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 I want to talk about missions this morning.  Next Sunday 
we’ll resume our study through the book of Romans, and I’m eager 
to get back to that.  But this morning I want us to meditate on 
God’s glorious plans in world missions.  Stacy and I have just 
returned from the Middle East, and it was a very exciting trip for 
us.  We met folks from all over the world who have come to the 
Middle East to work.  We met believers and unbelievers.  We 
spoke with Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists, which showed us the 
spiritual darkness that many live in.  And we spoke with vibrant, 
born-again Christians who are missions-minded and see their 
secular employement in the Middle East as God’s provision for 
their mission work there. 
 So what I want to do in this sermon is set before us the big 
picture of what the Bible says about missions, and interspersed in 
these points I’ll share some about the experiences we had on this 
trip. 

For those of you have been here at Grace for some time, I 
hope that the points I’m going to make in this sermon will be 
familiar ones.  But there are a lot of newer folks here, and I want to 
talk about this often enough that it’s part of how this church thinks.  
This is an important part of who we are as a church.  It’s part of 
our mission.   
 We exist to delight in the beauty of God’s greatness, to 
proclaim the truth of God’s Word, and to ignite a joyful passion for 
the Gospel of Jesus Christ among all the peoples of Pittsburgh and 
the world.  That last statement is what we’ll focus on this morning.  
Why do we speak of “peoples”?  That may sound a little odd.  
Why is it “peoples” instead of just “people”?  And why do we 
want to be praying for and seeking to reach, not only folks who are 
right here in our city, but also in other parts of the world?  I hope 
that we’ll be able to see some clear answers to those questions as 
work our way through these points.   
 
I. What IS Missions? 
 First of all, let’s ask the simple question: What is missions?  
What kind of definition should we give to this thing that we talk 
about so much?  We’re going to look at several different passages 
this morning, and don’t feel like you need to turn to each one.  But 
the two main texts are in the book of Matthew, chapters 24 and 28.  
I’ll start by reading Matthew 24:14 (pg 829 in pew Bibles), and 
then I’ll read what is known as The Great Commission, which is at 
the very end of the book of Matthew (28:18-20). 
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 To define missions, we could use the language of Matt 
24:14 and say that missions is proclaiming the gospel of the 
kingdom throughout the whole world as a testimony to all nations.  
That’s what world missions is all about, as defined by Jesus.  
Taking the Good News that Jesus Christ died for sinners to all the 
nations of the world.  Or in the words of The Great Commission 
we could say that missions is going and making disciples of all 
nations, and baptizing them and teaching them.   
 Missions is primarily about the proclamation of the Gospel.  
It can, and should, include all kinds of other things as well.  But it 
is necessarily and essentially about communicating the truth of the 
Gospel.  Jesus Christ is the only perfect One.  We are all wretched 
sinners, but Jesus Christ is perfect.  He lived a sinless righteous 
life, and then died a sacrificial death and rose on the third day.  
And all who put their trust in Him for the forgiveness of sin will be 
saved!  We don’t work to earn our salvation.  We never could if we 
tried.  But we cast ourselves on the mercy of Jesus, and He saves 
us.  This is the Good News. 
 On our trip we went on a guided tour through an Islamic 
Center, and the man who led the tour was a devout Muslim of 
Pakistani descent who grew up in England and now lives in the 
Middle East.  And it was a very enlightening discussion, because 
we could communicate clearly in English, and we got to hear first-
hand from a well-educated and very articulate Muslim about what 
he believes and what his life is like there.  Through that 
conversation we got a clearer picture of the blatant legalism of his 
religion.  They were in the midst of Ramadan, which has just 
concluded.  Ramadan is a month of fasting for Muslims.  They 
have to fast from sunup to sundown each day, and then they have 
feasts with their family and friends after the sun goes down.  They 
feel that if they go to prayers five times each day (and we were 
constantly hearing the calls to prayer over the loudspeakers from 
the Mosques), and if they observe Ramadan, and if they try to 
make a pilgrimage to Mecca, and things like this, then they will 
earn favor with Allah.  But even as they strive to keep all the rules, 
they do not know what will happen on judgment day.  They do not 
know which way the scale will tip.  Will their good deeds 
outweigh their bad deeds?  Will Allah receive them into Paradise 
or cast them into the fire?  This is the life of the devout Muslim, at 
least as this man described it to us.   
 On the one hand, we were saddened and even frustrated 
some with this guy, because of his views on various things.  Stacy 
had to restrain herself when she asked him about polygamy in 
Islam, and he gave several very lame defenses of the benefits of 
polygamy (although he also said that most men only have one 
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wife).  And, of course, his jabs at Christianity and the Bible were 
difficult to listen to.   

But we also felt compassion for him.  We felt compassion 
for all those who are trapped in the darkness of Islam.  There is 
such religious fervor.  Their lives revolve around these rules and 
regulations.  They’re constantly trying to get on Allah’s good side.  
What a depressing way to live.  We saw up close and personally 
the spiritual darkness of that false religion.  There is plenty of 
religious zeal and religious pride, but no hope in a perfect 
substitute.   

And that’s the message that needs to go to the nations—the 
message of Jesus Christ, the sinless Lamb of God, who died in the 
place of sinners.  As prideful sinners, any of us can be prone to 
legalism.  And so it shouldn’t be too difficult to see the 
attractiveness of some of these false religions.  Do this and that, 
don’t do these things, and you’ll be righteous.  And everyone, 
including God, will applaud you for your success.  That’s part of 
the enticement that keeps people in religions like this, which we 
see as so oppressive.     
 The light needs to shine in the darkness.  And the task of 
missions is to spread the knowledge of Jesus’ saving power to the 
ends of the earth, penetrating and transforming every culture, every 
language, every ethnic group, every nation, every people.  
Different cultures have different skewed perceptions of God, but 
for every culture, for every people group, the answer they need is 
Jesus Christ. 
 We were struck by this as well, because we met people 
from such different backgrounds, and different life circumstances, 
but the ultimate need is the same.  In addition to ethnic diversity, 
we also encountered economic diversity.  We met very wealthy 
folks, and we also met some very needy people (when it comes to 
material needs).  We saw the wealth of the oil industry, and we 
also saw the injustices of very low-paid workers who are brought 
in from other countries to do the menial tasks that nobody else 
wants to do.  I got to visit with a group of Filipino men who came 
to that part of the Middle East, having been promised that they 
would make good wages and have good living conditions.  It was 
heartbreaking to hear their stories, because those promises were 
not kept.  The wages were very low, and the living conditions were 
atrocious.  Eight men were living in a room the size of a dorm 
room. 
 And the reality is that at both ends of the financial 
spectrum, people need Jesus.  For those in that culture who are 
extravagantly rich, and for those who have very little, there are 
people who need to know the love of Christ.  Stacy will have a 
little more to share about this at the end of the service. 
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 In Matthew 28 Jesus commands that we pursue this goal of 
taking the Gospel to all the nations, and in Matthew 24 He makes a 
promise that it WILL be completed before the end comes.  What a 
wonderful promise that is!  
 The promise that God’s grace will spread globally is 
revealed very clearly in the New Testament, but it was also 
revealed from the beginning of the Old Testament.  Way back at 
the beginning of the Bible God made an amazing promise to 
Abraham.  He said, “I will bless those who bless you, and him who 
dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth 
shall be blessed” (Genesis 12:3).  The thing that makes that 
promise all the more amazing is the fact that it comes right after 
several chapters that record the downward spiral of humanity 
following the Fall into sin that happened when Adam and Eve 
disobeyed God’s command.  Adam and Eve rebelled against God, 
and the devastating effects were immediately evident.  Things got 
so bad so quickly, that by chapter 6 of Genesis God decided to 
flood the earth and destroy everything, except Noah and his family.  
Then there was the tower of Babel, which the people tried to build 
in order to make a name for themselves.  A prideful, man-centered, 
God-despising act.  This is the depraved condition of the human 
heart following the Fall. 
 But after these accounts of human wickedness and 
depravity, God makes this wonderful promise to Abraham, that 
He’s going to bless him and through him bless all the families of 
the earth.  And how is God going to bless all the families of the 
earth?  He sent His beloved Son, Jesus Christ, who is The Seed of 
Abraham and in whom the promises to Abraham find fulfillment.  
And all the families of the earth will be blessed as the Gospel of 
Jesus Christ reaches them.   
 God is a missionary God, and He promised from the 
beginning that His grace would extend to the whole world, to all 
the people groups of the world.  Jesus restated this promise, and He 
instructs us to be part of what He is doing.  This is missions, then: 
the spread of the Gospel to all the nations of the world.      
 
II. What is the ultimate goal of missions? 
 Secondly, I want to ask, What is the ultimate goal of 
missions?  What is God’s ultimate purpose in blessing all the 
families of the earth?  Why does He want the Gospel to be 
proclaimed throughout the whole world as a testimony to all 
nations?  The answer that we find in the Bible is that God does 
everything He does, including missions, for His own glory.  The 
goal of missions is God’s glory.  The reason He wants the Gospel 
to be proclaimed to all the nations is because He wants to receive 
praise and honor from every nation.  He wants to be worshipped by 



 5 

individuals from every ethnicity under the sun.  He wants His 
Name to be famous in every tribe around this globe.   
 This was the purpose of Jesus’ ministry here on earth, as 
Romans 15:9 says, “to confirm the promises given to the 
patriarchs, and in order that the Gentiles might glorify God for his 
mercy.”  And this will be the purpose in His second coming, too!  
2 Thessalonians 1:9 says, “when he comes on that day to be 
glorified in his saints, and to be marveled at among all who have 
believed.”  And this will be the consuming passion of our lives in 
heaven for ever and ever.  In John 17 Jesus prays for His followers, 
which includes us, and He says, “this is eternal life, that they know 
you the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom you have sent” (v. 
3).  Then later in the chapter He asks, “Father, I desire that they 
also, whom you have given me, may be with me where I am, to see 
my glory that you have given me because you loved me before the 
foundation of the world” (v. 24).  God’s chief goal in everything 
He does is to bring glory and honor to His Name.  He is 
passionately committed to spreading His fame and glory to all the 
nations.  He wants to show off His beauty and power, and that goal 
drives everything He does.     

How does that make you feel?  That biblical truth can 
easily be something that people stumble over, because it makes it 
sound like God is arrogant and vain.  Why is He so wrapped up in 
Himself?  What about us?  I thought He loved us?  Your reaction 
to this truth will depend on your view of God and your view of 
love.  If you resent the fact that God does everything to highlight 
His greatness, then it’s because you haven’t come to realize the joy 
there is to be found in beholding God’s greatness.  It’s not an 
unloving thing for God to show off His power and beauty and 
command us to worship Him.  On the contrary, that is the most 
loving thing He can do for us, because that’s what will bring us 
everlasting joy.  Seeing His glory, His greatness, is the only thing 
that will satisfy us and excite us and delight us forever and ever.     

So this is not bad for us.  It is good for us!  God is not 
overlooking us.  He is loving us.  He loves us by letting us 
experience the great joy of focusing on Him and beholding His 
majesty.  Do you see how awesome this is?  He doesn’t leave us to 
ourselves, and He doesn’t deprive us of the most exquisite pleasure 
in the universe, which is found in seeing His glory.   

The ultimate purpose of missions is revealing the greatness 
of God for all the nations to see, and this is the most loving thing 
God can do for sinful humanity.  He will display His glory among 
all the peoples of the world, and by doing so He will bless all the 
families of the earth and show them the highest form of love.    

Revelation 5:9 is a beautiful picture of the saints in heaven 
joyfully worshipping the Lamb.  “And they sang a new song, 
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saying, ‘Worthy are you to take the scroll and to open its seals, for 
you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God 
from every tribe and language and people and nation.” 

God has chosen the elect before the foundation of the 
world, and Jesus Christ purchased them with His blood, and they 
are from every tribe and language and people and nation.  What a 
beautiful place heaven will be, as we worship the Lamb alongside 
our brothers and sisters from every ethnic group in God’s creation.  
We will receive the joy of seeing God’s glory and worshipping 
Him for who He is, and He will be glorified in our praises.  This is 
the ultimate goal of missions. 

I don’t know about you, but this makes me look forward to 
heaven.  I long for that day when we will stand before our Savior 
and sing His praises alongside our brothers and sisters from every 
nation.  The international church we visited in the Middle East was 
probably the closest I’ve ever come to that level of diversity.  I 
praise the Lord that we have some measure of diversity here at 
Three Rivers Grace, and I pray that we will continue to grow in 
that way.  And the church we were at in the Middle East made me 
long for that even more.  It was really a unique place: 1) because 
it’s in a Muslim country, and there are very few churches, and 2) 
because people have come from all over the world to work there.  
So all these nationalities gather each Friday morning for worship 
(because that’s the day that’s set aside for worship there—
everyone works Sunday through Thursday, and Friday and 
Saturday is the weekend).  The church had a world map in the 
foyer with pushpins marking all the different places represented.  
And there were dozens of these pins.  One of the deacons told me 
there were 36 countries represented.  We met folks from South 
Africa, Sri Lanka, India, Syria, Dominican Republic, Nigeria, 
Canada, Texas, Pittsburgh.  And it was a really moving experience 
to worship with all those believers from so many different places.  
During one of the services a man sang an offertory song in 
Afrikaans, a language spoken in South Africa.  At the men’s 
breakfast I spoke at, we broke into small groups at the end for 
discussion and prayer, and at the small table I sat down at, there 
were 5 of us.  There was Miguel from Mexico, Johnson from India, 
Collin from South Africa, Mike from Texas, and me from 
Pittsburgh.  And it was so encouraging to share with each other 
how God is working in our lives, because it’s such a powerful 
reminder to me that God is the God of all nations.  He is at work 
around the world.  

 
III. What will signal the completion of missions? 
 Finally, what will signal the completion of missions?  
When will it be over?  Has it ever struck you that evangelism and 
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missions are not things that will go on forever?  They are limited to 
this age in which we live, and they will be no more once Jesus 
Christ returns.  The task of missions is something that has a 
definite point of completion.  A time is coming in the future, 
possibly the very near future, when missions will be done, and the 
end of history will be upon us.   
 Let’s look at what Jesus says in Matt 24:14 about the 
completion of missions.  He says that one thing is going to happen 
and THEN another thing is going to happen.  The first thing he is 
talking about is the task of missions, and we should notice again 
that there is no doubt as to whether this will actually happen or not.  
Our Lord is Sovereign, He is in complete control over all of 
history.  In Matt 28:18, which we read, He says, “All authority in 
heaven and on earth has been give to me.”  And it’s this same Lord 
who says, “this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed 
throughout the whole world as a testimony to all nations.”  That is 
the first thing Jesus is talking about in this verse. 
 The second thing He mentions is the end of history.  “And 
this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the 
whole world as a testimony to all nations, and THEN the end will 
come.”  At some point in time AFTER the gospel has been 
preached to all nations this age will come to an end.  Here’s what 
we can conclude from this verse about the completion of the 
missionary task: God’s plan in world missions will be fulfilled, and 
the task will be complete, when the gospel has been preached 
throughout the whole world as a testimony to all nations. 
 Now we just need to clarify what that means.  What does it 
mean for the gospel to go to all nations?  Or in the words of the 
Great Commission, what does it mean to make disciples of all 
nations?  And the key word to understand here is the word 
“nations.”  What is Jesus talking about when He says, “all 
nations”?  Most of us hear the word “nation,” and we think about 
political nations: the United States, Canada, Mexico, England, 
South Africa, etc.   
 But that’s NOT the way the word is used in the Bible.  The 
Greek Word is ethnē, from which we get the word ethnic, referring 
to groups of people defined by a common cultural heritage, a 
common language, and common customs. 
 Nations, as Jesus talks about them here in Matthew, are 
people groups.  This is the term the missionary community has 
used over the past 30 years or so to define the task.  The task of 
missions is to reach every people group of the world with the 
gospel of Jesus Christ.  And much work has been done to locate 
and identify all the distinct people groups, so that mission agencies 
and churches can target specific groups, to pray for them and to 
send missionaries to them.   
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 Thinking in terms of people groups is radically different 
than thinking in terms of political nations, because most nations 
contain hundreds, if not thousands, of different people groups.  Our 
country is a perfect example of this, and even our city.  We live in 
a melting pot of people groups, and there are unique opportunities 
for cross-cultural evangelism even right here in Pittsburgh. 
 I asked the question, “What will signal the completion of 
missions?”  And the answer is, when every people group of the 
world has heard the Gospel and the elect from each of those people 
groups has been saved, then the task of missions will be complete 
and Jesus Christ will return and we will be with Him forever.  
Many people groups have been reached, but many, many others are 
not yet reached.   
 I pray that our awareness of God’s plans to save His elect 
from every tribe and language and people and nation will motivate 
us to become more involved in this world-wide adventure of 
missions, both here in our city and throughout the world. 
 In closing, I want to share about a particular way that God 
has called many individuals to be involved in cross-cultural 
missions, and it may be something that God calls you to as well.  
Many of us, when we hear the word missionary, may have a 
certain stereotype that comes to mind.  You may think that a 
missionary is someone who is really gifted with languages and gets 
a degree in cross-cultural missions, or something like that.  And 
they raise financial support, or they are sent by a missions 
organization, like the International Mission Board.  I think of 
Stephen and Sarah who are preparing to go overseas with the IMB 
in the near future.  I think of Chris and Elizabeth who are with 
Wycliffe Bible Translators in Cameroon, and Roger and Cathy 
who are helping to train pastors and their wives in the slums of 
Nairobi, Kenya.  And I pray that God will call others from this 
church to go to the mission field in similar ways. 
 But here’s another scenario that I want to share with you as 
well, and this is another way that I could see God leading some of 
you to have an impact in a strategic location in the world.  And this 
is something that had quite an impact on me on this trip.  The place 
we visited is a place that will definitely not allow someone to come 
there as a Christian missionary.  It’s a Muslim country, and the 
government is determined to keep it that way.  They’re content to 
let the expatriates meet together and worship in their own way, but 
if you were to go out on the streets to hand out tracts, or something 
like that, they would quickly send you out of the country.  But 
here’s the thing—even in a place like that, where there is such a 
determination to squelch any Christian witness, they are still 
allowing people into the country to work in all kinds of 
professions.  Maybe you don’t think of yourself as the missionary-
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type.  You’re a professional of some kind.  You’re an engineer, an 
architect, a project manager, a doctor, a teacher, a professor.  But 
just think of it, God could use your job skills and experience and 
education to get you into a place that is very closed to the Gospel.  
And that’s what I want to hold out before you this morning.  
Would you be open to pursuing a job in a place like the Middle 
East?  Maybe for 3 years, or 5 years, or a couple decades or longer.  
Maybe God would call you to something like that. 
 This is what our friends are doing there, working in 
universities over there.  They have good jobs.  They’re well 
provided for.  And they’re living in a strategic place for reaching 
the nations and reaching a culture that is very closed off to the 
Gospel. 
 I’ll close with this appeal from a pastor in the United Arab 
Emirates.  John Folmar was a friend of mine in seminary.  Stacy 
and I knew him and his wife at Clifton Baptist Church in 
Louisville, and now they are serving a church in Dubai, in the 
U.A.E.  This is from a blog post on the Gospel Coalition from May 
of this year, entitled “Come Help Build the Church on the Arabian 
Peninsula.”  John writes, “We're looking for faithful, humble men 
and women to come and join us in the effort to penetrate the region 
with the presence and power of the gospel, and we're holding out 
the local church as the bridgehead for operations. But these 
churches desperately need to be reformed, new ones need to be 
planted, and this will take the investment of many lives. Pray with 
us. Come and join these churches, strengthen them, support 
pastoral training here, plant your life in Arabia for a few decades.” 
 I would encourage you to look up that article (Gospel 
Coalition).  It’s exciting to hear how God is working, and it’s a 
good guide for how we can be praying for our friends who are over 
there. 

I hope this message gives us the big picture of God’s plan 
in world missions, and I hope it will cause all of us to think how 
we can be praying and investing our lives in the great work of the 
kingdom. 


