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Abstract

Features of the “missional” conversation revolve around discussions of the ecclesial 
and divine mission. Largely an intra-Evangelical debate, with relevance to other tra-
ditions, this conversation has lacked representation from systematic theology. This 
article argues that the aim for diversity and listening to other voices that missiology 
excels at often stops short of seeing things as systematic theology might render them. 
The integrity of systematic theology’s voice as an exposition of the church’s confes-
sion renders structures that mark the manner of how gospel-exposition and mission 
really work insofar as the gospel defines things as they really are. As Christian theology 
claims Jesus’ lordship over all created realities, then, it functions to co-labor with the 
God of the Bible who is missionary and brings his people to participate in his action. 
Systematic theology then is missional in form, content, and aim, suggesting that mis-
sion is entirely what systematic theology is about.

 Introduction

The “missional” conversation has gained increasing significance since 1998, 
much of which can be linked with the publication of the collaborative volume, 
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Missional Church (Guder 1998).1 This book highlights not only a catalyst for 
engagement with the “missional” concept which had already been present in 
a variety of forms, primarily as a conversation among missiologists. But largely 
due to this book’s popularity, the missional conversation began to branch 
out into disciplines beyond missiology. This welcome emphasis brought the 
increasing ability to focus a widening range of concentrated efforts on the 
distinctive nature of Christian mission among theologians, missiologists, and 
other social scientists.2 The volume itself proceeded from a multi-year research 
project of The Gospel and Our Culture Network in North America, arguably 
marking a watershed moment in contemporary mission studies, beckoning 
attention from Evangelicals, Catholics, and mainline Protestant thinkers in 
North America and abroad. The book was influenced by numerous ecumenical 
factors and resultantly spawned many conversations about the church’s mis-
sion today (Van Gelder and Zscheile 2011:15–98). Nothing in today’s missional 
thought can avoid the influence and effects of the ecumenical movement, 
which itself contributed to the demise of the earlier and unfortunate colonial 
model of missions (Newbigin 1986:173–197). The ecumenical movement has 
indeed nurtured significant features in contemporary thought on mission, not 
only in the development of what might today be deemed “missional,” but also 
the recovery of the missio Dei concept, problematic as its twentieth century 
development has been.3 

Whatever else may have been bequeathed to today’s conversation about 
mission by its various instrumental factors, the idea of Christian mission and 
reflection on this phenomenon were not birthed in the late nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. The mission concept stretches back much further than 
various recent academic or ecumenical advances, and also more than recent 
etymological tracings of the term “missional” might suggest. This is a mild 
claim, but anticipates this essay’s thesis: mission talk has always been done 
most adequately by the church, flowing from its confessional self-identity. The 
term “confessional” is used in a very particular sense, not necessarily having 

1    See also the recent dual-authored appraisal of this book with a critical response (Van Gelder 
and Zscheile 2011:2), where these authors note that Missional Church (1998), dense and aca-
demic, has sold over 38,000 copies.

2    With the expressed desire to maintain the integrity of each discipline, see challenges given 
to mainline and evangelical groups (Montgomery 2012). See also Hankela 2011 for a much dif-
ferent kind of systematic theology than offered in the present essay, seeming to blur the lines 
between disciplines.

3    For an account of the missio Dei term’s origin in recent history (Karl Hartenstein), along 
with Karl Barth’s greatly misunderstood role in the idea’s development, see Flett 2010:11–17, 
120–195.
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to do not with formalized, written, structured, and published confessional 
statements. While it would include these, “confession” is referred to here as 
the substance of what one believes about basic features related to the tradi-
tional understanding of the Christian gospel.4 Again, while not discounting 
traditional formalized confessions as confessional expressions, this under-
standing of confession denotes it as comprised of a theological (and religious) 
vision of things in relationship to one another and to everything else. This con-
fessional identity which has always taken a systematic shape that might be 
most adequately conceived together with gospel expositions that run a kind 
of systematic course. In its current shape, much of missional theology seems 
to be developing with an overwhelming and perplexing disregard for system-
atic theology. This was not always the case in earlier missionary endeavors. 
Moreover, that the discipline of systematic theology maintains a robust pres-
ence in seminaries, theological colleges and university divinity departments 
makes very odd the discounting of systematic theology’s role for the discussion 
of contemporary missional practice.

To develop the argument of this essay, which itself is engaging in something 
of an intra-Evangelical debate although with implications for other theologi-
cal traditions and discourses, I attempt to give an account of the difficulty that 
missional thinking has perceived as endemic to systematic theology, followed 
by a challenge to what might be deemed misunderstandings of the nature of 
systematic theology. To round out the argument, systematic theology’s key 
components will be reconsidered as themselves being thoroughly missional, 
followed by the conclusion that mission takes place most effectively by the 
systematic explanations of the Christian gospel, which in its comprehensive 
scope both echoes and embodies the mission explained in the good news 
message.5

4    The OED renders the noun as “That which is confessed, its matter or form,” with the fifth defi-
nition being, “That which is made known in confessing; the matter confessed.” This relates 
dynamically to the fourth definition, the act of confessing: “The recognizing or acknowledg-
ing (of a person or thing) as having a certain character or certain claims; declaration of belief 
in or adhesion to; acknowledgement, profession, avowal when asked; spec. the testimony 
rendered by a Confessor.” From this the OED cites the Collect Trin. Sunday of The booke of 
the common prayer and administracion of the sacramentes, and other rites and ceremonies of 
the Churche: after the vse of the Churche of England, 1st ed. (7 Mar 1549): “By the confession 
of a true fayth to acknowlege the glorye of the eternall trinitie” (“confession, n.” OED Online. 
December 2012. Oxford University Press, http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/38779?redirected
From=confession&, accessed 15 Jan 2013.)

5    Note that by “systematic expositions” I am not claiming that these must necessarily be writ-
ten. Indeed, the systematic exposition is not in opposition to what storied explanations of 
the gospel to oral learners would entail (Moon 2010:127–140).



 387Missional Theology’s Missing Ingredient

Mission Studies 32 (2015) 384–397

 Missional Theology’s (Mis)Reading of Systematic Theology

 Misunderstanding Systematic Theology’s Abstractions
Systematic theology has occasionally received a bad reputation amidst its 
attempts to tackle its own challenging issues. Difficult matters related to con-
temporary missional discussions have histories that theology has sought to 
deconstruct and develop in more responsible ways than previously. One exam-
ple here is the less critical utilization of the missio Dei concept for understand-
ing God’s action both within the divine life itself and also in the world. This has 
prompted nuanced trinitarian discussions involving the relationship between 
God and his creation, some of which frightens missional thinkers. Meanwhile, 
some of today’s leading missional thinkers have expressed desire for system-
atic theologians to help. Whether this will become a genuine dialogue, how-
ever, remains to be seen.

It seems that a lot of the angst here flows from misunderstandings of what 
systematic theology is. J. Andrew Kirk spoke of David Bosch’s magnum opus 
as “a systematic theological presentation of Christian mission” (Kirk 2000:1) 
and likened his own work to being virtually the same.6 Kirk and others have 
seemed to somewhat confuse the two disciplines as is commonplace in bibli-
cal studies and biblical theology. The same notion is one often held by evan-
gelicals, which often supposes that sacra doctrina equals sacra pagina. The 
result is often that approaches to systematic theology itself are treated with 
chagrin. And that, even though everything about missional thinking and prac-
tice is, at a fundamental level, boiled down to one of systematic theology’s  
loci – ecclesiology. The ecclesio-centric emphasis on mission which was cor-
rected somewhat in the twentieth century with a theo-centric emphasis could 
have been corrected much earlier if it had been realized that no arm in the 
systematic range is an island. Emphasis on ecclesiology should indeed be 
maintained, which evangelicals have had difficulty with due to their often self-
perceived anemic ecclesial heritage. But this emphasis should remain while 
not neglecting other matters in theology or its sources, each of which sys-
tematic theology is organically linked.7 Accordingly, rather than the abstrac-
tions theology generates internally, it is often the external impositions on the 

6    See his description of What is Mission? as having covered “systematically the various compo-
nent parts of missiological reflection and mission practice” (Kirk 2006:x).

7    Although one does not have to reach back very far to see that the evangelical ecclesial heri-
tage is much richer than recent thinkers have been willing to admit. Note the observation 
that free church ecclesiology was being incorporated early on into all US churches. See also 
the recent attempts at free church ecclesiologies by evangelicals (Allison 2012; Holmes 2012; 
an Anglican evangelical perspective is Green 2013).
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systematic corpus and not theology itself that tends to generate obfuscation 
regarding theology’s subject matter. It is for this reason also that Stephen 
Bevans’s notion that contexts not only shape the content and methods of our 
theologizing but also determine “the questions we ask and highlights the things 
we see as important” (Bevans 2012:12); context opens the door for a bit much. It 
may indeed determine some questions we ask, but not all of them. Some ideas 
and structures in particular contexts are impossibly irredeemable, or for other 
reasons better avoided or resisted in spite of any other contribution they might 
have made.

 Intolerance Toward Systematic Constructs
Karl Barth, whose dogmatics remained unfinished of course, is often cited as 
an opponent of systematic theology (Franke 2011:300–322). While his approach 
was entirely systematic in the truest sense, he is supposed to be one who would 
have never been able to render a complete systematic account of the Christian 
faith, because if he had, then he would simply have to start over again. Referring 
to systematic theology as a sort of “seizure” that the truth of the Word of God 
opposes, John Franke quotes Barth as affirming that

in dogmatics strictly speaking there are no comprehensive views, no 
final conclusions and results. There is only the investigation and teaching 
which take place in the act of dogmatic work and which, strictly speak-
ing, must continually begin again at the beginning in every point (Barth, 
CD 1/2:868; see Franke 2009:70).

Like Barth, Stanley Grenz echoed the same sentiment, that since “the goal of 
the church transcends the present, our systematic theology remains incom-
plete” (Grenz 2000:570). John Flett also acknowledged that until that day 
when all creation confesses Jesus’ name, “every confession is partial and provi-
sional,” whilst being driven by mission towards the fullness of this confession 
(Flett 2010:295). This assessment may be fair of some theologies, especially 
in the wake of ones like that of Pannenberg, which, while remaining a force-
ful account of the Christian faith seems to have somewhat given the impres-
sion that his task was complete with the publication of a coherent systematic 
theology.8

8    Pannenberg spoke of how “the final task of Christian theology” is appropriately presented in 
“the form of a Christian systematic theology” (Pannenberg 1981:263). However he perceived 
his own accomplishment, “provisional as it may remain” (Pannenberg 2006:190), Pannenberg 
already worked through a host of methodological issues in his aim to touch on “everything 
else” on the way to the writing of his strategically planned systematic theology, which nev-
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With heavy emphasis on the “partial, incomplete, and subject to revision” 
character of theological constructs in order to be more readily positioned to 
acknowledge the final authority in the church as the Spirit speaking through 
the biblical text, John Franke sets up a trenchant and unnecessary dichotomy 
(Franke 2011:137). Just because the church’s theology and practices remain 
subject to ongoing critical and constructive scrutiny in order to ensure they 
maintain a missional character (Franke 2011:137) does not mean that faithful 
confession is short-circuited in either a “balk” confession or an endless lack of 
clarity and understanding about the nature of faith. This faith is a reality that 
a believer has been brought into, whose own growth of understanding ought 
to develop in coherent and ever deepening ways that aim towards her full 
eschatological confession, which will take shape in increasingly coherent and 
systematic ways as all things are manifest in light of the gospel’s transform-
ing work (2 Cor 5:16–17). To not aim for this coherent structure that increas-
ingly understands its confession not in isolation but in a community and for 
the world is to abort its exposition in the world and to abandon mission. To 
this end, systematic theology doesn’t necessarily claim imperially to provide a 
complete once and for all structure. It aims for a coherent one wherein there is 
found inherent proclamation power.

 Response: Failure to Allow Systematic Theology to be “Other” and 
Community-Based

The irony here is, from missiologists especially, that the aim for diversity and 
listening to other voices often stops short of seeing things the way they are as 
systematic theology might render them. Moreover, they will not often grant 
the integrity of the systematic theologian’s voice, which claims that a system-
atic theological structure is the way gospel-exposition and mission really work 
because the gospel defines things as they really are. As Christian theology 
claims, Jesus is Lord over all created realities. Since all these realities possess a 
radically contingent character, the noble aim of seeking to utilize any particu-
lar research material might at some point be found working against the gospel 
in aim. This goes for any competing cultural narrative as well as potentially 
each of the various academic disciplines contributing to the missional conver-
sation, along with some works under the rubric of systematic theology, which 
hardly can be called missional in any meaningful sense. As with any discipline, 
if ever systematic theology becomes self-serving and isolated it then fails to 
serve in missional capacity as a pilgrim theology. Herein lies the strength of 
Newbigin’s work a generation ago which sought to see theology recovered for 

ertheless, according to his understanding of the nature of theology itself, still remains a 
hypothesis remaining to be worked out on the pages of history’s relation to the eschaton.
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the sake of mission, but theology on its own terms nonetheless – whilst on 
mission (Newbigin 2006:33–37). If Newbigin’s claim is to be taken seriously, 
that trinitarian theology was formed and shaped while the church was on 
mission, then so was the range of its theological understanding and gospel 
apprehension that developed amid (and perhaps somewhat on the basis of) 
the missional need in the shape of theological expansion, clarification, and 
proclamation. This was expressed in the church’s common confession, which 
echoes and embodies the truthfulness of gospel-proclamation, which is part 
of the very heart of the church’s mission. For contemporary missiological work 
to refuse to listen and learn from systematic theology as a discipline is tanta-
mount to the refusal to acknowledge ways in which God has worked in the 
world, which has not only signaled truth and goodness, but also the beauty 
indicative of the aesthetic of the divine disclosure (Chung 2009:24).9

What this logic seems to invite is for Newbigin’s project to be taken forward 
even further, attentive to historical theology, maintaining a missional empha-
sis which strategically works in the church, academy, and world. Of course, 
my assessment assumes that theology is not merely academic but is offered 
in service to the church and world, for their flourishing and for the sake of the 
furtherance of the church’s mission. But this kind of project needs to practice 
methodological responsibility, which a lot of work on mission simply does not. 
This is displayed in hasty dismissals of historical or systematic theological work 
as “Western,” or as lacking capacity to reckon with or integrate anthropologi-
cal or other sociological matters significant to mission. In so doing, however, 
mission risks doing a kind of systematic theology without a methodologically 
responsible solidarity with the wider historical or global church. A proper mis-
sional (systematically-conceived) theology will need to be conversant with the 
very best voices contributing to missionary endeavors and to the missional 
conversation, while refusing to develop in isolation from these other voices’ 
developments. This then also means being more conversant with and paying 
close attention to those contributing to the missional conversation in helpful 
ways, including various biblical scholars, biblical theologians, systematic theo-
logians and practitioner/missiologists.10

9     Surely, however, exceptions exist (e.g., Matheny 2012). See also the discussion of concept 
of mission in Vatican II documents and especially the relationship between missionary 
theology and missionary practice (Bevans 2013:273–283; and Bevans and Schroeder 2004).

10    One group attempting to pay special attention to each of these voices is found in the 
Forum on Missional Hermeneutics held annually at the national meeting of the Society 
of Biblical Literature. For a discussion of recent efforts in missional hermeneutics, see 
Hunsberger 2011:309–321.
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 Systematic Theology’s Missional Emphasis

The church’s approach to mission has always been articulated systematically, 
in one form or another. Doctrinal and systematic theology, therefore, does not 
need to hire out the repair work that comes with the missional scaffolding, 
as Guder claims (Guder 2009:67), since this kind of systematic theological 
exposition in, before, and for both the church and the world essentially is how 
mission works. The historical creeds and confessions show forth this dynamic, 
as do the contemporary doctrinal statements of various denominations and 
faith-based institutions. Evangelical orthodoxy flows in this same stream, and 
even while the stream changes in depth and width downstream, it nevertheless 
carries the same water as at first. This also accounts for the church’s primary 
authority, as systematic expositions are consistently unfolded in scripture: in 
the OT legal categories, the shape of prophetic utterances, the wisdom litera-
ture, Jesus’ parables, and the theological exposés in the Pauline corpus and 
the general letters. It takes increasing effort and clarity to expound the gospel 
in the extra-biblical uninspired context, because of both the missional need 
and the danger of heresy, which itself is designed for most profitable correc-
tion whilst on mission, as observed historically. Yet while looking to the Spirit’s 
guidance speaking in scripture (Westminster Confession of Faith 1.10), it is still 
the same gospel, grounded in the triune God revealed in scripture’s normative 
witness, disclosed personally in Jesus Christ.

Theology must be understood and constructed as a missional enterprise. 
Mission must also not be thought of as taking shape in any other way than the 
way it most naturally does – systematically – accounting for all reality under 
Jesus’ lordship and in relation to him as the foundation of our faith. Systematic 
theology takes shape both whilst on mission and as part of the church’s mis-
sion. Now, linking the concept of mission to the systematic exposition of faith 
is not to collapse an eternal divine attribute into the world’s course, nor is it to 
identify the nature of eternal mission as what happens in the church’s feeble 
and equivocal articulations of the gospel, however comprehensively settled 
upon these might be. This highlights that theology can never be done in isola-
tion as if preaching the gospel to one’s self was the end of the church’s exis-
tence. Everywhere but isolation is where transformation takes place; and does 
so ultimately for the sake of others, which is the character of mission and the 
intention of systematic theology in its unique form, content, and aim.

 Systematic Theology’s Missional Form
Exposition of scripture is an exposition of the gospel, which is the account 
of God’s economic action. Systematic theology has all the explaining power 



392 Sexton

Mission Studies 32 (2015) 384–397

and abilities that mission needs and without which mission is deficient at best 
and utterly anemic at worst. This claim works with the view that genuine faith 
confessed in Jesus Christ has always historically taken systematic and localized 
shape, providing coherence in its internal structure as well as in its outward 
articulation and exposition in particular localized settings. The problem for 
mission emerges when localized expositions in freely expressed localized sym-
bols is restricted either by idols (demonic or otherwise) in a particular recep-
tor culture or in ways that the missionary deems essential to exposition in his 
own context, for the sake of suppressing other contextual idols, or to meet 
some other need wherein Jesus may be displayed as subversively fulfilling a 
particular cultural narrative. The ordinary believer knows that systematic the-
ology insofar as it is an exposition of the gospel has this capacity.11 So does the 
illiterate believer,12 the societal outcast, or the person wonderfully converted 
after hearing the most encumbered or questionable (though genuine) attempt 
to explain the gospel. Faithful pastors know this as well, as do those in their 
care. In this way, things like the doctrine of the Trinity to some degree can-
not be kept out of view whilst seeking to explain Jesus, nor can things like 
justification, an ecclesial feature as much as a soteriological one that orients 
one eschatologically.13 Yet these things may be expounded in ways related rel-
evantly to other things that they never have been heretofore.

Any doctrinal loci (e.g., theology proper, ecclesiology, etc.) isolated from the 
others runs the risk of existing by and for itself, becoming self-serving, an end 
in itself, utterly void of a coherent gospel, proclamation, and mission. It fol-
lows also that any systematic theology without localized contextual theologies 
(this also would apply to the inscrutable life of God in its eternal freedom) 
runs the risk of irrelevance. And it is precisely the systematic exposition of 
the gospel that is how mission takes place, otherwise it loses the missional 
component that the gospel intends to have. Recalling again that the twenti-
eth century move from ecclesio-centric to theo-centric missions was a good 
thing, missions only properly becomes theo-centric when the comprehensive  
 

11    See the explorative work on everyday lay theology and ordinary dogmatics: Astley and 
Francis 2013.

12    This description, rather than seeking to portray negative connotations, describes a sig-
nificant group in the Western world. In a church I planted, a very successful businessman 
who was unable to read evidenced a maturing faith in Christ and a growing understand-
ing of and living consistently with the gospel (cp. Moon 2010:138n2).

13    Note the blurring of the distinctions of “official,” “ordinary,” and “theological-academic” 
theology in Healy 2009:24–39.



 393Missional Theology’s Missing Ingredient

Mission Studies 32 (2015) 384–397

range of its reach is brought together. This comprehensive range sustains each 
component in the systematic enterprise because God’s mission and jurisdic-
tion extend over them all in a coherent manner that itself lends proclama-
tion power to the gospel message. Accordingly, the gospel remains eminently 
translatable into different cultures with different languages while usurping 
and subversively fulfilling various cultural contingencies that compete with its 
superiority. This then means that not only is Jesus Christ the subversive fulfill-
ment of every cultural narrative, but also that the gospel’s proclamation and 
articulation happen in particular intellectual contexts (Newbigin 2006:36).

 Systematic Theology’s Missional Content
As a coherent message, the gospel’s content expounded in systematic range 
ultimately provides an argument for the self-authenticating power of the gos-
pel, both regarding its inherent features as well as the referents to which it 
points. That is, systematic theology is rendered by the making of propositions 
that cohere into one statement of gospel, which the variables denote, testify 
about, and proclaim in their weak, meager efforts. These systematic compo-
nents do not contradict each other but fit together into an interconnected, 
integrated whole which itself carries explanatory power (Grenz 2006:199). It 
is this proclamation that stages the context for conversion by forming “the 
vehicle through which the Spirit works to bring an individual to repentance 
and faith” (Grenz 2000:424). Simultaneously, systematic theology’s articulation 
travels not just the range of the systematic loci, but informs and is integrally 
connected to ethics (Gunton 1997:12). This is because theology is concerned 
not just with God, but with all things uncreated and created, and with all 
things in their particular relations to God and between one another. Theology 
deals not with the created order in itself, but the created order in its status as 
creaturely, and thus radically contingent (Williams 2009:47). Therefore theol-
ogy takes as subject matter all things in relation to God, while simultaneously 
serving as a witness as it “mirrors, or . . . partakes of, the character of its divine 
subject.” In some sense, then, theology is very much both a human creation 
and a divine one (Williams 2009:48–49). A. N. Williams explains: “That there 
is ratio on both sides [divine and human] of the theological equation attests 
to the divine intention that humanity respond to the divine speech in kind, in 
a response which renders rationally discernible patterns. To decline to recog-
nize these when they suggest themselves is virtually to deny the notion of ratio 
itself, which, in the Christian, is to deny God.” From here Williams provides 
a summary explanation about theology’s comprehensive reach, coherence, 
orderliness, and relations to other disciplines under the rubric of rationality 
and relationality:
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In expressing theology’s relation to other discourses, in delineating 
the relations amongst its own constituent loci, in tracing the relations 
of human creatures to each other and to other creatures, and above 
all, in expressing, however imperfectly, the relation of human to divine 
Persons, systematic theology testifies to the rationality and relationality 
which cradle the cosmos, the communion of knowledge and love that is 
the blessed Trinity. Systematic theology is simply theology which makes 
explicit that rationality and that relationality (Williams 2009:51).

Therefore, because systematic theology is as much shaped by listening most 
closely to others in other disciplines as it is by its shapenness by divine special 
revelation in scripture and the revelation of God in Jesus of Nazareth, system-
atic theology is most ready and able to articulate the gospel in those settings to 
where it reaches in its missional movement, or as missionary. But in addition to 
the form and content of the systematic rendering of the faith, there is still one 
more way that it displays missional character.

 Systematic Theology’s Missional Aim
The aim of systematic theology is to articulate matters essential to the  
gospel, as unfolded in the traditional categories, including the doctrines of the 
Trinity, anthropology, Christology, pneumatology (bibliology and soteriology), 
ecclesiology (including methodology, prolegomena, epistemology and missiol-
ogy), perhaps angelology and eschatology. But throughout all of these features, 
held together in Christ, is mission. Now mission is not necessarily the gospel, 
since gospel is an economic reality indicative of divine action in relation to 
God’s creation in a proper salvation-historical setting. In other words, there 
is no good news unless it is for the creatures based on divine action. Equally, 
amid a postlapsarian situation there is no good news without the presence of 
defection, none of which exists in the divine being. On the other hand, mission 
as an eternal attribute provides the ontological basis for the economic mis-
sions (Flett 2011:74–75). Yet as economically conceived, mission is much more 
variegated than the gospel itself. Systematic theology in its varying shades is 
part and parcel of this divine missional movement in and for the world, carry-
ing the categories that cast and cradle the explanation of the revealed vision 
for the world. In its very exposition it aims to co-labor with the God of the 
Bible who is missionary and brings his people to participate in this action with 
him (Newbigin 2006:54, 81, 83). Thus while not wanting to delineate mission 
too sharply, systematic theology has as its origin and thrust God’s working in 
salvation history to redeem a people from every tribe, tongue, nation, and peo-
ple. And as rescued people, it becomes a proper constraint to risk extremism 
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by saying that for believers, insofar as being united to Christ has granted a 
renewed perspective on everything, so too, mission is all (Bosch 1991:512).

 Conclusion

In light of recent proposals that have contributed to the present state of the 
missional conversation, including those from biblical scholars, biblical theolo-
gians, theologians engaging mission, and missiologists, this paper has identi-
fied a gaping hole in the literature, highlighting a significant area of neglect 
within the Evangelical discourse and I suspect it may also be similar with 
other non-Evangelical traditions. Systematic theology has not been invited 
to the table in a meaningful way. And yet, in its very design, systematic the-
ology has already been at the table, participating in the eating and drinking. 
This essay has argued that faithful gospel-proclamation (and discipleship) has 
always included coherent, systematic renderings of the Christian faith, from 
the earliest creeds and confessions to the present. Without this systematic 
representation, missional thinking robs itself of the very impulse essential to 
mission. In doing so, it ultimately fails to drum up the categorical reach that 
faithfully testifies to Jesus’ exclusive lordship within the church and the public 
arena, tending instead towards a ghettoized iso-disciplinarity that nurtures an 
unhealthy form of pluralism and arrogance whilst forsaking the mission the 
church has already been summoned by and sent on. Without a forthcoming 
correction, it seems that the mission being carried out by faithful proclaimers 
of the gospel who already exist within the church will continue to look less and 
less toward these academic scholars whose primary task ought to be in service 
to the church. The exposition of the gospel most helpfully takes its lead from 
God’s missional character, requiring wide-ranging coherence-testing through 
the traditional loci, and extending its reach in relation to all reality, over which 
Jesus reigns as the incarnate, crucified, and risen Lord. Accordingly, if mis-
sional theology wishes to display the strengths it seeks, generating a coherent 
structure and kerygma lending to distinctly evangelical gospel-proclamation, 
it will need to take much better account of systematic theology, and the way 
mission has always been and is really done.

It would not be remiss, then, to make the claim that a systematic theological 
framework is suggestive of something like an archetypal gospel already present 
as a divinely-revealed constant and present gift in a post-fall situation, reflect-
ing creation’s contingency and God’s power to justify and heal, which then is 
disclosed at many times and in many ways through the gospel’s exposition in 
salvation history. The gospel exposition is then increasingly yet coherently 
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expanded as gospel in systematic fashion by imperfect disciples who have 
come to believe it and participate in its movement. It is these feeble exposi-
tions of this gospel – both in, outwith and as the church – that mark the very 
places that mission and theology do their best work.
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