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Missionality of Apostolicity

David M. Gustafson

Hogskola, Uppsala, Sweden
dgustafson@teds.edu

The words apostolic and missional are used often as synonyms to
describe the church as “sent” and “on mission.” The missional church
movement posits that the local congregation is a center or base of mis-
sion, and by nature is sent to its community and beyond. Moreover,
this movement holds that the gift of apostles is still in operation and
necessary for the church in the west to re-engage in mission to its post-
Christendom context. This study asks: does apostolicity include, or
even necessitate missionality? This study begins by examining briefly
the biblical meaning of apostolicity, then addresses an understanding
of apostolicity in early church history and its connection with missio-
nality in church history. Finally, it presents marks of apostolicity and
addresses matters of the church’s orthodoxy and orthopraxy. The
church is apostolic, and as this study attempts to show, apostolicity is
not limited to missionality but includes it, and even necessitates it.

Nicene-Constantinopolitan
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tive from the Latin missio from mittere

Creed of AD 381 confesses that

“we believe ... in one, holy, catho-
lic, and apostolic church.”! The last of
the four marks of the church (notae eccle-
siae) describes apostolicity, namely, that
the church is apostolic.2 The Nicene Creed
is recited regularly in churches around the
world as it has been for centuries but the
question remains: what is meant by apo-
stolic? Although the Nicene Creed was
written as a statement of orthodox faith
in response to heresies, it certainly affirms
the church’s apostolicity, as well as its
unity, sanctity, and catholicity. So, how
should Christians understand apostolici-
ty, and is missionality an element and
even a necessity of it?

The question is raised partly because
of the emphasis today on the church as
missional.3 Contemporary discussions
refer to apostolic as missional—an adjec-

which means “send.” The words aposto-
lic and missional are used often as syno-
nyms to describe the church as “sent”
and “on mission.”# The missional church
movement posits that every local congre-
gation is a center or base of mission, and
by nature is sent to its community and
beyond.s

A prominent voice in this conversation
is Alan Hirsch, a missiologist in the mis-
sional church movement. Hirsch advoca-
tes the “apostolic genius” in the local
church which he describes as “an aposto-
lic nature and effect of their ministry and
influence.”s He says:

In every manifestation of the Apo-

stolic Genius there is a powerful

form of catalytic influence that

weaves its way through the seeming

chaotic network of churches and
believers. There is no substantial

Theofilos vol. 9 nr. 1 2017



84

Missionality of Apostolicity

word for this catalytic social power
other than, to reinvoke biblical lan-
guage, apostolic. And this is not
just the power of the gospel/aposto-
lic doctrine (as powerful as that is
in sustaining the faith) but also that
of a certain category of leadership,
namely that of the apostolic per-
son. ... Apostolic leadership as in
all types of influence, is both iden-
tified and measured by the effect it
has on the social environment in
which it operates. And in these
terms it is always present in periods
of significant missional extension.
Such people might not always call
themselves “Apostles,” but the
apostolic nature and effect of their
ministry and influence are undeni-
able.”

Hirsch focuses on the nature of ministry
and leadership within “apostolic move-
ments” and “apostolic leadership” in par-
ticular, but does so within the broader
context of the “five-fold gifting” in the
Apostle Paul’s teaching of Ephesians
4:11-13 which includes God’s gift of
apostles (apostolous, émootéiovg).8 Hirsch
advocates that application of five-fold gif-
ting provides an alternative to Christen-
dom-bound ecclesiology that generally
excludes God’s gifts of apostles, prophets,
and evangelists, and has settled for pas-
tors and teachers. For Hirsch, the gift of
apostles is still in operation and necessary
for the church in the west to re-engage in
mission to its post-Christendom context.?

A discussion of apostolicity among
evangelicals began in earnest in 1987
when George G. Hunter introduced the
theme of “apostolic ministry” for the
post-Christendom society.10 Hunter deve-
loped this theme in writings on the “new
apostolic age,” advancing the “apostolic
movement,” and the importance of evan-
gelism in “apostolic ministry.” He defi-
ned an “apostolic church” as a local body

where leaders believe that they and their
congregation are “called and sent by
God” to reach an unchurched, pre-
Christian population.!! By the expression
“new apostolic age” Hunter means there
is renewed vision of apostolic ministry to
unbelievers. This vision understands the
mission and mission field in the way that
Jesus and the early apostles understood
them.

Hunter does not wish to confuse this
meaning with an historical view of apo-
stolic succession, writing: “... those who
believe in ‘apostolic succession’ are likely
to interpret this as ordination to mere
chaplaincy services and teaching ortho-
dox beliefs to the faithful.”12 Hunter’s
concern was that “few ordained clergy
and other Christian leaders understand
themselves, much less their congrega-
tions, as having inherited the work of the
apostles to people who do not yet believe.”

For Hunter, apostolicity has as much
to do with vision of ministry to and work
among people who do not yet believe as
it does to right doctrine. His definition of
apostolic is tied to apostle as one sent by
the Holy Spirit to a new region or com-
munity in order to proclaim the gospel.13
For him, apostolic describes functions like
those of the first-century apostles in their
evangelistic and missional work of esta-
blishing congregations or extending the
church.14

So, the question of this study asks:
does apostolicity include, or even necessi-
tate missionality? Should apostolicity be
limited to the origin and beliefs of the
church as rooted in the teachings of Jesus
and the apostles? Should it refer simply to
an historic institution built upon Jesus
and the apostles with authority conferred
successively to bishops through the laying
on of hands? Should it refer simply to
mission?
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This study begins by examining briefly
the biblical meaning of apostolicity. The
study then addresses an understanding of
apostolicity in early church history and its
connection with missionality in church
history. Finally, it presents marks of apo-
stolicity and addresses matters of the
church’s orthodoxy and orthopraxy in
regard to missionality. The intention of
the study is to bring greater clarity to
topics regarding the foundational role of
the twelve apostles of Jesus, the role of
other apostles and apostolic men in the
church’s history, the gift of apostles in the
church, and the apostolic nature of the
church as it engages in mission to the
world today, particularly in post-Chris-
tendom contexts.

Meaning of ‘Apostolic’ from the
Scriptures
Originally, the Greek verb apostello (émo-
otéddw) from which the adjective aposto-
lic comes, means to send forth a messen-
ger, agent, message, or command.!S The
one sent, apostolos (dmootélog), was the
personal representative of the sender. The
“sent one” stood in place of the sender in
relation to the recipient. The noun apo-
stolos was used first in maritime language
where it referred to a cargo ship, or the
fleet sent, and later denoted a commander
of a naval expedition, or a band of colo-
nists sent overseas.!¢ The Jewish historian
Josephus used a form of the word for a
“group sent on a mission” specifically to
a group of Jews who were sent to Rome.1”
In the Septuagint (LXX), the Greek
translation of the Hebrew Scriptures, the
verb apostello was used to denote the au-
thorization of a person to fulfill a particu-
lar function or clearly defined task, not to
denote an institutional appointment of
someone to an office.!8 The stress fell on
the one who gave authority to the one
who was sent.

In the Gospel of John, the verb apos-
tello is used to stress that it is the Lord
who sends. For example, in John 17:18
Jesus prayed: “As you [Father] sent (apos-
teilas) me into the world, so I have sent
(apesteila) them [disciples] into the
world.”? John also uses apostells with
the Greek verb pempo (méumw)—a virtual
synonym of apostello—to emphasize that
it is the Lord who sends. In John 20:21
Jesus says to his disciples: “Peace be with
you. As the Father has sent (apestalkev)
me, even so I send (pempo) you.”20 Clear-
ly, John’s use of pempo along with apos-
tello stresses the disciples being sent, in
contrast to any institutional concept of
apostolos.

Needless to say, apostolos is also used
in the New Testament of the fixed desig-
nation of an office, namely, that of the
apostles (apostoloi, drdorolor) designated
as the twelve. The Gospel of Mark
records: “And he [Jesus] went up on the
mountain and called to him those whom
he desired, and they came to him. And he
appointed twelve (whom he also named
apostles [apostolous]) so that they might
be with him and he might send (apostelle)
them out to preach and have authority to
cast out demons,” (Mark 3:13-14; cf.
Luke 6:13).

Jesus appointed these disciples as
apostles and soon sent them out to parti-
cipate in his mission.2! It is important to
note that this apostolate—the twelve cal-
led and appointed by Jesus—began as a
commission.22 This commission was rene-
wed following his resurrection. Clearly,
the original twelve were called to their
authoritative position with missionary
responsibility.23

Of course, a study of the meaning of
apostolic from the scriptures must not
overlook the fact that Jesus Christ is cal-
led an apostle. In Hebrews 3:1, we read:
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“consider Jesus, the apostle (apostolos)
and high priest of our confession.”24 In
this statement, the author of Hebrews ties
apostolicity to the redemptive mission of
the Triune God (missio Trinitatis).2S Jesus
is the one whom the Father sent, a theme
repeated in the Gospel of John.26 Jesus
Christ was sent by the Father with autho-
rity to accomplish a mission that was sac-
rificial in nature, as 1 John 4:10 states:
“|God] loved us and sent (aposteilen) his
Son to be the propitiation for our sins,”
(Mark 10:45). Thus, the mission of the
Triune God led to Jesus’ apostleship.
Indeed, his apostleship is prior to and the
basis of all apostleship. He is “the first
apostle, the great apostle, and the source
of all apostleship.”27 J. F. Torrance states:

As the incarnate Son of the Father,
Jesus regarded himself as having
been anointed by the Spirit and
clothed with his power for the ful-
fillment of his unique evangelical
mission (Luke 4:18f.). With its
completion in the cross and resur-
rection, he commissioned his disci-
ples as apostles to act in his name,
thereby linking their subordinate
mission with his own supreme mis-
sion: ‘As the Father has sent me, so
I send you.” At the same time he
breathed his Spirit upon them, the-
reby constituting their sending by
him as the empirical counterpart to
the sending of the Holy Spirit by
the Father in the name of the Son,
which took place as Jesus had pro-
mised on the day of Pentecost (John
17:18;20:21; cf. 14:25f; 16:12; Lk.
24:49; Acts 2:2-8). Jesus was the
Apostle in the absolute sense (Heb.
3:1).28
After Jesus’ resurrection and ascension,
the eleven apostles sensed the need to re-
place Judas, and so they sought someone
who had been with Jesus and was an eye-
witness of the risen Lord. The selection of

the twelfth apostle was taken up in order
to preserve the mission and authority
entrusted originally to the twelve. As
such, they represented the church as the
people of God on the pattern of the twel-
ve patriarchs, the twelve tribes of Israel,
and the twelve gates and twelve founda-
tions of the heavenly Jerusalem (Rev.
21:12-14).29 Luke records in the Acts of
the Apostles:
And they put forward two, Joseph
called Barsabbas, who was also cal-
led Justus, and Matthias. And they
prayed and said, “You, Lord, who
know the hearts of all, show which
one of these two you have chosen
to take the place in this ministry
(diakonias, doxoviog) and apostle-
ship (apostoles, dmoorolijc), from
which Judas turned aside to go to
his own place.” And they cast lots
for them, and the lot fell on
Matthias, and he was numbered
with the eleven apostles (Acts 1:23—
26).30

With Matthias, the twelve went on to ful-
fill their purpose as apostles of Jesus.
Theirs was a unique role as original
apostles in the establishment of the
church— “the household of God, built on
the foundation of the apostles and pro-
phets, Christ Jesus himself being the cor-
nerstone,” (Eph. 2:19-20).

Although the twelve were foundatio-
nal, the New Testament mentions addi-
tional apostles.3! Paul and James, the
half-brother of Jesus, are two examples.
Paul asks of himself: “Am I not an apost-
le? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord? Are
not you my workmanship in the Lord? If
to others [ am not an apostle, at least | am
to you, for you are the seal of my apost-
leship in the Lord,” (1 Cor. 9:1-2). As for
James, the brother of Jesus, Paul said:
“But I saw none of the other apostles
except James the Lord’s brother,” (Gal.
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1:19).32 Clearly as with Paul and pro-
bably with James, the apostolate referred
to a group larger than the original
twelve.33 Paul and James each rose to pro-
minence in their respective spheres of lea-
dership among the twelve. Paul was
named the “apostle to the Gentiles” and
announced himself as an apostle in his
epistles (Rom. 1:1, 5; 11:13). James, the
brother of Jesus, became the leader of the
church in Jerusalem and was a principal
author of the apostolic decree (Acts 15).
Moreover, both leaders are mentioned as
eyewitnesses of the risen Lord:

[Jesus] appeared to Cephas [Peter],

then to the twelve. Then he appea-

red to more than five hundred

brothers at one time, most of whom

are still alive, though some have

fallen asleep. Then he appeared to

James, then to all the apostles.34

Last of all, as to one untimely born,

he appeared also to me [Paul]. For

I am the least of the apostles,

unworthy to be called an apostle,

because I persecuted the church of
God (1 Cor. 15:7-9).

Let us also consider Barnabas. While Lu-
ke usually limited his use of apostolos to
the twelve, he does refer to “the apostles
Barnabas and Paul,” (Acts 14:4, 14).35
Barnabas co-labored with Paul and was

commissioned with him by the Holy Spi-
rit to Seleucia and Cyprus (Acts 13:2-4).
Like Paul, Barnabas worked to fulfill the
apostolic ministries of proclaiming the
gospel and planting churches on the first
missionary journey. Let us further consi-
der Apollos, Silas, and Timothy. Paul re-
ferred to himself and Apollos as apostles
(2 Cor. 4:6-9), and to himself, Silas and
Timothy as apostles (1 Thess. 1:1; 2:6).36
He even asked: “Do not we have the right
to take a believing wife along with us, as
do the other apostles and the Lord’s broth-
ers and Cephas?” (1 Cor. 9:5). Further-
more, Andronicus and Junia, are mentio-
ned as “outstanding among the apostles”
(Rom. 16:7), meaning they were either
“notable among the ranks of the apost-
les” or “esteemed by the apostles.”37 If
the first rendering is accepted, Junia was
a female apostle.3

The twelve who were called and
appointed by Jesus, and other apostles
who were called by God and affirmed by
churches, received apostleship by virtue
of their union with Jesus Christ, the first
apostle (Heb. 3:1). All other apostles of
the church built upon the foundation of
Jesus and the twelve, and in no way supp-
lanted or altered their apostleship.
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Triune God

)

Jesus,
The First Apostle

l

The Twelve Apostles of Jesus
Peter, James and John, Andrew, Philip, Bartholomew, Matthew, Thomas,
James of Alphaeus, Thaddaeus, Simon, Judas Iscariot, and later Matthias

)

Other Apostles
e.g. Paul, James the brother of Jesus, Barnabas, Apollos, Titus, Timothy,
Andronicus, and Junia; “Apostles of the Seventy”

)

Apostles of Church History
e.g. Patrick, “Apostle of Ireland;” Cyril and Methodius, “Apostles to the Slavs;”
Anskar, “Apostle to the North,” John Eliot, Apostle to the North America Indians

etc.

l

Apostolic Church
“built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself
being the cornerstone” (Eph. 2:20).3°

The apostolicity of the church is groun-
ded in the Triune God and his mission of
redemption to the world. The twelve had
a unique function, namely, to serve as the
link between Christ, the first apostle,
other apostles, and the church aposto-
lic.40

Meaning of ‘Apostolic’ in Church
History

When asking if the word apostolic refers
to the church’s missional nature, one must
understand the expression in historical
context. Clearly, use of the adjective apo-
stolic (dmooroliknyv, apostoliken) in the Nice-
ne-Constantinopolitan Creed of 381 re-
fers to the church that continued from
Jesus and the twelve to that day. In early
Christianity, the twelve were the first bea-
rers of the message of Jesus, and they in
turn, along with other apostles, sent mes-
sengers with this message.

In the fourth century, “one, holy, catho-
lic, and apostolic church” referred to the
authentic and authoritative church that
continued from Jesus and the twelve and
faithfully transmitted “the apostles’ teach-
ing,” canonized in the writings of the New
Testament (John 20:30-31; Acts 2:43; 2
Pet. 1:16-21; 3:1-2, 15-16). With the rise
of Gnostic texts by the second century
which claimed apostolic authorship, and
by the fourth century as heretical doctri-
nes of Arius were spreading, lists of bish-
ops were drawn up in order to trace lines
back to Jesus and the twelve.#! The word
apostolic in the Nicene Creed affirmed
the historic and verifiable continuity of the
faith.42 This word, used earlier by Cle-
ment of Alexandria (150-215), referred
to the teaching of Clement of Rome as
“maintaining apostolic and ecclesiastical
orthodoxy.”3

Although apostolic did not refer in
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these instances explicitly to missionality,
it did so implicitly by the church’s connec-
tion to Jesus and his apostles. J. E Tor-
rance states:

The one, holy, catholic and aposto-
lic Church is the Church continu-
ously occupied with the interpreta-
tion, exposition and application of
the Holy Scripture, for it is in that
way that the Church opens its mind
and life to the direction and correc-
tion of the Word of God. And that
was precisely what the Church was
doing, not least in the theologically
turbulent years between the Nicene
[AD 325] and the Constantinopoli-
tan Councils [AD 381]. I refer to
the constant exegetical activity
undertaken by the Church fathers
in their attempt to bring to consis-
tent expression the internal connec-
tions of the Gospel and thus, not
only to clarify and defend the apo-
stolic and catholic faith in the face
of heretical disruption, but to pro-
vide the Church with a structural
framework within which its mem-
bers could meditate upon the Holy
Scriptures, worship the Holy Trini-
ty, proclaim the Gospel of forgive-
ness, reconciliation and sanctifica-
tion, and so fulfill its mission in obe-
dience to the command of Christ.44

In other words, sound teaching was
necessary for the church to conduct itself
in true worship of the Triune God, edifi-
cation of the faithful, and its mission to
the world.

Already by the third century, Tertullian
of Carthage had linked “apostolic chur-
ches” to Jesus’ mission of sending the ele-
ven apostles into the world (Matt. 28:18-
20).45 Tertullian stated that Jesus com-
manded them to “go and teach all na-
tions,” and so “did the apostles, whom
this designation [apostoloi] indicates as
‘the sent.””46 Tertullian held that having
“received the promised power of the

Holy Spirit and after bearing witness to
the faith in Jesus Christ throughout Judea
and the surrounding churches” the apost-
les “next went out into the world and
preached the same doctrine of the same
faith to the nations.#” In this manner, they
“founded churches in every city, from
which all the other churches, one after
another, derived the tradition of the faith
and the seeds of doctrine.” Tertullian then
states:

Indeed, it is on this account only
that they will be able to deem them-
selves apostolic, as being the off-
spring of apostolic churches. Every
sort of thing must necessarily revert
to its original classification. There-
fore the churches, although they
are so many and so great, comprise
but one primitive church, founded
by the apostles, from which they all
spring. In this way all are primitive,
and all are apostolic while they are
all proved to be one, in unbroken
unity, by their peaceful commu-
nion, and title of brotherhood and
bond of hospitality...48

From this statement, Tertullian went on
to qualify further what constitutes apo-
stolic churches. They were founded on
the fact that Jesus Christ sent the apostles
to preach and what they preached was
the gospel. This gospel message was recei-
ved by the apostolic churches from the
preaching of apostles and subsequently
by their writings.#® Tertullian claimed:

If, then, these things are so, it is in

the same degree made known that

all doctrine agrees with the aposto-

lic churches—those original forma-

tions and sources of the faith must

be reckoned for truth, as undoub-

tedly containing that which the

very churches received from the

apostles, the apostles from Christ,

Christ from God. Whereas all

doctrine must be prejudged as false
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that tastes like anything contrary to
the truth of the churches and apost-
les of Christ and God.50

With this foundation, Tertullian and
others were able to judge any teaching as
orthodox or heretical by comparing it to
“the apostles’ teaching.” If it was diffe-
rent or heterodox, then its author was
“neither an apostle nor an apostolic man;
because, as the apostles would never have
taught things that were self-contradicto-
ry.”st Interestingly, Tertullian went on to
state: “...those churches who although
they do not derive their founder from
apostles or apostolic men as being of
much later date, for they are in fact being
founded daily, yet, since they agree in the
same faith, they are considered no less
apostolic because they are agreed in
doctrine.”s2 In other words, Tertullian
affirmed that any church which arises
without a direct tie to a bishop (some-
thing that happened regularly) was no
less apostolic if it held to the same teaching
as the apostolic churches.s3 For Tertul-
lian, apostolicity was orthodoxy. How-
ever, orthodoxy originated in Jesus who
commissioned the apostles as “the sent”
(apostoloi) to “go and teach all nations.”

This raises questions of authority,
orthodoxy, and missionality. As Tertulli-
an claimed, authority is derived from
apostolic teaching.5# Thus, someone in a
line of ordained bishops could be disqua-
lified when deviating from apostolic
teaching. Such heresy would cancel eccle-
sial authority. This would apply equally
to those who were missional but hereti-
cal.

A case in point is Ulfilas, the fourth-
century missionary who evangelized the
Goths and translated the Bible into a Ger-
manic language. Ulfilas was consecrated
bishop of the Gothic Christians by Euse-
bius of Nicomedia, bishop of Constanti-

nople, a follower of Arius who taught the
heretical doctrine that Jesus the Son was
neither equal with God the Father nor
eternal.’s Eventually Ulfilas labored to
create the Gothic church among Visigoths
and other Germanic peoples. Yet, because
of his Arian heresy, he would not be con-
sidered apostolic in the tradition of
Nicene theology.s¢

Thus, apostolicity requires not merely
missionality but orthodoxy. Both are
necessary. Missionality must be orthodox
in its formulations and orthodoxy must
lead to orthopraxy— right practices of
loving God, loving neighbor, and making
disciples of Jesus Christ. John G. Flett sta-
tes: “... a community of the word is a com-
munity engaged in the movement that
engaged the apostles.”s” The church
exists “by the ongoing work and word of
the apostles.”s8

Paul’s words to Timothy communica-
ted the pattern of continuity and connec-
tion with the apostles to future genera-
tions. He said: “And the things you have
heard me say in the presence of many wit-
nesses entrust to reliable people who will
also be qualified to teach others,” (2 Tim.
2:2). These words were put into practice
in the first centuries as seen in Tertullian’s
description when he offers examples of
church fathers who stood in continuity
with Jesus’ original apostles. He mentio-
ned not only first-century apostles but
spoke of “apostolic men” (apostolicis uiris),
namely, those “who continued steadfast
with the apostles.”s9

While the list of the “Apostles of the
Seventy” is rooted in church tradition, it
illustrates the idea that there were apost-
les beyond the original twelve. For ex-
ample, Hippolytus of Rome (170-236), a
disciple of Irenaeus who was a disciple of
Polycarp who was a disciple of the Apostle
John, produced an early list of seventy
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apostles. Similarly in The Ochtoechos,
John of Damascus confirmed that there
were “seventy-two lesser apostles.”¢0
Such lists were based on the notion that
Jesus “appointed and sent seventy discip-
les ahead of him,” (Luke 10:1).61 Many, if
not most of these “sent ones” would have
been among the “five hundred brothers”
to whom Jesus appeared following his
resurrection from the dead (1 Cor. 15:6).
Based on such texts and various tradi-
tions of church fathers, the Eastern Church
named the “Apostles of the Seventy” as:

James the Brother of the Lord, Mark
and Luke the Evangelists, Cleopas,
Symeon, Barnabas, Justus, Thadde-
us, Ananias, Stephen the Proto-
martyr and Archdeacon, Philip,
Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parme-
nas, Timothy, Titus, Philemon, One-
simus, Epaphras, Archippus, Silas,
Silvanus, Crescens, Crispus, Epene-
tus, Andronicus, Stachys, Amplias,
Urban, Narcissus, Apelles, Aristo-
bulus, Herodion, Agabus, Rufus,
Asyncritus, Phlegon, Hermes, Patro-
bus, Hermas, Linus, Gaius, Philo-
logus, Lucius, Jason, Sosipater,
Olympas, Tertius, Erastus, Quartus,
Euodias, Onesiphorus, Clement,
Sosthenes, Apollos, Tychicus, Epa-
phroditus, Carpus, Quadratus,
Mark called John, Zenas, Ari-
starchus, Pudens, Trophimus, Mark
nephew of Barnabas, Artemas,
Aquila, Fortunatus, and Achai-
cus.62

The point of this list here is not to say
that these were the seventy disciples that
Jesus sent (dméoreilev, aposteilen) ahead of
him (Luke 10:1) but that church fathers
described other apostles beyond the origi-
nal twelve. Such lists were based on the
New Testament, traditions passed down
from church fathers, and accounts of
early Christian history. The fact that such
lists include two of the evangelists—

Mark, the companion of Peter, and Luke,
the companion of Paul—makes it, at least
in principle, difficult to refute. They were
authors of canonical scriptures, the writ-
ten form of “the apostles’ teaching,”
(Acts 2:42).

Beyond the “Apostles of the Seventy,”
the Eastern, Roman, and Protestant bo-
dies of the church have identified missio-
naries historically by the Greek-based
word apostles. Among these apostles com-
missioned for work in territories that did
not yet know the gospel were: Abercius of
Hieropolis, Apostle to Syria and Mesopo-
tamia, d. 16763, Saturninus, Apostle to
the Gauls, ca. 25764, Gregory the Illumi-
nator, Apostle to the Armenians, 256—
33165, Frumentius of Axum, Apostle to
the Ethiopians, d. 383 ¢, Patrick, Apostle
to Celts of Ireland, 373-463¢7, Ninian,
Apostle to the Southern Picts of Scot-
land,®8 360-432, Remigius, Apostle to
the Franks, c. 437-533¢%, Columba,
Apostle to the Scots, 521-59770, Felix of
Burgundy, Apostle to the East Angles, d.
ca. 64871, Kilian, Apostle to Franconia
(Bavaria), c. 640-68972, Anskar, Apostle
to Scandinavia, 801-86473, and Ciyril,
826-869, and Methodius, 815-8835, Apost-
les to the Slavs.7 This list even includes
John Eliot, Apostle to the North America
Indians, 1604-1690,75 Thomas von Wes-
ten, Apostle to the Sami people, 1682~
1727,76  Hudson Taylor, Apostle to
China, 1832-1905,77 and many others.”

It can be argued that while the work of
these apostles was built on the original
and unique foundation of Jesus and the
twelve, many had ministries that were at
least equal to if not greater in scope and
influence than the twelve apostles of
Jesus.” When these apostles of church
history crossed geographical, cultural and
religious boundaries, they encountered
socially distinct peoples with no viable
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community of worshiping and witnessing
believers in Christ.80 Thus, by proclai-
ming the gospel they provided a founda-
tion for establishing communities of
Christians in this frontier.

As mentioned previously, the Latin
word mitto and the Greek word apostello
both mean “send.”$! The Latin-based
word ‘mission’ came into popular use
beginning in 1544 by the Jesuits Ignatius
Loyola and Jacob Loyner to describe the
“journeys and undertakings” for the
“sake of the word of God” in spreading
the Christian faith.82 Earlier, the Greek-
based word apostolate was commonly
used. For fifteen centuries, the church
used additional terms for ‘mission’ inclu-
ding: “preaching the gospel,” “apostolic
proclamation,” “propagation of the reign
of Christ,” and “illuminating the na-
tions.”84

” <«

Marks of Apostolicity

While one of the four marks of the church
is apostolicity, what are the distinguishing
marks of apostolicity? Briefly, apostoli-
city is described as identity and continuity
with Jesus and the twelve apostles in:
1) foundation, 2) teaching, 3) character,
4) life in the Spirit, and 5) mission in the
world.ss While aspects of these marks have
been introduced above, they are summa-
rized here with special attention to mis-
sionality.

The first mark of apostolicity begins
with the foundation built upon Jesus
Christ and the apostles and prophets
(Eph. 2:20). The apostolicity of the
church is lived out in the tradition of Je-
sus and the apostles, manifested in wor-
ship and celebration of the sacraments,
and witnessed by a continuity of ministry
in the service of Christ to the church and
world.86 In other words, there is an inten-
tional identity and solidarity with Jesus as

the Christ and the message of the gospel
(Gal. 1:12; 1 Cor. 11:23-25; 2 Cor. 4:5).

While such continuity may be a histo-
ric succession of bishops, apostolicity is
neither guaranteed by episcopal succes-
sion, especially when deviating from apo-
stolic character and teaching (1 Tim.
4:16; 2 Tim. 1:13-15; 1 John 2:19), nor
does it preclude spontaneous works of
the Holy Spirit such as that at Samaria
(Acts 8:14-25) and new churches, for
example, those described by Tertullian.s”

The Lima Report of the Faith and Or-
der Commission, prepared by represen-
tatives from several Christian traditions,
says: “In the churches which practice the
succession through the episcopate, it is
increasingly recognized that a continuity
in apostolic faith, worship and mission
has been preserved in churches which
have not retained the form of historic suc-
cession. This recognition finds additional
support in the fact that the reality and
function of the episcopal ministry have
been preserved in many of these churches,
with or without the title ‘bishop.’”ss As
the Lima Report states, Christian tradi-
tions that have not retained the historical
episcopate nevertheless “appreciate the
episcopal succession as a sign, though not
a guarantee, of the continuity and unity
of the Church.”$

Continuity with the historic, orthodox
and apostolic church is embraced gene-
rally in principle, even by many evangeli-
cals. They highlight historical connec-
tions such as that of Irenaeus, the church
father, theologian, and apologist who was
a hearer of Polycarp who was a disciple
of the Apostle John.0 What is often
taught as a disciple-making principle and
model for theological education (2 Tim.
2:2), and practiced in ordination to mi-
nistry is a type of apostolic, although not
episcopal, succession.?!
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Moreover, continuity with Jesus and
the twelve is not simply historical but also
eschatological. In other words, there is
identity and solidarity with Jesus Christ
and the twelve in the eschaton. Aposto-
licity comes from the side of the future, as
well. John D. Zizioulas states:

It is the anticipation of the end, the

final nature of the Church that re-

veals her apostolic character. ... In
the historical approach the Apost-

les are significant for the Church

because they are connected with a

crucial historical event of the past.

In the eschatological approach the

Apostles unveil and present to us

not the words of the kerygma of

Christ but of the reality and the

content of the event of Christ. In

the historical approach the Apost-

les are creators of history whereas

in the eschatological approach they

are the judges of history. 92

Clearly, the twelve apostles of Jesus have
both historical and eschatological roles.
In their eschatological role, they sit on
twelve thrones of judgment at the Second
Coming (Matt. 19:28; Luke 22:30; Rev.
22).9

The second mark of apostolicity is hol-
ding to the apostles’ teaching, canonized
in the New Testament and equally autho-
ritative with the Old Testament (Acts
2:42; 2 Pet. 3:14-18). The church is apo-
stolic because everything it confesses
about Jesus Christ has come through the
witness of the twelve whose testimony to
his life, death, and resurrection has been
transmitted through verbal proclamation,
and later in written form, through the
New Testament scriptures.® The apostles
were authorities who safeguarded the
gospel of Jesus Christ (2 Tim. 1:14; 2:2;
3:16; Jude 1:3).95 Clement of Rome sum-
marized the continuity of “the apostles’
teaching,” saying:

The apostles have preached the
gospel to us from the Lord Jesus
Christ; Jesus Christ has done so
from God. Christ therefore was
sent forth by God, and the apostles
by Christ. Both these appoint-
ments, then, were made in an
orderly way, according to the will
of God. Having therefore received
their orders, and being fully assu-
red by the resurrection of our Lord
Jesus Christ and established in the
word of God, with full assurance of
the Holy Spirit, they went forth
proclaiming that the kingdom of
God was at hand.%

The apostolate of the twelve was formed
by Jesus Christ as the embryo of the
church, to bear witness to him. As such,
“the apostles’ teaching” constituted the
authoritative norm for understanding
and interpretation.?” All successors of Je-
sus and the twelve hold to this teaching.9

The third mark of apostolicity is Christ-
like character and conduct. Apostolic cha-
racter requires faithfulness to truth, justi-
ce, integrity, mercy, and respect.” For
instance, the church not merely proclaims
Christ but proclaims Christ in Christ’s
way.100 Paul declared: “For our boast is
this, the testimony of our conscience, that
we behaved in the world with simplicity
and godly sincerity,” (2 Cor. 1:12). The
apostolic church is concerned not merely
with the proclamation of the kingdom
but its role as sign, foretaste, and presence
of the kingdom of God. In contrast, false
apostles lack correct teaching and Christ-
like conduct (2 Cor. 11:13; Rev. 2:2).
Continuity with Jesus is demonstrated by
love in word and deed toward others
(John 13:35; 1 John 3:11-14, 18).

The fourth mark of apostolicity is life
in the presence and power of the Holy
Spirit. Apostolic witness to the gospel is
confirmed by the gift and activity of the
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Spirit.101 The acts of the Holy Spirit are
evident at every step in the Acts of the
Apostles (Acts 1:8). For example, Peter
and John went to the Samaritans to “pray
for them that they might receive the Holy
Spirit,” (Acts 8:15). The Spirit told Philip
to go and join the Ethiopian eunuch’s
chariot to preach Christ to him (Acts
8:29). Paul’s conversion was completed
by the laying-on of hands of Ananias and
the reception of the Holy Spirit (Acts
9:17). The acceptance of the Gentiles in
the person of Cornelius was attested by
the pouring out of “the gift of the Holy
Spirit,” (Acts 10:44-48). Barnabas was
“full of the Holy Spirit and of faith,” and
the Spirit set apart Paul and Barnabas for
mission to the Gentiles (Acts 11:24; 13:1-2).
This presence and power of the Holy
Spirit is often manifested in signs and
wonders.102 The miraculous frequently
accompanied the ministry of apostles,
authenticating the message of the gospel
and their apostolicity (Acts 5:15; 13:8—
115 15:12; 19:12; Rom. 15:18-19; 1 Cor.
2:4; 2 Cor. 12:12). Paul described such
work of the Spirit in his apostolic minis-
try, saying:
For I will not venture to speak of
anything except what Christ has
accomplished through me to bring
the Gentiles to obedience—by word
and deed, by the power of signs and
wonders, by the power of the Spirit
of God—so that from Jerusalem
and all the way around to Illyricum
I have fulfilled the ministry of the
gospel of Christ,” (Rom. 15:18-19).

Just as continuity with Jesus and the twel-
ve is historical and eschatological, it is
present by the Holy Spirit. The church
began in, lives in, and is found where the
Holy Spirit is present and active.103 Cer-
tainly, a mark of the church’s apostolicity
is its pneumatic and charismatic life.104

God has given gifts (yapiouaza, charis-
mata) of “apostles, prophets, evangelists,
pastors and teachers” to the church (Eph.
4:11).105 In particular, he sends apostles
to extend the church into geographical
regions and segments of society that are
previously without witness to the gospel
(1 Cor. 3:9-11).106 This gift of apostles
remained in the church although referen-
ces declined in the second century and the
reference to apostles narrowed to the
twelve. The Shepherd of Hermas (ca.
100-160) mentioned those who were cal-
led by God as “apostles, bishops, teachers,
and deacons.”107 Irenaeus (130-202)
wrote: “Polycarp also was not only in-
structed by apostles, and conversed with
many who had seen Christ, but was also,
by apostles in Asia, appointed bishop of
the Church in Smyrna.”108

By the latter half of the second century,
references to apostles, prophets, and
evangelists were in decline, and references
to bishops, presbyters, and deacons in-
creased.1 The itinerant leadership of the
church was replaced by settled leader-
ship.110 Although the designation of apost-
les, prophets, and evangelists remained
side-by-side that of bishops, presbyters
(pastors, teachers), and deacons in the
centuries that followed, the former group
moved into frontier areas.!'! Such lea-
dership, whether performed by individu-
als or an apostolic team, depended on
those persons and gifts (charismata) pre-
sent in the situation.!2 As churches were
established, leadership roles of apostles,
prophets, and evangelists were taken over
by resident bishops, presbyters, and dea-
cons.!13 While all leadership was charis-
matic—given by God—settled leadership
became normative in the third and fourth
centuries and continued into Christendom,
often marginalizing itinerant leader-
ship.114 The gift of apostleship continued,
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however, as evidenced in the church’s his-
tory.

The fifth mark of apostolicity is missio-
nality. As demonstrated above, the four
marks of apostolicity have missional
dimensions, but clearly apostolicity con-
tains the missional intention of sending
the church into the world as witnesses of
the gospel.11s The twelve understood their
mission in this regard, and in obedience
to Jesus’ model and command, transmit-
ted their mission of gospel proclamation
and establishing churches to others
(Matt. 28:18-20; Acts 14:23; 2 Timothy
2:2; Titus 1:5).

In the same way, the apostolic church
collectively follows the way of Jesus and
the twelve as heralds of the gospel to the
world.16 The church witnesses to and
serves the reconciliation of humankind to
God in Jesus Christ.11” Motivated by divi-
ne love, the apostolic church remains the
servant of Christ’s mission in the world
until he comes in power and glory. The
church’s very existence and legitimacy are
integrally linked to this mission.118

To be in continuity with the apostles is
to be sent.11? The Porvoo Common State-
ment says:

The Church is called to faithfulness

to the normative apostolic witness

to the life, death, resurrection and

exaltation of its Lord. The Church

receives its mission and the power

to fulfil this mission as a gift of the

risen Christ. The Church is thus

apostolic as a whole. Apostolicity
means that the Church is sent by

Jesus to be for the world, to parti-

cipate in his mission and therefore

in the mission of the One who sent

Jesus, to participate in the mission

of the Father and the Son through

the dynamic of the Holy Spirit.

God the Holy Spirit pours out his

gifts upon the whole Church (Eph.

4:11-13,1 Cor. 12: 4-11), and rai-

ses up men and women, both lay
and ordained, to contribute to the
nurture of the community. Thus the
whole Church, and every member,
participates in and contributes to
the communication of the gospel,
by their faithful expression and
embodiment of the permanent cha-
racteristics of the Church of the
apostles in a given time and place.120

So, the question is raised: what if the
church does not engage in this mission? If
missionality is a mark of apostolicity, can
the church be apostolic if it is not missio-
nal?

Carl Braaten wrote: “There were no
apostles who were not also missionaries.
A church has a right to call itself apostolic
only if it carries on the work of the apost-
les—going into all the world in order to
make disciples in all the nations by tea-
ching and baptizing.” 12! Craig Ott and
Stephen Strauss state: “We cannot bibli-
cally speak of mission apart from spea-
king of the church, and we cannot speak
of the church apart from speaking of mis-
sion. A missionless church and a church-
less mission are theological oxymo-
rons.” 122 Christopher Wright matter-of-
factly states: “The church is missional or
it is not church.”123 Similarly, Andrew
Kirk explains: “The Church is by nature
missionary to the extent that, if it ceases
to be missionary, it has not just failed in
one of the tasks, it has ceased to be the
Church. Thus, the Church’s self-under-
standing and sense of identity (its eccle-
siology) is inherently bound up with its
call to share and live out the Gospel of
Jesus Christ to the ends of the earth and
the end of time.”124

David J. Bosch highlights from mission
history examples that sound warning to
all churches. He refers to the Eastern
Church’s emphasis on “tradition,” “ortho-
doxy,” and “the Fathers,” yet, at times,
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has shown a tendency “to become in-
grown, excessively nationalistic, and with-
out a concern for those outside.”125 He
also highlights the preoccupation of
Protestants with “right doctrine” and
who define the church in terms of what
happens within its walls and not in terms
of its calling in the world. The Belgic Con-
fession, for example, describes three
marks of the true Church: “If the pure
doctrine of the gospel is preached therein;
if it maintains the pure administration of
the sacraments as instituted by Christ;
[and] if church discipline is exercised in
punishing sin.”126 Such Christendom-
bound ecclesiology lacks an explicit state-
ment of mission to those outside, and
therein lies a problem.127
John Howard Yoder asks: “Is a non-
missionary church a church? Can we say
that missionary identity and commitment
is a good thing, but dispensable?”128
Yoder’s conclusion is that when “the mis-
sionary mark of the church” is missing,
the church is apostate, an abandonment
of apostolic faith and practice. In contrast
to heresy or being heretical, Yoder posits
that “apostasy is not something we think
wrong; it is something we do wrong.”129
Denying mission is a form of apostasy,
and on this point he states:
Then we have to ask, can a theo-
logy be condemned as apostate if it
does not point to mission, if it re-
jects the necessity of mission or does
not contribute to mission? There
are theologies that deny the useful-
ness or necessity of mission or that
reject the conversion of non-Chris-
tians to Christianity as a goal. ...
An adaptation of my thesis would
say that to exclude any category of
persons from the imperative to
make disciples is apostasy. ... Faith-
fulness or apostasy depends on wheth-
er the church is a community that is
propagating the Jesus message.130

Clearly, continuity with Jesus and the
twelve can be broken or breached, espe-
cially when there is a serious or grave dig-
ression from the apostolic origin, teaching,
character, life in the Spirit, and mission to
the world.131 In the Apocalypse, the ascen-
ded Jesus Christ instructed John through
an angelic intermediary to write to the
church of Ephesus:
I know your deeds, your hard work
and your perseverance. I know that
you cannot tolerate wicked people,
that you have tested those who
claim to be apostles but are not,
and have found them false. You
have persevered and have endured
hardships for my name, and have
not grown weary. Yet I hold this
against you: You have forsaken the
love you had at first. Consider how
far you have fallen! Repent and do
the things you did at first. If you do
not repent, I will come to you and
remove your lampstand from its
place (Rev. 2:2-5).132

In the late sixteenth and early seventeenth
centuries, Roman Catholic Robert Bellar-
mine was critical of Protestants who
argued that the great commission came to
an end with the close of first-century
apostles. Bellarmine held that missionary
activity was the only way that the church
proved its connection with the original
missionary apostles. The earliest Prote-
stant advocate of global missions seems
to have been Anglican Adrian Saravia
who argued that the command to preach
the gospel to all peoples is obligatory
upon the church since the twelve apostles
“were taken up into heaven, and that for
this purpose the apostolic office is need-
ful.”133

David J. Bosch highlights in mission
history the breakthrough of Pietism. This
seventeenth century movement combined
personal conversion to faith with an
eagerness to proclaim the gospel to all
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peoples.134 Bartholomius Ziegenbalg, the
first missionary from Halle, Germany, to
the Indo-Danish settlement of Trancque-
bar Colony, attacked “the teachers of
[dead] orthodoxy because of their view
that the church had already been planted
everywhere; that the office of apostle had
vanished; that God’s grace no longer wor-
ked as powerfully as it did in the begin-
ning,” etc.135 August Hermann Francke
launched home missions by ministering
to the destitute and deprived of Halle,
founded a school for the poor, and built
an orphanage, hospital, and home for wi-
dows. From Herrnhut, Germany, Niko-
laus von Zinzendorf and the Moravian
community sent men and women to the
ends of the earth including St. Thomas,
Georgia Colony, Africa, Russia, Algeria,
Greenland, and Sweden. These missiona-
ries devoted themselves to this work for
life, identified with the people to whom
they were sent, and proclaimed the gospel
sacrificially by word and deed.13¢ These
Pietists and those who followed them
practiced missionality of apostolicity.

Conclusion

A discussion of apostolicity such as this
can evoke various responses. This is due
in part to different views as well as confu-
sion over the unique and foundational
role of Jesus’ original apostles, the role of
other apostles and apostolic men in
church history, the gift of apostles by God
that extends the original apostolic work,
and the apostolic nature and missional

calling of the church today.137 This has
led some to overstate and perhaps misuse
or abuse ecclesial authority. In other
words, there is the danger of some clai-
ming an apostolic role or office when
they are neither authorized nor affirmed
as gifted and called by an ecclesial body.
Others have underestimated or under-
stated their calling as “sent ones” to take
the gospel to people who have not yet
heard. In this instance, there is a neglect
of the apostolic role and function when
those who possess a missionary impulse
are neither identified nor supported by
the church to lead pioneering works to
unreached people, or even segments of
post-Christendom society. Overall, there
is danger when local congregations and
ecclesial bodies neglect the apostolic
nature and calling of the church to engage
in mission locally, regionally, and globally.
The church is apostolic, and as this
study has attempted to show, apostolicity
is not limited to missionality but includes
it, and even necessitates it. The missiona-
ry impulse is native to the church.138 The
church is missional or it is not the one,
holy, catholic, and apostolic church. As
the Father sent Jesus into the world, and
as Jesus sent his apostles into the world,
the Triune God sends the church into the
world.13% The church is a sent people,
whether to neighbors across the street or
to people of a different tribe, language, or
nation across an ocean. We are called as
“sent ones” because this is who we are.140
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