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Introduction. Since Christians are caught ‘between the desire to communicate the Word of God in culturally relevant ways and the fear of giving away too much of the gospel in the process’, this book ‘is an attempt to look at the issues of authentic contextualization through the lens of the New Testament’ (14). Whereas most analysis draws on models from linguistics, anthropology, crosscultural communication studies and contextual theology, the ‘contributions of biblical scholars or students of hermeneutics have for the most part been missing’ (15).

The aims of the book are ‘to study the New Testament writings in order to discover how they demonstrate the task of doing context-sensitive theology; and to reflect on what these patterns and precedents teach us about how the gospel might become embodied within our diverse cultures and life settings today’ (16).

Paul features in six of the ten chapters, with a focus on two aspects of contextualization: how do Paul and NT writers ‘tailor their theological reflections to particular audiences so that the Word of God becomes an appropriate word for each specific context?’ Second, ‘how does the gospel engage the cultural and social world of readers in a way that both participates in that world and at the same time challenges and transforms it?’ (17f).

Definitions (20)

Contextualization: the ‘dynamic and comprehensive process by which the gospel is incarnated within a concrete historical or cultural situation. Context is defined by ‘a variety of boundaries: regionality, nationality, culture, language, ethnicity, social and economic status, political structures, education, gender, age, religious or theological tradition, worldview or values’ (the “life world” of the audience).

The example of Jesus is foundational: as a male Palestinian Jew, in a specific time and place, he immersed himself in Jewish culture, spoke Aramaic with a Galilean accent, had distinctive physical and personality features. He became one with the weak, through ‘self-emptying’ on behalf of those he came to serve (Phil 2.6-8), and lived outside the mainstream of religious, administrative and economic power. He ‘communicated to people not in theological abstractions, but through familiar, concrete forms – miracles, illustrations from common life, proverbs and stories, .. he used the earthy images of everyday rural life. Fishing and farming, weeds and wineskins, soil and salt became the “stuff” of his theological activity. From the beginning, the gospel was voiced in local, culturally conditioned forms’ (20f). Yet as an ‘insider’ he never gave up his ‘outsider’ status that ‘challenged people to see their world from an entirely new perspective’. This tension between ‘at-homeness’ and prophetic transformation is the ‘consistent pattern of biblical contextualization’ (23).

Ch 1. Contextualization in Acts – Bridging Cultural Boundaries

Luke’s readers would have recognised his work ‘as an example of ancient Hellenistic historical writing’, like Herodotus and Thucydides – travel narratives, speeches, letters, dramatic episodes such as the shipwreck story. They would have recognised the conventions of ancient rhetoric – the art of persuasion, since Greco-Roman historical writing was intended to inform and persuade – history with a message and a goal (26). Luke-Acts ‘attempts to explain and defend God’s saving project to Hellenized Christians in a way that would speak to their needs and thought world’ (29).

From the beginning, the ‘gospel is translated into the various languages of people from all nations.’ Through the Spirit God’s word is able to address all people in the ‘particularity of their own “language of the heart” ’ (31). From the start, the Jerusalem church was characterized by linguistic and cultural diversity’ (32). The conversion of Cornelius (Acts 10, 11)

shows how Peter has to learn that God’s love transcends national, ethnic or cultural identity – a radical theological insight for a NT perspective on contextualization (37).

What is significant in this story is that it is the Jews, not the Gentiles, who have to ‘let go of their ethnocentric attitudes and practices’ and acknowledge that their ‘non-negotiable’ food laws were ‘culturally specific impediments to God’s plan for a unified church’, where the ‘gospel demands cultural transformation at a bedrock level’ (38f).

The Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) is the ‘watershed event in Luke’s narrative of the gospel’s progress from a Jewish to a universal context. .. [It] helps to give the task of incarnating the gospel a historical and theological basis. Second, it offers perhaps the fullest and most significant narrative in the New Testament of the process of doing contextual theology by the church’ (43). ‘Must Gentiles become “naturalized Jews” .. and live like Jews in order to have a place in the people of God?’ (45). Acts 15 promotes a vision of a new people of God potentially inclusive of all peoples, in which every nation and culture can stand on equal footing before the cross. .. [T]he church cannot be allowed to ‘split into ethnically and religiously separate factions’ (52).

A warning: it may be ‘pragmatically the case that people prefer to worship .. with others who are like them. But intentionally homogeneous churches, where everybody is basically of one culture, one race, or one socio-economic background, must not be the dominant model ... We must learn, however painfully, to sing the gospel in all the rich harmonies that enhance the beauty of the song’ (53).

Ch 2. Contextualization in Acts: The Preaching of Paul

Persuasive features of Paul’s preaching:

1. To Jews (Acts 13.13-52 – synagogue address): tailoring his speech to the specific audience and occasion, establishing rapport, identifying himself (synagogue sermon) with his audience as an insider (one of the Jewish family), using copious references from the Greek OT, the Bible of the Dispersion. He reminds hearers of the familiar story of salvation and of common assumptions: God’s choice of Israel and David in fulfilling his plan.

When he comes to Christ, he doesn’t express Christ’s message ‘in a series of theological propositions; instead he narrates the story of God’s saving intervention in Jesus’ (60f). The essence of Paul’s preaching is the apostolic gospel which centres on the death and resurrection of Jesus as the fulfilment of God’s redemptive plan for humanity. Preaching to Jews, Paul incorporates his audience’s history and expectations, its scriptures and culturally accepted methods of interpretation. Even the resurrection is shown as the realisation of the Davidic promise (65). He also challenges Jewish hearers’ entire way of seeing the world, calling them to abandon their religious exclusivism, by confronting them with a new Christian vision.

2. To Greeks (14.8-20 – pagans at Lystra): he engages them where they are, establishing a shared humanity – as people created in the image of God (respect) – beginning at the most basic point of need – to acknowledge the one true Creator. Belief in one God is presupposed in a context of idolatry and religious pluralism. This living God is Creator of all things (14.15), God of all nations – not just a tribal or national deity.

He has revealed himself to all peoples, ‘leaving in every human culture a silent witness of the Creator’s goodness through nature’ (69). God is the provider and sustainer of human life, by supplying rains and bountiful harvests (NB. Zeus was worshipped as the god of weather and vegetation, yet Paul doesn’t equate his God with Zeus = syncretism). His address confronts the pluralistic worldview of the pagans. His aim is to persuade them to ‘turn from these worthless things to the living God’ = repentance [call to change one’s faith, ethic and cult] (14.15). Despite this address, most of his hearers continue to misinterpret the healing miracle.

3. The Gospel in Athens (17.16-34): model of intercultural evangelistic witness and of the encounter between God’s Word and God’s world today (72). Reflects a more Hellenized style which suits the occasion and hearers. The address is ‘highly rhetorical in its structure’ (74: Flemming anachronistically calls these addresses ‘sermons’).

The message draws upon the language and ideas of his Greek contemporaries (Stoic philosophers, pagan poets) to establish points of contact – but without sanctioning the belief system to which they belong (classic example of ‘pre-evangelism’). Paul probably uses the word ‘religious’ – not to mean ‘superstitious’, but in a neutral, non-judgmental, perhaps ironic sense. He aims to build on where his audience is at, not condemn their belief system. He recognises there is something genuine in their religious aspirations, using them as stepping stones for the gospel – though there are definite boundaries.

They’ve been worshipping an object, not a personal God; so their present state of ignorance must be corrected by a true knowledge of God through the proclamation of the gospel. Paul’s message is essentially theocentric, focussing on God’s character, revelation in nature and relationship to humanity (Paul’s ‘basic approach to people without a biblical heritage’ – 77). Greek philosophy becomes a legitimate conversation partner in his attempt to contextualize the Jewish Christian gospel for his educated contemporaries. Stoics could agree that God is the source of all life and that the world is ruled by divine providence; that the human race is one, that God is near, and that humankind is in kinship with God. ‘Paul seems willing to travel a sizeable distance in order to identify with his audience and find common ground .. [His] appropriation of indigenous language, concepts and literary traditions would surely resonate with the Mars Hill crowd’ (78). His approach with the Epicureans is similar (78f). Behind this strategy lies a belief that the pagan world is redeemable.

What can be learnt from Paul’s ministry in Athens for cross-cultural communication and Christian witness in a postmodern, pluralistic context today?

1. Modelling cultural sensitivity and adjustment to his audience, Paul is aware of Athenian culture, gaining credibility and earning the right to be heard. He uses this insight to ‘respectfully engage their worldview, drawing upon indigenous language, images and concepts to communicate the gospel in culturally relevant forms’ (82), ‘taking every thought captive to obey Christ’ (2 Cor 10.5).

2. Paul refuses to compromise the truth claims of the gospel, engaging Athenian culture with the goal of its transformation. His non-negotiables are: the sovereign lordship of the Creator and Ruler of nations (no other gods), the universal need for repentance (because of sin/guilt), the reality of future judgment (moral accountability), and the supreme revelation of God in Christ, validated by the resurrection.

3. This encounter guides in contextualizing the gospel among people of different religious traditions and spiritualities. His attitude: doesn’t condemn pagans and their religious and philosophical beliefs; however flawed, they bear the marks of God’s grace. He looks for points of intersection with Christian truth in their religion/philosophy (83).

His approach: careful to prepare the ground – dialoguing with them in the agora or marketplace. His speech begins by affirming common experience (God’s creation and general revelation). His answer: they don’t need to worship out of fear or create gods of their own. The definitive answer to their fear, religious ignorance and absence of hope? The gospel of the resurrected Christ.

Ch. 3. Paul’s Letters – Doing Theology in Context

It is the gospel that directs the process of Paul’s theological reflection, not the audience or the issue he addresses. Behind 2 Corinthians is a conflict caused by opponents who wish to discredit his ministry, claiming that his personal weakness, lack of status and suffering, nullify the gospel and his apostleship. Paul re-presents the gospel by a series of paradoxes – suffering/comfort, death/life, slavery/triumph, poverty/wealth – leading to the notion of ‘power in weakness’. With countercultural rhetoric, ‘he actually parades his own social humiliations and physical sufferings as evidence of his experience of God’s power that is manifested in weakness’. .. The gospel story, articulated in this way, turns the triumphalism and self-promotion of the apostle’s opponents upside down. .. Both the message he proclaims and the manner of life he lives bear the marks of the cross’ (112f).

His theological activity could be audience-sensitive without being audience-driven. ‘Paul walks the via media, which avoids abstract formulas and generic theological solutions on the one hand and fickle pragmatism on the other. Inevitably a tension emerges between the one gospel that cannot be compromised and demands of obedience (Gal 1.6-9) and the versatility that enables the gospel to be interpreted in ways that address people on many levels within their life situations’ (116).

A ‘contextualised gospel cannot be exclusively bound to the Greek vocabulary and thought forms that were meaningful to people in the first century Greco-Roman world. Learning from Paul, we must seek expressions of the gospel, guided by the Spirit, that draw upon our own stories and cultural resources while remaining faithful to the witness of Scripture. For example, in settings where ancestor worship is central to the worldview, Christians might use this discourse to clarify the role of Christ. Yet traditional beliefs must be challenged and language infused with new content, lest Jesus be reduced to one ancestor among many. ‘Churches in affluent societies might co-opt images from the financial world in order to expose their culture’s worship of mammon’ (117).

Ch. 4. Paul and Culture: Engaging the Greco-Roman World

Paul Hiebert’s definition of culture - ‘the more or less integrated systems of ideas, feelings, and values and their associated patterns of behavior and products shared by a group of people’ (118) – brings out the culture’s cognitive, affective and evaluative dimensions. All cultures have a shared set of assumptions about the way things are (worldview), which provide stories telling us who we are and why we’re here (e.g. the American dream, the Exodus story), as well as maps that organise perceptions of reality and of the way people should live within their context. Worldviews may vary according to age, social status, ethnicity, religion, education or family background. Cultures, likewise, are never static, but always changing, particularly in response to outside influences and relationships.

Cultures are made up of many symbol systems – language, rituals, gestures, customs, games, lifestyles, technology, etc., which embody and interpret the specific patterns of meanings and values of a given group.

Paul’s Jewish worldview and beliefs were profoundly changed by his encounter with the risen Christ; but they were not replaced entirely. He retained his Jewish assumptions about the one true God of Israel (election, covenant, hope of resurrection, etc). When people embrace the gospel ‘they must do so in relation to their preexisting worldviews and patterns of relationships if it is going to carry any meaning for them’ (121).

Paul was directly influenced by three converging cultural worlds – Jewish, Greek and Roman. The Jew from Tarsus was fluent in Hellenistic culture – its cosmology and religious life, its political and social institutions, its ethical teachings and athletic pursuits. Roman citizenship meant that he was a person of considerable status. He was able to use the rhetorical and ideological resources of this Hellenistic environment in order to articulate the gospel in ways that resonated with Gentiles.

Incarnating the gospel within the dominant culture of his day, for Paul, meant more than just exchanging Jewish Christian categories and expressions for Greek ones without any loss of meaning. Four processes were involved (cf. Niebuhr’s fivefold response to culture referred to on p.126, n.21):

1. Affirming culture: culture has a theological dimension rooted in the creation and maintenance of the world and its cultures. God is graciously active, says Paul in Romans 1.18ff, outside of special revelation, in two arenas – creation and conscience – so that people are without excuse. Paul is willing to adapt his behaviour to either a Jewish or Gentile cultural setting – in order to win both Jews and Greeks (the incarnation principle). People only have access to the eternal God through the particularity of culture (127). Language and culture are closely linked: a people’s way of perceiving reality and ordering its world (worldview) is to a large extent built into its language. Paul regularly draws on words current in Greco-Roman philosophical and religious circles in order to express Christian meanings – e.g. ‘wisdom’ (Gk. sophia), ‘knowledge’ (gnosis). ‘Reconciliation’ in secular Greek literature, refers to restoring peace between enemies and exchanging friendship for hostility. The qualities listed in Phil 4.8 (whatever is true, honourable, just, etc.) derive from the ‘common stock of moral teaching from his readers’ Greco-Roman culture. Paul seems to be urging Gentile Christians to adhere to the best in their own cultural heritage – as long as it is consistent with the gospel’ (129).

Paul draws on a wide mix of metaphors from the non-Christian culture. Whereas Jesus spoke to Galilean villagers about fields, fig trees, foxes and fisherman, Paul had to adopt a new set of symbols for the city dwellers of the Roman empire: metaphors from the sporting arena (track, boxing), from education (the pedagogue – family slave who served as guardian, teacher and disciplinarian of children until they reached adulthood), to illustrate the temporary role of the law (Gal 3.23ff).

2. Relativizing culture: in the new creation in Christ, believers came to see the world in a radically different way from ‘the default setting of their culture’ (135). For example, ‘there is no longer Jew or Greek’, etc., because the former barriers dividing people collapse – especially the cultural imperialism of Jewish Christians (the focus of Galatians). God’s new creative work makes every external cultural symbol spiritually unnecessary. In the Roman church, Paul finds the opposite problem – the notion that Greeks are now in a privileged cultural and religious position, supplanting Jews as God’s favourites and wanting to cut off all Jewish roots. Paul infers that ethnocentrism cannot be tolerated from any cultural group. ‘Every culture becomes provisional in light of the cross’ (136).

3. Confronting culture: culture not only is the locus of God’s gracious activity, but the theatre of human sinfulness, idolatry and rebellion against God (the world/ Gk. kosmos is enemy-occupied territory).

Missionaries have sometimes been too quick to judge the notions and practices of the new culture and replace them with familiar elements of their own. The gospel must ‘challenge the presuppositions of the missionary’s culture if it has any hope of speaking prophetically to the new culture in which it is being contextualised’ (140). The gospel also challenges the worldviews, values and practices of Greco-Roman society. The word of the cross (1 Cor 1.18) directly challenges the culture of status, power and self-promotion that characterised Roman Corinth. In the Roman world, the cross of Christ was an inherently offensive, countercultural symbol.

4. Transforming culture: for Paul, cultural transformation starts with individual Christians and Christian communities themselves experiencing the renewing of God’s grace. There is no question of them capturing their culture by force or trying to impose a Christian worldview or lifestyle upon it from outside. Paul doesn’t envisage Christians retreating from their earthly cultural existence to form some kind of new ‘Christian culture’ outside of their own. They function within their society ‘as a prophetic subculture, whose cross-shaped living offers a visible alternative to the ethos of the dominant culture’ (144).

With regard to transforming moral values, the notion of ‘humility’ (e.g. Phil 2.3ff) was a countercultural message. It meant ‘servility’ in Rome and having the mentality of a slave. Dominant cultural values promoted a lifestyle of competition for honour, praise and higher status; whereas Paul tells his converts to consider others better than themselves.

In the ‘household code’, the attitude of mutual submission that transforms traditional hierarchies, and the transforming presence of the Spirit, become the context for all household relationships. Marriage for believers is no longer a patriarchal institution but is redefined by Christ’s sacrificial love for the church (Eph 5.21ff). The socially superior member of the household becomes the servant of the lesser. Not only are slaves to serve their masters ‘as to the Lord’, but masters to do the same (Eph 6.5-9)! The conventional household authority structures are subverted, though left in place.

Why then, does Paul not challenge social institutions such as slavery and patriarchy? ‘As a minority and marginalised community in the midst of a dominant culture, the church had no platform from which to try to restructure society as a whole. Any attempt to do so might have jeopardised not only its evangelistic mission, but even its very existence. .. Paul calls believers to an attitude of “transforming engagement” with their culture that will sometimes put them in tension with that culture. .. Paul’s main strategy for social and cultural transformation is to place the yeast of the gospel within the Christian community and household and allow it to do its work over time. .. The gospel has a leavening influence from within. .. Paul is addressing the authority structures of the Greco-Roman world in which he lived; he is not mandating those same structures relating to women and slaves for all periods and for every culture’ (148f).

The church has no uniform strategy for engaging its world. Our great challenge is to be able to discern when to affirm culture and when to undermine it – how to let our message and practice remain enough a part of our cultural environment that it will not come across as being irrelevant, while at the same time maintaining enough distance as to be able to shape or even subvert it from within.

We must critique our own culture without rejecting it and transcend it while remaining within it. Likewise, we must identify with another’s culture without uncritically accommodating to it; we must allow the gospel to transform that culture without imposing a foreign culture upon it. This is the call of the missional church in every place and every generation (151).

Ch.5. Paul As Interpreter: Contextualizing Scripture and Tradition

Our cultural, sociological and church contexts profoundly influence what we hear the text saying to us. Contextualization is largely a hermeneutical issue. The question is: ‘how do we articulate the meaning of the gospel or of Scripture, which came to expression in one cultural, social and historical setting, for people who are living in quite another’ (152)? Paul was not simply a missionary and theologian, but an interpreter of traditions - Hebrew Scriptures and the oral Christian tradition which he passed on (e.g. 1 Cor 11.2).

Paul’s hermeneutical activity reveals a dynamic interplay between three elements: Israel’s scriptures, the gospel as an interpretive matrix and the life situation of the mission churches. ‘Again and again, we see Paul reappropriating ancient stories and texts so that they become a living word for the new circumstances of his Christian audiences. Unlike much of our exegetical interest today, Paul is not primarily concerned with determining what the passage was intended by its author to mean in its original time and setting, but rather how Scripture speaks to the present community of faith’ (169).

He shows us that our interpretation of Scripture, no less than our theologizing must be context-oriented. ‘The Enlightenment myth that we can achieve an “objective” interpretation of the Bible has turned out to be an emperor without clothes. Interpretation requires a conversation between the sacred text and our human contexts. The crucial point of departure for that conversation is our own life in the world. .. Yet, bringing our own questions and life situations to the text is just the beginning. .. If biblical texts function as Scripture, we must allow the texts to ask questions of us, to confront our cultural presuppositions, to challenge and reshape our default readings’ (171f).

Paul teaches us that our interpretation must be community-directed and gospel-shaped. Scripture was written for the community of faith, with the goal of reforming it. We must always ask of any interpretation, not just ‘Is it relevant to the context?’, but ‘Is it true to the gospel?’

An example of Paul’s hermeneutic is in Phil 2.6-11 (hymn in praise of Christ). Whatever the function of the hymn, here Paul gives it an ethical, rather than a Christological interpretation. The example of Christ provides a foundation for Paul’s exhortation. Apparently the Philippians were facing opposition/suffering for the sake of the gospel. Their fellowship was plagued by selfish rivalries and interpersonal differences (e.g. 4.2f). Paul appeals to the story of Christ which lies at the heart of the gospel, as a paradigm for living. In a ‘status-conscious Roman colony like Philippi, Paul’s admonitions would mean no longer thinking and acting according to the cultural scripts of hierarchy and self-promotion; the Philippians instead must embody the patterns of the one who “emptied himself” of his rightful status and chose a path of status reversal’ (175). As Christ willingly embraced the path of suffering and death, so the Philippians must remain steadfast in the faith.

Ch. 6. Case Studies From Corinth – The Gospel, Food and the Future

Case studies uncover a process of dealing with difficult issues which goes beyond any specific answers to the problems they address. 1 Corinthians highlights:

1) The link between the gospel and holy living. Paul realises that the Corinthian’s ethical and interpersonal shortcomings betray a more fundamental misunderstanding of the gospel. Whether the immediate problem happens to be the prideful boasting in status (‘I’m for Apollos’, etc), sexual misconduct, attending parties at pagan temples, or social divisions at pot-luck meals, Paul consistently appeals to the gospel to reshape the community’s life (212).

2) He also always grounds local struggles and questions of the Corinthians in the centre of the gospel. The letter is a call for Christians to become radically conformed to the gospel of Christ crucified and risen – in their way of being, believing and behaving.

3) The gospel calls the Corinthians to a countercultural view of the world. Paul takes a largely critical posture towards Greco-Roman culture in this letter. Why? Because Corinth, not Christ, shapes many of the Corinthians’ basic assumptions, values and behaviours.

4) 1 Cor underscores the personal dimension of Paul’s communication of the gospel. He not only proclaims but embodies the gospel, appealing to his own presence and example. His ‘verbalizing of the story of Jesus and its transforming implications ring true, because the Corinthians have seen the Christ-drama re-enacted in his own life and ministry’ (213).

Ch.7. Colossians – The Gospel and Syncretism

This letter gives insight into how the gospel deals with a syncretistic onslaught that threatens to undermine the life of the church in Asia Minor. On the one hand, the truth of the gospel sanctions no compromise with syncretism or a religiously plural environment (230). In non-essentials, Paul is more than willing to become ‘all things to all people’. Yet he draws a line in the sand with anything that challenges the unique supremacy of Christ, his sole sufficiency to mediate salvation, or his lordship over Christian conduct. If Jesus is Lord, he can have no rivals.

At the same time, Paul’s expression of the message shows a remarkable sensitivity to the context. Writing out of a missionary-pastor’s heart, he seeks not only to turn the Colossians away from the errant teaching, but also to reshape some of their worldview assumptions in light of the gospel. Hence his discussion of the cosmic dimensions of Christ’s lordship and redemption (unique to this letter). The need to reassure believers of the present sufficiency of their salvation from sin calls forth a daring vision of the Christian’s co-resurrection with Christ as something already available.

Paul’s approach to the Colossians is one of sensitive engagement, not heavy-handed intrusion. He persuades, but doesn’t coerce. He encounters the rival teaching on its own turf, by citing catchword from opponents and by taking over familiar language from the familiar syncretistic culture of the day (e.g. ‘wisdom’, mystery’, ‘power’, ‘fullness’) and giving it new Christ-centred meaning.

Colossians offers us ‘an instructive pattern for the church’s encounter with syncretism today’ (231f), where many non-Western worldviews and cultures, established religions, popular folk beliefs and Christianity share the same quarters – where animism inspires fear or veneration of the destructive powers, or where idolatry pits rivals against the lordship of Christ. The ‘societies of North America, Europe and Australia live in a world that is increasingly postmodern (characterised by relativizing of values and a splintering of truth), “postchristian” (where the Christian story no longer has a privileged role in shaping the life or values of the culture), and religiously plural’. (232)

Paul doesn’t respond to their threat from syncretism by imposing on the Colossians a pre-packaged theology. Instead, he allows the gospel to speak directly to their fears and felt needs, and to address their worldviews and behaviours. We might find a contemporary parallel in the gospel’s encounter with worldviews that are burdened with a fear of unseen powers thought to exercise control over practical concerns like crops, flocks, health and family relations. Too often the form of Christian theology that has been imported to these settings from the West has failed to address such issues, giving people the impression that God is powerless to overcome the fears and forces that touch daily lives.

‘Unless we proclaim Christ as the One who has defeated the powers and is able to free people from fear, they, like the Colossian syncretists, may turn to other answers – amulets, rituals, shamans, occult practices – for protection against the enslaving spirits’ (233). One writer argues that a contextualized theology for Asia (and the non-Western world) must take seriously the demonic and spirit world or it will be evangelistically powerless and pastorally irrelevant. Paul therefore concentrates his energies on lifting up Christ, the all-encompassing and all-sufficient Saviour, in comparison to whom every human and cosmic alternative pales.

Ch 8. The Gospels – Contextualizing the Story for a Target Audience

The four gospels are contextual documents in that they narrate the gospel story for distinct target audiences within the first century Mediterranean world. They also draw upon popular literary and rhetorical conventions from that world in order to persuasively communicate the good news of Jesus and transform their audiences.

Mark’s Gospel, for example, has an intercultural character. Its roots are thoroughly Jewish, yet there are strong indications Mark was written primarily to Gentiles of the Greco-Roman world. Writing as a type of Greco-Roman biography, Mark writes in Greek, but with Aramaic words and phrases as translations (5.41, 7.11) and untranslated Latin loan words, with explanations of Jewish beliefs and customs for his audience (7.3ff, 12.18, 14.12).

The striking emphasis on suffering, persecution and the cost of discipleship suggests that Mark was writing to people facing testing for their allegiance to Christ and his mission. The brutal persecutions of Nero or the period of the Roman-Jewish war leading to the fall of Jerusalem, may provide the backdrop for the gospel. Jesus’ disciples must also follow the way of the cross. Easy, triumphalist notions of the kingdom shatter, for Mark consistently presents Jesus as a paradigm for people to follow the path of persecution, obedience and suffering. ‘The narrative of the cross is the norm for the disciple’ (243).

In the Gospel of John, the logos was a notion with a rich heritage in the religious and philosophical traditions of the day. For the Greek Stoic philosophers it represented the principle of divine reason that stood behind the cosmos.

For the Jewish wisdom tradition, it paralleled the pre-existent wisdom of God. In the Greek OT it was the powerful Word of Yahweh that spoke the world into existence and that accomplished what God said through the prophets. For the Hellenistic Jewish writer Philo, it was the bridge that linked God and his creation. Yet John embraces a familiar term that resonates with both Jewish and Greek cultures, carrying undertones of divinity, but recasts it with radically new meaning: the pre-existent divine Word that became finite human flesh in the historical person of Jesus of Nazareth (260).

There is a tension in John’s Gospel between separation from the world and missional involvement in the world – a tension faced by every new church generation. The world is clearly a dangerous place and Satan is its ruler (12.31); but it is also the object of God’s redemptive love (3.16). The disciples don’t belong to the world, but are sent into the world on Jesus’ own saving mission (17.15).

The Gospels represent four examples of doing narrative theology. They are not impartial accounts. The Evangelists’ interpretations of the gospel story are ecclesial, addressing the needs and shaping the identity of the church. They are missional in the sense of motivating and providing resources for the church’s mission to its world. They are transformational drawing their readers into the story of Jesus for the purpose of changing behaviour and creating deeper faith in him.

Luke’s emphasis on Jesus’ ministry to the marginalised and dispossessed might be a prophetic word for affluent and individualistic churches; whereas Mark’s portrayal of Jesus’ suffering and the ambiguity of the life of discipleship still offers hope and validation to persecuted and fearful Christians. The Gospels give us precedents and models for what it means to retell the story of Jesus for new audiences. How, for example, might John’s ‘image-rich portrayal of the person and mission of Jesus encourage us to look for fresh metaphors, symbols and stories from our own traditions and cultures, enabling us to communicate more effectively with people who are concrete and pictorial thinkers?

Ch 9. Revelation – The Gospel and the Empire

The Apocalypse was intended to be an appropriate word for seven churches in Asia Minor – churches that were struggling with what it meant to live Christianly in a world dominated by an empire that claimed ultimate allegiance to itself. There is a striking tension between Revelation and other NT writings in their respective attitudes to the powers that be. Revelation’s call for Christians to come out of oppressive Babylon is a far cry from, say, Peter’s advice to ‘accept the authority of every human institution’ or to ‘honour the emperor’ (1 Pet 2.13, 17). John’s parody of Roman power as a diabolical beast (Rev 13) cuts a bold contrast with Paul’s teaching that Roman authorities are instituted by God (Rom 13.1), functioning as God’s servants for the church’s good (13.4,6).

In other words, different contexts call for different responses to Roman power. By illustration, Rom 13 vs. Rev 13: Revelation presupposes a situation where Rome has hijacked the claim to ultimate authority that belongs to God alone. John finds no common ground between the evil empire of Caesar and the kingdom of Christ. Romans addresses a very different situation: Paul is concerned that if Christians refuse to pay tax or engage in antisocial behaviour, they would bring reproach on the church and jeopardise its public witness and very existence.

An unstable Christian community in Rome could disrupt Paul’s plans to use Rome as a base for his intended mission to Spain (15.22ff). Paul is speaking to a setting in which good citizenship was a missionary strategy which commended the gospel to those of goodwill.

These two different responses are complementary, not mutually exclusive. Rom 13.1-7 reflects the concerns of the NT household tradition to encourage Christians to participate in the life of society in redemptive ways. In Roman society, the responsibility for doing good lay with the benefactor class (powerful, well-to-do people). Paul turns the cultural expectation upside down by encouraging the powerless Christian community to take on the role of the benefactor – performing acts of humble service as a natural part of the church’s transforming witness in its world.

Revelation takes a more sectarian stance towards the world and its political structures. It calls its readers to an exodus from a demonic order of idolatry and oppression (18.4), launching a countercultural critique against it. Its vision is not for the church to retreat into a cocoon of pious irrelevance, but to resist Rome’s dominant ideology through its prophetic and costly witness. ‘Revelation’s bold vision of the heavenly Jerusalem coming down to a redeemed and sanctified creation shows that John’s message is not about world denial’ (290). Revelation’s transforming vision of the future summons the church to be an agent for the ‘healing of the nations’ (22.2), in anticipation of the time when peoples from every language, tribe and nation will worship the holy God and the Lamb. ‘Within the cities of Roman Asia, Christian communities resist the empire of Caesar by being outposts of another kingdom, the empire of God and the slain Lamb.

There are times when the Christian community must take a costly prophetic stand over against the dominant order; but also when Christians are called to live within the institutions of their culture, recognising their positive, God-given role and serving as yeast that will bring about their ultimate transformation.

The Lamb’s end-time victory over the beast calls us to expose and resist the commercial, political or military empires that oppose God’s rule in every generation; it gives us eyes to challenge the worldviews and symbols of the dominant culture that enthrone corrupt power and glorify materialism. Revelation teaches us that authentic contextual theology must challenge the church – which still compromises with fallen Babylon - as well as the world. It does this by recontextualizing OT and Jewish apocalyptic symbols for a new setting and by coopting pagan images and myths from political, economic and religious life. It models both a concern for the particular (local issues) and the universal (God’s cosmic battle with Satan) in its prophetic message to the Asian churches.

The book’s portrayal of truth ‘is anchored in a vision of a God who reigns over history and the story of a victorious Lamb who has redeemed a people of all nations through his sacrificial death and will return bearing both judgment and salvation’ (293). The book invites us to do theology from the perspective of the powerless and persecuted. It teaches that theology only has meaning in relation to doxology – the worship of God almighty and the slain Lamb. When God’s people worship, they proclaim that the powers and idols of the dominant culture are dethroned (e.g. success, pleasure, nationalism, consumerism, celebrity, sport or technology).

John’s apocalyptic and prophetic vision reminds us of the power of imagery and imagination to communicate theological truth.

Its impact is greatest when it is performed, heard and experienced, not just read. Doing theology involves more than formulating rational arguments. The church in the South especially, has learnt that symbols, rituals, drama and colours often express the realities of the gospel more fully and forcefully than propositional theological language. Both are needed, though the ‘appeal to the theological imagination is especially crucial in cultures that give priority to concrete thinking and to aural and non-verbal forms of communication’ (295).

Ch 10. Contextualizing the Gospel Today

When we listen to the NT witness to Christ, what we hear is not a theological monotone but a chorus of different voices, which allow the one gospel to be expressed and applied in a variety of ways, using language, imagery and ideas that make sense to the audience. The multi-textured gospel story must be told and lived out in flexible forms as it engages new contexts, if it is to be truly understood or embodied (297). All theology is contextual theology, from the creeds of the early church to the modern ‘Four Spiritual Laws’. All theology is done from a particular location and perspective, whether we’re conscious of it or not:

1. We should not seek the heart of the gospel we’re trying to contextualize in any core of doctrines or set of propositions abstracted from Scriptures. If we do this, we run the risk of ’remaking the gospel in line with our own cultural and doctrinal biases’ (301).

2. Focusing on the (meta)narrative of what God has done allows us to engage the gospel in a way that shapes our own contexts and stories. God’s story gives meaning to all reality and the whole meaning of human history.

3. A grasp of the coherent biblical narrative points the way to finding unity in the midst of our theological diversity, drawing us back to the shared understanding of our faith.

4. Understanding that the gospel proclaims a defining story encourages a way of doing theology in our diverse settings. Stories are basic to human experience, and cultures throughout the world are teeming with stories and proverbs, myths and metaphors that help people understand and order their world. The kind of narrative theology modelled by Jesus and dotted throughout the Scriptures, is especially important for communicating Christian truth in predominantly oral cultures like the NT and the world’s South today (302).

Where then do we draw the line between genuine contextualization and inappropriate syncretism that compromises the truth of the gospel? Missionaries and mission agencies have often imposed an imported brand of faith on younger churches in a well-meaning effort to prevent heresy or syncretism. But by short-circuiting the contextualization process, this has often had the opposite effect. When the message seems irrelevant to people’s lives and worldview issues, they are likely to turn elsewhere for answers – esp. to traditional beliefs and practices.

The NT writers don’t define precisely the boundaries of what genuine theology is or does. Nor do they offer a definitive articulation of the gospel to use as a template for all to follow. Instead, the dynamic theological activity modelled in Scripture reveals a range of acceptable contextualizations that bind all theological reflection to the central gospel proclamation. Four standards emerge:

1. The biblical witness to what God has done in Jesus Christ is fundamental (Paul: there is one gospel, attested in Scripture, given to the apostles and to him). Theological reflection that is context- or culture-driven rather than rooted in Scripture, runs a risk of moving beyond the limits of acceptable diversity.

2. Our theologizing must be guided by the Spirit, who leads the community into all truth (Jn 16.13).

3. Christians in different local settings must be willing to test their theologies in light of the historic tradition of the church and the global Christian community.

4. Authentic contextualization bears fruit in the furtherance of the Christian mission and transformation of individuals and the community.

Intercultural exchange becomes more imperative for three reasons: 1. the NT invites us to be open to the voices of outsiders (cf. Luke’s interest in Samaritans, women, Gentiles, the criminal on the cross); 2. the centre of gravity of global Christianity is rapidly shifting from North to South (P. Jenkins predicts that by 2050, there will only be 1 out of 5 non-Latino white Christians or less; 3. As Christians in the South and in minority or immigrant communities from the North are part of cultures that are closer to those of the biblical world, they are in a position to offer needed contributions and critiques to the global Christian conversation – e.g. African critique of Western individualism, shame-based Asian cultures’ insights into the shame of the cross (313).

If we are to meaningfully address the emerging culture, we must release our theology from its enculturation for a modern worldview rooted in the Enlightenment and recontextualize it for a profoundly different situation. This new culture is shaped by globalization, historical nostalgia, spiritual hunger, mystery, oral, visual and interactive forms of communication, the longing for community and the fear of terrorism - with a carnival of worldview options and consumer-directed faiths (315).

Points of contact in contextualizing the Gospel for a postmodern culture:

1. Desire for community and connectedness – we must recover the NT emphasis on individuals finding healing and significance within the community of faith, on evangelism that emerges from shared lives and loving relationships.

2. Story gives meaning and direction to our lives (cf. Paul’s recounting of the biblical story of creation to Athenian philosophers).

3. Imagination. The church must speak the language of metaphor and symbol, supplementing verbal communication with audio, visual, interactive media, ceremony and the arts. Jesus was a wielder of metaphors and parables.

Biblically informed contextualization calls for communal hermeneutics and theologizing (cf. Acts 15) – it is not the special domain or prerogative of academics or church officials, but for the laos of God. The unity and upbuilding of the church is a primary goal. It is always missional. It involves not just the church’s telling of the story, but embodying the kingdom. The church is like a mission outpost, engaging ‘its culture missionally from within, speaking the language in order to be plausible but embodying a radically different set of values, from the vulnerable position of the cross’ (320).
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