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I. A Biblical Theology of Mission 

Christianity is a missionary faith. It has been from the very beginning.  

Jesus was a man on a mission. During his lifetime he sent disciples out on mission two by two. 
And, at least in Matthew, the very last thing Jesus did was to give this charge to his disciples, a 
charge so famous that we call it the Great Commission: 

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and 
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 and teaching them to obey everything that I have 
commanded you. (Mt 28:19-20) 

Go: Christians are a people on the move, not waiting for folks to come to us but instead going to 
them. 

Make disciples…baptizing them…teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you: 
Christian mission involves inviting people into a relationship with Jesus.  

Baptizing those who say yes to Christ.  

Bringing them into the church community.  

There they join the rest of us who are learning to be disciples of Jesus, which means learning to 
obey his teachings and become a person who begins to resemble Jesus more and more.  

Christian mission is fundamentally about making disciples.  

How we go about making disciples varies. A wide range of strategies can be attempted.  

Usually it involves some combination of words and actions. We want people to meet Jesus. 
Today especially it seems clear that they are most likely to meet Jesus because they encounter 
him in people who resemble him. If we resemble him we might get a hearing for our words about 
him.   

Hebrews 13:1-3, the second text we read today, speaks to at least a few of the actions that “tell” 
people about Jesus and invite them to discipleship.  

Let mutual love continue. 2 Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for by doing that 
some have entertained angels without knowing it. 3 Remember those who are in prison, as 
though you were in prison with them; those who are being tortured, as though you yourselves 
were being tortured. 



We bear witness by loving each other first – because love is attractive, and love is infectious. 
Everyone needs and wants love. Friends, as we love each other we are doing Christian mission 
before a watching world. So we had better love each other really well! 

Show hospitality. Hebrews says we may be entertaining angels in disguise. I wonder if there 
were any angels on our lawn for Fall Festival on Wednesday?  

Remember those in prison, and those who are tortured. Christian mission requires special 
attention to prisoners; to abused and abandoned people; to those who have no one to look after 
them. It looks a lot like our benevolence ministries, and our care for women and children in local 
shelters, and our hosting of groups for those who are trying to rebuild their lives after addiction, 
abandonment, and violence.  

I would put one other text before you: it’s from Acts 1:8. 
8 But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you will be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”  

This is Luke’s version of the Great Commission. For Luke it is also the very last thing the risen 
Christ says to his disciples. But here we see two crucial new things: 

You will receive power through the Holy Spirit. This means that true Christian mission must be 
Spirit-empowered and cannot merely be the result of human strategy.  

Geography matters. Jerusalem is local. Our Jerusalem is Decatur, and more broadly East/NE 
Atlanta. Judea is broader, like Georgia. Samaria takes us among strangers, like, well, Alabama or 
something. To the ends of the earth…well, that’s everywhere. Start local, go global.  

Christian mission for us begins right here in Decatur. It also spreads far beyond. Sometimes 
Christians get fixated on exotic international work. But Jesus starts with his own Decatur, and we 
must too. 

So we have at least a sketch of a biblical theology of mission from these three passages. It 
summarizes as: We are a missionary people. We are trying to make disciples of Jesus Christ. We 
begin locally and then go global. We love and serve and speak about Jesus to our neighbors, 
those who come to us and those we go to find. We pay special attention to those who have no 
friend, no advocate, and are most vulnerable. But there is no one who is excluded from our love.  

II. Decatur 

Our church is strategically located on this corner of Clairemont and Commerce, in Decatur, one 
of the most exciting places to be in the Atlanta area and in all of the southeast. Most but by no 
means all of our members live in Decatur or relatively close by. And given the crisis of Atlanta 
traffic, most people we are likely to attract in the future will come from this city.  

To do ministry well in a community requires understanding the community. I know that there are 
many people in this congregation who know Decatur better than I do. I welcome your 
amendments to what I am about to say. But here is how I read Decatur. Some recent statistics 
help.  



Decatur is a well-educated community. Did you know that fully a third of Decatur residents have 
master’s degrees, and 78% have completed college? And of course, Decatur is a college town, as 
it were, with Agnes Scott, Emory, and Columbia Seminary right here, and Mercer Atlanta, not 
far away. Check out these numbers:  

• Educational Attainment of Decatur residents (age 25+ [13,851 pop.]) 
o Less than 9th grade  .............. 1.8% 
o 9th-12th w/ no diploma  ......... 3.3% 
o HS graduate/GED  ............... 10.9% 
o Some college  ......................... 11.9% 
o Associates  ............................. 3.6% 
o Bachelor’s  ............................ 33% 
o Master’s ................................ 35.5% 
o Professional Degree .............. 5% 
o Doctorate …………………….5% 

 

Decatur is a reasonably prosperous community. The average household income in Decatur is 
$63,000, and the average home sells for $295,000.  

Decatur schools make our city a magnet for young families. Decatur boasts one of the very finest 
school systems anywhere, which itself draws people to our community. 

Decatur is a cultural center. Our arts scene, book scene, club scene, lovely downtown, and other 
amenities make Decatur a destination city.  

Decatur is a stable community. Over half of Decaturites own their homes, and there are 
relatively few vacant properties. The main fear here is that rising property values and taxes may 
make Decatur unaffordable for some individuals and families.  

Decatur also has an enviable population distribution across age demographics: 

Average age: 38.8 years old 

• 0-14  ................................................... 19% 
• 15-24  ................................................. 11.6% 
• 25-34 .................................................. 12.5% 
• 35-44  ................................................. 17% 
• 45-54  ................................................. 15.1% 
• 55-64  ................................................. 12% 
• 65+  .................................................... 11% 

 

Here is the current racial mix of Decatur:  

• White .................................................74% 
• Black ..................................................19.5% 
• Asian ..................................................2.8% 



• Hispanic ............................................3.4% 
• Other .................................................3.6% 

 

Decatur is an LGBTQ friendly city.  

• 4.2% of Atlanta’s population identify as LGBTQ 
o Roughly 235,200 of metro Atlanta 

• 28.2% of Atlanta’s homeless/runaway youth identify as LGBTQ (a major ministry 
opportunity there in keeping with Heb 13).  

• Decatur (zip code 30030) has the highest percentage of same-sex couples in Georgia 
 

What I make of all this is the following: I think FBCD has plenty of potential for growth if we 
embrace Decatur. Our church is already reflective of Decatur, but to be more reflective we need 
to reach and retain more children, young adults, and families, more African-Americans and other 
racial/ethnic minorities, and more LGBT persons and families, categories which of course often 
overlap.  

But we are very well-positioned to grow in each of these areas because we have already made 
great strides. We are the kind of church that can serve the kind of community that Decatur is. We 
don’t have to be anything else, we don’t have to go anywhere else, we don’t have to look 
anywhere else, for people who might feel like they fit with us. They are right here, all around us. 
We just need to go to them and bring them to us.  

III. FBCD on Mission in Decatur 

We have 11 acres of land in one of the most prized neighborhoods in all of our city. Our massive 
lawn has been described as the front yard of Decatur. More and more people in this walking city 
walk right past us every day. The new condo complex across from our parking deck on 
Commerce makes for another major population literally right across the street.  

And of course good number of people don’t walk past us, they walk to us. Our staff estimates 
that over 2800 people participate in events on our campus every month, including 650 children 
(and their families) in First School and First Camp. We also have hundreds of kids come our way 
for Boy Scout and Cub Scout events every month. And of course lots of kids are here every 
summer for Vacation Bible School. The Christmas children’s musical program also brings new 
kids to our church building.  

Four churches meet in our facility, besides our own congregation. Hundreds are on our front 
lawn every week with the Farmer’s Market. Thousands more come into the building for book 
events, most notably during the Decatur Book Festival. And the musical programs that Kathryn, 
Daniel and others are dreaming up are bringing and will bring hundreds and hundreds of music 
lovers into our building.  



A lot of healing work happens on our campus. Besides our Verdery Counseling Center, we have 
over a dozen “Anonymous” groups dealing with various kinds of addiction recovery processes. 
This is kingdom of God stuff, friends.  

Our campus has also become a sports center. We host the Decatur Women’s Sports League; tai 
chi, karate, soccer, and ballroom dancing offered here. Our gym and baseball field are used 
frequently by outside groups.  

We are also a social services center, especially on Tuesday, when we especially set up shop to 
serve the homeless, but every day people come by looking for help from us.  

So in a very real sense we have become not just the front yard of Decatur. Our campus functions 
as a mental health center, a social services center, a children’s center, a multi-church center, a 
sports and rec center, and an artistic and cultural center. With the Farmer’s Market, we are even a 
commercial center. And sometimes we rent our space to other organizations I haven’t mentioned.  

It is probably good to be occasionally reminded of all of the activities that we host here. We can 
feel good about all of the roles that we play in our community and for our community. We are a 
hugely noticeable part of the landscape of our city. We make life in Decatur better. And the role 
we play is appreciated by those who care about Decatur.  

IV. So What? 

I do think there are a few things that might be worth mentioning here from a pastoral perspective.  

1) We need to count the cost in staff and volunteer time and wear and tear on the 
building and grounds.  
 

Scheduling has become increasingly important, and complex. One staff member devotes a 
considerable chunk of her time just to keeping the schedule straight. Our new Rentals committee, 
chaired by David Tyler, considers the policies related to renting our property. Our buildings and 
grounds committee, chaired by Aubray Abrams, is routinely involved in considering implications 
of this heavy use of our campus. Our staff person Jeremy Clark is constantly overstretched trying 
to take care of and secure the campus, which often includes middle of the night security calls. 
We will need to consider all requests for use of our building within the limits of our resources. 
We also need to ask whether we are being adequately compensated for all of the uses of our 
campus. I will say more about this next week.  

2) We need to do more to build bridges to the people who come to us, looking for ways 
to reach out with mission and ministry initiatives. Renting our space is a platform 
for ministry, and is not itself necessarily ministry.  

 

We need to think of the groups that use our space not just as renters but as people to whom we 
can minister if we know what else, besides space, they might truly need. The mission of the 
church is to make disciples, not to rent space. So we need to look for ways to connect with those 
who do rent our space so that they might have appealing on-ramps into the actual mission of our 
church. Because we are not fundamentally a community center. We are a community of Christ’s 



disciples seeking to obey Christ in making more disciples. Probably we need liaisons to each 
group that uses our space and to look for ways to build relationships that can be fruitful for 
advancing the mission of the church. 

3) We need to do more to proactively create strategic outreach initiatives in which we 
ourselves deploy our campus to advance Christian mission – or to position us for 
further outreach later.  

 

I see six strategic outreach initiatives to Decatur that we are already or will soon do that I think 
are especially promising from a missional perspective: the weekly Farmer’s Market outreach 
initiated by Dale; the children’s Christmas music program led by Dale and Kathryn; the Movie 
Night on the lawn event spearheaded by Melinda McBride; the music programs initiated by 
Kathryn and Dan; the college and young adult initiatives organized by Peter Wischusen and Bob 
Focht; and the Decatur Center for the Book programs led by Debra Pyron.  

In the new year, I would like to initiate some creative Wednesday night programming that can 
become a seventh strategic outreach initiative. These will be educational and ministry initiatives 
that we can also advertise widely and can meet needs in our community, like Financial Peace, 
which will be led this Jnauary by Matt Visser, parenting classes, marriage enrichment classes, 
book studies, and so on.  

It’s not enough to rent our space to other people who have good ideas of how to use it for their 
goals. We must continue to think of ways that we ourselves can use our own space to advance 
the mission of Christ in Decatur. All ideas entertained. Come see me. Let’s be a hothouse of 
creativity for the work of the kingdom.  

We are a Christian Church. We are called to pursue the mission that Christ gave us, the mission 
of making disciples from our Jerusalem to the ends of the earth. We embrace Decatur in the 
name of Christ and in service of that mission. And we do so with confidence that people need 
God, and they need Christian community, and they need Christ’s way, more than they need every 
other good goal that they pursue.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


