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Part 6: Missional Community 
 

Adapted from Chapters 19 to 21 of Center Church  
(Redeemer City to City and Timothy J. Keller, Center Church 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan 2012)) 
 
 

There is an ongoing conversation today about the nature of the church’s 
mission and its relationship to the work of individual Christians in the world. 
In part 6, Missional Community, we outline what it looks like to be a 
missional church today and suggest how churches can practically equip 
their people in missional living.  
 

1. The Post-Christian Age: We have entered a post-Christian age. For 
centuries in the Western world, the Christian church had a privileged 
place, but this is no longer true. Rather than being a force at the centre of 
culture, Christianity has moved to the margins. We can no longer expect 
people to already have a basic understanding of Christianity and to 
simply come to church through social pressure and out of custom. The 
times have changed.  
 
2. Cultural Captivity of the Church: We must escape the church’s cultural 
captivity by confronting the individualism of our modern society. To the 
self-absorbed culture we say, “You must lose yourself – in service to Christ 
and others – to truly find yourself.” To the rationalistic culture we say, “You 
cannot have the things you want – meaning, dignity, hope, character, 
shared values, and community – without faith.”   
 
3. Sent out to be a Blessing: God is by nature a sending God, a missionary 
God. The Father sends the Son; the Son sends the Spirit and his disciples 
into the world. Therefore the whole church is in mission; every Christian is in 
mission. God never calls you in to bless you without also sending you out to 
be a blessing (Gen 12:1-3). So a Christian is not a spiritual consumer, 
coming in to get his or her emotional needs met and then going home. A 
missional church, then, is one that trains and encourages its people to be 
in mission as individuals and as a body. The church must not be only 
attractional; it also must equip and send the laity into the world to minister.  
 
4. A Contrast Community: The quality, distinctiveness, and beauty of our 
communal life must be a major part of our witness and mission to the 
world. Jesus stated that the quality and visibility of Christians’ love for each 
other will show the world that the Father sent him (John 17:20-21). Part of 
being this kind of counterculture involves loving the city – its culture and 
people. A missional church enjoys, cares for, and prays for its city. If we 
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spend out time bashing and criticizing other kinds of churches, we simply 
play into the common claim that all Christians are intolerant.  
 
What does a “missional” small group/church look like? Its members love 
the city and talk positively about it; they avoid tribal jargon, stylized and 
archaic language for prayer and worship, “we/they” language, disdainful 
jokes that mock people who hold different political and religious beliefs, 
and dismissive or disrespectful comments about those who differ with 
them. Instead, their communication should be marked by gentle humour 
and honest realism about the leaders’ and the church’s weaknesses and 
mistakes, yet seasoned with a ground note of joy and hope that never 
diminishes. And unless all of their speech flows out of truly humble and 
bold, gospel-changed hearts, it will be seen as nothing more than 
marketing and spin. 
 

“The idea that ‘to be missional is to be evangelistic’ is too narrow. A 
missional church is not less than an evangelistic church, but its much 
more.”  Tim Keller 

To reach this post-Christendom society will obviously take more than what 
we ordinarily call an evangelistic church; it will take a missional church. A 
church’s worship is missional in that it makes sense to nonbelievers in that 
culture, even while it challenges and shapes Christians with the gospel. Its 
people are missional in that they are so outwardly focused, so involved in 
addressing the needs of the local community, that the church is well-
known for its compassion. The members of a missional church also know 
how to contextualize the gospel, carefully challenging yet also appealing 
to the baseline cultural narratives of the society around them.  
 
No single form of church (small or large, cell group based or midsize 
community based) is intrinsically better at growing spiritual fruit. Each 
approach to church has vastly different strengths and weaknesses, 
limitations and capabilities. Look below at the Six Marks of a Missional 
Church. These features can be present within any church model or size.  
 
The final result of God’s redeeming work in Christ will be a completely 
renewed cosmos – a new heaven and a new earth. Therefore we can say 
that God is out not only to pardon and save our souls but also to heal all 
the ways sin has ruined creation. The individual and corporate aspects of 
salvation, mission, and Christian living are both important and are 
intricately linked. We must understand that a Christian’s zeal for the 
community comes from a transformed identity that flows from a grasp of 
the gospel – a gospel proclaiming that salvation is by faith alone, not by 
works.     
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Six Marks of a Missional Church 
1. A missional church needs to confront society’s idols and especially 
address how modernity makes the happiness and self-actualization of the 
individual into an absolute. One of the manifestations of this idol is 
materialism – consumerism and greed that lead to injustice. In response, 
the classic messages of substitutionary atonement (i.e. made right with 
God through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus as our substitute) 
and forensic justification (i.e. we are declared righteous as a ‘legal’ status) 
provide both a strong theological basis and a powerful internal motivation 
to live more simply and to do justice in the world.  
 
2. A missional church must be skillful in contextualizing and explaining 
Christian doctrines. A missional church must recognize that most of our 
more recently formulated and popular gospel presentations will fall on 
deaf ears because hearers will be viscerally offended or simply unable to 
understand the basic concepts of God, sin, and redemption. This fact 
does not, however, require a change in the classic Christian doctrines, but 
rather skillfulness in contextualizing and explaining them so our gospel 
presentations are compelling even to people who are not (yet) fully 
persuaded by them.   
 
3. A missional church will affirm that all Christians are people in mission in 
every area of their lives. To be missional today requires that lay Christians 
be equipped by their churches to do three things: (1) to be a verbal 
witness to the gospel in their webs of relationships, (2) to love their 
neighbours and do justice within their neighbourhoods and city, and (3) to 
integrate their faith with their work in order to engage culture through their 
vocations.  
 
4. A missional church must understand itself as a servant community – a 
counterculture for the common good. While the Christian church must be 
distinct, it must be set within, not be separated from, its surroundings. Its 
neighbours must see it as a servant society, sacrificially pouring out its time 
and wealth for the common good of the city. The sacrificial service of a 
missional church will show the world, then, a “third way” between the 
individualistic self-absorption that secularism can breed and the tribal self-
righteousness that religion can breed.      
 
5. A missional church must be, in a sense, “porous.” That is, it should expect 
nonbelievers, inquirers, and seekers to be present or involved in many 
aspects of the church’s life and ministry – e.g. in worship gatherings, small 
groups, and service projects in the neighbourhood. A missional church 
would know how to welcome doubters and graciously include them as 
much as possible in community so they can see the gospel fleshed out in 
life and process the gospel message through numerous personal 
interactions.     
 
6. A missional church should pursue and practice Christian unity on the 
local level. We should define ourselves by contrasting ourselves with the 
world, our surrounding culture, and be critical about how that surrounding 
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culture has crept into our own churches. Doctrinal division is oftentimes 
unavoidable in order to remain faithful to Scripture, but the world should 
see churches avoiding unnecessary divisions as much as possible, and 
pursuing unity in the gospel.     
 

  

“... [E]arly Christianity’s explosive growth ‘was in reality accomplished by 
means of informal missionaries.’ That is, Christian laypeople – not trained 
preachers and evangelists – carried on the mission of the church not 
through formal preaching but informal conversation – ‘in homes and wine 
shops, on walks, and around market stalls … they did it naturally, 
enthusiastically.’” From Michael Green: Evangelism in the Early Church 
 
What does this “every-member gospel ministry” look like in today’s world? 
Here is an example: 
 
Ted is a young single lawyer. He knows several other lawyers who go to 
church with him, though they don’t work at his firm. He decides to have a 
party for several of his non-Christian colleagues and invites two Christian 
lawyers from his church and a couple of other believers as well. The men 
and women from his workplace hit it off with the lawyers from church. 
About three months later, one of them shows up in church with one of 
Ted’s friends. 
 
The circumstances may be different for you but the basic form for each 
“every-member gospel ministry” should have the same few elements: 
 

• Organic. It happens spontaneously, outside of the church’s 
organized programs (even though it occasionally makes use of 
formal programs).  

• Relational. It is done in the context of informal personal relationships.  
• Word deploying. It prayerfully brings the Bible and gospel into 

connection with people’s lives.  
• Active, not passive. Each person assumes personal responsibility for 

being a producer rather than just a consumer of ministry.  
 

A spiritual dynamic cannot really be created or controlled, but just as we 
need air, heat, and fuel to have a fire, certain environmental factors must 
be present for this lay ministry dynamic to occur. At least three factors 
must be in place: believers with relational integrity, pastoral support, and 
safe venues.   
 
 
 
 

 III. Equipping People for Missional Living 

 IV. Creating a Lay Ministry Dynamic 
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1. Believers with Relational Integrity 
“We will have an impact for the gospel if we are like those around us yet 
profoundly unlike them at the same time, all the while remaining visible 
and engaged.’”  Tim Keller 
 
The three factors of: like, unlike, and engaged – make up the foundation 
of what I call relational integrity. Christians have relationship integrity when 
they are integrated into the relational life of the city and when their faith is 
integrated into all parts of their lives.  
 

• First, Christians must be like their neighbours in the food they eat and 
clothes they wear, their language, work life, recreational activities, 
and civic engagement. In short, Christians should – at first glance – 
look reassuringly similar to people in the neighbourhood. This opens 
up nonbelievers to any discussion of faith, because they recognize 
the believers as people who live in and understand their world.  

 
• Second, Christians must be also unlike their neighbours. Christians 

should be marked by integrity. Believers must be known for being 
scrupulously honest, transparent, and fair. Followers of Christ should 
also be marked by generosity. If employers, they should take less 
personal profit so customers have lower prices and employees have 
more pay. They should consider living below their potential lifestyle. 
Believers should also be known for their hospitality, sympathy, and 
avoid being known as self-serving or even ruthless in business or 
personal dealings. They should be marked by an unusual willingness 
to forgive and seek reconciliation, not be a vengeful or spiteful spirit. 
Believers should practice chastity and live consistently in light of the 
biblical sexual ethic. Non-Christians in the community will also notice 
how you respond to adversity. Being calm in the face of failure and 
disappointment is crucial to your Christian witness.  

 
• Finally, Christians should be engaged with others by developing 

nonsuperficial relationships with their neighbours, colleagues, and 
others in the city. Part of being engaged is to be willing to identify as 
a believer. Engaging relationally without doing so could be called 
“the blend-in approach.” Many Christians live in a social world of 
non-Christians but don’t think much about their friends’ spiritual 
needs. Their basic drive is to be accepted, to avoid being perceived 
as different – but this approach fails to integrate a person’s faith with 
his or her relationships in the world.  

 
Why is there so little relational integrity among believers? The answer is 
largely motivational. People who are in the blend-in mode often lack 
courage. On the other hand, those who are in the bubble-mode are 
unwilling to make the emotional, social, or even financial investment in the 
people around them. Surprisingly, the Internet contributes to much of this. 
Technology now makes it possible for a person to move to a city and 
remain in touch with their Christian friends and family in other places, while 
unintentionally making it easier to ignore the people who are physically 
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living around us. They can contribute to our reluctance to invest 
emotionally in people.  
 
2. Pastoral Support is in addition not come primarily through formal, 
content-heavy training sessions but instead, through informal teaching 
and support and ongoing advice from pastors and ministry leaders. It is 
important for pastors to model how to both talk to people about faith 
issues and pray for them. In his earlier years at Redeemer, Tim Keller did this 
in two ways: through the sermons he preached and the Q&A sessions he 
held after every morning service.  
 
3. Safe Venues: Laypeople are often encouraged in their ministry if a 
church provides a varied set of events in which nonbelievers are exposed 
more directly to both Christians and to the gospel. Such settings must 
avoid two common dangers: confusing the newcomer or offending the 
newcomer.  
 
Examples include:  
 

• A book club (reading fiction books with Christian themes or non-
Christian books and talking about the faith perspectives they 
represent). 

• Worship “after meetings.” For example, a Q&A session after service 
with the preacher of the day, where any question is allowed. 
 

 

 
1. Keller writes, “The word [missional] has significantly different meanings 
and is used in different ways – leading to much confusion about what, 
exactly the term missional means.” How have you used or defined 
missional?  
 
2. The concept of missio dei suggests that “God does not merely send the 
church in mission. God already is in mission, and the church must join him.” 
What do you believe is the mission of God and what role does the church 
have in that mission?  
 
3. For each of the Six Marks of a Missional Church in this week’s study, what 
unique challenges and opportunities do they provide for communicating 
the gospel? Which of these should your Community Group focus on right 
now? 
 
4. What do you think it means to be like, unlike, and engaged with your 
community?  
 
5. In the context of your Community Group, how “safe” would an 
unbeliever rate the activities (“venues”) we currently organize? 

 
 

 Questions for thought or discussion: 


