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Missio Dei & Cross-Cultural Ministry 
 

 

 “Sacrifice for God because he sacrificed for you…Go the distance to repay Christ for 

going the distance…go to the mission field because it is the least we can do…Go to the nations, 

it’s all up to you…you’re the only part of God’s plan that could fail.” Pastors and preachers often 

make such well-intentioned remarks from the stage or pulpit on any given Sunday. Seeing the 

commands of the Great Commission and lives of the apostles, pastors struggle to provide their 

congregations with reasons for giving up their comfortable lives in the West to go do “missions” 

overseas in a less than comfortable place. The goal of this paper is to present an overview of the 

missio dei as the driving impetus for cross-cultural ministry by relating it to a specific paradigm, 

the Trinitarian approach. Pastors, preachers, returning missionaries, and other people who herald 

a missional message from a platform can appeal to what God has initiated, commanded, and 

done as a Triune, missional God instead of other seemingly lacking grounds for the basis 

missions.  

 The missio dei is a Latin phrase that means “mission of God.”
1
 Its central idea is that God 

is the one who initiates, sustains, and provides for missions. Missions then becomes not about 

doing work for the Lord, but doing work with the Lord. The picture should not be God doing the 

work on the cross and us doing our work by going out to the nations with the message. God is 

continuing to redemptively work within his creation through history. God’s continued work 

subsequently changes how we view our mission. Fundamentally, our mission means our 

committed participation as God’s people, at God’s invitation and command, in God’s own 
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mission within the history of God’s world for the redemption of God’s creation.
2
 His work upon 

the cross is the apex of his missional nature but not the end of it.  

 The Trinity and its inner workings can also be a valuable contextualization tool as one 

relates the missio dei to missions within the church. God the Father is the goal, initiator, and 

source of the missio dei. God is righteous meaning that he recognizes, welcomes, loves, and 

upholds with infinite jealousy and energy what is infinitely valuable, namely, the worth of 

himself.
3
 The glory of God, his excellent reputation, is the foundation for missions. God’s 

righteous passion and delight is to display and uphold his infinitely valuable glory. It is no mere 

theological jargon to suggest that God’s highest passion is the praise of that which deserves the 

most praise, himself. All throughout Scripture God is said to do things for his own glory: God 

chose his people for his glory (Eph. 1:4-6, 12,14), created us for his glory (Isa. 43:6-7), called 

Israel for his glory (Isa. 49:3; Jer. 13:11), rescued Israel from Egypt for his glory (Psa. 106:7-8), 

and raised Pharaoh up to show his power and glorify his name (Rom. 9:17).
4
 His infinite worth is 

the grounds for the worship of all creatures. The Gospel is rightly not about a way to get people 

to heaven but a way to get people to God. The goal of missions is the glory of the Father and 
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humanity’s subsequent enjoyment of it here and for all eternity. God is the goal of the gospel. 

God is the goal of missions.  

 God is the initiator of missions. He is seeking the praise of his name and sends out agents 

(missionaries) from his redeemed community (the Church) to increase the amount of 

worshippers. A perfect example of God initiating and sustaining missions can be found within 

the progress reports in the book of Acts. The Church is growing and a temptation exists to 

attribute the growth to programs, plans, or the overall poignancy of the apostles. The book of 

Acts however presents God the Father as doing the work of adding people to his community on a 

regular basis (Acts 2:46-47, 6:7, 9:31, 12:24, 16:5, 19:5, 28:30-31). Seeing God as the initiator of 

missions frees up missionaries from the sometimes painful associations with the historical 

transmission process of Christianity. As Timothy C. Tennent has pointed out: 

Only the missio dei can rescue Christianity from the western possessiveness of it. Rooting 

missions in God the Father as the source and originator of mission delivers all past, 

present, and future agents of the gospel from a sense of triumphalism. Missions is 

ultimately the work of the triune God, initiated by God the Father for His eternal glory.
5
  

 

God is responsible for the initiation of the work he is doing within the world.  

God the Father is also the source of the missio dei. Jesus declared to his disciples to “Go 

into all the world,” “preach the gospel to all creation,” and “send I you” as one who has been 

sent with the authority of God.
6
  Jesus sends his Church because he has been sent by the Father 

out of an expression of love (Rom. 8:3; Gal. 4:4; 1 John 4:9). Missionaries on the field should 

ground themselves in the missio dei that promises the comfort of knowing they have been sent by 

God and have God “with them until the end of ages (Matt. 28:20).” When the church sends out 
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missionaries into the world, we are not only obeying the command of Jesus Christ but are also 

reflecting the glory of the Father, who is the ultimate source, initiator, and sender.
7
  

God the Son’s work within the missio dei would also be an encouragement to cross-

cultural ministry. The Incarnation refers to the central mystery of Christianity, that is, the event 

in which, for the salvation of the world and without ceasing to be fully divine, God became fully 

human uniquely in Jesus Christ.
8
 Hoping to spur the Philippian believers on to humility and unity 

within the church, Paul exhorted them saying:  

Who [Christ], though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing 

to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, being born in the 

likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming 

obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. 

 

The Philippians were to be like Christ in humility, humbling themselves for each other as the 

Son of God made himself low and came to earth for the glory of God and salvation of needy 

sinners. The Incarnation is not some far off theological absurdity or heavenly doctrine that has no 

real-world application in the life of the believer. The aging apostle grounds his commands for 

unity and humility within the historical example of Christ’s coming to the world. Another text 

that speaks of the Incarnation is John 1:14. “And the Word became flesh and lived among us, 

and we have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.” John the 

apostle emphasizes that the eternal “Word became flesh” (     )  and took abode among 

humanity. What does the “word becoming flesh” entail and how should we interpret the phrase? 

Ross Langmead has rightly pointed out: 
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The writer of John’s Gospel shows great subtlety of thought and a love of symbolic 

language. He employs vivid imagery such as Jesus being the “light of the world” (John 

1:3, 3:19, 8:12), “the Lamb of God” (1:29), “living water” (4:10-14), “the bread of life 

(6:35, 48), “the gate for the sheep” (10:7), “the good shepherd” (10:11, 21:15-17), “the 

way, the truth and the life” (14:6), and “the true vine” (15:1). He uses such metaphors 

and even paradox to express things that, perhaps, cannot be, directly expressed. 

Consequently, we must interpret the “Word becoming flesh,” a highly paradoxical 

phrase, to mean “being embodied in a human person” in some manner.
9
 

 

John’s main point is the Son of God condescended himself to the form of a person and 

tabernacled amongst humanity. He became one of us.  

The historical event of the Incarnation of the Son of God would be the living example or 

embodiment of the missio dei. Jesus is not merely the message of the good news but the 

embodiment of it.
10

 The Son, the second person of the Trinity, seeks to expound upon and 

enflesh the love that exists between the three persons by becoming human. Any missionary 

endeavor of the church should seek to imitate Jesus who serves as an archetype. As Tennent has 

noted:  

Christian missions happen in particular, real-time, historical and cultural settings. 

Missionaries are both bearers of a message and embodiments of that message. Whenever 

a missionary crosses cultural boundaries, learns a new language and culture, and seeks to 

communicate the gospel, this is a reflection of the Incarnation itself. From the 

perspectives of the Trinity, Jesus is the archetypal missionary…Authentic, biblical 

missions must envision itself as a reflection, as well as an ongoing extension [of the 

Incarnation]. From this perspective, missions represents countless reenactments of the 

Incarnation on a small scale.
11

 

 

Incarnational, cross-cultural ministry is a vivid picture of the inner workings of the Trinity in the 

Incarnation. As Christ came and lived among the people in their own time and culture, 

missionaries should go and live among people groups in their own time and culture.  
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 The Holy Spirit’s role within the Trinitarian workings also reflects the missio dei. The 

Holy Spirit took on a very active role with the advent of Christ’s ascension. He is said to comfort 

(John 12:26), teach (John 14:26), speak (Acts 8:29), make decisions (Acts 15:28), grieve over sin 

(Eph. 4:30), overrule human actions (Acts 16:6-7), search the deep things of God and know the 

thoughts of God (1 Cor. 2:10-11), determine the distribution of the gifts (1 Cor. 12:11), interpret 

and bring human prayer before the throne of the Father (Rom. 8:26-27), assure believers of their 

adoption (Rom. 8:16), and bear witness to and glorifying Christ (John 15:26, 16:14). In regards 

to the missio dei, the Holy Spirit empowers the Church for witness among the nations. Christ told 

the disciples to wait in Jerusalem for the promise of the Father (Luke 24:49; Acts 1:4-5). On the 

day of Pentecost, the promised Holy Spirit initiates the action of the plot by initiating the mission 

that continues through the rest of Acts. As Peter indicated by quoting the book of Joel, the Spirit 

was poured out on the Church preparing the disciples for global, cross-cultural ministry. 

Pentecost began a new working of the Spirit within redemptive history. The work of Christ 

created a historical shift from the come-see religion in the Old Testament to a go-tell religion in 

the New Testament.
12

 Within the book of Acts alone, the Spirit is mentioned over sixty times. 

The early Church was not a Pelagian endeavor where human ends and goals brought about the 

salvation of lost souls but a Spirit-empowered movement of God fulfilling the mission of God. 

The Holy Spirit continues to bring about the New Creation into this present evil age through 

sanctioning and sustaining the Gospel of God across various people groups around the globe. 

The missionary movements within Church history and today are out-workings of the Holy 

Spirit’s role in fulfilling the mission of God.  
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God the Father is the initiator, source, and goal of missions, God the Son is the model and 

metaphor for cross-cultural, incarnational ministry, and God the Holy Spirit is the empowering 

agent for missionary success and movements. Viewing the missio dei through Trinitarian lenses 

can be used to impress believers within the local Church to push on towards God’s global 

purpose of spreading the Gospel bringing about the deserved praise of his name. The Trinitarian 

approach is a valuable tool in the aid of cross-cultural ministry.  
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