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{ part3: Gospel Contextualization }

chapter 9

BIBLICAL CONTEXTUALIZATION

The Bible has much to say about human cuiture
and how the gospel frames our relationship to it.
T'll begin by locking at three key passages that have
proved helpful to me in developing a biblical view
of contextualization. The first, Romans 1 and 2,
provides the basis for contextualization, namely,
that the Bibie takes a mixed view of culture, and
while many elements of a culture can be affirmed,
we must avoid uncritically accepting aspects of
culture without first examining them in light of
the gospel. The second passage, 1 Corinthians 9,
speaks to our motive for contextualization, re~
minding us that we need to be flexible toward cul-
ture, ready to adapt what we can to communicate
the gospel message. Third, in 1 Corinthians 1, the
Bible gives us a basic formula for contextualiza-
tion and shows us how to keep a balance between
affirming and confronting culture.
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ROMANS 1-2 AND THE MIXED NATURE
QF CULTURE

Every culture is a mixed bag of good and bad
elements, and we should avoid rejecting certain
aspects of a culture simply because they differ from
our own. While this idea seems true at a common-
sense level, does the Bibie actually give a warrant
forit? A study of Romans 1 and 2 suggests it does.

Every culture assumes a set of answers to the big
questions: Why are we here? What are therefore the
most important things in life? What is wrong with
the world? What will put things right? And every
society considers something of supreme worth; ac-
cordingly, they seek to bring their environment into
service to it. No culture is neutral on these matters,
and in this sense all cultural work can be said tobe
“covenantal” — we are all committed to something,
even when those presuppositions and assumptions
aren't consciously identified. Romans 1 and 2 get this
point across by telling us that all have sinned and fall
short of Ged’s glory — that both Jews and Gentiles
alike are lost. The pagan Gentiles may make sensual-
ity an idel, but the Jews make moral righteousness
anidol — like every culture, they look to something
else to justify and save them rather than God.

Yet at the same time we see in Romans 1and 2
that all human beings possess a primordial knowl-
edge of God. In Romans 2:14 - 15, Paul states that
God's law is written on the heart of every human
being. All people have an innate sense of the right-
ness of honesty, justice, love, and the Golden Rule.!
Because we are made in the image of God {Gen
1:26 - 28), all people know at some deep level that
thereis a God, that we are his creatures, and that we
should serve him and are accountable to him. There
is “general revelation” or “common grace” - anon-
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= to all those who bear his image — present in some

way in every culture. This is not saving knowledge.
It does not tell us about Jesus or what he has done
for us, for that can only be known through the “spe-
cial revelation” of the Bible. But a general under-
standing of God exists, for God reveals a measure of
his truth and wisdorm te all.

This js why Isaiah 28:23 - 29 can state that anyone

Every human culture is an extremely complex
mixture of brilliant truth, marred half-truths, and
overt resistance to the truth, Every culture wiil
have some idolatrous discourse within it. And vet
every culture will have some witness to God’s truth
in it. God gives out good gifts of wisdom, talent,
beauty, and skill completely without regard for
tmerit. He casts them across a culture like seed, in

RE whois skillful in agriculture, who brings forth an ad- order to enrich, brighten, and preserve the world.
vancement in farming science, has been “instructed Without this understanding of culture, Christians
ind bad by God.” One commentator writes about this text: will tend to think that they can live self-sufficiently,
ing certain “What appears as a discovery (the proper season and isolated from and unhlessed by the contributions
hey differ from conditions for sowing, farm management, rotation of of those in the world. Without an appreciation for
at a common- crops, ete.) is actually the Creator opening his book God's gracious display of his wisdom in the broader
ve a warrant of creation and revealing his truth.”2 And farming is culture, Christians may struggle to understand why
gests it does. Jjust one aspect of human culture. The development non-Christians often exceed Christians in moral
wers to the big of new music, new technologies that advance our practice, wisdom, and skill. The doctrine of sin
‘e therefore the ability to travel by air or communicate with others, means that as believers we are never as good as our
s wrong with wise political leadership — all of these things are right worldview should make us. At the same time,
2 And every the result of God's opening his book of creation and the doctrine of our creation in the image of God,
mme worth; ac- teachingus (ef Exod 31:2-1%; Jas 1:17). and an understanding of common grace, remind us
7ironment into that nonbelievers are never as flawed as their false
these matters, e worldview should make them.
nbe saidtO.bG Our stance toward every human culture This suggests that our stance toward every hu-
to something, . ) man culture should be one of critical enjoyment
d assumptions should be one of eritical enjoyment and and an appropriate wariness, Yes, we should enio
. h pprop: = ~ ] oy
.¢1and 2 get this an appropriate wariness. the insights and the creativity of other peoples
esinnedandfall =2 o —— and cultures. We should recognize and celebrate
i and Gentiles expressions of justice, wisdom, truth, and beauty in
1y make sensual- Romans 1:18 - 25 gives a dynamic and balanced every culture. But we approach every culture with
righteousness picture of how general revelation (or common grace}  awareness that it has been distorted by sinandin
¢to something actually works in people’s lives. We read that the particular, the sin of idolatry. All cultures contain
han God. truth is being suppressed (v. 18), but it continues elements of darkness and light. We can’t simplisti-
mansland 2 tobear down on us. The NIV translates verse 20 as cally conelude that traditional, conservative cultures
nordial knowl- . “Since the creation of the world God's invisible quai-  are biblical and that liberal, secular cultures are im-
wl states that " ties... have been clearly seen, being understood from  moral and evil. Traditional cultures have their own
svery human what has been made, so men are without excuse.” idols, often elevating the family or ethnicity to an
se of the right- But the verbs nooumena {“are being understood™) absolute value — leading to the evils of racism, tribal-
e Golden Rule! and kathoratei (“are being seen”) are in the form ism, patriarchy and other forms of moralism and
f God {Gen of present passive participles. In other words, the oppression, Liberal cultures elevate the individual
jeep level that reality of God's nature and our obligationstohimare  andthe principle of human freedom to an absclute

ires, and that we
sie to him. There
grace” — a non-

continuously present to us. General revelation is not
Jjusta set of innate ideas or static principles. It isthe
continuous and insistent pressure of God's truth on

value --leading to the erosion of family, community;
of integrity in both business and sexual practices.
Yet both the importarnce of the family and the worth

od that he grants the consciousness of every human being, and freedom of the individual are to be found at
-
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the center of a biblical worldview. A coherent and
biblical understanding of the gospel (Christians

are saved but sinners); of the image of God (pecple
are lost but indelibly reflect the nature of God); and
of common grace (all people suppress the truth
about God but they nonetheless “hear” and “know”
it} ~ provides us with a nuanced understanding of
culture. This gives us the basis for contextualization.

FIRST CORINTHIANS 9 AND FLEXIBILITY

TOWARD CULTURE

First Corinthians 9 is very likely the first Bible
passage many people think of when the topic of con-
textualization is considered, and it is an important
one to consider:

Though I am free and belong to no man, I make my-
self a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible,

€ GOSPEL CONTEXTUALIZATION  Biblical Contextualizotion

To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To
those under the law I became like one under the law
(though I myself am not under the law), so as to win
those under the law. To those not having the law I
became like one not having the law (though I am not
Jree from God's law but am under Christ’s law), so

as to win those not having the law. To the weak I be-

came wealk, to win the weak. I have become all things

to all men so that by all possible means I might save

some. Ido all this for the sake of the gospel, that T

may share in its blessings.

I Corinthians 9:19- 23

Prior to this part of his letter, Paul speaks ahout
the skandalon — stumbling block -~ and provides
as a case study a conflict in the Corinthian church.
Jewish Christians occasionally purchased meat
after it had been used in idol ceremonies. Jews
knew that idols were nonentities and therefore
believed there was nothing wrong with eating the
meat. Gentile Christians, however, “stumbled” at
this. As former pagans, they could not eat such meat
without feeling spiritually defiled (1 Cor 8:7), and to
see Jewish brothers doing this distressed them and
tempted some of them to do what they weren't able
to do with a clear conscience.

Paul responds by saying that the Jews were right
theologically — indeed the meat was harmless, and
thus the Gentile believers with “weak” consciences
were being controlied by a strictly cultural taboo
{1 Cor 8:4 - 5). Nevertheless, Paul says that the Jewish
helievers (whom he called the “strong”) should not
exercise their cultural freedom in this situation. They
should refrain from eating the meat to remove the
merely cultural offense, the stumbling block (1 Cor
8:9-12), from their Gentile brothers and sisters.
Cultura] adaptation here is seen as an expression of
love. Later, in 1 Corinthians 10:32 - 12:1, Paul lays this
out in the form of a principle: “Do not cause anyone
to stumble, whether Jews, Greeks or the church of
God - even as I try to please everybody in every way.
For I am not seeldng my own good but the good of
many, so that they may be saved. Follow my example,
as I follow the example of Christ”

In areas where the Bible hasleft us free, when we
carry out Christian ministry, we should be con-
stantly engaged in cultural adaptation — refraining
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from certain attitudes or behaviors to remove un-
necessary stumbling blocks from the paths of people
with culturally framed perceptions. For example, we
may need to refrain from particular music, clothing,
foods, and other nonessential practices and concepts
that could distract or repulse people from ¢learly
perceiving the gospel. Similarly, where the Bible has
not spoken, we must not elevate relative human cul-
tural norms to make them absolutes. For example,
we should not absolutize styles of dress or insist that
rhythmic music is less pleasing to God than melodic
music and must be excluded from worship.

D. A. Carson makes this observation about this
section of 1 Corinthians:

When in the last century Hudson Taylor, the founder

of the China Inland Mission (now the Overseas Mis-

sionary Fellomoshin), started to wear his hair long and

braided like Chinese men of the time and to put on

their clothes and to eat their food, many of his fellow

missionaries derided him. But Hudson Taylor had

thought through what was essential to the gospel (and

was therefore nonnegotioble) and what was a cultural

Jorm that was neither here nor there, and might in

Jact be an unnecessary barrier to the effective procla-

mation of the gospel...

This is not fo say that all cultural elements are
morally neutral. Far from it. Every culture has good
and bad elements in it ... Yet in every culture it is
important for the evangelist, church planter, and
witnessing Christian to flex as far as possible, so
that the gospel will not be made to appear unneces-
sarily alien at the merely cultural level ?

“Every culture has good and bad elements in
it,” writes Carson. If some aspect of a new culture
does not compromise the gospel itself and makes
youmore accessible to others, there is no reason
not to adapt to that element out of courtesy and
love — even if it is not your preference. Otherwise,

-the gospel may, because of you, appear “unneces-
*sarily alien.” We must avoid turning off listeners

because we are culturally offensive rather than the

- gospel. Seen in this way, sound contextualization

is an expression of unselfishness. It is choosing in
love not to privilege yourself or to exercise your full
freedom as a Christian so people can hear and fol-

: low Christ’s call.

On the other hand, our message and teaching
must not eliminate the offense, the skandalon, of the
cross (1 Cor 1:23). What the Bible has clearly and
absolutely taught we cannot soft-pedal or discard. If
we do, we have not adapted to the culture; we have
capitulated to it. If we never speak to our relatively
wealthy congregation about social justice — an
implication of the gospel (Jas 1 - 2) — weeliminate a
biblical skandalon. Proper contextualization means
causing the right scandal — the one the gospel poses
to all sinners — and removing all unnecessary ones.
This is the motive for contextualization.

FIRST CORINTHIANS 1 AND THE BIBLICAL BALANCE

Though Romans 1~ 2 and 1 Corinthians 9 establish
the basis and motive for contextualization, no single
biblical text is more helpful on the subject of con-
textualization than 1 Corinthians 1.22 - 25, which
provides the basic formula for doing contextualiza-
tion:
Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for
wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling
block to Jews and foolishness fo Gentiles, but to those
whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ
the power of God and the wisdom of God. For the
foolishness of God is wiser than man’s wisdom, and
the weakness of God is stronger than man's strength.
Here Paul assumes the mixed nature of culture,
He tells us that when he spoke to Greeks, he con-
fronted their culture’s idol of wisdom. The Greek
culture put a high value on philosophy, intellectual
attainment, and the arts. To the Greeks, a salvation
that came not through teaching or reflection but
through a crucified savior was pure foolishness.
Jewish culture, on the other hand, put its high-
est value on something entirely different, which
Paul describes with three synonyms — miraculous
signs, power, and strength. Unlike the Greek
culture, Jewish culture was highly practical, valu-
ing actions and results. Rather than discursive
thought, the Jewish culture valued getting things
done through power and skill. To the Jews, a salva-
tion that came through a crucifixion was weak
and ineffective. A messiah should overthrow the
Romans; he should do something. A suffering,
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weak savior made no sense at all to the Jews.

Notice, however, that while the gospel offended
each culture in somewhat different ways, it also
drew people to see Christ and his work in different
ways. Greeks who were saved came to see that the
cross was the ultimate wisdom — making it possible
for God to be both just and the justifier of those
who believe. And Jews who had been saved came
to see that the cross was true power. It meant that
our most powerfu} enemies — sin, guilt, and death
itself — have been defeated.

It is striking, then, to see how Paul applies the
gospel to confront and complete each society’s base-
line cuitural narrative, He does this both negatively
and positively. He confronts each culture for its
idols, vet he positively highlights their aspirations
and ultimate values. He uses the cross to challenge
the intellectual hubris of the Greeks and the works-
righteousness of the Jews. But he also affirms their
maost basic collective longings, showing that Christ
alone is the true wisdom the Greeks have looked
for and is the true righteousness that the Jews have
sought. Paul's approach to culture, then, is neither
completely confrontational ror totally affirming. He
does not simply rail against Greek pride in intellect
and Jewish pride in power; instead he shows them
that the ways they are pursuing these good things
are ultimately self-defeating. He reveals the fatal
contradictions and underlying idelatry within their
cultures and then points them to the resolution
that can only be found in Christ. This is the basic
formula for contextualization. We will now examine
how this formula is fleshed out in Paul’s actual
ministry practice,

PAUL'S SPEECHES IN ACTS

We have looked at the need to approach contex-
tuslization with an awareness of our own cultural
presuppositions, those assumptions we make about
the Bible and its message that we are unable to see
until we are exposed to the questions another cul-
ture is asking of the Scriptures. We have also sought
to establish some necessary biblical foundations,
recognizing the mixed nature of every culture —
that there are good and bad elements in every

C GOSPEL CONTEXTUALIZATHON  Bibleot Cantextuolizotion

culture — while still affirming the need to adapt the
message of the Bible to a specific cultural context.
Paul gives a basis for contextualization in Romans
1- 2, ametive for contextualizing in 1 Corinthi-

ans 9, and a hasic formula for contextualization in

1 Corinthians 1. Yet it is in his speeches in the book
of Acts that we actually see him engaged in the work
of contextualization, communicating the gospel to
different people groups.

We immediately notice that Paul is able to adapt
his message to communicate with a variety of
people from very different backsrounds. In Acts
13:13 ~ 43, while in Antioch, Paul speaks to an audi-
ence of Bible believers — Jews, Gentile proselytes,
and “God-fearers” {Gentiles who believed the
Bible and met in synagogues but who had not been
circumcised). Then, at Lystra, in Acts 14:6 - 16,

Paul addresses 2 crowd of peasant polytheists,
uneducated folk who still believed in the old gods.
Next, while visiting Athens, in Acts 17:16 - 34, Paul
speaks to sophisticated pagans who had largely
abandoned beliefin literal gods, instead holdingto a
variety of philosephical views (such as Stoicism and
Epicureanism), In Acts 20:16 - 38, at Miletus, we

Paul applies the gospel to confront and complete

each society’s baseline cultural narrative.

see Paul delivering a farewell sermon to Christian
elders, while in Acts 21:27 - 22:22, in Jerusalem,
he speaks to a hostile Jewish mob. Finally in Acts
24 - 26, in Caesarea, Paul addresses Felix, Festus,
and Herod Agrippa — governing elites with mixed
cultural backgrounds and knowledge of hoth Juda-
ism and paganism.

When reading these addresses, we are immed:-
ately struck by how Paul's gospel presentations dif-
fer markedly, depending on the culture of the listen-
ers. What can we learn from them? Cur conclusions
must be drawn with great care. In every case, we
must keep in mind that the biblical accounts of the
speeches are fragmentary. In Acts 17, for example,
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Paulis interrupted before he finishes his message.
Nevertheless, with these cautions in mind, we can
still detect some patterns in his public communica-
tionin Acts*

First, let's take 2 look at the differences among
the speeches. Paul's citation of authority varies
with changing audiences, With Bible believers, he
quotes Scripture and John the Baptist; with pagans
he argues from general revelation and the greatness
of creation. The biblical content in his presenta-
tion varies as well, depending on the audience. He
changes the order in which varicus truths are intro-
duced, as well as the emphasis he gives to different
points of theology, With Jews and God-fearers, Paul
spends little time on the doctrine of God and gets
right to Christ. But with pagans, he concentrates
most of his time on developing the concept of God.
With Greeks and Romans, Paul goes to Christ’s
resurrection first -- not the cross.

When it comes to speaking about sin, Paul is
clear in his message to the Jews that the law can-
not justify them, that moral effort cannot save
them (Acts 13:39). In effect, Paul is saying to Bible
believers, “You think you are good, but you aren’t
good enough!” However, his approach with a pagan
audience is to urge them to turn from “worthless
things” -~ idols — “to0 the living God” who is the true
source of “joy” (Acts 14:15 - 17). In effect, Paul says,
“You think you are free, but you are enslaved to dead
idols.” Paul varies his use of emotion and reason, his
vocabulary, his introductions and conclusions, his
figures of speech and illustrations, his identifica-
tion of the audience’s concerns, hopes, and needs. In
every case, he adapts his gospel presentation to his
hearers®

Despite all these profound differences, the
speeches show several important commonalities
as well. David Peterson observes that while there
isno standard “gospel presentation.” it is assumed
through the book of Acts that there is only one
gospel for all peoples® It is called “the good news
about the Lord Jesus” (11:20), “the good news”
(14:7, 21), “the message of salvation” {13:28), “the
message of his grace” (14:3), “the message of the
gospel” (15:7), “the gospel” (16:10), “the gospel of

God's grace” (20:24), and “the word of his grace”
(20:32). What do all the presentations have in
common? What is the common core that Paul
shares in his preaching?

In every gospel presentation, there is an epis-
temological chailenge, People are being told that
their understanding of God and ultimate reality is
wrong. Jews are told that though they think they
understand the God of the Bible, they have seri-
ously misunderstood the Scriptures. Gentiles are
told that though they think they understand the
world, they have seriously misread creation and
their instinets. There is only one true God who has
created all things. Both audiences are told about
a God who is powerful, yet good (Acts 13:16 - 22;
14:17},

There is also a personal challenge regarding sin
and a depiction of the listeners’ fallen condition.
Jews are trying to obey the law (Acts 13:39) and
pagans are giving themselves to idols and gods
that cannot satisfy (14:15). One group is trapped by
works-righteousness, the other by a more conven-
tional idolatry. Both audiences are trying to save
themselves, and both are failing.

Then there is a proclamation of Christ as the
answer and solution to their sin. As David Peter-
son states, “The messianic kingship of Jesus and
its implications remains the core of the message
to pagan audiences, though the terminology and
approach are very different from the preaching to
Jews or Gentiles who were familiar with the Jew-
ish Scriptures.”” With pagans, Paul emphasizes
the resurrection to prove that Jesus is the divine
Savior come into the world, the only true King,
With Jews, Paul demonstrates that the covenant
promises are actually fuifilled in a suffering Mes-
giah (cf. Luke 24:25 - 26). So both Jew and Gentiie
are told to turn from their schemes of performance
because God has broken into history to accomplish
our salvation.

In summary, there is truth about God (“you think
youknow who God is, but you do not”), truth about
sin and our need for salvation {“you are tryingto
save yourself, but you cannot™), truth about Jesus
{“he is the messianic King who comes to accomplish
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your salvation for you™}, and a call to respond to
these truths by repenting and believing in him 8
These speeches of Paul give us a strong biblical

case for engaging in careful contextualization. They
remind us that there is no universal, culture-free
formulation of the gospel for everyone. The Scrip-
tures show numerous instances when gospel truths
are brought out in different orders, argued for using
different premises, and applied to hearts in distinc-
tive ways. It is clear that Paul does not feel an obliga-
tion to give the whole gospel picture o his audience
in one sitting. He puts the pagan Gentiles on a very
gradual ramp and works to establish foundational
principles without necessarily getting to the work of
Christ right away. And vet, while these gospel truths
are never expressed in the same way to all, it is clear
they have the same content — the nature of God as
just and loving, the state of our sin and lostness, the
reality of Christ’s accomplishment of salvation on
our behalf and the necessity of receiving that salva-
tion by faith and through grace.

THE APPEALS OF THE BIBLE

Some years ago, ] read a book based on Jesus’
encounter with the rich young ruler. The book
concluded that when we evangelize, we must always
spend time “preaching the law for conviction,”
because Jesus in this passage takes pains to bring
about a sense of guilt and need in this self-righ-
teous, self-satisfied young man. The problem with
the bool's thesis is, of course, that thisis not the
only example of how Jesus evangelized someone. In
John 4, with the woman at the well, Jesus spends
very little time trying to bring her to a place of guilt
and conviction of sin. He is considerably gentler and
focuses not on the law but on his ability to satisfy
spiritual thirst. (Jesus' behavior in John 4 can also
be contrasted with his much more confrontational
appreach to Nicodemus in John 3.) To make any of
these forms of persugasion the paradigm for gospel
communication will lead to fruitlessness in ministry.
We all tend to be blind to how much our own culture
and temperament shape how we do gospel ministry,
but careful attention to the remarkable diversity of
gospel ministry in the Bible can broaden us.

C GOSPEL CONTEXTUALIZATION Biblical Contextualization

People of a conservative temperament may want
to stress judgment even more than the Bible itself
does, while people of a liberal temperament may
want to stress unconditional love more than the
Bible does. Those of arational bent need to see
the importance of narrative, while those who love
stories need to appreciate the extremely closely
reasoned arguments of, say, Paul's letters. D. A.
Carson has written an article that is a valuable
resource for understanding the work of contextu-
alization.? He argues that the biblical authors use a
range of motivations when appealing to their read-
ers to believe and obey the truth. They de not seek
to persuade in just one way. As missiologists have
pointed out, people of different temperaments and
from different cultures reasoen differently. Some
people are highly logical, others more intuitive,
and others simply practical. In order to persuade
people, you must adapt to these differences. Carson
lists eight motivations to use when appealing to
non-Christians to believe the gospel. T have com-
bined and simplified his categories down to six:

1. Sometimes the appeal is to come to God
out of fear of judgment and death. Hebrews
2:14 - 18 speaks about Christ delivering us
from the bondage of the fear of death. In He-
brews 10:31, we are told it is a terrible thing to
fall under the judgment of the living God.

2. Sometimes the appeal is to come to God
out of a desire for release from the burdens
of guilt and shame. Galatians 3:10 - 12 tells
us we are under the curse of the law, Guilt is
not only objective; it can also be a subjective
inner burden on our consciences (Ps 51). If
we feel we have failed others or even our own
standards, we can feel a general sense of shame
and low self-worth. The Bible offers relief from
these weights.

3. Sometimes the appeal is to come to God out
of appreciation for the “attractiveness of
truth.” Carson writes: “The truth can appear
wonderful ... {they can] see its beauty and its
compelling nature.” In 1 Corinthians 1:18, Paul
states that the gospel is foclishness to those
who are perishing, but to those who are being
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saved it is the power of God. Yet, immediately
after this statement, Pau} argues that the wis-
dom of the cross is the consummate wisdom.
Paui is reasoning here, appealing to the mind.
He is showing people the inconsistencies in
their thinking (e.g, “your culture’s wisdom is
not wisdern by its own definition”). He holds up
the truth for people to see its beauty and value,
like a person holding up a diamond and calling
for people to admire it

4. Sometimes the appeal isto come to God to

satisfy unfulfilled existential longings. To
the woman at the well Jesus promised “living
water” (John 4). This was obviously more than
Jjusteternal life — he was referring to an inner
Joy and satisfaction to be experienced now,
something the woman had been geeking in men.

. Sometimes the appeal is to come to God

for help with aproblem. There are many
forms of what Carson calls “a despairing sense
of need” He points to the woman with the
hemorrhage (Matt 9:20 - 21), the two men with
blindness (Matt 9:27), and many others who go
to Jesus first for help with practical, immedi-
ate needs. Their heart language is, “I'm stuck;
Fmout of solutions for my problems. I need
help for this"” The Bible shows that Jesus does
not hesitate to give that help, but he also helps
them see their sin and their need for rescue
from eternal judgment as well (see Mark
2:1-12;Luke 1711~ 19),

. Lastly, the appeal is to come to God simply

out of a desire to be loved. The person of
Christ as depicted in the Gospels is a compel-
lingly attractive person. Hig humility, tender-
ness, wisdorm, and especially his love and
grace draw people like a magnet. Dick Lucas,
longtime pastor at St Helen’s Bishopsgate in
London, has said that in the Bible God does not
give us a watertight argument so much as a wa-
tertight person against whom, in the end, there
can be no argument. There is an instinctive
desire in all human beings to be loved. A clear
depiction of Christ’s love can attract people to
want a relationship with him,

These are six ways that the biblical authors use to
persuade people, and notice what a motley assort-
ment they are. Some are what we might eall “sticks,”
while others are “carrots.” One is essentially logical
(“attractiveness of the truth”), relying on thinking
things out. Some are intuitive (the “attractiveness
of Jesus” and “fulfillment of longings™), relying on
narratives and stories that compel. Sometimes the
need is short term (“a despairing sense of need”),
while others want to escape judgment and hell in
the long term -~ an equally practical concern!

In conclusion, Carson argues, “We do not have
the right to choose only one of these motivations
in people and to appeal to it restrictively.” This
addresges one of the greatest dangers for us as
preachers and evangelists. Most of us come to
Christ through one of these motivations, or we are
part of a community of peaple who find one of these
motivations to be persuasive. Tt is natural for us to
exclusively use this motivation in our appealsto
others. When expounding a particular text, we tend
to use our "pet” motivation, even though the biblical
author may not. This is a faiture to be fully biblica}

in our preaching. And yet, Carson states, "On the
other hand, we may have the right to emphasize

one motivation more than others” Why? “In the
same way that the structure and emphases of Paul’s
evangelistic addresses could change, depending on
whether he was addressing biblically literate Jews
and proselytes (Acts 13) or completely biblically
flliterate pagans (Acts 17}, so the particular motiva-
tions to which we appeal may vary according to our
knowledge of our audience.” Here we see a strong
biblical pattern of contextualization. In the long run,
We must expose people to all that the Bible says. But,
as Carson argues, it is right to lead with the passages
and approaches that will be most effective in open-
ing our audience to the message of the gospel,

THE GOSPEL AND CONTEXTUALIZATION

I believe that faithful contextualization is a direct
implication of the gospel of salvation by grace
alone through faith alone. Paul used the gospel of
justification on Peter in Galatians 2:14 when he
criticized Peter’s failure to be culturally open to

C GOSPEL CONTEXTUALIZATION Biblical Contextualization




Gentile believers. As we have seen, the gospel gives
two impulses that lead us toward balanced, biblical
contextualization. Religion ("I obey — therefore

am accepted”) leads to pride if we are living up to
standards, or to inferiority if we are failing to live

up to standards, But the gospel (“I am accepted
through Christ — therefore I obey”) makes us

both humble and confident at once. And these two
attitudes are critical for doing faithful and scund
contextualization. If we need the approval of the
receiving culture too much (not enough gospel
confidence), we will compromise in order to be
liked. If we are tco proudly rooted in any one culture
{not enough gospel humility), we will be rigid and
unable to adapt. Only the gospel gives us the balance
we need.

The gospel makes us both humble and confident
at once; these two attitudes are critical for
doing faithful and scund contextualization.

A major reason the gospel is necessary for usto
do contextuatization is that in our default mode of
self-justification we tend to turn neutral cultural
traits into moral virtues. Some years ago, I performed
awedding in which the groom was from an Anglo
culture and the bride from a Hispanic culture. At the
hour the wedding was to begin, not only had the bride
not arrived at the church; almost none of her family
or friends of the family had arrived either. Not until
forty-five minutes after the stated hour of the service
did the bride and her family arrive at the church. The
Anglo guests were filled with indignation about how
rude, undisciptined, and insensitive this late arrival
was. [ heard some mutter, “No wonder those people
can't...” The Hispanic folks thought the Anglos were,
as usual, rigid, uptight, and more criented to goals
and schedules than to relationships. What was hap-
pening? Each side was moralizing the time orienta-
tion of their particular culture

The gospel brings about great humility. A heart
reoriented by a grasp of the gospel of grace does

C GOSPEL CONTEXTUALIZATION Biblical Contextualization

not have the same need to get aleg up on everyone.
Richard Lovelace writes the following:

{Those] who are not secure in Christ cast about for

spiritual life preservers with which fo support their

confidence, and in their frantic search they not

only cling to the shreds of ability and righteousness

they find in themselves, but they fix upon their race,

their membership in a party, their familiar social
and ecclestastical patterns, and their culture as

means of self-recommendation. The culture is put
on as though it were armor against self-doubt, but

it becomes a mental straitjacket which cleaves to

the flesk and can never be removed except through

comprehensive faith in the saving work of Christ.

Onee faith is exercised, a Christian is free to be

enculturated, to wear his culture like a comfortable

suit of clothes. He can shift to other cultural clothing
temporarily if he wishes to do so, as Paul suggests in

1 Corinthians 9:19 - 23, and he is released to admire

and appreciate the differing expressions of Christ

shining out through other cultures.’*

But it is not ondy the gospel that calls us to
contextualization; a high view of the Bible does so
as well. Why? If we believe in sola scriptura, that
only the Bible has unquestioned authority over our
lives, then at any place where the Bible leaves our
consciences free we should be culturally flexihle.
Since the Bible never prescribes details on how to
dress or on what kind of music to listen to, there
is freedom to shape dress and music in sucha
way that both honors the biblical boundaries and
themes and yet fits a culture.” To deny that much
of our Christianity is culturally relative is to elevate
human culture and ¢radition to a divine level and to
dishonor Seripture.

Francis Schaeffer often spoke about the differ-
ence hetween biblically prescribed “form” and cul-
tural “freedom”: “Anything the New Testament does
net command in regard to church form is a freedom
to be under the leadership of the Holy Spirit for that
particular time and place.” In the next chapter,
we'll look at practicai steps for engaging in active
contextualization of the gospel message in a way
that uses this freedom wisely. This involves a three-
part process: entering the culture, challenging the
culture, and appealing to the culture.
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