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Essence = intrinsic nature or indispensible quality of something 
 
God, by His very essence/nature is a Missionary God (a Sending God) 

o As God’s image-bearers we are made and meant to live life on mission 
 
Matthew 28:17-20 
18 And Jesus came up and spoke to them, saying, "All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth. 
19 Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son 
and the Holy Spirit, 
20 teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the 
age." 
 
What Jesus does here is present the essence and authority of Christian mission as being 
based solely in the Triune nature of God 

• All authority… in the name of 
• In a pluralistic culture (a culture that recognizes more than one ultimate principle), and where there are 

numerous competing and popular truth claims, we need to know “by what power, or in what name” 
we do mission. (Cf. Act 4:7) 

o Baptism means a change of allegiance and a commitment to a new community (The 
community of the Trinity) 

• That is the authority that we have to call people to change allegiance 
 
To be a Christian is to be a Trinitarian 

• Someone who believes in, worships, bases the meaning and activity of existence on the Triune God 
 
What does it mean that God is Triune—What is the Trinity? (God as the Three in One) 
 
First of all, what does it not mean? 

• It does not mean that there are three gods (tritheism) 
• It does not mean God has three modes of one and the same being (modalism) 

o Tritheism denies that “God is one” (the simplicity of God) (Cf. Deuteronomy 6:4) 
o Modalism denies that God exists in three Persons (The plurality of God) (Cf. Mt 28:19) 

 
It does mean that God is a triunity 

• = A plurality within unity 
o = God has a plurality of persons and a unity of essence 
o = God is three persons in one nature/essence 
o = There is only one “What” (essence or being) in God, but there are three “Whos” (persons or 

ways of being) in that one What.1 

                                                        
1 Norman Geisler, Systematic Theology (Volume Two) (Minneapolis: Bethany House, 2003) 279. 
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This is what Jesus was referring to when He said “I and the Father are one” (Jn. 10:30) 

o That they are one essence. One what. 
o Not that they are the same person. The Son is not the Father. 

 Distinct in person, one in essence. 
• Jesus = God; The Father = God; The Spirit = God; but God does not equal just one 

of them. God = Father, Son and holy Spirit 
 
The triunity of God (His unity and plurality) is a mystery but not a contradiction.2 
 
My goal here is not to carefully articulate the doctrine of the Trinity, or give a defense of it 

• My goal is to help us begin to apply it in the area of mission 
 
It is imperative that we do this since mission exists because of the essence or nature of God 
 
It is in the very being and character of God that the deepest ground of the missionary 
enterprise is to be found. –George W. Peters, missiologist3  
 
Mission is not primarily an activity of the Church, but an attribute of God. 

• We can’t even rightly think about mission or be inspired to be on mission unless we realize the source 
and essence of mission 

 
It is not the Church that has a mission of salvation to fulfill in the world; it is the mission of 
Christ that includes the Church.4 
 
If mission is essentially God’s mission, then the Trinity is foundational for an understanding of 
mission 
____ 
 
One of the ways we can begin to apply the essence/nature of God (the doctrine of the 
Trinity) to our lives (as they pertain to mission)… 

• … is to think about the social or relational aspect of God’s Triune nature or essence 
 
Where we start with this is the foundational revelation and statement that God is love (1 John 
4:8) 
 
What does it mean that God is (in essence) love? 

• Before creation, before all else it would mean that God has always existed in a plurality or community 
o Before anything else was, God was. 

• Love must have an object, an opportunity for expression, direction, action (we could argue otherwise I 
suppose [ex. Self-love], but that is certainly not the way we understand God as love) 

 
C. S. Lewis explains: 

• “All sorts of people are fond of repeating the Christian statement that ‘God is love.’ But they seem not 
to notice that the words ‘God is love’ have no real meaning unless God contains at least two Persons. 
Love is something that one person has for another person. If God was a single person, then before the 

                                                        
2 The Nicene Creed establishes that the Triune God is one ousia (essence/nature) in three hypostases (instances or persons). 
3 George W. Peters, A Biblical Theology of Missions (Chicago: Moody Press, 1972), 55. 
4 Jurgen Moltmann, The Church in the Power of the Spirit: A Contribution to Messianic Ecclesiology (London: SCM Press, 1977), 64 
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world was made, He was not love. [Christians] believe that the living, dynamic activity of love has 
been going on in God forever and has created everything else.”5 
 

One of the ways that we can then think about God as love and as a Triunity, is God existing 
as a family or community 
 
This understanding is called “The Social Trinity” because it uses a social analogy for the Trinity 

• This puts an emphasis on the dynamic nature of God’s life 
o “In God’s threeness, God is related to Godself.”6 
o Intertrinitarian love and communication 
o (This is not a foreign idea to us, though the language might be new to us. We see Jesus relating 

to, communicating with, and loving the Father in the Gospels all the time. This is familiar ground.) 
 
“The Father, Son, and Holy Spirit enjoy a dynamic life together, glorifying and loving one 
another. The threeness of God reminds us not to think of God as static or as an individual. 
Rather, we must think of God as eternal, dynamic fellowship.”7 
 
This understanding then informs what we think about the statement: God is love 

o Love is active, never static, always reaching out, communal, and always seeking the betterment of and 
best for others. 

 
“Love does not permit the lover to rest in himself. It draws him out of himself, so that he may 
be entirely in the beloved.” -Pseudo-Dionysius the sixth century spiritual theologian8 
 
What we see in the Gospels is this eternal movement in God, made manifest, in human flesh 
and history: 

• We are told that the Father loves and glorifies the Son 
• That the Son glorifies and obeys the Father  
• That the Spirit glorifies the Son and is the gift of the Father who is sent by both the Father and the Son  

 
We also see in the Gospels this radical focus on the other: 

• The Father tells us to look to and listen to His beloved Son 
• The Son says to wait for the Holy Spirit 
• The Holy Spirit is sent to glorify Jesus 
• Jesus directs us to the Father’s glory 

o This circle of love, honor, deference   
 
What this illustrates is the essence of love—the essence of God (God is love) 
 
Since God is love, God is on mission (In His very essence) 

• The nature of love is to ‘go out’ of itself 
o To be other-centered, not self-centered or egocentric 
o To reach outward (not being inward oriented) 

 
Out of the communal love within the Trinity flows God’s love for the world outside the Trinity.9 

                                                        
5 C. S. Lewis, Mere Christianity (New York: Macmillan, 1960), 151. 
6 Jonathan R. Wilson, Why Church Matters: Worship, Ministry, and Mission in Practice (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2006), 55. 
7 Wilson, 55. 
8 As quoted in Stephen Seamands, Ministry in the Image of God: The Trinitarian Shape of Christian Service (Downers Grove, Ill.: IVP Books), 
163. 
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We are created in the image of God but that image is marred by sin and the Fall 

• When we are born-again, we are re-made in the image of God 
• What was marred is restored 
• We are new creations—We are re-made are re-oriented  
• We become redeemed image-bearers 

 
Part of what it means to be a redeemed image-bearer is to recapture the essence/nature of 
God in the action of our lives 

• To be on mission because God is a Missionary God 
• To be sent because God is a Sending God 
• To love others because God is love 

 
Mission has its origin in the heart of God. God is the foundation of sending love. This is the 
deepest source of mission. –Missiologist David Bosch10 
______ 
 
Part of our understanding of the work of salvation is that Christ is in us (Cf. Col 1:27) 

• But we are also “in Christ” (Cf. Romans 8:1; John 17:21) (Through being baptized in the name of) 
 
One of the ways that we can understand what it means to be “in Christ” or “in God”…  

o … is that it is to participate in His life—in God’s life11 
o The life of the Triune God—of the Trinity 

 
Now—Because the very nature/essence of God is to be a missionary God (sending love), 
one could almost say that there is no participation in Christ without being on mission with 
Christ! 
 
Put in a less confrontational way: 

• Mission is not something we can do outside of God, it is our participation in the life of the Triune God! 
 
“To participate in mission is to participate in the movement of God’s love toward people, 
since God is a fountain of sending love.” –Missiologist David Bosch12 
 
In John 17:26 Jesus prays to the Father “That the love with which you have loved Me may be 
in them, and I in them.” 
 
So, God’s going out of Himself to create, redeem, and renew the world  (and our 
participation in that) flows from the love relationship the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit have 
with each other. 

o The communion and community that we have been baptized into 
o And then flows through us! (mission) 

 

                                                        
9 Seamands,163. 
10 Seamands,157. 
11 Jonathan R. Wilson, Why Church Matters: Worship, Ministry, and Mission in Practice (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2006), 55. 
12 David Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission (Maryknoll, NY.: Orbis, 1991), 390. 
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As for this eternal movement breaking into the time/space continuum, one theologian 
explains it this way: “God is Sender, Sent, and Sending”13 
 

• The Father is the first missionary14  
o He goes out of Himself in creating the world  
o And in sending the Son to redeem the world 

 God the Father sends the Son (Jn 3:17; 5:36; 6:57; Gal 4:6; 1 Jn 4:9*) 
 

• The Son is the second missionary  
o He redeems all of humanity and creation through His life and death and resurrection and 

exaltation  
 The Father and the Son send the Holy Spirit (Jn 14:26; 15:26; Acts 2:33) 

 
• The Holy Spirit is the third missionary 

o He convicts the world of sin righteousness and judgement 
o He creates and empowers the Church  

 The Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit send the church into the world (Mt 28:19-20; Jn 17:18*; 
20:21*; Acts 1:8; 13:2-3) 

 As the Father has sent me, I also send you (Jn 20:21) 
 Our being sent is patterned after, and is participation in the divine sending 
 We (the Church) become the fourth missionary 

• An extension of the life of the Triune God 
 
This helps is recapture our sense of sent-ness and gives us a better impetus for mission.  
 
We realize now that it is not an obligation, or a good idea, or the mere obeying of a 
command (though that is good), or simply a matter of serving the church, or of helping 
humanity (all good) 
 
But it is actually participating in the life and love and essence of God 

 The very essence/nature of God, which transcends all other causes 
 When we join in God’s mission (God’s heart) we are connecting with God on a much deeper level than 

when we are doing things for God.  
o Now we are truly doing things with God. 
o “To participate in mission is to participate in the movement of God’s love toward people, since 

God is a fountain of sending love.”15 
 
“Our missionary activities are only authentic insofar as they reflect participation in the mission 
of God.”16 
 
What this means practically (tomorrow): 

o We need to begin to see what God is doing around us  
o Read life missiologically (Cf. The exposition or description of life) 

 
Once we understand that our call to mission is really a fact of our being re-made as the image-bearers of the 
essence of God… we begin to see things differently 

                                                        
13 Paul Stevens as quoted in Seamands,161. 
14 This section from Seamands, 161. 
15 Missiologist David Bosch as quoted in Stephen Seamands, Ministry in the Image of God: The Tinitarian Shape of Christian Service (Downers 
Grove: IVP Books, 2005), 157. 
16 David Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission (Maryknoll, NY.: Orbis, 1991), 391. 
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“Understanding the Trinitarian basis for mission is crucial because it enables us to ask the right question. 
Confronted with an absence of passion for mission… we often ask, “What must we do dispel our apathy and 
rekindle our passion for renewed mission involvement?” So we issue calls to prayer and devise strategies to 
motivate ourselves and others. Of course, good may come from our efforts, but our approach is wrongheaded 
because it’s based on the faulty assumption that mission is primarily about what we do for God.  
 
If, however, we begin with the assumption that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are already passionately 
engaged in mission to the world the question gets reframed.  
 
Instead of “What do we have to do to stir up our passion and increase our engagement in mission?” it 
becomes “What’s hindering us from joining the mission in which the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are already 
engaged?”17 (Stephen Seamands from Ministry in the Image of God) 
 
That is what we need to ask ourselves. 
 
What is keeping us from participating in the very essence and life of God? 

                                                        
17 Seamands, 168-169. 


