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Jesus’ Missional Awareness – Sent by God
by Roland G. Kuhl

My understanding of Jesus’ life and ministry was transformed when I sat in on a theology class taught by Ray S. Anderson.  In my seminary days, I knew Jesus went about doing the things of God – after all, he came to make God the Father known (cf. John 1: 18), however, I was unaware of Jesus’ self-understanding of his missional awareness and his being sent by God.  In reality, I should not have been unaware, because the sending of the Son by God is clear in Scripture.  However, in my evangelical upbringing we often cited John 3:16 without reading it or understanding it in relationship to John 3: 17.  In reading verse 16, I was very aware that God gave his one and only Son – but did not readily connect God’s giving with God’s sending of his Son as expressed in verse 17 – “For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.”

The word for send comes from the Greek verb – apostello, from which we derive the term “apostle.”  Apostello is the verb to send and apostle means sent one. So God giving his Son and sending his Son need to be understood together – and in noting this connection, we begin to understand that Jesus did not come to carry out his own mission, but the mission of the One who sent him – which is what being an apostle or sent one entails.  

Everett F. Harrison notes that to be an apostle signifies that one has a “commission – authority of and responsibility to the sender,” meaning that an apostle is “one sent on a definite mission, in which he acts with full authority on behalf of the sender and is accountable to him” (Harrison, “Apostle, Apostleship.” Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, 71).  
This new understanding of Jesus as the apostle of God is what I came to understand as I listened to and read Ray Anderson.  In his compilation of essays entitled, Theological Foundations for Ministry, Anderson explored the nature of ministry.  At the outset he expressed, “All ministry is God’s ministry.  Jesus did not come to introduce his own ministry.  His ministry was to do the will of the Father and to live by every Word that proceeds out of the mouth of God” (1979 ed., 7).  This understanding opened me up to read the Gospel of John with a new set of eyes in which Jesus declares this very reality – his ministry, his mission was not his own, but that of his Father’s.
Read the following passages in John’s Gospel: John 5: 16-30, 7:16, 8:28, 12:49-50, and 14:10, 24.  I do not recite all these passages here, except for three:
“Very truly I tell you, the Son can do nothing by himself; he can only do what he sees his Father doing, because whatever the Father does the Son also does” (John 5:19).

“My teaching is not my own.  It comes from the one who sent me” (John 7:16)

“For I did not speak on my own, but the Father who sent me commanded me to say all that I have spoken.  I know that his command leads to eternal life.  So whatever I say is just what the Father has told me to say” (John 12: 49-50).

As you read through the rest of the passages, you will see as I have come to see, that Jesus was indeed aware of his missional calling – that he was sent into the world to do and accomplish God’s redemptive purpose.  But it was not a calling that was contradictory to his character; it was a calling, a sentness that was integrated with who he was – God coming to be among humanity by becoming human to reveal God’s desire to reconcile all humanity to God.  In this way – Jesus being sent, Jesus continuing the ministry of God, Jesus participating in God’s purpose for the restoration of humanity and creation, Jesus made real, Jesus put flesh on the purpose and passion of God for humanity.  Jesus embodied the mission of God.  And so, when Jesus declared, “Repent, for the kingdom of God is at hand” (Matthew 4: 17), he was declaring that he was the presence of God in the world come into the world to fulfill the purpose of God in order to reconcile all humanity to God.  
As we approach Holy Week, we are often led to wonder by the news media who Jesus actually was?  Indeed, I believe he was human – and I believe he was God – taking on all that is human in order to touch us with the tangible reconciling presence of God.  May we be open to God’s redemptive purpose being manifest in each of us and through us unto all whom God in Christ desires to make whole.
Next week: God’s Mission and the Cross
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