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KEY ISSUES & CONCEPTS 

How did we get here? Mapping the History 
 

The lived experience of the average Church goer in America today is very different from 

the lived experience of the primitive Church.1 Most people think of the Church as a building, or 

all the people gathered together on Sunday. Paul, however, can speak of the Church that meets in 

the home  of Aquila and Priscilla (1 Cor 16:19). He can also mention occasions where the whole 

Church gathers (1 Cor 14:23; Rom 16:23), implying that smaller expressions of the Church 

existed.2 Why does the Church today have a different lived experience? 

When Christianity was legalized by Emperor Constantine a slow process of 

Christianization began. As Christianity grew and penetrated the spheres of influence in the 

Roman world, history witnessed the age of Christendom.  

Christendom is the formal or informal alliance of church and state that was the dominant 
model in Europe from the conversion of Constantine in the fourth century AD onward. 
To be born into the states of Europe was to be born into the church. Christianity became a 
civil religion… The church as an institution was given special privileges.3 

What this meant was that the Church, when it engaged in ministry, could assume that most 

people in the culture were Christian or at the very least were familiar with Christian teaching. 

People were expected to come to Church. During this time Church buildings were built, and the 

Church took on a more institutional and hierarchical form. Many reasons have been suggested 

1 This observation has been made repeatedly by Dr. Sell in his class PT 7220, Pastoral Leadership. 
 
2 Robert J. Banks, Paul’s Idea of Community: The Early House Churches in Their Historical Setting, 1st ed 

(Grand Rapids, Mich: Eerdmans, 1980), 38. 
 
3 Tim Chester and Steve Timmis, Everyday Church: Gospel Communications on Mission, North American 

ed (Wheaton, Ill: Crossway, 2012), 19. 
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for why Christendom ended.4 Suffice it to say, we in America, and especially those in Europe, 

are living in a post-Christendom context. What this means is that the old Christendom ways of 

doing ministry are obsolete, and need to change.5  

Different responses to the demise of Christendom have been proposed. Some have 

advocated that rather than engaging with the broader culture, Christians must retreat into 

communities seriously devoted to Christ where they can guard against the dangers of the culture. 

The so-called Benedict Option seeks to preserve the Christian faith before it is destroyed.6 Many 

Christians have not taken this approach.  

During the Church growth movement, leaders in the Church thought that by having new 

versions of the Church, by creating a worship experience that would meet the needs of the 

people, they could attract people to Church. The people who were attracted to these new forms of 

Church were often dechurched. That is, perhaps they grew up in the Church, or had some general 

exposure to the Church but had drifted away. Churches offered them an experience of Church 

they had never had before. This worked for a time. However, in a post-Christendom context 

people are unchurched, they have no  Church experience or knowledge about the gospel. Merely 

making Church “cooler” will not draw these people to Church, because they are not even 

thinking about Church.7 

4 Timothy Keller, Center Church: Doing Balanced, Gospel-Centered Ministry in Your City (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Zondervan, 2012), 256. 

 
5 Chester and Timmis, Everyday Church, 23. 
 
6 Rod Dreher, The Benedict Option: A Strategy for Christians in a Post-Christian Nation (New York, New 

York: Sentinel, 2017). 
 

7 Chester and Timmis, Everyday Church, 27. 
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Another change that leaders in the Church growth movement implemented in the 1990’s 

were small groups.8 These small gatherings of Christians initially started out as groups of people 

pursuing a common mission, but they quickly turned their gaze inward. The initial success of 

these groups points to their value. The relational and intimate format of these groups created a 

context that dechurched Christians were more willing to go to, rather than a large group 

gathering at a Church building. When they lived together on mission small groups had a great 

impact for Christ, and thus missional communities were born. 

 

What does “missional” mean? Navigating Definitions 
 

To get a better handle on what it means to be missional we will briefly note four main 

ways this term has been used. Being missional has been understood as: being evangelistic, being 

incarnational, being contextual, and being reciprocal and communal.9 The first way mentioned 

equates missional with evangelism. This approach focuses on the individual salvation of lost 

people, and can fall prey to a Christendom mindset. Missional has also been understood as 

incarnational. Just as Jesus became a man, entering a specific context and learning the 

vernacular, so being missional means entering a community and learning the cultural language so 

that it may be reached for Christ.  

Thirdly, missional has been understood as contextual. This approach acknowledges the 

reality of post-Christendom, and that the language of the gospel is largely unintelligible to 

8 M. Scott Boren, Missional Small Groups: Becoming a Community That Makes a Difference in the World, 
Allelon Missional Series (Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Books, 2010), 19–20. 

 
9 Keller, Center Church, 256–258. These 4 ways of understanding the term “missional” suggested by Tim 

Keller are found in the book: Craig Van Gelder, Dwight J. Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective: Mapping 
Trends and Shaping the Conversation (Grand Rapids, Mich: Baker Academic, 2011). 
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non-Christians. This requires the hard work of contextualizing the gospel and the Church 

gathering so that it is simultaneously understandable to lost people and challenges their idols.10 

Fourthly, some have understood missional to be a reciprocal and communal reality. This 

approach seeks to partner with what God is already doing in a community. Furthermore, this 

view understands sin, salvation, and the gospel in corporate and communal ways. The kingdom 

of God is the focus, more than the gospel.11 

Many definitions of what a missional community is have been given. For our purposes, 

we will define missional communities as, “a reproducing group of people living together on 

mission to be the church among an unreached pocket of people.”12 This description of the church 

is in stark contrast to the Christendom model of the Church. A missional community takes the 

stance of a missionary to its community. That is, they do not assume the broader culture, or their 

neighborhood, knows Biblical truth, Scriptural language, or the story of God. Missional 

communities listen to their communities, asking their communities questions, learning the 

vernacular of their neighborhood and contextualizing the gospel.  

What all of this means is that the Christians that make up a missional community learn to 

be disciples of Christ in the everyday stuff of life.13 During Christendom a strong sacred-secular 

divide arose. Only the ordained clergy did the “Christian” stuff. The bakers, black smiths, 

10 Keller, Center Church., 256- 258. 
 
11 Another way to summarize what a Missional Church is, involves six marks: 1) confronting the societies 

idols, 2) contextualize the gospel in order to communicate in the vernacular, 3) equip people to live on mission in 
every aspect of their life, 4) live countercultural for the common good, 5) expect the presence of non-Christians in 
the life of the Church and appropriately contextualize Christian community for them, and 6) practice unity in the 
Church.  Ibid., 274. 
 

12 Rob Wegner and Jack Magruder, Missional Moves: 15 Tectonic Shifts That Transform Churches, 
Communities, and the World (Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 2012), 247. 

 
13 Jeff Vanderstelt, Saturate: Being Disciples of Jesus in the Everyday Stuff of Life (Wheaton: Crossway, 

2015), 25–27. 
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farmers, and other leaders in the community were then led to think that their vocations and the 

normal lives were not contexts for ministry. In missional communities, however, the leaders in 

the Church equip the people to engage their spheres of influence with the gospel.14 Missional 

communities will also identify a more specific mission, located close to where the group gathers, 

where they all serve as missionaries together. These mission contexts could be almost anything 

(a local school, college campus, tutor program, refugee ministry, battling sex-tracking, etc.).  

In a post-Christendom context, the role of genuine relationships will become even more 

important. Organized religion is a major stumbling block for non-Christians. The large Sunday 

gathering, the most organized expression of the Church is very uncomfortable for most lost 

people.15 Because of this, meaningful and safe relationships must be established. “All of the 

research confirms that people primarily come to life in Christ through significant 

relationships.”16 In addition to the sociological and practical reasons to have missional 

communities there are theological reasons as well. 

 

Is God a missionary? Theological Foundations of Mission 
 

The God of the Bible is a missionary God. Since the beginning, God has been going out 

in the acts of creation, blessing, and redemption. In this regard, missional communities share the 

missionary pattern rooted in the Trinity itself.17 The love the Father has for the Son is something 

they share with the Holy Spirit, and vice versa. The Trinity naturally overflows in love, because 

14 Keller, Center Church, 259. 
 
15 This observation has been made repeatedly by Dr. Sell in his class PT 7220, Pastoral Leadership. 
 
16 Boren, Missional Small Groups , 133. 
 
17 Keller, Center Church, 251. 
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a love that is shared is a double love. Not only is God a missionary God, every disciple of Christ 

is called to live as a missionary.18  

“Missionaries” in a Christendom context were “special” people called by God and often 

sent to another country to do evangelism. If we take seriously that pastors are to equip the saints 

for the work of the ministry (Eph 4), and the challenge to follow Paul’s missionary lifestyle (1 

Cor 10:31-11:1), the natural conclusion is that every disciple of Christ is called to live like a 

missionary.19 Having looked at key concepts and issues concerning missional communities, the 

next section will look at practical concerns. 

 

APPLICATION IN THE CHURCH 

The Size, Nature, and Activities of Missional Communities 
 

There is no perfect expression/form of a missional community. Part of the genius of 

missional communities is that they are missional, learning and adapting to the community that it 

finds itself in. Certain principles and applications, however, have a transcendent quality and will 

be relevant in almost any context. 

Typically, missional communities meet at least once as a group throughout the week, 

with other smaller expressions happening organically as well. Some suggest the size of a 

missional community should be from 20 to 50 people.20 Certainly a new missional community 

will have less than this, and others may find that 20 to 50 people is too large to host in a home 

18 Colin Marshall, Tony Payne, and Matthias Media, The Trellis and the Vine: The Ministry Mind-Shift That 
Changes Everything (Kingsford, N.S.W.: Matthias Media, 2009), 49–53. 

 
19 Ibid., 51–52. 
 
20 Keller, Center Church, 266. 
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and live out in a small neighborhood. A group of 5 to 15 people is probably a better rule of 

thumb to follow.21 Often missional communities will be part of a larger Church that gathers on 

Sundays and then scatters into smaller communities throughout the week. No hard and fast 

number exists, but the size of the missional community should allow for the members to practice 

the “one another’s” of Scripture.  

Missional communities meet regularly for mutual edification, but do so in the context of 

mission. This means that the atmosphere created should be comfortable for a non-Christian. “The 

quality, distinctiveness, and beauty of our communal life must be a major part of our witness and 

mission to the world.”22 The idea of a compelling community is not novel with the missional 

Church movement, the apostle Paul also shared this vision.23 By bringing lost people into such a 

community, and giving them a taste of Christians loving one another (John 13:35), will increase 

the plausibility of the gospel.  

Not only are non-Christians engaged in missional communities, but leaders in the Church 

can be raised up. “The best training for mission  happens while on mission .”24 These small 

communities are the perfect training ground for new leaders to see ministry skills modeled by 

mature Christians, and give them opportunities to use their gifts. It would be nearly impossible to 

follow the method of Paul (who presented his life as an example for Christians to learn from) in a 

21 The range of 5-15 people is attributed to Dr. Ralph Neighbour when he describes the size of “Cell 
Groups,” which for our purposes are essentially the same as missional communities. “Cell” is not like a prison 
“cell,” but the organic, living cells, the small pockets of life that make the whole human body and enable it to 
function properly. William A Beckham, The Second Reformation: Reshaping the Church for the Twenty-First 
Century (Houston, TX: TOUCH Publications, 2005), 27. 

 
22 Keller, Center Church, 260. 
 
23 James Thompson, The Church according to Paul: Rediscovering the Community Conformed to Christ 

(Grand Rapid, Michigan: Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, 2014), 173. 
 
24 Vanderstelt, Saturate, 113. 
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Church building or classroom.25 Missional communities, however, provide a context that is 

highly relational and where numerous ministry skills are displayed. 

When the missional community gathers, what should the time consist of? Many 

advocates of missional communities recommend eating a meal together.26 A meal gives people 

something to enjoy that anybody can easily participate in. Lost people also need to eat! The joy 

and fellowship that happens while eating unifies a missional community and creates a context 

where non-Christians can easily enter in. Additionally, a missional community should read, 

study, and obey the Bible together. This more formal time could begin with an ice-breaker 

activity, where non-threatening questions are asked that everyone can answer. Then a leader, 

using carefully crafted questions, leads the group in a dialogical study of the Word.27  

The key in all of this is to hear from God in His Word. The Word of God is powerful, and 

at any time it may probe, convict, and transform the people present. Applying the Word would 

follow this, and then a closing prayer session would conclude the formal time together. It should 

be noted that no one-size-fits-all approach exists. The missional community must be engaged in 

mission, practice the one another’s of Scripture, hear from the God in the Word, and pray. How 

these are fleshed out may vary. 

 
Church Leadership and Missional Communities 

 

What is the precise relationship between the elders/pastors of the Church and the 

missional communities of the Church? To what degree do missional communities function 

25 Marshall, Payne, and Matthias Media, The Trellis and the Vine, 74–75. 
 
26 Vanderstelt, Saturate, 171–73. 
 
27 This observation, and the ones made previously, were explained by Dr. Sell in his class, PT 7220, 

Pastoral Leadership. 
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independently of the elders/pastors of the Church? To what degree do missional communities 

submit to the elders/pastors? 

The answer to these questions will depend, in part, on a person’s view of Church polity, 

whether congregationalist or Presbyterian. This paper is written from a congregationalist 

perspective, so I will focus on that. In this view, the final authority of the Church rests with the 

congregation. Congregations appoint elders, who meet the qualifications laid out in Scripture (1 

Tim 3, Titus 1), to shepherd the Church. Moreover, the Biblical norm is that each Church has a 

plurality of elders.28 To complicate matters, the Bible does not have a rigid understanding of “the 

Church” (ekklésia).  

The fact that small groups in individual houses are called ekklȇsia (Phlm. 2; 1 Cor. 16:19; 
Rom. 16:5; cf. also Col. 4:15) indicates that neither the significance of the place nor the 
numerical size of the assembly determines the use of the term. What counts is the 
presence of Christ among them (cf. Gal. 3:1) and faith nourished by him. Where possible 
there were several house churches in the same place.29 

According to this definition of “Church” a missional community of 15 people meeting in a home 

is a “Church.” To complicate matters still further, imagine a large Church with 20 missional 

communities. If each of these missional communities is considered a “Church” and therefore 

requires a plurality of elders the result is a Church with over 40 elders! The decision-making 

process for a Church with a great number of elders will be very slow and inefficient.30  

The Bible does not provide a specific elder-to-Church member ratio, it merely describes 

the functions and necessity of elders.31 Prudential wisdom leads us to a number of elders great 

28 Gene A. Getz, Elders and Leaders: God’s Plan for Leading the Church: A Biblical, Historical, and 
Cultural Perspective (Chicago: Moody Publishers, 2003), 209–16. 

 
29 Colin Brown, ed., The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology Vol. 1: A-F (Grand 

Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan Books, 1980), 301. 
 
30 Getz, Elders and Leaders , 301–6. 
 
31 Ibid., 215. 
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enough to oversee the life of the Church, but small enough that decisions can be easily and 

efficiently made. Anywhere from seven, eight, or even twelve elders have been suggested, but 

this is not a definitive rule.32 What does all of this mean for missional communities? 

It seems that missional communities function best when they are part of a larger Church 

that gathers weekly on Sunday, and then scatters to their respective communities throughout the 

week. It is not necessary that every missional community have its own plurality of elders, but 

each missional community needs a leader(s) that are accountable to the elders of the Church. I 

believe it is the elder’s role to free up their people to live on mission and contextualize the gospel 

in their context. The elders provide encouragement, doctrinal discernment, prayer, counseling, 

etc., while allowing the missional community leader(s) to run with the mission. Elders also have 

the responsibility to make sure missional communities are actually living on mission.33 That is 

why they are called missional  communities rather than small groups. The title of a ministry 

structure does not magically make ministry happen. The format I have been arguing for, 

however, provides a context where training Christians can easily happen, and non-Christians can 

comfortably explore the faith. 

Practical Ways to Live on Mission 
 

Many resources on missional communities speak of “rhythms” of life. These are the 

natural, weekly, regular life events of people that are reclaimed for mission.34 It will be a 

 
32 Ibid., 302. 
 
33 Marshall, Payne, and Matthias Media, The Trellis and the Vine, 100–101. 
 
34 Boren, Missional Small Groups ; Vanderstelt, Saturate.; Reggie McNeal, Missional Communities: The 

Rise of the Post-Congregational Church, 1st ed, Jossey-Bass Leadership Network Series 55 (San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 2011). This understanding of “rhythm” in relation to the Church’s mission is different, though not 
incompatible with the understanding of “rhythm” proposed by Howard Snyder, Elton Trueblood, Ray Stedman, and 
William A. Beckham. These men describe the relationship between the large gathering of the whole Church and the 
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liberating truth for many Christians when they realize that living on mission does not mean 

having to walk through every part of the gospel with a person and call them to make a decision 

for Christ on the spot. Missional communities seek to be good friends, neighbors, and members 

of their community. Jonathan Dodson lists 8 easy ways that people can live on mission.35 

1. Eat with non-Christians. We eat around 21 meals a week, this is one of the rhythms of 
life. Use this time to disciple another Christian and develop a relationship with a 
non-Christian 
 

2. Walk, don’t drive, to get around in your neighborhood. By doing this you will be able 
to get to know the community and the people in it. 
 

3. Be a regular at the same coffee shop, restaurant, etc., at the same time and day of the 
week. Engage, be friendly, and get to know people. 
 

4. Hobby with non-Christians. Take one of your passions (hunting, biking, painting, 
etc.) and join a class or club in the community. Do not create a club yourself, or make 
one at the Church. Join something that already exists, and use your passion as an 
avenue to get to know people. 
 

5. Talk to your co-workers. With tact and gentleness mention things about your faith 
and Church experience while at work. Take a coworker out for lunch and get to know 
their story. 
 

6. Volunteer with nonprofits. 
 

7. Participate in city events. 
 

8. Serve your neighbors. Shoveling driveways, helping people move, sharing the 
produce from your garden, etc., are all great ways to serve you neighbors and get to 
know them. 
 

What is striking about these 8 suggestions is that they are not extraordinary. These practical steps 

can be done by anyone. Ministry in a post-Christendom context is not reserved for the spiritual 

elite who have had special training. 

scattering of the Church into smaller communities throughout the week as a “rhythm.” Beckham, The Second 
Reformation, 105–6. 

 
35 Jonathan Dodson as quoted in: Chester and Timmis, Everyday Church, 91–92. 
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Concluding Thoughts About Missional Communities 

 

Missional communities have many affinities with the early Church experience. The rapid 

growth of the early Church was due largely to the work of “informal missionaries.”36 Missional 

communities, I believe, hold out great promise to engage the world with the transforming gospel 

of Jesus Christ. “The most practical single way a church can implement a missional 

mind-set—training and equipping the people of the church for ministry.”37 Pastors and Church 

leaders today have in the people who make up their Churches limitless potential to reach the 

world for Christ. In Christendom only the ordained clergy did the work of the “ministry.” 

Missional communities, however, create a context where every person engages in the work of 

ministry and uses their time, talent, and treasure for the mission of God. The pattern and 

practices of the primitive Church need to be rediscovered by the Church today. Missional 

communities, in a small way, do just that. 
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