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 At the end of Matthew’s gospel Jesus tells the disciples to “make disci-

ples”. That mission, which begins and ends in Jesus himself, has been the 

task of the Church for 2,000 years and is the theme of this month’s issue of 

The Adopted Life. Since Jesus is the adoption of humanity into the life of the 

Trinity our mission to make disciples points us to several key truths about 

ourselves, God, and the world: 

• Mission is a characteristic of the Triune Life of God himself. Since the 

Father is in the Son, and the Son is in the Father, and the Holy Spirit 

proceeds from the Father through the Son, (John 14:11, 16, 20) we real-

ize that God’s nature is a missional “going out to the other” by which the Father, Son, and Spirit eternally and 

permanently relate to one another by “missionally” entering each others’ existence. 

• This missional nature of the Trinity’s Life finds its ultimate expression in the Son’s missional “going out to the 

other” to enter into humanity as the man Jesus Christ. The Son’s mission is a permanent act by which he takes 

up residence in our existence (John 1:14). As the Savior of the World he lives with the world forever. Unlike 

some of our mission work, which may last a week, a year, or a few years, God the Son is a missionary in per-

manent residence who will always be in mission towards us on the Father’s behalf. 

• It is noteworthy that Jesus does not tell his disciples to “save the world.” Jesus, the great missionary of the Tri-

une Life, has already accomplished that mission. By taking up residence in our humanity, by putting our sinful 

nature to death in his cross, and by ascending in the glory of the resurrection to the Father’s right hand, the 

Son of God has accomplished his mission to adopt humanity as the Father’s children and set right the sin-

broken relationship between God the Trinity and the Creation. 

• Jesus’ command to his Church is that we “make disciples.” What is a disciple? A human being who knows and 

believes the truth about himself and his fellow man: that, through Jesus Christ, we are the beloved children of 

the Father who have been baptized in the Holy Spirit.  

 This is why Jesus says “baptize them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” To 

make a disciple is to baptize, immerse, and soak another person (your wife, your husband, your child, your friend, 

your neighbor) in the awesome, truth of how Jesus has included that person in the loving life of the Trinity. To 

make disciples is to immerse our fellow human beings in the love and acceptance that flows through our lives from 

the Father, through Jesus, in the power of the Father’s Spirit. 

~ Jonathan Stepp 



 Jesus was leaving soon. Jesus was about to ascend to the right hand of the Father 

in heaven when he charged the first believers with continuing his ministry of making 

disciples.  Jesus was also preparing to send the Spirit to empower them for this mis-

sion and to fulfill his promise to be with them always.  He was sending them into the 

world on a mission from God.   

 The Blues Brothers, Jake and Elwood, were also on a mission from God.  I was 

happy to find out recently that even the Vatican recognizes the joy of the movie The 

Blues Brothers.1  I love its amazing music and absurd comedic sense.  Especially enjoy-

able is Jake and Elwood's belief that they were on a mission from God.  In the Vati-

can newspaper, L'Osservatore Romano, one writer says, "this is a memorable film, and, 

judging by the facts, a Catholic one."2  

 While I don't think they were intending to make a purely Christian movie, this 

movie is certainly informed by a Christian world view.  After one brother pays his 

debt to society, they both decided to help out the orphanage that was once their 

home. This involves gathering together a community of gifted people (musicians) 

who use their talents and gifts to raise money, and thus save the orphanage.   This 

idea came to them in the midst of a worshiping community as if from the Spirit him-

self.   Along the way Jake and Elwood survive threats from a country-western band, 

neo-Nazis, and Carrie Fisher, with an almost supernatural ability.  This ongoing pro-

tection only served to strengthen their conviction that they were on a mission from 

God.   

 One thing I would like to point out is that as their faith increased, their humility 

increased as well.  As their trust in God and confidence in their mission rose, their 

pride fell.  They esteemed others (orphans, nuns, members of the band) better than 

themselves as they faithfully gave themselves over to their mission from God.   This 

is something I would encourage us all to meditate on more and more: the need for 

humility in fulfilling the mission of Church.  

 One truth that gives me great encouragement for missions is that God is already 

there, wherever I go.  Whatever I do for the gospel, God has already been working.  

Jesus said this years ago, "My Father is always at his work to this very day, and I, too, 

am working."3 More importantly, I am humbled by the reality that whoever I share 

the life and love of Jesus with, whether in word or deed, the Spirit of God has al-

ready been working in and with them.   

 Sometimes Christians feel that they are the only ones who have truth or good-

ness, but it's not true.  We see this played out in "The Blues Brothers" as well.  Who-

ever they gather is already gifted for the work.  Even some who they do not suspect, 

like the blind man in the music store, are even more gifted than this band on a mis-
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sion. The truth is evident, the Spirit who is poured out on all flesh is at work every-

where, with everyone.4   

 Rob Bell put it this way: 

Missions then is less about the transportation of God from one place to another 

and more about the identification of a God who is already there... You see God 

where others don't. And then you point him out. So the issue isn't so much taking 

Jesus to people who don't have him, but going to a place and pointing out to the 

people the creative, life-giving God who is already present in their midst.5 

 Paul incorporated this truth into his missionary work when talking with Greeks at 

the Areopagus.  He corrected their misunderstandings and exhorted them to stop 

committing idolatry, but Paul also showed respect for what good was already hap-

pening among them.  In Acts 17:23 Paul says, "now what you worship as something 

unknown I am going to proclaim to you."  Sometimes we miss what Paul says and 

move along to the rest of his argument.  In the midst of their pagan idolatry, Paul 

says these Greeks were also worshiping Jesus.  "What you worship... I am going to 

proclaim to you."   

 What did Paul proclaim to them? Jesus!  So Paul admits they were worshiping 

Jesus.  Yes, without knowledge and in the midst of pagan idolatry, but the bad does-

n't mean the good doesn't exist.  We know from the rest of Paul's theological writ-

ings that you cannot worship Jesus without the Spirit's help.  So we can conclude 

that Paul acknowledges that these pagan Greeks already had the Spirit of Christ 

working in and with them, pointing them to Jesus.  These Greeks didn't even under-

stand what was going on, which is why they had an altar to an "Unknown God."  

Paul's job as a missionary was to point out what the Spirit of Christ was already do-

ing among them and encourage them to avoid what was going against this same 

Spirit.  

 My hope, as we go about fulfilling the mission of Jesus in our lives, is that we do 

so with the humility.  I pray this humility is rooted in the humility of Jesus Christ.  I 

want to participate in the humility of the one who emptied himself for the sake of 

salvation.6   

 This emptying spoken of by Paul in his letter to the Philippians is sometimes spo-

ken of as a hiding of true divinity.  But I would like to read it with others who say 

this emptying is a revealing of God's true nature.  God is the God who empties him-

self and humbles himself for all others.  It is this God who has found a way to deal 

with sin, death, suffering and ignorance.  This is the Lord God, Father-Son-Spirit 
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God, who has humbled himself to work everywhere and with everyone, in spite of 

their rebellion and ignorance.  

 This is the God who is already there, before I even think about praying for his 

mission in the world.  I follow the One who is at work in all hearts and minds, even 

before I begin to speak the truth and love of Jesus into another person's life. 

 May the Father, Son, and Spirit, grant us humility as we make disciples.  May we 

have his wisdom to see the Spirit's work in the lives of all we encounter, as we point 

out to others the Christ who is already there. 

~ Benjamin Martinez 

______________________ 

1. Casciato, Paul, ed. "Vatican beatifies Blues Brothers ... well almost". Reuters. June 18, 2010 

<http://news.yahoo.com/s/nm/20100618/film_nm/us_vatican_bluesbrothers>.  

2. Ibid. 

3. John 5:17 

4. Acts 2:17 

5. http://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/5344.Rob_Bell  

6. Philippians 2:7  
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 God does nothing alone because God has never been alone and never will be 

alone. The Father and Son have always known each other, loved each other, and 

worked together in the communion of the Holy Spirit - and they always will. Every-

thing the Trinity does, from creation, to adoption, to salvation, the Trinity does to-

gether in relationship. This is the power and significance of Jesus’ life of prayer as it 

is portrayed in the Gospels. We see Jesus doing only what the Father tells him to do 

and doing everything under the guidance of the Spirit. 

 So, it is vital that we see mission as the communal, relational work of the Trinity. 

It is also vital that we see the missional life of the Trinity being expressed exclusively 

in and through humanity. The Son did not hover above the creation shouting down 

at us. The Son became human, entering into flesh and blood as a real man, and ful-

filled his mission from within humanity. Not only does the Trinity never do anything 

alone, the Trinity also - because of the humanity of Jesus, the Son - never does any-

thing without involving human beings. 

 The relational life of the Trinity, and the relationship established between the 

Trinity and Humanity in Jesus, tells us that true, Christ-centered mission always takes 

place in community. Jesus will never send people out by themselves to do mission. 

In Luke 10 he sends them out two at a time. In Matthew 28 and Acts 2 he sends 

them out together, as the believing community of the Church. Even when individu-

als sometimes work more independently, as with St. Paul, we see that they are sup-

ported by communities that pray for them and contribute material support to their 

mission. (See, for example, Paul’s appeal to the Romans that they “pay and pray” for 

him, Rom. 13:24, 30.) In fact, even St. Paul was rarely by himself but almost always 

had others traveling with him and working together in mission. 

 For these reasons rooted in the Trinity, the person of Christ, and the history of 

the Church, I have decided to quit using the term “personal evangelism.” I certainly 

believe that we should each share the truth we know about Jesus with anyone and 

everyone as we have opportunity, so in that sense I know and agree with what is 

meant by the term “personal evangelism.” What disturbs me, however, is that so 

much Christian talk, training, and work in evangelism is rooted in helping individuals 

do mission on their own.  

 So, for example, Christians are often encouraged in sermons to be diligent about 

witnessing to their family and friends. We are often trained in how to do one-on-one 

sales pitches of the gospel. The pattern in this form of evangelism seems to often be 

this: 

• Befriend someone for the purpose of witnessing to him. 

• Share Christ with the person until he runs you off or gives in and prays the 
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sinner’s prayer. 

• Bring your new convert to church. 

 In that pattern of mission each Christian must be “omni-competent” in evangel-

ism. Each Christian has to be able to do it all: you have to be an extrovert who 

makes friends easily. You have to be a skilled presenter of the gospel who can an-

swer many questions and objections. You have to be capable of shepherding, disci-

pling, and teaching others. In that pattern of mission it is only after you have done 

the hard work that you get to work together in community with others. After the 

person has accepted Christ, then you bring them to church. 

 But what if you’re not an extrovert? What if you have trouble making friends? 

What if your giftedness in ministry is in helping, serving, or working behind the 

scenes and every time you try to talk about the Bible or Jesus you get tongue-tied 

and confused? In the non-communal pattern of mission you are out of luck. You’ll 

never be good at personal evangelism so you’ll never really get to be a part of the 

Church’s mission to make new disciples. 

 I believe that one of the principle reasons this personal evangelism model has 

been so strongly emphasized in our culture is because our Theology has been hi-

jacked by the individualism of our culture. Most Christians perceive faith as some-

thing that happens individually. We believe that each individual must hear and re-

spond to the gospel for himself or he is not saved. We think that each individual 

must then engage in personal evangelism or he is not really living up to his calling in 

Christ. 

 Yet there is nothing individualistic about the Triune Life of God or the Trinity’s 

relationship with humanity. The distinct individuals of God do nothing by them-

selves and they do nothing without including humanity. None of us comes to faith 

by ourselves. The Father calls us to faith, Jesus gives us his faith, and the Holy Spirit 

opens our hearts and minds to receive that faith. How does the Trinity do this? 

Through our parents, siblings, friends, and fellow church members. Statistics show 

that the vast majority of Christians became believers while in their late childhood or 

early teen years and came to their faith because of the influence of believing adults 

and peers with whom they had strong relationships.  

 In light of this communal nature of mission, and of faith itself, it seems to me 

that the community of believers ought to always be working together in mission. In-

stead of the pattern described above, I would suggest this pattern: 

• Be friends with people because you like them and want to be friends with 
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them. Be friends with them even if they never believe the truth of who they 

are in Christ. 

• Invite your friends to church so that they can experience the life of the Trinity 

first hand. At church they can be taught by gifted teachers, served by gifted 

servers, and helped by gifted helpers.  

• When your friends believe, join with the church in baptizing them in the name 

of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 

 This communal pattern of mission emphasizes two key elements of the Trinity’s 

relationship with humanity: the Church and Baptism. 

 First, let’s think about the Church. We each have different gifts: some are evangel-

ists, some are teachers, some are cooks, some are musicians, some are encouragers, 

some are givers. When we all come together and do mission together then we bear 

witness to the world of how Jesus has baptized us all into the life of the Trinity. 

When we all come together and do mission together we are able to each use our 

unique gifts to each play our unique role in baptizing others in the assurance of who 

they are in the Triune Life. 

 Secondly, a communal approach to mission takes Jesus’ command about baptism 

seriously. The goal of the Church’s mission is not to convince individuals to individu-

ally save themselves by their confession and prayer. The goal of the Church’s mission 

is to baptize humanity in the assurance of their adoption in Christ as the Father’s chil-

dren. The end goal of this immersion in the gospel is immersion in the water that is a 

sign to us of how we have died, risen, and ascended in Christ. 

  The greatest damage done by an individualistic approach to mission is that it 

hides from us the fact that “it” is all about all of us - not just about some of us 

(whatever “it” may be: life, love, relationships, salvation, the Church, etc.) In Christ 

we are all in this together. Life is not just about me. Life is also not just about others. 

Life is about me and others. Life is about the Father, Son, and Spirit, and all of us 

together. When we do mission together, as a community, we are participating with 

Jesus in baptizing others in the assurance of the reality that - in Jesus - we all belong 

and we are all included. 

~ Jonathan Stepp 
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 Why did the Son of God become the man Jesus? Most of us have been trained in 

a form of Christianity that answers this question from a perspective first described in 

detail by St. Augustine, then expounded in Medieval Theology and handed on to us 

by the Reformers. This “Western” perspective says that the Son became human be-

cause of our sin. This perspective minimizes the Bible’s teaching on the Father’s plan 

of Adoption (Eph. 1:5). In the quote below the Greek Orthodox theologian Panay-

iotis Nellas describes the negative results of this truncated view of Jesus’ Mission: 

. . [negative] consequences followed also from Augustine’s axiom that “if many 

had not perished, the Son of Man would not have come.” [Enchiridion viii, 27-ix, 

29.] This trapped Christ, and by extension the Christian life and the realities of 

the Church, the sacraments, faith and the rest, within the bounds defined by sin. 

Christ in this perspective is not so much the creator and recapitulator of all 

things, the Alpha and Omega as Scripture says, but simply the redeemer from sin. 

The Christian life is regarded not so much as the realization of Adam’s original 

destiny, as a dynamic transformation of man and the world and as union with 

God, but as a simple escape from sin. . . The Church forgets her ontological bond 

with the world. And the world, seeing that its positive aspects are not appreciated 

within the Church, feels a sense of alienation and breaks off relations with it.  

From: Deification in Christ: The Nature of the Human Person, by Panayiotis Nellas, p. 

95. Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1997.  

Panayiotis Nellas on Jesus’ Mission 


