (1970:51). 

 

With the undoing of Western colonialism and the birth of African 

independence, between 1958 and 1964, coming at such a rapid pace, the 

common thought was that along with independence would bring the rapid 

decline of Christianity. Many Africans associated Christianity with the religion 

of the former colonizers. However, as Tennent remarked: “…the last half of the 

twentieth century turned out to be the genesis of an entirely new Christian 

awakening in Africa” (2010:200). In commenting about this remarkable growth 

of Christianity since independence, Tennent goes on to refer to it as the 
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“emergence of a fourth branch of Christianity” (2010:37). We can no longer 

conceptualize the world’s Christians as being part of the three major traditions 

of Christianity - Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, or Protestant. With the 

dramatic shift in the center of Christian gravity, the tripartite framework has 

grown outdated.  Millions of Christians have poured into the church in the 

Majority World that do not naturally fit into one of these three traditional 

categories, but by default, have been labeled Protestant. Many of these new 

believers belong to numerous independent, Pentecostal-oriented movements. 

Others belong to independent ‘prophet-led’ movements. Some are quasi-

Christian groups that are outside the boundaries of historical Christianity. Still 

others, known as ‘insider movements’, claim to be followers of Christ, while 

remaining underneath the umbrella of Hinduism and Islam (2010:39-41).  

 

In response to these trends, the 1982 edition of World Christian Encyclopedia 

labeled these groups ‘non-white indigenous’ and ‘crypto-Christian’. In 2001, 

the names were changed to ‘independent’ and ‘hidden believer’. Barrett’s 

encyclopedia data, from 2008, listed six mega-blocks: (1) Roman Catholics; (2) 

Independent; (3) Protestant; (4) Orthodox; (5) Anglicans; and (6) marginal 

Christians. He reclassified millions of Protestants into the Independent 

category, which by mid-2008 had become the second largest Christian 

religious block in the world, with 422,659.000 adherents. Roman Catholics 

were the largest with 1,130,401,000 adherents. Third were Protestants with 

386,644,000 adherents. Fourth were Orthodox with 252,891,000 adherents. 

Fifth were Anglicans with 82,708,000 adherents and last were marginal 

Christians with 36,001,000 adherents. When looking at the continental 
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numbers for church membership by mid-2008, Africa led the other five 

continents in overall church membership with 423,675,000 members, followed 

by Asia with 355,008,000 members (2008:30).   

 

Groups that are included in the ‘Independent’ category are movements as 

diverse as the Asian house church networks, African Initiated churches of the 

apostolic leaning, the ‘Fourth Watch’ in the Philippines, the City Harvest 

Church in Singapore, the ‘Fill the Gap Healing Centers’ in South Africa, the 

Meiti in India, the Cooneyites in Australia, the Igreja ev Pete of Brazil, and the 

Han house churches of China (Tennent, 2010:41). Whatever nomenclature is 

used to describe this mega-group of Christianity, it will be crucial in our 

understanding of what God is doing throughout the globe to bring people to 

Himself. 

 

Our focus for this section will be on the independent branch of Christians, on 

the continent of Africa, called ‘African Independent churches’, ‘African Initiated 

churches’, or ‘African Indigenous churches’. There have been two time periods 

when Africa experienced phenomenal Christian growth.  The first era occurred 

during the early church period. Barrett estimated that before 30 A.D., there 

were no practicing Christians on the continent of Africa, but by 100 AD, 2.3 

percent of the population had become Christian and 52.3 percent of the entire 

African population had become aware of Christ and the Gospel. Rapid growth 

continued, so that by 300 A.D., 32.6 percent of Africa was Christian and 55.4 

percent of the population was evangelized. The peak for this first era was 

reached in 500 AD, when 40 percent of the population was Christian and 45 
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percent had heard of the Gospel. This era produced leaders such as 

Augustine and Tertullian. Following this, came the onslaught of Islam and the 

steady erosion of Christianity on the African continent. By 1800, the Christian 

population was down to only 1.4 percent of the total population, and only 5.7 

percent of the population was aware of the Gospel (2008:29). 

 

The second era of Christian expansion in Africa began in the late nineteenth 

century and accelerated in the twentieth century. By 1900, Africa’s population 

of 107.9 million had an estimated 9.9 million Christians, which represented 9.2 

percent of the population. By 1970, the Christian population had exploded to 

143 million, which represented 40.6 percent of Africa’s population of 351.8 

million (Thomas, 1987:165).  By mid-2008, the number of Christians in Africa 

had risen to over 423 million, with a projection to climb to over 627 million by 

2015 (Barrett, 2008:30).  

 

By 1984, Africans had founded seven thousand independent, indigenous 

denominations in forty-three countries across the continent. Taking a look at 

one country, South Africa, by 1990 over forty percent of black Africans in 

South Africa were members of African Indigenous churches (Robert, 2009:53).  

 

In looking back, African-led churches began breaking off from mission 

churches as early as the 1800’s. They stressed nationalism and advocated for 

independence in ecclesiastical affairs. In South Africa, these early break-away 

churches were called Ethiopian. In 1892 a Methodist minister, Mangena 

Mokone, founded the Ethiopian Church in the Witwatersrand region of South 
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Africa. During the early twentieth century, important prophets and ministers 

emerged throughout the continent, but were persecuted and arrested by 

authorities who deemed that ecclesiastical independence would lead to a call 

for political independence. By the mid-twentieth century, the largest groups of 

African Indigenous churches were called Aladura, the Yoruba word meaning 

‘praying people’, in western Africa and Zionist in southern Africa. These 

churches were characterized by a prophetic leader, great emphasis on the 

work of the Holy Spirit, Pentecostal experiences such as speaking in tongues, 

and casting out evil spirits. Relying heavily on the Old Testament, these 

churches permitted polygamy and their leaders relied on dreams and visions 

for divine inspiration. There was a strong emphasis on healing of the body and 

mind through prayers, laying-on of hands, and administration of special 

remedies and holy water (Robert, 2009:54).  

 

According to Neill, the first African Indigenous church was established in Sierra 

Leone, West Africa. Tens of thousands of freed slaves, who spoke as many as 

117 different languages, rescued from slave ships on the high seas, were 

brought back to Freetown (1964:304). With such a diverse group of cultures 

and languages, the Church Missionary Society, in 1861, under the leadership 

of Henry Venn, founded the ‘Native Pastorate’, later named the ‘Sierra Leone 

Church’.  This church was self-governing and independent, which inspired 

dozens of African movements to secede and form other independent 

churches. However, the number of independent African churches remained 

small until the emergence of African nationalism and political independence 

from 1958 to 1964 (Isichei, 1995:164). 
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Tennent stated three basic reasons for the emergence and rise of the African 

Indigenous Church: (1) Rise of nationalism in the post-colonial period, that 

stimulated Africans to emphasis the importance of churches that were African-

led. (2) Africans wanted to contextualize their cultural forms of worship and 

demonstrate their pride in their African identity and heritage. (3) Africans 

wanted to include doctrinal themes and practices that had been neglected and 

sometimes misunderstood in churches established by the West (2010:294). 

 

While we may question the teachings and practices of some of the African 

Indigenous churches, our purpose in this paper is not to delve into the myriad 

of doctrinal issues and religious practices. Some of the churches and 

movements are closer to our understanding of historical Christian teaching 

than others. Given their remarkable growth and spread, especially since 

national independence and the continued projected advance, we know that 

there is more to understand than we have given time to do in this brief section. 

That said, what are some valuable lessons that we can learn from this 

movement that may benefit the Christian community at-large, as we seek to 

share the Gospel to the ends of the earth? Thomas highlights seven common 

elements that are shared among the various indigenous churches and 

movements that propelled African Indigenous churches onto the world stage of 

global Christianity:  

(1) Holistic Mission: This factor is a fundamental characteristic of Christianity 

throughout Africa. Holistic mission puts spirituality into practice and it does not 

only involve our relationship to God, but includes our relationship to others and 
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the earth. Mbiti expressed this holistic concept, “There is no formal distinction 

between the sacred and the secular, between the religious and the non-

religious, between the spiritual and the material areas of life. Wherever the 

African is, there is religion…African peoples do not know how to exist without 

religion” (1969:2).  

(2) Spontaneous Witness: This was the key factor in the New Testament 

Church that ‘turned the world upside down’ with the spread of the Gospel. 

Everyone is seen as a witness and everyplace is a place to witness. Witness is 

not reserved for a few leaders, but is expected from all members. Expanding 

this further into the area of missions, Oduro writes:  

African Instituted Churches have also redefined the doing of 
missions and evangelism up unto the time of the AICs it was 
considered a utopia for African churches to send missionaries 
to overseas. Doing missions was thought to be the preserve of 
Europeans and Americans, though they were helped by 
Africans. AICs have spread their faith far and wide without 
processing or having access to mission schools and mission 
professors…In African Instituted Churches every member is 
considered a missionary. The training of missionaries does not 
take any special format other than what is preached, taught, 
and sung during worship services. The theology of missions, 
according to AICs, is devoid of writing tons of text books and 
spending huge sums of money to train, send, and support 
missionaries overseas. What is needed is one’s special 
knowledge of oneself (i.e. being an ambassador of Christ), 
commitment to missions, and use of initial limited resources to 
plant a church (2008:63-64). 
 

 (3) Indigenous Leadership and the Missionary Role: Insider-indigenous leaders 

are able to relate to the culture, speak the language, even the exact dialect, and gain 

immediate trust and acceptance. They are immediately considered as ‘insiders’.  

(4) The Self-Supporting Church: Financing their ministries without the support of 

outside funds is a key to their growth. Resources for leaders being paid, buildings 
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being built, and finances for evangelism and missions came from the nationals. They 

were seen as self-governing, self-propagating, and self-supporting.  

(5) Church Planting Priority: Each congregation looked upon itself as a missionary 

base, intending to plant new churches. When churches were planted they were not 

designed as churches planted by Westerners, but as African Indigenous churches. 

They “began designing their worship centers according to the pattern of their own 

local architecture…that are relevant to their constituencies” (Oduro, 2008:66). No 

more rectangle churches in a ‘roundovel’ culture! 

(6) The Web of Community: Effort is made to keep converts within their community, 

sometimes even to seek group conversions, so that the church is deeply present in 

all aspects of life and activity of its members. 

 (7) Prayer and Liturgy: African Christians prefer to speak of the growth of their 

church, not as their own accomplishment, but the work of the Holy Spirit and their 

dependency on Him. They pray for prosperity, for healing, for children, for the 

infertile, and for daily struggles. The Eucharist was used to deepen the devotion of 

the people and led to an increase in the number of baptisms by using it as a powerful 

means of inclusion, rather than exclusion (1987:166-170).  

 

While exact data related to the sending of missionaries by African Indigenous 

churches is sparse, general data related to the African churches’ missionary 

enterprise is available.  In 1980, Africa had 242 mission agencies, and in 1988, the 

number had risen to 338. The number of missionaries sent from Africa was 5,689 in 

1980 and 14,989 in 1988. In 1988, Nigeria had the largest number of mission 

agencies with 84, along with the largest number of missionaries with 2,959, followed 

by Kenya with 62 agencies and Zaire with 2,731 missionaries. During the eight-year 
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period, 1980 to 1988, African missions grew at an annual rate of 12.87 percent, with 

a projected number of missionaries to reach 83,697 by 2000 (Keyes, 1989:16-37). In 

2010, Nigeria was again the top missionary ‘sending’ country in Africa with 6,644 

missionaries sent, which made it the fifth largest in the world, after United States, 

India, South Korea, and China. Only three African countries were in the top twenty 

countries that received missionaries - Nigeria, Kenya, and South Africa. However 

many of these missionaries are targeting Muslim unreached ‘People Groups’, or are 

using the host country as a base for reaching unreached ‘Peoples’ in neighboring 

countries (Johnstone, 2011:232-233). 

 

Apart from this general data, there are some examples that point to the remarkable 

numerical mission growth among the African Indigenous churches. Oduro gives an 

example, the ‘Church of Jesus Christ on Earth’, led by Prophet Simon Kimbangu, 

with headquarters in Nkamba, Democratic Republic of Congo.  This church has 

congregations in the Republic of Congo, Angola, Gabon, Central Africa Republic, 

Zambia, Zimbabwe, Rwanda, Burundi, South Africa, Nigeria, Madagascar, Spain, 

Portugal, France, Belgium, Switzerland, and England (2008:63).  

 

Another example of rapid mission growth is from a Nigerian pastor, Apostle Sunday 

Adelaja, who left Nigeria in 1986, to study in Kyiv, Ukraine, in the Soviet Union. In 

1993, he started a small Bible study in his apartment with seven people. Within three 

months, with forty-nine people, he registered the church under the name, ‘Embassy 

of the Blessed Kingdom of God for all Nations’. The church’s goal was to establish a 

missionary church that would send missionaries into the world, especially into China 

and the Arabic countries. By 2002, the church had grown to 20,000 members, 
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making it the largest church in Europe, with plans to build a 50,000 seat auditorium. 

This church also has over affiliated 200 assemblies outside Ukraine, in former Soviet 

Union countries, the United States, the United Arab Emirates, Israel, Germany, and 

Holland. Over one million Ukrainians have reportedly been converted to Christianity 

as a result of its ministry (Hanciles, 2004:104-105).  

 

The Ghana-based grassroots ‘Church of Pentecost’, established in 1937, has grown 

to be the largest Protestant church in Ghana, with over 800,000 adult members in 

2002. This church has proliferated across Africa and beyond to the Middle East, 

Europe and North America. The number of ‘assemblies’ established outside of 

Ghana grew from 1,763 in 2004 to 2,905 in 2009. In addition to opening 180 foreign 

assemblies, 9,170 converts were baptized in 2009. The church has branches in 75 

countries on all six continents (Park & Eom, 2010:15-16). 

 

Barrett reminded us that in a 24-hour period “out of the global increase of 77,000 

affiliated Christians every day, 70,000 (or 91 percent) can be found in Africa, Asia, or 

Latin America” (2008:28). This data has profound implications for world 

evangelization in the follow ways:  

(1) Global plans are increasing initiated and led by Christians of the 
Global South.  
 
(2) The worldview of these Christians is often more in line with that 
of the unevangelized.  
 
(3) The perception of Christianity as a Western religion is 
disintegrating.  
 
(4) New forms of Christianity, particularly insider movements (e.g. 
Muslims following Christ in their own cultural context), are emerging 
(Barrett, 2008:28). 
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The African Indigenous church has experienced phenomenal growth since post-

colonialism and now in some countries, like South Africa, represents forty percent of 

black African Christians. Along with this surge, has been a growing proliferation of 

missionaries being deployed all across Africa, and around the globe, so that they 

claim some of the largest congregations in Europe. There are a host of reasons that 

groups like this are being used to spread the Gospel among the most unreached and 

difficult-to-reach people: (1) They rely on the Holy Spirit to lead and provide; (2) they 

have similar backgrounds and experiences as those they are seeking to reach; (3) 

many of the missionaries come from pluralistic societies; (4) some have lived under 

persecution; (5) most are able to live without great expense; (6) some are first-

generation Christians; and (7) they all have a burden to share the Gospel with the 

lost.  

 

3.2.3 Unregistered House Churches of China ‘Back to Jerusalem’ Movement 

We admit that we have a bias in our approach to churches in China, since our 

twelve years in-country were mainly spent working with various house church 

networks.  During this time, we had some personal contact with the ‘Three Self 

Patriotic Church’, through small fellowship meetings in individual’s homes. On 

one special occasion, we had the privilege of working with one ‘registered 

church’ pastor. He had a great heart for reaching people for Christ and planting 

churches throughout his district, and sometimes worked outside the 

governmental restraints. With this brief background, we turn our attention 

toward the house church movement in China. 
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In 1949, Mao Zedong (Tse-tung) took over China and established Communist rule in 

the People’s Republic of China. At that time, it was estimated that there were 

approximately four million Christians in China, including 3,274,740 members of the 

Roman Catholic Church and 936,000 baptized Protestants. However, these figures 

do not paint the entire picture of pre-Mao Christianity in China. At the time of this 

Communist takeover, Catholics and Protestants together had funded 429 Middle and 

High schools, 16 universities, and 538 hospitals. This meant that 40 percent of all 

trained medical doctors in China, at the beginning of Mao’s rule, had been trained in 

mission-funded medical institutions. Because of these schools, Christianity had 

significant cultural and social influence, during this time. In order to curb their 

influence without immediate backlash and alienation, the Communists co-opted a 

significant portion of the clergy to support the new regime and embrace their policies, 

promoting them as beneficial for China (Aikman, 2003:52). 

 

In 1951, the newly established Chinese government’s ‘Religious Affairs Bureau’ 

invited 151 prominent Chinese Protestant leaders to a conference in Beijing. The 

government requested them to make a complete break with all foreign Christian 

organizations, and set up organizations within China. This conference established 

the ‘Protestant Three-Self Reform Movement’ (self-governing, self-funding and self-

propagating), later changing the name to the protestant ‘Three-Self Patriotic 

Movement’ (TSPM). A similar organization was required for Catholics, and was 

called the ‘Chinese Catholic Patriotic Association’ (CPA). Both organizations were “a 

way for the Communist Party to control religion” (Aikman, 2003:48-49). The ‘Catholic 

Patriotic Association’ was more difficult to establish/enact, partly due to the Roman 
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Catholic’s global structure of authority, inherent in the papacy and the Church of 

Rome (Aikman, 2003:52-54).  

 

Since that time, the Protestant churches, which function under the ‘Three-Self’ 

governmental structure and the Catholic churches, which function under the ‘Catholic 

Patriotic Association’, are the only ‘official’ churches permitted by the Communist 

Party to function openly in Mainland China.  Tennent writes: 

The TSPM ostensibly sought to unite the church under a single 
“patriotic” banner. Any pastor who refused to sign a statement of 
patriotic loyalty to China, which included a denunciation of all 
expressions of Protestantism other than those registered by the 
TSPM and controlled by the Religious Affairs Bureau, would face 
imprisonment, beating, and public shaming. Roman Catholic 
Christians likewise were persecuted and controlled through a similar 
organization as the Catholic Patriotic Association (CPA), which is 
also a part of the Religious Affairs Bureau. However, since the 
Roman Catholic bishops were forced by the government to reject 
papal authority, they were excommunicated by Pope Pius XII in 
1957 (2010:310).  
 

The ‘Cultural Revolution’ erupted in 1966, after seventeen years of ever-increasing 

attempts by the government to control religion. During the ten years of the ‘Cultural 

Revolution’ (1966-1976), both the registered ‘Three-Self’ churches and the 

unregistered house churches were swept away. Lambert noted a headline in the 

August 1966’s edition of the South China Morning Post, which proudly declared, 

“Christianity in Shanghai Comes to an End” (1994:9). In reality, as noted by Lewis, 

“Lazarus-like, the churches of China, both official and unofficial seemed to rise from 

the dead after the end of the Cultural Revolution” (2004:102-103).  

 
The most intense persecution of Christians took place in 1962-1965, directly before 

the start of the ‘Cultural Revolution’, called the ‘Socialist Education Movement’. 

Provincial and municipal authorities exploited the movement in order to attack 
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Catholics and Protestants in the interior, with church leaders being severely 

persecuted. If church leaders belonged to landholding and merchant families, they 

were labeled as landlords and capitalists, resulting in a very uncertain future for them 

and their families. During this period of intense persecution, many families fled to 

Hong Kong (Lee, 2007:288).  

 

Lee writes that during this persecution on the Mainland, Christian families kept their 

faith alive in the following ways:  

(1) This followed the social hierarchy. The Christian patriarchs, mostly older men 

and women, instructed the younger family members in matters of faith. Since family 

and marriage ties involved a sense of loyalty to household leaders, the patriarchs 

required the junior members of the family to obey the elders. This practice provided 

steady church growth and a means of accountability. The Christian elders viewed 

conversion, baptism, and church membership as essential duties for their children.  

(2) To avoid direct confrontation with the government, the church elders shifted the 

center of religious activity from the urban cities to the rural areas. This was similar to 

the late nineteenth century, when the center of Christianity in China was in the 

countryside, away from the spotlight of the revolution.  

(3) Because of recruitment and proselytizing of members, many had suffered under 

Mao’s land reform and political campaigns. Christianity appealed to them as a 

means of hope and salvation in their quest for meaning in their suffering. It also 

provided an ideological resistance to the Maoist totalitarian state.  

(4) Because the state monopolized the educational institutions and propagated its 

Communist ideology, Christian parents organized youth groups. These youth 
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groups served as a counter balance to the state’s education and as a mutual 

support system for Christian youth.  

(5) Christians relied on the Overseas Chinese Christian networks for support and 

protection. Remittances from Hong Kong and Southeast Asian countries proved 

beneficial to local Christian communities throughout the Maoist era. The funds 

flowed through the South China Sea maritime network, which served as a highway 

that channeled resources from these Overseas Chinese to their homelands 

(2007:288-289).  

 

Chao suggests six reasons for the dynamic Christian growth in China:      

(1) Spiritual hunger – Many Chinese were disillusioned with the ideology of 

Marxism-Leninism and they distrusted the leadership of the Chinese Communist 

Party, and had a strong disbelief in the superiority of socialism. Also, the Chinese 

young people were searching for a new ideology and a new faith to fill the cultural 

and spiritual void in their lives.  

(2) Suffering and Revival - The suffering of the Chinese church led to revival. 

Through suffering, the believers deeply experienced Christ’s transforming power. 

Most of the Christians suffered hardship and persecution for their faith, especially 

during the Cultural Revolution and the Socialist Education Movement. They were 

beaten, humiliated, and labeled as counter-revolutionaries. Their children were 

denied higher education opportunities and job advancement, because promotions 

were awarded to Party members and denied to Christians. Through this suffering 

they had discovered “…the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His 

suffering…” (Phil. 3:10).  
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(3) Lay Leadership - Since most of the pastors did not succumb to the pressures of 

the government, their persecution and faithfulness under pressure inspired the young 

believers and helped produce the next generation of faithful servants. Also, because 

of the imprisonment of many of the leaders, lay leadership developed by necessity 

from within the body of believers, in order to carry on the ministry within and outside 

the church.  

(4) Itinerant Preaching - Most of these evangelists/lay leaders never received any 

formal theological training, but relied solely upon the Holy Spirit to be their teacher 

and guide. “But when the Holy Spirit of truth comes, He will guide you into all truth” 

(Jn. 16:13). These lay leaders learned difficult lessons of faith, suffering through 

physical hardships, deprivations, and imprisonments. From personal experience - In 

one of the meetings, the author attended on the Mainland, a young Chinese lady, 

only sixteen years old, was teaching with a great depth of spiritual understanding and 

wisdom. When asked who taught her, she responded simply and yet profoundly, that 

her teacher was the Holy Spirit.  

(5) Signs and Miracles - Another factor that has contributed to great church growth 

in China is the work of the Holy Spirit, which has been demonstrated through signs 

and miracles. Chao lists six types of ‘signs and wonders’ that were common in 

China: (1) God’s supernatural manifestation of Himself and His power to His children 

when they were faced with impossible situations in the midst of persecution. (2) God 

granted healing to the sick as a way to manifest His glory and to enable the church to 

grow. The author has heard from house church leaders directly, that a large 

percentage of the Christian conversions in China are a direct result of some type of 

miraculous event. (3) God made special provision for His children in times of need, to 

manifest His love. (4) God gave the believers power to cast out demons. (5) God 
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gave divine intervention to protect His children during extreme times of persecution. 

(6) Miracles that involved angels.  

(6) Christian Assistance from Outside China - This assistance came in many 

forms - intercessory prayer from Christians in other countries, supplies of Bibles and 

literature, provision of financial assistance, and spiritual encouragement through 

fellowships of believers (1989:53-61). 

 

Lee, describing the birth of the Chinese house church movement, writes: 

Overall, Chinese Christian communities refused to submit to 
control of the Communist state. Their religious activism 
revealed the state’s failure to control ecclesiastical affairs. 
Both Catholic and Protestant church leaders were reluctant to 
accept the subservient role that the state assigned them, and 
used their limited resources to organize religious activities 
catering to the needs of their followers. Although the state 
imprisoned most church leaders by the mid-1950s, it failed to 
control individual Christians throughout China. In response to 
political pressures, many Christians interpreted their troubles 
theologically, uniting in suffering and trusting a transcendental 
God to deliver them from persecution…They ignored what 
they could not change, while making use of the situation to 
preserve their strength. They kept a low profile, and organized 
cell groups and home meetings, which later formed the 
backbone of the so-called House Church Movement 
(2007:289). 

 

In 2003, the current Protestant governing body, the ‘China Christian Council’, 

claimed fifteen million baptized members, and the current Catholic governing body, 

the ‘Catholic Patriotic Association’, claimed six million followers (Aikman, 2003:6-7).  

 

Churches that are not affiliated with the officially registered Protestant or Catholic 

churches are called ‘unregistered’, ‘house’, or ‘underground’ churches, and are 

considered illegal by the Chinese government. Their numbers, both in the Protestant 

and Catholic streams, could number as high as 80 to 100 million baptized members. 
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Melchior puts the number as high as 100 million (2013:24). Johnstone puts the 

number of Christians in China in 2000, as 65.1 million, second only to the United 

States with 99.5 million. He states that by 2025, China will have the largest Christian 

population in the world, with a projected 183.5 million, followed by the United States 

with a projected 133.5 million. Another Asian giant, India, will be in third place, with a 

projected 78.6 million Christians (2011:145). 

 

In 2003, Henan Province, which means ‘South of the Yellow River’, had 96.5 million 

people living within its boundaries. This province is famous for at least two reasons: 

First, it is the home of the Shaolin Temple, which is home to the centuries-old order 

of Buddhist monks, who all but invented martial arts in China. Second, it is home to 

the fastest growing Christian community anywhere in the world and home-base for 

three of China’s largest house-church networks: (1) Fangcheng; (2) Tianhe, the 

‘China Gospel Fellowship’, and (3) Chongsheng, the ‘Born Again Movement’ 

(Aikman, 2003:76). 

 

In looking back to 1980, the rapidly growing number of Christians in Fangcheng 

County made the area such a problem for the provincial officials that they referred to 

it as the ‘Jesus nest’ and they called the whole problem of rapid Christian expansion 

‘Christianity fever’ (Aikman, 2003:77). Not only was this group rapidly expanding in 

their own area, but they were taking the Gospel all across China, through an 

aggressive pattern of evangelism. Their method was to train young people, some still 

teenagers, who were relatively new believers, and send them out in pairs all across 

China.  They were often sent first to relatives in different parts of China, to preach to 

them, and were instructed to evangelize along the way, not passing anyone on the 
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street without sharing the Gospel. These evangelists were often jailed, beaten, and 

tortured, but this did not dampen their zeal for the Lord’s work. By the early 1990s, 

Fangcheng had sent teams to thirty of China’s thirty-eight provinces and municipal 

regions. The number of Christians, associated with Fancheng, by this time reached 

around five million believers (Aikman, 2003:76-78). 

 

By the 1990s, The ‘Born Again Movement’ in Anhui (Chongsheng) had become the 

largest house church network in China. The group’s emphasis was on ‘repentance of 

sin’ and ‘living a moral lifestyle’. Members were encouraged to participate in spiritual 

retreats, where they were exhorted to repent from their sins. At such retreats, it was 

common for everyone to weep, as evidence of the work of the Holy Spirit in their 

lives. The group became known throughout China as the ‘weepers’, and emerged as 

a powerful evangelistic network of unregistered churches (Aikman, 2003:86-88). 

 

The second largest house church network, based in Henan Province, is Tianhe. This 

network’s exact numbers are unknown, but their means of spreading the Gospel was 

simple. In 1999, in addition to sending out young singles in pairs, they began sending 

out married couples. The married couples were sent to large and medium-sized 

cities within China, including areas where China’s ethnic minorities lived. By 2002, 

there were ninety-eight couples who had migrated out into all 38 provinces, and 

another 120 singles who had come to work alongside those couples, to do 

evangelistic and church planting work (Aikman, 2003:86). 

 

Outside Henan Province, there were other groups rapidly growing and spreading the 

Gospel across China, including the Lixin and Yinshang networks, and China 
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Evangelism Fellowship. Also, a group grew out of the ministry of Watchman Nee. 

They were first called, ‘little flock’ but, were later referred to as the ‘yellers’, due to 

their habit of shouting out, ‘Jesus is Lord’, in times of worship and in times of being 

threatened and/or persecuted (Brown, 1986:178).  Groups that the author has 

worked with, during his twelve years in China, were the Mengfu and the Zhenli 

networks. These networks were also very involved spreading the Gospel in China, 

first in the rural areas, but then focusing on China’s cities through aggressive 

evangelism and church planting ministries. Since the inception of the house church 

networks, many splinter groups have broken away over theological issues to form 

new networks, and most have kept growing.  

 

In the 1990s, pressure grew on the house churches to register and to join the 

officially recognized ‘Three-Self Church’. The house church leaders realized that 

their disunity was threatening the witness of their fledging movements. Their voices 

were fragmented and the ‘Three-Self Church’ was using its platform to spread 

misinformation abroad, which led many evangelical denominations and para-church 

groups to distance themselves from the rural house church networks. Under the 

guise of ‘rounding-up’ criminal elements and cults, the government began putting 

great pressure on the leaders and churches through disrupting and disbanding 

meetings, arresting leaders, and requiring names and identity numbers be taken as a 

means of intimidation. In response to this persecution, on August 22, 1998, ten major 

house-church networks issued an appeal to the government, to cease their 

persecution and to open up a dialogue with the house church leaders. The appeal 

was called ‘A United Appeal by Various Branches of the Chinese House Church.’  

The appeal had seven major points: 
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(1) We call on the government to admit to God’s power and to study 
seriously today’s new trends in the development of Christianity. If it 
were not the work of God, why have so many churches and 
Christians been raised up in China? Therefore the judicial system 
and the United Front should readjust their policies on religion lest 
they violate God’s will to their own detriment. 
 
(2) We call on the authorities to release unconditionally all house 
church Christians presently in labor-reform camps. 
 
(3) There are approximately ten million believers in the Three Self 
Church but 80 million believers in the house church which 
represents the main stream of Christianity China. The Three Self 
Church is only a branch. In many spiritual matters it has serious 
deviations. 
 
(4) We call on the central leadership of the Party to begin a dialogue 
with the house church representatives to achieve better mutual 
understanding, to seek reconciliation, to reduce confrontation, and 
to engage in positive interaction.  
 
(5) We call on the government to spell out the definition of a ‘cult’. 
This should be according to internationally recognized standards 
and not just according to whether or not people join the ‘Three-Self’. 
 
(6) We call on the authorities to end their attacks on house 
churches. History has proven that attacks on Christians who 
fervently preach the gospel only bring harm to China and its 
government. The legal system should end its practice of arresting 
and imprisoning house church preachers and believers, confining 
them to labor-camps, or imposing fines as a punishment. 
 
(7) The Chinese house church is the channel through which God’s 
blessings come to China. The persecution of God’s children has 
blocked this channel of blessing. Support of the house church will 
certainly bring God’s blessing. We hope the government will 
respond to this unified appeal (Lambert, 1999:56-57). 
 

This written appeal gives us keen insight into the workings of the Chinese 

government, related to the house church networks, and to the struggles and 

persecutions that God has allowed His church in China to experience.  Through this 

crucible of persecution and severe testing, we believe that God has raised up a 

mighty army that is not only taking the Gospel all across China, through evangelism, 

church planting, discipleship and theological training, but who are also on the 
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forefront of God’s ‘plan of the ages’ to take the Gospel to every ‘People Group’ on 

earth. 

 

In recent years, the ‘back to Jerusalem’ (B2J) movement, taking the Gospel back to 

Jerusalem, is the most recognized movement that has come from the Chinese house 

church networks. However, along with this group, there were others, such as the 

‘Northwest Spiritual Movement’, initiated in 1921 by Jing Dianying, who founded a 

group called ‘Jesus Family’. This group had a five word slogan, “sacrifice, 

abandonment, poverty, suffering, death” (Aikman, 2003:196).  As they set out on foot 

to take the Gospel to the whole of China, they also had a vision for taking the Good 

News beyond China’s borders. They believed that Jesus would return soon, and that 

the best way to spend their time was serving the Lord through evangelism. By the 

late 1940s, an estimated 20,000 Chinese believers in more than one hundred ‘Jesus 

Family’ groups were scattered throughout China. All of them believed that they were 

called to take the Christian message from China into the heartland of Central Asia. 

Another group is Xing Liaoyuan of the Tianhe fellowship, which in 1994, sent out 

their first seventy evangelists, who had the vision to take the Gospel to the whole 

world. By 2000, Tianhe and Fancheng fellowships had deployed sixty missionaries 

across China’s southern border, for work in Burma (Aikman, 2003:196). 

 

The birth of the ‘back to Jerusalem’ movement (B2J) goes back in the early 1940s, to 

a small group of Chinese Christians studying at the Northwest Bible Institute, in 

Shaanxi Province. This institute was started by James Hudson Taylor II, the great-

grandson of Hudson Taylor, founder of ‘China Inland Mission’. Pastor Mark Ma, the 

Institute’s vice-principal, along with a small group of Christians received a clear call 
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from God to consecrate themselves to the vision of carrying the Gospel outside 

China’s borders, into the Islamic world, all the way back to Jerusalem. Pastor Ma 

said that on the evening of November 25, 1942, while he was spending time in 

prayer, he heard the Lord call him to preach the Gospel to the most northwest 

province of China, Xinjiang, traditionally known as Eastern Turkestan. It was 

inhabited by millions of Muslims who speak languages from the Turkic linguistic 

family, such as Uygur, Kazak, Kirgiz, and Uzbek. Mark had never prayed for this 

place, nor had any interest in this area. At that time, he did not share his vision, even 

with his wife. Five months later on April 25, 1943, when he and two co-workers were 

on the bank of the Wei River, he shared with them his ‘call to Xinjiang’. One of the 

co-workers admitted that ten years prior to this, she, too, had received a similar 

calling, to go to Xinjiang. When they returned to the campus, that Easter Sunday, 

they learned that at the early Sunrise service, eight students had received a similar 

burden/calling to take the Gospel to the Muslims in Xinjiang. While Mark and his two 

co-workers were not at the Sunrise service, we have this account of the events, (as 

cited by Hattaway, 2003:25): 

On the hard surface of the courtyard, under the tall trees whose 
thick boughs spread a leafy shelter overhead, a map of China had 
been outlined in whitewash. The students stood around, looking at 
it. They had been hearing again of the needs of the great provinces 
in the North and to the West…The sun was lightening in the east, 
and thin rays of light obliterated the fading grayness of the night. It 
was very silent in the courtyard, and the white-washed outline of the 
map on the ground stood out sharply. The solemn moment had 
arrived, the moment which brought with it an almost breathtaking 
hush. “Let those who have received the Lord’s commission leave 
their places and go and stand on the province to which the Lord has 
called them.”…There was a stir among the group of students. Cloth-
soled feet moved noiselessly as one, then another, walked across 
the courtyard to the map. And as the sun arose over the distant 
horizon, eight young people were seen standing quietly on the 
patch that was marked with the word XINJIANG. 
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Along with Ma and his co-worker, there were ten, who had been called to Xinjiang, 

including the eight who received God’s call as they gathered around the 

whitewashed, etched map of China. On May 4, 1943 this group joined by fifteen 

others, began a regular prayer meeting seeking God’s direction and wisdom, 

concerning His call to Muslim groups in Xinjiang. On May 23, 1943, as Ma was 

praying and fasting, he was impressed by the Lord with a verse of Scripture, “And 

this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all 

nations, and then the end will come” (Mt. 24:14). The Lord spoke to Ma’s heart, 

(cited in Hattaway, 2003:25-26), using this verse, and said:  

It is this, I not only want the Chinese church to assume the 
responsibility for taking the Gospel in Xinjiang, but I want you to 
bring to completion the commission to preach the Gospel to all the 
world…Since the beginning at Pentecost, the Pathway of the 
Gospel has spread, for the greater part, in a western direction; from 
Jerusalem to Antioch to all Europe; from Europe to America and 
then to the East; from Southeast of China to the Northwest; until 
today from Gansu on Westward it can be said that there is no firmly 
established church. You may go westward from Gansu, preaching 
the Gospel all the way back to Jerusalem, causing the light of the 
Gospel to complete the circle around this dark world. “I said, “Lord 
who are we that we can carry such a great responsibility?” The Lord 
answered, I want to manifest My power through those who of 
themselves have no power...I have kept for the Chinese church a 
portion of inheritance, otherwise, when I return you will not be so 
poor. 
 

Initially, the group was called ‘bian chuan fuyin tuan’, which literally means ‘preach 

everywhere Gospel band’, but by outsiders they were called the ‘back to Jerusalem 

evangelistic band’.  In 1944, two men and three women were sent to Gansu 

Province, for a short-term mission trip. The next year, 1945, another two men were 

sent to do short-term evangelistic work among the Hui Muslims in Ningxia Province. 

In 1946, two men were called to go to Xinjiang Province for a longer period of 

service. As a sign of their commitment, the ‘back to Jerusalem evangelistic band’ 

was constituted as a non-denominational body, in May 1946, with a two-fold 
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emphasis: First, pioneer work in seven provinces on the borders of China: Xinjiang, 

Inner Mongolia, Tibet, Xikang (Tibetan areas of today’s western Sichuan), Qinghai, 

Gansu, and Ningxia, and pioneer work in the seven countries on the border of Asia-

Afghanistan, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Syria, Turkey, and Palestine. Second, while 

looking only to the Lord for financial resources, they would establish new churches in 

pioneer areas, using the example of Scripture and also help revive existing churches. 

“…Xinjiang was not only a mission field, but also a potential training ground for a 

major missionary initiative back across the ancient Silk Route, directly into the heart 

of the Islamic countries of central Asia” (Tennent, 2010:312-313). 

 

 In March 1947, seven ‘back to Jerusalem evangelistic band’ pioneer missionaries 

set out from Northwest Bible Institute for Xinjiang. When they arrived in Qinghai 

Province, they met the local pastor, Pastor Su who encouraged them to stay in 

Xining City, to study Arabic and share the Gospel among the local people.  However, 

the ‘band’ did not believe that this was God’s will for them. Instead, they continued 

their journey until they reached Ulin, considered the last outpost of Chinese 

civilization. Caravans from Central Asia traveled through this city from other parts of 

China. Because it was a ‘communication hub’, it was a strategic location for learning 

languages spoken by Muslims in Central Asia. In July 1947, the pioneers set out 

again westward, for the long journey to reach Xinjiang. For several months they 

travelled through desert wastes, with only a small settlement here and there. Water 

was very scarce and murderous bandits were rampant. The area that they were 

traveling through was known as Taklimakan - a word in Uygur language meaning, 

‘Many go in but few come out’. One month into their desert journey, the seven 

pioneers were told by government officials that they could not continue their journey, 
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and that their approval for travel was being withdrawn, due to political developments 

in the region. They were told to return to Qinghai. While they were waiting in Qinghai, 

they received word that the Communists, under the leadership of Mao Zedong (Tse-

tung), had swept into power in China. Soon after Mao’s ascension to power, a dark 

curtain descended over China, communication came to a halt, and all foreign 

missionaries were expelled. The new government’s anti-Christian policies of ‘control 

and intimidation’ toward believers, including these seven brave pioneers, sent all 

believers ‘underground’, and for decades the vision of taking the Gospel ‘back to 

Jerusalem’ all but disappeared.  

 

What has become abundantly clear since that time, is that the ‘back to Jerusalem’ 

vision never completely died out. There are still countless individuals, including 

Christian leaders in various house church networks, in whose hearts still burn the 

vision given long ago to be God’s instruments to complete the ‘Great Commission’ 

task, in taking the Gospel along the Silk Highway ‘back to Jerusalem’. As one 

contemporary Chinese leader, expressing this vision, wrote, 

We believe that the farthest the Gospel can travel from Jerusalem is 
to circle the entire globe and to come all the way back to where it 
started - Jerusalem! When the fire of the Gospel completes its circle 
of the whole globe, the Lord will return! “For the earth will be filled 
with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord, as the waters cover the 
sea” (Hab 2:14) (Tennent , 2010:313).  
 

How is this ‘back to Jerusalem’ movement impacting current mission endeavors 

planning to take the Gospel to the ‘ends of the earth’, so that every ‘People Group’ 

has an opportunity to hear and respond to the Gospel? According to Johnstone, the 

Global South continents of South America, Africa, and Asia in 2010 superseded 

North America and Europe in the number of missionaries sent with fifty-seven 

percent. By the year 2040, he predicts that this percentage will have expanded to 
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seventy-nine percent of all missionaries in the world being sent by the Global South, 

with Asia sending the lion’s share of that number. His numbers for China are at least 

20,000 and up to 100,000 missionaries being deployed in 2010 (2011:228).  

 

Obtaining concrete data from China is difficult, since most of the mission activity is 

generated by the house church networks, which are still illegal and must operate in 

the ‘shadows’.  In 2002, while attending the ‘Beijing Forum’, a gathering of house 

church leaders, the international evangelical leader, Luis Bush, (cited by Aikman, 

2003:195), was told of an idea by the leaders, that had been circulating among the 

house churches of China for at least five years - that China wanted to send 100,000 

missionaries out to the world by 2007. God has called out tens of thousands of 

Chinese to enter the cross-cultural fields for mission work. However, gaining 

passports and exit visas from the Chinese government is very difficult and often 

impossible for many.  Even attendance by house church leaders and pastors at 

international mission conferences is forbidden, and restrictions still abound. For 

those who are able to serve on the mission field, most are not able to openly report 

their activities. Whenever the Chinese government is asked about the unregistered 

house churches and their missionary zeal, there has always been a strong denial. 

They state that ‘China has religious freedom’, as demonstrated by the ‘Three-Self 

Protestant’ churches and ‘Catholic Patriotic’ churches. However, the Chinese house 

churches believe that God continues to appoint people for roles in His salvic 

historical plan, and that He has called them to the specific task of taking the Gospel 

back to Jerusalem.  Those in the ‘back to Jerusalem’ movement believe “that God 

has given them a solemn responsibility to take the fire from His altar and complete 

the Great Commission, by establishing God’s Kingdom in all of the remaining 
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countries and people groups in Asia, the Middle East, and Islamic North Africa” 

(Brandner, 2009:319). 

 

The ‘back to Jerusalem’ movement’s goal is not to evangelize only Jerusalem, but to 

preach the Gospel and plant churches in the vast areas between China and 

Jerusalem. This route, from China to Israel, would take them through the regions 

where the largest non-Christian world religions are located - Hinduism, Buddhism, 

and Islam. Many evangelicals speak of this area as the ‘10/40 window’, the latitudinal 

band of the globe covering the geographical area between 10 degrees and 40 

degrees north of the equator. It is in this part of the world where 90 percent of the 

‘People Groups’ of other faiths are living and where 50 percent of the least 

evangelized countries are located.  

 

Already, the house churches have sent out missionaries to many of these areas. 

Although exact data is not known, we put the number at a few thousand. In addition, 

house church leaders gather every year for an all-Chinese ‘prayer convocation’, 

focusing on Israel and its Arab neighbors. Also, prayer walks along the ancient ‘Silk 

Route’ are routinely organized as a strategy for taking the Gospel back to Jerusalem. 

The Chinese Congress of World Evangelization (CCOWE), established in 1976, 

seeks to mobilize all Chinese churches outside China to witness for Christ 

throughout the world. Business men from churches located along the affluent coastal 

areas in China have moved westward, carrying this ‘back to Jerusalem’ vision with 

them. The most famous of these seaboard cities is Wenzhou, in Zhejiang Province. 

Many Christian businessmen from this city are now living in North African and Middle 
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Eastern cities, using their businesses as platforms for mission activity (Brandner, 

2009:320-321). 

 

The leaders in the ‘back to Jerusalem’ movement understand the difficulty of their 

missionary task, in taking the Gospel through areas already dominated by other 

world religions, but they believe that God has uniquely prepared them for this global 

mission. Chan list six practical reasons: 

(1) China has no traditional enemy in Central Asia and the Middle 
East. It has particularly good relations with those countries least 
accessible for people from the West: Iran, Libya, Pakistan, and 
many of the Central Asian republics.  
 
(2) Christians in China have experience in clandestine religious 
activities.  
 
(3) Their traditional mode of mission as used in China-hospitality, 
visits, and one-by-one evangelism-needs no modification to be 
applied in countries concerned.  
 
(4) Chinese Christians are used to practicing a simple form of 
Christianity with simple liturgical forms and simple institutional 
structures. Such practices can more easily be applied in new 
context.  
 
(5) The spread of the 10/40 window by Chinese business people or 
through full-time missionaries from China is more cost-effective than 
traditional mission from the West. Business people from China are 
able to cover living costs through their own professional and 
business activities, and Chinese missionaries, due to their simple 
lifestyles, also compare favorably to Western missionaries.  
 
(6) Finally, Chinese Christians know and accept suffering as part of 
Christian mission (2005:66). 

 

Although written, accurate data, related to the ‘back to Jerusalem’ movement is 

difficult to gather, the author does have some first-hand knowledge concerning one 

house-church network’s mission program. From 2010 to 2012, he had the privilege of 

working with one group that is the missionary recruitment, training, and sending ‘arm’ 
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of one of China’s larger house church networks. (He was given information and 

material on promise not to make it public.  Therefore, in the following information, he 

will change the names of the people and specific network involved. He translated this 

material from the Mandarin text.) This mission group, the ‘China Fire Mission’ was 

established under the following manifesto: “Let the whole world know the Lord’s way; 

Let every nation know the Lord’s salvation” (Li, 2011:nn). They give thanks that the 

Gospel came into China and that the Gospel has been spreading all across China. 

Therefore, they believe that it is their responsibility and calling to take the Gospel 

from China to the remaining unreached nations. ‘China Fire Mission’s’ long–term 30-

year goal is to have Chinese missionaries taking the Gospel to every nation in the 

world. Their mid-term 15-year goal is to have missionaries doing evangelism and 

church planting in the 48 countries of Asia. Their short-term 10-year goal is to 

establish five missionary training centers inside China and to establish five 

missionary training centers outside China, where missionaries called by God are 

trained to fulfill their calling. The ‘China Fire Mission’ operates under the following 

characteristics: (1) Funding will come from within China and they will not depend on 

overseas funding. (2) Their special emphasis and burden is to take the Gospel 

outside China. (3) In addition to being self-funding, they will be self-governing. (4) 

They will focus on cross-cultural ministries and not with reaching the Chinese 

Diaspora. (5) They will sow Gospel seeds with tears and seek a harvest in places 

that have not heard (Li, 2011:nn).   

 

In addition, their mission statement has three goals: (1) With the time that remains, 

they will represent the Lord and rush to save lost souls. (2) They will respond to 

God’s commission that He gave to the house church in China to take the Gospel to 
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every nation. (3) They will help Chinese missionaries fulfill their burden to reach the 

world. 

 

The ‘China Fire Mission’s' first graduating class had 22 missionaries, their second 

graduating class had 28 missionaries, and their third graduating class had 15 

missionaries. Since 2011, the mission has sent over 38 missionaries to work in 

Cambodia, Kyrgyzstan, Laos, Pakistan, and Nepal.  

 

Their mission’s training model first states that a missionary candidate must have 

completed Bible school training, provided in underground locations within the 

network. Then they are invited to a one-year missionary training course in a training 

center that has been established by the network. Their training has three stages. (1) 

The first stage covers a period of one year and the training curriculum consists of 

studying English to use as their trade language until they can engage in learning the 

host country’s language. Also included in the training is mission study, comparative 

religion, history of mission, spiritual formation, spiritual warfare, inter-personal 

relationship skills, how to study a foreign language, cross-cultural studies, missionary 

biographies, and Muslim studies. (2) The second stage comes after the intensive 

one-year training and covers an eight-month period. During this time the candidates 

are sent to one of China’s western provinces, to practice what they have been 

learning during the year-long training. These western provinces are heavily 

populated by Chinese minorities, including Chinese Muslims, such as the Hui and 

Uyghur. Emphasis is placed on life skills, inter-personal relationships, and adapting 

to a new culture. (3) The third stage of training is a two-year deployment to one of 
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the mission’s target countries. In this stage, the missionaries study the local 

language and learn how to adjust cross-culturally to their host country and people.   

 

Candidates who want to enter the training program must meet the following 

conditions: 

1. Have a clear salvation-conversion experience. 
2. Have a vision and determination to serve as a missionary. 
3. Have graduated from two years of Bible School. 
4. Have served at least one year in a house church. 
5. Have an excellent character. 
6. Have been recommended by the house church leader and members. 
7. Be between the age of 20 and 35. 
8. Be in good health. 
9. Be a person of prayer (Li, 2011:nn). 

 

One additional initiative that we have been involved with is the development of a 

strategic prayer partnership between the Jewish unreached ‘People Group” prayer 

coordinator in Jerusalem and two of the major house church networks in China. 

Prayer requests, related to the spiritual needs of the Jewish people in Israel, are sent 

twice a month, forwarded for translation, then sent to house church leaders, who 

help distribute the prayer letter physically, or electronically throughout the networks. 

While concrete data is not available as to the exact number of Chinese praying for 

the spiritual needs of the Jews, the numbers could be in the thousands. The Jewish 

UPG prayer coordinator, based in Jerusalem, believes that more people are open to 

the Gospel, as a result of this concerted prayer effort, than at any time before.   

 

In September 2013, several of the Chinese house church leaders, involved in this 

prayer partnership, traveled to Israel and participated in a meeting with the prayer 

coordinator, to discuss ways to improve this strategic initiative.  From the author’s 

perspective, he believes that one great way for many of the Chinese believers to go 
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to Jerusalem is ‘through prayer’, and that as they pray, the hearts of the Jewish 

People and other unreached ‘Peoples’ in that part of the world will be softened and 

made ready to hear and respond to the Gospel. 

 

In Chapter Five we have looked at three important portraits of the rise of the Global 

South, expressed in terms of an increase in numerical growth of Christianity. Also, 

there has been a rapidly expanding mission thrust from ‘everywhere to everywhere’ - 

Latin American Pentecostals; African Initiated churches; and the house church 

networks of China, which “... offer a glimpse into the unfolding of Mission Dei of our 

time” (Tennent, 2010:321). God’s plan of having secured, through the blood of 

Christ, “… purchased men for God from every tribe and language and People and 

nation” (Rev. 5:9) is being reflected in the global church. Men and women from the 

Global South are taking the Gospel everywhere. Latin American missionaries are in 

Europe, Africa, Middle East, North America and Asia. African missionaries are 

scattered all across Africa, China, Europe and India, while Asian Missionaries are in 

Africa, Middle East, Latin America, North America, and Oceania.  

 

We believe that the Chinese house churches can be God’s ‘anchor leg’ to take the 

Gospel from China ‘back to Jerusalem’, completing the circling of the globe with the 

Gospel. First, they must pass through the three great religious strongholds of 

Buddhism, Hinduism, and Islam, on their way to completing the ‘Great Commission’ 

mandate. Also, we believe the Chinese will be joined by the Latin Americans, the 

Africans, and by God’s grace, a revived, re-awakened ‘West’, going across the finish 

line together. However, for the Chinese to fulfill their sense of calling to mission, we 
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believe that they will need to see the ‘back to Jerusalem’ movement as a merchant 

missionary movement. We will unfold this part of our thesis in Chapter Nine. 
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3.3    Chapter Six: The Unfinished Task and Re-awakening 
 
In this chapter we will begin to describe the unfinished task of global evangelization, 

with a focus on the remaining unreached, unengaged ‘People Groups’. Over two 

thousand years ago, our Lord Jesus Christ, gave us the command to make followers 

from among all the ethnic ‘People Groups’, Panta ta Ethne (Mt 28:19), of the world. 

However, in 2014 there are still significant segments of the world that are considered 

unreached and untouched with no knowledge of Jesus Christ, Christianity or the 

Gospel. The total estimated world population in 2000 was 6,820,000,000 with a 

Christian population of 33 percent, leaving 67 percent of the world’s population lost 

and cut-off from the joys of salvation. 

 

3.3.1   Portraits of Lostness 
 
Johnstone, using fifty-year interval markers from 1900 to 2050, notes the changes in 

population growth and population movements: 

1900: There were two major concentrations of populations: 
Europe and East and South Asia Europe then had 25 percent of 
the global population, but people of European origin dominated 95 
percent of the world’s land mass, most of its industrial power and 
a huge proportion of its wealth and trade. Europe’s growth spurt 
came with the Industrial Revolution in the 19th Century. In 1900, 
Europe and Asia accounted for 84 percent of the world’s total 
population, while the Pacific, the Americas and Africa had just 16 
percent between them. 
 
1950: The population began to explode in Asia, Latin America, 
and Africa, where urbanization became a major factor. Population 
growth peaked in Latin America and East Asia in the 1900s, but 
accelerated into the 21st Century in sub-Saharan Africa and in 
Muslim and Hindu Asia - the very areas that can least sustain 
larger populations - having poor governance and inadequate 
infrastructure. Poverty and lack of education for women lead to 
population growth rate increases even as infant mortality 
increases. 
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2000: The highest population densities were then in three major 
areas; South and East Asia, Europe, and the Middle East, and 
Central America. Unsustainably large increases in the Muslim 
Middle East and South and Southwest Asia will affect global 
stability. 
 
2050: The rapid growth will be mainly in East and West Africa 
wherever AIDS does not decimate populations (as it will in the 
south and centre of the continent). Generally speaking, Africa has 
seen the lowest economic development despite being resourced-
rich. Corruption, tribalism, the distorting effects of aid dependence 
and lack of investment in education and infrastructure are to 
blame. The future is bleak without political, social, and economic 
improvements. In 2050, Europe’s population will have dropped to 
a mere seven percent (and the West to 12.6 percent) of the 
world’s population (2011:2). 
 

In 2000, China had the largest population with 1.2 billion, followed by India with 1.01 

billion. In the top 20 countries in terms of population, six of them, Indonesia, 

Pakistan, Bangladesh, Egypt, Turkey, and Iran had Muslim populations greater than 

80 percent.  Two countries, Nigeria and Ethiopia had Muslim populations between 

30 and 80 percent. By 2050, India will be the most populous country with 1.5 billion 

people, followed by China with 1.3 billion. The United States is third in both 2000 

and 2050, with 285 million and 409 million, respectively. By 2050, Yemen is also 

expected to be among the twenty largest Muslim populations, and making the 

seventh country to have a population greater than 80 percent Muslim (Johnstone, 

2011:3).  

 

In 2000, the numbers of worldwide adherents, in the major world religions were 

Muslims - 1,279 million or 21.1 percent of the global population; Hindus - 820 million 

or 13.5 percent of the global population; Non-religious - 938 million or 15,5 percent of 

global population; Buddhist - 400 million or 6,6 percent of the global population; 

Sikhs - 20.5 million or 0.3 percent of global population; Jews – 14.2 million or 0.2 

percent of global population; Others - 60.8 million or 1.0 percent of global population; 
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Christian - 1.973 billion or 32.5 percent of global population is the largest religious 

group (Johnstone, 2011:65).  

 

The Southern Baptist’s ‘International Mission Board’ makes a distinction when 

identifying evangelical Christians among the world’s Christians between the general 

population of Christians and the evangelical Christians, in its statistical reporting. 

Referring to the evangelical Christian as,   

…a person who believes that Jesus Christ is the sole source of 
salvation through faith in Him, has personal faith and conversion 
with regeneration by the Holy Spirit, recognizes the inspired Word 
of God as the only basis for faith and Christian living, and is 
committed to Biblical preaching and evangelism that brings others 
to faith in Jesus Christ (Holste & Haney, 2006:9). 

  

In Barnett’s book, Haney states: “there are anywhere from 190 million and 420 

million evangelicals worldwide, depending on the source” (2012:311). Using the 

highest number of 420,000,000 evangelical Christians, there are 1,814,914,000 

non-evangelical Christians. Barrett uses four categories to enumerate worldwide 

Christianity: (1) Christians - refers to the grand total of Christians worldwide, almost 

two billion; (2) ‘professing’ Christians - what census and public-opinion polls 

enumerate, over 1.8 billion; (3) ‘affiliated’ Christians - the number of Christians that 

churches count, almost 1.9 billion; and (4) ‘Great Commission’ Christians - “refers to 

practicing Christians actively seeking to obey Christ’s command to engage in 

mission”, almost 648 million (2001:46). Barrett’s total of almost 648 million ‘Great 

Commission’ Christians greatly exceeds that of Southern Baptist’s highest 

evangelical Christians’ number of 420 million (2001:46).   
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3.3.2 World Typology: 

We can gain a clearer picture of where profound lostness is found, by employing 

missionary ‘world’ typology, as stated by Barrett: (1) World A is the unevangelized 

world of non-Christians who have never heard the good news of Jesus Christ; (2) 

World B is the evangelized world of those who have heard the good news; but have 

not become Christians; (3) World C is the world of those who have heard the good 

news and responded by becoming Christians.  

• World A’s population is 1.6 billion people living in 38 countries, 

representing 3,833 ‘People Groups’, including 983 cities and 535 

Provinces.  

• World B’s population is 2.4 billion people living in 59 countries, 

representing 2,814 ‘People Groups’, including 1,858 cities and 769 

Provinces.  

• World C’s population is almost 2 billion, living in 141 countries, 

representing 5,936 ‘People Groups’, including 2,384 cities and 1,726 

Provinces.  

World A hosts 168 of the least evangelized mega-peoples (each over six million), 

with 31 of the least evangelized mega-countries (over one million), 85 percent of the 

world’s 1.6 billion unevangelized people, and 3,800 of the least evangelized 

‘Peoples’ (under one million) and 10,000 unreached mini-‘People Groups’ (under 

one million). World A’s ten largest mega-countries are Pakistan, Iran, Turkey, 

Algeria, Morocco, Uzbekistan, North Korea, Nepal, Iraq, and Afghanistan. Its ten 

largest mega-‘Peoples’ are Pakistan’s Western Punjabi ‘People’, China’s Jinyu-Han 

Chinese ‘People Group’, China’s Hunanese-Han Chinese ‘People Group’, India’s 

Awadhi ‘People Group’, India’s Bhojouri Bihari ‘People Group’, India’s Maitili ‘People 
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Group’, China’s Kan-Han ‘People Group’, Uzbekistan’s Northern Uzbek ‘People 

Group’, Pakistan’s Sindhi ‘People Group’, and India’s Braj Bhakha ‘People Group’ 

(2001:52-53).  

 

However, having lived and worked in two of these areas in China, (1) Hunan and (2) 

Jiangxi Provinces, where the Hunanese-Han Chinese and the Kan-Han Chinese 

reside, the author questions from experience and personal research, that these two 

groups should appear on the list of least evangelized mega-‘Peoples’, since they 

are being aggressively evangelized by the house churches and non-Mainland 

Chinese workers. The ‘Three-Self’ churches and ‘Catholic Patriotic’ churches also 

have a significant presence in these areas. 

 

As Barrett rightly stated, AD 2000 was the year that many churches, denominations, 

and leaders had singled out as the year when the ‘Great Commission’ task of 

worldwide evangelization would be completed or at least greatly advanced. Many 

Christian organizations had labeled the decade of 1990 to 2000 as “The Decade of 

Evangelism, The Decade of Harvest, The Worldwide Decade of Evangelization, The 

Decade of Universal Evangelism, and so on” (2001:xiii).  

 

In the years leading up to AD 2000, Christians and Christian organizations of every 

persuasion, including Protestant, Evangelical, Roman Catholic, and 

Charismatic/Pentecostal backgrounds, launched specific plans to reach non-

believers.  Barrett gives five examples of organizations, out of 665 global plans, 

which pledged to evangelize the entire world. Each of these five examples, 

representing various denominations, was to culminate in AD 2000:  
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(1) In the words of ‘Bold Mission Thrust’, the elaborate plan 
launched by the 14,107 duly-accredited messengers to the 119th 
of the Southern Baptist Convention meeting in Norfolk in 1976: 
‘To enable every person in the world to have opportunity to hear 
and to respond to the Gospel of Christ by the year 2000’. 
 
(2) In the words of the 100 largest Evangelical organizations 
meeting in Edinburgh, Scotland in October 1980 and in 
subsequent global conferences, the 1st World Consultation on 
Frontier Mission pledged to give the world’s 1.65 billion un 
evangelized ‘A church for every people by the year 2000’. 
 
(3) In the words of the United Bible Societies’ 11th World 
Assembly in Budapest, Hungary in 1988, 272 delegates from 120 
countries pledged themselves to ‘making a commitment to reach 
every young person in the world by 2000 with a copy of the World 
of God in the language he or she most easily understands.’ 
 
(4) In the words of the Vatican’s Evangelization 2000 campaign 
announced by John Paul II in 1989: ‘To unite all Christians and all 
churches by AD 2000, and to bring the total number of Christ’s 
disciples to over 50 percent of the world by AD 2000’- this being 
pledged as ‘A birthday present of one billion new believers for 
Jesus’ 2,000th birthday.’ 
 
(5) In the words of the 3,900 church and mission leaders from 200 
countries attending in 1995 the 2nd Global Consultation of World 
Evangelization by the year 2000 and Beyond (GCOWEII), in 
Seoul Korea, these 3,900 pledged themselves anew to implement 
the theme of the Consultation ‘A Church for Every People and the 
Gospel for Every Person by AD 2000’ (2001:xiii). 
 

 Barrett summarized what actually transpired during that ‘Decade of Promise’ by 

citing the following facts: (1) In 1976, the number of un-evangelized persons, who 

were completely unaware of Christianity and the Gospel, with no opportunity to hear 

the Good News was 1,650 million, and after the ‘Decade of Promise’ the number in 

2000 had decreased only slightly to 1,629 million. (2) Although the 1980 goal set in 

Edinburgh, pledging ‘a church for every people’ produced an additional 200 separate 

global initiatives, by December 31, 2000, no church had been planted for some 

10,000 unreached mini-‘People Groups’. (3) In 1990, the Scriptures were available 

for 2,100 of the world’s 13,500 distinct languages. However, by AD 2000, this 
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number had only increased to 2,500 available Scriptures for these 13,500 distinct 

languages. Also, 328 million young people, between the ages of 18-24, had neither 

heard nor could read the Gospel in their own heart language. (4) The number of 

people who professed Christianity actually decreased from 33.2 percent in 1990, to 

33.0 percent in 2000. Also, the pledge to bring church unity in 2000 failed. From 

1990 to 2000, the number of separate denominations increased from 30,400 to 

33,800. (5) During that decade, 160 million people died without ever having an 

opportunity to hear and respond to the Gospel (2001:xiii-xiv). 

 

3.3.3   Prioritization Model 

Joshua Project uses a ‘prioritization model’ to demonstrate the ‘lostness’ in the 

world. In 2004, they listed the number of unreached ‘Peoples’ in the world at 6,900. 

Normally, a ‘People Group’ is classified unreached whose population is less than two 

percent evangelical Christian (Holste & Haney, 2006:9). However, there is not much 

difference between a people with 1.9 percent evangelical and another with 2.1 

percent evangelical, with the first being labeled ‘unreached’ and the second labeled 

‘reached’. Therefore, this model assigns a score/priority ranking to each of the 

unreached ‘People Groups’. The scoring is from 0 to 100, with a score of 100 

representing the least Christian presence and influence. The points are awarded in 

four categories: (1) Progress/response to the Gospel, 35 maximum points – with 

lower Christian presence equaling a higher score. This scale is based on percentage 

of evangelicals, percentage of adherents, Patrick Johnstone’s ‘Church Planting 

Indicators’, International Mission Board’s ‘Church Planting Progress Indicators’, 

‘Morelia Scale’, World Christian Encyclopedia and other local progress scales. (2) 

Population of the unreached group, 25 maximum points - with larger ‘People Groups’ 
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equaling a higher score. The rationale of this weighting is that the larger the group, 

the more likely it will influence smaller groups. (3) Country location, 25 maximum 

points - with a greater persecution level and less human development and lower 

national percent evangelical levels equaling a higher score. This scale seeks to 

measure the political, economic, educational, and spiritual environment of a people 

based on country of residence. (4) Ministry tools available, 15 maximum points - with 

fewer tools equaling a higher number. The project listing includes 233 highest-

scoring ‘People Groups’, all with scores of 83 or above, based on these four criteria, 

progress/response, population, location, and ministry tools. The top five scoring 

‘Peoples’ were Muslims. The first listed was the Digil-Rahawin of Somalia with a 

population of 1.5 million. Their progress/response score was 35; their population 

score was 25; their location score was 22; and their tools score was 15, for an 

overall score of 97. The second listed was the Arab, Bedouin of Iraq, with a 

population of 1.1 million. Their progress score was 35; their population score was 25; 

their location score was 20; and their tools score was 15, for an overall score of 95. 

The third listed was the Farsiwan of Afghanistan, with a population of 830 thousand. 

Their progress score was 35; their population score was 22; their location score was 

22; and their tools score was 15, for an overall score of 94. The fourth listed was the 

Mahsudi, Central Pashto of Pakistan, with a population of 1.7 million. Their progress 

score was 35; their population score was 25; their location score was 22; and their 

tools score was 12, for an overall score of 94. The fifth listed was the Arab, Omani of 

Yemen, with a population of 120 thousand. Their progress score was 35; their 

population score was 19; their location score was 25; and their tools score was 15, 

for an overall score of 94. In addition to using the ‘prioritization model’ for identifying 

the most needy unreached ‘People Groups’, the Joshua Project also employs this 
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model in three other ways to identify lostness: ranking by country, ranking by religion 

and ranking by ‘People’ clusters (Scribner, 2004:6-13). 

 

3.3.4   Global Status of Evangelical Christianity Model 

The International Mission Board’s (IMB’s) primary focus has always been to engage 

unreached ‘People Groups’ whose population is less than two percent evangelical 

Christian, with an immediate goal to engage all the unreached ‘People Groups’ 

whose population is 100,000 and above. This focus was to be carried out in concert 

with other ‘like-minded’ organizations, also working to ‘finish the task’ (Holste & 

Haney, 2006:8-9). In conjunction with this effort, the International Mission Board 

developed the ‘Global Status of Evangelical Christianity Model’ for describing the 

progress of the Gospel among the world’s ‘People Groups’. This method considers 

three relevant factors: (1) the extent to which a ‘People Group’ is evangelical 

Christian; (2) the accessibility to the Gospel; and (3) evangelical church planting, 

whether localized or widespread church planting has occurred within the past two 

years. This model employs a scale from ‘Status Level Zero to Status Level Seven’. 

‘People Groups’ who were assigned to ‘Status Zero’ to ‘Status Three’ are all 

unreached and described ‘People Groups’ which have less than two percent 

evangelical Christians.   

• ‘Status Level Zero’ represented a relatively small subset of 

unreached ‘People Groups’ for which there were no evangelical 

resources available whatsoever - no evangelical Christians, no 

churches, and no access to major evangelical print, audio, visual, or 

human resources.  
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• ‘Status Level One’ represented ‘People Groups’ that have some 

resources, but have had no new church plants in the previous two 

years. ‘People Groups’ that were placed in ‘Status Level Zero’ to 

‘Status Level One’ are labeled ‘Last Frontier People Groups’.  

• ‘Status Level Two’ represented ‘People Groups’ that were less than 

two percent evangelical, but have had some initial, localized church 

planting within the past two years.  

• ‘Status Level Three’ represented ‘People Groups’ that were less than 

two percent evangelical, but have had widespread church planting 

within the last two years.  

• ‘Status Level Four’ represented ‘People Groups’ with greater than or 

equal to two percent evangelicals.  

• ‘Status Level Five’ represented ‘People Groups’ with greater than or 

equal to five percent evangelical.   

• ‘Status Level Six’ represented ‘People Groups’ with greater than or 

equal to ten percent evangelical.   

• ‘Status Level Seven’ represented ‘People Groups’ whose status was 

unknown (Holste & Haney, 2006:9-10). 

 

In order to gather this data, the International Mission Board used a limited number of 

reporting categories that focused on measuring the health of church planting efforts. 

This ‘Church Planting Progress Indicators’ (CPPI) was used on the mission field for 

maintaining and updating information for all overseas entities – ‘People Groups’, 

urban centers, and other strategic population segments. Information gathered for 

assessing lostness included: 
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1.   Entity name 
2. Languages (coded to Registry of Languages provided by         
Summer Institute of Linguistic - SIL)   
3.   Religions 
4.  Locations (Registry of Geographic Divisions provide by Global 
Mapping International - GMI) 
5.  Universal ‘People Group’ Link (Registry of People provided by 
International Mission Board – IMB) 
6. Engagement status (engaged by Baptists, others, or not 
engaged) 
7.   Population 
8.   Evangelical believers 
9    Evangelical congregations 
10. Evangelical church planting activity  
11. Evangelical resources (both human and ministry resources) 
12. Team progress 
13. Baptist work statistics 
14. Supplemental information (origin information, assimilation 
status, education and orality) (Holste & Haney, 2006:10). 
 

According to the November 2005 ‘Global Status of Evangelical Christianity Report’, 

the data revealed the following statistics, related to ‘People Groups’:  

• ‘Status Level Zero’ had 141 ‘People Groups’ with a total population of 

7.6 million;  

• ‘Status Level One’ had 5,769 ‘People Groups’ representing 1.6 billion 

people;  

• ‘Status Level Two’ had 536 ‘People Groups’ with 1.7 billion people; 

• ‘Status Level Three’ had 28 ‘People Groups’ with 279 million people;  

• ‘Status Level Four’ had 924 ‘People Groups’ representing 610 million;  

• ‘Status Level Five’ had 1,138 ‘People Groups’ with 1.5 billion people;  

• ‘Status Level Six’ had 1,850 ‘People Groups’ with 311 million people;  

• ‘Status Level Seven’ had 875 ‘People Groups’ with 377 million 

people.   

The total number of ‘People Groups’ was 11,261 with a worldwide population of 6.5 

billion. Over half of the unreached ‘People Groups’, 5,910 were located in the ‘last 
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frontier’ category, having no evangelical resources whatsoever, while representing 

over 1.6 billion people. Over 3.6 billion people are located in the unreached ‘Status 

Levels Zero’ to ‘Status Level Three’, being less than two percent evangelical, and 

who represented more than half of the world’s population (Holste & Haney, 2006:11). 

 

The data related to the current engagement of unreached ‘People Groups’ with 

populations over 100,000 indicated the following continental data:  

• Europe had 215 unreached ‘People Groups’, with 76 being engaged 

by the International Mission Board, 107 being engaged by other 

‘Great Commission’ groups, and 32 still unengaged.  

• Asia and Oceania had 1,008 unreached ‘People Groups’, with 217 

being engaged by the International Mission Board, 363 by other 

‘Great Commission’ groups, 421 were unengaged, and seven ‘People 

Groups’ status unknown.  

• Africa and Middle East had 721 unreached ‘People Groups’, with 248 

being engaged by the International Mission Board, 283 by other 

‘Great Commission’ groups, 184 were unengaged, and six ‘People 

Groups’ status unknown.  

• The Americas had 51 unreached ‘People Groups’, with 37 being 

engaged by the International Mission Board, five by other ‘Great 

Commission’ groups, eight were unengaged, and one ‘People 

Group’s’ status unknown (Holste & Haney, 2006:11). 

 

The top five countries with the highest number of unengaged and unreached ‘People 

Groups’ whose population is 100,000 or above are:   
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• India, out of 1,109 ‘People Groups’, 310 of these have a total 

population of over 385 million who are unengaged and unreached. 

• Sudan, out of 241 ‘People Groups’, 35 of these, with a total 

population of over 15 million are unengaged and unreached.  

• China, out of 437 ‘People Groups’, 21 of these, with a total population 

of over 11 million are unengaged and unreached.  

• Ethiopia, out of 123 ‘People Groups’, 17 of these, with a total 

population of over 10 million are unengaged and unreached.  

• Saudi Arabia, out of 29 ‘People Groups’, 13 of these, with a total 

population of over 13 million are unengaged and unreached (Holste & 

Haney, 2006:12). 

 
3.3.5   Unfair Distribution of Christian Resources 

One additional way to enable us to see an accurate and revealing portrait of our lost 

world is for us to look at the unfair worldwide distribution of Christian resources, from 

the most reached to the dearth of resource distribution among the most unreached. 

This picture demonstrates the unjust travesty toward the people in utter spiritual 

darkness – those who were born, lived, and died, having no knowledge of Jesus 

Christ, Christianity, or the Gospel.  In the past, most missionary effort has occurred 

among ‘Peoples’ who are more evangelized, but the real task of world evangelization 

should be focused on the ‘Peoples’ who have no access to the Gospel. Barrett 

described the reality of this unfair distribution of Christian resources among the least 

reached ‘Peoples’ using the missionary typology of World A, World B, and World C 

divisions of the globe’s population. He wrote of global Christianity:  

• World A, the unevangelized world, in 1990, had received only 8,310 

foreign missionaries who represented only 2.9 percent of the total 
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number of missionaries (Protestants with 1,700 or 3.8 percent; 

Roman Catholics with 5,830 or 2.9 percent; Anglicans with 110 or 2.6 

percent; Orthodox 20 or 0.8 percent; and marginal and independent 

Christians with zero percent) . 

• World B, the evangelized non-Christian world, in 1990, had 65,120 

foreign missionaries working among them who represented 22.7 

percent of the total number of missionaries.  

• World C, the Christian part of the world, in 1990, had 211,820 

missionaries serving in their midst, who represented 74.3 percent of 

the total number of foreign missionaries (2001:56). 

 

Johnson and Crossing in a later report, in mid-2005, unable to report much 

improvement in this imbalance, wrote that there were a total of 13,330 ethno-

linguistic (classifying ‘People Groups’ not primarily as members of a given country, 

but primarily as members of a natural homogenous unit speaking a common inner 

language) ‘People Groups’ in the world. Nine thousand and thirty of the ethno-

linguistic ‘Peoples’ were among the most evangelized peoples and 4,300 of these 

ethno-linguistic ‘Peoples’ were among the least evangelized ‘Peoples’. He continued 

by delineating the number and placement of foreign missionary personnel. Of the 

443,000 foreign missionaries on the field in mid-2005, 431,000 or 97.3 percent of 

them were serving among the most evangelized ethno-linguistic ‘Peoples’, while only 

12,000 or 2.7 percent of all foreign missionaries were serving among the least 

evangelized ethno-linguistic ‘Peoples’ (2005:15). 
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In ‘distribution of daily offers’ (2001:58), Barrett described another painful scenario 

for us to picture our lost world and how the least reached parts of our world received 

the least attention. ‘Daily offers’ referred to the church’s worldwide evangelism efforts 

in which disciple-opportunities were offered daily through hidden words, visual 

words, personal words, proclaimed words, written words, printed words, and 

electronic words. In the early 2000s, 2,570 million disciple-opportunities were made 

daily. However, World A received only 4.1 million offers per day, World B received 

409 million offers per day, and World C received 2,155 million offers per day. 

Commenting on this imbalance, Barrett wrote: 

Fair share: This refers to a situation in which no one population or 
individual continues to receive multiple disciple-opportunities until 
every population or individual in World A has received at least one 
such opportunity or a first chance. Numerically, a ‘fair share’ 
would be 27 percent of the global total, that is, 692 million offers a 
day for World A’s populations (which number 1.6 billion). This is 
148 times larger than the present grossly unfair ‘share’ (2001:58). 
 

In Chapter Six we have looked at several models that help us focus on lostness in 

our world and the task that remains to complete the ‘Great Commission’: (1) World 

Typology Model; (2) Prioritization Model; (3) Global Status of Evangelical Christianity 

Model; and (4) Unfair Distribution of Resources Model. These portraits of lostness 

enable us to see more clearly the task that lies ahead, as Christians from the North 

and the South seek to discern the role that God has for them in Missio Dei.  

 

As we have sought to highlight thus far, we believe that the Global South should play 

a ‘prominent’ role in the future of world mission, and that God has been orchestrating 

and providing His ‘inescapable supervision’ in preparing them for this moment in 

time. This is not to say that the North should say her part is ‘done’ and now it is 

‘over-to’ the South.  But, the North needs to re-evaluate her role, and now focus on 
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working with the Majority world, to help complete the ‘Great Commission’ mandate, 

that dates back to the call of Abraham. As part of the Global South, the Chinese 

have a special opportunity to take the Gospel back to Jerusalem, using the ancient 

Silk Route, which will put them in direct contact with many of the remaining 

unreached ‘People Groups’. In Chapter Nine, we will seek to lay out some strategic 

ideas for the Chinese to consider, as they move forward with the ‘back to Jerusalem’ 

vision, and we will address the emerging apostolic role of Mainland Chinese 

migrants in Africa and the Middle East in Missio Dei. 
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4.   SECTION THREE.   AN EMERGING APOSTOLIC ROLE FOR MAINLAND 
CHINESE MIGRANTS IN MISSIO DEI 
 
	  
4.1 Chapter Seven: The Role of Migrants in Missio Dei from a Biblical Perspective 

 Introduction: 

The Scriptures are replete with examples of how God used migrants in Missio Dei. 

From the first verses in the Bible, God’s command to our first parents was to “be 

fruitful, multiply, fill the earth, and subdue it” (Gen. 1:28). The act of filling the earth 

and subduing it would necessitate migration.  Then, still in the beginning, the ‘fall’ of 

mankind, when Adam and Eve are expelled from the Garden of Eden to the end of 

Scripture, at the consummation of the ages, revealed in the Book of Revelation, 

where the exiled Apostle John recorded his visions. Through it all, we see that one of 

the overriding motifs of the Bible is migration. Walls states: “the Old Testament 

provides every known kind of migration - indeed the book of Genesis might almost 

readily have been named the book of Migrations” (2002:3-11). 

 

In the final section of our paper, Chapter Nine, we want to make our contribution in 

the field of missiology related to the rise to ‘prominence’  of the Global South, and 

identify what we think is needed for them to be more effective in world mission.  The 

current trend among most Global South mission endeavors is what we call 

‘diasporic-ethnocentric mission’. It does not involve learning a different culture, 

speaking a different language, working within a new set of social mores, or 

understanding a different religion. Instead it is one ethnic group seeking to reach the 

same or near-culture ethnic group, across a geographical barrier. For example, 

Nigerians living in London reaching other Nigerians or West Africans, or 

Taiwan/Hong Kong Chinese in Africa reaching other Chinese, whether they originate 
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from the Mainland, Singapore, Malaysia, Taiwan or Hong Kong. Another example is 

Latinos in America, reaching only Latinos, from any Latin American country. While 

we can see the benefit in this type of approach, it strikes us as falling short of what 

God intends for Global South Christians in Missio Dei living cross-culturally. This is 

similar to the failure of Israel to reach beyond their tribe to the nations, when they 

were dispersed. 

 

For effective mission that extends the Gospel to the remaining unreached, 

unengaged ‘People Groups’, the Global South needs an apostolic, missiological 

vision and subsequent training that focuses on the ‘People Groups’ in specific parts 

of the globe, who have not had an opportunity to hear or respond to the Gospel. 

Three examples of the Global South reaching cross-culturally, that we have 

encountered recently are: (1) a small team of Chinese Christian workers living in a 

remote village in Ethiopia, seeking to engage an unreached Muslim group, who 

previously had no access to the Gospel. (2) A Nigerian worker living in Ukraine, who 

has learned the local language and has led in planting multiple Ukrainian indigenous 

churches. (3) A Mainland Chinese couple living in the Middle East, who have learned 

Arabic and are focused on reaching the Arabic Muslims in the Arabian Peninsula. 

 

‘Anchor Leg’ refers to the final position in a relay race. The fastest or most 

experienced runner on the team is usually given this assignment, and is responsible 

for making up ground lost to the ‘race leader’ or preserving the lead already secured 

by his teammates.  There have been several famous ‘anchor leg’ runners: (1) ‘Bullet’ 

Bob Hayes ran a legendary anchor leg for the United States 4X400 relay team in the 

1960 Tokyo Olympics. When Hayes received the baton, he demolished the field by 
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passing four other runners to lead his team to win the gold. (2) Carl Lewis never 

failed to win a race when he ‘anchored’ for the United States 4X100 relay team. 

Lewis regularly ran under nine seconds in his ‘anchor leg’ position and helped the 

United States team break the 4X100 relay world record five times. (3) In the London 

2012 Olympics, the ‘fastest man alive’ Usain Bolt, ran the ‘anchor leg’ for the 

Jamaican 4X100 relay team, and set a new world record of 36.84 seconds (London, 

2012:nn). 

 

We heed the biblical admonition that only the Father knows the times and that He is 

moving everything according to His plan and purpose. That said, we cannot help but 

look at the tectonic changes that have taken place with the shift of the center of 

Christianity to the South, along with the multiple centers in the Southern Hemisphere 

that are engaging in global mission. Even in China, the ‘back to Jerusalem’ 

proponents believe that they have been called to take the Gospel ‘back to 

Jerusalem’, in order to complete the ‘Great Commission’ mandate. We are living in a 

sea of change, where mission is no longer in the hands of the West, but is now ‘from 

everywhere to everywhere’.  Could this be the ‘anchor leg’ era in God’s Missio Dei?  

Has God saved the best for last?  Has the Global South been prepared by God to be 

His instrument in getting the Gospel to the last remaining unreached, unengaged 

‘People Groups’? Could they be His gracious instruments to help bring reawakening 

and re-evangelism to the North?  We believe that this is what is happening, but 

without adequate and appropriate training, the Global South mission enterprise will 

be stymied and miss what God has prepared them for. 
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We will narrow our thesis to focus on one important section of the Global South, the 

Mainland Chinese migrants, who are living in Africa and the Middle East. We will 

address their emerging apostolic role in Missio Dei. Chinese migration can be 

divided into three distinct groups: (1) migrants from overseas; (2) migrants from the 

three autonomous regions of China, namely Hong Kong, Macau, and Taiwan; and 

(3) migrants from Mainland China. We believe an apostolic, missiological approach 

is needed to balance the current, prevailing ethnocentric trends of Mainland Chinese 

migrants. Most focus only on reaching other Chinese and fail to embrace the vision 

of reaching cross-culturally to take the Gospel to unreached groups as a part of 

God’s plan and purpose for them in Missio Dei.  

 

Prior to making our proposal, we will begin this section by examining the role of 

migration in Missio Dei, from a biblical perspective. Then we will turn our attention to 

the role of migration in Missio Dei, from a historical perspective. Finally, we will make 

our proposal as to how Mainland Chinese can move forward toward an apostolic role 

in Missio Dei, in Africa and the Middle East. 

 

 

4.1.1 The Role of Migration in Missio Dei, from an Old Testament perspective 

Two of Israel’s greatest patriarchs, Abraham and Joseph were migrants. Joseph was 

forced into migration by his brothers, who sold him to a caravan of Ishmaelite 

merchants from Gilead, headed for Egypt (Gen. 37:19-36). Abraham’s migration was 

initiated with a call from God that would lead to multiple blessings, including 

‘blessings’ to the nations (Gen 12:1-3).  Halliday agrees when she wrote “In fact, our 

biblical story is one rooted in migration and change…Our Christian story is grounded 
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in migration; we have always been people on the move” (2012:409-410). In Paul’s 

sermon on Areopagus, he spoke of the sovereignty of God in determining man’s 

geographic boundaries,  

From one man He made every nation of men that they should 
inhabit the whole earth; and He determined the times set for them, 
and the exact places where they should live. God did this so that 
men would seek Him and perhaps reach out for Him and find Him 
though He is not far from each of us (Acts 17:26-27). 

 

The Book of Genesis begins with migration when Adam and Eve are expelled from 

the Garden of Eden (Gen. 3:23), and moves next to the ‘restless wanderings’ of Cain 

(Gen. 4:12-16). This is followed by the ‘flood’, which imposes ‘refugee’ status on 

Noah and his family. Noah’s ordeal ended with a blessing and a command, similar to 

that given to Adam and Eve (Gen. 1:28), “Be fruitful and increase in number and fill 

the earth” (Gen. 9:1). God’s command to migrate was an integral part of His plan and 

purpose. Then Genesis moves to the mass dispersion of’ ‘Peoples’ from Babel (Gen. 

11:8-9). In each of these three judgments, mankind was forced into migration. There 

were also five primal curses:  

 (1) The serpent was cursed as an enemy of the woman (Gen. 3:14-15).  

 (2) The ground was cursed (Gen. 3:17).  

 (3) Cain was condemned to hard labor and restless wanderings (Gen. 4:11-

  12).  

 (4) Canaan was sentenced to servitude (Gen. 9:25-27). 

 (5) Language diversity ensued at the Babel Diaspora, resulting in chaotic  

      misunderstanding between the nations (Gen.11:1-9) (Baldwin, 1986:28). 

 

The tower of Babel signifies the anti-migration and the antithesis of mission and 

redemption. The central aim of building the tower was to prevent further movement, 



161	  
	  

so as not to be scattered across the earth. Failure to be scattered would have 

resulted in failure to fulfill God’s purposes in mission which implies movement, 

sending, crossing geographical boundaries and translation (Hanciles, 2008:141-

142). 

 Hanciles concluded: 

 Crucially, the interface between human mobility and divine 
 purpose in the Biblical story is unmistakable and compelling.  The 
 inextricable link between migrant movement and the Missio Dei 
 (the mission of God) arguably confirms the historicity of many 
 events. It is strongly paradigmatic of the Biblical God’s intimate 
 involvement in human affairs. In other words, to claim that the 
 God of the Bible is a God of mission is to accept that He makes 
 Himself known to human beings through ordinary, culturally 
 conditioned experiences. And, as already noted, few experiences 
 are more basic to the human condition than migration.  
 Significantly, migration and exile form the bookends (of sorts) to 
 the Biblical record: to the earliest chapters record the expulsion of 
 Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden (Gen 3:23), and the last 
 book contains the magnificent vision of the apostle John, who is 
 exiled on the island of Patmos (Rev 1:9) (2008:140). 

 
As emphasized by Rubesh, in Wan’s book, we will focus on three major seminal Old 

Testament episodes: (1) Israel’s Diaspora experience in the patriarchal era; (2) 

Israel’s Diaspora experience in Egypt; and finally, (3) Israel’s Diaspora experience in 

Babylonian and Persian exile (2011:42). Next we will explore Van Engen’s classic 

categories of missiological reflections related to migration: the motivation, agents, 

means, and goals of the ‘mission of God’ to the nations. 

 

4.1.1.1 Israel’s Diaspora Experience in the Patriarchal Era 

We begin with two titles that Scripture ascribed to the patriarch, Abraham; the 

‘wandering Aramean’ (Deut. 26:5) and ‘Abraham the Hebrew’ (Gen. 10:2, 25, 14:13). 

God’s intention was to bridge the gap between Himself and mankind, providing an 

avenue to make Himself and His purposes known. From a multinational perspective, 
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the focus narrows in Genesis chapter twelve, to the experiences of a single couple, 

Abraham and Sarah (Rubesh, 2011:42). Walls referred to Abraham as “the nomadic 

pastoralist with a promise of land he never settles in, was the archetype of 

redemptive migration” (2002:3). Sometime after the death of his father, Abraham 

responded again to God’s call to leave Haran, to go to an unknown land that God 

would show him (Acts 7:2-4) (Gen. 12:1-3). God’s purpose in calling Abraham was 

that he would be a blessing to the nations by making God known to them. Abraham 

would carry with him the treasure of knowing the monotheistic Creator God of the 

universe, the God who makes covenant, and the God who offers the promise of a 

‘Deliverer’. In God’s unfolding plan to bless the nations, there was a price for 

Abraham’s obedience to God’s call. With ascending difficulty, Abraham was told to 

“leave your country, your people, and your father’s house…” (Gen. 12:1).  Everything 

that was known and precious to Abraham was to be left behind for a migratory 

journey into the unknown.   

 

Abraham was referred to later as the ‘wandering Aramean’ (Deut. 26:5) because as 

Davies states, 

The Land of Israel was not the birth place of the Jewish people, 
which did not emerge there (as most peoples have on their own 
soil). On the contrary, it had to enter its own Land from without; 
there is a sense in which Israel was born in exile. Abraham had to 
leave his own land to go to the Promised Land (1991:63). 
 

The Israel nation, birthed with the call of Abraham, was also birthed with a migratory 

ethos instilled by God. His call and claim on Israel was that through them, He would 

bless the nations. Israel’s purpose was never just ‘self-serving’ nation-building, but 

rather, to bless the nations, through making the Creator God known.  
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Walls points out that in the early chapters of Genesis, we find two types of migration, 

‘punitive’ and ‘redemptive’.  When Adam and Eve were cast out of the Garden, it was 

‘punitive’ migration caused by their disobedience, which resulted in dislocation and 

deprivation.  On the other hand, when Abraham left his urban home in Mesopotamia, 

he was not expelled from the city, rather, he was divinely called out from it. God gave 

him the promise of another land for his descendents and with a mission of blessing 

the nations. Abraham’s migration was to be ‘redemptive’. Walls labeled ‘punitive’ 

migration as ‘Adamic’ and ‘redemptive’ migration as ‘Abrahamic’ (2002:3-4). Thus, 

‘redemptive’ migration was an integral component of Abraham’s missionary call to be 

an instrument of God’s mission to the nations, implying that his family would be 

migrants, strangers, aliens, and sojourners. But, in their migration, they were not to 

be just passive witnesses (centripetal), but active participants in making God known 

(centrifugal). Carroll stated it even more poignantly: 

Human failure reaches its apex at the Tower of Babel…Their 
dispersion at Yahweh’s hand thwarts the immeasurable potential 
for evil of a united humanity fixed on replacing God (Gen 11:6) 
…Within this context of death, disobedience, and disappointment, 
hope is the context in which the Missio Dei takes shape. Yahweh 
does not choose a nation; He cannot, as all were born at Babel 
and are tainted by its pride. Instead God selects a man, Abram, 
from whom He will create a people with a different purpose and 
ethos (Gen 12:1-3). The nation that will spring from the patriarch 
is expressly created for mission: this people are to be a divine 
means of blessing “all the families of the earth”…The term 
“families” (mishp’hot) connects the passage to the list of chapter 
ten (Gen 10: 5, 20, 31). In other words, the “families” of the Table 
of Nations are the target of the mission of the people of God. The 
descendants of Abram, unlike the offspring of the Tower, will find 
a great name not in selfish ambition to replace God or to stand as 
His equals, but rather as they fulfill that Missio Dei for service for 
Him to humanity…Within the Biblical narrative, they are indeed a 
migrant people, but a migrant people for a mission (2013:16-17). 

 

Another description that attached itself to Abraham was ‘Abraham the Hebrew’. The 

initial mention of ‘Hebrew’ in the Bible is found in Genesis 14:13, but the 
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etymological origin of the word, ‘Eber’ is first mentioned in the genealogical record 

from Shem to Abram, as recorded in Genesis 10:10-26. Since Eber was a forefather 

to Abraham, we can assume that the title ‘Hebrew’ referred to an ethnic linkage 

between Abraham and his ancestor, Eber. Old Testament scholars have seen a 

social connection between the Jewish people, Hebrews, as they developed into a 

nation, and that of a group of people known as habiru, who extended from the Hittite 

kingdoms in the north to the Egyptian empire in the south (Bright, 1981:94; Naaman, 

1986:271-288; Wolfe, 2009:1-23). Habiru referred to a group of people from various 

ethnic origins with low social status, as Naaman stated:  

Uprooted from their original political and social framework and 
forced to adapt to a new environment. The different traits and 
social behavior of the Habiru in each area of Western Asia are the 
outcome of this adaptation to new circumstances. Among the 
reason for breaking off their former political and social ties were 
wars, disasters, famine, debt, heavy taxed, prolonged military 
service, and so on. Recent studies on tribes have shown that the 
poorest elements, those with livestock or land diminished to the 
point at which it was no longer sufficient to sustain a family, often 
left tribes to seek a living elsewhere (1986:272). 
 

Bright added that “the term apparently denoted a class of people without citizenship 

who lived on the fringes of the existing social structures, without roots or fixed place 

in it. At times they pursued a pastoral existence, living either peacefully or by raiding, 

and as occasion offered, they settled in the towns” (1981:95).   

 

Although Abraham and his family were ethnic descendents of Eber, they 

nonetheless took on some of the same diasporic characteristics that were ascribed 

to the habiru, such as being vulnerable, stateless, and often landless. In Wan’s book, 

Rubesh stated: “…it is likely that the Hebrews were seen by others as one particular 

expression of the larger habiru phenomenon” (2011:46). The Jewish nation was 
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birthed from the start with a diasporic and migratory ethos that Abraham, the 

‘wandering Aramean’ and ‘Abraham the Hebrew’: 

…when called to go to a place he would later receive as an 
inheritance, obeyed and went even though he did not know where 
he was going. By faith he made his home in the promise land like 
a stranger in a foreign country; he lived in tents, as dId Isaac and 
Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise. For he was 
looking forward to the city with foundations whose architect and 
builder is God (Heb. 11:8-10). 
 
 

4.1.1.2 Israel’s Diaspora Experience in Egypt 

In Wan’s book, Rubesh highlights seven characteristics of the Jewish Diaspora in 

Egypt:  

 (1) The Foundation of an Incipient National Identity;  

 (2) The Impetus of a Corporate Crisis;  

 (3) The Influence of Powerful Advocates;  

 (4) The Legacy of Negative Historical Associations;  

 (5) The Experience of Marginalization and Exploitation;  

 (6) The Inheritance of Shared Diaspora Memory;  

 (7) The Abiding Historical and Theological Links to Natal Land (2011:51-

 60).  

For our purposes, we will look at four of these characteristics and draw some 

comparisons to the Chinese Diaspora experiences in Africa and Middle East: 

 

(1) The Foundation of an Incipient National Identity: Rubesh pointed out that all 

Diasporas share some type of common identity, such as, linguistic, religious, or 

ethnic. For the Jewish people, it was their ‘Father’ Abraham, and his call to 

participate in God’s Mission, and their belief that they, through Abraham, had come 

to know the one true ‘universal’ God, who created the world and bound them 
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together as one affinity. This sense of knowing the true God, along with the people’s 

belief that they were called to participate in His divine plan in the future, was the glue 

that held them together, even after four hundred years of Egyptian captivity 

(2011:51).  

 

In comparing the Jewish Diaspora affinity to that of the Mainland Chinese Diaspora, 

we find that the Chinese are bound together, not by a common religious affinity or 

purpose, but rather by language, culture, and a desire for a better life.  The Chinese 

who live in Africa and Middle East have come from many different backgrounds and 

diverse sections of the Mainland.  While overseas, they continue to maintain their 

language and culture and are often seen as not ‘fitting in’ with the local society.  

Local citizens make disparaging comments regarding the Chinese, stating that they 

come to Africa, sell cheap goods and take African money, but they do not eat African 

food nor speak any African language. Also, they do not use local African banks, and 

most do not have social interactions with African people. In the most part, the 

Chinese are not interested in building social cross-cultural relationships, except in 

ways that lead to economic advancement and a better life for themselves and their 

families. From the Chinese point of view, they “struggle to make money, to repay the 

loans they took out to immigrate, they struggle to communicate in the local language, 

and they struggle with the boredom and loneliness of life in these obscure places 

where no one would think to find them” (Huynh et al., 2010:296).   

 

Related to the Chinese role in Missio Dei, with their strong ethnocentric attachment 

and economic drive, it will take a major paradigm shift for them to amalgamate into 

overseas societies. However, when we look at Chinese Christian migrants, one of 
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the proposals that we will make in Chapter Nine, is to mobilize and train Chinese 

believers before they migrate, to help prepare them to participate in cross-cultural 

mission among the nations, after migration. 

 

(2) The Impetus of Corporate Crisis: It is clear Genesis that the motivation behind 

the Hebrew migration from Canaan to Egypt came at the end of a severe seven-year 

famine in Canaan. Word received by the people that food had been stockpiled in 

Egypt awakened in them the most basic human instincts of survival (Gen. 42:1-2). 

Cohen refers to this type of migration as a ‘victim’ Diaspora, described as “the 

traumatic dispersal from an original homeland and the salience of the homeland in 

the collective memory of a forcibly dispersed group” (2008:4). The Hebrew people 

arrived in Egypt as victims, forced from their homeland by severe famine, and 

entered the land of Egypt, to survive at the mercy of the Egyptians. 

 

Many of the Chinese Diaspora in Africa and the Middle East could also fit into the 

category of ‘victim’ Diaspora. The majority of them come from very poor rural 

provinces in China, where it has been difficult and almost impossible for them to 

make a living for their families. Many feel forced to look outside China to succeed in 

business. Referencing the situation in South Africa, which we believe is generally 

true across Africa and the Middle East, Huynh has pointed out, many of the Chinese 

in South Africa come from the Fujian Province: 

The post-2000 wave of Chinese migration, which continues today, 
is comprised predominantly of small traders and or peasants from 
Fujian Province…Fujian prior to modernization was a poverty-
stricken province with little arable land and a propensity for natural 
disasters; perhaps because of their high people-land ratio and its 
coastal location, it has a long history as an “emigrant province”. 
During the Cold War, because of its proximity and extensive 
familial linkage to Taiwan, Fujian suffered from economic 
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deprivation; however during Deng’s open door policy Fujian 
became one of the provinces targeted to be a part of “the political 
vanguard of capitalism.” The combination of rural reforms and 
industrial development during the late 1970s through the 1990s 
led to tremendous population shifts both within Fujian and 
between Fujian and other provinces. Together with an existing 
emigrant culture and strong networks with overseas Chinese, it 
has been estimated that during this period over 500,000 
Fujianese left the province and resettled in over 160 countries 
(2010:295). 
 

These Chinese migrants, who were victims of extremely poor economic conditions 

and prospects, were forced to flee their homeland, in search of a better way to 

support themselves and their families. While overseas, they work extremely long 

hours, twelve to fourteen hours a day, seven days a week, with the goal of paying off 

prior debts and/or making remittances back to their family in China.  Even among the 

small Christian population, there is little time left for God’s work.  

 

(3) The Influence of a Powerful Advocacy: During Israel’s period of migration to 

Egypt, she had two powerful advocates, Joseph and Moses. Joseph, a forced 

migrant, having been led to Egypt by God, stated to his brothers, “Don’t be afraid. 

Am I in the place of God? You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to 

accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives” (Gen. 50:19-20). 

Joseph overcame many difficulties and trials, after having been sold by his brothers 

to traveling merchants who took him to Egypt.  By the time the famine become 

severe in Canaan, Joseph had risen to the office of the second most powerful man in 

Egypt. He had been directed by God to implement a plan to store grain that would 

provide for the Egyptian people during the seven years of extreme famine. When the 

people of Israel were forced to flee Canaan and travel to Egypt to escape the famine 

and starvation overtaking them in their own land, they were met by a powerful 

advocate, who eventually revealed himself as Joseph, their brother. He not only 
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provided food for them during the famine, but also provided a special place for them 

to live, that would not cause cultural tension between them and the Egyptians.  

Joseph was God’s advocate to provide for the Hebrew people when they entered 

Egypt.  

 

In the same way, Moses, spared from Pharaoh’s ordered infanticide of Hebrew 

males (Gen. 21:10), was used as God’s advocate to deliver the Israelites out of 

Egypt, after 400 years of bondage. Through the centuries of abuse and exploitation, 

the promises that were made to their forefathers were never forgotten, and the hope 

of returning to their land helped hold the people together as a Diaspora. 

 

We believe the Chinese migrants in Africa and Middle East also have two advocates 

– one ‘powerful’ advocate, the Chinese government, and one ‘compassionate’ 

advocate, the local Chinese pastors, respectively. In most countries, Chinese 

migrants are not protected by the authorities, but rather, they are often targeted by 

the local authorities for bribes.  In many cases, the Chinese keep their money in their 

shops or homes, instead of opening local bank accounts, which make them prime 

targets for thieves and bandits. Over the past twenty years, the Chinese Government 

has been making heavy investments in many African and Middle East countries. It 

has participated in building projects such as roads, railroads, airport terminals, 

government buildings, sports stadiums, and hospitals. In exchange for these building 

projects, the Chinese wanted natural resources such as copper, diamonds, oil, land, 

and platinum to help fuel China’s growing and expanding economy. When Chinese 

nationals have been grossly mistreated, the Chinese Government intervened, which 
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has resulted in some countries like Zimbabwe and Zambia, enacting special laws to 

protect the Chinese citizens.  

 

Chinese pastors, from Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Malaysia, who have come to serve 

Chinese congregations, in Africa and the Middle East, play the ‘compassionate’ 

advocate role. These pastors help new arrivals obtain documentation, serve as 

English interpreters, and assist migrant children with enrollment in local schools. 

They also stand alongside new arrivals to help in cases involving landlords and the 

police or other officials. Chinese pastors have used these ‘helping’ opportunities to 

talk with the new arrivals about spiritual needs, which have led to conversions, with 

new believers becoming members in the local Chinese congregations. 

 

(4) The Abiding Historical and Theological Links to Natal Land: When Moses 

appeared during the Egyptian bondage, centuries after the patriarchal period, his 

arrival was accompanied by the divine plan of God, who was sending him on a 

mission of deliverance to lead the Israelites back to their homeland: 

The Lord said, “I have seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I 
have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I 
am concerned about their suffering. So I have come down to 
rescue them from the land of the Egyptians and to bring them up 
out of the land into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with 
milk and honey - the home of the Canaanites, Hittites, Amorites, 
Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites (Ex. 3:7-8). 
 

Even after four hundred years of bondage in Egypt, the hope of returning to the land 

promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob still burned within the hearts of the Hebrew 

people. In Wan’s book, Rubesh stated: “The Hebrew Diaspora’s return to Canaan 

was endowed with a sense of mission “from on high”. The Abrahamic covenant 

underscored the fact that their existence as a community in the ‘promised land’ was 
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not only ordained of God, but through them “all the families on the earth will be 

blessed” (Gen. 12:3) (2011:59-60). 

 

This attachment and longing for the homeland is consistent with what Safran referred 

to in three of his seven characteristics of Diaspora people:  

(1) They retain a collective memory, vision or myth about their 
original homeland - its location, history, achievements, and, often 
enough, sufferings; (2) They regard their ancestral homeland as 
their true, ideal home and as a place to which they or their 
descendents would (or should) eventually return - if and when 
conditions are appropriate; and (3) They continue to relate, 
personally or vicariously, to that homeland in one way or another, 
and their ethno communal consciousness and solidarity, which 
reach across political boundaries, are importantly defined in terms 
of the existence of such a relationship.  That relationship may 
include a collective commitment to the maintenance or restoration 
of their original homeland and to its independence, safety, and 
prosperity. The absence of such a relationship makes it difficult to 
speak of transnationalism (2005:37). 
 

The Chinese migrants also continue to maintain strong ties to the Mainland. They 

often send remittances back to extended family in China, and routinely request 

family members from China to come and help run their shops. Also, they make trips 

back to China to order their shop’s supplies. When children reach school age, or 

even before, they often send them back to the Mainland, to live with relatives, so that 

the children can maintain their Chinese culture and language. Children who stay with 

their parents in host countries are encouraged by their parents to attend Chinese 

classes on Saturdays, to maintain their national language and culture. Also, most 

Chinese migrants, who become Christians in their host country, plan opportunities to 

return to China to share the Gospel with their lost relatives, friends, and former 

colleagues. 
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4.1.1.3 Israel’s Diaspora Experiences in Babylonian and Persian Exile 

The Hebrew people, for the next one thousand years after the Exodus from Egypt, 

rooted and established themselves in the land, and eventually formed into a 

monarchy. When King Rehoboam came to the throne, the kingdom of Israel was 

tragically divided into two separated kingdoms. Ten of the original twelve tribes had 

seceded and formed the Northern Kingdom of Israel, while the two tribes of Judah 

and Benjamin formed the Southern Kingdom of Judah (1 Kgs. 12:1-24), with its 

Davidic capital in Jerusalem. In 722 B.C., the Northern Kingdom was devastated by 

Assyria and its population was taken by force to live among the Assyrian empire (2 

Kgs. 15:29; 17:1-6). One hundred and thirty years later, Judah, the Southern 

Kingdom was attacked and the Temple in Jerusalem destroyed by the Chaldeans. 

The remaining remnant of Judah was forced into exile in Babylon (2 Kgs. 24:1-16). 

 

The exiles from the Northern Kingdom, who were taken to Assyria, eventually 

amalgamated to such an extent that they lost their identity as a particular ‘People’. 

On the other hand, the Southern Kingdom of Judah exiled to Babylon, not only 

managed to maintain their distinct identity, but they grew and flourished in their host 

country. Over the course of the next several hundred years, the population grew to 

be seven percent of the Roman-dominated Mediterranean world. At the beginning of 

the Christian era,  the total Jewish population was around four and one-half million, 

which included one million each, in Syria, Egypt, and Palestine, plus one and a half 

million in Asia Minor, Europe, and Africa (Hedlund, 1997:155). 
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In Wan’s book, Rubesh listed five primary reasons why the Southern Tribes 

flourished and grew during their Babylonian captivity: (1) The continuity of Jewish 

leadership structures; (2) The influence of Jewish prophets; (3) The example of 

Jewish statesmen and stateswomen; (4) The power of a renewed faith; and (5) The 

renewal to ties to the natal land (2011:65-71).  We want to highlight “the power of a 

renewed faith.” There were two primary reasons for the Jewish people to be in exile. 

They had forsaken God and turned to worshipping idols, thus failing to be a witness 

for God to the nations. God’s intention and goal for the exiled people was that they 

would turn back to Him in repentance.  This dispersion into captivity was never 

meant to be final.  It was both ‘punitive’ and ‘redemptive’. It was during this time of 

captivity that the people began to forsake their idolatrous ways and put their trust 

back in the God of their fathers, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. In Wan’s book, Rubesh 

stated: “In the initial years as a vulnerable Diaspora, they rediscovered a fresh faith 

in God and His convent law. Evidence for this is found in the fact that the Jews at 

this time became what one might call the first truly monotheistic people” (2011:68). 

Also, they began to be a ‘light to the nations’ and made progress toward the 

commission given to Abraham. Hedlund stated: 

It is utterly impossible to explain the large total of Jews in the 
Diaspora by the mere fact of the fertility of Jewish families. We 
must assume…that a very large number of pagans…trooped over 
to the religion of Yahweh (1997:155). 
 

In comparing the Chinese Diaspora with the Jewish exiles, we can see some 

important similarities. Just as the exiles in Babylon began to find vital faith in God 

during their period of exile, many of the Chinese are coming to faith, while living in a 

‘foreign land’. Some of the reasons for this include: (1) New arrivals are given an 

initial opportunity to hear the Christian Gospel. (2) Chinese Christian pastors are 

helping with initial settlement issues. (3) Small Chinese congregations are providing 
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a friendly venue to meet, have fellowship and share Chinese food together, which 

helps give the new arrivals a sense of belonging and security. (4) Host country 

Christians have felt a burden to share the Gospel with the Chinese who are ‘on their 

doorstep’ and now living among them. (5) Overseas Chinese Christians have sensed 

a call to reach Mainland Chinese outside China, as a segway to reaching the 

Mainland. (6) It appears to be God’s timing for reaching the Chinese as means in 

Missio Dei. 

 

We believe that God is saying something vitally important to the Christian world with 

the growing number of Chinese Diaspora scattered around the world. In Yeung and 

Chu’s article, it is reported that from Fujian, one of China’s coastal provinces, 

residents have migrated to over 160 countries (2000:70). We should not only see 

them as targets of evangelism, church membership and as a means to ‘reach’ China, 

but we must also see them as part of God’s plan to mobilize the Chinese to help get 

the Gospel out to the unengaged, unreached nations.  Mainland Chinese have 

experienced a renewal to the call to take the Gospel ‘back to Jerusalem’. We believe 

that the Chinese Christian migrants hold an important key to completing this Great 

Commission task. Wan has mentioned three types of ministry related to the Chinese 

Diaspora: (1) mission to the Diaspora; (2) mission through the Diaspora; and (3) 

mission by/beyond the Diaspora (2011:138-139). We believe that mission by/beyond 

the Chinese Diaspora, which is apostolic, will play a vital role in reaching the nations.  

 

4.1.1.4 Four Classic Categories of Missiological Reflection Related to Migration 

Van Engen has pointed out four factors associated with migrants’ involvement with 

Missio Dei from a biblical perspective: (1) migrants as a motivation for Missio Dei; (2) 
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migrants as agents in Missio Dei; (3) migrants as a method/means of Missio Dei; and 

(4) migrants as a goal of Missio Dei (2010:33-43). God used the history of the Jewish 

People as migrants and strangers to motivate them to participate in His mission to 

the nations. Although Van Engen used the term ‘immigrant’, for our purposes, we 

shall use the terms ‘immigrant’ and ‘alien’ interchangeably with the word ‘migrant’. In 

Exodus the people are admonished “Do not oppress an alien; you yourselves know 

how it feels to be aliens, because you were aliens in Egypt” (Ex. 23:9). In addition to 

not mistreating an alien, the Jewish nation was to have an active mission toward 

them, “When an alien lives with you in your land, do not mistreat him. The alien living 

with you must be treated as one of your native-born. Love him as yourself, for you 

were aliens in Egypt. I am the Lord your God” (Lev. 19:33-34). God used their alien 

experience to motivate them to not mistreat aliens in their midst, and also actively 

work for their highest good. Having been aliens in Egypt, the nation could 

understand what other aliens experience. 

 

Secondly, Van Engen stated that migrants were ‘agents’ of God’s mission to the 

nations, particularly because they were migrants. It was in the context of obedience 

and faith that Abraham followed God’s command to leave “your country, your people, 

and your father’s household, and go to the land I will show you” (Gen. 12:1). 

Abraham, in becoming a migrant was then in the position to be an ‘agent’ for God’s 

use to be a blessing to the nations. Had Abraham remained in Haran and not 

become a migrant, he would have been like his father Terah, who “having left the 

moon cult behind him in Ur, came to it again in Haran, and failed to make the 

decisive break with idolatry. ‘Where he halted, he also died’” (Baldwin, 1986:30). 
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Joseph, forced into migration by his brothers, “lived through deceit, mistreatment, 

false accusations, undeserved imprisonment, and utter loneliness in being forgotten 

in prison, a situation which many of today’s immigrant/strangers have also 

experienced” (Van Engen, 2010:35).  However, at some point, Joseph realized that it 

was God who had ‘sent’ him to Egypt and eventually placed him in a position of 

authority, whereby he could not only save the Jewish people, but also save the 

Egyptians and surrounding people from famine and starvation (Gen. 50:19-21). 

 

Other Old Testament ‘agents’ in God’s mission can be mentioned: (1) Daniel, who 

first went to Babylon as an exiled prisoner, but eventually became an advisor to the 

kings of Babylon and Persia (Dan.5:29; Dan.6:28). (2) The young slave girl who was 

taken to serve in the household of Naaman, the Syrian. Through her testimony, 

Naaman was healed and came to faith, “now I know that there is no God in the world 

except in Israel” (2Kgs. 5:15). (3) Because of Esther’s beauty, she was chosen to 

serve in the harem of the king of Persia, chosen as queen and used by God to save 

the Jewish people from annihilation.  As a result of King Xerxes’ edict, not only were 

the Jews spared, but also, “many people of other nationalities became Jews, 

because fear of the Jews had seized them” (Est. 8:17). 

 

Thirdly, Van Engen suggested that there is a relationship between the agents that 

God used in His mission and the method He used to carry out certain important 

aspects of His mission to the nations.  After fleeing Egypt, Moses spent forty years 

as a migrant among the Midianites, learning how to survive in the desert and how to 

shepherd sheep. He was being shaped physically, emotionally, and spiritually for the 

leadership role that God had planned for his future. It was at the ‘burning bush’ 
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experience in the desert of Midian that Moses was called to be Israel’s ‘deliverer’. 

God said, “I have come down to rescue them from the hands of the Egyptians and to 

bring them out of the land unto a good and spacious land…so now I am sending you 

to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites out of Egypt” (Ex. 3:8-10). 

 

Ruth is another example of how God used a migrant as means to carry out His 

mission among the nations. During a time of great famine in Israel, Naomi and her 

husband, Elimelech, along with their two sons, Mahlon and Kilion, left their home in 

Bethlehem and migrated to Moab. After living some years in Moab, Naomi’s husband 

passed away, as well as her two sons, leaving only the two young Moabite 

daughters-in-law, Ruth and Orpah. When Naomi decided to return to her hometown 

of Bethlehem, Ruth and Orpah were ready to go with her. Naomi advised them to 

reconsider and stay in their home country, where they could marry, again. But Ruth 

begged her mother-in-law to let her accompany Naomi. Ruth stated that she would 

never leave her side, and where Naomi went, there she would also go, and that 

Naomi’s God would be her God (Ruth 1:16). After Naomi’s return to Bethlehem, Ruth 

met Boaz, the near kinsman to Naomi’s family, and the love story unfolded.  After 

Ruth and Boaz married, they had a son, whom they named Obed. Through these 

circumstances, God chose to use Ruth the migrant, and the birth of her son Obed, to 

bring healing to Naomi. The townswomen said to Naomi: “Praise be to the Lord, who 

this day has not left you without a kinsman-redeemer. May he become famous 

throughout Israel!” (Ruth 4:14). Also it was Ruth’s son, Obed, who was in the royal 

linage of David, “Obed the father of Jesse and Jesse the father of David” (Ruth 

4:22). God is ‘on mission that finds its fulfillment in the ‘seed’ of Abraham and in the 
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‘son of David’, the Lord Jesus Christ. God used Ruth, the Moabite migrant as a vital 

link in His plan for the nations. 

 

Finally, Van Engen offered a forth aspect of the role of migrants in God’s mission, 

related to the eschatological goals of God’s mission among the nations. Abraham 

was going to the “land that I will show you” (Gen. 12:1). Moses was leading the 

Israelites out of Egypt with this word from the Lord, “I am the Lord, and I will bring 

you out from under the yoke of the Egyptians…I will bring you to the land I swore 

with uplifted hand to give to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob” (Ex. 6:6-8). God’s 

mission always had an eschatological aspect of moving forward toward the future. 

Abraham died still looking for that land. “…for he was looking forward to the city with 

foundations whose architect and builder is God” (Heb. 11:10). Moses never entered 

the promised-land, but he “was looking ahead for his reward” (Heb. 11:26). The 

author of Hebrews wrote that, in fact all of the Old Testament saints that he 

mentioned “were still living by faith when they died. They did not receive the things 

promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance” (Heb. 11:13) 

(2010:33-42). 

 

In conclusion, related to this section of our thesis, Carroll offered two very important 

ways that these migratory lessons during the Old Testament era can help orient 

Diaspora missions: 

First, they recount the lives of a migrant people. These narratives 
are instructive for those of us who are settled, as they offer us a 
glimpse of the particular challenges of the life of those who are 
strangers; but, the accounts are a helpful source, too, for the 
migrant, for they can find themselves in those stories and learn to 
see God in their midst. Second, these narratives place a migrant 
people who claim to follow the God of Abraham within the Missio 
Dei. They are to be a blessing among the people with whom they 



179	  
	  

live: in their confession of faith and worship, and in the daily 
exchanges of concrete human life. This call extends to the settled 
as well, for all Christians are sojourners and strangers and are to 
be a blessing to the world (2013:18). 
 

 
4.1.2 Role of Migration in Missio Dei in the New Testament 

This section of our thesis will be limited to exploring the New Testament examples, 

particularly from Acts, of how migration played a key role in God’s plan for the 

nations, Missio Dei. We will see how under God’s sovereignty, the movement of 

people in the first century was used to spread the Gospel among the nations. The 

role of migration in reaching the nations is clearly seen at the miracle of Pentecost. 

Present when the Father and the Risen Son sent the Holy Spirit that empowered 

Peter to address the crowd, were Jews from key Diaspora communities: “Parthians, 

Medes, and Elamites: residents of Mesopotamia, Judea, and Cappadocia, Pontus, 

and Asia: Phrygia, and Pamphylia, Egypt, and parts of Libya near Cyrene, visitors 

from Rome (both Jews and converts to Judaism); Cretans and Arabs” (Acts 2:9-11). 

Along with Jesus’ commission in Acts 1:8, these verses suggest the Gospel’s 

universal scope, as Hengel wrote: 

While Philo speaks about Jewish colonists, who are sent from the 
mother city, Jerusalem, to all parts of the civilized world, Luke 
exhibits a contrary tendency: he talks about pious Jews (and 
pagan converts to Judaism), who have returned from all over the 
world to Jerusalem. Here they hear in their native language (i.e., 
in the language of their country of origin) the new message, 
addressed to the entire world, concerning the “great deeds of 
God” (Acts 2:11), as a first step toward a worldwide mission. The 
linguistic miracle is symbolically to prepare this worldwide mission 
(2000:166). 
 

  

4.1.2.1 Role of Migration Associated with Persecution in Missio Dei 

The ‘Great Commission’, in Matthew 28:19-20, mandates that Christians are to go 

and take the Gospel to the nations.  Also in the ‘commission’ in Acts 1:8, the Gospel 
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is to be taken to the ‘ends of the earth’, crossing geographical, cultural, ethnic, 

language, social, and economic barriers.  There was to be a strong emphasis on the 

centrifugal nature of the Gospel message. However, what we discovered in the early 

chapters of Acts is that the Jerusalem Christians, including the apostles, and other 

leaders, did not mobilize the believers to take the Gospel message to the nations, 

until there arose strong persecution.  In Wan’s book, Ott wrote: “It was neither 

intentional obedience to the Great Commission nor the inner compulsion of the Holy 

Spirit, but rather the outward and seemingly human circumstances of persecution 

that initially brought the early church into cross-cultural missionary motion” 

(2011:76). The major outbreaks of persecution that took place among the believers, 

led to involuntary migration, which resulted in the spread of the Gospel among the 

nations, as described in Acts 8 - 11:19, and 18. 

 

In Acts 8, we note that the followers of Jesus, “have moved from a warning (Acts 

4:21) to a flogging (Acts 5:40) to martyrdom (Acts 7:58-60) to persecution (Acts 8:1) 

(Polhill, 1992:211). The result of this ‘great persecution’ was that “all except the 

apostles were scattered throughout Judea and Samaria” (Acts 8:1). Chapple 

suggested that Acts 8:1 is the beginning of the fulfillment of Jesus’ promise-

commission to His disciples, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes 

on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in Judea, an in Samaria, 

and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8) (2011:122). As we have mentioned above, 

the persecution was God’s method of moving out the Jerusalem-bound followers to 

the next phase of reaching the ‘ends of the earth’. The group was ‘scattered’, 

diaspeiro, a word that was used three times in Acts 8:1, 8:4, and 11:19. It is the root 
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word for our English word “Diaspora”. In Wan’s book, Santos summarized these 

three occurrences,  

In all three cases, diaspeiro, relates to the scattering of Christians 
of Hellenistic origin, Greek-speaking Jewish Christians from the 
diaspora, into areas with a non-Jewish majority (Acts 11:19), but 
also in the area around Jerusalem and toward Samaria (Acts 8:1). 
The unique contribution of these verses in the use of diaspeiro is 
that those who were scattered served an essential purpose in the 
expansion of early Christianity or to missions (Acts 8:4-8, 40: 
11:19-21) (2011:28). 
 

While the scattering was not intentional on the part of the believers, it was clearly 

intentional in God’s plan.  Wherever they fled, they were witnesses used by God to 

plant His church beyond Jerusalem and Judea.  Phillip took the Gospel to Samaria 

(Acts 8:5), and others took the Gospel to Phoenicia, Cypress, and Antioch (Acts 

11:19). In Antioch, those who had been scattered were “telling the message only to 

Jews, but some of them, however, men from Cyprus and Cyrene, went to Antioch 

and began to speak to Greeks also, telling them the good news about the Lord Jesus 

Christ” (Acts 11:19-20). The persecuted, scattered believers had crossed 

geographic, cultural, language, racial, and historical barriers in fulfillment of the four 

phases of Jesus’ Acts 1:8 ‘commission’.  

 

In Acts 18, in Corinth, we are introduced to Aquila, “…a native of Pontius, who had 

recently come from Italy with his wife Priscilla, because Claudius had ordered all 

Jews to leave Rome” (Acts 18:2). After they met Paul in Corinth, they first became 

fellow tentmakers with him. Then they became partners with Paul in the pioneer 

ministry in Corinth. Finally, they became a part of Paul’s itinerant missionary band, 

accompanying him to Syria and Ephesus. There Aquila and Priscilla became 

disciplers of Apollos (Acts 18:24-26) and hosted a church in their home (I Cor. 

16:19). Later, Aquila and Priscilla returned to Rome, where they began a church 
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meeting in their home (Rom. 16:3-5). Although they were involuntary migrants, they 

were used by God to help bring the Gospel to unreached places and unreached 

people. Had they not been forced to leave Rome, they would not have been partners 

with Paul, church planters in Corinth, mentors to Apollos, or even recorded in the 

Scripture. Nguyen writing about Aquila and Priscilla concluded: 

…early Christian migration movements, whether stimulated by 
mission or caused by persecution, was historically a prime factor 
in the spread of the Good News of Jesus Christ and the church. 
The case of Priscilla and Aquila demonstrated that migration and 
mission were closely intertwined. This Judean, Christ-believing 
couple was constantly on the move for the cause of the Gospel. 
They first settled in Rome, were forced to migrate to Corinth 
because of the Edict of Claudius in 49 CE, relocate to Ephesus for 
the purpose of evangelization, and finally return to Rome after 
Claudius’ death in 54 CE. They relocated both their home and 
their trade at least three times in three different locations. Their 
home was as movable as the tents they erected, yet, they never 
faltered in their commitment to preach the Gospel of Jesus Christ, 
risking everything because of their faith (2012:195). 

 
Mainland Chinese have been in similar situations of being forced to migrate because 

of religious persecution and the desire for religious freedom. The Chinese 

Constitution provides for ‘religious freedom’, but that freedom is limited and restricted 

to the government-sanctioned places of worship, the ‘Three-Self Patriotic’ churches. 

The overwhelming majority of Mainland Chinese Christians are part of the huge 

underground, unregistered house church movement, that is officially illegal, and 

often faces ‘crackdowns’ by the police and the ‘public security bureau’. Some of the 

Christian migrants have, like the early Christians in Acts eight and eleven, and like 

Priscilla and Aquila, taken their faith with them, and been used by God to spread the 

Gospel, in other countries.  However, unlike the New Testament believers who 

crossed cultures to spread the Gospel, among the Chinese Christian Diaspora, there 

is a strong ethnocentric approach of evangelism to only reach out to other Chinese.  

We believe there is a need to balance this approach with an apostolic emphasis of 
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Chinese Diaspora taking the Gospel cross-culturally. In Chapter Nine we will address 

this in greater detail. 

 

4.1.2.2 Role of Non-Christian Deployment in Missio Dei 

In addition to the movement of people through persecution that resulted in the 

expansion of God’s mission, there was also a role for non-Christians who were 

deployed outside their country, in Missio Dei. Cornelius is an example from the New 

Testament of one, while he was deployed, came into contact with the Gospel. In 

summary, Cornelius was a Roman centurion in the Italian Regiment (Acts 10:1). 

While posted in Caesarea, one of the provincial capitals, he received a vision from 

an angel of God, to send men to Joppa to bring a man named Peter, staying with 

Simon the tanner, back to his house. The following day at noon, Peter also received 

a vision from an angel of God. He was told to accompany the soldiers who were 

coming, and go with them to Cornelius’ house. When Peter arrived, Cornelius 

gathered his household and told Peter, “Now we are here in the presence of God to 

listen to everything the Lord has commanded you to tell us” (Acts 10:33). Peter said, 

“I now realize how true it is that God does not show favoritism, but accepts men from 

every nation who fear Him and do what is right” (Acts 10:34-35). This resulted in the 

Holy Spirit being poured out on Cornelius’ household, followed by all of them 

receiving ‘water baptism’. Our purpose here is not to argue the important points 

about the Gentiles coming to faith, or issues related to the work of the Holy Spirit, but 

to show the sovereignty of God in intercepting a migrant Cornelius, far from home, 

with the Gospel. Related to Cornelius’s conversion, Ott wrote in Wan’s work: 

Significantly, Cornelius is perhaps the first Gentile to be welcomed 
into the church and it happened because he was stationed in 
Caesarea…Consider for a moment the extreme unlikelihood that 
a centurion, as described above, would become a follower of a 
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Galilean carpenter-prophet who was condemned and executed as 
an insurrectionist under Roman authority. Consider also the far-
reaching consequences such a decision would bring to a 
centurion. Yet, this is precisely what occurred, emphasizing all the 
more the supernatural work of the Spirit and the dramatic 
breakthrough of the Gospel, that for the first time an 
uncircumcised Gentile was welcomed into the church (2011:86). 
 

Thousands of Chinese migrants in Africa and Middle East have come to faith in 

Jesus Christ, while they were deployed overseas.  In South Africa, where we have 

conducted some initial leadership training among the Chinese migrants in one 

particular city, we have talked with many who were introduced to the Gospel in that 

city, and became believers. One example was a man in his mid-forties, from Fujian 

province, who was led to faith by Chinese Pastor Wu.  Within a short period after 

believing, this man also led seven of his relatives, who were living in South Africa, to 

faith in Christ. Pastor Wu himself had come to South Africa as a non-Christian 

business man twenty years earlier. He was caught in illegal business activities, 

which landed him in prison.  While he was in a South African prison, he was led to 

faith in Christ. Several years later, upon his release from prison, he returned to his 

homeland to attend Bible school. After completing Bible-school training, he returned 

to South Africa, to serve as a missionary to the Chinese Diaspora. 

 

Chinese migrants finding salvation while deployed overseas is a story that can be 

told from nearly every country in Africa and in the Middle East. We interviewed 

several pastors in Israel, who have seen hundreds of Chinese migrant construction 

workers come to faith in Christ, and some of them have become part of the Chinese 

churches in Haifa, Tel Aviv, and Jerusalem.  In another country, scores of migrant 

workers came to faith in Algiers, Algeria, when a Muslim background believer from 

Algeria, accompanied by his Chinese wife began evangelizing among the 
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construction workers. Most of the stories of their return and the spiritual impact these 

new believers have had on their home villages and towns in China, are still to be 

discovered.  

 

Chinese Christian migrants and those who become followers of Jesus Christ in a 

host country, like the early Christians in Acts, have a major role to play in advancing 

the Gospel to new frontiers. As a Chinese convert in Hungary said: 

Since I believe in God, I think the reason so many Chinese leave 
China is that they too are the seed of Abraham, as it is said in the 
Bible, and it is now their turn to spread the Gospel on earth, as 
the British and Americans formerly did, because there are so 
many Chinese and they are everywhere. We did not leave China 
by chance; God summoned us out of China so we get to know 
Him. We will not be here long, because God will need us in other 
countries, especially China (Nyiri, 2006:105-106). 
 

In Chapter Seven, we have traced migration through the Bible and examined three 

seminal Old Testament episodes related to Israel’s Diaspora experience: (1) 

Diaspora during the Patriarchal Era; (2) Israel’s sojourn in Egypt; and (3) Israel’s 

exile in Babylon and Persia. Then we examined Van Engen’s four classic categories 

of missiological reflection related to migration in the Scripture: (1) migrants as a 

motivation for Missio Dei; (2) migrants as agents in Missio Dei; (3) migrants as a 

method/means of Missio Dei; and (3) migrants as a goal of Missio Dei.  Finally, we 

turned to the New Testament to focus on the role of migration as it related to 

Christian persecution and the deployment of non-Christians outside their country, 

who encountered the Gospel. 

 

As we have seen, God has His purpose when people migrate - sometimes it is for 

the purpose of being His instrument to take the Gospel to share among unreached 

‘Peoples’. Other times it is for the purpose of bringing non-believers in proximity to 
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God’s people, so that they will hear a Gospel witness. As Paul wrote, “From one 

man He made every nation of men that they should inhabit the whole earth; and He 

determined the times set for them and the exact places where they should live. God 

did this so that men would seek Him and perhaps reach out for Him and find Him…” 

(Acts 17:26-27).  

 

The focus of the final chapter of our thesis will propose that the Chinese migrants 

are a part of God’s ‘grand narrative’ for sharing His love with all ‘People Groups’ on 

earth. He is calling them to participate in His mission, to have for Himself a ‘People’ 

from among all nations, for His glory and renown. 
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4.2 Chapter Eight: The Role of Migrants in Missio Dei from an Historical Perspective 

Migration played an important role in every stage of Christian history. Hanciles 

stated:  

…it is difficult to think of instances where Christian migrant 
movement resulted in a decline of the Christian faith…From the 
outset, the spread of the Gospel was linked to migration networks. 
The very inception of the gentile mission - at least intentional 
initiative - was marked by actions of unnamed migrant refugees in 
Antioch (Acts 11:19-20). In the centuries which immediately 
followed, the Christian faith spread mainly through kinship and 
commercial networks, migration movements (some stimulated by 
persecution), and others by informal means. The thousand years 
from AD 500 to AD 1500, which saw Christianity entrenched as 
the faith of Western Europe, were marked, writes Kenneth 
Latourette, ‘by vast movements of peoples’ (2004:99).  
 

Kung’s paradigms in missiology (cited by Bosch, 1991:187-188), offered six 

subdivisions of Christian mission history: (1) primitive Christianity; (2) the patristic 

period; (3) the Middle Ages; (4) the Reformation; (5) the Enlightenment; and (6) the 

ecumenical era. Walls argued that Christianity owes its survival as a separate faith to 

its capacity to expand across cultural frontiers in a serial manner: “There is no such 

thing as “Christian Culture” or “Christian Civilization”…there have been several 

different Christian Civilizations…The reason for this lies in the infinite translatability 

of the Christian faith” (1996:22). In Burrow’s book, Walls (cited by Hanciles, 

2011:227-228) listed six historical phases: (1) the ‘Jewish age’, marked by Jewish 

practices and ideas; (2) the ‘Hellenistic-Roman age’, marked by the idea of 

orthodoxy; (3) the ‘barbarian age’, marked by the idea of a Christian nation; (4) the 

great ‘western European age’, marked by the primacy of the individual; (5) the ‘age 

of expanding Europe’ (‘great migration’) and Christian recession, marked by cross-

cultural transplantation, but also accompanied by massive recession from the faith 

among European ‘Peoples’; and (6) the current ‘Southern age’, (‘age of 

migration’),featuring extensive penetration of new cultures in Africa, Latin America, 
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the Pacific, and parts of Asia. Each of these six phases came through cross-cultural 

penetration and large scale movement.  

 

Migration of Christians has generally made a positive contribution to the spread and 

expansion of Christianity. In support of this view, Walls (cited by Hanciles, 2011:230-

231) in Burrow’s book, mentioned some extraordinary examples involving a single 

individual and a small group of Christian migrants: Dionysius of Alexander, in the 

middle of the third century, was banished to a remote Libyan desert. However his 

preaching led to a number of conversions of people who had never heard the Gospel 

message before. Frumentius and Aedesius, Lebanese Christians, who were 

shipwrecked, played a key role in the evangelization of Aksum, modern day Ethiopia, 

in the fourth century. Walls agreed that migrants made a significant impact in 

Christian expansion. The spread of Christianity within the Roman Empire, both east 

and west, took place through persecution, captivity of Christians by invaders, and 

Christians who traveled via trade routes. Also, the ‘Silk Route’, which connected 

Europe and Asia, allowed Christians to travel across the Asian land mass and 

spread the faith, and sea routes provided Christian groups the ability to traverse as 

far as India and Sri Lanka (2002:6).  

 

While migration played a significant role in the expansion of Christianity in each 

historical era, and more examples could be cited, for the purpose of our thesis, we 

will limit our study to two major eras:  

(1)The four and a half century period,  seventeenth to early twentieth century, that 

Walls referred to as the ‘age of expanding Europe’ and/or ‘Great Migration’ (2002:7).  
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(2) The current migration phenomenon that began in the 1960s, has been labeled 

the ‘Age of Migration’ (Castle & Miller, 1998:94-119).  At the present time, the 

number of worldwide migrants stands at 214 million, which led Campese to refer to it 

as the “irruption of migration” (2012:4).  

 
4.2.1 The ‘Great Migration’ and its Role in Missio Dei 

European migration, which extended over a four hundred year period, seventeenth 

to early twentieth century, was unprecedented in its numbers and scope. Reaching 

its peak, from 1800 to 1925, between 50 and 60 million Europeans relocated to 

overseas destinations. That period of migration represented a one-in-five ratio, or 

about 21 percent of the overall population living outside Europe, and effectively 

residing in over one-third of the inhabited world (Spellman, 2002:73-75). This ‘great 

migration’ was facilitated by population explosion, economic enterprise, missionary 

fervor, and adventurism.  

 

Beginning in 1850, there were great technological advances in ocean travel, 

especially with the use of steam to power generators. By 1914, there were over 

30,000 commercial ships plying the world’s oceans, which played a major role in this 

expansion (Spellman, 2002:104). During this period, Europeans occupied large 

portions of Africa, Asia, the Americas, and Oceania and there was a massive 

transfer of populations and property into colonial control. Walls (cited by Hanciles, 

2011:232) in Burrow’s book, added: “it is hugely significant that the largest migration 

movement on record also coincided in direction and duration with the most extensive 

missionary movement in history…the tide and flow of European missionary activity 

was a significant undercurrent in the much broader sweep of migration movement”. 
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During this period, Christianity was the professed religion of almost all the European 

people, and as they traveled, they carried their faith with them. George asserted:  

This mass migration took place in a period when people of 
European descent were the world’s representative Christians 
when most of the older forms of Christianity had been reduced to 
a minority. During this migration, two processes occurred 
simultaneously: the largest accession to the Christian faith in 
Christian history and the fastest recession from the faith in its 
history. That recession was centered in Europe, the home of 
representative Christians. The accession centered in the rest of 
the world (2011:49). 
 

The religious instinct for the Europeans as they migrated was to extend Christendom 

by bringing the new lands and new people, who were under colonial control, into the 

Christian faith. Walls highlighted several religious effects of this approach that took 

place during the ‘great migration’. We will mention three that aided in the expansion 

of Christianity:  

(1) Among the peoples of the non-western world, there was a huge addition of 

migrants. This addition was partly due to the missionary movement that was semi-

attached to the ‘great migration’. The Christian religion, which was spread by 

migrants beginning in the 1500s, was European, but by 2000, it had progressively 

become a non-Western religion. Some of the addition occurred without the presence 

of missionaries, or, as in China, after the presence of missionaries had ended.  

(2) The massive addition to the Christian faith was also facilitated by a series of 

smaller migrations outside Europe. The most significant of these was the trans-

Saharan slave trade, when slaves were captured and sold to serve the labor needs 

of the Europeans’ own migration. In Curtin’s book, Vansina referred to this migration 

as “the largest intercontinental migration up to this point in history” some ten to 

twelve million Africans (typically men and women in their prime) were brutally 

enslaved and transferred to the Americas, in a period lasting more than three 
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centuries (1991:215-217).  This movement, that created North American black 

Protestantism, also helped produce migratory mission expansion. One example was 

the Africans’ regiments from the Revolutionary War, who began evangelizing the 

black populations in the Bahamas and Trinidad and also established the first 

Protestant church in Sierra Leone. African Americans, throughout the nineteenth 

century, continued to help write the Christian story in Liberia, Gold Coast, Nigeria, 

and other African countries. Walls wrote, “The full story of Afro-American Christian 

initiatives in Africa has yet to be told” (2002:9).  

(3) The period of ‘great migration’, which witnessed the huge rise in the Christian 

faith in the South, also witnessed a steep decline in the West. Previously in our 

thesis, we have already noted that by the end of the twentieth century, the number of 

Christians in the South far outnumbered Christians in the West (2002:8-9).  

 

In addition to these three factors, we should mention the pivotal role that missionary 

women played during this period, especially in the nineteenth century. As cited by 

Kommers, “We need to rediscover the sacrificial dedication women had that made 

the 19th century the greatest century for Christian expansion. These were remarkable 

women who left everything behind…having lost most of the things the world prizes, 

they gained one thing they esteemed so highly” (2013:1). 

 

Bosch stressed that one of the major missionary motifs developed in the time frame 

of the ‘great migration’ was ‘manifest destiny’. This term referred to the belief that 

God had chosen specific (Anglo Saxon) nations, because of their unique or superior 

qualities, to fulfill His purposes in the world, Missio Dei. This conviction reached its 

most pronounced expression during the period 1880-1920, which coincides with the 
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period of the ‘great migration’, that provided a bridge between Western colonial 

expansion and the notion of ‘manifest destiny’ (Bosch, 1991:298). The fact that 

Britain was the world’s economic and political superpower from the early nineteenth 

century to the early twentieth century gave rise to its dominance as a missionary 

sending country and “reflected the intimate association between mission (the spread 

of the Christian faith) and imperial expansion” (Hanciles, 2008:166). 

  

4.2.2 The ‘Age of Migration’ and its Role in Missio Dei 

In Burrow’s book, Hanciles stated: “Since the 1960s, the world has witnessed an 

extraordinary upsurge of migrations and people movements, of unprecedented 

levels. By 2009, according to the United Nations estimates, there are 214 million 

international migrants…up from 191 million in 2005” (2011:235). The vast majority of 

these migrants come from the non-Western world, the Global South, migrating to 

Europe, North America, and the Middle East. Since it is estimated that two-thirds of 

the world’s Christians are in the Global South, it is reasonable to assert that a large 

percentage of these non-Western migrants are Christians. 

 

Wan compiled some significant data related to migration in the twenty-first century 

that demonstrates the size, scope and direction of present-day migration. It is 

characterized by a South to North and East to West movement with parity between 

regular and irregular migration, and an ongoing expansion: 

(1) The size and significance of Diasporas have increased in the 
twenty-first century. Approximately three percent of the global 
population lives in countries other than their places of birth, due to 
urbanization, international migration, and displacement by war 
and famine.  
 
(2) Migrant populations have increased globally, and are moving 
“from south to north, and from east to west” towards seven of the 
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world’s wealthiest countries. These countries have less than 16 
percent of the total world population; yet 33 percent of the world’s 
migrant population is found there. 
. 
(3) In the early 1990s there were about 17 million internally 
displaced people, 30 million “regular” migrants, and another 30 
million migrants with an “irregular” status. The combined total of 
77 million persons represents a doubling of the global migrant 
population in the space of five years. 
 
(4) According to statistics, almost one in every 35 people in the 
world is a migrant. This includes migrant workers, international 
students, and refugees (2011:12). 

 

 Christianity has witnessed a major transformation into a non-western religion that is 

no longer based in the heartlands of Europe, but centered in the new heartlands of 

Africa, Latin America, and Asia. In Burrow’s book, Hanciles stated: “Christianity’s 

rate of expansion over the last hundred years exceeds any other period in its two 

thousand year history, and significantly, much of the growth has taken place in parts 

of the world where the Christians’ presence of representatives was marginal to start 

with” (2011:234).  

 

In Africa, the growth rate of Christianity went from nine percent in 1900, to forty-five 

percent in 2000, and during the same period there was a major decline in adherents 

to the Christian faith in the West, especially Western Europe. Today, of the ten 

countries with the fastest growth between 1910 and 2010, six are in Africa and four 

are in Asia. This massive growth in the new heartlands of the Christian faith is also 

coupled to a new era of global migration flowing from the non-Western nations to the 

West. This sea change in the shift of gravity to the South and the global migratory 

flow from the South, led George to refer to it as one of the three major “tectonic 

shifts” (2011:50) that have occurred over the last five centuries related to the 

missionary enterprise:  
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The first was the “Rise of the West.” Beginning in the fifteenth 
century and accelerating dramatically in the late eighteenth 
century on account of scientific advancement, commerce, 
agricultural and industrial revolutions, and the political dominance 
of Western nations. The second shift was the rise of the United 
States in the closing years of the nineteenth century and much of 
the twentieth century, making it perhaps the most powerful nation 
since imperial Rome. We are now living in another great shift: the 
“Rise of the Rest.”  In the last couple of decades, many parts of 
the world have been experiencing unprecedented economic 
growth and global prominence. The first shift, The “Rise of the 
West,” coincided with the Protestant Reformation and the 
translation of the Bible into modern languages. The second shift, 
the rise of the United States, overlapped with the Modern 
Missionary movement. The third shift, the “Rise of the Rest.” Is 
now giving rise to a global missionary movement (2011:50). 
 

This third shift is also coupled with the ‘age of migration’, in which Johnson reported 

that in 2010, there were 859 million people living in the Diasporas, including 

domestically and internationally, made up of 327 ‘People Groups’ which represented 

12.5 percent of the world’s population. Nearly half of these, 47.4 percent are 

Christians. Christian and Muslim adherents, while making up 55.3 percent of the 

world’s population, represented 72.8 percent of all people in the Diaspora (Johnson 

& Bellofatto, 2012:8-9). God is ‘sending’ unevangelized, unreached ‘People Groups’ 

to the West, thus providing opportunities for host nation Christians to reach out to 

them with the Gospel. Some of the non-Western Diasporas are also Christians and 

have the potential to be used to help bring reawakening to their host nations in the 

West, and perform apostolic ministry among the unreached ‘Peoples’. A large part of 

the future of global mission is in the hands of both Christian missionaries and 

Christian migrants from Africa, Latin America, and Asia. The scattered ‘Peoples’ of 

the Global South are becoming conduits through which the missionary passion flows 

back to the former heartlands of Christendom. As Walls explained, “the great 

European migration has left a strange legacy: a post-Christian West and a post-

Western Christianity” (2002:10) 
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As evidence of the Global South’s migrants’ participation in God’s mission, Jackson 

and Passarelli reported that related to Global South migrants in Europe, in 2003, 

almost half (48.5 percent) of the estimated 24 million migrants in the European Union 

member States were Christian or “belonged to Christian Church” (2008:29). Christian 

migrants' presence in Europe has infused some dying churches and denominational 

structures with new vitality. But for the most part, they have established new 

independent congregations, predominantly in major cities, that are heavily 

ethnocentric.  The largest church in England, established by African migrants is the 

Kingsway Christian Center, led by a Nigerian pastor, Matthew Ashimolowo. The 

church had expanded to 141 connected churches by 2005, with a total of eighteen 

thousand members. Even though the leadership harbors a strong missionary vision 

for cross-cultural outreach and the church is strategically placed for ‘reverse’ 

mission, it still remains predominantly ethnocentric, ministering mainly to migrant 

West Africans. This is the story of most migrant churches in Africa and the Middle 

East, as well. They are strongly ethnocentric with limited cross-cultural outreach or 

effectiveness. One major exception to migrants’ involvement in ethnocentric 

outreach is the Embassy of God Church in Ukraine, led by a Nigerian pastor, Sunday 

Adelaja. Though founded by African migrants, this church has reached out cross-

culturally, with the report that over one million Ukrainians have converted to 

Christianity through the ministries of this church (Hanciles, 2008:120). 

 

The mission component of the ‘great migration’, that saw 50 to 60 million people 

leave their homes to resettle in new lands, from the Christian heartlands of Europe, 

was apostolic in nature, taking the Gospel to the nations that had not yet received 
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the Christian message. The mission component of the 'age of migration” currently 

has 214 million people from the Global South scattered across the globe, with both 

apostolic and reversal aspects. It has the potential to be both a catalyst for re-

evangelism and reawakening in the West, and can also play a vital apostolic role in 

reaching the remaining unreached ‘People Groups’. George agrees: 

The contemporary reality of widespread migration of people 
worldwide calls us to reflect and engage missionally in a new way 
in this borderless world. Historically, migrants have played a 
crucial role in Christian expansion and created new frontiers for 
cross-cultural engagement. Diasporas naturally extend the 
Missional involvement of all nations, as all migrants are potential 
missionaries. They cause cross-cultural diffusion and sometimes 
unknowingly play a catalytic front-end role in Christian expansion. 
The development of Diaspora networks is strategic for enabling 
Christians in every nation to turn their nations into sending nations 
and to establish Missional flow from everywhere to everywhere 
(2011:54). 
 

4.2.3 Chinese Migration and its Role in Missio Dei 

Chinese migration which began in the fourteenth century accelerated in the early 

nineteenth century through European colonial expansion. By the end of the 

nineteenth century, over two million Chinese had been contracted and shipped to the 

Americas, South-East Asia, and South Africa. The vast majority came from two 

provinces in the Mainland, Guangdong and Fujian. By the Second World War, 1941, 

nine million Chinese lived outside China (Hanciles, 2008:163).  

 

According to Wan, this pattern of growth among the overseas Chinese has steadily 

expanded over the  last fifty years, supported by demographic data provided by the 

Taiwan-based ‘Overseas Chinese Affairs Commission’: (1) 1948 - 8.7 million; (2) 

1968 - 18 million; (3) 1988 - 30 million; (4) 1998 - 34 million. (These figures do not 

include Hong Kong migrants.) From a 2002 report, “Overseas Chinese”, the 

distribution of 34 million overseas Chinese revealed the following statistics in 
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descending order: (1) Asia - 80 percent, (2) North and South America - 15 percent; 

(3) Europe - 2.8 percent; (4) Oceania -  1.7 percent; and (5) Africa -  0.4 percent 

(2003:35). In a 2012 report, based on the World Religion Database, Johnson and 

Bellofatto put the number of Chinese Diaspora at over 60 million. The Chinese 

Diaspora is the fourth largest after Mexico, Bangladesh, and Argentina ( 2012:10). 

 

Shelton identified three broad periods of international migration from China: (1) the 

middle of the nineteenth century to the foundation of the People’s Republic of China 

1850-1949; (2) from the formation of the People’s Republic of China to 1978; and (3) 

the so called ‘opening-up’ of China in 1978 to the present. Migration in the first 

period, 1850-1949, witnessed millions of Chinese, who migrated after the discovery 

of gold, to the western United States from 1848, to Southern Australia from 1851, 

and western Canada from 1858. There were three ways that the migrants were able 

to leave China for these lands of promise: (1) Some left China as free migrants, 

paying their own way; (2) others went as indentured or contract workers enlisted 

directly by government and labor recruiters, and (3) still others traveled on the ‘credit’ 

system, required to pay back their debts after reaching their chosen destination. 

Also, Chinese overseas communities were established before the outbreak of the 

Second World War, with around nine million Chinese living mainly in Southeast Asia. 

There were also smaller communities in Spanish America, the Caribbean, the Pacific 

Islands, South Africa, North America and Australasia (1996:435-436).  

 

During the 1870s, most Chinese migrated to Singapore and Malaysia. Two main 

factors were responsible for this shift of migration from the United States, Australia 

and Canada to Singapore and Malaysia. The United States, Canada, Australia and 
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New Zealand governments enacted policies during the 1860s to prohibit or slow 

down Asian Immigration. While at the same time, the colonial governments in 

Southeast Asia were seeking laborers to help bolster the economies in these 

territories. By the early twentieth century, over 1000,000 people a year were leaving 

Hong Kong and Xiamen, Fujian, for Southeast Asia. The vast majority were poor 

peasants, searching for opportunities to be successful through hard work and who 

had personal contacts with those who had migrated before them. 

 

By the 1930s, Southeast Asian destinations were more restricted, followed by twelve 

years of uncertainty, caused by several wars - the Sino-Japanese War, the Second 

World War, and the civil war in China between the Communist and the Kuomintang. 

This period culminated with the mass exodus of two to three million Chinese from the 

Mainland to Hong Kong and Taiwan, after the victory of the Communist Party, in 

1949. After the rise of Mao Ze Dong and the establishment of the People’s Republic 

of China in 1949, relatively few people were able to migrate outside China. 

 

The period from 1950 to 1978 saw migration from Hong Kong and Taiwan continue, 

but migration from Mainland China under Communist rule was highly restricted and 

tightly controlled. Most migration out of China was to Hong Kong, with around 40,000 

migrants per year in the 1950s, dropping to 10,000 per year in the 1960s. During the 

onset of the Cultural Revolution in 1966, overseas migration all but ceased, with the 

exceptions of migration to socialist-bloc countries, like Russia, which continued, at a 

slow pace (Shelton, 1996:439-440). 
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The third period, migration from 1979, followed the momentous decision taken in 

December 1978, by the leaders of China to ‘open up’ the Chinese economy to the 

outside world. This important decision increased China’s contact with foreigners and 

provided more opportunities for overseas migration, while also allowing migration 

into China, from outside countries. Two significant developments occurred that 

contributed to the increased freedom to migrate. First, in September 1985, the 

government enacted the issuing of ‘identity cards’ to all residents of China, which 

made it easier for people to move around. Instead of requiring individuals to obtain 

permission from their work units and local authorities, people could begin using their 

‘identity cards’ to move from one location to another. Second, in November 1985, the 

‘Emigration and Immigration Law’ was put in place that gave citizens the right to 

travel outside China for private reasons. The implementation of these two reforms, 

did not however, mean that there was complete freedom of movement. An individual 

was still required to obtain a passport, which required permission from his employer, 

foreign employer or overseas educational institution, and he had to be cleared by the 

‘Public Security Bureau’ (Shelton, 1996:441-442). 

 

Accuracy as to the number of Chinese migrants to Africa and the Middle East 

remains difficult to ascertain because of the fluctuation in the numbers of two-three 

year contract workers, the high number of irregular migrants, and the lack of 

available statistics from China and host countries. Malone reported (cited by Huynh 

et al., 2010:286) that in 2008 there were 750,000 Chinese migrants on the continent 

of Africa, but currently we agree with Lin who assessed the number at approximately 

one million (2014:181). South Africa has the largest number of Chinese migrants on  

African continent, from 200,000 to over 350,000 (Huynh et al., 2010:289), while 
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United Arab Emirates has the largest number of Chinese migrants in the Middle 

East,  with an estimate of 180,000 Chinese migrants in the city of Dubai, alone. 

 

South Africa, with the largest number of Chinese migrants on the continent of Africa, 

is home to three distinct groups of Chinese. These groups are: (1) South African-

born Chinese; (2) Chinese from Taiwan; and (3) recent migrants from Mainland 

China. Accone commented:  

Chinese communities in South Africa are divided by time, 
geography, national and regional - cultural affiliations and, 
perhaps most poignantly, by a putative common language, 
‘Chinese’…Three distinct Chinas - and senses of Chineseness - 
have sprung up in South Africa. First is the community of initial 
Cantonese immigrants, now third and fourth generation South 
Africans who have diversified beyond small family run businesses. 
Next the Taiwanese community, some being entrepreneurs and 
industrialists among other professions. Last is the burgeoning 
presence of Chinese from the People’s Republic of China, whose 
effect on trade and industry and on South Africans’ perceptions of 
Chinese is considerable (2007:6). 

 
The South African-born Chinese population is currently around 10,000, made up of 

second, third, and forth generation South Africans, whose ancestors began arriving 

in the 1870s. The Taiwanese and the Taiwanese Chinese South African population, 

established in the 1970s and 1980s, is currently around 6,000, down from a high of 

30,000, a couple decades ago. The most recent group to arrive, the Mainlanders, 

began arriving in significant numbers in the mid-1990s, and currently have a 

population estimated to be as high as 350,000 (Huynh et al., 2010:288-289). Lin 

reported the number of Chinese in South Africa at 350,000 in 2009, and at least 

500,000 by mid-year 2011 (2014:182). 

 

Dubai, with an estimated 180,000 Chinese migrants, makes up the largest 

population of Chinese in the Middle East. Our first visit to Dubai, in 2012, opened our 
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eyes to both the great need and the huge potential of the Chinese migrant 

population. Hundreds of Chinese shops are located in Dubai’s ‘Dragon Mart’, the 

largest Chinese trading market outside Mainland China, operated by more than a 

thousand Chinese small shop owners. Also, thousands of migrant Chinese contract 

workers have been brought in to do manual labor at public and private construction 

sites around the city. They live in massive apartment blocks, on the outskirts of the 

city, and only use the apartments for a few hours’ rest between early-morning to late-

night shifts and for rest after the long shifts are over. In addition to these shop 

owners and manual laborers, there is a small group of wealthy Chinese business 

men, engaged in various business opportunities in the United Arab Emirates.  

 

We visited one very active Chinese church while we were there, being led by a 

Mainland Chinese pastor, who was trained in Taiwan. This church has several 

weekday fellowships that meet throughout the city and also an active evangelistic 

outreach program to the shop owners and contract workers. Many of the shop 

owners and contract workers have heard the Gospel for the first time after coming to 

Dubai and have more freedom to listen and make a decision about the Christian 

message, while they are living in Dubai. 

 

Ministry to the Chinese in host countries has led to thousands of conversions around 

the world, including Africa and Middle East. God’s purpose in allowing the Chinese to 

migrate is related to His desire for people to hear the Gospel and be given an 

opportunity to respond. Most of the Chinese Christians in Africa and Middle East 

were not Christians when they left Mainland China in search of a better life, but they 

encountered the Gospel in host countries. We met several members of one family, 
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living in South Africa, who had become Christians through the witness of a family 

member, who had accepted Christ after arriving in Africa. Also, the Chinese migrants 

experience a ‘push-pull syndrome’ - feeling ‘pushed’ out of China for economic or 

political reasons, yet also feeling the ‘pull’ of remaining in close contact with family in 

China, through phone calls, visits, and remittances. This ‘pull’ back to China has 

opened the door for many relatives, friends, and colleagues in China to hear the 

Gospel and be converted. Related to Chinese migrants who accepted evangelical 

Christianity while serving as temporary workers in Israel, Kalir explained, 

The adoption of evangelicalism by Chinese migrants in Israel is partly 
meant to produce precisely the opposite effect, namely, to generate and 
heighten changes in their personal lives as well as in China at large. It is 
important to note here that most Chinese people I met felt extremely 
proud about their country. Their desire for change in China should 
therefore not be confused with a feeble or sectarian sense of nationalism. 
It is rather that their evangelically inspired sense of patriotism drives them 
to desire a change in China which they believe will be in the best interest 
of the entire country (2009:154).  
 
 

The Han Chinese are the largest ‘People Group’ in the world with 1.2 billion, and 

make up 92 percent of the population of Mainland China, 94 percent of population of 

Hong Kong, 95 percent of the population of Macau and 98 percent of the population 

of Taiwan. Hattaway compiled statistics that showed the percentage of adherents to 

any form of Christianity for each of the 20 Han Chinese subgroups: Han Chinese, 

Cantonese-two percent;  Han Chinese, Dan-one percent; Han Chinese, Gan-two 

percent; Han Chinese, Hainanese-two percent; Han Chinese, Hui’an-two percent; 

Han Chinese, Huizhou-four percent; Han Chinese, Jin-three percent; Han Chinese, 

Mandarin-six percent; Han Chinese, Min Bei-four percent; Han Chinese, Min Dong-

four percent; Han Chinese, Min Nan-four percent; Han Chinese, Min Zhong-five 

percent; Han Chinese, Pinghua-one percent; Han Chinese, Puxian-four percent; Han 

Chinese, Shaojiang-four percent; Han Chinese, Shaozhou-one percent; Han 
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Chinese, Waxing-one percent; Han Chinese, Wu-five percent; Han Chinese, Xiang-

one percent; and Han Chinese, Xunpu-three percent (2000:168-191). The average 

percentage of Han Chinese adherents to any form of Christianity is three percent. 

However, among the Han Chinese, who make up the vast majority of the Diaspora, 

the average is much higher.  Johnson’s ‘2012 Worldwide Diaspora’ data revealed 

that within the sixty million Chinese Diaspora, over seven million were Christians 

(2012:10), which is more than double the Han national average within China. Also, 

Wan reported that in two countries, the percentages are far higher - Singapore had 

16.8 percent and Netherlands had 15 percent Christians among the Han Chinese 

(2003:39-40). 

 

In Chapter Eight, we have sought to demonstrate that migration played a critical role 

in Missio Dei. Although voluntary and involuntary migration has always been a key 

factor in the spread of God’s message, we have highlighted two historical periods in 

which migration has played its greatest role: the ‘great migration’ from seventeenth 

to early twentieth century, and the ‘age of migration’, which commenced in the 

1960s, and continues to the present day. During the first period, between 50 and 60 

million Europeans lived outside of Europe, which represented 21 percent of the 

European population, living in over one-third of the inhabited world. Christianity was 

the professed religion of most of the migrants, as the Gospel was spread across 

Africa, Asia, Americas, and Oceania. While we cannot discount the negative impact 

of colonialism in the host countries, we believe this was a part of God’s plan for the 

Gospel to spread to the ‘ends of the earth’ (Acts 1:8), and for every ‘People Group’ to 

have an opportunity to hear and respond to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. We know 

that through these European migrants, the message spread to other parts of the 
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world. This has now led to the shift in gravity, so that the great majority of Christians 

now residing in the Global South are a part of the ‘age of migration’. This migration 

has produced over 800 million people living among the Diaspora, and represents 

over 12 percent of the global population with 47.4 percent of these migrants 

Christians. We believe they are poised to have a great impact in the spread of 

Christianity among the unreached ‘People Groups’ where they live and also to be 

catalysts in bringing re-evangelism and reawakening to the West.  
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4.3 Chapter Nine: Toward an Emerging Apostolic Role for Chinese Migrants 

In Chapter Nine, we will focus on the apostolic role that we believe the Chinese 

migrants in Africa and Middle East should play in Missio Dei. God has given them a 

vision to take the Gospel ‘back to Jerusalem and fulfill the ‘Great Commission’. 

However, in order to do this, they will need to increasingly balance their current 

ethnocentric approach to mission with an emphasis on their apostolic role to reach 

cross-culturally to impact lostness among the remaining unreached ‘Peoples’ of the 

world. Chapter Nine will have three subdivisions; (1) The Prophet Jonah and the 

Chinese migrants; (2) The Nestorian ‘merchant missionaries’ and the Wenzhou ‘boss 

churches’; and finally (3) some practical, strategic proposals for Chinese migrants to 

move forward toward an apostolic mission approach. 

 

We see four facets of Chinese migrant ministries: (1) Ministry to the Chinese 

migrants; (2) Ministry through Chinese migrants; (3) Ministry of returning Chinese 

migrants; and (4) Ministry by/beyond Chinese Migrants. The first and last of these 

four aspects are apostolic in approach, whereas the second and third are 

ethnocentric in approach. Ministry to migrants in a host country is often done by host 

country Christians, who believe that God “has placed the world at their doorstep” and 

they do not need to go overseas to touch lostness. Much of the recent evangelical 

church growth in the West is due to the increase in migrant congregations. Wan 

wrote, “One strategy in fulfilling the ‘Great Commission’ is by means of mission 

through the Diaspora. When practicing Diaspora missions, one goes to where God is 

providentially moving people spatially and spiritually, in contrast to the ‘sending and 

receiving’ in a mission station” (2011:138). 
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Mission by migrants usually involves believers of a certain ethnic origin reaching out 

to other migrants of the same or similar ethnicity. This is the method that is most 

prevalent among the Chinese Diaspora. Ministry among migrants of the same culture 

and language provides a natural bridge for evangelization. Newly arrived migrants 

are very open to receiving help from their fellow countrymen, are hungry for 

fellowship, and are drawn to familiarities of home. Many of the Chinese missionaries 

from Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, Malaysia, Canada, and the United States are 

involved in targeting these Chinese migrants, who are scattered across the globe. 

 

Returning Chinese migrants, who have been converted in host countries, are often 

the first generation of Christians in their families of origin. Even while living overseas, 

it is common for new Chinese believers to share with their immediate family in China, 

about their conversion experience, and to begin witnessing to them. Also, before 

they return to China, attempts are made by the Chinese believers who shared the 

Gospel with them in their host country, to introduce them to churches and Christian 

fellowships back in China. This will help them to continue to grow in their new faith, 

once they have returned home. 

 

Ministry beyond Chinese migrants requires an apostolic approach to reach cross-

culturally to the unreached in the migrants’ host country or region. Most Chinese 

migrant believers, who accepted Christ either before they arrived in their host 

country or who accepted Christ after arriving, usually remain ethnocentric in their 

approach to mission. This might be due to a lack of vision, a lack of cross-cultural 

skills including language acquisition, or because they spend most of their time doing 

business.  Just as there are exceptions in the Old Testament related to the nation of 
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Israel, and certain individuals who did reach out to the nations, there are also some 

notable exceptions among Chinese migrants in Africa and Middle East, who are 

focused on cross-cultural missions. These exceptions from the Old Testament and 

for the Chinese migrants have already been noted in our thesis. Just as God had a 

greater purpose for the people of Israel, as we will see in the Prophet Jonah, He has 

a greater purpose for Chinese migrants in His plan to reach every ‘People Group’ on 

earth. 

 

4.3.1 The Prophet Jonah’s Call to Apostolic Mission and Chinese Migrants’ 

Emerging Apostolic Mission 

Following on from the Old Testament survey in Section Three of our thesis, we want 

to demonstrate how ethnocentrism can play a strong role in the reluctance of the 

migrants to take up an apostolic mission. Our focus in this chapter is on the 

emerging apostolic role of Chinese migrants in Africa and the Middle East and how it 

relates to Prophet Jonah’s story in the Bible. We mentioned in the last section of our 

thesis that there are four aspects of Chinese migrant mission: (1) Mission to the 

Chinese migrants; (2) Mission by Chinese to Chinese migrants; (3) Mission by 

returning Chinese migrants in the Mainland; and (4) Mission through the Chinese 

migrants to the unreached in their host country and region. Our goal here is to show 

how the Prophet Jonah’s reluctance to take God’s message to the city of Nineveh 

compares to the Chinese migrants’ reluctance to take His message cross-culturally 

to their host countrymen. Both Jonah and the Chinese migrants are very 

ethnocentric, howbeit, for different reasons.  
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Boice mentions two possible explanations why Jonah did not want to obey God to go 

to Nineveh and deliver God’s message: (1) Jonah was overcome by thoughts of the 

mission’s difficulties, and (2) Jonah feared that the mission was too dangerous.  

Nineveh was a great city that was so large it would take three days to walk across 

and its population “…120,000 people who cannot tell their right hand from their left, 

and many cattle as well” (Jonah 4:11) (1983:213). We also know that it was the 

capital of the great Assyrian Empire with 100 feet high walls, wide enough for three 

chariots to ride abreast, along the top.  

 

The Prophet Jonah was requested by God to go to that great city and proclaim His 

message. Jonah must have wondered under these conditions, what kind of reception 

he would have. “To be despised and simply laughed at, as a fanatic and fool, must 

have appeared to him inevitable, if indeed his fate should not be worse” (Martin, 

1958:40). In writing this thesis, we disagree with this assumption, because in the 

forty-eight verses of the Book, there is not a single word that would indicate that 

Jonah rejected God’s call because the task was too difficult. 

 

The second explanation mentioned by Boice is that the mission for which God had 

called Jonah was too dangerous. In sending Jonah to Nineveh, God said…”because 

its wickedness has come up before me” (Jonah 1:2). Nineveh’s wickedness is further 

described by the Prophet Nahum: 

Woe to the city of blood, full of lies, full of plunder, never without 
victims! The crack of whips, the clatter of wheels, galloping horses 
and jolting chariots!  Charging cavalry, flashing swords and glittering 
spears! Many casualties, piles of dead bodies without number, 
people stumbling over the courses-all because of the wanton lust of a 
harlot, alluring, the mistress of sorceries who enslaved nations by her 
prostitution and peoples by her witchcraft (Nah. 3:1-4) (1983:213-
214). 
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Wolff also notes the horrific relationship that existed between Israel and the Assyrian 

Empire, “In its practice of waging war, in its policy of resettlement and in its methods 

of torture, it surpassed all of its predecessors and successors in brutality. Israel 

never suffered so greatly under any other world power” (1976:9-10). Who would not 

be afraid to answer this call to go to such a city, so full of wickedness?  And yet, 

again, we do not read a single word that would indicate that Jonah was reluctant to 

go to Nineveh out of fear.   

 

In Chapter four, after Jonah had carried out God’s mission and the city had been 

spared, we discovered the real reason for Jonah’s initial refusal to go to Nineveh. He 

thought God was sending him to Nineveh to preach to that wicked city, ‘full of evil 

inhabitants’, that they might repent and be spared the judgment of God, and he did 

not want them to be spared. “…O Lord, is this not what I said when I was still at 

home? That is why I was so quick to flee to Tarshish. I knew that you are a gracious 

and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents 

from sending calamity” (Jonah 4:2). These words from the mouth of the Prophet 

reveal the real reason for his taking a ship headed the greatest distance away from 

Nineveh, Tarshish, to flee from God’s mission. Nineveh was an enemy to the 

Israelite nation, and Jonah would rather die than preach a message that might lead 

to their repentance and deliverance from God’s impending judgment (Boice, 

1983:213-214). 

 

One of the major motifs running throughout our thesis is that God is on a mission 

and that we can see His mission initially unfolding most clearly in the call of 



210	  
	  

Abraham in Genesis 12, when He promised that “all the peoples on earth will be 

blessed through you” (Gen. 12:3). 

 

God’s intention in calling out for Himself a special ‘People’, the Jewish Nation, was 

that they would be willing participants in His mission, Missio Dei, to make His Name 

known and glorified among all the nations of the earth. God intended for Israel to 

have a centripetal role that would attract the nations to Israel’s God (Ex. 19:5-6; 

Deut. 4:6; 28:9-10). “…Rahab, Ruth, Naaman, the Queen of Sheba, and others 

came to Israel after hearing and/or seeing God’s actions on their behalf” (Timmer, 

2008:161). He also wanted them to take a centrifugal role by going out and be active 

witnesses to the nations. Chapman and Warner note: 

With respect to the Old Testament it would likewise be a lamentable 
caricature to suggest that it possesses only a centripetal movement. 
In fact, the Old Testament also envisions a “going forth:” as well as a 
“gathering in,” even it the “gathering” receives considerably more 
frequent expression that the “going.”  As several prophetic passages 
indicate, the root conception of a double movement is already 
present in the Old Testament itself: the word/light/people of God will 
be extended in order to bring in the nations (e.g., Isa 2:2-4/ Mic 4:1-4; 
Isa 42:6-7; 49:6-7; 60:1-3; 66:18-21) (2008:50). 
 

We recognize that there are two very divergent interpretations of the Prophet Jonah: 

One view maintains that the Prophet Jonah in no way inculcated a missionary 

disposition on Israel’s part. A second view, and one that we embrace in this thesis, is 

that the Book of Jonah was intended to serve as a paradigm for Israel’s centrifugal 

outreach to the nations (Timmer, 2008:159). What occurred in Jonah is a picture of 

what God intended from the beginning for the Israelite nation with the call of 

Abraham. It is also a picture of Israel’s resistance to obey God’s call, pertaining to 

mission. Newbigin (cited by Chapman & Warner, 2008:44) believes Jonah 

represents Israel, when he writes: “…the meaning of Israel’s election and of its 
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misunderstanding of it is depicted with supreme dramatic power in the story of 

Jonah, which is perhaps the most moving interpretation of the missionary calling of 

God’s people to be found in the Bible”.  Wright’s comment on the Prophet Jonah 

also supports our view: 

The Book of Jonah stands as the most remarkable illustration of the 
principle affirmed so starkly in Jeremiah 18. Jonah contains at least 
two actual conversions (the repentance of the Ninevites and the 
repentance of Yahweh - His change of plan regarding them) and one 
conversion stubbornly resisted - that of Jonah himself. If the prophet 
is intended to represent Israel, then the book is an appeal for the 
conversion to Yahweh’s heartbeat of compassion for the nations 
(2004:14). 

 

Jonah gives a strong reminder to Israel that she is accountable to God for providing a 

faithful witness to the nations and participating in Missio Dei. The Book of Jonah is 

also a divine call to Israel to imitate God, Imitatio Dei.  The Book is primarily about 

what God does - He is the missionary in the story, but He relies upon an individual 

human messenger to convey His message to Nineveh. Jonah provides both a picture 

of God’s will for Israel and of Israel’s disobedience. Also, as God’s mercy was being 

displayed through the repentance of Nineveh, perhaps it would also drive the 

Israelites to repentance for their failure to be a ‘light to the nations’. As Kaiser 

suggested, “mission is one of the means that God uses to provoke those who claim 

to be His people to jealousy and repentance” (2000:71). Israel’s disobedience can 

partly be explained by Jewish exclusiveness and Jewish ethnocentrism (Muthengi, 

1992:24). Jonah had great difficulty in delivering this message to the foreign city and 

people of Nineveh. However, on another occasion, in 2 Kings, during the reign of 

King Jeroboam, Jonah had no reluctance delivering God’s message to his own 

people, “…the boundaries of Israel from Lebo Hamath to the Sea of the Arabah in 
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accordance with the word of the Lord, the God of Israel, spoken through His servant 

Jonah, son of Amittai, the prophet from Gath Hepher” (2 Kgs. 14:25). 

 

Mission among the Chinese migrants in Africa and Middle East is also strongly 

ethnocentric. We do not intend to be critical here, but rather to encourage the 

dispersed Chinese Christians that there is a need for them to balance their strong 

ethnocentric mission involvement with an equally strong emphasis in being a witness 

to the nations.  Wan agrees that “Diaspora Christian individuals and congregations 

have the potential to reach not only their kinsmen in the Diaspora, they also have the 

potential to expand their mission efforts to participate in cross-cultural missions to 

reach out to members of the host society” (2011:139).  

 

The Wenzhou Christians businessmen, on whom we will focus in our next section, 

are scattered in at least 140 countries. They are fairly effective in reaching out to the 

migrant Chinese in their host countries, however they have done little in terms of 

cross-cultural mission to the unreached ‘Peoples’ in those countries. In most of the 

African and Middle Eastern countries the emphasis is on ‘Chinese reaching Chinese’, 

or to a lesser extent, the host countrymen’s Christians seeking to find ways to reach 

out to the Chinese migrants. With a few exceptions, there is very little cross-cultural 

mission being done by the Chinese Christian migrants. This is also true in Europe 

and Latin America. Even among some Chinese migrants, who feel the ‘Yellow man’s 

burden’ (Nyiri, 2006:106) to reach their host countrymen, they still experience the 

overwhelming ethnocentric pull toward reaching the Chinese community, and an 

equally strong pull, to take the Gospel back to Mainland China. 
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According to Nyiri, some Chinese believe that the burden to finish the ‘Great 

Commission’ mandate has fallen onto their shoulders: 

This view reverberates in official speeches, but its circulation goes far 
beyond state - endorsed narratives. In a rapidly growing global 
Chinese evangelical movement, there is in the words of Reverend 
Edward Wei of the British - based Chinese Overseas Christian 
Mission (COCM), a “worldwide sentiment that the responsibility for or 
instrument of mission has moved over to the Chinese” (2006:105). 
 

However, for our Chinese brothers and sisters to move forward in this new role, they 

will need to adjust their methodology and move forward toward an emerging 

apostolic role, whereby Chinese Christians in Africa, Middle East, Europe, and Latin 

America take the Gospel cross-culturally to the people in their host countries and 

beyond. We also believe that God has a special role in Missio Dei for the Global 

South, and especially for the Chinese. But, like the Prophet Jonah, they must be 

willing to participate in God’s mission for the nations, willing to embrace Imitatio Dei, 

and see God’s compassion for the lost ‘People Groups’ of the world, outside their 

ethnicity. In section 4.3.3, we will conclude this chapter by offering some strategic 

measures that Chinese can take to move forward in their apostolic role. We turn now 

to examine the role of the Christians who first brought the Gospel to China, the 

Persian-based Nestorians. 

 

4.3.2 Nestorian ‘Merchant Missionaries’ - a Model for Wenzhou ‘boss churches’   in   

Apostolic Mission 

Early Christianity outside the Roman Empire spread down the Euphrates valley until 

the majority of the population of Mesopotamia, modern day Iraq, had embraced the 

Christian faith. It continued to move down through Yemen and was adopted as the 

official religion of the royal house. It then moved down into Iran and northward to the 

Caspian Sea. The first nation to adopt Christianity as its state religion was not the 
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Roman Empire, but the Kingdom of Armenia.  This Eastern movement was rooted in 

the Persian Empire. The persecution that was experienced in the Roman Empire 

directed toward Christians by Decius and Diocletian was even more brutal among 

the Persian Christians.  In a forty-one year period in the fourth century, over 16,000 

Christians were put to death by the Persian Emperor, Sapor II. One major difference 

between the Christianity in the Roman and Persian Empires was that the Persian 

form of Christianity never had an emperor, such as Constantine in Rome, to show 

them imperial favor or provide political security (Walls, 2000:108).  

 

Eastern Christianity continued to spread through the Persian Empire and beyond, 

moving along the trade routes by land and sea until it made its presence known in 

India, Sir Lanka, and China. Concerning this early spread of Eastern Christianity in 

Asia, Walls writes: 

That Eastern Christianity reached China is also recognized; those 
interested in synchronous parallels might note that the missionary 
whose Chinese name was Alopen was putting Christianity before the 
Chinese Emperor in 635, much the same time as the faith was put 
before the king and council of Northumbria in northern England. 
Indeed, if we are thinking in terms of geographic extent, the eastward 
spread of the Christian faith across Asia is still more remarkable than 
the western spread across Europe…If we look at the eastward as 
well as the westward Christian movement, and look at it on the grids 
of the Persian and Chinese Empires as well as on that of the Roman 
Empire, it is evident that there was almost a millennium and a half of 
Christian history in Asia before ever Western Christian mission in 
Asia began. It is equally evident that the early Christian history of 
Asia is not a marginal or ephemeral one, but substantial. The 
ancestors of modern Asian Christianity exist, but their names are not 
being called. And both Western and Asian Christian will remain 
impoverished by this omission until the work of reconception of the 
syllabus progresses (2000:110). 
 

The Christianity that spread to the East was assigned various names: the Syrian 

Church; the Nestorian Church; the Church of the East (Owens, 2006:134). In early 

Chinese text, Christianity is referred to as the ‘Persian religion’ (Baum & Winkler, 
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2000:47). We acknowledge that Nestorian theology is not without controversy, as 

Brock rightly states, “…while to the modern scholar, the historical Nestorius is a man 

whose true theological views remain the subject of uncertainty and controversy” 

(2006:x), for the purpose of our thesis, we will focus on the Nestorians’ missionary 

methodology, not their theology. 

 

According to Jenkins, the Nestorians led one of the greatest missionary ventures in 

Christian history. By 800 A.D. their church extended deep into Central and Eastern 

Asia and was firmly rooted in southern India, to the extent that as many as a quarter 

of all Christians in India were Nestorians (2009:45). Moffett adds that by the end of 

the second century, Christians are mentioned as far east as northern Afghanistan, 

and reports of mass conversions among the Huns and Turks in Central Asia began 

in the fifth century onwards. By the seventh century, Persian missionaries had 

reached the ‘end of the world’, Chang’an, present day Xian, the capital of the T’ang 

dynasty in China (1975:416). Moffett also points out that: 

This Asian Christianity for a thousand years spread faster and farther 
than either of the Western sects, Roman Catholicism or Greek 
Orthodoxy. It is further distinguished by intense missionary activity, 
excessive asceticism, theological orthodoxy (for the most part), and a 
quickness to indigenize, all of which help to explain its rapid cross-
cultural expansion. Its first characteristic was missionary compulsion. 
From the very beginning, Nestorian, or “Syrian” Christianity as it is 
better called in this period, was a spreading, evangelizing faith, 
growing so fast that within a century and half it has broken out of its 
first bastions in the little semi-independent border principalities of 
Osrhoene (Edessa) and Adiabene (Arbela) and had permeated the 
Persian Empire from “the mountains of Kurdistan to the Persian Gulf” 
(1975:419). 

 

Who were these Persian missionaries who took the Gospel to the ‘ends of the 

earth’? Owens writes that they were ‘merchant missionaries’ who combined their 

business acumen with their desire to spread the Christian message along the trade 
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routes of Asia. They were less like traditional missionaries and more like Christians 

who supported themselves by their business and who had a zeal for sharing their 

faith. The close relationship between these Persian merchants and their missionary 

zeal is confirmed by the metaphorical meaning of “merchant” in the Syriac language. 

In the language of the Persians, the word for merchant is tgr which was often used 

as a synonym for a Persian missionary (2006:134-136). Harris (cited by Owens, 

2006:137) said that even though the Nestorian missionary model included both 

professional missionaries and lay missionaries, both types of missionaries made 

their living as merchants, carpenters, blacksmiths, and weavers, and were not 

supported financially by the church structures. Owens added, “These Christians had 

the character to persevere through difficulty, the training to transmit the Gospel 

message, and the social networks to encounter the men and women who had not 

yet heard of the Savior from Nazareth. These missionaries took the Gospel to the 

extremities of Asia” (2006:13). 

 

The Nestorians had two primary schools where they received training, one in 

Edessa and the other in Arbel. Edessa is described as the headquarters for the 

Nestorian missionary expansion in the third century, and as Segal (cited by Moffett, 

1975:418), stated that Edessa was famous for several historical reasons,  

Edessa is undoubtedly one of the oldest centers of the Christian faith 
in the world. It had the earliest known Christian church building; it 
produced the first New Testament translation, the first Christian king, 
the first Christian state, perhaps the first Christian poet, even the first 
Christian hermits. 

 

Nestorians were trained for three years in these two schools, then departed to take 

the Gospel to the ‘ends of the earth’. Some of the missionaries established new 

monasteries in the lands of their sojourn and those became new training centers. 
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“Future merchant missionaries were among the students in such schools. Aspiring 

merchants ‘were expected to study the Psalms, the New Testament, and attend 

courses of lectures before entering on a business career’” (Owens, 2006:139). 

 

We turn now to look at the Wenzhou ‘boss church’ phenomenon, which is based in 

the city of Wenzhou, China, located along the South China Sea coast, in Zhejiang 

province. This significant group of Wenzhou Christian business men and women, 

has great untapped apostolic potential for touching the nations with the Gospel. Who 

are the Wenzhou ‘boss church’ Christians?  Wenzhou is a municipality with a 2011 

population of just over nine million. In Wan’s book, Chan stated that Wenzhou 

people were remarkable for several reasons: (1) They are entrepreneurs by tradition, 

who have the highest per capita income in China and the highest percentage of 

merchants in their population. (2) They are among the richest group in China, with 

over one billion dollars of liquidity floating around ready for investment opportunities. 

(3) They have an age-old tradition as itinerant merchants, with around 1.5 million of 

its merchants scattered throughout every part of China, doing business. Another half 

million merchants are doing business in over 140 countries around the world. 

Because of their wide national and international dispersion and their business 

acumen, they are called by some, the ‘Jews of China’ (2011:181-182).  

 

These ‘boss Christians’ share a common goal, ‘God’s China Vision’ - the firm 

conviction that now, because of China’s rising political economic power and global 

influence, it is the Chinese’ turn to undertake the great mission of returning the 

Gospel to Jerusalem. They believe that China will be the ‘anchor leg’ in completing 

the ‘Great Commission’. They also believe they have a debt to pay the Western 
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missionaries, who sacrificed their lives to bring the Gospel to the Chinese (Cao, 

2012:36-44).   

 

In addition, Wenzhou, with one million Christians - about 11 percent of its population, 

has the highest percentage of Christians among all the cities in China. However, if 

the ‘unregistered’ Christians are included in the statistics, there are at least 1.5 

million believers, or about 20 percent of the population. Also, of the half million 

Wenzhou international merchants, who live outside China, approximately 20 percent 

are Christians. In Wan’s book, Chan wrote about these Wenzhou international 

merchants, that these “…’merchant-cum-missionaries’ are currently carrying the 

good news of inexpensive Chinese products as well as the Good News of free 

salvation to all corners of the world” (2011:183). In highlighting six major 

missiological characteristics of these ‘merchant-cum-missionaries’, Chan continued: 

(1) These congregations are more ethno-centric than ecumenical in 
spirit, as Wenzhou Christians would gather together while Chinese 
Christians of other dialects worship in separate groups.  
 
(2) These congregations provide social functions along with spiritual 
care for Chinese communities and often serve as the only means of 
social support for merchants who are far away from home. 
  
(3) These congregations experience diasporic growth rather than 
cross-cultural growth, as almost all new converts are similar ethnic 
origin, if not dialect. 
  
(4) Most of these Chinese merchants are struggling to survive 
socially, spiritually, and financially. 
  
(5) Because of difficulties in establishing long-term business and 
residency, these congregations are unstable with a high rate of 
membership turnover. 
 
 (6) These congregations are ambivalent to the local host community 
(2011:186-187). 
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These ‘Jews of China’ have another descriptive name that helps identify them and 

their role nationally and internationally – ‘boss Christians’ (Cao, 2012:27). Cao 

continued: 

 …new rich businessmen, locally called “boss Christians,” spearhead 
the revival. Wenzhou’s recent Christian revival has benefited from the 
city’s political marginality and a mission-driven local faith tradition as 
well as a vibrant household economy. It is the most Christianized 
Chinese city with a Christian population estimated to be as many as 
one million. This upwardly mobile class of Christian, usually with rural 
origins, has a separate identity from the official TSPM church, rural 
house church groups, and Beijing’s intellectual house churches. 
Many Wenzhou churches are headed by boss Christians and are 
informally recognized by but not officially registered with the local 
state. Although not affiliated with the TSPM or any other official 
organization, they operate above ground and develop activities and 
programs outside the boundaries of the traditional house church 
(2012:29). 
 

In order to help balance the strong ethnocentric approach to mission with an equally 

strong commitment to a cross-cultural apostolic approach, we propose that the 

Wenzhou Christians study and understand the mission methodology of the 

Nestorian merchant missionaries - those Persian Christians who first planted the 

Gospel and established Christianity in China. We also propose that the Wenzhou 

Christians adopt some of the guiding principles that enabled the Nestorian 

missionary movements to take the Gospel to the ‘ends of the earth’.  

 

Seven key missiological principles that should be considered by the Wenzhou and 

other Chinese Christian migrants, to help them fulfill their apostolic mission calling: 

:  

 (1) Nestorian merchant missionaries were missionaries first, who did business for a 

living, and not the other way round;  
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(2) Nestorian merchant missionaries were not ethnocentric, rather they took the 

Gospel across culture, language, ethnic, geographical, political, economic, social, 

and racial barriers to reach the ‘ends of the earth’. 

  

(3) Nestorian merchant missionaries underwent three years of training that included 

intense study of the Scripture, before they departed on their mission. 

  

(4) Nestorian merchant missionaries established training schools in places they 

sojourned in order to multiply other trained merchant missionaries. 

 

(5) Nestorian merchant missionaries were able to identify ‘cultural bridges’ to share 

the Gospel in a local culture, so that the work planted was indigenous. 

 

(6) Nestorian merchant missionaries had a vision and a passion for taking the 

Gospel to the ‘ends of the earth’, to reach the unreached ‘People Groups’.  

 

(7) Nestorian merchant missionaries used their networks to facilitate other 

missionaries being deployed to multiply their mission efforts. 

 

4.3.3 Practical, Strategic Components for the Way Forward for Chinese Migrants in 
Apostolic Mission 
 
In the final section of our thesis we want to propose some practical, strategic 

suggestions, which we believe will make a difference in seeking to help the Chinese 

move forward toward cross-cultural apostolic mission. We believe the Chinese have 

a major role to play to help finish the ‘Great Commission’ mandate to take the 

Gospel to the last remaining unreached ‘People Groups’. The ‘back to Jerusalem’ 
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movement and the ‘God’s China Vision’, indicate that the Chinese have heard God’s 

call to join Him in His mission - Missio Dei. Our observations and recommendations 

are based upon our twelve years serving in Mainland China, among various house 

church networks and three and a half years of working in Africa and Middle East, 

where our focus has been the Chinese Diaspora. We begin our recommendations 

with the relationship between Mainland Chinese and other Chinese.  

 
4.3.3.1 Mainland Chinese and Other Chinese 
 
The overwhelming majority of Chinese currently migrating all across the globe are 

from the Mainland, People’s Republic of China. A great majority of these Mainland 

migrants come from Wenzhou city and Fujian Province, both along the Southeastern 

coast of China. However, it has been our experience that most of the people 

targeting these Chinese migrants, after they arrive in a host country, are Chinese 

originally from Taiwan and Hong Kong. In our experience, even though Mainlanders 

and other Chinese can be from the same ‘People Group’ ethnically and linguistically, 

their background into Christianity is usually very different. Taiwan and Hong Kong 

Chinese Christians have been somewhat ‘westernized’, and are accustomed to 

church buildings, seminary-trained pastors, hymn books, music leaders, church 

hierarchy, and denominational affiliation. On the other hand, most Mainland Chinese 

Christians come from ‘unregistered’, ‘under-ground’ house churches that meet in 

apartments, offices, restaurants, or hotel rooms, generally without a pastor. They 

sing indigenous ‘Canaan’ hymns, written by a house church sister, that express the 

heart’s desire of most Mainland Chinese believers. The house churches remain 

small, so as to avoid detection by the authorities, leaders are trained in underground 

Bible schools with an emphasis on the Bible and the Holy Spirit’s instruction. Lay 

people facilitate the meetings, which are heavy on prayer, testimonials, and Bible 
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reading. And because of security issues, they are always on the alert to move to a 

safer location at a moment’s notice. It is estimated that there are over 16,000 

Mainland Chinese coming to Christ every day. These are first-generational followers 

of Jesus, who are like salt and leaven in their homes and communities - praying for, 

sharing with, and reaching family members, neighbors and co-workers. They have a 

vision for reaching the world, and their simple method of meeting in homes is being 

reproduced all across the Mainland. Also, they are spontaneous, apostolic, and lay 

intensive, yet under the constant threat of persecution. Other Chinese Christians, 

without this Mainland background, are bogged down in church structure and 

denominational ‘red tape’. These non-Mainland Chinese often compete for the same 

territory, and their methods and structure are not reproducible. With this brief 

analysis in mind, we recommend: 

(1) That non-Mainland Chinese Christian workers spend at least six months living 

and working with the house churches in Mainland China, to understand their 

methodology, and what works best with Mainland believers. 

 

(2) That non-Mainland Chinese study and use Mandarin ‘simplified Chinese 

characters’, when working with Mainlanders. 

 

(3) That Chinese workers receive adequate cross-cultural training before serving 

among Mainlanders. 

 

(4) That workers use one of the locally produced song books, like ‘Praise Hymns 

1218’, written in simplified characters, which is used by house church Christians in 
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China, instead of Chinese-translated English hymns and praise choruses that use 

Mandarin ‘traditional Chinese characters . 

 

(5) That the new Chinese churches planted in host countries, find meeting places 

other than rented church buildings, such as homes, factories, offices, or other places 

that would be more conducive to multiplication. 

 

(6) That Chinese workers multiply themselves by training lay people to plant and 

lead new church starts. 

 

4.3.3.2 ‘Ends of the Earth’ Visions 

The ‘back to Jerusalem’ vision and the Wenzhou based ‘God’s China Vision’ both 

have the goal of taking the Gospel back to Jerusalem and fulfilling the ‘Great 

Commission’ mandate. We believe for the ‘back to Jerusalem’ vision to move 

forward, those involved must see this movement as a ‘merchant missionary’ 

movement. One of the ‘back to Jerusalem’ goals is to have 100,000 missionaries 

who are taking the Gospel along the ‘Silk Roads’, crossing the Buddhist, Hindu, and 

Muslim worlds, back to Jerusalem. They should try to understand the methodology of 

the Nestorians, who first brought the Gospel to China in the Fourth Century, along 

the ‘Silk Roads’. They were ‘merchant missionaries’ who supported themselves with 

their trade, and through their networks facilitated other merchants to join their 

mission. The Nestorians received pre-deployment training and then established 

training centers on the front line to train others, and their cause was not business, it 

was mission to the ‘ends of the earth’.  
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Among the Chinese already in the Diaspora, the greatest single barrier for them to 

overcome, in order to participate in these ‘ends of the earth’ mission, is the clear 

vision to which God has called them to join Him. They should not only share the 

Gospel with their countrymen, but recognize God’s call to their special apostolic role, 

for which God has been preparing them. Many of them are first-generational 

believers, who have experienced persecution and have first-hand experience in 

navigating a religiously pluralistic society. They practice a Christianity that is very 

similar to the New Testament model and know how to be faithful, while staying 

‘under the radar’ of governmental detection and opposition. 

 

4.3.3.3 Cross-Cultural Training: English Version of Initial Cross-Cultural Training   
  Model Used by Colleagues in Mainland China-Suggested Topics 
 
In this section we want to present an outline of topics that should be covered in 

cross-cultural training among the Chinese migrants. The following topics are the 

basis for the foundational training that our colleagues in China have used for training 

cross-cultural apostolic workers. There are other apostolic cross-cultural courses that 

are available in China, such as the Chinese Version of ‘Perspectives’, called ‘Kairos’, 

that can be used to help prepare migrants for apostolic missionary work among the 

nations. We are currently in dialogue with colleagues in China, who are seeking to 

find inroads into the major Chinese companies with contracts in Africa and Middle 

East. These companies are building roads, airport terminals, railroads, sports 

stadiums, government buildings, mobile phone infrastructure, off-shore oil 

installations, and doing mineral mining. The Christians among these international 

companies should be identified and sought out for pre-deployment cross-cultural 

training, to help the workers prepare to engage the nations, after their deployment. 
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Suggested topics that could be used in cross-cultural training: 

Part 1: Becoming a World Christian 

 1.1 Motivation for Mission 

  1.1.1 God’s Glory 

  1.1.2 God’s Relational Nature 

  1.1.3 The Transformational Gospel 

  1.1.4 The Biblical Mandate 

 1.2 Biblical Basis for Mission 

Part 2: Encountering Different Worldviews 

 2.1 Understanding the Nature of Culture 

 2.2 Paul’s Example 

 2.3 Understanding Ourselves 

 2.4 Understanding a Different Culture 

 2.5 Bridging Cultural Islands 

 2.6 Communicating Effectively 

 2.7 The Christian and Other Religions 

Part 3: Sharing the Gospel Effectively Cross-Culturally 

 3.1 Using your Personal Salvation Story to Witness 

 3.2 Learning Cultural Gospel Bridges for Sharing the Gospel 

 3.4 Using a Simple Bible Verse Method for Sharing 

Part 4: Person of Peace 

 4.1 Identifying a Person of Peace 

 4.2 Working with an Insider 

Part 5: Characteristics of Effective Church Planters 

 5.1 Characterized by Prayer 
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 5.2 Characterized by Power and Humility 

 5.3 Willing to Sacrifice for the Kingdom 

 5.4 Willing to Suffer for Christ 

 5.5 Modeling the Kingdom of God 

 5.6 Ordinary People Making the Most of Every Opportunity 

Part 6: Moving from Interest to Involvement 

 6.1 Personal Preparation 

 6.2 Church Involvement and Ministry Preparation 

 6.3 Encountering New Languages 

 6.4 Experiencing Cultural Shock 

 6.5 Security Issues 

Part 7: Planting Healthy Churches 

 7.1 Characteristics of a Biblical Church 

 7.2 Principles of Planting Churches 

 7.3 Keys to Planting Healthy Churches 

 7.4 Model, Assist, Watch, and Leave 

 7.5 Church Planting Movements around the World 

  7.5.1 Ten Universal Elements 

  7.5.2 Ten Common Factors 

Part 8: The Results of Mission 

 8.1 Everyone has an Opportunity to Hear the Gospel 

 8.2 People Worship Christ 

 8.3 Transformation of Relationships 

 8.4 Participation in Missio Dei (Anonymous 2004:3) 
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4.3.3.4 Western Mission Agencies  

Missionary agencies need to reassess their approach to focus on ‘finishing the task’ 

–to make getting the Gospel to the last remaining unreached, unengaged ‘People 

Groups’ its priority. This will mean less work in ‘legacy’ mission fields, where the 

Gospel has been preached/known for many years, and an emphasis on sending 

missionaries to the front line of the ‘unfinished task’.  As noted in our thesis, there is 

still a gross imbalance in the number of missionaries serving among reached ‘People 

Groups’ and unreached ‘People Groups’, which must be addressed, if we are to 

‘finish the task’.  Those missionaries already serving in reached, legacy fields, should 

become catalyst missionaries, focused on training national Christians, churches, and 

other entities in cross-cultural apostolic mission. They should be .focused on 

mobilizing national Christians to the front line of mission. Mission agencies should 

build strategic partnerships with like-minded entities in the Global South. They 

should seek to internationalize efforts to move forward in ‘finishing the task’ mission. 

In addition, we should increase our efforts to train Global South Christians, who are 

residing in former evangelized countries, how to do reverse mission among these 

countries. 

 

4.3.3.5 Mobilizing Mainland Chinese Merchant missionaries 

One of the major thrusts in current world mission is a generalized ‘business as 

mission’ model that would allow ‘called’ individuals with business skills to seek 

employment opportunities or business relocation to countries that are restricted to 

Christian missionaries. Of course, this model is not new, since we have shared in 

this thesis, that it was practiced by the Nestorians, as they spread the Gospel 

eastward in the fourth century. It was practiced even earlier by God-fearers, who had 
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gathered in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost, who heard this message and then 

took it back to their home countries. The Wenzhou merchants are already practicing 

‘business as mission’, but they are not being highly effective reaching cross-culturally 

in their host countries or region, but continue to be ethnocentric in their focus.  

 

We believe that the Wenzhou ‘merchant missionaries’ and other Chinese Diaspora 

believers can benefit from the following:  

 

(1) A vision that God has called them to take the Gospel cross-culturally and that 

without this vision, they will not be able to complete their calling to the ‘ends of the 

earth’.  

 

(2) Cross-cultural training before they depart for overseas and follow-up training 

when they are in their host country.  

 

(3) Provide job opportunities and platforms for house church evangelists and church 

planters in host countries to assist with apostolic work.  

 

(4) View their business acumen as a means to fulfilling God’s mission. 

 

The ‘back to Jerusalem’ movement should consider working with staffing agencies 

that are located in strategic locations, to help with mobilization. We are aware of 

staffing agencies in certain parts of the world, who are seeking to fill thousands of job 

openings in unreached, unengaged countries. These staffing companies are 

especially interested in placing qualified ‘like-minded’ men and women in these 
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strategic places. The ‘back to Jerusalem’ movement should also help discover and 

provide platforms for their personnel to maintain a long-term presence in restricted 

places, which generally means a business platform.  
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5. Conclusion: 

While growing up in the ‘Bible belt’ of the Southeastern part of the United States, and 

later attending seminary at a Southern Baptist institution, one of our favorite 

preachers was the fiery, expository orator, Dr. W.A. Criswell, pastor of the First 

Baptist Church in Dallas, Texas. We were never privileged to attend his church, but 

did hear him preach at various state and national conferences. During our last year 

of seminary training, he was the featured conference speaker. One of his most 

famous sermons, which took him four hours to deliver, was entitled ‘The Scarlet 

Thread through the Bible’,. This sermon traced the symbols and types of the atoning 

blood of Christ Jesus, through the pages of Scripture. He demonstrated that this 

‘scarlet thread’ was the binding that holds all of Scripture together. Using this grand 

Messianic narrative of Scripture, he traced the ‘scarlet thread’ of redemption from the 

blood covering after the ‘fall’ in the Garden of Eden to the blood-washed multitudes, 

standing before the throne of God, in eternity.   

 

We have sought to demonstrate in our thesis, the Bible’s grand missional narrative - 

a ‘golden thread’, first tracing the mission of God through the Scriptures from the call 

of Abraham, through the Historic Books, the Psalms, and Second Isaiah. Then we 

turned our attention to the Messianic fulfillment of the Abrahamic mandate in Luke-

Acts, Galatians 3, and Romans 4.  In Revelation, we saw one of the many 

ramifications of Missio Dei’s end vision: “After this I looked and there before me was 

a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people, and 

language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb…” (Rev. 7:9). It is 

because of the ‘scarlet thread’ of redemption, that there is a ‘golden thread’ - God’s 

mission to redeem a people from every ‘People Group’ on earth. This mission was 
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made possible through the life, death, and resurrection of the Lord Jesus Christ. God 

is a ‘sending’ God, who sends people like Abraham to fulfill His mission, who sent 

His Son, Jesus, to reconcile us to Himself, and who sent the Holy Spirit to be our 

Teacher. He is the ‘One’ who comes alongside, and the ‘One’ who sent disciples and 

the Church to be the instruments to fulfill His mission. As Newbigin writes concerning 

Trinitarian Missio Dei, 

The mission is not ours, but God’s…We are invited to participate in 
an activity of God which is the central meaning of creation itself. We 
are invited to become, through the presence of the Holy Spirit, 
participants in the Son’s loving obedience to the Father. All things 
have been created that they may be summed up in Christ the Son. 
All history is directed towards that end. All creation has this as its 
goal. The Spirit of God, who is also the Spirit of the Son, is given as 
the foretaste of that consummation, as the witness to it, and as the 
guide of the Church on the road towards it. The Church is not 
promised success; it is promised the peace of Christ in the midst of 
tribulation, and the witness of the Spirit given out of the Church’s 
weakness and ignorance. For the future it has Christ’s promise: ‘…it 
is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom.’ And for the 
present it has been assured: ‘Be of good cheer, I have overcome the 
world’ (1988:83-84). 

 

Next, we investigated the tectonic shift in the center of gravity of Christianity from the 

Global North to the Global South. We identified some of the main reasons for this 

shift that pointed to an increased participation of the Global South in world mission. 

Several ‘portraits of lostness’ were examined to help identify the extent and location 

of lostness and to see the unfinished task before us, for reaching the remaining 

unreached ‘People Groups’. Our focus was on ‘finishing the task’ of the ‘Great 

Commission’ mandate, but we also recognized the importance of reverse mission’s 

focus on re-evangelizing and reawakening the North. 

 

Penultimately, we narrowed our focus to examine the role that migrants have played 

in the spread of Christianity, first from a biblical perspective and then from an 
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historical perspective.  Finally, we highlighted the emerging apostolic role of Chinese 

migrants in Africa and Middle East in Missio Dei. As part of the Global South’s rise to 

‘prominence’ in the field of world mission, we believe the Chinese have a major role 

to play in finishing the ‘Great Commission’ mandate. Key components in Chinese 

fulfilling their role are the Wenzhou ‘merchant migrants’, who are already working in 

over 140 countries of the world. With vision, training, strategic partnerships, and a 

burden/vision to see the glory of God among the nations, these Chinese can be 

among the ‘anchor leg’ carriers of the Gospel. 
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