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“Prophet to the Nations” 
Missional Reflections on the Book of Jeremiah 
 
 
 
 

Author:  Revd Dr Chris Wright is International Director of Langham Partnership International. 
 
 
Introduction and background 
One way or another we are really going to be concentrating on the book of Jeremiah this 
evening as a case study in what I want to call missional hermeneutics, or missional 
interpretation of the Bible. But I need to fill in just a little bit more of that personal background 
that Tim did hint at in his introduction to me, so that you can see a little bit of where I am 
coming from and how it is that I stand before you trying to talk about mission and the book of 
Jeremiah which don’t seem to be the most obvious partners. As Tim said, I went to India in 
the 1980’s and I was teaching on the faculty of the Union Biblical Seminary, teaching Old 
Testament, having done a degree in Old Testament ethics but teaching in a context in which 
many of the ethical challenges and mission realities of the church were very close to the 
surface, in a country where obviously there was a majority people of a different faith and 
where there are very great ethical challenges in the society. So I began to reflect, even then 
in my teaching, on the relevance of the Bible to issues of ethics and mission in a very directly 
relevant way, simply by living in the midst of a different culture, which is always a very good 
thing to do. 

Then I came back in the 1980’s to the UK and, as was also said, I ended up on the faculty of 
All Nations Christian College, very much a sister college of Redcliffe, committed to training 
people for cross-cultural mission. I inherited from Martin Goldsmith, whom some of you 
know, a course called the Biblical Basis of Mission, but for many years I told the students in 
the opening lecture “I really wish I could change the title of this course, but you don’t get 
allowed to do those kind of things if you are only the Principal”. But I thought “I want this to 
be the Missional Basis of the Bible; what I want you to see is not just that mission is 
something the Bible talks about, but actually mission is what the Bible is all about, that we 
can see mission as a major hermeneutical key to understanding the Scriptures themselves. 

So I then, as a kind of subversive campaign, began to encourage quite a number of students 
who came to do an MA in Missiology, to consider doing their dissertation with a missiological 
exploration of some part of the Bible. Of course, many of them wanted to do something on 
their own particular country, or some area of missionary work, but for those who hadn’t got a 
specific practical issue I said “Why not look at Deuteronomy, or the Deuteronomic history, or 
the Book of Proverbs, or the Book of the Twelve, or whatever and just ask “What would it 
mean to look at this part of the Christian Scriptures from the angle of mission?”. I said “I’d like 
you to do two questions. One, “What are the issues that this text raises for the theology and 
practice of mission?” In other words, taking questions out of the text to address our practice. 
Then secondly, “What questions does our practice of mission and the issues of mission 
address to this text?” So that you are looking at the thing from both angles.” A number of MA 
students did that and I found it quite fascinating to supervise their work and to see what they 
would come up with. 

Then eventually, having written a couple of commentaries myself on Deuteronomy and 
Ezekiel and tried to build something of a missiological framework into that, eventually I sort of 
congealed all of that reflection into the book, The Mission of God, as an attempt to 
demonstrate what I was feeling after as a missiological hermeneutic. The prod that came for 
that really happened when I gave a lecture, not very dissimilar from the one I am about to 
give you now, but on the book of Ezekiel in the, what was then still called, London Bible 
College - now the London School of Theology. The person who was chairing the meeting 
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was Anthony Billington and after I had given the lecture, he had a sort of prepared response 
to it in which he said, “This is all very well and all very interesting, to think about Ezekiel in 
relation to a theology of mission, but is this a valid hermeneutic? Is this an appropriate, 
legitimate way of reading the Scriptures?” In my heart I would say, “Yes, it is” but in my head 
I was saying “I’ve got to prove it.” 

I was being challenged to think through why and how one can look at the Bible from a 
missiological hermeneutic and in the book I devoted really the whole of the first two chapters 
to defending what is meant by a missiological hermeneutic. Now, at the same time, though I 
wasn’t aware of it until a little bit later, there was a group over in North America, both in 
Canada and the United States, who had started a group actually for a missiological 
hermeneutic of Scripture, Jeff Greenman up in Tyndale College in Toronto had invited a few 
people around in the context of the Society of Biblical Literature meetings to discuss what 
would it mean to interpret the Scriptures from the perspective of mission, and I got invited 
into that a little bit later. Then, last year, in 2008 one of the members of that group, a man 
called George Hunsberger, did a kind of summary of how he felt different people within that 
movement were using the phrase ‘a missional hermeneutic of Scripture’. He came up with 
four definitions, of which I am going to use three in the course of this lecture and then add a 
fourth of my own. 

So he said that some people are using the phrase ‘a missional hermeneutic of Scripture’ to 
mean the missional framework of the whole Bible story and that was very much my 
approach. He said, here is a way of handling the whole Bible as a narrative reflecting God’s 
mission. But then secondly he said there are those within the group who are looking at a 
missional hermeneutic of Scripture to mean the missional purpose of the texts, that the 
actual texts of Scripture when they were first given, when they emerged, had the purpose of 
shaping God’s people for mission. In other words they were missionary or missional in their 
intention, even as original writings and so that was another way of looking at it. Thirdly, he 
pointed out that there were some scholars who were speaking about a missional 
hermeneutic of Scripture more from the perspective of the readers of Scripture. That is, the 
missional locatedness of the readers because we are taking the Scripture and asking “In 
what way does our context within which we read the Scripture, shape our interpretation and 
drive our mission, in our sense of what our mission is?” 

So those are three out of the four that George Hunsberger came up with and I have just 
added a fourth, which is ‘the missional cost to the messenger’ because it seems to me 
particularly relevant to the book of Jeremiah. So that seemed to me to be quite a helpful sort 
of addition to the way I was already myself thinking and to add some dimensions which I had 
not included in my own book on the mission of God, so I felt in coming here and sharing this 
and using Jeremiah as an illustrative text, that this might be a helpful way of looking at what 
we mean by a missional hermeneutic of Scripture. 

 
1. The missional framework of the biblical narrative 

 
This, as George Hunsburger said, has been very much the way I had been seeing the 
Scriptures. That the whole Bible renders to us the mission of God. That the Bible as a whole 
canon, from beginning to end, is a witness to God’s mission, through God’s people, in God’s 
world, for God’s purpose, which is ultimately the redemption of the whole of God’s creation. 
And that great overarching narrative is what the apostle Paul would probably have meant 
when he spoke about the whole council of God, the whole will and plan and purpose of God, 
running from creation through to new creation, or more specifically, and more precisely, from 
the description in Genesis 10 and 11 of the world of nations which then is united in arrogance 
and then scattered at the Tower of Babel, right through to the point in the scriptural story 
when we see again a focus on the nations of the world, but this time in Revelation 21 and 22, 
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the nations are gathered in worship and united in the worship of the Lord Jesus Christ. So we 
move from the nations scattered in rebellion at the Tower of Babel to the nations gathered in 
worship after the destruction of Babel, Babylon, in the Book of Revelation. In a sense, the 
mission of God is what takes you from point A to point B, which gets you from the problems 
created by Genesis 11, right through to the solution which we have obviously reached in 
Revelation 21 and 22. That vision, of the unity and wholeness of the Scriptures seems to me 
in my simplicity to be a very helpful way, at one level, of holding the Old Testament and the 
New Testament together in continuity. We see a beginning, a movement, a story, a climax of 
course in the Lord Jesus Christ and then a conclusion and completion at the end of the 
whole story. Within that, right there in Genesis Chapter 12, God’s election of Abraham and 
the creation of the people of Old Testament Israel becomes God’s means ultimately of 
bringing about his plan of the blessing of the nations. That choice of Abraham then leads to 
the redemption in the Exodus, to the covenant at Sinai, to the gift of the land, to the coming 
of the kingdom and, ultimately, going right forward through the prophetic movement to the 
coming of Christ and the extension of that good news to the nations, which had always been 
God’s plan in the first place.  

So the whole plan is, therefore, the outworking of God’s mission, God’s agenda, which is to 
bring blessing to the nations. That, of course, is what the apostle Paul calls the gospel in 
Galatians 3:28, he says the Scriptures preached ‘the gospel’ to Abraham saying, “through 
you all the nations will be blessed.” And in Galatians and Romans, of course, Paul does 
explain how that promise of God to Abraham and God’s intention to do that has now been 
fulfilled ultimately through the Messiah of Israel. 

So that’s God’s election of Israel. But then, of course, the story comes to the failure of Israel 
in the Old Testament, to a broken covenant which leads to judgement and the exile. Then, 
through that exile and beyond it, there comes the future hope, the eschatology of the 
prophets, of the restoration of Israel back to their land and then, beyond that, the hope of the 
ingathering of the nations to a restored Israel and the combination of Israel and the nations 
together in the covenant of God. And that then leads you to the fulfilment of that vision with 
Jesus of Nazareth. 

So that, it seems to me, is this great overarching framework. So, where does Jeremiah fit into 
that? Does he? I want to suggest that he does in four ways. I would want to say, of course, 
that it is not quite so obvious in the book of Jeremiah, as it very clearly is in a book like 
Isaiah. In many ways it is much easier to preach a missional hermeneutic from the text of 
Isaiah, than from Jeremiah, but it is not at all missing, it is not absent from Jeremiah, it is just 
that it is not quite so much up front and central, as it very much is in the book of Isaiah. 

Here are at least four ways. First of all that Jeremiah does see, he does perceive, the 
purpose of Israel’s election and understands that it is ultimately for God’s glory and that glory 
of God is to do with God’s purposes for the nations. Secondly, Jeremiah ruthlessly exposes 
the reality of Israel’s failure to live up to that plan and does so at the critical point when God’s 
judgement is about to fall and then actually does fall. In other words, Jeremiah straddles the 
period of the decades up to the final destruction of Jerusalem and the immediate aftermath, 
but then thirdly, Jeremiah holds out hope for the restoration of Israel which, fourthly, is seen 
to have its impact on the nations. So what God originally purposed for Israel has not been 
destroyed by their failure, but leads on through their restoration to the ultimate fulfilment of 
that purpose in the in-gathering and blessing of the nations. So I think in those four ways, as 
we shall see now, Jeremiah does as it were, he has that place within the overarching flow of 
the biblical narrative and he has a very critical place, of course, precisely because of where 
he comes. He comes right at the cusp of the judgement, of exile and the prophecy of the 
return from exile. 

 
 

 

Encounters Mission Ezine Issue 29: June 2009 5 of 37 
 
 www.redcliffe.org/encounters 
 



a. Jeremiah sees the purpose of Israel’s election and covenant 

So first of all then, Jeremiah does perceive the purpose of Israel’s election and covenant as 
being to bring glory to the LORD in the midst of the nations. Jeremiah, chapter 13, is one of 
those many acted prophecies of Jeremiah in which he did some really rather weird stuff, 
some of the time, in order to demonstrate his message. On this occasion God sent him 
shopping, as he several times did, once to buy a pot, but this time to buy a bit of clothing. 

“And the LORD said to me, ‘Go and buy a linen belt and it around your waste, but don’t let it 
touch water.’ So I bought a belt as the Lord directed and put it round my waist.”  Probably it 
wasn’t a belt like we would wear, almost certainly the word means a sash, much more like a 
cummerbund, a nice big piece of freshly produced linen, perhaps bright white or something, 
that you would wear as it were either under your overcoat or around it in such a way that it 
would really look rather posh and splendid. And so Jeremiah does that and he is wandering 
around Jerusalem in nice new clothing, with everyone saying “Oh yeah - nice threads 
Jeremiah! That’s a nice shirt you’re wearing for a change - looking rather smart today!” 

“And then the word of the LORD came to me a second time. ‘Take that sash that you bought 
and are wearing around your waist and go now to Perath [it is uncertain exactly what that 
means, but it may mean a river - it is hardly the Euphrates, that was a rather long way to go] 
and hide it there in a crevice in the rocks’ [in other words bury the thing in the soil] So I went 
and hid it at Perath as the LORD had told me. And many days later the LORD said to me, ‘Go 
now to Perath and get the belt that I told you to hide there.’ So I went to Perath and I dug up 
the belt and took it from the place where I had hidden it, but now it was ruined and 
completely useless.’  Of course it was, if it has been buried in damp soil for any length of time 
it would have begun to perish and there would be holes and it would have been perhaps 
eaten by worms and all that kind of thing. “So then the word of the LORD came to me to say 
‘This is what the LORD says, ‘in the same way I will ruin the pride of Judah and the great 
pride of Jerusalem. These wicked people who refuse to listen to my words, who follow the 
stubbornness of their hearts and go after other gods to serve and worship. They will be like 
this belt - completely useless! For [and this is the important bit] as a belt is bound around a 
man’s waist, so I bound the whole house of Israel to me and the whole house of Judah to 
me’ declares the LORD, ‘to be my people for my renown and praise and honour, but they 
have not listened.’ Now that little triplet of words - my praise, honour and renown, is a group 
of words which is a repetition from Deuteronomy 26:19, where God had said that that was 
the very purpose that Israel would be - a praise, a name and an honour to God. Not just that 
they would have all the honour, but that they would be the source of honour for God. And so 
what Jeremiah is saying here is that, just like a bright new piece of clothing would be 
selected and then bought and then worn with pride as something that was beautiful in itself - 
but the whole point of wearing something beautiful is not so much to draw attention to the 
piece of cloth, but to beautify the wearer. I think we would agree with that, if my wife puts on 
a lovely new dress, I say to her “You are really looking beautiful today, that is a lovely dress”. 
So it is a nice dress, but the point of the dress is to beautify her and so the compliments are 
for the wearer, not just for the piece of clothing. And so that is how God regarded Israel. God 
says, “I wanted to wear you,” and it is a beautiful metaphor for a covenant actually, because 
God has said, “I want you to be as close to me as a piece of clothing is to the wearer.” So 
election here is being expressed in the sense of somebody choosing a piece of cloth to wear, 
in which case the honour is not really so much for the piece of cloth, as for the wearer 
himself, to enhance the wearer. There is a privilege, an honour in being the chosen piece of 
clothing, but really that is not the point. The point is that the honour and the glory goes to 
God himself. He wanted to be exalted. To exalt his name among the nations, which are not 
specified here but the use of that language in Deuteronomy 26 and indeed later in Jeremiah 
33, does bring in the context that it was for Yahweh to show himself off among the nations, 
through the people of Israel. So that’s the first thing. 
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We’re going to look at another echo of the Abrahamic covenant a little bit later in chapter 4, 
but I’ll come to that later, but it is a very clear echo of the purpose of God through the choice 
of Abraham. 

 
b. Jeremiah exposes the reality of failure and judgment 

Secondly, Jeremiah then goes on to expose the reality of Israel’s failure and judgement and, 
as I’m sure you are aware if you have studied the book at all, that is the predominant 
message really of the whole first half of Jeremiah’s book and certainly of the bulk of his 
ministry. It is a constant stream of accusation and pleading with Israel to turn away from the 
wickedness and idolatry and sin that they have been committing. The book opens in Chapter 
2, the message of Jeremiah is fundamentally that Israel have moved from a honeymoon to a 
divorce. That is the metaphoric language from Jeremiah 2:1-3:1 - the scent as it were from 
the nostalgic joy of a honeymoon period to the awful reality of a divorce and separation and 
the scandal that that had brought to God himself. 

And so the purposes of God are being thwarted and that, I think, is also what underlies this 
image here in Jeremiah 13, the broken covenant of course is primarily there in chapter 11, 
but the point of chapter 13 is to say that far from the Israelites bringing God praise and 
honour and glory among the nations, they had brought him disgrace and contempt. He just 
could not wear them in the form of the parable. It’s like he’s holding them up like a piece of 
dirty, rotten linen and saying “How can I wear you when you look like this?” And so you can 
imagine Jeremiah doing this, his acted parable saying “This is what you are like in the sight 
of God, so how can God possibly wear you?” For that reason then, if God’s purpose for the 
nations is to proceed, God will have to deal with Israel first. There has to be a future, but it 
will have to be through God’s acts of judgement and, ultimately, of restoration on the 
Israelites themselves. 

 
c. Jeremiah holds out the hope of new covenant restoration 

Thirdly, of course, he does exactly that. God does hold out hope for a new covenant and 
restoration and the passage in Jeremiah chapter 33. The whole of chapters 31, 32 and 33 
are sometimes called the Book of Consolation, words given by Jeremiah to the exiles in the 
context of their judgement and suffering. But listen to what Jeremiah says in chapter 33, 
verses 8 and 9 and you will hear the echoes of the passage I have just quoted from chapter 
13, but here the nations are explicitly in view. From verse 6, “Nevertheless I will bring health 
and healing to it [the city]; I will heal my people and will let them enjoy abundant peace and 
security. I will bring Judah and Israel back from captivity and will re-build them as they were 
before. I will cleanse them from all the sin they have committed against me and will forgive all 
their sins of rebellion against me.” That is what God is going to do, that is his restoration, 
forgiving grace. But then verse 9 says, “Then this city will bring me renown, joy, praise and 
honour before all nations on earth that hear of all the good things I do for it”. So it is the same 
language, God wants renown, fame and honour and praise, but it is put within that context of 
being before all the nations who will witness it and stand in awe of what God will have been 
doing for his people. That means, therefore, that God’s purpose for Israel will continue, but it 
will also affect the nations. 

 
d. Jeremiah envisages the resultant blessing of the nations 

When you look at the book of Isaiah, you see that that is made even more explicit, especially 
in Isaiah 40 - 55, that whatever it is that God is going to do for Israel will very definitely affect 
God’s relationship with the nations, who are called upon to turn round and come back to God 
and find salvation. That’s the kind of explicit language of Isaiah. It is not quite so explicit here, 
but I think it is put in a context where we can see it happening and so Jeremiah does 
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envisage the resultant blessing of the nations through God’s purposes for Israel. His vision, 
as it were, of God’s mission extends beyond just the restoration of Israel to their land and 
sees a wider purpose for the nations. This happens in several ways which come through the 
texts listed. 

 
i. The nations as witnesses 

First of all, like other prophets, Jeremiah calls in the nations as witnesses to what God is 
doing, both witnesses to the original covenant that God had made and its breaking and then 
to its restoration and future healing. If you look briefly at chapter 6, verses 18 and 19, these 
are two texts in which God calls the nations to witness. “Therefore hear, O nations; observe, 
O witnesses, what will happen to them. Hear, O earth: I am bringing disaster on this people, 
the fruit of their schemes, because they have not listened to my words and have rejected my 
law.” So God says the nations will witness the judgement of God on his people. But, similarly, 
just as Deuteronomy had foreseen, in the closing chapters, the nations will witness the 
restoration of Israel. So chapter 31, verse 10, “Hear the word of the LORD, O nations; 
proclaim it in the distant coastlands: ‘He who scattered Israel will gather them and will watch 
over his flock like a shepherd.’ For the LORD will ransom Jacob and redeem them from the 
hands of those stronger than they.” So that sense that the nations will witness the judgement 
and the restoration. Whatever God does with Israel is on an open stage, it’s visible to the 
world, not just a hidden kind of thing happening in a vacuum. 

 
ii. Any nation can be the recipient of Yahweh’s mercy, as well as judgement 

The second way in which Jeremiah expresses this is in chapter 18, verses 1 - 10, not just of 
the nations, the witnesses of God’s action with Israel, but any nation can be the recipient of 
God’s mercy, just as much as of God’s judgement. Now Jeremiah 18 is a familiar passage to 
many of us; it is the story of the potter. It is where God sent Jeremiah shopping yet again and 
says, “This is the word of the Lord, ‘Go down to the potter’s house, and there I will give you 
my message.’ So I went down to the potter’s house, and I saw him working at the wheel.” 
Presumably, reading between the lines he says, “What are you doing?” as you do to a 
craftsman, “What are you making?” “Oh, I’m making a wine jar”. “But the pot that he was 
shaping from the clay was marred in his hands; so the potter formed it into a different pot, 
shaping it as seemed best to him.” So Jeremiah presumably says, “Oh, what’s happening 
now?” “Well something didn’t quite work, so I’m making a teapot instead” or whatever it was. 
And so, Jeremiah observes a potter stating an intention in relation to what he is doing, but 
because of something that happens in the clay, he changes his intention and does 
something different from what he had originally said. That is the point of this passage and it’s 
really quite an important distinct point from what we sometimes have from the potter as a 
symbol of just complete sovereignty, as it is in Isaiah and Romans and so on. 

What does this mean? Well, God then explains it to Jeremiah and he explains it in terms of 
world politics and says, “If at any time I announce that a nation or a kingdom is to be 
uprooted, torn down and destroyed, and if that nation that I warned repents of its evil, then I 
will relent and not inflict on it the disaster I had planned” says God. And vice-versa in the 
following verses. God says, “I may make a declaration about a nation, but if it changes its 
ways, I can withhold my judgement and do something different from what I said.” The trouble 
with our exegesis sometimes here with Jeremiah 18 is that we have got this picture of the 
potter and the clay and we instinctively interpret it through the lens of the once popular 
Christian hymn, “Thou art the potter have thine own way Lord, have thine own way. Thou art 
the potter, I am the clay. Make me and mould me after thy will… while I just sort of flop here, 
whatever it is … yielded and still.” Something like that. And so we take Jeremiah’s imagery 
and we turn it into a picture of personal piety and submission to the will of God. It’s not a bad 
idea to submit to the will of God, but it is not remotely what Jeremiah is talking about. He is 
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talking about God’s international sovereignty and world history and he says that nations can 
be just as much under God’s mercy, as under God’s judgement. And the Old Testament, of 
course, illustrates both and perhaps the best illustration of Jeremiah 18 is the book of Jonah, 
which you know is almost precisely what happens. Jonah is sent by God, rather circuitously 
of course but he gets there in the end, to Nineveh to declare God’s judgement. He says this 
is what God says, forty days from now this city will be turned upside down. And in the 
declaration of God’s judgement, what happens is the people of Nineveh repent and God 
suspends his judgement and saves the city, much to Jonah’s embarrassment who then starts 
quoting Scripture at God and saying, “There you are God, see I knew that’s what you would 
do, cause you are that kind of God and you go round forgiving people. It’s a bit embarrassing 
for prophets of judgement like me.” 

But the point of the book is that God can declare judgement and act in mercy. He is 
sovereign over both, depending on the response of the people. 

 
iii. Yahweh offers to the nations the same promise of restoration 

Thirdly then, Yahweh God offers to the nations the same promise of restoration as he had to 
Israel. There is a quite astonishing little passage in Jeremiah 12  - it was a research student 
who pointed it out to me because I had never really noticed it before - verse 14, “This is what 
the LORD says, ‘As for all my wicked neighbours who seize the inheritance I gave my people 
Israel [people like Edom and Moab and the Ammonites and all those sort of people], I will 
uproot them from their lands and I will uproot the house of Judah from among them. But after 
I uproot them, I will again have compassion and bring each of them back to his own 
inheritance and his own country. And if they learn well the ways of my people and swear by 
name, saying, ‘As surely as the LORD lives’ - even as they once taught my people to swear 
by Baal - then they will be established among my people.” Now that is incredible, because 
that is almost exactly what God through Jeremiah said to the Israelites. If you repent I will 
restore you and you can be my people. Here God is saying that to Israel’s neighbours. I don’t 
know how we can put that into a sort of historical or literal context, but the principle I think is 
very clear, that the nations surrounding Israel are being treated by God in the same way. The 
very least that this it is saying is that there is no favouritism in God’s dealings with Israel and 
the surrounding nations. All of them stand under God’s judgement, as this text says, and all 
of them can turn to God for mercy, as Isaiah said. 

That seems to me to be of the very essence of the gospel. In fact, it seems to me, to be very 
similar to what the apostle Paul says specifically in Romans 2 and 3, that God has no 
favourites, that whether you are Jew or Gentile, Israel or among the nations, God deals with 
you in justice. And it is at the heart of the gospel I think because if it were not the case that all 
nations by default as it were stand under the impending judgement of God, then there would 
be no need to proclaim a gospel. Equally, if it were not for the fact that God deals in mercy 
and forgiveness as well as in judgement and that God shows mercy to all who repent, from 
any nation, there would be no gospel to proclaim. So both sides of this truth I think already 
expressed here in this rather obscure language of Jeremiah are expressing truths which 
come to great clarity in the New Testament that God has no favourites and that ultimately his 
purpose of judgement and mercy is dependant upon our response to him, not on any kind of 
ethnic privilege. 

 
iv. The nations will one day come to worship Yahweh 

Finally then, Jeremiah clearly envisages the nations ultimately coming to worship the living 
God. That is chapter 3, verse 17. I have to say that this is really only a tiny whisper compared 
with the great symphony of this theme that you get in the Book of Psalms and in the Book of 
Isaiah, where the prospect that all the nations that God has made will one day come to 
worship him is very clear indeed. That’s what it says, for example, in Psalm 22:27 - the psalm 
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quoted by Jesus on the cross - that all nations will turn to him, all families of the earth. Or 
Psalm 86:9, that “All the nations you have made will come to worship you, O LORD”. That is a 
remarkable promise. Well in Jeremiah 3:17, the prophet at least gives us a hint of it when he 
says, “At that time [a sort of indefinite eschatological future] they will call Jerusalem The 
Throne of the LORD, and all nations will gather in Jerusalem to honour the name of the 
LORD.” A bit packed I suppose, but we are talking here about an eschatological, metaphorical 
vision similar to Isaiah’s of the nations of the LORD coming to worship God where God was, 
which in that sense was Jerusalem. Of course the New Testament, in a sense, universalises 
this by recognising that Jesus himself is the centre-point of the faith of God’s people and 
therefore that wherever Christ is, the nations can gather, which is of course everywhere. But 
there it is in 3:17, “all nations will gather”. It is not just Israel that will be restored, so there is a 
restoration of the worship of the nations. And that, of course, too is how the book of Romans 
ends. We have seen Romans from the beginning of God’s chose of Abraham, chapters 3 
and 4, but it comes to an end in chapter 15 when Paul celebrates the fact that the nations of 
the world will come to rejoice with God’s people and says that that is God’s purpose to fulfil 
his promise to Abraham and our fathers, that ultimately all nations will bring their worship to 
the LORD, Yahweh, the one living God of all the earth and that, of course, is the primary 
stand of biblical mission. 

Jeremiah does have a theology which, even though it is not as clearly articulated in a nice 
systematic way that we might want, does fit with this concept that here is the God of Israel 
having chosen Israel to bring about his purpose for the salvation of the world, Israel has 
failed, they need to go through judgement, through that judgement there will come 
restoration and through that restoration will come the opening up of the worship of the Living 
God to the nations. Jeremiah, as it were, fits within that overarching narrative of God’s 
mission. 

Let’s move on now to the second, third and fourth of our points and, as I said at the 
beginning, these will be shorter. 

 

2. The missional purpose of the texts 
 

The first way in which we can think about a missional hermeneutic of any part of the Bible is, 
Where does it fit within the missional understanding of the Bible as an overarching narrative 
of God’s mission?  That was point one. 

The second way we could look at this is partly based on the work of a North American 
scholar called Darrell Guder. Mainly working on New Testament texts, he argued that the 
purpose of the written word that we have in the New Testament was the same as the 
purpose of the spoken word, the teaching and preaching of Jesus, or the apostles, which 
was for the formation of a missional community of disciples, committed to the mission of God 
in the world, and the texts themselves arose for the purpose of equipping God’s people for 
that task of witness and carrying on God’s mission in the world, to be and to live as God’s 
people. That seems to me to make a very great deal of sense. And so a missional 
hermeneutic then asks of any part of the Bible, How did this text equip and shape the people 
of God for their missional witness as the people of God in their generation and how does it 
continue to shape us today?, so that we see the Bible as formative, formative in its own 
context and formative in the life of God’s people ever since.  

Well now, where and how can we see such a purpose in the text of the book of Jeremiah? 
We would have to ask of course then what was the purpose of Jeremiah’s preaching and of 
those who chose to edit and pull his teachings and text together into the form that we now 
have it. The problem, of course, is that Israel - the people of God in the Old Testament - had 
got very badly out of shape by the time of Jeremiah. In other words, there had been century 
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after century of failure and disobedience and rebellion against God, in such a way that the 
final judgement of God, as it were, was very soon to fall on them. So Jeremiah is almost the 
last of the great line of pre-exilic prophets who bring to this people some message of repent 
or else and very soon the ‘or else’ becomes inevitable. 

But it seems to me that Jeremiah calls Israel back in two basic directions. One is the 
rejection of idolatry and a return to radical monotheism, and the second is a return to an 
ethical change of life and then, based on both of those, there would be an impact on the 
nations. So, once again, one finds a missional thrust of both the theological and the ethical 
dimension of Jeremiah’s call and challenge to the people. 

 
a. Rejection of idolatry and return to radical monotheism 

First of all, there is very clearly in the book of Jeremiah a rejection of the people’s idolatry 
and a call for them to return to a radical monotheism, that Yahweh alone is the Living God. 
Now one could illustrate this, of course, from all over the book, but I will just particularly draw 
your attention to chapter two, because it seems quite programmatic for a lot of what follows 
in the rest of the first half of Jeremiah. It begins with the disappointment of the ending of a 
honeymoon period in the first three verses, God says, “I remember what you used to be like”, 
and he is talking about the wilderness period for goodness sake and he says, “You loved me 
then,” so what must they be like now if the wilderness is portrayed as a honeymoon? So 
there is ingratitude, disappointment, there is disloyalty. They are, even more than the nations 
around them, deserting their God and there is a shock value in that. Jeremiah says those 
nations’ gods aren’t even gods at all, but at least the nations are loyal to them. They are loyal 
to the gods they haven’t got, as it were, whereas you people who know the Living God, have 
swapped him for something totally useless. There is also the message of the futility of all of 
that. The broken cisterns, “you have abandoned the living fountain of water and hewn out 
broken cisterns” and so idolatry is portrayed as a waste of time and, ultimately, futile. But 
they are living in denial, so in this chapter there is a great deal of delusion going on. They are 
saying, “What do you mean? We aren’t sinning, we are not going after the Baals.” And so 
Jeremiah has to shock them into seeing what they are doing and it will all end in tears, as it 
were, in the disaster that faces them. 

So this chapter two is an exposure of the disappointment, the futility, the failure, the stupidity 
of idolatry and pointing that out to the people. And then, in stark contrast to that, you could 
read chapter 10, which is almost echoing the kind of language that you would expect in 
Isaiah 40 to 55. And so we read, ““Tell them this: ‘These gods who did not make the heavens 
and the earth, will perish from under the earth and from under the heavens.’” But God made 
the earth by his power; he founded the world by his wisdom and stretched out the heavens 
by his understanding. …Everyone is senseless and without knowledge; every goldsmith is 
shamed by his idols. His images are a fraud; they have no breath in them. They are 
worthless, the objects of mockery; when their judgement comes they will perish. But the one 
who is the portion of Jacob is not like these, for he is the maker of all things, including Israel, 
the tribe of his inheritance - the LORD Almighty is his name.” 

So there is this rejection of idolatry and this call back to a radical monotheism, that Yahweh 
alone is uniquely and universally God. Now, you might say what has that got to do with 
mission? Well, I really don’t have time to tell you, except to say that I spent two whole 
chapters working on the missiological significance of Old Testament Monotheism in The 
Mission of God, because it does seem to me to be fundamentally important, partly because 
this one Living God, who is the God of all nations, not just Israel, wills to be known. He 
chooses to be known, the world will know that Yahweh is God. Then you will know that the 
LORD is God and there is no other. You were shown these things that you might know that 
Yahweh is God and there is no other. God says it to Pharaoh, he says it to Israel, he says it 
to the nations. There is this, as it were, driving determination that the Living God will be 
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known to the ends of the earth, to the whole of creation and to all the nations. And that, of 
course, is in a sense the driving force of God’s mission, his choice to be known. 

The other aspect of its missiological significance is that it is Old Testament Monotheism, or 
scriptural monotheism which underlies the uniqueness and universality of Jesus of Nazareth 
in the New Testament. Because all the same things that are said about Yahweh in the Old 
Testament, that he is a sovereign God, that he is saviour, that he is judge, that he is ruler, all 
those are aspects which are then applied to Jesus in a variety of texts and a variety of ways. 
Even with specific Old Testament texts, like the Shema being applied to Jesus in 1 
Corinthians 8, or Yahweh’s own talking about himself “to me every knee will bow and every 
tongue confess that in the LORD alone is salvation and strength” and it is picked up in 
Philippians 2, which says that “at the name of Jesus every knee will bow and every tongue 
confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the Father.” 

So there is a huge missiological significance to Old Testament monotheism which Jeremiah 
participates in calling the people back to. 

 
b. Challenge to ethical change 

But secondly, if Israel is to return to the LORD, which is what Jeremiah’s fundamental appeal 
is, that will not be merely a return to some kind of religious confession. In fact, Jeremiah says 
very clear that it is not just a matter of saying ‘As the LORD lives’; you must return to the 
LORD’s ways, to the ethical demands of the covenant. So, for example, in Jeremiah 7, the so-
called Temple Sermon, God says “This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, says: 
‘Reform your ways and your actions, and I will let you live in this place.’”  And then in verse 5, 
explaining that a little bit more deeply, “If you really change your ways and your actions and 
deal with each other justly, if you do not oppress the alien, the fatherless or the widow and do 
not shed innocent blood in this place, and if you do not follow other gods…” In other words, 
you have got to change the way you live, not just come back to a change of belief. And so 
that call for radical, ethical repentance is urgent and repeated throughout these chapters. 
That is just one example of it, but of course there are many others. 

 
c. The impact on the nations 

If that were to happen, then what?  And that is, of course, in a sense a hypothetical question 
because it didn’t happen. Nevertheless, it is fascinating that God and Jeremiah do face the 
possibility of, What will be the case if it did? If Israel were to return to a wholehearted worship 
of the Living God and to a wholehearted radical, ethical change of life, what could be the 
result? And that is what we actually see in chapter 4:1-2, in a rather fascinating passage in 
which there is another echo of Abraham. God talks about their return; exegetically this is an 
interesting verse because you have to work out where the ‘and’ or the ‘if’ comes. God says, 
“‘If you will return O Israel, return to me;’ declares the LORD.” That is probably a reasonably 
good translation of what the Hebrew actually means. Then it goes on with a continuing ‘if’ - 
so it may already have been ‘if you return’ ‘if it is to me that you return’ and now it goes on, “If 
you put your detestable idols out of my sight and no longer go astray [that’s the monotheism 
thing, in other words get rid of all the idolatry, come back to the worship of the Living God], 
and if in truth, justice and righteousness [the NIV says ‘in a truthful, just and righteous way’ 
which is slightly weak; it is much more concrete nouns - in truth, in justice, in righteousness] 
you swear, ‘As surely as the LORD lives.”’ Now that is not that they were suddenly going to 
take oaths and curse and swear around the place. The swearing ‘As the LORD lives’ was 
something which spoke in Israel not so much about anything that happened in the temple, as 
what happened in the public arena. Where did you swear ‘as the LORD lives’? When you 
were making a business deal, you would say ‘As the LORD lives, I will do this’. It would 
happen in the law courts, ‘As the LORD lives, I am going to speak the truth’. It happened in 
the public arena and so it is talking about in the whole area of your social, political and 
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economic life when you take the LORD’s name into your public life, but if you are going to do 
it you have to do it in truth and integrity and in justice. 

So, if there is radical monotheism and return to social ethics, then what? And you might have 
expected that the LORD would say, “Well then I will spare you and I won’t send you into exile, 
I’ll let you go on living here and the judgement will be suspended”, on the principle of chapter 
18. And when you come to the second half of Jeremiah 4:2, it is almost as if Jeremiah, as it 
were, assumes that and jumps over it and says “Yes, of course that’s true”. If Israel repents, 
Israel will be spared; that is God’s principle, that is what I’ve been telling them. So he, as it 
were, takes that for granted and goes on to the wider perspective and says, If you will do 
these things, “then the nations will be blessed by him and in him they will glory.” Now that is 
quite remarkable I think and some commentators observe that this has a missional 
perspective, or at any rate something that affects the nations. Certainly J.A. Thompson has 
in his commentary and one or two others, but it seems to me remarkable that here is this 
very clear, unmistakable echo of the Abrahamic promise: all the nations will be blessed and 
in him (that is the LORD) they will glory. They will come to worship and praise the Living God, 
if Israel will repent.  

So you see what Jeremiah is saying here is that there is a missional purpose to what he is 
trying to persuade the Israelites to do, which is what I have been saying about the point of 
these texts. When Israel returns to their mission, of being the people of God, worshipping the 
Living God and living according to God’s covenant, then God can get on with his mission, 
which is to begin to bring the nations in, to ingather the nations as he had promised to 
Abraham. 

Now there is something hypothetical about this, because it didn’t happen, but nevertheless it 
shows the mind of God. It shows where God is driving, he wants a people who are shaped 
by his character, identity and ethic, so that he can then fulfil the promise that he made to 
Abraham in Genesis 18:19, where he said “I have chosen you, so that you will teach your 
people after you to keep the way of the LORD, by doing righteousness and justice, so that I 
can bring about what I have promised you’, which is to bless the nations. It seems to me that 
this underlies Paul’s passion for the repentance and restoration of Israel in relation to the 
ingathering of the nations. You can see that passion of Paul for the Israelites. It is not just 
because he loves them and he is one of them and he wants them to come to salvation, but 
because he recognises that in a very great degree, it is the ethical quality of the people of 
God that enabled the mission of God to proceed. There is no biblical mission, without biblical 
ethics and this is one illustration of that. 

 

3. The missional locatedness of the readers 
 

The third element of a missional hermeneutic is what Michael Barram calls the missional 
locatedness of the readers. In other words, a missional reading emerges within a community 
of people who are rooted in a particular time and place and context and so they need to 
engage their context in line with God’s own missional agenda. So they should be reading 
Scripture in a way that is not only faithful to its original context (that is, as it is sometimes 
called the world behind the text, the world that we see through the text into Jeremiah’s world, 
the world of Israel at that time), but also faithful to its significance to our present context (the 
world in front of the text, the world where we are as we read the text). So that we are using 
the text, but also reading it in our own context. 
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a. Reading Jeremiah today 

Of course we can do that, first of all, reading Jeremiah today. Jeremiah was called to be a 
‘Prophet to the nations’ and in so many ways there are aspects of his time and the world in 
which he lived and the word that he brought into his world, which continue to have very real 
sharpness and relevance today. If this were another whole lecture, we could start talking 
about the missional relevance of Jeremiah to today’s world. Just think of the following issues, 
every one of them could start off a discussion. 

There is the whole international scene. In Jeremiah’s day there was the collapse of an old 
world order and a great deal of fear about new international threats. In Jeremiah’s day there 
was religious confusion among God’s people, there was all the change of Josiah’s 
reformation and yet there was continuing idolatry and misplaced nationalism, dressed up as 
patriotism and religious fervour, so there was a great deal of confusion in ordinary people. 
Thirdly, there was the continuing social evils that he talks about, inequality, cheating, 
injustice, immorality, fiddling expenses (well, he doesn’t actually mention that, but I dare say 
he would have if he’d had a chance!). There is the abuse of political power, to stifle all 
dissent, including the murder of prophets like Uriah, the suffering of Jeremiah himself who 
gets beaten and thrown in prison and so on. There is the abuse of religious power, with false 
prophets and priests and corrupt religious power in collusion with all this evil and immorality 
actually happening in the temple, in the very source, in religion that has itself gone corrupt. 
And then, of course, there is the relevance of God’s sovereignty over all history, including the 
contemporary events that they were living in and this tough task of seeing the hand of God at 
work, even within the realities of judgement and suffering, which Jeremiah did - and that is 
one of the reasons why he was so unpopular. There is what we see in a moment of his 
message that the people of God, even in exile, have a continuing mission to perform in that 
situation. And, of course, there is his message about grace in the end, to quote the title of 
Gordon McConville’s book on Jeremiah, that even after judgement there is hope, the 
unquenchable, forward-looking Kingdom of God hope that the Bible always has. 

 
b. Reading Jeremiah with the exiles 

So there is plenty of scope I think for a missional reading of Jeremiah in our context for all 
those things. But Jeremiah also had to be read within its own context by the people on whom 
it had happened. I call that Reading Jeremiah with the exiles. It’s fascinating that the book of 
Jeremiah begins and ends with the fact of the exile. Jeremiah 1:2-3 says that, “The word of 
the LORD came to him in the thirteenth year of the reign of Josiah… through the reign of 
Johoiakim… down to the fifth month of the eleventh year of Zedekiah, son of Josiah king of 
Judah, when the people of Jerusalem went into exile.” It’s as if we are being told the end of 
the book before we have even started it, so there is a kind of irony going all the way through 
this book. Clearly, whoever edited this book and put it all together knows what the end is. 
This is a book, in a sense, which is constructed by and for those on whom this had 
happened. And that is also, of course, the way the book ends. At the end of chapter 52:27-34 
you have the reference to that exile and the people of God going into judgement. 

So when we read the book of Jeremiah, we have to engage in a kind of double-listening. On 
the one hand we need to listen through the ears of those who first heard the words of 
Jeremiah being preached to them, his contemporaries when he said these words first, when 
they failed to respond to what he was accusing them of. But then also we need to hear these 
words of Jeremiah through the ears of those who would have heard them again in 
circumstances that Jeremiah had been predicting for forty years which had now actually 
happened. So in that sense the words of Jeremiah are preaching to the exiles (to quote the 
title of another book by Ernest Nicholson, except that he used the phrase mainly to describe 
the prose passage of Jeremiah), whereas I would say it really describes the whole book of 
Jeremiah, that they were having to listen to these words again as it were, with Jeremiah 
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saying to them not so much “I told you so,” but saying, “I told you why. Now you understand 
what I was talking about. Now you understand why you are there. Now what are you going to 
be? What are you going to do?” And the question for the people in exile of course was this: 
Did they still have a missional location? Did they still have a mission? Did they still have a 
reason for existence, or was it curtains now for the people of God? Was it all over, 
completely finished? 

That is what some of them thought. You read some of the Psalms, like Psalm 137 or the 
book of Lamentations and you realise that these were a people, certainly in the first 
generation of exile, many of whom thought that they had sinned themselves beyond the 
possibility of any kind of restoration, unless there was grace in the heart of God for them. 

So there they are in exile. What does Jeremiah say to them?  Not only in the whole book, but 
specifically in Jeremiah 29, you have this wonderful letter that he wrote to the exiles. This 
really is almost where I want to end because the last section is very brief. This letter to the 
exiles gives them first of all a very surprising new perspective on their situation. The narrator 
describes its recipients as people “whom Nebuchadnezzar had carried into exile from 
Jerusalem to Babylon.” But when God speaks in the letter he says, Say this “to all those I 
carried into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon.” So who did it? Was it Nebuchadnezzar or 
God? The answer of course is ‘both’. Nebuchadnezzar did it at the level of human history, 
but behind the hand of Nebuchadnezzar, Jeremiah discerns the hand of God and he says, 
You are there in exile because God has put you there. So, he says, stop being refugees and 
become residents. Get married, marry your children off, let them have children. You are 
going to be there not just for two years as the false prophet Hananiah had thought. You are 
going to be there for two generations, so settle down, get stuck into where you are, live there, 
build homes, be in Babylon. It is not your ultimate destination, but it is your present 
destination, so be there with God. That is the perspective. And then, while you are there, 
verse 7 says “Also, seek the shalom of the city to which I have carried you into exile. Pray to 
the LORD for it, because if it prospers, you too will prosper.”   

I wouldn’t have liked to have been the messenger who had to deliver that letter and read it 
out to the exiles because that is incredible stuff. Telling the exiles, these prisoners of war in 
Babylon, not seek the shalom of Jerusalem (yes of course they were praying for Jerusalem 
all the time, that is what Psalm 122 said), but Jeremiah says seek the shalom of Babylon, 
where you are, and pray to Yahweh for Babylon. That is incredible advice. In other words it is 
turning mourners into missionaries, it is saying you are not just to sit there singing Psalm 
137, you are not just there to lament, you are there ultimately to be a blessing to the people 
that you live among. In fact, Jeremiah 29:7 is the Abrahamic mission directives no longer just 
to the nations in general, but to their enemies in particular. It is the closest you get to love 
your enemies in the Old Testament, pray for Babylon, seek the shalom of Babylon.  

And then you have this surprising new hope in verses 10 to 14, where Jeremiah says to them 
the time will come for Babylon. It will eventually come down, as all empires do and in 
Babylon’s case it will be after about 70 years, and then comes verse 11, “For I know the 
plans that I have for you”, says the LORD, “Plans to give you a future and a hope, not to harm 
you” and so on. A very famous verse; many of us have probably claimed it as a promise and 
stuck it up in our bathrooms or whatever, but we see it here in the context of judgement. This 
is God saying to these people that beyond your suffering under judgement, there lies a future 
for the people of God. So Jeremiah 29 is, I think, a very important chapter in this book, in 
which the people of God - even under judgement and in exile - find themselves in a missional 
location in which they still have an identity and a role and the Abrahamic mission goes on, 
even in exile. 

 
 

 

Encounters Mission Ezine Issue 29: June 2009 15 of 37 
 
 www.redcliffe.org/encounters 
 



4. The missional cost to the messenger 
 
Finally, there is the missional cost to the messenger. This is perhaps the more familiar part of 
the book of Jeremiah for those who like to find missionary sermons in the Old Testament. 
You have the call of Jeremiah, like the call of Isaiah, the call of Moses or Jonah and so on. 
But certainly Jeremiah exposes more of himself to us as the sent one of God, because this 
element of mission is clearly in the prophet that God says “To everyone to whom I send you, 
you must go; and whatever I tell you to say, you must say.” And so the call of Jeremiah in 
chapter 1 is a very rich passage expressing the sovereignty of God in his choice, in his 
command, in his care, in his commission. Everything that God says to Jeremiah has a 
missionary dimension, that he is being sent to the people of Judah. 
But the prophet as a missionary in that sense, as a sent one, has a ministry which goes on 
for forty years of pretty unrelieved suffering and so Jeremiah exposes to us, more than any 
other prophet, the cost to him - physical, emotional, relational - of what it costs to actually 
give the message of God: 

• he suffered rejection and attack from his own family in chapter 11; 

• he was unpopular with the whole nation, they were all cursing him in chapter 15; 

• he was disillusioned and frustrated and wished he had never been born in chapter 15; 

• he became suicidal, rejecting his very calling, in chapter 20; 

• he pours out disappointment with God in chapters 15 and 20, accusing God of 
deceiving him and deserting him; 

• he has aching grief such that he wishes his whole head was made of water so that he 
could cry enough tears; 

• he had profound life-long loneliness, because God told him not to get married, or 
even attend weddings and funerals; 

• he was treated as a traitor, when he was actually deeply in love with his people; 

• he was beaten, imprisoned and mocked and his words were ignored for decades and 
burned and disobeyed and he ended up being dragged off against his will to Egypt, 
with his faithful servant Barrack. 

 
So in so many ways, Jeremiah has this reality of a life of mission lived in suffering and it is no 
wonder that people of Jesus’ day saw in Jesus something that echoed what they had thought 
of Jeremiah and, indeed, so did Paul and so have many generations of witnesses and 
martyrs and faithful missionaries of the gospel. 

So, in other words, what I am saying here is that a missional reading of Jeremiah is not just 
at the level of theology. It has to also come down to the level of practice and faithfulness and 
the cost that it means to be a sent one of God.  

That is something of what I hoped to bring to you of the ways in which we might take the 
book of Jeremiah and see it through the lens of perspective of a missional hermeneutic. 
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(Most Bible quotations from the NIV) 
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Lecture question and answer session 
 
 
 

Following his paper, Dr Wright opened the floor to questions from the audience… 
 
1.  If Jeremiah is in some sense modelling what it means to be missionaries, as a 
group or individuals, is this encouraging or discouraging with the experiences that 
Jeremiah has and how does this fit into the wider context of biblical prophecy? 
I hope that it would not be discouraging, but it would certainly be sobering. I think there is 
certainly a necessity for a prophetic critique of the church of the people of God. When we are 
thinking about mission, it is easy sometimes - especially in a place like this and elsewhere - 
to get fairly gung-ho about all the wonderful realities of church growth around the world, of 
great stories of successful mission and so on, for which we praise God. But we also need to 
recognise that there are some very terrible deformities in those who claim to be the people of 
God, especially within the evangelical communities around the world. Things that make us 
wonder if the judgement of God is as much against the church as against the world; things 
like: lack of integrity, like a prosperity gospel, all sorts of ways in which one finds deformities 
in the Christian church. 

So there is a need for a sobering, prophetic critique of the church, but I wouldn’t want to be 
discouraging. I would want to be encouraging because the overall message of Jeremiah is 
that if the church is willing to go through that purifying period of God’s discipline and 
judgement, there is grace, there is restoration and there is ultimately the hope that God will 
complete his mission. God will do what he says he will do, which is to gather in the people 
from all the nations. We can be grateful that the completion of God’s mission lies ultimately in 
God’s hands and is not dependent upon our obedience in the sense that it is his grace which 
is ultimately sovereign. 

 

2.  If Jeremiah 29 is encouraging us to seek the shalom of Babylon, what is Babylon in 
today’s context and in what sense should we be seeking the prosperity of a system 
that may be corrupt? 
A very good question. We need to remember that Jeremiah wasn’t writing those words with 
some kind of rose-tinted glasses of what Babylon was like, because the next postbag 
contains chapters 50 and 51 which were his comprehensive radical judgement on Babylon 
as a system. In every respect Babylon stood under the judgement of God, so we need to 
interpret his words to the exiles to seek the peace of Babylon not necessarily in terms of 
simply acquiescing to the empire and idolatry of Babylon, but in seeking the shalom and the 
blessing of the people who are there, their neighbours and so on. I would see the book of 
Daniel, especially the first six chapters, as in some respects reflecting somebody actually 
doing what Jeremiah said. We have no proof, of course, that Daniel and his friends had read 
the letter that Jeremiah sent to the exiles, but I like to imagine that it is very possible. 
Certainly Daniel tells us in chapter 9 that he was reading the book of Jeremiah. So there you 
have a group of young men who in the stories of Daniel did accept living in Babylon, they 
settled there, they accepted Babylonian names, Babylonian education, Babylonian jobs. 
They served the king and they did so with integrity and honesty, but they did not compromise 
their faith and they stayed faithful, and were even prepared to die if necessary. So I think that 
is both sides of your point, that we are called to live in a world system and not to idolise it and 
not to be dazzled by it and not to treat it as absolute and to live and serve within it with 
integrity and yet also to recognise those idolatrous dimensions of it and to resist them.  
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3.  Jeremiah 29 again forms the physical centre-piece of the scroll - is that significant?  
Secondly, engagement with the public arena was an important part of Jeremiah’s 
ministry and it is also an important dimension of mission, which you haven’t explored. 
Could you say something about that? 
On the first point, this is a fascinating thought which never occurred to me before, but I will let 
it run around in my head, this sense that chapter 29 is pivotal in the scroll. You are quite 
right, of course, it does come central. I do treat it as a very important chapter, I preach on it 
quite a lot and, especially in contexts where people are tempted to try and escape the 
context they are in, especially in many other parts of the world, where people are just trying 
to get out from where they are, to get away from situations of struggle in so many part of the 
non-western world. They want to get to heaven when they die, or to America if they can’t get 
to heaven. This message, be where you are, God has put you there is very powerful. So I 
think chapter 29 has a lot to say. 

On the second point, I agree with you actually, maybe I need to work further on that. You 
may have gathered that I actually am working on the book of Jeremiah with the plan of 
producing a Bible Speaks Today replacement volume for the Derek Kidner one and IVP have 
asked me to do that, so I am hoping to bring a missional interpretation as I work on the book. 
I think the strong element of Jeremiah being a prophet to the public arena, to the kings, to the 
institutions of society, is important and therefore there is a prophetic role that the Christian 
church should have to the public arena, as well as challenging ordinary people about their 
lives and their idolatries and their ethics and so on.   

 

4.  You have talked a lot about the communal level. Are there other insights from 
Jeremiah to the individual level? 
Well, yes of course there are, in a sense by implication, in that if God calls upon the nation to 
repent and change its way and stop oppressing the poor and the widows and orphans, 
chapter 7 and so on, then that has to be a message which is taken seriously by individual 
Israelites. They have to respond both at the national level, but individuals had to do it too. 
There are also one or two messages for specific individuals that come in the book, but they 
tend to be more at a national level, like kings and false prophets and so on. So I don’t want to 
underplay the importance of this coming down to an individual level, but I was trying to say 
that we tend, I think, perhaps particularly in a more individualised society and the 
individualism of evangelical Christianity in general, to think of mission in terms of evangelism 
and evangelism in terms of the individual called to conversion, which of course is true. I am 
not opting out of it in any sense, but when we reduce our concept of mission and evangelism 
to ‘me and my sin problem and my need to get saved and go to heaven’, we are blinkered in 
the totality of what the Bible says is the ultimate mission of God, through his promise to 
Abraham, through the people of Israel, through the coming of the Messiah, through the 
expansion of the gospel to the nations and, ultimately to the whole of creation. I didn’t even 
get creation in here, although there is a lot about creation in the book of Jeremiah and I want 
to add that into these reflections. So that the ultimate purpose of God is a restored and 
redeemed creation and, guess what?, we get to be part of it through faith in Christ. That is 
the way Paul puts it in Colossians 1, “All things are created in Christ, are sustained by Christ, 
including the church which is his body of which he is head and all things will be reconciled to 
God through the blood of his cross.” So from creation through the cross it is all things - ta 
panta, which means everything in heaven and earth which is the whole creation - is all 
cosmic redemption in the cross of Christ. And then Paul says, “And you also”. Then he says, 
“And that is the gospel”. So Paul’s gospel is creation-wide and then ‘I get to be in it’, rather 
than being about me ‘getting to heaven when I die, with a lot of other Christians who happen 
to be the church and we don’t quite know what happens to the world in the end’. The biblical 
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mission and gospel seems to, in many ways, turn a lot of the way we tend to think upside 
down and inside out and maybe I am just trying to push that pendulum a bit too far. 
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A UK pastor’s perspective 
A response on behalf of Keswick Ministries 
 
 
 

Author:  John Risbridger, Minister at Above Bar Church, Southampton, and Keswick Convention trustee. 
 

Chris Wright’s contribution to the articulation of a profoundly missional hermeneutic is widely 
known and deeply significant, particularly since the publication of his seminal work on The 
Mission of God (IVP Academic, 2006). This lecture broadly follows his approach in the book, 
to give a missional reading of Jeremiah, who was appointed (we are reminded) as a “prophet 
to the nations” (Jer. 1:5). 

Writing as a pastor in a city-centre church in Southern England, I found much in the lecture 
that was helpful and that resonates with our situation. 

i. Highlighting the missional orientation of Israel’s election (e.g., Jer. 13:11).  Particularly 
striking was the use of Jeremiah’s ‘sash’ imagery in chapter 13 “to bring pleasure and 
praise to the wearer”. This theme, though well rooted in the patriarchal promises 
(especially Gen. 12:1-3) was clearly much neglected in Israel. The concept clearly 
carries across into NT teaching on election (e.g., Eph. 1:11-12) but it remains a 
neglected strand in our teaching on this theme today. This is surely to our cost, since 
this missional strand in our view of election is the perfect antidote to the exclusive and 
inwardly-oriented attitudes that (all too often), accompany our reflections on it. 

ii. Highlighting the missional purpose of Jeremiah’s call to repentance (4:1-2). The call 
to reject idolatry and to live out the ethical demands of the covenant clearly stands at 
the centre of Jeremiah’s ministry. However, the missional orientation of this call is all 
too easily overlooked - both in our reading of Jeremiah and in our thinking about the 
call to holiness today. Recent thinking about the call to mission in our western context 
has placed considerable emphasis on contextualisation, and this is largely to be 
welcomed. However, the boundary between cultural contextualisation and cultural 
assimilation sometimes seems alarmingly unclear to us. It seems to me therefore that 
in the western church this call to the distinctiveness of covenant loyalty needs to be 
clearly heard along side the call to appropriate contextualisation. To reflect the glory 
of God among the nations (and in our nation) the church does indeed need to be 
accessible, but we must also be radically different. 

iii. Highlighting the cost of being ‘sent’ in mission. I think Dr Wright has done us all a 
service in adding to Hunsberger’s proposals for a missional hermeneutic, a section on 
the messenger himself (Jeremiah). No faithful reading of Jeremiah can overlook his 
desperate struggles and his heart-rending honesty. That such accounts provide both 
a fore-shadowing of the suffering of Christ and an indication to the church of the 
sacrifices entailed in faithfulness to our missional call, is an important insight for us 
today. One of the effects of our cultural assimilation to western values is the 
expectation of a comfortable life with little in the way of suffering. As well as being 
simply out of step with the suffering and poverty of so much of the global church, 
such a view is clearly out of step with the scriptures themselves. 

 

In reflecting on the lecture I also wanted to raise two areas for further discussion. 

i. The call for social justice. It was in fact Dr Wright who first underlined for me the 
strength of the call for social justice in Jeremiah’s prophetic ministry (see especially 
22:15-17). It is clear that the lack of such justice in Israel, and the judgement which 
followed from it, was a cause of shame for Israel among the nations (22:8-9). That 
appears to cast this call in a missional framework. What then could Jeremiah 
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contribute to our understanding of the place of socio-political engagement in the 
context of mission today? 

ii. The newness of the new covenant. Clearly this is an area over which interpreters of 
Scripture have long been divided. However, Jeremiah’s hope of restored covenant 
faithfulness (with all the missional implications which Dr Wright’s paper has brought 
out so helpfully) seems inextricably linked to New Covenant promises (classically Jer. 
21:31ff, cf. 33:9). What are the implications of this for how we read Jeremiah as new 
covenant believers? Should this not heighten our expectations both as to how 
distinctive we should be as the people of God today, and as to how significant that 
distinctiveness should be in its missional impact? And if our expectations are in fact 
low, should we not be all the more deeply challenged by texts such as these? 
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A Missional hermeneutic and Scripture engagement 
A response on behalf of Wycliffe Bible Translators UK 
 
 
 

Author:  Eddie Arthur is Executive Director at Wycliffe Bible Translators UK. 
 

In his lecture, Chris Wright helpfully laid out the essentials of a missional hermeneutic and 
then used this as a lens through which to view the book of Jeremiah. There was a lot to 
stimulate any student of the Bible, especially those who read the Old Testament. However, 
there is a fundamental assumption in the lecture that people are able to read what Jeremiah 
wrote. Sadly, for a variety of reasons, many people quite simply do not have access to 
Jeremiah. Very briefly, I’d like to consider what Chris’ missional hermeneutic has to say to 
those who translate and disseminate the Scriptures. 

In a language with the economic capacity of English we have numerous translations of the 
whole Bible available. For many minority languages, it is often the case that only a selection 
from the Bible is printed or published. Perhaps a Gospel, or a whole New Testament, maybe 
with the Psalms or a selection of Old Testament stories. In truth, Jeremiah is likely to be way 
down the list of things that are published. Does the missional hermeneutic stress on the 
overarching narrative of the Bible give us any insight into how we should go about making 
the Scriptures available? Should we perhaps consider concentrating resources so as to 
translate the whole Bible for one group rather than making selections available to a number 
of groups? Or could a missional hermeneutic guide us in making more principled decisions 
about which passages should be seen as essential? On the pages of a mission magazine 
this might seem a sterile question, but in a world where 200 million people do not have the 
Scriptures in their own language, some hard choices need to be made and we need a good 
hermeneutical and theological basis upon which to make them. 

Another concept which raises interesting questions for the translator is the missional 
locatedness of the reader. Chris writes, 

“missional hermeneutic arises from the community doing the reading – in 
their context and location. They are rooted in a particular time and place, and 
need to engage their own context in line with God’s missional agenda. Thus 
they read Scripture in a way that is not only faithful to the original context (the 
world of and behind the text), but also faithful to its significance for their own 
present context (the world in front of the text)”. 

Traditionally the role of the translator has been seen as making a bridge between the original 
context of the text and the present context of the reader. The question is then raised as to 
how the translator can help or indeed hinder the community who are reading the text in their 
own context? If we view the text through a missional grid, will this impact the way in which we 
translate the Scriptures and make them available to people? 

As Chris Wright has shown, a missional hermeneutic brings new questions and insights to 
the text of Scripture. Equally, it is a tool which could be used to help us rethink how we 
should be making the text available to those who don’t yet have access to it.   
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Jeremiah and mission in the public square 
A response on behalf of Bible Society 
 
 
 

Author:  Revd Dr David Spriggs is Bible and Church Consultant at Bible Society. 
 
 
Bible Society has followed with interest the unfolding of the missional hermeneutic which Dr 
Wright is exploring. A warm reception was given to an earlier paper, ‘Mission as a Matrix for 
Hermeneutics and Biblical Theology’, presented to the Scripture and Hermeneutics Seminar 
in 2003. These Seminars were sponsored by Bible Society throughout almost ten years. 

Bible Society has recognised the contribution to the contemporary missional task which the 
Bible can and should be making, as well as, of course the long association of the Bible with 
the mission of the church which was so evident in the nineteenth century, which coincided 
with the founding century of Bible Society. We are committed to this because we recognise 
that the Bible is a missionary text for a missionary people. We go even further and believe 
that the Bible itself can have a missional function. In the contemporary context in England 
and Wales we are seeking to support the mission of the churches by engaging four aspects 
of our culture particularly with the Bible. These are arts, education, media and politics. I will 
make some brief comments on the political arena as it relates to this paper. 

In section 3, Dr Wright explores the significance of ‘The missional locatedness of the 
readers’. Perhaps my observations are a further affirmation of this. Because I am aware of 
the importance of bringing the Bible back into politics and the ‘public square’, I was 
particularly alert to this aspect of the missional nature of Jeremiah. It is actually embedded in 
the title of the lecture and is appropriate as the book of Jeremiah indicates. The Bible 
functions missionally with respect to the public arena. As Dr Wright clearly indicated from 
Genesis 10-11 to Revelation 22 it is ‘the nations’ or ‘the peoples’ who feature within God’s 
redemptive plans. Equally, Jeremiah as a ‘Prophet to the nations’ is an example of this; he 
was surely to be involved in the public square. 

With respect to the other nations, other than the challenge to those in Exile to pray for the 
peace of those among whom they lived (in the critically important and pivotal chapter 29), it is 
not obvious how Jeremiah actually carried out his missional engagement with the leaders of 
the other nations. There is, of course, his call which indicates that God will be sending him to 
speak to them (see 1:6-10) and that he has enormous power over them, but there appears to 
be little record of his actual direct engagement with them. The ‘Oracles against the Nations’ 
(chapters 46-51) may be taken as strong indication of his prophetic attention towards them, 
but there is no suggestion that he actually went to Egypt or Ammon or Babylon to deliver 
them. This in contrast to the account of Jonah going to Nineveh and Daniel actually engaged 
with the foreign powers – both of which were referred to in the lecture.  

Exploring how these oracles contributed to the missional task of Jeremiah should be an 
interesting line for Dr Wright. This, I suggest, is no mere academic pursuit either, for 
understanding how Jeremiah actually engaged the nations for God may give us clues as to 
how we are to fulfil the gospel mandate to take the Gospel into all the world, which surely 
includes the public world and the world of politics today. Is ‘Prayer warfare’ our equivalent of 
declaring oracles? Or do we need to confront as well as critique from a safe distance the 
political authorities? How is this missional component of the Bible to be understood and then 
applied in our day? Indeed do we need to re-evaluate how ‘The word of the LORD’ functions? 
Repeatedly when I ask people how they respond to various metaphors for this phrase they 
are warm towards ‘light’, ‘seed’ and ‘food’ but find the idea that the word of the LORD should 
be a hammer or a fire (Jeremiah 23:29) very strange. Yet these are the images which may 
indicate that declaring the truths of God actually accomplishes his purposes without the 
recipients themselves being aware of them. 
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While there is little account of Jeremiah engaging the politics of the nations there is plenty for 
his involvement with the political leaders of Judah (kings and others) and the institutions (the 
Temple and its priesthood, the prophetic guild and may be the ‘scribal schools’; see 
Jeremiah 1:17-19) of his day. A fuller account of the missional nature of this book would 
certainly benefit from closer attention to this aspect of Jeremiah’s own mission. Perhaps 
there is another MA dissertation about to be written! 

Bible Society are very grateful to Dr Wright for his lecture and look forward to further 
developments which will help us understand more fully how the Bible is a missional Book -  in 
the political context. 
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What does mission in exile really look like?  
A response on behalf of SlipstrEAm 
 
 
 

Author:  Dr Krish Kandiah heads up Slipstream and is Executive Director: Churches in Mission at Evangelical Alliance. 
 
Dr Chris Wright has provided us with a masterclass in missional hermeneutics. Not only is 
his fourfold overview of current approaches to missionary readings of the canon extremely 
helpful, but his worked example of what this can look like by exploring the little-taught book of 
Jeremiah is a real gift to preachers and teachers alike. We are all indebted to Dr Wright for 
his excellent work. 

One questioner pursued the issue of what mission in Babylon really looks like, and this is a 
vital question for today. This in my view was the only area of inadequacy in Dr Wright’s 
presentation as his lecture does not sufficiently define what mission looks like for the church 
today. It is only in the very last question that Dr Wright explores the challenge of 
individualism of many approaches to mission and evangelism. Some could hear Dr Wright’s 
call to mission and missional ethics in purely individualistic terms: “Don’t fiddle your 
expenses”, “be kind to the poor,” “be like Daniel”, etc. But what should exilic mission look like 
for the body of Christ? The challenge as always for the academy is how to connect with the 
church – not just to provide theoretical frameworks but to inspire, provoke, challenge and 
model missional practice so that orthodoxy remains connected with orthopraxy. 

This is something that the Evangelical Alliance has been working on with its Square Mile 
initiative. Drawing on the scholarship of thinkers such as NT Wright, Tim Keller, Elaine 
Storkey and Jim Wallis, we have adopted a four-dimensional approach to mission in exile, 
using the letters of the word MILE as an acronym: 

Mercy – showing compassion to the needy 

Influence – a transformative agenda to seek to bless Babylon by being salt and light 
in the public life of our communities. (Incidentally an exposition of Jeremiah 29 from 
Wright, Storkey and Keller forms the centre piece of the DVD material on Influence) 

Life Discipleship – helping individuals to capture a mission approach to the whole of 
life 

Evangelism – verbal proclamation of the gospel in terms that are faithful to scripture 
and relevant to the culture 

 
Through daily devotional material in the Square Mile workbook, and through biblical teaching 
and inspiring real life stories in the Square Mile DVD for use in Sunday services or small 
groups, Square Mile is a great way to connect Dr Wright’s fantastic theory into missional 
praxis. 

 
 
 

<back to top> 
 

 

Please Note: The views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the position 
of Redcliffe College. 

If you would like to respond to this article, please use the ‘Voice your comments’ form on the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/encounters).  You may prefer to email your response to mission@redcliffe.org, in which case 
please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your comments 
posted on the Encounters discussion board. 

 

Encounters Mission Ezine Issue 29: June 2009 26 of 37 
 
 www.redcliffe.org/encounters 
 

http://www.eauk.org/squaremile/
http://www.redcliffe.org/mission
http://www.redcliffe.org/encounters
mailto:mission@redcliffe.org
http://www.redcliffe.org/encounters


 

Breaking open the text  
A reflection on Chris Wright’s missional reading of Jeremiah 
 
 
 

Author: Dr Brian Russell is Professor of Biblical Studies at Asbury Theological Seminary (Orlando campus) 
www.asburyseminary.edu. He is currently writing a book on a missional approach to biblical interpretation that will be 
published in 2010 by Wipf and Stock. He blogs regularly on issues of mission and biblical interpretation: 
http://realmealministries.org/WordPress. 
 
In my own faith journey as a biblical scholar, Chris Wright’s scholarship has nourished me. 
Under his influence, I have moved to embrace a missional hermeneutic as the means to 
hearing more clearly the Word of God. It is a privilege to offer a response to his lecture, 
‘Prophet to the Nations’: Missional Reflections on the Book of Jeremiah. 

Chris Wright demonstrates aptly the richness of a hermeneutic centered in mission. In 
conversation with George Hunsberger’s paper, Proposals for a Missional Hermeneutic: 
Mapping the Conversation, Wright applies three of Hunsberger’s summary points (1. 
Missional Framework of the biblical narrative, 2. The missional purpose of the texts, and 3. 
The missional locatedness of the readers) to the text of Jeremiah and proposes a fourth 
angle - the missional cost to the messenger. Wright’s lecture contributes to our theological 
and ethical understanding of the message of Jeremiah.  

The ultimate test of any hermeneutic is its ability to make sense of the text that it purports to 
be interpreting. Wright’s missional reading breaks open Jeremiah in fresh ways that allow us 
to encounter the prophet’s words within the contexts of Israel’s role in God’s mission, 
Jeremiah’s audiences’ situation, and Jeremiah’s own life as a person called to serve in the 
prophetic office. The power of Wright’s engagement with Jeremiah is enhanced by the 
amount of text that he deploys in the course of the lecture. This demonstrates that a 
missional reading of Jeremiah is not a matter of “proof-texting” but a map to the entirety of 
the text. [1] 

As a professor of Biblical Studies, I have come to the conclusion that the goal of biblical 
interpretation is the conversion of the reader/hearer to the world of the text. I am drawn to a 
missional approach to the Scripture precisely because the questions that a missional 
hermeneutic asks are crucial ones that help to unleash the Word of God in all of its richness.  

I particularly like the new question about missional cost with which Wright concludes his 
lecture. It draws us closer to the world of application for when we speak of missional cost it is 
profoundly difficult to avoid reflecting on the cost of the Gospel’s demands on our lives. 

I would like to suggest that we can expand the reach of a missional hermeneutic within our 
local communities of faith by venturing further into the world of contemporary application and 
appropriation. The fruits of a missional reading must begin to be heard in our churches and 
world. Here are some questions that I have found helpful for transitioning from study to 
teaching and proclamation: 

How does this text shape my/our understanding of God’s mission? 

What sort of community does this text presuppose? 

How do I/we need to change in order to embrace the vision of this text? 

I also find it helpful to imagine two different audiences for the text: insiders and outsiders. 
When we read the Bible, we are hearing an insider conversation. The text of Scripture was 
written to address particular communities of God’s people. Yet in our day, we must be 
mindful of how an outsider to the Gospel hears its message. If the goal of interpretation is 
conversion, it is vital that insiders hear the text as a call to (re)align themselves with God’s 
mission in the world and that outsiders hear the text as an invitation to align themselves with 
it. 
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I hope that the Encounters Mission Ezine will continue to be a means of disseminating this 
important conversation about a missional approach to Scripture to the wider church. A 
missional hermeneutic is needed as we seek to proclaim the Gospel to all peoples and 
nations in our day. I see it as vital in my own context in the United States as a means for 
(re)awakening churches to the centrality of the mission of God and for inviting non-Christ 
followers to find their identity and calling in the narrative-world of the Old and New 
Testaments. 

Let me conclude by expressing my gratitude again to Chris Wright for his stimulating lecture 
and to Tim Davy for the opportunity to participate in this important conversation. 

 

Notes 
[1]  Wright uses the metaphor of a map in his earlier writings: Christopher  J. H. Wright, The Mission of God: Unlocking the 
Bible’s Grand Narrative (IVP, 2006), 69. See also, “Mission as a Matrix for Hermeneutics and Biblical Theology” In Out of Egypt: 
Biblical Theology and Biblical Interpretation (eds. Craig Bartholomew et al; Scripture and Hermeneutics Series, 5; Zondervan, 
2004), 137-140. 
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Missional hermeneutics: 
some opportunities and questions 
 
 

Author: Dr Milton Acosta is Professor of Old Testament at Seminario Bíblico de Colombia. 
 
This is a very interesting, stimulating, and well argued presentation. The Christian church, 
and perhaps especially evangelicals, need to be reminded that the mission of God in the 
world is not limited to evangelism. Also, Chris has presented convincing arguments to 
persuade his audience that mission is not just something the Bible talks about, but a 
hermeneutical key to understand the Bible. The idea of mission itself as a grid or lens 
through which we read the whole Bible is quite fascinating. 

With his mission lens Wright takes us to the book of Jeremiah and shows us a few things. 
The summary of the argument is that God did indeed choose Israel but God did so as a 
means by which the nations would know and glorify God. Since Israel failed in that role, they 
were judged by God and taken into exile. The failure is more than just “believing in God”; it 
has to do with the ethical implications of that belief in society. And finally, God’s mercy and 
judgment apply to any nation on earth, as other Old Testament books also clearly 
demonstrate. Therefore, mission in the Bible is more than a topic, something the church 
does, a strategy, or a personal calling. It is a sort of interpretive paradigm by which we can 
understand the Bible as a whole.  

Methodologically then, I think this approach could open new avenues not only for the study of 
missions, but for the construction a more encompassing biblical theology. Perhaps it would 
help evangelicals read their Bibles all over again and wean us off proof-texting practices 
when trying to persuade churches to do mission during the mission week. 

Now the questions. I have used the word mission because that is what Chris has used in his 
paper and I do not have a better one. I do wonder, however, how this “new” hermeneutical 
key relates to other “old” and “big” hermeneutical keys such as the kingdom of God, for 
example. There are many cases in the Bible where this language is used; many times in the 
Old Testament God is called (among other titles) “king.” Kingdom of God is also very 
prominent in the preaching of Jesus, as it is evident in the New Testament, and as many 
twentieth century scholars have shown. But God is never called “a missionary” anywhere in 
the Bible.  

In his book The Mission of God (pp. 33ff.), Wright argues that a missional hermeneutic is not 
just another way of reading the text. His aim is to find the coherence of the whole Bible. That 
is fine, but what does it mean to use mission as a hermeneutical key for reading the Bible in 
relation to other keys such as the kingdom of God that attempt to do the same thing? What 
does the mission key do to the kingdom key? Do we throw out the other key and use the new 
one only? I’m not against the idea of mission. It is just that I do not see how it works when 
older and bigger keys are brought to bear. 

What limitations are there from reading a book such as Jeremiah’s with mission as a 
hermeneutical key? Are we reading it at the expense of other keys, for example Moltmann’s 
“eschatology of mission”? Could we equally use human displacement as an equally 
coherence-seeking hermeneutical key for reading the Bible since there is so much of it 
(Eden, Abraham, Joseph, Moses, the exodus, Judges, Ruth, David, the northern kingdom, 
the Exile (Jeremiah included) and Return, Jesus, Early Church, Paul, John)? 
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Missional hermeneutics in a Malaysian context 
 

 

 

 
 

Author: Revd Anthony Loke is Academic Dean at Seminari Theoloji in Malaysia, where he also 
lectures in Old Testament. 
 
It gives me great pleasure to respond to Chris’ paper, ‘Prophet to the Nations’: Missional 
Reflections on the Book of Jeremiah. I will provide a response to each of his four main 
points. 

Firstly, concerning the missional framework of the biblical narrative, Chris has rightly 
reminded us that what we read in the book of Jeremiah must be related to the ‘great 
overarching framework of the biblical narrative’ lest we only look at the trees but miss the 
whole forest. Israel was elected to be God’s covenant partner and therefore to be a witness 
to all peoples. Christians in Malaysia are part of God’s people living their lives as a constant 
witness to the peoples around. Malaysia is a multi-pluralistic, multi-cultural, and multi-
religious nation where people of many different faiths live together. If the Christians in 
Malaysia fail to live up to God’s expectations and standards, we will be like the people of God 
who fail in Jeremiah’s time. Yet, thankfully, the story does not end there. Having ‘exposed the 
reality of failure and judgment’, God is able to demonstrate that there is the hope of a ‘new 
covenant restoration’. Nations will also be offered the same promise for restoration as for 
Israel. In spite of our many failures at times to live up to God’s high standard, the message of 
grace is the same message we proclaim to the people of other faiths today. They too can 
come to God and offer their worship to him one day. 

Secondly, concerning the missional purpose of the texts, Jeremiah’s preaching was against 
the idolatry of his day and a call to ‘return to radical monotheism’. Living in a pluralistic 
society and constantly surrounded by people of other faiths, Christians in Malaysia are 
constantly tempted to pursue either syncretism or idolatry. Syncretism occurs when 
Christians begin to look for other gods for solutions to their problems but do not want to 
abandon their Christian faith. Idolatry occurs when Christians begin chasing the gods of 
materialism or other so-called ‘gods’ while neglecting their own. Jeremiah’s preaching was to 
persuade God’s people not to give up living waters in exchange for leaking cisterns. Is Allahu 
akbar (Allah is great) greater than Yahweh malak (Yahweh reigns)? 

Thirdly, on the missional locatedness of the readers, we are reminded to read the book of 
Jeremiah with the original readers as well as contemporary modern readers in mind. In 
Jeremiah’s time, some of God’s people were deported to exile in Babylon and Jeremiah 
wrote an encouraging letter to them. The same words from Jeremiah speak powerfully today 
to the Malaysian Christians who find themselves as a pressured minority in a predominantly 
‘hostile’ Muslim majority. As God’s people struggling with issues like ‘has God abandoned us 
or forsaken us?’, we realize we are not alone. God’s people of other times have similarly 
gone through hardships, trials, and even exile. They found a new hope and a new mission. 
So will God’s people in Malaysia. 

Finally, on the missional cost to the messenger, we are reminded that the ‘cost of being the 
sent one was extremely high’ as we see in the life and ministry of Jeremiah. Again, living as 
God’s people in Malaysia, there is too a high cost to pay. There are continuous challenges to 
us from all sides including government circles. There have been many recent cases of 
people who did not succeed in trying to ‘convert’ out of Islam to Christianity (e.g., the Lina 
Joy case) or ‘body snatching incidents’ by the Islamic religious authorities when the 
deceased had purportedly converted to Islam without the knowledge of the rest of the family 
members. Christians in Malaysia are banned from using the word ‘Allah’ for God in their 
Malay translations and publications or in Christian worship. It is easy to lose heart and throw 
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in the towel but we are reminded that the path of discipleship is costly and demanding. If we 
are willing to walk this path, we will find that God will never abandon us. 

Hopefully in the future, studies on this area of Bible and Mission will continue. It is important 
to see how the Bible continues to relate and speak powerfully to our contexts and cultures 
today. 

 
<back to top> 
 

 
 

Please Note: The views expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the position 
of Redcliffe College. 

If you would like to respond to this article, please use the ‘Voice your comments’ form on the Encounters website 
(www.redcliffe.org/encounters).  You may prefer to email your response to mission@redcliffe.org, in which case 
please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your comments 
posted on the Encounters discussion board. 

 

Encounters Mission Ezine Issue 29: June 2009 32 of 37 
 
 www.redcliffe.org/encounters 
 

http://www.redcliffe.org/mission
http://www.redcliffe.org/encounters
mailto:mission@redcliffe.org
http://www.redcliffe.org/encounters


 

Missional hermeneutics in an Indian context 
 
 

Author: Rabbi and Chitra Jayakaran are both completing their studies at Redcliffe College before 
returning to India. 
 
 
As trained social workers engaged in development work among marginalised communities 
struggling for livelihood, dignity and justice, proclaiming Christ is a constant challenge. 

Contemporary India is at cross roads, facing ‘a clash within’ between values such as 
democracy, pluralism, secularism and equality on the one hand, and ethnocentric 
homogeneity, theocracy and religious nationalism on the other. Economic globalisation, 
alienating people from their land, culture and livelihood, is another force heightening this 
struggle. Chris Wright’s missiological reflections are relevant to India, especially the 
discussion on theological, ethical and personal dimensions of mission.  

Wright’s missional framework of the biblical narrative helps in understanding mission as 
God’s mission, through God’s people, in God’s world, for God’s purpose. We can participate 
in such a mission only in the context of an intimate relationship with Christ. Often the ‘doing’ 
of mission takes precedence over the ‘being’ in Christ. How many ‘souls are harvested’ 
becomes more important than what God is doing among the people. This has attracted 
different responses. Among Hindu Nationalists and secularists, it creates opposition, mistrust 
and hatred. Sometimes, among missionaries, it causes disunity, disillusionment and burnout 
as the whole burden rests on the person rather than on God. The time of ‘being’ in 
relationship with the Lord is taken up with ‘mission activities’. An understanding that mission 
is God’s develops an attitude of humility, openness to learn and sensitivity to his world, rather 
than the subtle arrogance of ‘I have the truth and you need to hear it’. 

Ethical dimensions of mission have a huge impact on the world today. Often taking care of 
people’s physical needs is perceived as a means to mission. Yet, God is a God of justice, 
and ethics is an integral part of everything close to God’s heart. As Wright succinctly puts it, 
‘There is no biblical mission without biblical ethics’. His statement ‘God’s mission to the 
nations is being hindered because of Israel’s continuing spiritual and ethical failure’ has 
significant ramifications today. It is pertinent to reflect whether the Church’s spiritual and 
ethical standards are hindering or hastening God’s mission. The caste system has for 
generations inflicted injustice in India, and it is tragic that the marginalised and the oppressed 
often see the Church as being partners with the oppressors (either as passive observers or 
as active perpetrators), rather than partners sharing their hurts and pains, and struggle for 
justice.  

The Church’s ethical response is critical in the context of the further marginalisation that is 
being caused by economic globalisation. Are we, ‘the new Israel’, going to fulfil God’s calling 
or are we going to fail God like Israel of old? Do we dare to repent, turn to God and by His 
strength stand for the marginalised against the powers of the world today? In Wright’s words, 
‘there is a fundamental, inextricable connection between the ethical quality of life of the 
people of God and their mission to the nations’ and ‘a return to the true God would 
necessarily mean a return to the ways of the true God – i.e., to the ethical demands of the 
covenant’. 

Increasingly, in India, the term ‘missionary’ is perceived and portrayed to mean traitor, 
imperialist, anti-national, destroyer of Indian culture and more. The cost of being a 
missionary is very high. In this light, Jeremiah’s rejection and attack from his own family, 
unpopularity with the whole nation, disillusionment and frustration with the failure of his 
ministry, suicidal rejection of his calling, disappointment with God, aching grief, profound and 
life-long loneliness, and treatment as a traitor, is quite similar to what many followers of 
Christ face in India today. Jeremiah’s exemplary life is a comforting message to faithfully do 
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God’s work, though one could be subjected to all such unpleasant responses, especially in 
the context of popular teaching such as ‘follow Christ and all your problems will disappear’ or 
‘if your troubles are not disappearing, see whether you have enough faith’. It also brings to 
the fore the need for missionaries to have a sound mission perspective, and solid support 
and care. Member-care is not one of the strengths of indigenous missions and it is good to 
discuss what shape this should take within our context. 

In the light of Chris Wright’s exhortation that mission is intrinsically theological, ethical and 
personal, we Indian Christians ought to study these aspects and engage in constant 
dialogue, redefining them in a way relevant to our unique contexts and challenges, within an 
intimate relationship with Christ. Shalom! 
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Bible and Mission: A Conversation Between 
Biblical Studies and Missiology 
 
edited by Rollin G. Grams, I. Howard Marshall, Peter F. Penner and Robin Routledge  
 

 

Reviewer:  Tim Davy, co-editor of Encounters and Assistant Lecturer in Biblical Studies, Redcliffe 
College. 
 

This collection of essays on the theme of Bible and Mission comes out of International 
Baptist Theological Seminary in Prague. The book contains a number of impressive articles 
that explore the relationship between Biblical Studies and Missiology. For those interested in 
the field(s) of Bible and Mission there is much to enjoy here: 

1. Mission and Covenant in the Old Testament – Robin Routledge 
2. Some Geographical and Intertextual Dimensions of Matthew’s Mission Theology – 
Rollin G. Grams 
3. The Use of the Book of Acts in Mission Theology and Praxis – Peter F. Penner 
4. Paul's Mission According to Romans – I. Howard Marshall 
5. Reconciliation as a Missiological Category for Social Engagement: A Pauline 
Perspective from Romans 12:1-21 – Corneliu Constanteanu 
6. The Personification of Righteousness within a Metaphoric and Narratorial Setting: 
A Perspective on the Content of Paul's Proclamation of the Gospel – David Southall 
7. The Status and Calling of Strangers and Exiles: Mission According to First Peter – 
Christoph Stenschke 
8. Missions, the Judgment of God, and the Centrality of Scripture – A Response to 
David Macdonald Paton from 2 Peter – Scott Hafemann 
9. How a Missiologist Utilizes the Bible – J. Andrew Kirk 
10. The Bible, the Qur'an and Mission – David W. Shenk 

 

An array of methodological approaches were used in the book, which were often 
enlightening. A number of different texts and themes were explored but, as the contents list 
illustrates, the book was rather narrowly focused on the New Testament. Half of the ten 
papers concentrated on the New Testament Epistles (including three on Romans). Only one 
(albeit excellent) essay was devoted to the Old Testament. Given the increasing interest in 
this particular aspect of missional readings of Scripture, this was a shame. 

Nevertheless, I would definitely recommend Bible and Mission. It is a welcome addition to the 
growing literature on the interface between Biblical Studies and missiology. 

 

Editors:  Rollin G. Grams, I. Howard Marshall, Peter F. Penner and Robin Routledge 
Publisher:  Neufeld Verlag 
ISBN 13:  9783937896694 
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Power and Poverty: 
Divine and Human Rule in a World of Need 
 
by Dewi Hughes 
 
 

 

Reviewer:  Andy Kingston-Smith, Assistant Lecturer in Mission, Redcliffe College. 
 

On picking up the book, I was immediately struck by the paradox explicit in the title, 
illustrated graphically on the front cover by a slum family sitting by their ‘tents’ against the 
backdrop of the fast-rising skyscrapers that are rapidly changing the Mumbai skyline. The 
illusion of wealth from afar comes to a sticky ending when zooming into to ground level. 

The key issue the author poses strikes at the heart of many dilemmas we face – to what 
extent is poverty (or any other suffering in this life) the result of human action/inaction, or can 
it be attributed to other forces beyond human control. Are the poor trapped by harsh 
worldviews propagated by cruel religious systems, or by economic and political factors, 
which favour the rich and powerful, or by ignorance, or a lack of, or a misapplication of 
Christian truths? To what extent are they the victims of globalising forces or the negative fall-
out of inept local policies or power- politicking? To what extent have the poor always been 
the victims of selfish and disproportionate allocations of global resources? To put it another 
way, the author contends that “the earth and human ingenuity have always ensured enough 
provision for everyone. Poverty is fundamentally a matter of distribution of the adequate 
provision that has always been there” (p.11). In short, power has been systematically applied 
in abusive and corrupt ways right from the beginning of humanity’s narrative; so what can we 
learn about this age-old conundrum? 

The book begins with what the author considers to be “the root cause of the abuse of power 
that causes the crying of the oppressed” (p. 240), which he attempts to demonstrate as being 
caused by spiritual issues, as well as social, political and economic forces at work, with “its 
deepest root [being]…alienation from God” (p.240); this is seen from family/clan squabbling 
right up to empire building and the more than one billion abjectly poor on the planet represent 
palpable evidence of the consequences such conflict ultimately creates. This line of thought 
permeates the tracing of the rule and governance, or misrule and mis-governance, of great 
OT leaders right through to Christ’s righteous governance, whilst his “death and resurrection 
would bring about a reconstituted humankind to populate a new heaven and earth” (p.242). 

Essentially, the author provides a scholarly and extensive critique of Old Testament ethics 
(part I), Jesus’ Kingdom message and example (part II), before devoting the final section to 
the application of the Christian message into this context (part III), in the form of the Church.  

The questions posed in the first part relate to human power entrusted by God, in the 
beginning, and then tracing the development of OT laws and justice. The second part 
includes an interesting treatise on ‘insecurity’ and the argument that this, through exclusion 
and risk-aversion, is a key factor in ensuring the non-eradication of poverty. What is that 
insecurity? Quite simply, our alienation from God. To deal with the root problem, we need a 
restoration of that relationship and the rediscovery of right living. If it sounds simple… well, it 
is and it isn’t!! 

Quite deliberately, in the author’s view, and one which I wholeheartedly agree with, there 
must be a closer examination of, and a greater emphasis on searching for solutions to this 
fundamental problem of poverty, in Jesus’ message. A large part of the book is devoted to 
this, chapter 11’s treatment of the Sermon on the Mount being a prime example. 

Part III’s examination of the Church’s role contains a brilliant assessment of the tension 
Christians face in the Kingdom of God vs. kingdoms of this world conflict. Fortunately, we are 
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not left hanging anxiously, but in solid chronological order, we are finally led to hope in the 
power of the resurrected Christ and the exaltation of Jesus whom we reflect to a broken 
world as “people who speak the living words of God” (p. 15). This is encapsulated in the use 
of the two most powerful weapons we have been given; prayer and prophecy. 

Whilst acknowledging the significance of political, economic (the author suggests a moving 
away from unhelpful classifications of right-wing free-market and left-wing state-
interventionist polarisations), material (etc.) factors, “there is clearly a need for a deeper, 
spiritual understanding of the origin of human beings and the type of human behaviour that 
leads to poverty and away from it” (p.12) and so the “conviction underlying this book is that 
the Bible provides such an understanding” (p.12). Dewi Hughes masterfully argues this 
rationale through the extensive biblical and theological panorama that he paints, in which the 
canonical approach to biblical interpretation is adopted to ensure understanding of original 
meaning and a true hermeneutical interpretation leading to the ‘pot of gold’ at the end; the 
demonstration that what “the Bible says speaks at a profound level to our contemporary 
circumstances”.  

I appreciated the author’s passionate call to embrace the radical upside-down ethics of God’s 
Kingdom. It is a calling that requires us to walk a tough and unpopular path through life, but 
one which is infused with the indwelling Spirit as our guide; for it is “better to die in the 
service of a kingdom that will never end than live comfortably in an empire that is passing 
away” (p. 243).  

What’s our response to be? “…better to listen to the crying now and respond in prophetic 
speech, prayer and acts of love, than shut our ears and say and do nothing...” Dewi Hughes 
demonstrates the ability to convincingly portray the honest truth for so many ills in this world 
without ever allowing us to lose our hope and our focus on the salvation-solution Christ’s 
resurrection power provides us. It is a book that should make you think, and think hard until it 
hurts! If you are looking for easy and practical solutions, you will find it difficult to stomach, for 
it is not a “thirteen steps to…” approach. It is a serious study, which demands time, thought, 
and most of all, shifts in our thinking; a must read for those who wish to explore a biblically 
in-depth analysis and be ready to assume the challenge that the book leaves us. We cannot 
remain neutral, nor diffident!! 

 

Buy Power and Poverty from St Andrew's Bookshop. 

 
Author:  Dewi Hughes 
Publisher:  IVP 
ISBN 13:  9781844743124 
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