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INTRODUCTION 
There seems to be much confusion today concerning how to go about fulfilling the Great Commission. Yet, when one looks at the New Testament, the apostle Paul and his apostolic band appear to set down a very clear pattern for how to go about discipling the nations. Everywhere that Paul and his apostolic team went, there was a string of churches left behind them, which were born out of their pioneer evangelism. This means that Paul and his gospel coworkers were breaking up new ground. For Paul, foundation layers (like himself) were needed to take the Gospel into these new territories. These foundation layers are referred to throughout the pages of the New Testament as apostles. For some reason or another, however, many within the twenty-first century church have decided that Paul’s model of apostolic ministry is confined to the New Testament, while believers today are left to come up with new innovative models of their own. In reflecting on this, Don Dent confronts the issue at hand, noting that while claiming that Scripture is the ultimate authority for life and practice, there seems to be an evangelical disconnect between New Testament teachings and missions methodology for today.
 
So how did the church find itself in this predicament?  For many, this disconnect is due to the rejection of the apostolic function within the body of Christ, for they see apostles as the “big shots” of the New Testament.
 But, is this what the Bible actually teaches? A closer look seems to indicate otherwise. Don Overstreet boldly articulates the diagnosis concerning this confusion: “Satan, the great deceiver, is at the heart of all darkness and ignorance, and his attempts to cloud the issue have been deliberate. The apostle may well represent the single greatest human threat in existence to the work of Satan.”
 The enemy has clouded the issue for far too long.  Thus, in order to regain the missionary heartbeat of the early church, believers desperately need to get back to a healthy understanding of the biblical teaching concerning who apostles are and how they should function within the Body of Christ. It is the hope of the present writer that in light of the biblical evidence, readers will conclude that God still calls and sends apostles today for the purpose of pioneer church planting.  
BIBLICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR APOSTLES
Defining Apostolos
Before looking at the biblical foundation for apostles today, it is important to give a working definition of the word under scrutiny, namely apostolos. Apostolos is a noun that occurs around eighty times in the New Testament,
 denoting a “man who is sent, and sent with full authority.”
 Apostolos usually conveys the idea of an “‘ambassador,’ ‘messenger,’ or ‘envoy.’”
 With these definitions in mind, apostolos seems to indicate one who is “sent out” with full authority by the sender to accomplish a specific task or mission. This definition will be helpful as the reader unpacks the pages that follow.
Jesus: The First Apostle  
In beginning to explore the idea of apostleship, one should start with Jesus. In the book of Hebrews, the author exhorts his readers to “consider Jesus, the apostle and high priest of our confession” (Heb. 3:1). It may surprise some readers that Jesus is mentioned as an apostle in the New Testament. However, as A.W. Pink rightly declares, Jesus is not just an apostle, “Christ is more than an apostle, He is ‘the Apostle’.”
  He was the first and greatest, paving the way for all future apostles. While there is no other mention of Jesus calling Himself an apostle in the New Testament,
 the writer of Hebrews sees Jesus as the ultimate Sent One from the Father. When reflecting on this passage, Stephen Addison notes, “As the Divine Apostle, Jesus was sent into the world as the Father’s authoritative representative to bring salvation.”
 After all, John 3:16 makes is clear that God the Father sent His only Son, Jesus, to the world for the purpose accomplishing salvation for humanity. In Luke 4:43, one can see that Jesus understood that He was sent to preach the Good News of the kingdom of God. In John 8:42, Jesus proclaims, “For I came from God and I am here. I came not of my own accord, but he sent me.” Therefore, while Jesus may not have referred to Himself as an apostle like the writer of Hebrews does, it is clear that Jesus did indeed view Himself as being sent by the Father for a specific mission with full authority from the Sender, namely the Father. In going forward then, it is important to conclude, as Addison does, that “Jesus’ authority did not derive from Himself but only out of a living submission to do the Father’s will.”
 It is out of the Father’s authority that Jesus extends His apostolic ministry and commissions others stating, “As the Father has sent me, even so I am sending you” (Jn. 20:21). Therefore, as the reader can see, “Christian missions and apostleship are dependent for their origin and nature on the life and ministry of Jesus. He is the ‘Ideal Missionary, the Apostle of God’.”

The Twelve

Most people, when pondering the term apostle, think of the initial twelve disciples of Jesus. These are the twelve that Jesus chose when he began His earthly ministry. A list of the names of these men can be found in Matthew 10:2-4. Jesus gave these disciples the authority to cast out unclean spirits, as well as heal every disease and affliction (Matt. 10.1). Then He sent out the twelve to proclaim that the kingdom of heaven is at hand (Matt 10:5-7). With the exception of Judas Iscariot (who was replaced after betraying Jesus and then taking his own life), the initial twelve disciples hold a very sacred position. As the book of Revelation tells us, the names of the twelve will be on the twelve foundations of the wall of the New Jerusalem. In Matthew 19:28, Jesus tells the twelve that in the new world, as He sits on His glorious throne, they will sit on the twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel. 
The number twelve appears to be fixed number, for in the first chapter of Acts, the disciples placed a high priority on replacing Judas with another disciple. According to Sinclair, “it’s clear that in replacing Judas, they [the disciples] were keen to get back exactly twelve.”
 The two requirements for the replacement of Judas were that the candidate had to have accompanied the disciples during Jesus’ entire earthly ministry, and he had to have seen the resurrected Jesus (Acts 1:21-22). Thus, after seeking the Lord’s will, Matthias was chosen to fill the void. It is important to note that “after that, no effort was made to select men to succeed those taken by death (Acts 12:2),”
 thus confirming the original twelve as fixed. In light of this evidence, Sinclair notes that “the twelve apostles played an absolutely essential and unique role that was foundational and sacred.”
 These twelve, however, are by no means the only apostles. 

Paul: A New Type of Apostle 
Although there were some in the first century who challenged Paul’s apostleship (2 Cor. 11-12; Gal. 1; 1 Cor. 9:1-2), few evangelicals today who hold to Scripture as authoritative would make the same mistake. Nonetheless, there does at times seem to be confusion between the twelve apostles and the apostle Paul. After all, Paul in no way shies away from his calling as an apostle to the Gentiles (Rom. 11:12, Galatians 2:8),
 yet at the same time, Paul is not part of the twelve. In response to this problem, (for those who seek to maintain a very narrow scope of apostleship) some have surprisingly suggested that the disciples acted too hastily in choosing Matthias to join the Twelve, when in reality Paul was the one who was suppose to replace Judas.
 However, Scripture gives no grounds for this claim. It is true that Paul was an apostle because he had seen the risen Christ.
 This is made explicitly clear in several New Testament passages (1 Cor. 15:8, Gal. 1:16). In agreement with Sinclair, however, this still does not meet the Acts 1:21-22 requirements.
 That is, Paul had not accompanied the disciples during Jesus’ earthly ministry. If then, Paul was just as authoritative an apostle as the twelve (2 Cor. 11:5), then “ another category of apostleship was emerging in the New Testament.”
 This is why Sinclair suggests that Paul “serves as a “bridge between the first apostles- the Twelve- and the later, broader group of apostles.”
 This introduces the readers to a different category of apostles. 
Other New Testament Apostles 
In 1 Corinthians 15:5-7, Paul speaks of the events after Jesus’ resurrection, in what seems to be in sequential order. Jesus shows Himself to Cephas, then the twelve, five hundred brothers, James, and then all the apostles. It seems strange that he would have put both “the Twelve”, and “all the apostles,” in the same list if he is referring to the same group, especially if he is giving a sequence of events. The New Testament also seems to present a broader understanding of who apostles were as it refers to certain individuals, most of whom partnered with Paul in his pioneer-missionary work as “itinerant evangelists, church planters, and helpers in the spread of the gospel to the nations.”
  Luke refers to Barnabas as an apostle (Acts 14:4). James the brother of Jesus was an apostle (1 Cor. 15:7; Gal. 1:19). Apollos was also considered an apostle (1 Cor. 4:6-9), along with Timothy (Acts 19:22), Titus (2 Cor. 8:23), Silas (Acts 15:22), Andronicus (Rom. 16:7), Junia (Rom. 16:7),
 as well as Erastus (Acts 19:22). 

One more indicator that the term apostle was more broadly understood than narrowly is that there was a real concern in the church over false apostles springing up and deceiving the people. In 2 Corinthians 11:13, Paul warns the Corinthian believers that certain men are “false apostles, deceitful workmen, disguising themselves as apostles of Christ.” Jesus also affirms that there are false apostles as John records the words of Jesus to the Ephesian church, stating,  “ ‘I know... how you cannot bear with those who are evil, but have tested those who call themselves apostles and are not, and found them to be false.” Another interesting source related to concerns over false apostles is found in a historical document called the Didache. In warning believers about false apostles, the document instructs them to “let every apostle, when he cometh to you, be received as the Lord... but if he abide three days, he is a false prophet.”
 Thus the very fact that there were indeed concerns regarding false apostles makes it clear that the list of apostles was not closed.
 If it were, then there would not be such strong concerns about false apostles deceiving others, even into the time after the majority (if not all)
 of the Twelve had died. 
The Loss of Biblical Understanding of Apostles in History
Despite the biblical evidence that there are more apostles than just the Twelve, the enemy has done much throughout history to confuse the church in order to diminish this role within the body of Christ. For as David Bosch has noted, it is a historical fact that “as early as the late first century, a shift in the understanding of the church had set in.”
 The apostolic nature of the church gave way to territorial bishops.
 Not only that but the term was also lost in the creeds, for they began to redefine the term “apostolic” to be more about authorized doctrine than it had to do with mission.
 As history progressed, with the abuse of hierarchical structures, the Catholic Church tarnished the idea even further by claiming apostolic succession, something that though initially was used to defend the Gospel against heresy,
 had throughout the centuries grossly grown into absolute corruption.
 The strong Protestant reaction to reject such a notion, while neglecting to recover the biblical meaning did not help much either (though surprisingly, John Calvin did admit that at certain times, God does raise up apostles for where there are yet no churches formed).
 
What is important to understand is that apostolic ministry is a function rather than an office.
 Therefore, apostolic influence is relational as opposed to positional. Sadly, though, the idea of “apostle” has been a far cry from such relational influence for much of history. Indeed, Hirsch well notes that “church history is littered with false apostles.”
 Nonetheless, while the enemy has sought to cause confusion and even discord over the idea of the ongoing role for apostles today, Scripture, more than experience, must be the guide. The biblical teaching is that the role of apostles is still ongoing for today (Eph 4:11; 1 Cor. 12).
 So, if apostles are still an ongoing role within the body of Christ, how do these apostles emerge? And how should the church interact with them? 
Apostles are Called and Sent by God
The Calling of Apostolic Missionaries
The idea that there is an apostolic calling has been the subject of much disagreement throughout history. In his book The Missionary Call, M. David Sills articulates the three historical views related to such a call: that there is no specific missionary call, that every Christian has received the call via the Great Commission, and finally that there is indeed a need for missionaries to have a specific call.
 Much of the reason for the plurality of views is due to the fact that Scripture remains surprisingly silent when it comes to definitive teaching on the subject. However, when observing the specific callings of individuals for different tasks in Scripture, it become very clear that “God calls certain individuals for ministry... that he has designed for them.”
 
One example of a specific calling relevant to the issue at hand is found in Acts 13, with the Holy Spirit calling Barnabas and Paul (then known as Saul) to the work that He (the Holy Spirit) had called them to (Acts 13:2). This calling was specifically from God for the work of planting churches cross-culturally in pioneer settings, which in many ways sets the trajectory for the rest of the book of Acts. Later in life, Paul looks back to this call, referring to his calling in the introduction of most his epistles. While some would argue that this is descriptive rather than prescriptive, it seems that such an ordaining by God would fit biblical norms. 
In Daniel Sinclair’s book on pioneer church planting, he argues that only certain individuals are called and gifted in the area of apostolic ministry.
  When considering the missionary vocation, Craig Ott and Stephen Strauss also seem to hold this position, writing that the “difficulty with the view ‘every Christian a missionary’ is that it blurs important distinctions in God’s gifting and calling of individual believers.”
 They go on to argue, “not everyone is gifted as an apostle nor equally gifted to communicate the gospel across cultures. (1 Cor. 12:28-29; Eph. 4:11).”
  Don Dent also cautions the church, warning that “Those who don’t have a calling as an apostle, or cross-cultural skills, may find themselves undermining the work of planting indigenous churches, no matter how well-intentioned they are.”
 The church would be wise to reflect on these insights from experienced apostolic missionaries and seasoned missiologists. 

While many apostolic missionaries seem to have different understandings concerning this call, it is clear that nearly all of them share a strong passion to go into uncharted territories with the Gospel and a desire to mobilize others to do the same. This common burden among apostolic missionaries could, in fact, reflect such a call.  In any case, with much clarity of thought on the matter, Sills concludes, “I believe that much of the confusion that exists about the missionary call is because some are recognizing the need for all believers to be involved in missions, without being clear to specify that there are different roles as we go.”
 In other words, all believers are called to be disciple makers, but each person has his or her own role to play within the Great Comission. When looking at the calling of Barnabas and Paul, it seems clear that God calls and sets apart certain individuals for pioneer work. If it were a call to the entire church, there would be no need to set anyone apart. Indeed, all of Antioch would have been called and sent out. This brings us to our next question. Who sends out apostolic missionaries? 
The Sending of Apostolic Missionaries
The idea of a “sending church” is something that often comes up in conversations related to missions in which the local church feels they should have more say in the sending of apostolic missionaries, as opposed to sending agencies outside of their local fellowship.
 While one should celebrate the local church’s desire to be more invested in its pioneer workers, one should also be cautious when the language used is that of a “sending church”. Often times, though unintentional, this can be misleading. The church seems to have forgotten who it is that does the sending.

In referring back to the Holy Spirit’s call on Paul and Barnabas, Luke notes in Acts 13:4 they were “being sent out by the Holy Spirit” (Acts 13:4). While observing the original language, Greek scholar A.T. Robertson writes, “Luke again refers to the Holy Spirit as the source of their authority for this campaign rather than the church at Antioch. Sent forth (ἐκπεμφθεντες [ekpemphthentes])”
 Thus, it is important to notice that the source of the sending is not the church at Antioch but rather the Holy Spirit. 

Some, however, may find this troubling. After all, verse 3 does indicate that the Antioch church “sent them off.” Therefore (some may argue), it could be concluded that the Holy Spirit’s sending and the church’s sending are one and the same. There are many other problems with this view, but a look at the Greek language itself is sufficient, it simply does not allow for this interpretation. Patrick Johnstone states, “the word used for sending away Paul and Barnabas is instructive. If the Antioch church had been sending them as their apostles, the word derived from apostello would have been used, however the word apoluo was used. This has more the concept of releasing, setting loose, and sending away.”
 According to John MacArthur, “a better translation of apoluo (sent them away) might be ‘they let them go’ or, ‘they released them’.”
 Overstreet builds upon this writing that “the impression given is of two men being pushed out with an authority and urgency that was not from the local church, but from the Lord himself.”
 Dent goes even further, noting that “certainly the Antioch church played a part in setting them apart for this task. The church, however, only released Barnabas and Paul to obey the Holy Spirit who sent them. In that sense, it is inaccurate to consider Antioch a sending church.”
 It seems that the church’s role is to free up apostolic missionaries so that they can focus on new territories where the Gospel has not yet been proclaimed. In this sense, churches would do well to see themselves more as releasing and partnering churches rather than “sending churches”.

Make no mistake about it though, Antioch did play an important role in the process. When looking at the commissioning of Paul and Barnabas, it is obvious that God spoke to the church, and the church confirmed what God was already doing in the lives of Paul and Barnabas. David Hesselgrave capitalizes on this by placing a heavy emphasis on the church’s role in the sending process. To highlight the role of the church, he quotes Michael Griffiths: “Our willingness to go anywhere is an intensely personal matter between us and our Master. But in order for ‘anywhere’ to become a definite ‘somewhere,’ both our home churches and older missionaries must have a say (emphasis added).”
 Griffiths includes that older missionaries should have a say, probably due the fact that Barnabas invited Paul to join him in Antioch rather than Paul being sent by a church (Acts 11:25-26). This seems a bit problematic, however. For while trying to keep the church at the forefront, Griffiths is forced to create another category of authority in addition to the local church, namely that of the older missionaries. The problem resides in the fact that Paul simply did not fit the category that Griffiths is attempting to argue for. In summarizing Griffiths, Hesselgrave notes that Paul had his personal call nine years before the Antioch event, “Nevertheless, he waited until God spoke to the church.”
 While this sounds noble on the surface, this is not entirely true. “In fact,” As Ott and Stauss point out,  “he [Paul] had worked previously as a missionary in Arabia, Cilicia, and Syria without even consulting the church in Jerusalem (Gal. 1: 17– 24; cf. Acts 15: 23).”
 It seems that Griffiths and Hesslegrave are holding up and arguing for the ideal way for apostolic missionaries to be sent. 
However, in his book, The New Acts of the Apostles, A.T. Pierson addresses a more negative, yet at certain times a more realistic, scenario: “In the New Acts of the Apostles, the Holy Spirit... has separated unto himself and His work His select servants...His pioneers. But instead of a Church praying, fasting, responsive, how often He has found a Church prayerless, feasting, secularized, corrupt.”
 While, this seems a harsh critique of certain churches at times, it is not entirely unfounded. Indeed, children of the reformation (consider Luther’s circumstance), and admirers of the modern missions movement (consider Carey’ circumstances) are forced to acknowledge this reality. Pierson argues that all true pioneers are set apart by the Holy Spirit, but “seldom, if ever, has the Church led the way in setting them apart; in if not quite every case, the pioneers have led the Church, and have found sometimes their main hindrance in the apathy, if not, antipathy, of those who should have been prompt to encourage and help.”
 As a leading voice in the house church movement, Wolfgang Simson recognizes this issue. He acknowledges that “many apostles... today are not in the church at all, because there is little room for them in traditional pastor-centered churches. They have been pushed to the side; they are often feared because they seem so strong, radical, and different.”
 
The point is not to cause friction between apostolic missionaries and local churches, but rather to help remind advocates for the so-called “sending church” of the crucial importance of constantly going back to the Scriptures, evaluating convictions in light of biblical teaching. There is no doubt that the ideal situation is that of Antioch affirming and giving their blessing as they release and partner with apostolic missionaries. But it must also be recognized that the ideal does not always play out they way one would hope. Ultimately, it is God who not only calls, but also sends and sustains apostolic missionaries,
 while the church is to support and partner with them. 
Conclusion

With so much confusion around the ongoing role of apostles, it is no wonder that many other methods of fulfilling the Great Commission have been employed, sadly with little impact on the kingdom of darkness. Yet despite the confusion of the past, there is a better way forward. To rediscover the pioneer church-planting role that apostles have will be a crucial element in the task of discipling the nations. Paul and his apostolic band model the previously discussed new category of “apostle,”
 separate from the Twelve, as they function as pioneer church planters, laying the foundations where there is no gospel presence or already existing churches (Rom. 15:20; 1 Cor. 3:10). Apostolic-like missionaries today should follow the model of Paul as he engaged new territories where the Gospel had not yet been preached, laid foundations for new churches, and then moved on to begin the cycle once more, allowing room for the new churches to grow and join him in the outreach he started. 

How far should apostolic missionaries go in imitating Paul as they seek to develop missionary methods for today? While acknowledging that one cannot imitate Paul in every way (for he is fallible), one can imitate him, so long as he imitates Christ (1 Cor. 11:1). This seems to apply to Paul’s missionary strategy of planting churches. As the late missiologist Roland Allen exhorted the missionaries in his day to drag down the great apostle Paul from his pedestal,
 so maybe it’s time for the church to do the same today. Allen urges, “that, since the Apostle, no other has discovered or practised methods for the propagation of the Gospel better than his... At any rate this much is certain, that the Apostle's methods succeeded exactly where ours have failed.”
 Therefore, the church must get back to the biblical model of apostolic church planting displayed by Paul if it is to recover its missionary heartbeat. The church should seek to recognize God’s calling on such individuals and then partner with them so that the body can more fully function the way He has called it to.
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