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Text 
On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were together, with the doors locked for fear 

of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, "Peace be with you!" 
20 

After he said this, he 

showed them his hands and side. The disciples were overjoyed when they saw the Lord. 
21 

Again Jesus said, 

"Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you." 
22 

And with that he breathed on them 

and said, "Receive the Holy Spirit. 
23 

If you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive 

them, they are not forgiven." 

 

Introduction 
 I’m curious: how many people here today grew up in a church in America? 

 How many of you didn’t? 

 What I’m going to present today, if accurately grasped, should probably result in 

a growing number of people in the latter category participating in this community over 

time. 

 Over the last four weeks we’ve looked at the gospel – what this Christianity thing 

is all about – and saw that the gospel is the good news of Jesus’ death, burial, and 

resurrection. 

 Then we saw that good news is told.  That’s called evangelism.  If you’ve heard 

and accepted the gospel, you will do anything and everything you can to spread it. 

 Then we saw that this doesn’t mean you give up your day job.  That’s a vocation, 

a calling.  That’s part of what it means to live out the gospel.  Jesus didn’t save us to 

escape this world and float forever on clouds.  He died and was resurrected to pay for sin 

and start a New Creation.  We can begin living in that reality even now. 

 Then we saw last week that all this talk about the gospel and evangelism and 

vocation can sound kind of individualistic.  But we talked about how the church is an 

indispensable product of the gospel.  Jesus saved us for community.  We need each other. 

 I talked about individualism and insubordination and inability to commit, but I 

left off the main aspect of the church last week – the church is a missional community. 

 For those of you who grew up in the church, particularly the church in America, 

what did you think of when you heard about ‘missions’ growing up?  It was something 

that happened ‘over there’, right? 

The church in the West for the last 200 years or so has been used by God to do a 

lot of good for the advancement of the gospel world-wide.  Even 100 years ago it would 
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have been impossible to have imagined the global reach of Christianity that we witness 

today.  There are more Anglicans in church on this morning in Nigeria than there are in 

the U.K., U.S. and Australia combined!  The Indonesian church has seen 500% growth in 

the last 20 years.  And there are many other staggering facts and figures.  Christianity is 

truly a global phenomenon. 

But I want to suggest that this view of ‘missions’ is incomplete.  I want to talk 

with you today about the needed shift from being a church with missions to being a 

missional church, from a church that sends to being a sent church.  It may just sound like 

words, but I assure you it’s a profound distinction.  And I don’t want to just talk about 

what it means for ‘the church in the West’ but what it means for how Immanuel 

conceives of its identity and purpose in light of the reality of the gospel.  What does this 

mean for you, for us? 

In short, what I want to share with you today is simple and it’s just this: the good 

news gets people together on a mission. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The History 
 Let’s start off with a quick history lesson: the Christian church began and initially 

spread primarily within the Roman Empire.  It was a persecuted minority in a pluralistic 

setting.  However, in 313 A.D. the emperor Constantine, who claimed to have had a 

Christian conversion experience, issued the edict of Milan, which promoted tolerance and 

granted certain privileges to the Christian church.  From that point on Western 

civilization and Christianity became fused in this relationship called Christendom. 

 Christendom refers to “the system of church-state partnership and cultural 

hegemony in which the Christian religion was the protected and privileged religion of 

society and the church its legally established institutional form.”
1
  So for the most part in 

Christendom, to be Italian was to be Catholic; to be German was to be Lutheran; to be 

English was to be Anglican; to be Dutch was to be Reformed, etc… 

Even in America, a country founded upon the disestablishment of religion and 

where the legal structures officially joining church and state were removed, Christianity 

still remained the civil religion.  In fact, in this modified Christendom, Christianity as a 

voluntary society flourished.  The nineteenth century saw the explosive growth of new 

churches.  Ever done a road trip through the countryside?  What does every town have 

without fail?  A church! 

Up until recently a vast majority of people in the U.S. were members of some 

Christian church, even if they didn’t attend regularly.  Businesses were closed on 

Sundays.  There were Bible readings in the public schools.  And what this meant is that 

the Baptists fought the Methodists for adherents, the Episcopalians the 

Congregationalists. 

And all of them sent missionaries ‘over there’ to evangelize the heathen. 

 But at the dawn of the 3
rd

 millennium, Christendom in Europe has almost entirely 

collapsed and it’s crumbling in America.  It’s still strong in rural red-states, commonly 

called the ‘Bible-belt’.  The town I grew up near in rural Indiana had 1,000 people and 6 

churches in the city limits (with several more scattered around the countryside).  You can 

still detect Christendom’s effects in some suburbs.  At the public school in the suburb 
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where my wife grew up, the ‘cool’ kids were all involved in a church youth group. 

But in city-center settings like ours Christendom’s days are practically forgotten.  

And, as we’ll see next week, that means that its days are numbered in other parts of the 

country, for everything emanates out from the city.  Housewives in small towns across 

the heartland lined with buildings topped with steeples are watching Oprah every day, 

which is filmed just 9 blocks north and 4 blocks east of here.  It won’t be long until all of 

America is like Western Europe in that it will be ‘post-Christian.’ 

 Factors including globalization, immigration, and secularization have led to a 

major shift in Western culture, at least in the centers and institutions at the vanguard of 

our culture.  America never really was a ‘Christian nation’, but it’s certainly not now.  

The landscape has changed.  That’s a fact. 

 

The Reactions 

 Now, how have churches reacted to the emergence of this new post-Christendom 

world?  Many have ignored the realities of culture and continued to do things the same 

way they’ve always done them and become entirely irrelevant to the world around them.  

Those churches will continue to die off at a rapid rate. 

 Many others have recognized these realities and seen them as a call to arms.  

These are the churches that are fighting the ‘culture war’, trying to ‘take America back 

for God’.  Their posture towards the world is antagonistic, condemning, combative, 

judgmental,… scared in fact.  You’ll hear a lot of frantic reports from churches fighting 

the collapse of Christendom about things like the recent court rulings or the decline in 

church numbers. 

 Both approaches tend to foster an ‘us-them’ mentality and can easily fall prey to 

the dangers of ‘religion’ – ‘I obey, therefore God accepts me.’ – instead of falling in love 

with the wonders of the gospel – ‘God accepts me on account of Jesus, therefore I obey.’ 

 But there’s another growing approach that sees the shift and doesn’t freak out, but 

trusts in God’s sovereignty.  This approach allows the death of Christendom to help it 

recover the biblical/theological notion of being a sent community and adopts a ‘missional 

mindset’ that seeks to enter into and engage the world with the gospel. 

It started in the 1980s and 90s when Western missionaries who had spent most of 

their lives ‘over there’ on the mission field started returning home to realize that ‘back 

here’ is now just as much a mission field.  They started thinking this through and 

recognizing that the pluralistic milieu at the turn of the 21
st
 century actually heavily 

resembles the 1
st
 century world in which Christianity was birthed, which meant we 

needed to go back and look at the first century documents explaining how the church 

conceived of itself and conducted its affairs.  Let’s go back to the Bible!  There’s a novel 

idea!  Let’s think this through theologically! 

 

The Theology 
 That’s how the concept of the missional church was born.  Now it has become 

sort of a buzz word.  But I want to be clear that this is not just the latest fad in church 

growth methods.  It’s not just an idea that’s going to fade away over time.  Missional is 

not just the latest and greatest gimmick – just-add-water-and-watch-your-church-grow 

kind of thing.  In fact, it’s nothing new at all.  And it’s not just driven by practical 

concerns due to a declining church in the West.  It’s true: the shifting cultural scene 
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caused the refocus, but the concept of the missional church is deeply biblical and 

theological, rather than pragmatic. 

 Let me explain: let’s start again at the beginning with God.  Last week we said 

that God is in himself a community in the Trinity – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  He 

created humankind as communal beings, to be in relationship with him and with each 

other. 

At the Fall, however, that all went awry.  Our relationships with God, with each 

other, and with the rest of creation are all severed.  But ever since Genesis 3 we see that 

the Triune God – Father, Son, and Holy Spirit – is a community on a mission.  From the 

beginning, we see that God is about glorifying himself by redeeming fallen people and a 

fallen world.  As the writers of the seminal work, Missional Church, put it, “‘Mission’… 

is the central biblical theme describing the purpose of God’s action in human history.”
2
 

We see it right away with Abraham who is promised to be blessed so that he can 

be a blessing to all the peoples of the earth; to be made into a community that God will 

use to advance his mission in the world. 

The missio Dei (mission of God) culminated in the Father sending the Son into 

the world on a mission.  Jesus said, “The Son of Man came to seek and to save what was 

lost” (Lk. 19:10).  He ultimately accomplished his mission through his death, burial, and 

resurrection.  He died to deal definitively with sin and save his people.  And he rose again 

to inaugurate a New Creation, the beginning of the end.  Mission accomplished. 

But there’s still one last chapter.  Just before he ascended into heaven, Jesus said 

to the community he had gathered and was about to leave behind, “As the Father has sent 

me, I am sending you” (Jn. 20:21).  The ‘you’ there is plural – y’all.  They were to be a 

sent community – a community on a mission. 

So as the missiologist David Bosch puts it: 

 

Mission [is] understood as being derived from the very nature of God.  It 

[is] thus put in the context of the doctrine of the Trinity…  The classical 

doctrine of the missio Dei as God the Father sending the Son, and God the 

Father and the Son sending the Spirit [is] expanded to include yet another 

‘movement’: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit sending the church into the 

world.
3
 

 

The book of Acts records the Holy Spirit empowering this fledgling community 

as they carried out their collective mission to glorify God by spreading the good news of 

what he had done in Jesus.  And as the news spread, churches were formed that in turn 

worked to spread the news further. 

 This concept of the missional church is thoroughly biblical and it’s rooted in the 

nature of who God is.  Our God is a God on a mission and he has brought his church in 

on that mission. 

 

The Practical 

 Okay, you’ve given me a history lesson.  You’ve given me a little theological 

lesson.  But what does this mean?  So what?  So, what this means is that mission isn’t just 

something the church does… it’s what the church is!  Biblically speaking, a church is a 

missional community.  People are called in to be sent out. 
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 This summer we’ve seen that Christianity is good news – the gospel.  We’ve seen 

that good news is told – evangelism.  We’ve seen that the good news gives significance 

to our daily work – vocation.  Last week we saw that good news gets people together – 

the church.  We talked about how church confronts individualism, combats 

insubordination, and challenges commitment-phobes, but this week we see the main 

reason why the church exists.  The good news gets people together on a mission.   

 If you’ve heard and believed the good news, you have a mission and purpose to 

your life.  But your mission in life as a Christian is not a solo mission!  Evangelism, 

contributing to the flourishing of society… it’s all a group project. 

We saw last week that when you come to Jesus you find that there are other 

people there too.  You can’t get away from them.  And what is it we see Jesus’ and his 

followers doing most of the time.  Sitting around a campfire, eating fish they caught, and 

singing ‘Kumbaya’?  No!  So many people picture closeness with Jesus as a private 

experience.  Others get the need for the church, but see the church as a holy huddle. 

But if you look at the Bible you get a different picture.  You’re closest to Jesus 

when you’re together with his people, following him out into the world to seek and save 

the lost, to engage with ‘sinners’ and tax collectors, lepers and prostitutes, rich 

businessmen and religious leaders, announcing the kingdom, healing the sick, feeding the 

hungry, proclaiming the good news.  It’s not a static thing.  It’s dynamic.  Jesus is always 

on the move, on his mission.  If you want to stay close to him you have to stay right up 

on his tail and hold on tight. 

And here’s the interesting thing: this is when the deepest bonds of real community 

emerge – when you’re all in together on a grand and glorious mission. 

The church is a sent community.  We are brought in to be sent out.  Mark 3:14 – 

“He appointed twelve – designating them apostles – that they might be with him and that 

he might send them out to preach and to have authority to drive out demons.” 

And this is how it works: we combine all of our strengths and giftings and 

vocations together into one living organism – a body, the NT calls us, each playing its 

own part.  Anybody remember the kids’ show Power Rangers?  I have that picture in 

mind – all these different individuals coming together to make one large robot. 

But the collective body is not supposed to just sit around and be sedentary.  It’s 

supposed to be active, on the go; to be the Body of Christ, sent out into the world on a 

mission.  Together we can accomplish more than we ever could apart.  Mission is the 

church’s raison d’être. 

 

Missional and Immanuel 

 So this means that being a part of Immanuel is not like being a part of a club, 

something to pad your resume or have in your obituary when you die. 

 Being a part of Immanuel is not about being on the good team versus the bad team 

(i.e. the world).  That’s pretty self-righteous and messed up. 

 It’s not about fulfilling your Christian duty – “A good Christian has to be a 

member of a church.”  Again, that’s religion. 

And it’s also not about getting into a tight-knit community of friends that you like 

to hang out with (and maybe marry if you’re single).  That’s called a clique. 

We don’t want you to be a part of Immanuel because you enjoy the music on 

Sundays or find the preaching to be intellectually engaging or because you have deep 



6 

friendships here, or because it holds some kind of sentimental value for you. 

We want you to be a part of Immanuel because either (a) you’re exploring and 

investigating the gospel, or (b) you’ve heard and believed the gospel and had it sweep 

you up into this grand and glorious mission and you want to be a part of advancing that 

via this local church. 

You shouldn’t come to Immanuel because there are people like you here.  You 

shouldn’t come to Immanuel because you like the people here (although we hope you 

do).  You should come to Immanuel because you want to be part of our mission here. 

For many of you this entails thinking about church a little bit differently than 

you’ve probably thought of it before.  A missional mindset involves going to people 

where they’re at and not just expecting them to come to you.  That worked in a 

Christendom world.  In a post-Christendom setting, churches need to primarily learn how 

to equip and encourage believers to meet the lost on their own turf. 

 So for example, we’re not going to do a fundraising campaign to build a big 

gymnasium so we can reach youth.  There’s a state-of-the art facility just around the 

corner at Fosco Park.  We encourage you to join pick-up games or city leagues there.  

We’re not going to start an English tutoring program here at The Meeting Place for 

immigrants in our neighborhood.  There are already several such organizations out there, 

like Poder in Pilsen.  The same thing goes for a GED tutoring program; there’s the Aspire 

Center that a few of you volunteer at.  We’re probably not going to pass out flyers 

inviting people here for a book discussion night.  There are book clubs at the Roosevelt 

library or the Lozano branch or Barbara’s Bookstore or places like that.  Do you kind of 

see what it looks like? 

 Immanuel doesn’t want to make its own little Christian bubble and maybe hope 

sometime some people will come in.  We want to burst the bubble.  We want to assume 

the posture of a servant to the UIC Area – volunteering at the Illinois Center for 

Rehabilitation and Education, picking up trash, running an aid station at the marathon 

that goes right in front of this place.  We want to know and care about the issues facing 

our community.  Without assimilating to the sinful patterns of the world around us, as a 

missional church we want to enter into and adopt the flavor(s) of our surroundings, not 

being of the world but still in the world, becoming all things to all people “for the sake of 

the gospel” (cf. Jn. 17:14-16; 1Cor. 9:19-23). 

 So this means that Immanuel doesn’t do missions.  You’ll notice we’re always 

careful to delineate what goes on ‘over there’ as ‘international missions’.  Definitely, we 

partner with other missionaries and missional churches working in other places around 

the world, but we also see ourselves as first and foremost missionaries here to this city 

and this neighborhood.  Absolutely everything we do is geared towards glorifying God by 

spreading the good news of what he’s done in Jesus!  ‘Missions’ is not just one distinct 

aspect of our church’s life, but the overarching thrust. 

 Another implication of this is that we are committed as a church to constantly be 

planting new churches.  This keeps us on the move; it keeps us nimble and mobile and 

able to seep into the cracks and crevices of the vast array of neighborhoods.  It keeps us 

from getting too stagnant and losing focus on what it is that we’re all about, what bring us 

together.  We’re planting another church in 2010.  Many of you will go with that new 

church.  Those that don’t will just start gearing up for the next church plant. 
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Conclusion 

We don’t exist just to perpetuate a religious organization full of people who are 

like each other and who like to be with each other (most of the time).  We don’t want to 

see ourselves as simply the chaplain to a ‘Christian’ culture (if people need us we’re here: 

our sign’s on the window and the website’s up).  We want to see ourselves as a 

community of people who have had their lives turned upside down by the radical grace 

and inimitable hope of the gospel and desire together to see others enveloped by it. 

We don’t want you to see church as something you go to on Sunday morning, but 

rather something you’re a part of all week long as you seek to advance its mission 

through being vocal and faithful in your vocations.  We want every member of the church 

to see him or herself as a missionary. 

We don’t want to offer religious goods and services for spiritual consumers.  We 

don’t want to present entertainment for passive audiences.  We don’t want to provide a 

hiding place for Christians from the big, bad world.  We don’t want to give a list of 

religious dos and don’ts so that people can circumvent the gospel and feel good about 

themselves based upon their religious performance and feel subtly superior to others (i.e. 

non-Christians).  We want to deliver a rallying cry for people to get behind and give their 

lives to… and that is the GOSPEL!  The good news gets people together on a mission. 

Immanuel sees itself as a missional church.  I hope this has been compelling and 

that you see how it all builds nicely upon the gospel… 

 

The Lord’s Table 
To remind you again of what the gospel is… 

 

Benediction 
May God use us to advance his mission in this world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, July 27, 2008.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 

written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy 

people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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