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ABSTRACT 

This paper seeks to develop a mission theology based upon the inaugurated eschatology of the 

kingship of Jesus Christ. Nothing is outside of His rule and reign, for He came to destroy the works of 

evil in humanity, society, and nature. However, within modern American Christianity the Scriptural 

view of world missions has typically been reduced to a focus solely on spiritual salvation, social justice, 

or the fulfillment of prophecy. This paper will compare and contrast a Kingdom Mission Theology with 

these reduced mission theologies to expand the church’s Scriptural mandate for world missions. 



4 Kingdom Mission Theology 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Throughout history the followers of Jesus of Nazareth have held different views regarding world 

evangelism. Some groups have focused solely on the spiritual nature of humanity, while others have 

striven to create a world of peace and equality. Unfortunately, most views on world evangelism, or 

world missions as it is commonly called, are a reduced version of the Scriptural mandate to “preach the 

kingdom of God” to all nations (Mt 10:7, 28:18-20, Mk 16:15, Lk 9:2, Acts 1:3, 8). 

This paper will seek to enlarge the current views of world missions, while staying true to the 

central message of Jesus, namely that the kingdom of God has come, is coming, is drawing near, and yet 

is delayed.1 This shall be done by first defining a Kingdom Mission Theology through the lenses of 

inaugurated eschatology and the kingship of Jesus Christ. The second half of the paper will be used to 

compare and contrast the top three reduced mission theologies with the Kingdom Mission Theology 

model in hopes that the reader will come to a greater understanding of the holistic nature of the kingdom 

of God – that Jesus Christ has come to destroy sin, death and evil in every area of life and that we can 

join with Him as He conquers the evil one. 

KINGDOM MISSION THEOLOGY 

The foundation of this paper is built upon the kingdom of God as defined within Kingdom 

Theology.2 Kingdom Theology is a theological structure focused on the central message of Jesus – that 
                                                           
1 While each of these statements may seem contradictory, they were all used by Jesus in conjunction with the kingdom of 
God. In order to be faithful to the Biblical text, we must learn to live in the mystery of the “Kingdom Now” and the 
“Kingdom Not Yet”. (Mt 4:17, 12:28, Mk 1:15, Lk 9:27, 11:20, 13:18-21) 

2 The term “kingdom of God” is not defined within the Gospel texts; as such one must look at the particular context(s) in 
which Jesus used the phrase in addition to Old Testament writings and Jewish intertestamental literature. I would 
recommend the following books for more information about the subject: George Ladd’s The Presence of the Future (Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing, 1974), Derek Morphew’s Breakthrough (Vineyard International Publishing, 2006), Adrio König’s The 
Eclipse of Christ in Eschatology (Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1989), and Joshua S. Hopping’s The Here and Not Yet: What is 
Kingdom Theology and Why Does it Matter? (Vineyard International Publishing, 2017). 
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is the kingdom of God (Mt 4:17, 9:35, Mk 1:14-15, Lk 4:43, Acts 1:3), which can be defined as the 

dynamic rule and reign of God within history through the “life and mission of Jesus to overcome evil, 

deliver man from its power, and to bring them into the blessings of God.”3  

In addition, Kingdom Theology is concerned with the practical nature of an inaugurated 

eschatology as proclaimed and demonstrated by the person of Jesus Christ—that is that the blessings and 

promises of the Age to Come are here today, and yet are not fully fulfilled. The Church, as the 

instrument of the Kingdom, is to join with the Father and say and do only what the Father says and does 

(Jn 5:19). Obedience to the commands of Jesus is active—to proclaim the kingdom of God, heal the 

sick, raise the dead, cleanse those who have leprosy, drive out demons, love God, and love others (Mt 

10:7-8, 22:37-40, Lk 9:1-2, 10:9, 10:27, Mk 12:29-31). 

Based upon the concept that nothing is outside the rule and reign of King Jesus, a Kingdom 

Mission Theology dictates a two-pronged approach to the spread of the gospel. The first is that of mercy 

and compassion. Similar to the ministry of Jesus, we must be moved by compassion to feed those who 

are hungry (Mt 15, 25, Mk 8, Rom 12:20), clothe those who are naked (Mt 25), give water to the thirsty 

(Mt 25, Jn 2, Rom 12:20), and cleanse the wounds of the injured and sick (Mt 4:23, 8:3, 9:13 Mk 1:42, 

Lk 4:40). We must love the unlovable (Mt 8:3, 11:5, Mk 1:42, Lk 17:11-16, Jn 4)4, hold the hands of the 

dying, grieve with those who are mourning (Jn 11), and care for those in emotional distress (Mk 5, Jn 

20). 

Part of this focus of compassion is the recognition that humanity was created with physical 

bodies alongside a spiritual nature (Gn 2:7). Similar to the ministry of Jesus, there will be times when 

                                                           
3 George Eldon Ladd, The Presence of the Future (Grand Rapids: Wm B. Eerdmans Publishing Co, 1974), 218. 

4 The verses listed reference those with leprosy who were cast out of the general population and left to fend for themselves 
in the wilderness. 
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the healing of a person comes not by medicine or education but by the physical touch and power of God. 

These “power encounters”5 with the spiritual forces of evil are part of the kingdom of God being 

extended to all areas of life. 

Followers of God need not be afraid of evil spirits because Jesus gave His followers “authority 

over evil spirits” (Mk 6:7, Mt 28:18). Furthermore, Jesus commanded His followers to go into all the 

land healing the sick, raising the dead, cleansing those who have leprosy, and driving out demons (Mt 

10:7-8, 28:18-20, Lk 9:1-2, 10:9, 10:27, Mk 16:17, Acts 1:5). Note, of course, that it is not the 

individual who performs these actions, but the Holy Spirit working through the individual (Acts 19:13-

16).6 Therefore, we must always keep our eyes and ears open to what the Holy Spirit is doing in the 

spiritual realm and be willing to obey the gentle voice of the Father with our actions in the physical 

realm. 

This focus on compassion cannot be one motivated by guilt or an unhealthy love of humanity. It 

is a compassion centered on the eschatological Jesus7 who destroyed the rule of sin and death. By 

listening to the Father while physically carrying out the actions of compassion, we are destroying the 

works of evil and proclaiming that we are His people and that He rules supreme.8 At the same time we 

                                                           
5 This phrase was borrowed from Rick Love’s book Muslims, Magic and the Kingdom of God (William Carey Library, 2000). 

6 See Gary Best’s Naturally Supernatural (Vineyard International Publishing, 2006) or John Wimber and Kevin Springer’s 
Power Healing (HaperSanFrancisco, 1987). 

7 The term “eschatological Jesus” recognizes the fulfillment of God’s promises within history through the person of Jesus, 
and the consummation at the end of history when God will renew the heavens and earth and physically dwell among His 
people. See Adrio König’s The Eclipse of Christ in Eschatology (Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1989) and George Ladd’s The 
Presence of the Future (Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1974). 

8 The promise of God in Lv 26:12 (“I will walk among you and be your God, and you will be my people”) has been, is being, 
and will be fulfilled through the incarnation, ministry, crucifixion, resurrection, ascension, and second coming of Jesus 
Christ, in that the barriers between humanity and God have been removed. See also Joshua S. Hopping’s The Here and Not 
Yet: What is Kingdom Theology and Why Does it Matter? (Vineyard International Publishing, 2017). 
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walk out this compassion through physical acts of kindness, we must keep an equal focus on the second 

prong of a Kingdom Mission Theology, namely the glory of God. In obeying the words of the Lord, we 

are glorifying the King of Kings before all humanity. We are, in effect, declaring that He is our Lord and 

Master. 

In this declaration of loyalty, our prayer is that those who are receiving the acts of compassion 

and hearing our words will turn from their sinful ways and walk toward Jesus Christ. There is a 

recognition and acknowledgment that it is the Holy Spirit who opens the eyes of the blind and draws 

people to the King of Kings (Jn 6:44). Our only duty is to proclaim and demonstrate the kingdom of God 

as led by the Father - not to focus on the number of people ‘saved’ by a particular program or the 

outward identity markers that may or may not label someone as a ‘Christian.’9 

This focus on the Glory of God goes beyond individual salvation and forgiveness of sin. At the 

core of the Bible is the notion that humanity would become the people of God (Gn 17:7, Ex 6:7, Lv 

26:12, Jer 11:4, 30:22, Ez 36:28). As such, it is not enough simply to be transferred out of the kingdom 

of darkness – we must help people to be transferred into the kingdom of Heaven (Col 1:13).10 This is 

accomplished by teaching and mentoring new members of the Kingdom in all that Jesus taught and did 

(Mt 28:19-20). Ideally, new believers will be brought into community with other believers or, if one is 

not to be found near their home, a new church could be started in their area so that they can learn to 

walk in the Light. 

                                                           
9 Ken Wilson beautifully describes this as “people in motion, moving towards Jesus.” Ken Wilson, Jesus Brand Spirituality 
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2008), 3 

10 The phrase “kingdom of Heaven” is the Hebrew equivalent of the Greek phrase “kingdom of God.” It was used mostly in 
the Gospel of Matthew, which was written to a primarily Jewish audience. George Ladd, The Presence of the Future (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1974), 110.  
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In Samuel Moffett's article “Evangelism: The Leading Partner”11 he contrasts the merits of 

personal evangelism with acts of mercy and compassion (otherwise known as ‘social action’), ending 

with the conclusion that evangelism needs to be the “leading partner” among equals. However, I would 

like to suggest that it is possible to have both social action and personal evangelism as equal partners. 

This partnership is possible under a Kingdom Theology of missions, as both seemingly opposite 

values reflect the heart of God. It is not an either/or situation or even a situation where one is higher than 

the other. It comes down to one’s understanding of the Gospel message. As we have already seen, 

salvation is not just a focus on an individual’s forgiveness of sin or the saving of souls for the future (i.e. 

heaven). It is a view of life in the kingdom of God as the “essential, vital time, place, and matter into 

which God’s future purposes have already broken in the resurrection of Jesus and in which those future 

purposes are now to be further anticipated through the mission of the church.”12 Jesus is King and is 

equally concerned with destroying the works of the evil one in society and nature as well as within the 

lives of humanity. If people are drawn closer to God through the good deeds performed, then one’s goal 

is accomplished and the works of the evil one has been destroyed. 

REDUCED MISSION THEOLOGIES 

There are three main mission theologies among the global Church today. While they have all 

been used to further God’s purpose in the world, they are each missing a part of God’s larger plan of 

redemption for all of creation. In this section, I will briefly outline the Social Gospel, Spiritual Salvation, 

and Closure Mission Theologies, while comparing them to the Kingdom Mission Theology discussed 

above.  

                                                           
11 Samuel Hugh Moffett, “Evangelism: The Leading Partner,” in Perspectives on the World Christian Movement: A Reader, 
3rd ed., edited by Ralph D. Winter and Steven C. Hawthorne (Pasadena: William Carey Library, 1999), 575-577. 

12 N.T. Wright, Surprised by Hope (New York: Harper One, 2008), 197. 
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Social Gospel Mission Theology 

The first reduced mission theology places the focus of evangelism on the compassion of the 

church, while forgetting and/or limiting the glory of God and the supernatural acts of the Kingdom. 

Though the church has historically always had a social justice component to it, the development of 

liberal theology in the late 18th century led some parts of the church in America to focus primarily on 

social justice issues.13 These group also tended to reinterpret “all doctrines and dogmas of Christianity in 

ethical and moral terms”14 which lead for the miracles, signs and wonders described in the Gospels to be 

discounted as fictional stories added to the documents to help boost the early church's claims.  

The result of this line of thinking is that the eschatological message of the kingdom of God that 

Jesus was proclaiming was lost. The social ethics promoted by Jesus took its place with the focus being 

on solving the physical problems of the day while moving the spiritual issues of humanity to the future 

when Jesus comes again. It is true that Jesus talked a lot about social ethics and how to properly behave 

in the kingdom.15 However, at the same time, Jesus declared publicly that the kingdom of Heaven (Mt 

12:27-29) – that is, the promised Future Age of God16 – had broken into this world through His life and 

ministry. No longer were the people of God bound by spiritual darkness or the evil one. They had been 

set free by His blood and sacrifice on the cross – ending the reign of sin and death (Rm 5:12-20).  

                                                           
13 Justo L. Gonzalez, The Story of Christianity: The Early Church to the Present Day (Peabody, Massachusetts: Prince Press, 
2009), 257-258. 

14 Roger E. Olson, The Story of Christian Theology: Twenty Centuries of Tradition and Reform (Downers Grove, Illinois: 
InterVarsity Press, 1999), 550. 

15 The Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5-7 is a good example of Jesus dealing with some of the social norms and ethics of 
the day. 

16 That is, the age in which sin and death is destroyed and God Himself dwells among His People as their God. It is the Age 
foretold by the Prophets (Is 61, Zec 8, etc.).  
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A Kingdom Mission Theology recognizes the spiritual nature of sin and its physical 

manifestations through society,17 sinful humanity, a corrupted world,18 and demonic spirits. The church 

must resist the urge to reduce the message of Jesus Christ to one concerned solely with the physical 

welfare of humanity. Instead, we must recognize the eschatological message of Jesus, in that He came to 

destroy the works of evil in all areas (spiritually, emotionally, physically and socially). It is a both/and 

situation, where the church must learn to hear and obey the voice of God as He guides us through the 

tensions of this Present Evil Age.19  

Spiritual Salvation Mission Theology 

The second main reduced mission theology of the modern era is a focus on individual salvation 

at the exclusion and/or limited role of compassion. Proponents of this view place a huge emphasis on the 

justification and atonement of Jesus’ sacrifice, while downplaying the eschatological message of the 

kingdom of God. John Piper sums up this view of mission theology in his book Let the Nations be Glad! 

where he expresses the need for the glory of God to be the center of world missions: “Missions is not the 

ultimate goal of the Church. Worship is.”20 In other words, the primary job of the Church is to save the 

souls of people so that God will be glorified.  

Michael Pocock, Gailyn Van Rheenen, and Douglas McConnell follow in the steps of Piper 

when they state in their book The Changing Face of World Missions: “We hope this book will positively 

                                                           
17 Societal issues include such things as corrupt leadership, poverty gap, legal injustices, and racism. 

18 The entrance of evil into the world through the Fall of Adam and Eve led to the corruption of a once perfect physical 
world (Gn 3, Rom 8:18-22). The results of this corruption are disease, famine, drought, floods, and other natural disasters. 

19 The phrase “this Present Evil Age” refers to the current age in which sin and evil seem to have the upper hand over the 
will of God. The age started at the Fall of Adam and Eve and will continue until the Second Coming of Christ, when all evil is 
cast into the lake of fire. 

20 John Piper, Let the Nations be Glad! (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academics, 2010), 35. 
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affect the progress of the missionary task, not simply in numerical expansion but also in qualitative 

depth . . . Such engagement involves a renewed focus on God's glory and a renewed love for one 

another.”21 It is a focus on the spiritual aspect of this life, while minimizing the physical problems facing 

the world today.  

In essence, the Spiritual Salvation Mission Theology is the opposite of Social Gospel Mission 

Theology – i.e. one focuses solely on the spiritual nature of humanity while the other focuses on the 

physical. A Kingdom Mission Theology, on the other hand, combines these two reduced theologies of 

missions into one, recognizing that the kingdom of God proclaimed by Jesus of Nazareth encompasses 

every area of life. Nothing is outside or beyond the rule and reign of King Jesus. 

By focusing solely on individual salvation, the Spiritual Salvation Mission Theology opens the 

door for deception. Dr. Wess Stafford, the CEO of Compassion International, gives a great example of 

this danger in his book Too Small to Ignore, when he shares the struggles his father had in informing his 

financial supporters in the USA why he spent three weeks digging a well for a tribal village that did not 

have clean drinking water. In the end, the father did not tell his supporters about the well as they sent 

him “to Africa to do spiritual things, like preach the gospel and translate Scripture.”22 For these people, 

the only noteworthy things a follower of Christ could do or should do was “preach the gospel” and save 

souls. Anything else was secondary. 

Under a more holistic Kingdom Theology, as defined at the start of this paper, Jesus came to 

destroy the works of the devil (1 Jn 3:8), which include sickness, disease, hunger, sadness, emotional 

disorders, demonic oppression, spiritual bondage, famines, poverty, earthquakes, storms and other 

                                                           
21 Michael Pocock, Gailyn van Rheenen and Douglas McConnell, The Changing Face of World Missions: Engaging 
Contemporary Issues and Trends (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 17. 

22 Dr. Wess Stafford, Too Small to Ignore (Colorado Springs: WaterBrook Press, 2007), 75. 
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environmental disasters (Mt 4:23, 10:1, 25:34-36, Is 61, Rom 8:19-22). Practically, this means that every 

time you reach out in the name of Jesus to help someone in bondage, whether spiritual, emotional or 

physical, you are engaging in the cosmic battle between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of 

darkness. Social action no longer becomes a means to an end, but it becomes part of the battle. 

Closure Mission Theology 

The third reduced mission theology is one focused on spreading the message of the Gospel 

throughout the world so that the end times will come. Supporters use Matthew 24:14 as their guiding 

scripture: “And this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the earth as a testimony to all 

nations; and then the end will come” (Revised English Version).  

In keeping with this focus, a Mission Theology of Closure dictates that the Church must focus on 

those areas or people groups without a community of believers. In their book, Perspectives on the World 

Christian Movement (which is also taught around the world as a class), closure theology proponents 

Ralph Winter and Steven Hawthorne of the U.S. Center for World Missions define the term ‘people 

groups’ as the largest possible ethnic or cultural group “within which the gospel can spread as a 

discipling, or church planting movement without encountering barriers of understanding or 

acceptance.”23 

Realizing that the evangelization of every individual on earth is both impractical and un-biblical, 

Winter and Hawthorne emphasize planting churches within each people group. They chose to include 

Kenneth Mulholland's article “A Church for All People” in their book to define and promote this 

                                                           
23 Steven C. Hawthorne, “Mandate on the Mountain,” in in Perspectives on the World Christian Movement: A Reader, 3rd 
ed., edited by Ralph D. Winter and Steven C. Hawthorne (Pasadena: William Carey Library, 1999), 110. 
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viewpoint: “Although intensely personal, the Christian faith is not individualistic . . . [Jesus] came to 

establish communities of His followers among every people group on the face of the earth.”24 

It is interesting to note that Winter and Hawthorne include a selection from John Piper's book Let 

the Nations be Glad! in which Piper expresses the need for the glory of God to be the center of world 

missions.25 Ralph Winter himself also makes similar comments in his and Bruce A. Koch's article, 

“Finishing the Task: The Unreached People Challenge.”26 However, despite these two references to a 

glory based theology of mission, the main thrust or focus of the entire Perspectives book and course is 

on finishing the task of spreading the gospel to every nation so that Jesus can come again.  

This Closure Theology of Mission draws its strength from the modern era of missions that placed 

great value on rational, scientific and empirical information. During this era, it was felt that all problems 

could be “studied and resolved with good data and logic.”27 Drawing on this sense of modernity, Winter 

and Hawthorne put a lot of focus on determining exactly how many people groups are unreached, how 

many missionaries it would take to reach them, and other hard data. 

As a result of this focus on scientific and empirical information, the global Church has been able 

to pool resources together to spread the gospel of Christ in those areas previously unreachable. 

However, as good as this may seem, the Closure Mission Theology can lead people astray in placing the 

                                                           
24 Kenneth B. Mulholland, “A Church for All People,” in Perspectives on the World Christian Movement: A Reader, 3rd ed., 
edited by Ralph D. Winter and Steven C. Hawthorne (Pasadena: William Carey Library, 1999), 135. 

25 John Piper, “Let the Nations be Glad,” in Perspectives on the World Christian Movement: A Reader, 3rd ed., edited by 
Ralph D. Winter and Steven C. Hawthorne (Pasadena: William Carey Library, 1999), 49-54. 

26 Ralph D. Winter and Bruce A. Koch, “Finishing the Task: The Unreached People Challenge,” in Perspectives on the World 
Christian Movement: A Reader, 3rd ed., edited by Ralph D. Winter and Steven C. Hawthorne (Pasadena: William Carey 
Library, 1999), 509-524. 

27 Michael Pocock, Gailyn van Rheenen and Douglas McConnell, The Changing Face of World Missions, 107 
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responsibility of fulfilling prophecy on the Church instead of on Christ.28 In contrast, the Kingdom 

Mission Theology places a huge emphasis on the Kingship of Jesus, in that it is God Almighty alone 

who is in control of all aspects of the earth and history. Jesus is the only person who can fulfill the 

prophecies of the Lord, as it is Him alone who can destroy the works of the evil one. The Church’s 

responsibility is to listen to the Father and join with Him while living out the commands of Jesus to 

proclaim the kingdom of God, heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse those who have leprosy, drive out 

demons, love God, and love others. 

Another difficulty with the Closure Mission Theology is the overwhelming focus on planting 

churches in every people group. If this single-minded focus is not restrained, it can lead to a spirit of 

deception similar to the Spiritual Salvation Mission Theology. For example, if a missionary must 

disguise the goal of planting churches under the umbrella of social action, that is acceptable as feeding 

the hungry or taking care of the poor is only a means to an end. In contrast to these reduced mission 

theologies, a Kingdom Mission Theology places an equal focus on both the compassion of the church 

and the glory of God. This two-pronged approach to world missions removes the danger of deception, 

while retaining the heart to see communities of believers within every people group. 

CONCLUSION 

A focus on the eschatological Jesus as defined by Kingdom Theology dictates a mission theology 

devoted to the proclamation and demonstration of the kingdom of God. It is not a focus on fulfilling a 

particular prophecy or a goal of creating a perfect utopia. Nor is it simply a message of personal 

                                                           
28 It is worth noting that in the same passage that Jesus tells His disciples that the “gospel of the kingdom will be preached 
in the whole world….then the end will come” (Mt 24:14), He also tells them that the “Son of Man” will return at any 
moment like a thief in the night. In fact, Jesus repeats this concept seven different times between Mt 8:27-50 while 
following the teaching with the Parable of the Ten Virgins (Mt 25:1-13), which stresses the same theme. In a nutshell, Jesus 
is saying that while the gospel will be proclaimed “in the whole world,” it is not necessarily a prerequisite to the Second 
Coming. 
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salvation or the forgiveness of one’s sins. It is the Church being used as an instrument of the Kingdom to 

deliver both humanity and creation from the rule of darkness into the kingdom of Heaven, where they 

are transformed into the likeness of Christ Jesus (emotionally, spiritually and physically) so that they 

may become the people of God and that God may become their Lord and King. 
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