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N UNKNOWN PENMAN HAS WELL SAID: “THE TRUE 

greatness of any church is not how many it seats but 
how many it sends!” Indeed, a core characteristic of 

Christianity is what is commonly called “missions.” Tragically, 
however, that term has been greatly misunderstood, misap-
plied, and even misinterpreted. So, what are biblical “mis-
sions”? Let us consider four principles: the biblical model, 
historical examples, modern deviation, and a new call to bibli-
cal “missions” (the quotes will be explained later). 

The Biblical Model 

We begin with the well-known Great Commission:  

Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing 

them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of 

the Holy Ghost: Teaching them to observe all things 

whatsoever I have commanded you: and, lo, I am 

with you alway, even unto the end of the world. 

Amen.  

The most important observation to make concerning these 
two verses, we submit, is that there are two significantly dif-
ferent Greek words for teach and teaching. Teach (v. 19) is 
mathēteuō, which means not only to learn, but to become at-

tached to one’s teacher and to become his follower in doctrine 
and conduct of life. It’s stronger than the similar word man-

thanō (Matt. 11:29; I Tim. 5:4; 2 Tim. 3:14; etc), which simply 

means to learn without any attachment to the teacher. 
Mathēteuō appears, for example, in Acts 14:21, a critical verse 

in reference to Paul’s ministry in Derbe: “And when they had 
preached the gospel to that city, and had taught many, they 
returned again to Lystra, and to Iconium, and Antioch.”  

This, in fact, is true “discipleship,” another term we hear 
quite often but seldom accurately define. True evangelism, 
then, is far more than just proclaiming the Gospel; it is “mak-
ing disciples,” that is, making followers of Christ who are at-
tached to Him and so obey Him in doctrine and practice. Much 
“evangelism” today is just getting someone to repeat a prayer 
or “make a profession,” however nebulous or self-defined it 
might be. But biblical evangelism is making committed fol-
lowers of Christ. One writer well describes a disciple of Christ 
as “one who 1. believes His doctrine, 2. rests on His sacrifice, 
3. imbibes His spirit, and 4. imitates His example.”1 

Teaching (v. 20), then, is the familiar and crucial Greek di-

daskō, which speaks of systematic teaching. To the ancient 

Greeks, it (along with other forms, such as didaskalia, “doc-

trine,” e.g., 1 Tim. 4:13) meant imparting information and 
later the teaching of skills. Words in this group appear some 
26 times in the Pastoral Epistles. Is there any doubt what the 
preacher’s job is? This is precisely why Paul states that one of 
the required qualifications for the ministry is that a man is 
“apt to teach,” which is the single word didaktikos and more 

precisely means “skilled in teaching” (1 Tim. 3:2). 
All this demonstrates that while the Great Commission is 

obviously a command for all believers to go out and proclaim 
Christ, it goes way beyond that to systematically teaching 
them. Now, while any believer might be able to give new con-
verts the basics, this can be done adequately only in the local 
church by qualified leadership and is where we must directly 
and boldly point new believers.  

But what if there isn’t a local church? We submit that the 

early church understood the Great Commission as a further 

command to plant churches. Obviously, when people came to 
Christ in Asia Minor, Rome, or other regions, they weren’t 
sent back to “The Megachurch of Jerusalem,” rather a church 
was planted in that area. Baptizing them did not save them, 
of course, rather it added them to a body of believers.  

That leads us right to Acts 1:8: 

But ye shall receive power, after that the Holy 

Ghost is come upon you: and ye shall be witnesses 

unto me both in Jerusalem, and in all Judaea, and in 

Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the earth. 

As every Bible expositor recognizes, this verse outlines the 
book of Acts for us. Chapters 1–7 define the infant church in 
Jerusalem, 8–12 describe the expanding church in Judea and 

Samaria, and 13–28 delineate the advancing church unto the 

uttermost part of the earth.  
In addition to the obvious planting of the Church at Jerusa-

lem, Acts 9:31 refers to “the churches [that had] rest through-
out all Judaea and Galilee and Samaria” because of Saul’s con-
version and his cessation of persecution. There is a significant 
textual note here. The Greek ekklesia is in the singular in the 

Critical Text (and modern translations), while the Traditional 
(Majority) Text is plural (ekklesiai). Not only is there over-
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whelming evidence that the vast majority of manuscripts 
support this reading, but we submit that plural is far more 
accurate in underscoring that many “churches” had been 
planted in these regions. 

We then read that some unnamed believers from Cyprus 
and Cyrene went to the critically important city of Antioch, 
preached the Gospel to the Grecians (11:20), and planted a 
church (v. 26). Later in 15:31, we read that Paul went to the 
churches in Syria and Cilicia “confirming [strengthening by 
teaching] the churches” that had been planted there.  

The Church at Rome is especially notable. Contrary to Ro-
man Catholic teaching, neither Peter nor Paul founded that 
church (cf. Rom. 15:20). It was probably started by Romans 
who were present on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:10), were 
converted (v. 41), and returned home. 

Paul himself, of course, started a score of churches (e.g., 
Berea, Colossae, Derbe, Ephesus, Iconium, Laodicea, Lystra, 
Pergamum, Philadelphia, Philippi, Sardis, Smyrna, Thessalo-
nica, and Thyatira), and it’s possible that he started others not 
mentioned (perhaps in Damascus and Spain). 

We should also emphasize Ephesians 4:11–12: “And he 
gave some, apostles; and some, prophets; and some, evangel-
ists; and some, pastors and teachers; For the perfecting of the 
saints, for the work of the ministry, for the edifying of the 
body of Christ.” As many commentators and expositors rec-
ognize, the “pastor-teacher” is the direct descendent of the 
“prophet,” and the “evangelist” is the direct descendant of the 
“apostle.” Early Church historian Eusebius (AD 263–339), in 
fact, noted that the early church regarded evangelists as suc-
cessors to the apostles.2 In other words, as one Greek author-
ity puts it, “The evangelists continue the work of the apos-
tles.”3 This principle is critically important because it follows 
of necessity. Since the apostle went about proclaiming the 
Gospel and planting churches, and since that ministry must 
continue, it follows that the evangelist continues this work. 
Likewise, since the prophet proclaimed and taught the Truth, 
and since that ministry must continue, it follows that the pas-

tor-teacher continues that work. The apostle and prophet are 
gone, but their work, without the miraculous signs and im-
mediate speaking of the Spirit—these were apostolic only—
still continues. As one commentator writes: 

Evangelists were itinerant preachers like our mis-
sionaries, as Philip . . . (Acts 21:8); as contrasted with sta-
tionary pastors and teachers. The evangelist founded the 
church, the teacher built it up in the faith already re-
ceived. The pastor had the “outward rule” and “guidance” 

of the church.4 

Another notes: “[The evangelist’s] work was to effect the con-
version of men by preaching the Gospel, and so to bring them 
into the fellowship of existing churches, or to found new 

churches where no churches already existed.”5 Albert Barnes 
comes right to the point as well: “[The evangelist] . . . traveled 
as a missionary to preach the Gospel, and to found churches.” 
Long before that, Puritan Matthew Henry also noted: “The 
evangelists were ordained persons . . . whom the apostles 
took for their companions in travel . . . and sent them out to 
settle and establish churches.” 

This picture is not to be confused with today’s so-called 
“evangelist” (or worse, the mournfully unbiblical title “rivival-

ist”). While preaching the true Gospel is paramount, it is quite 
obvious that the biblical evangelist did far more. He taught 
people the Word and grounded them in the faith over a pe-
riod of time. He also, of necessity, founded a local church be-
cause that is where the new believer should be. Upon comple-
tion of that task, he would move on, leaving a trained pastor-

teacher, the descendent of the prophet, in his place.  
The NT model, then, is unambiguous, unmistakable, and 

undeniable: biblical “missions” is church-planting. 

Historical Examples 

“Expect great things from God; attempt great things for 
God.” Those famous words were spoken by William Carey 
(1761–1834), who is considered “the father of modern mis-
sions.” While we would not agree with some aspects of his 
ministry, Carey’s endeavors and accomplishments are legen-
dary. While a simple shoemaker and cobbler, Carey was far 
more. As has been documented many times, he worked inex-
haustibly in Bible translation, planting churches, and training 
native pastors. On October 2nd, 1792, he also founded the Par-
ticular Baptist Society for Propagating the Gospel Amongst 
the Heathen (later changed to the Baptist Missionary Society), 
which was likely (and sadly) the first parachurch organization 
(and which is the theme of our next issue of TOTT). 

Long before Carey, however, there were already those 
who were deeply committed to biblical “missions” (i.e., 
church-planting). Among many, John Calvin is notable (yes, 
John Calvin!). While Calvinism is often accused of “killing 
evangelism and missionary labor,” nothing could be further 
from reality. The greatest Protestant “missionaries” were Cal-
vinistic, such as not only  Carey, but many others: Henry Mar-
tyn (1781–1812), missionary to India and Persia; Robert Mof-
fat (1795–1883), the pioneer missionary to Africa; David 
Livingston (1813–1873), that other famous missionary to 
Africa, who was inspired by Moffat; Robert Morrison (1782–
1834), the first Protestant missionary to China; John Paton 
(1824–1907), the great Presbyterian missionary to the South 
Seas who saw a whole island come to Christ; and there were 
others. Did these “hinder the Gospel,” as “Calvinists” are ac-
cused of doing? On the contrary, each one did more to propa-
gate the true Gospel than all the Arminians combined. 

In the last 10 years of his life, in fact, “missions” (church-
planting) was an enormous emphasis of Calvin’s ministry.  
Because of widespread persecution, Geneva became not only 
“the refuge for the persecuted” but also “the stronghold from 

which missionaries went forth to continue the battle.”6 As 
another source tells us, “The Venerable Company of Pastors 
was established as Geneva’s missionary agency, sending an 
army of missionaries to Italy, Germany, Scotland, England, 
and especially to Calvin’s homeland, France.”7 Another adds 
that Geneva became a “school of missions,” whose purpose it 
was  

to send out witnesses who would spread the teach-
ing of the Reformation far and wide. . . . . [Geneva] was a 
dynamic centre of missionary concern and activity, an 
axis from which the light of the Good News radiated forth 
through the testimony of those who, after thorough 
preparation in this school, were sent forth in the service 
of Jesus Christ.”8 



 3

Such work was not confined to Europe: 

In 1556, Geneva’s Venerable Company of Pastors 
sent Pierre Richier and Guillaume Charretier to accom-
pany a Protestant expedition to Brazil. Richier and Char-
retier were to serve in the dual capacity of chaplains to 
the French Protestants and missionaries to the Indians of 

South America.9 

Calvin’s emphasis on evangelism and church-planting is 
also sprinkled throughout his commentaries. On Matthew 
28:19, he comments: “The Lord commands the ministers of 
the gospel to go to a distance, in order to spread the doctrine 
of salvation in every part of the world.” Likewise, of Acts 1:8, 
he wrote: Jesus “assigneth the whole world unto [His disci-
ples], in which they must publish the doctrine of the gospel . . . 
He showeth that all other regions far distant, and also pro-
fane, must be united unto the holy people, that they may be all 
partakers of one and the same grace.” And on 1 Timothy 2:4 
he commented: “there is no people and no rank in the world 
that is excluded from salvation; because God wishes that the 
gospel should be proclaimed to all without exception.” 

Also preceding Carey was David Brainerd (1718–1747); 
Carey, in fact, was greatly influenced by Brainerd’s now fa-
mous Diary. While his ministry was short (only four years), 
his faithfulness in preaching the Gospel to the Indians of New 
York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania resulted in the estab-
lishment of a church in 1746. 

While Carey was the father of modern “missions,” the Mo-
ravians were the “grandfather.” Named after Moravia and 
Bohemia (as in the “Bohemian Brethren”), which is today the 
Czech Republic, the Moravians were (and still are with about 
a million still existing) Pietists of mostly German Lutheran 
background. They can ultimately be traced back to John Huss 
(1369–1415). While today they have sadly drifted far from 
their roots and are unbiblically ecumenical—they were 
among the first members of the National and World Council of 
Churches—they were the first large-scale Protestant “mis-
sionary” movement. Renewed by the leadership of Count 
Nicholas Ludwig von Zinzendorf in 1722, they established 
churches in Estonia, Greenland, Labrador, Surinam, South 
America, Africa, and the Mohican Indians in the British colony 
of New York. The converted Mohican people, in fact, formed 
the first native Christian church (10 people at first) in Amer-

ica.10 The Moravians also established congregations in Phila-
delphia, New York, North Carolina, and Georgia. While their 
weaknesses are tragic (such as a weakness in biblically de-
fined and qualified leadership), they were at one time a shin-
ing beacon of NT Gospel proclamation and church-planting.  

Getting a burden for China early in life, J. Hudson Taylor 
(1832–1905) joined the short-lived Chinese Evangelization 
Society in 1853, but upon arrival he was shocked to see that 
many “missionaries” were totally out of touch with the Chi-
nese people and lived like royalty in Western compounds. So 
incompetent was the Society, that Taylor went out on his own 
in 1857. Unlike the modern idea of “deputation,” he refused to 
even make needs known, trusting God alone through prayer 
to meet the needs, including funds and new personnel. He 
planted a church in Ningpo in 1860, but was forced back to 
England a year later for health reasons. He spent the next five 
years translating the NT into the Ningpo dialect, recruiting 

“missionaries,” and founding the China Inland Mission (now 
called the Overseas Missionary Fellowship but sadly another 
parachurch organization) to take the Gospel to every province 
in China. Upon his return in 1866, this time with many to aid 
him, the work was virtually exponential. After another re-
cruiting trip to England in 1883, he returned to China, work-
ing now with 225 “missionaries,” 59 churches, and some 
1,600 Chinese believers. By 1887, the number of churches 
increased by another 102, and by the time of his death in 
1905, this had increased to 250 churches, 849 “missionaries,” 
and 125,000 believers.  

These are only a few examples of those who understood 
what the early church recognized: the Great Commission is a 

command to plant churches. 
If I may also quickly interject here, both Scripture and his-

tory show us that it should be churches that are planting 
other churches. Instead of (or in addition to) having a church 
of 1,000 in a large city, for example, should we not be planting 
others elsewhere in the city or other towns and training men 
to lead them? 

Modern Deviation 

I pray that it is clear by now that true, biblical “missions” 
is not only the spreading of the Gospel but is also inseparably 
linked to planting churches. I know this will raise an eyebrow 
or two, but I really wish we would do away with the terms 
“missions” and “missionary.” I am fully convinced, in fact, that 
this is at least part of the problem. We have come to use these 
terms so broadly (because they are broad) that they can apply 
to anything under the sun. (That is why I have put these 
terms in quotes throughout this article.) 

Please bear with me as I explain. “Mission” is from the 
Latin missio, which in-turn comes from the verb mitto, to send 

or dispatch. Webster’s 1828 dictionary defines this as:  

1. A sending or being sent, usually the latter; a being 
sent or delegated by authority, with certain powers for 
transacting business; commission; as sent on a foreign 
mission. 2. Persons sent; any number of persons ap-
pointed by authority to perform any service; particularly, 
the persons sent to propagate religion, or evangelize the 
heathen. The societies for propagating the gospel have 
missions in almost every country. Last week a mission 
sailed for the Sandwich isles. We have domestic missions 
and foreign missions. 

A contemporary Webster’s definition is much the same. The 
word is a very broad one that takes in not only “a ministry 
commissioned by a religious organization to propagate its 
faith” but also to “carry on humanitarian work,” as well as the 
secular ideas of being “sent to a foreign country to conduct 
diplomatic or political negotiations.”  

All this vividly demonstrates that this term is simply far 
too broad to reflect the biblical model we outlined earlier. 
Nowadays, in fact, we can use the term “mission” to refer to 
anything we want and get “mission support” for it. After all, 
we need only precede the word “mission” with “Christian” 
and we’re good to go.  

It is this very trend that has deeply burdened me for sev-
eral years. My motive in all this (and everything else in Chris-
tian ministry) is a deep concern for biblical authority and our 
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need to conform to that model. If I may be so bold, this drift 
away from the biblical model has, in fact, wreaked havoc upon 
the Church today. Everything under the sun has been pre-
sented to local churches for support when those ministries 
have nothing to do with church planting in even the most in-
direct way. I could fill another page with examples of such 
ministries that I have personally seen and others recounted 
by concerned pastor who receive multiple support requests 
from “missionaries” every week. In the end, however, that 
probably would do little good. An excuse can always be made 
to justify our ministry, or another that we are really burdened 
for, as being the really needed one. 

So, instead of doing that, we are left with a renewed de-
mand for discernment. If the biblical model is correct, and if 
we are truly committed to biblical authority and sufficiency, 
then we will take a step back and reevaluate what we should 
really be supporting. 

We should also consider another often ignored aspect of 
this situation, namely, the incalculable amount of money that 
supporting unbiblical “missions” siphons from our churches. 
Many churches cannot pay their pastor but still support sev-
eral “missionaries.” This is inarguably unbiblical. A church’s 
first responsibility is the support of the pastor (1 Tim. 5:17–
18). The “bi-vocational” pastor simply cannot shepherd as 
God has called him to do; he must be able to devote his time 
to that. 

Now, I am keenly aware of the support services that are 
needed on the field, such as aviation, medical, literature print-
ing, and so forth. I submit, however, that these should be paid 
for by one or more church-planters on the field or donated by 
those providing the service. Such things simply should not be 
on full support from churches. 

More ideally, in fact, it should be individual churches that 
send out church-planters (Acts 13:1–3) instead of a “mis-
sions” organization that works separately from it. (Such para-
church organizations are the theme of our next TOTT.) 

A New Call to Biblical “Missions” 

By far, my deepest burden in all of this is the dreadful fact 
that—and please consider this!—we have drifted so far from 
the biblical model that what I have written here, and what I’ve 
heard from concerned pastors, is now considered the aberra-

tion. We are the ones who are considered wrong instead of 
those who have jettisoned what Scripture unmistakably de-
lineates. The “anything goes” mentality in “missions” is now 
so deeply rooted in the hardened soil of Christendom that 
even Scripture can’t penetrate. With each passing day, Chris-
tianity continues its steady and deliberate departure from 
biblical authority and sufficiency. 

What are Christian “missions”? Church-planting. We hum-
bly submit that this is the biblical precept, the historical 
precedent, and should be the present practice. 

Honestly, the first question I ask a potential “missionary” 
who is looking for support is: “Brother, if you would, please 
define your ministry for me. What will you be doing?” If the 
answer does not ultimately point to church-planting, we don’t 
need to go any further.  

I pray this short article—we could certainly go deeper—
will encourage many churches today to take a very, very seri-
ous look at their “missions” program and examine how much 
of it is devoted to today’s idea of “missions” or to the biblical 

mandate of church-planting.  
Dr. J. D. Watson 

Pastor-Teacher 
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