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Let me set up this study with two real-life scenarios:
Scenario #1: I am sitting with a group of church planters in the Middle

East discussing church planting strategy. We have talked for at least three
hours about how to communicate the gospel in this difficult area of the
world. But something is not sitting quite right with me. So I interject: “But
what about the power of the Holy Spirit and a life of holiness and prayer
for reaching this land?” The response? “Oh, of course . . . we all assume
that.” Assume? Is prayer, growth in holiness, and the empowering of the
Spirit simply an assumption in the mission God has given us? What is the
role of spiritual formation for mission?

Scenario #2: I am sitting with two delightful but distraught Christian
college women. These young women have recently been appointed as co-
coordinators of the overseas mission chapels on our campus. They have
sought me out to help them know how to respond to a campus leader who
has challenged them to justify the very existence of mission chapels. Appar-
ently, these young women are being asked to validate whether such chapels
play any role in the spiritual formation of our students. They come to me
because they are bewildered at how someone could even pose such a chal-
lenge. There are other important issues surrounding this apparent con-
frontation,2 but I want to focus on only one of them. What function does
mission play in the spiritual formation of God’s people?
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1 This article was first prepared as a paper for the Faculty Summer Integration
Seminar on Ethics at Biola University, June, 2011 (David P. Gushee and Richard C.
Langer mentors).

2 Though it will not be explored in this article, is not God’s own glory rather
than either spiritual formation or mission, per se, our ultimate aim? It seems that
each is a means by which God’s glory is manifested rather than being ultimate aims
themselves.
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Mission3 and spiritual formation4 often appear together in the writings
of the Apostle Paul. But how do they intersect? Let us list our integrative
options:

1. Mission and spiritual formation are separate aspects of the Chris-
tian life. They need to be individually emphasized but not necessar-
ily integrated.

2. Mission is primary, spiritual formation a support. This seems to be
the working assumption of many Christian mission and service or-
ganizations as well as some churches.

3. Spiritual formation is primary, mission a natural outgrowth. This
seems to be the working assumption of many who emphasize the
Christian’s inner life.

4. There is an essential interpenetration of mission and spiritual for-
mation. I will argue that this is where we must land if our source is
the Pauline corpus.

My thesis is that for the Apostle Paul there is a fundamental interpene-
tration of mission and spiritual formation. Indeed, it will be argued that
this relationship is so basic that Paul would have considered the very nature
of one’s mission to be distorted without growth in spiritual formation and
the very nature of spiritual formation to be distorted without active in-
volvement in the mission of God.

Probably the most fruitful passages in the entire Bible to examine in
this thesis are the autobiographical sections of the Apostle Paul’s writings.
These are the sections where Paul refers in some way to himself and to his
activities (often to his mission). In these sections, Paul frequently weaves in
topics we would include under the heading of spiritual formation. These
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3 My working definition for mission: Those activities related to the planting and
building up of Christian communities that proclaim in word and deed the kingdom
of God in the world. I considered using the word “ministry” instead of “mission” be-
cause the word “ministry” seems to encompass more than “mission” in some peo-
ple’s minds. (Some use the word “mission” only for interactions with unbelievers,
though I am using it here much more expansively.) But since Christians often use the
word “ministry” quite loosely and sometimes even insulate themselves from more
on-the-edge ministries by involvement in safe “ministries” (that is, “ministries”
where they will not experience much suffering or discomfort), I decided to keep the
word “mission” while still intentionally including the word “ministry” on occasion.

4 My working definition for spiritual formation is: The process by which one’s
affections, thoughts, and actions become increasingly conformed to Christ. I actually
think Paul may have been comfortable with the label “spiritual formation” because
of what he writes in Galatians 4:19: “My children, with whom I am again in labor
until Christ is formed in you . . .” But it should be noted that for Paul the “spiritual”
part of “spiritual formation” would have been “Spirit-ual” because of the great em-
phasis upon the Holy Spirit in his writings. See Kenneth Berding, Walking in the
Spirit (Wheaton: Crossway, 2011) for an exposition of life in the Spirit in Romans 8.
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passages are also where we come closest to the heart of Paul’s own mission
and spiritual formation. Following are the passages upon which I will base
my study.5 (Note that pride of place in any such discussion must go to the
letters of 2 Corinthians and Philippians because Paul is so self-revealing in
those letters.)

Romans 1:1–17; 15:7–33
1 Corinthians 1–4; 9; 16
2 Corinthians
Galatians 1–2; 4:12–20; 6:11–18
Ephesians 1:15–23; 3; 6:18–22
Philippians
Colossians 1:1–12; 1:24–29; 2:1–5; 4:7–18
1 Thessalonians 1–3
2 Thessalonians 1:1–4; 3
1 Timothy 1
2 Timothy 1; 3:10–17; 4
Titus 1:1–4; 3:12–15
Philemon

How do mission and spiritual formation intersect in the letters of Paul?
What do we discover when we examine the places where they intersect?

The first option listed above, that each is a separate domain that
should be emphasized but not necessarily integrated, can be eliminated
straight away. The most immediate reason is that in some passages Paul
mixes together aspects both of mission and spiritual formation into a single
list without any anxiety that they might not belong together. Here is an
example:

. . . giving no cause for offense in anything, so that the ministry will not
be discredited, but in everything commending ourselves as servants of
God, in much endurance, in afflictions, in hardships, in distresses, in
beatings, in imprisonments, in tumults, in labors, in sleeplessness, in
hunger, in purity, in knowledge, in patience, in kindness, in the Holy
Spirit, in genuine love, in the word of truth, in the power of God; by
the weapons of righteousness for the right hand and the left, by glory
and dishonor, by evil report and good report; regarded as deceivers and
yet true; as unknown yet well-known, as dying yet behold, we live; as
punished yet not put to death, as sorrowful yet always rejoicing, as
poor yet making many rich, as having nothing yet possessing all things
(2 Cor. 6:3–10).6

20 Journal of Spiritual Formation & Soul Care

5 I have left Romans 7 out of the discussion since New Testament scholars are
divided on whether it is autobiographical.

6 All Scripture will be cited from the New American Standard Bible (1995 up-
date) unless otherwise noted.
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This passage combines into a single list descriptions of things that hap-
pened on Paul’s mission (afflictions, hardships, distresses, beatings, impris-
onments, tumults, labors, sleeplessness, hunger) with qualities that belong
to spiritual formation (endurance, purity, knowledge, patience, kindness,
genuine love), and (skipping a few) ends by contrasting faulty perceptions
of Paul’s mission with the actual corresponding spiritual realities (such as
“regarded as deceivers and yet true” or “. . . as having nothing yet possess-
ing all things”). It simply does not bother Paul that he mixes together items
that are missional with those that are spiritually formational, for, as we
shall see as we move through this analysis, he views them as integrally re-
lated. Here is another list:

Now you followed my teaching, conduct, purpose, faith, patience,
love, perseverance, persecutions, and sufferings, such as happened to
me at Antioch, at Iconium and at Lystra; what persecutions I endured,
and out of them all the Lord rescued me! (2 Tim. 3:10–11)

Thus in a mentoring relationship Paul can point Timothy to his own
example of such spiritual qualities as faith, patience, love, and persever-
ance, but also can include such missional activities as teaching, conduct,
and sufferings. These are mixed together in a single list, and noticeably not
in any particular order. The implication, then, is that if they are so inte-
grally related for Paul that he can unite them in this way, we should dis-
pense with the idea that these are two important but unconnected ideas.

Similarly, in 1 Thessalonians 1:3 Paul includes (as though they are not
separate ideas) the “work of faith” and “labor of love” of the Thessaloni-
ans together in the same sentence with the “steadfastness of hope in our
Lord Jesus Christ in the presence of our God and Father.” Moreover, in
Paul’s final charge to Timothy (2 Tim. 4:2) to “preach the word” (sphere of
mission) he charges Timothy to “be ready in season and out of season”
(sphere of spiritual formation). In the same verse he writes that reproving,
rebuking, exhorting (mission) all have to be done with patient instruction
(spiritual formation). And a few verses later he has mixed together the char-
acter qualities of sober-mindedness and endurance with the activities of do-
ing the work of an evangelist and fulfilling one’s ministry (2 Tim. 4:5). For
Paul, mission and spiritual formation are so closely intertwined that aspects
of each can be listed together as though they actually belong together.

If we eliminate the option that they are separate and not to be inte-
grated, we are left with either viewing spiritual formation as primary (and
mission only as a natural outflow), mission as primary (with spiritual for-
mation a helpful support), or an interpenetration of each with the other.

I will argue that at the places where mission and spiritual formation ac-
tually intersect in the writings of Paul there is a crucial interrelationship of
the two. I am not claiming that spiritual formation supports mission in the
same way that mission supports spiritual formation. The primary thesis of
this article is simply that they do in fact support one another. Still, the basic
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contours of how they intersect in Paul’s writings will also emerge as this
study progresses.

I will first demonstrate from Paul’s letters that spiritual formation sup-
ports mission and then follow it with an equally robust argument that mis-
sion supports spiritual formation. This will be followed by further evidence
that they are deeply intertwined. The result will be an increased under-
standing of the vital role that spiritual formation plays for mission and the
critical role that mission plays in spiritual formation.

The Process of Spiritual Formation Supports Mission

In circles that emphasize activism—whether evangelistic preaching,
ministries within the church, oversees mission, or social engagement—the
task often is viewed as primary. But Paul would demur. Here are six areas
where growth in spiritual formation supports mission in the letters of Paul:

1. The process of spiritual formation supports mission because
God’s empowerment through his Spirit is critical not only for a
holy life but also for the mission he has given each of us.7

Paul writes that it is “in the power of the Spirit” that he is able to
preach the good news in so many places (Rom. 15:19). He has insight into
God’s wisdom through the Spirit (1 Cor. 2:10–13). God establishes,
anoints, seals, and gives his Spirit as a pledge (2 Cor. 1:20–22). God pre-
pares for the mission he has appointed by giving his Spirit (2 Cor. 5:5). It is
worth noting how frequently Paul mentions the Holy Spirit in passages in
which he highlights his own mission.

The “war” in which we are engaged of “destroying speculations and
every lofty thing raised up against the knowledge of God, and taking every
thought captive to the obedience of Christ” is not to be done according to
the flesh (2 Cor. 10:2–5). Whatever actually occurs through our ministries
results from the power of the Holy Spirit through the development of deep
conviction and character in the one ministering (1 Thess. 1:5).8 Paul is sup-
ported on his mission by knowing in whom he has believed and being con-

22 Journal of Spiritual Formation & Soul Care

7 See Kenneth Berding’s “The Holy Spirit in the Letters of Paul,” in What Are
Spiritual Gifts? Rethinking the Conventional View (Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2006),
158–163 for a summary of the works of the Holy Spirit in Paul.

8 “The cause of missionary ‘success’ is not rhetorical brilliance, refined commu-
nication strategies or any other method or technique of evangelism or church admin-
istration. The effective cause of people coming to faith in Jesus Christ and becoming
active members of local communities of followers of Jesus is the power of God and of
the Holy Spirit.” Eckhard J. Schnabel, Paul the Missionary: Realities, Strategies and
Methods (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press Academic, 2008), 401.
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vinced of God’s protecting power (2 Tim. 1:12). The “spirit” given is not
one of fear, but is of power, love, and a sound mind (2 Tim. 1:6–7).

Paul says explicitly about his labor in the mission that it is “according
to His power, which mightily works within me” (Col. 1:29; cf. 1 Tim. 1:12).
He says that his work is accomplished “through Him who strengthens me”
(Phil. 4:13). So it will not do to think in terms of mission apart from a deep
saturation of the work of the Holy Spirit both in and through the one on a
mission. This means that spiritual formation in the Holy Spirit is critical for
mission.

2. The process of spiritual formation supports mission because
meditating on the Scriptures and the gospel message (which is so
central to spiritual formation) is foundational for mission.

One reason Paul is not ashamed of the gospel (Rom. 1:16), as the con-
tours of his letter to the Romans makes clear, is because he knows the char-
acter of the gospel so well. God has shined his light, that is, the knowledge
of the glory of God in the face of Christ, in our hearts so that we can share
it with others (2 Cor. 4:5–6). The “word of the cross”9 is the power of God
(1 Cor. 1:18). When one has learned and deeply become convinced of what
is written in the Scriptures one is able then to teach, reprove, correct, and
train others in righteousness (2 Tim. 3:14–17). Paul says that it is through
the Scriptures that he is “equipped” to do every work he has been given by
God (2 Tim. 3:17). So it is necessary that all who minister let “the word of
Christ10 richly dwell” within them in order to be able to teach and admon-
ish (Col. 3:16).

3. The process of spiritual formation supports mission because
one’s perspective of the nature of the mission is clarified as one
grows in Christlikeness.

The process of spiritual formation helps clarify the nature of one’s min-
istry. After many years in service we find Paul comparing his own ministry
to that of a priest, bringing Gentiles who have been sanctified by the Holy

Berding: Mission and Spiritual Formation in the Letters of Paul 23

9 Probably “the object of the act of proclaiming.” Anthony C. Thiselton, The
First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans and Carlisle: Paternoster, 2000), 154.

10 The phrase is ambiguous in Greek. It could be “the word spoken by Christ,”
“the Christian message,” or “the teaching concerning Christ.” See Murray J. Harris,
Colossians & Philemon: An Exegetical Guide to the Greek New Testament (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 166. But whichever of these three options (or another) is
correct, this reference supports the contention in-text that meditation on the Scrip-
tures and the gospel message found therein is foundational for mission.
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Spirit to God as an offering (Rom. 15:15–16). Furthermore, he comes to
view his mission as a stewardship from God, leading to his desire that he
should act in a trustworthy manner as a manager of that stewardship (1
Cor. 4:1–2).11

It is also through the process of spiritual formation that our identity in
Christ and thus our mission becomes clarified. For example, knowledge
that one belongs to the “true circumcision who worship in the Spirit of God
and glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh” helps clarify
how one should deal with those who are false and are seeking to undermine
the gospel (Phil. 3:3). Knowledge that one is inadequate in oneself but has
adequacy as a minister of the new covenant of the Spirit leads to confidence
(2 Cor. 3:4–6). This is important for Paul because he is keenly aware of the
depth of his past sin and the amazing mercy of God that allowed him to go
into service despite his background as a blasphemer, persecutor, and violent
aggressor (1 Tim. 1:13–16). Now he is able to say that he serves God with a
clear conscience (2 Tim. 1:3).

Furthermore, the process of spiritual formation helps us discover the
proper approach and attitudes we should employ while we are on our mis-
sion. Paul is not only concerned that he communicates the gospel message
correctly, but also desires to do it with the right attitude. He does not want
to trick or con his hearers by deceitfully employing rhetorical maneuvers (1
Cor. 1:17). He has learned when to approach a situation with gentleness
and when some level of sternness is appropriate (1 Cor. 4:14–15, 19–21).
Finally, the goal of teaching, Paul emphasizes, will be “love from a pure
heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith” (1 Tim. 1:5). The process
of spiritual formation helps to transform one’s understanding of the nature
of the mission.

4. The process of spiritual formation supports mission because the
person on a mission is upheld in his work as he experiences
ongoing transformation. Indeed, his ministry must be an overflow
of his life in Christ.

This may be the area most emphasized in Paul’s writings regarding how
important spiritual formation is for mission. Paul writes, “. . . we have re-
nounced the things hidden because of shame, not walking in craftiness or
adulterating the word of God, but by the manifestation of truth commend-
ing ourselves to every man’s conscience in the sight of God” (2 Cor. 4:2).
There is a transformation that takes place through the ministry of the
Spirit while one is on the mission—a transformation “from glory to glory”
(2 Cor. 3:17–18). The result is that God “manifests though us” an aroma as

24 Journal of Spiritual Formation & Soul Care

11 What is the nature of Paul’s stewardship? Paul views his stewardship as the
charge to communicate that the wall dividing Jew and Greek had been broken down
through Jesus Christ. See Ephesians 2:11–3:13 for more on Paul’s stewardship.
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we do the mission. What we do is not merely peddling the word of God, but
is a sincere speaking about Christ to others in the sight of God (2 Cor. 2:14–
17). Mission flows out of the “fullness of the blessing of Christ” (Rom.
15:29). Mission requires humility and the recognition that spiritual work
will not be accomplished through superiority of speech or of wisdom (1
Cor. 2:1–2). The messenger who speaks on behalf of Christ needs to have
the “mind of Christ” (1 Cor. 2:16).

Paul understands that he does what he does as one who has been cruci-
fied with Christ, as one in whom Christ lives, and that he has to live by
faith as he preaches the message (Gal. 2:20). Paul considers everything to be
loss compared to the goal of knowing Christ, gaining Christ, and being
found in Christ (Phil. 3:7–14). Paul says that he and his co-workers do their
ministry out of a deep-seated, rightly motivated character, avoiding error,
impurity, deceit, flattering speech, greed, glory-seeking, and rather focusing
upon pleasing God, serving with gentleness and care, and imparting their
very lives to the Thessalonians (1 Thess. 2:3–8).

In one particular area of ministry, the case of generosity toward the
poor believers in Jerusalem, we see how important it is that mission flows
out of a developing life in Christ. Paul says that the generosity of the
churches in Macedonia overflowed from the abundance of their joy despite
their deep poverty (2 Cor. 8:2). He also comments that the Macedonians
first gave themselves to the Lord before giving of their meager monetary re-
sources (2 Cor. 8:5). Generosity, Paul suggests should abound from faith,
utterance, knowledge, earnestness, and love (2 Cor. 8:7). All the various as-
pects of mission should spill over from a transformation that is occurring in
the person on a mission.

5. The process of spiritual formation supports mission because
such qualities as love, boldness, and endurance are cultivated as
one is spiritually formed.

a. Love

One common refrain for Paul is his statement that he “longs” to visit
those to whom he has ministered or desires to minister (e.g., Rom. 1:11;
15:23; Phil. 1:8; 4:1; 1 Thess. 3:6). This shows the depth of his love for
those he serves and his radically others-orientation. He even describes what
he is doing for the Colossians, whom he has never met face to face, as a
“struggle” on their behalf (Col. 2:1–4). 12 To the Corinthians he comments

Berding: Mission and Spiritual Formation in the Letters of Paul 25

12 The “struggle” for them is the expending of his energies “by his care, his
prayers (he strives, 2:1, as Epaphras does, in a ministry of intercession, 4:12) and by
his letters.” Ralph P. Martin, The New Century Bible Commentary: Colossians and
Philemon (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans and London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott, 1992),
74.
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that he wrote “out of much affliction and anguish of heart . . . with many
tears . . . that you might know the love which I have especially for you”
(2 Cor. 2:4). To the Philippians he describes what he is doing as “being
poured out as a drink offering upon the sacrifice and service of your faith”
(Phil. 2:17). Paul is doing his mission “voluntarily,” that is, because he
wants to (1 Cor. 9:17). Growth in love is one of the chief goals of spiritual
formation, but it results in mission. Paul says that he and his mission team
are “controlled” or “compelled” to do what they do by the love of Christ
(2 Cor. 5:14).13 In Paul’s closing words to the Corinthians, he challenges
them to act: “Be on the alert, stand firm in the faith, act like men, be
strong” (1 Cor. 16:13). But Paul immediately moves into “Let all that you
do be done in love” (1 Cor. 16:14). In other words, love is to enliven the ac-
tions of the Corinthian believers, a love that has been cultivated in the soil
of spiritual formation.

b. Boldness and Endurance

It is in the context of being spiritually formed that boldness for the mis-
sion increases. For Paul such courage partially comes from knowing that he
is called to do what he does (Rom. 15:15) and practically shows itself in a
compulsion to proclaim the good news (1 Cor. 9:16), even a sense of obliga-
tion to do so (Rom. 1:14). Spiritual formation nurtures faith and hope,
which lead to greater boldness (Eph. 3:11–12; 2 Cor. 3:12). While on the
mission, despite the hardships, writes Paul, “we do not lose heart” (2 Cor.
4:1, 16) because “we have received mercy” (2 Cor. 4:1) and “our inner man
is being renewed day by day” (2 Cor. 4:16). When one knows his identity
in Christ as a new creation and as one reconciled to God through Christ
(2 Cor. 5:17–18),14 he is free to minister as an agent of reconciliation (2
Cor. 5:18–19). Boldness and endurance on the mission are increased as one
is more and more formed into Christlikeness.

26 Journal of Spiritual Formation & Soul Care

13 It is disputed whether this should be viewed as “we have been so taken by
Christ’s loving of us that we are compelled to do what we do” (that is, as a subjective
genitive), or “we love Christ so much that we are compelled to do what we do” (thus,
as an objective genitive). What I think most likely is that there is somehow an inter-
play of the two in a single expression. See comments in Maximillian Zerwick, Bibli-
cal Greek, trans. Joseph Smith, 4th Latin ed. (Rome: Scripta Pontificii Instiuti Biblici,
1963), 13 and Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1996), 119–121.

14 “When a person becomes a Christian, he or she experiences a total restructur-
ing of life that alters its whole fabric—thinking, feeling, willing, and acting. Anyone
who is ‘in Christ’ is ‘Under New Management’ and has ‘Altered Priorities Ahead,’ to
use the wording sometimes found in shop windows and (in Britain) on roads.” Mur-
ray J. Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek
Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans and Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2005), 434.
See Harris’s rich exegetical and theological insights regarding 5:17 on pp. 430–434.
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6. The process of spiritual formation supports mission because the
power of example is so significant for doing mission.

For Paul, mission is not only telling people something and trying to get
them to believe it; it is also showing through the way one lives. In other
words, the life that has been formed by the Spirit becomes an example for
others to emulate.

The theme of example is vital for Paul (1 Thess. 1:5–7). Paul and his
co-workers are examples to the Thessalonians who become examples to
others in Macedonia, Achaia, and beyond. It is not just that the message
goes forth, but their “faith” (that is, the report of their lives of faith15) does
too (1 Thess. 1:8). Paul writes, “You are witnesses, and so is God, how de-
voutly and uprightly and blamelessly we behaved toward you believers . . .”
(1 Thess. 2:10). Paul and his co-workers are examples to the Thessalonians
because they have a developed character. They are not undisciplined, nor do
they expect handouts, but they work each day to be an example (2 Thess.
3:7–9).

Paul reminds the Corinthians that he conducts himself in holiness and
godly sincerity both in the world and toward them (2 Cor. 1:12). When
Paul encourages people to be imitators of him (1 Cor. 4:16), he is doing a
ministry not just of teaching but also of modeling (1 Cor. 4:17). He wants
his readers to imitate him because he is seeking to imitate Christ: “Be imita-
tors of me, as I am of Christ” (1 Cor. 11:1).

In his letter to the Philippians, Paul explains how his endurance in
prison results in people both trusting in the Lord and increasingly speaking
the word of God courageously (Phil. 1:14). The implication of the Christ
hymn of Philippians 2:5–11 is that following the example of Christ will be
following his pattern of humility. The modeling motif is important in the
letter to the Philippians (e.g., Phil. 3:17; 4:9).16 The process of spiritual for-
mation supports mission because the people to whom we minister not only
listen to our words, they also observe our lives. At the same time, Paul has
to have something to model, and indeed is motivated to be ever more con-
formed to Christ by knowing that others are observing how he lives. This
brings us to the other side of the discussion.

Berding: Mission and Spiritual Formation in the Letters of Paul 27

15 Charles A. Wanamaker, The Epistles to the Thessalonians: A Commentary on
the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans and Carlisle: Paternoster, 1990),
83.

16 Frank Thielman, Theology of the New Testament: A Canonical and Synthetic
Approach (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2005), 309–311.
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Involvement in Mission Supports Spiritual Formation

Not only does the process of spiritual formation support mission, par-
ticipation in the mission of God also supports spiritual formation. Here are
seven areas in which involvement in mission supports spiritual formation.

1. Involvement in mission supports spiritual formation because
mission exposes our weakness and causes us to more humbly
depend upon God and his power.

This may be the most important way in which mission supports spiri-
tual formation. Serving in ministry exposes how weak we are and leads us
to the posture of dependence we must take if we want to be formed into the
likeness of Christ through the Spirit. The theme of weakness in the midst of
the mission is quite prominent in the Corinthian correspondence.17

When Paul preaches the “word of the cross” in Corinth, some there
simply write it off as foolishness. This drives Paul into a deeper commit-
ment to pursue the wisdom and strength of God (1 Cor. 1:18–25). Paul’s in-
teraction with the world exposes his weakness, pointing out his inability to
do anything apart from God’s power, which leads to humility (1 Cor. 1:26–
31). Paul writes that he experienced a poignant sense of inadequacy when
he carried out his mission in Corinth (1 Cor. 2:3–4). But he came to deeply
know the power of the Spirit as he faced his weakness and fear on his mis-
sion (2 Cor. 3:4–6).

The mission helps to point up weakness. It lays open internal fears (2
Cor. 7:5). Paul’s metaphor for this is that we are merely clay jars. But the
spiritual payoff is that we become convinced that the power is from God
and not from ourselves (2 Cor. 4:7)

The struggles Paul faces on his mission cause him to think carefully
about his calling (which he needs to carry out confidently) and his limita-
tions (which he needs to evaluate humbly) (2 Cor. 10:12–18). The pressures
of the mission encourage the pursuit of humility (2 Cor. 11:7). Paul finds
himself thinking about the importance of living in simplicity and purity to-
ward Christ in the midst of all this (2 Cor. 11:3). The challenges on the mis-
sion lead to a recognition—and even an owning—of one’s weakness (2 Cor.
11:28–30; 12:10; 13:4) and the recognition of the need of the power of
Christ (2 Cor. 12:9). This is a key insight into Paul’s understanding of how
people are spiritually formed.

28 Journal of Spiritual Formation & Soul Care

17 For more on this theme, see David Allen Black, Paul, Apostle of Weakness:
Astheneia and its Cognates in the Pauline Literature, American University Studies
(New York: Peter Lang, 1984).
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2. Involvement in mission supports spiritual formation because
mission regularly leads to hardship or suffering, and God works in
our lives in the crucible of suffering.

The affliction that Paul and company experienced in Asia, being bur-
dened excessively, beyond their strength, despairing even of life itself,
helped them learn not to trust in themselves but in God (2 Cor. 1:8–9). This
is one of the most fundamental of all spiritual formational lessons and can-
not be adequately learned apart from the context of suffering on the mis-
sion. The hardship experienced on the mission also leads to greater hope in
God (2 Cor. 1:10).

The affliction we experience on the mission causes us to understand
that we are carrying about in our bodies the death of Jesus so his life can be
manifested in us (2 Cor. 4:11). There is an interplay between the outer man
that is decaying18 while the inner man is being renewed day by day (2 Cor.
4:16). This causes us to “look” not at the temporal things that can be seen
but at the unseen eternal things (2 Cor. 4:18). Moreover, the suffering on
the mission stimulates hope—even longing—for the resurrection of the
body (2 Cor. 5:1–10) and spurs us toward faith and courage in the present
(2 Cor. 5:7–8).

Paul experiences suffering on his mission on behalf of those to whom
he ministers (Eph. 3:13; Col. 1:24), but also wants others to share his suf-
fering with him (2 Tim. 1:8; Phil. 2:17–18, 30). He certainly is appreciative
and even benefitting in some spiritual way when the Philippians do enter
into his afflictions (Phil. 4:13–14). Paul, of course, is assuming that mission
will be accompanied by suffering. A mission-less, suffering-less spiritual
formation would probably have been incomprehensible to Paul (Phil. 1:29–
30; 2 Tim. 3:12). But it is certain that suffering in the course of the mission,
as these references indicate, led to many spiritual benefits for Paul.

3. Involvement in mission supports spiritual formation because we
are constantly reminded of our own salvation when we see others
come to faith in Christ.

Paul sometimes reflects upon his past life and conversion in his auto-
biographical sections (Gal. 1:13–17; Phil. 3:4–11; 1 Tim. 1:12–17). More-
over, he connects such reflections to his present ministry (Gal. 1:16f; Phil.
3:15; 1 Tim. 1:16). The implication is that the ministry he is doing reminds
him of what God has done and is doing in him. He says it more directly in
1 Corinthians 9:23, “I do all things for the sake of the gospel, so that I may
become a fellow partaker of it.” In his famous words about reconciliation
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18 This is a reference to the negative physical effects on Paul that result from his
activities on his mission. Harris, The Second Epistle to the Corinthians, 359–360.

SFJ 6n1 text:SFJ Spr2013  4/18/13  10:37 AM  Page 29



and Christ’s death on our behalf in 2 Corinthians 5:18–21, he connects
God’s reconciling of us to himself with God’s giving to us the ministry of
reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:18–19). Not only does the mission serve as a re-
minder of one’s own salvation and calling, it also helps clarify the essence
of the gospel and is part of the process of instilling a passion in the one who
is proclaiming the message (Gal. 1:6–9). Life in mission is a constant re-
minder that we have been saved by God’s grace through Christ, and this is
at the heart of spiritual formation.19

4. Involvement in mission supports spiritual formation because it
connects us to other Christians—some of whom may be very
different from us—who not only receive from us but also
spiritually give back to us.

Ministry is often reciprocal. When we give spiritually to others we so
often discover that those to whom we minister give back to us spiritually.
Variations on this theme appear often in Paul’s letters. Paul writes about the
ministries of Stephanas, Fortunatus, and Achaicus that they “refreshed my
spirit and yours” (1 Cor. 16:17–18). One of the reasons that Paul wants to
come to Rome, he says, is “that I may be encouraged together with you
while among you, each of us by the other’s faith, both yours and mine
(Rom. 1:12). He expects to be helped by the Roman Christians as he con-
tinues his journeys for the gospel after he has first enjoyed their company
(Rom. 15:24). Early on in his ministry, Paul finds encouragement in the
words and acceptance of the “pillars” in Jerusalem (James, Peter, and John)
to keep pursuing his ministry to the Gentiles (Gal. 2:7–10).

Encouragement and comfort often result from positive mutual interac-
tions with co-workers in the context of ministry. Examples are the comfort
brought to Paul by Titus when he was discouraged (2 Cor. 7:6),
Aristarchus, Mark, and Justus who “proved to be an encouragement to me”
(Col. 4:10–11), Onesimus who ministered to Paul in prison after Paul led
him to Christ (Philem. 10–13, 16), and Philemon about whom Paul wrote,
“For I have come to have much joy and comfort in your love, because the
hearts of the saints have been refreshed through you, brother” (Philem. 7).
And these are a few examples among many.

The interaction with the people we minister to on the mission engen-
ders tenderness and intimacy between those who have shared the ministry
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19 J. Robertson McQuilkin comments: “I know of no exception to the consistent
teaching of New Testament authors that the solution for defeated, failing, sinning
Christians is to return to what took place at salvation. They were brought from death
to life, they were joined to Christ, they were possessed of the Spirit.” J. Robertson
McQuilkin, Five Views on Sanctification, Counterpoints (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1987), 166.
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(Phil. 1:3–8). Paul’s own joy is “made complete” when he hears that those
to whom he has ministered are living in unity, love, and humility (Phil. 2:2–
3). Paul is “in labor . . . until Christ is formed” in the Galatian Christians
(Gal. 4:19).

Paul longs to know how the Thessalonians are doing in their new faith
amidst sufferings (1 Thess. 3:1–5, esp. 5). When Timothy brings good news
of their faith and love, and that they have fond thoughts toward Paul
(1 Thess. 3:6), Paul and those with him are comforted and experience joy.
They also intensify their prayers that God would help the Thessalonians in-
crease in love and holiness (1 Thess. 3:7–13).

There is reticence on Paul’s part to come again to Corinth because he
knows that the relationship with the Corinthians could cause him either
sorrow or gladness. In other words, the connections he makes with people
on his mission have an impact on his own spiritual life (2 Cor. 2:1–3). They
help cement commitment and intimacy in both parties (2 Cor. 3:1–3). Paul’s
internal wrestling about whether to write to the Corinthians turns out to be
good for Paul and for the people to whom he ministers, enlivening earnest-
ness by both parties (2 Cor. 7:8–13). The relationship even leads to a godly
jealousy in Paul on their behalf (2 Cor. 11:2). Finally, the love of the people
to whom he ministers leads Paul to a willingness to expend himself for the
sake of their souls (2 Cor. 12:15).

5. Involvement in mission supports spiritual formation because life
on a mission is a training ground for spiritual faithfulness.

Patterns of faithfulness are developed in the midst of the mission
(1 Thess. 2:9; 1 Cor. 4:12). Paul’s own experience of God’s faithfulness in
the midst of a difficult mission allows him to be able to speak confidently of
God’s faithfulness. He encourages the Thessalonians to be secure in the
knowledge that God will direct their hearts into steadfastness and love as
they pursue the mission that God has given them (2 Thess. 3:3–5). Partici-
pation in the “games” (a metaphor for living out one’s Christian life in the
midst of the mission20) leads one to develop self-control (1 Cor. 9:24–27).
Paul says that such growth in self-control is necessary so that “disqualifica-
tion” does not take place.
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20 C. K. Barrett, A Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1968), 216–218. So also Craig Blomberg, The NIV Ap-
plication Commentary: 1 Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 185;
though Blomberg limits the metaphor even more: “So Paul is probably not thinking
of the Christian life in general as a race or boxing match (as he does, for example, in
2 Tim. 4:7) but is referring instead to these particular tasks of being all things to all
people and voluntarily relinquishing his rights.”
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6. Involvement in mission supports spiritual formation because we
are constrained to do some perspective-taking on the mission.

Paul’s mission causes him to evaluate his own role in the mission of
God as well as the role of others like Apollos (1 Cor. 3:5–6). It brings him
to a place where he understands that only God can bring about spiritual
growth (1 Cor. 3:7). The mission also encourages a focus on the essence of
the gospel (Gal. 1:6–9), it helps increase passion and commitment to that
gospel (Gal. 1:6–9), and it moves one to seek the favor of God—in a slave
to master relationship—rather than the favor of people. The issue of pleas-
ing God is important to Paul; he mentions it often (e.g., Gal. 1:10; 1 Cor.
4:3–4; 2 Cor. 5:9; Rom. 15:1–3; Col. 1:10; 1 Thess. 4:1; 2 Tim. 2:4). But
this aspect of spiritual formation—learning to please God rather than peo-
ple—is learned on the mission.

The mission of proclamation brings confidence that God will do his
work, even if the gospel gets preached by people with wrong motives (Phil.
1:15–18). This leads to rejoicing, which itself is good spiritual fruit (Phil.
1:18). Paul becomes confident in his deliverance,21 knowing that he will not
ultimately be put to shame (Phil. 1:19–20). “For to me, to live is Christ and
to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21). Paul’s entire orientation is “fruitful labor” (Phil.
1:22), but he continues to have a longing to depart and be with Christ (Phil.
1:23), which motivates him in what he does. But the ministry—and the dif-
ficulties of the ministry—cause him to look more and more to the future,
and therein he finds perspective to continue pursuing the mission God has
given him (Phil. 1:21–26).

Knowing when to be flexible, on the one hand, and firm, on the other
hand, is a mark of Christian maturity. Such discernment is also increased on
the mission. First Corinthians 9:19–23 brings us to the heart of this issue.
In this passage it is evident that the mission caused Paul to re-evaluate a
number of issues, including what kind of person he must “become” to reach
those to whom he is ministering. Thus he shows his flexibility by becoming
a “slave,” “a Jew,” “as without law,” or “weak” in order to save the ones
he is trying to reach without at all compromising the core truths of the
gospel (1 Cor. 9:19–23; cf. Gal. 2:5, 11–14). This kind of perspective-tak-
ing is a clear example of mission reflecting back upon the minister and
spurring on spiritual maturity.
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21 Did Paul think that he was going to be “delivered” from prison? Scholars are
split on whether he does think he will be delivered from prison (pace Gerald F.
Hawthorne, Philippians, WBC [Waco: Word, 1983], 41–42), or whether he is saying
that he will be eschatologically saved (pace Moisés Silva, Philippians, 2nd ed.,
BECNT [Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005], 69–72). I think that Paul is saying that if he
lives, that is deliverance, and if he dies, that also will be deliverance. Note especially
the either/or statements in “whether by life or by death” (v. 20) and “to live is Christ
and to die is gain” (v. 21).
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7. Involvement in mission supports spiritual formation because
one of the results of mission is thanksgiving to God by all
parties involved.

Thanksgiving is one of the most important (yet least appreciated) spir-
itual themes in the writings of Paul.22 A Christian whose life is character-
ized by constant thanksgiving is quite likely to be a spiritual person in other
areas of life. But in the letters of Paul, one of the subthemes of thanksgiving
is that thanksgiving itself is one of the fruits of the mission.

Paul thanks God that the faith of the Roman Christians is being pro-
claimed throughout the world (Rom. 1:8). He thanks God when people re-
ceive the message initially (1 Thess. 2:13). He thanks God when he hears
that people to whom he has ministered are growing in faith and love (Eph.
1:15–19; Phil. 1:3–5). He not only offers thanks to God, he publicly pro-
claims it. For example, when he hears about the faith of the Thessalonians
in the midst of suffering he tells other churches about it (2 Thess. 1:3–4). To
the Corinthians he writes, “For all things are for your sakes, so that the
grace which is spreading to more and more people may cause the giving of
thanks to abound to the glory of God” (2 Cor. 4:15). Various spiritual ben-
efits come to those who share in a ministry of generosity, avers Paul, but
one of the results is thanksgiving to God and the glorifying of God (2 Cor.
9:6–15). Paul even publicly recalls that when he himself came to faith, peo-
ple were glorifying God for what God had done in him (Gal. 1:24). The
praise of God among the nations is one of God’s grand purposes, and Paul
reminds us that this expectation is found even among the Old Testament
prophets (Rom. 15:9–11). So mission supports spiritual formation because
it elicits thanksgiving, one of the key fruits of a spiritual life in Paul’s writ-
ings. It impacts everyone involved in the mission, including the minister, the
one being ministered to, and others who hear about it.

The Interpenetration of Spiritual Formation
and Mission

The main point of all these examples is that in the letters of Paul there
is an overall pattern of spiritual formation supporting mission and of mis-
sion supporting spiritual formation. But there are also specific passages and
themes where both issues are in view. Here are two examples from Paul’s
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22 See David W. Pao, Thanksgiving: An Investigation of a Pauline Theme, NSBT
(Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2002).
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writings (2 Cor. 1:3–12 and Phil. 4:10–14)23 followed by one theme
(prayer) where mission and spiritual formation are deeply intertwined.

Two Example Passages

2 Corinthians 1:3–12

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of
mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction so
that we will be able to comfort those who are in any affliction with the
comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God. For just as the
sufferings of Christ are ours in abundance, so also our comfort is abun-
dant through Christ. But if we are afflicted, it is for your comfort and
salvation; or if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which is effec-
tive in the patient enduring of the same sufferings which we also suffer;
and our hope for you is firmly grounded, knowing that as you are shar-
ers of our sufferings, so also you are sharers of our comfort. For we do
not want you to be unaware, brethren, of our affliction which came to
us in Asia, that we were burdened excessively, beyond our strength, so
that we despaired even of life; indeed, we had the sentence of death
within ourselves so that we would not trust in ourselves, but in God
who raises the dead; who delivered us from so great a peril of death,
and will deliver us, He on whom we have set our hope. And He will yet
deliver us, you also joining in helping us through your prayers, so that
thanks may be given by many persons on our behalf for the favor be-
stowed on us through the prayers of many. For our proud confidence is
this: the testimony of our conscience, that in holiness and godly sincer-
ity, not in fleshly wisdom but in the grace of God, we have conducted
ourselves in the world, and especially toward you.

The interpenetration of spiritual formation and mission is evident in
this passage. God ministers comfort to Paul and his company so that they
can comfort others (vv. 3–6). Another way of putting this is that the com-
forting aspect of spiritual formation that Paul and co-workers experience in
their suffering is intended by God to flow out into the ministry of comfort-
ing others in similar situations of suffering. But coming from the other side,
God also uses the burden, despair, and “sentence of death” during Paul’s
mission in Asia to bring Paul to a place of deep trust (vv. 8–9). Moreover,
the deliverance in Asia produces in Paul a greater hope of future deliverance
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23 Other passages in which we can clearly see the interpenetration of mission
and spiritual formation are 2 Cor. 5:11–21; 2 Cor. 9:6–15; and Phil. 1:19–30. The
lists used above to exclude the non-integrative option (option #1) earlier in the arti-
cle, 2 Cor. 6:3–10; 2 Tim. 3:10–11; 1 Thess. 1:3; 2 Tim. 4:2, 5, are also helpful in this
regard.
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(v. 10). Furthermore, the mission in Asia leads to prayer and thanksgiving
by many (v. 11). So the mission itself spurs on spiritual formation. But in
the verse that transitions to the next section Paul reminds the Corinthians
that he and his ministry team have acted in “holiness and godly sincerity,
not in fleshly wisdom but in the grace of God” (v. 12); in other words, he
has moved back to the idea that mission is an overflow of character formed
by God. Thus we see a fundamental interplay of spiritual formation and
mission in this passage.

Here is a shorter passage where mission and spiritual formation inter-
sect in Paul:

Philippians 4:10–14

But I rejoiced in the Lord greatly, that now at last you have revived
your concern for me; indeed, you were concerned before, but you
lacked opportunity. Not that I speak from want, for I have learned to
be content in whatever circumstances I am. I know how to get along
with humble means, and I also know how to live in prosperity; in any
and every circumstance I have learned the secret of being filled and go-
ing hungry, both of having abundance and suffering need. I can do all
things through Him who strengthens me. Nevertheless, you have done
well to share with me in my affliction.

That Paul is ministering out of the overflow of a contented walk with
Christ is evident in v. 11: “Not that I speak from want, for I have learned to
be content in whatever circumstances I am” (vv. 11–12). He adds that what
he does (his mission) is “through Him who strengthens me” (v. 13). Still, it
is clear in this interaction that he has growing confidence in the Lord as a
result of the ministry of generosity toward him by the Philippians. He com-
ments in verse 10 that he “rejoiced in the Lord greatly,” and in verse 14,
“Nevertheless, you have done well to share with me in my affliction.” This
confirms that Paul is not only ministering to them, he is also receiving min-
istry from them, resulting in a spiritual increase in his own life.

An Intersecting Theme: Prayer

Paul’s own prayers and comments about prayer illustrate the deep in-
terpenetration of mission and spiritual formation in his thought. The con-
tents of Paul’s prayers are usually missional in some way. Without a doubt,
a life of prayer supports mission (Phil. 1:3–11), but mission also incites the
person on the mission to pray (Rom. 1:9–10). Praying for the saints must be
done “in the Spirit” (Eph. 6:18; cf. Rom. 8:26–27) and so reflects back
upon the ministry of the Spirit in the life of the one praying. Prayer on be-
half of the Colossians also goes both directions. Paul’s prayers support the
mission, of course, but when Paul hears of the Colossians’ faith and love
(Col. 1:4, 8) and the increase of their fruit bearing (Col. 1:6), he gets
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encouragement from the report, and so finds himself re-engaging in prayer
for them (Col. 1:9–12). And when Paul prays for Timothy, his prayers cre-
ate in Paul a longing to see Timothy (2 Tim. 1:3–4), along with welling up
thanksgiving in Paul (2 Tim. 1:3).

Finally, Paul sometimes asks for prayer to do the mission to which God
has called him. For example, he asks the Ephesians to pray that he will have
courage in speaking out the message (Eph. 6:19–20). And he asks the Thes-
salonians to pray for him and his co-workers “that the word of the Lord
will spread rapidly and be glorified, just as it did also with you” (2 Thess.
3:1). Paul knows and demonstrates that he understands prayer to stand at
the intersection of mission and spiritual formation.

Conclusion

It must be concluded that for the Apostle Paul, there is such a deep in-
terpenetration of mission and spiritual formation that we should frequently
discuss the two areas in connection with one another. Indeed, an emphasis
upon one at the expense of the other appears to distort the very nature of
each.

An overemphasis upon mission at the expense of spiritual formation
brings about serious loss to our understanding of mission. As we have ob-
served, such neglect of spiritual formation fails to highlight the biblical em-
phasis on the importance of Word and Spirit in the life of the person on a
mission, misses big-picture perspectives needed to live a missional life, over-
looks the importance of ministering out of the overflow of life in Christ,
tends to ignore the need to cultivate such character qualities as love and
courage, and lacks appreciation for the incredible power of a person’s
example.

But an overemphasis on spiritual formation at the expense of involve-
ment in mission also creates serious loss for the one who neglects mission,
as we have also observed. When we neglect mission, we fail to emphasize
the importance of serving out of weakness and depending on God’s power,
we lose out on the spiritual benefits reaped in the midst of hardship on the
mission, we find ourselves disconnected from a constant and needed re-
minder of our own salvation, we forego many opportunities for rich rela-
tionships with other Christians, we do not develop adequately in faithful-
ness and needed perspective-taking, and we miss out on the opportunity to
offer increasing thanksgiving to God.

This study, then, offers a challenge to people on both ends of the dis-
cussion, both those who overemphasize spiritual formation at the expense
of mission on the one hand, and those who overemphasize mission at the
expense of spiritual formation on the other.

Churches and academic programs that train others in spiritual forma-
tion need to remember the importance of involvement in mission for train-
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ing in spiritual formation. This means that it simply will not do for teachers
of spiritual formation only to focus the attention of their students upon
their inner lives and upon personal spiritual growth techniques; they also
need to actively encourage spiritual life to flourish in the contexts of out-
reach, service, and church ministry.

On the other hand, groups that exist in order to fulfill a particular mis-
sion need to emphasize the importance of ongoing growth in spiritual for-
mation of the people who are aiming to accomplish a particular ministry
goal. Growth in spiritual formation dare not be an assumption; life in the
Spirit must be cultivated. And since there is no shortcut to spiritual growth,
groups that focus upon aims and goals need to put time and resources into
helping people develop hearts, minds, and actions that are responsive to
Christ and guided by the Holy Spirit.

Thus, we need both spiritual formation and mission, and will benefit
from growing in our understanding of how they connect. I think Paul
would agree if he could give his opinion. Perhaps he already has.
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