
 

Indebted People for the Gospel 

Romans 1:8-17 

We are now celebrating 130 years of mission to Korea. Horace Grant 

Underwood, The first Presbyterian missionary petitioned the PCUSA 

Board of Foreign Missions three times to send him to Korea as a 

missionary. On the third try, the board approved, and Underwood 

arrived in Korea in April 1885 on Easter Sunday. Horace Underwood is 

considered the founder of Presbyterian mission work in Korea. I was 

privileged to graduate Yunsei University founded by Underwood. 

Underwood returned to the United States on furlough in 1891, and he 

gave an address on Korea to the Inter-Seminary Alliance for Foreign 

Mission that October in Nashville, Tennessee. Inspired by Underwood, 

three senior students of the Union Presbyterian Seminary in the 

audience, Lewis Boyed Tate, Cameron Johnson, and William Davis 

Reynolds, applied to the Presbyterian Church in the U.S. (PCUS) 

Executive Committee of Foreign Missions to go to Korea as missionaries. 

However, the PCUS was reluctant to open a new mission field, and all 

three were turned down, but they could not give up their mission 

calling to Korea. They prayed hard every day for God open door to 

Korea, at that time Chosun. Meantime they arranged for Underwood to 

tour leading PCUS churches to rally support, and Underwood family 

contributed $3,000 to help start the Korea Mission of the PCUS. Finally 

In full cooperation with the PCUSA Board of Foreign Missions, the PCUS 

officially established Korea mission work in 1892 with the appointments 

of Tate, Junkin, and Reynolds. 



They came to Korea in 1892 and after language training started 

missionary work in south and north Jula-Do, South western region of 

Korean peninsula in 1893. Their mission base was Junjoo in where 

deeply rooted Korean Confucian culture and traditional indigenous 

religion such as Shamanism became strong obstacles to this western 

religion. Interestingly people were very curious of these strange white 

people they had never seen, especially white woman, Mattie Tate.  The 

seeds of gospel were sown with tears and the first fruits of their labor 

were harvested. July 17, 1897 five new believers were baptized in 

Junjoo by Rev. William Davis Reynolds.  13 years old boy named 

Changook Kim and his mother were among them. This 13 years old boy 

is my grandfather. He became a pioneer in mission in early Korean   

church as ordained minister after graduate Presbyterian Seminary in 

Pyeongyang in 1914. I am a third generation Presbyterian minister and 

have been serving Presbyterian Church (USA) almost 40 years as a fruit 

of PCUSA mission in Korea like many other Korean American 

Presbyterians. God sent us to America after 100 years later to be a vital 

partner in mission in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.). I have been 

privileged to serve Presbyterian Mission Agency since 1988 to support 

and coordinate Korean congregations and Korean language 

Presbyteries. In the last two decades Korean congregations have been 

growing doubled with over 400 congregations and 50,000 active 

members. We have vision to develop 100 New Worshiping 

Communities by 2025. We, Korean American Presbyterians have a 

strong conviction with deep spiritual emotion that we are debtors to 

the Presbyterian Church (USA) for the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Presbyterians in the U.S 130 years ago were not rich and affluent like 

today. They were like most of Americans just beginning to rebuild their 



country from catastrophic disaster and tragic ruins of Civil War. 

However, they were kindled by the spiritual revival and missional 

calling to bring the gospel to the end of the world. At that time Korea as 

a “Hermit Kingdom” was not known to Americans at all. Most of 

missionaries were sent to China and India. But God opened the door to 

Korea and prepared faithful Presbyterian servants of the gospel for 

mission to Korea. Koreans, 130 years ago, were desperate people in 

poverty, corruption of ruling class and perilous political situation 

besieged by powerful neighboring nations, Japan, China, and Russia 

without any hope for future. Almighty and gracious God took action by 

merciful and compassionate heart for the hopeless and oppressed 

Korean people by moving hearts of the American Presbyterians to bring 

the good news of Jesus Christ to Korea. 

Apostle Paul confessed that he is a debtor of gospel both to Greeks and 

the barbarians, both to the wise and to the foolish. He was eager to 

proclaim and share the gospel to the saints in Rome. In God’s mystery 

Paul was not able to come to Rome initially as he desired with earnest 

and ardent heart so he wrote letter of Romans instead. If Paul could 

visit Rome we would not have Romans. Later he could able to come to 

Rome as a prisoner. God works in everything and every situation for 

good. Praise the Lord!  

We heard the news that PMA should recall one fourth of our current 

160 Mission Coworkers over the next two years due to declining 

mission fund with declining membership. We have lost 700,000 active 

members over the last 10 years. Statistically we are endangered species 

if we continue in declining members in this ratio. Do we have any 

hope? I believe God who worked for revival and renewal of the 

Presbyterians in the past is still working among us as far as we obey 



humbly before God with repenting heart. NCKPC, National Caucus of 

Korean Presbyterian Churches in the PCUSA invited Paul Detterman, 

Executive Director of the Fellowship Community and Brian Ellison, 

Executive Director of the Covenant Network to its’ 44th annual assembly 

and conference in June to listen to their view points and to seek ways 

to witness gospel of Jesus Christ together in this rapidly changing 

American society. 

We believe the only way of being united as one Presbyterian Family 

with keeping our legacy and heritage is to be a missional church with 

strong passion and faithful commitment for the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Korean Presbyterian Churches in Korea have been divided by two 

different emphasis on theological perspective: one is Jesus 

Presbyterians(예장) and the other is Christ Presbyterians (기장). How 

about Presbyterian Churches in America? I think we are also divided as 

Jesus Presbyterians and Christ Presbyterians, Evangelical Presbyterians 

and Progressive Presbyterians, Conservative Presbyterians and Liberal 

Presbyterians. Jesus Christ is not divided. We confess Church is the 

body of the Jesus Christ and Jesus Christ is the head of the church. 

Without overcoming our sinful division with reconciling and healing 

power of the Holy Spirit we are not hopeful at all as one church. We 

believe that all of us as diverse members of the body of Jesus Christ 

should repent our ego- centric sins of being confirmed to this world and 

self-righteous attitude so that we may be transformed by renewing our 

heart to discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable 

and perfect. Then we as a church can be faithfully engaged in God’s 

mission in the world. We believe that evangelism and justice are 

integrated as God’s one mission. Personal evangelism witnessed by 

Billy Graham and social justice demonstrated by Martin Luther King, Jr. 



is just two faces of one gospel coin. Jesus Christ, the only Lord and 

Savior of the world came to the world to save people and to liberate 

people. This is the gospel we are commissioned from risen Lord Jesus 

Christ as disciples to witness to the end of the world. 

The first Presbyterian missionaries to Korea were totally dedicated 

themselves to the gospel of Jesus Christ by personal evangelism, church 

development, founding schools and hospitals and working for women 

and children and doing justice for people who were oppressed and 

marginalized by  injustice of poverty ,classism, and sexism. 

In the Honam Presbyterian Seminary in Kwang-Ju, my hometown there 

is a memorial graveyard in where sixty Presbyterian missionaries and 

their wives and children are buried. Among them we can find a grave of 

Elisabeth Johanna Shepping. Her Korean name is beautifully 서 서평. 

32 years old 서 서평 came to Korea in 1912 as a missionary nurse and 

died in June 26, 1934.  She gave all of her to poor and alienated Korean 

women, lepers and beggars. It was found that she died with 

malnutrition.  7 cents and 8 oz. of corn flour were all she had left. 

We, Korean American Presbyterians in the Presbyterian Church (USA) 

are deeply indebted for the gospel of Jesus Christ demonstrated by 

many Presbyterian missionaries in Korea like Elisabeth Johanna 

Shepping. Amen.  

 


