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Part 3: Gospel Contextualization 
 

Adapted from Chapters 7 to 10 of Center Church  
(Redeemer City to City and Timothy J. Keller, Center Church 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan 2012)) 
 
 

Have you ever sat through a sermon that was biblically sound – yet so 
boring that it made you want to cry? More often a boring sermon is 
doctrinally sound but utterly irrelevant.  The listener thinks, “You’ve shown 
me something that may be true, but in any case, I don’t care. I don’t see 
how it would actually change how I think, feel and act.”   
 
A boring sermon is boring because it does not connect biblical truth to the 
hopes, narratives, fears and errors of people in that particular culture, time 
and place.  Contextualization means translating and adapting the 
communication and the ministry of the gospel to a particular culture, 
without compromising the essence and particulars of the gospel itself. In 
this section, we will look at the biblical foundations for balanced 
contextualization and examine how we can contextualize the gospel in 
our communication to the culture in a way that is both respectful and 
challenging. 
 

Missionary G. Linwood Barney speaks of culture as resembling an 
onion.  The inmost core is the community’s worldview, then its values, then 
its set of human institutions and finally the most observable part of culture 
is human customs behaviour, material products etc. 
 
1. Danger of contextualization: The danger of contextualization is 
overadapting to culture. Every culture will find some parts of Scripture 
more attractive and other parts more offensive.  It will be natural, then, for 
those in that culture to consider the inoffensive parts more “important” 
and “essential” than the offensive parts. 

 
• Syncretism is a rejection of the full authority of the Bible, a picking 

among its various teachings to create a Christianity that does not 
confront it.  

• There is no one, single way to express the gospel that is universal for 
everyone in all cultures.  However, there is nonetheless only one true 
gospel. 

• This means that contextualizing the gospel is inevitable, as soon as 
you express it in language, deal with time, speak in metaphors and 
illustrations or appeal to reason and logic.   

 

 Introduction 

 I. Intentional Contextualization 
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2. Danger of not contextualizing: The danger of NOT contextualizing the 
gospel to a particular culture is, ironically, that we will unconsciously be 
deeply contextualized to our own culture.  So it is important to do 
contextualization consciously.  Everyone contextualizes—but few think 
much about how they are doing it.  In one fatal example, Malcolm 
Gladwell, in his book entitled The Outliers describes the concept of power 
distance. Some cultures--such as Korea--give much greater deference to 
authority figures than other cultures. He cites instances of airline crashes 
attributed to the co-pilot dropping hints instead of directly telling the pilot 
they were facing an emergency situation. When this culture-related 
communication issue was recognized, airlines have started training air 
cabin crew how to communicate in a more culturally neutral, direct way. 
How much more so do ministers of the gospel need to understand their 
own cultural communication style, as well as that of their target culture. 
 
One of the basic mistakes one could make is to elevate the “traditions of 
men” to the same level as “biblical truth” and require them to be 
reproduced elsewhere, which produces a distorted Christian living or 
ministry.  For example, Asian cultures may unconsciously stress duty and 
filial piety such that they cannot stand up against parental opposition, 
whereas Western cultures may be so influenced by individualism that they 
tend to church hop and be non-committal about church membership. 
We must consider how we are products of our culture, in order to 
contextualize the gospel message to other cultures. 
 

1. The idea of the “two way” bridge 
In Between Two Worlds, John Stott likens Christian communication to 
building a bridge from Scripture to the contemporary world. 
Contextualization is bringing Biblical doctrine “over the bridge” and re-
expressing it in terms that are coherent to a particular culture. This does 
not mean simply bringing a Biblical doctrine over the bridge into the new 
culture.  We cannot assume that we who are on one side of the bridge 
already have an undistorted grasp of the gospel. Our message to the new 
culture will be ineffective if we don’t allow two-way traffic.  We need not  
When we interact with people from other cultures and social settings, we 
find our particular distortions being challenged.  Then we go back to the 
Bible and ask if we got it right before. One of the main ways our 
understanding of the Bible remains distorted is through what has been 
called “the Canon within the Canon.”  We treat some parts of the Bible as 
more important and ignore or discard parts of it. For example, Westerners 
tend to ignore texts in the Bible about the authority of civil magistrates, 
parents, elders and ministers (Romans 13, Hebrews 13:17) because their 
culture is suspicious of institutions and authority.  At the same time, they 
can point to passages warning leaders about “lording it over” others 
(Matthew 20:24-28 and 1 Peter 5:1-4). Asians on the other hand may take 
those text seriously, but ignore or miss texts that talk about the importance 
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of the individual (Philemon), personal conscience (1 Timothy 1:5, 3:9), and 
personal responsibility (Galatians 6:5, 2 Corinthians 5:10) 
 
 
2. The idea of the “spiral”  
Instead of a two-way bridge to describe Christian communication, an 
alternative approach to an understanding of contextualization can be 
described as a hermeneutical spiral in which Scripture is affirmed as 
supremely authoritative, but an examination of Scripture through the lens 
of culture moves us toward a better understanding of the Word of God 
and how it can be brought to bear on and communicated to a particular 
culture. Using the hermeneutical spiral, evangelicals have been seeking to 
avoid these extremes: 
 

• Cultural fundamentalism: expressing theology in culture-free, 
universal terms. 

• Cultural relativism: holding “that the Scripture can have no other 
meaning than that which is permitted by the conceptuality of the 
present-day situation”.  

 
Evangelicals try to work in the middle of the spiral: insisting that, while there 
are no universal, culture-free expressions of Biblical truths, there are 
absolute, universal truths.  
 

In this section, we will look at three key passages which provide a biblical 
view of contextualization and then use Paul’s ministry to provide some 
examples and practical “ways and means” to go about contextualizing 
the gospel: 

• Romans 1 and 2 provides the basis for contextualization, namely that 
the Bible takes a mixed view of culture (it is a mixed bag of good 
and bad; every culture is idolatrous but, at the same time, there is 
what is called “general revelation” or “common grace”—a non-
saving knowledge of God – present in some way in all cultures). 

• 1 Corinthians 9 speaks to our motive for contextualization, reminding 
us that we need to be flexible toward culture, ready to adapt what 
we can “so that by all possible means [we] might save some” (v. 
22b). 

• 1 Corinthians 1:22-25 gives us the basic formula for contextualization 
and shows us how to keep a balance between affirming and 
confronting culture: 

• Paul confronted the Greek culture’s idol of “wisdom” and the 
Jewish culture’s idol(s) of miraculous signs, power, and 
strength. While the gospel offended each culture in 
somewhat different ways, it also drew people in for 
conversion in somewhat different ways:  
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o Greeks that were saved came to see that the Cross 
was ultimate wisdom; and Jews that were saved came 
to see that the Cross was true power. 

 
 
1. The book of Acts: the speeches of Paul 
In his speeches in the book of Acts, Paul communicates to different 
people groups: Bible-believers (13:13-43); peasant polytheists (14:6-16); 
sophisticated pagans (17:16-34); Christian elders (10:16-38); a hostile 
Jewish mob (21:27–22:22); and governing elites with mixed cultural 
backgrounds (24-26). Paul’s gospel presentations differ markedly 
depending on the culture of the listeners: 
 

• Paul’s citation of authority varies with different audiences.  
• He varies the order in which truths are introduced as well as his 

emphasis.  
• He varies his use of emotion and reason, vocabulary, introductions 

and conclusions, figures of speech and illustration, identification of 
the audience’s concerns, hopes, and needs.   

 
But there are also commonalities between the speeches:  
 

• In every speech, there is an epistemological challenge, in which 
people are being told that their understanding of God and ultimate 
reality is wrong.  

• There is a personal challenge regarding sin and the listeners’ fallen 
condition.  

• There is a proclamation of Christ as the answer and solution to their 
sin.  

• Finally, there is a call to repent of sin and put faith in Christ.  
 
2. The Appeals of the Bible 
D. A. Carson argues that Biblical authors use a range of motivations when 
appealing to their readers to believe and obey the truth:  
 

• Come to God out of fear of judgment and death (Heb. 2:14-18; 
10:31).  

• Come to God out of a desire for release from the burdens of guilt 
and shame (Gal. 3:10-12) 

• Come to God out of appreciation of the “attractiveness of truth” (1 
Cor. 1:8)  

• Come to God to satisfy unfulfilled existential longings (John 4)  
• Come to God for help with a problem (Matt 9:20-21, 27; Luke 17:11-

19; Mark 2:1-12) 
• Come to God simply out of a desire to be loved.  
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To reach people in a culture successfully, we must both enter the culture 
respectfully, and confront the culture where it contradicts biblical truth.  To 
just confront the culture and rail against its evils, we are unlikely to gain a 
hearing among those we seek to reach.  However, if we simply affirm and 
reflect the culture, we will rarely see anyone converted.  Active 
contextualization involves a three-part process: entering the culture, 
challenging the culture, and then appealing to the listeners. 
 
1. Entering the culture 
How to enter a culture?  Immerse yourself in the questions, hopes, and 
beliefs of the culture so that you can have a biblical response to its 
questions. Ultimately, the most important source of learning will be hours 
and hours spent in close relationship to the people themselves, listening to 
them in a disciplined way. 
 
What to look for as you “enter” a culture? Contextualized gospel 
communication will adapt to a culture in the way it persuades, appeals, 
and reasons with people.  Illustrations we use are taken from the people’s 
social world; the emotion expressed is within their range of comfort; the 
questions and issues addressed are highly relevant to them; the authorities 
cited are respected by them.  There are three basic ways to reason 
according to your target culture:  
 

• Conceptual. People make decisions and arrive at convictions 
through analysis and logic. 

• Concrete relational.  People make decisions and arrive at 
convictions through relationships and practice. 

• Intuitional.  People make decisions and arrive at convictions through 
insight and experience. 

 
No one way of persuasion is inherently better than the others.  All of them 
can lead to the knowledge of God. But keep in mind that culture is far 
more complex than these simple distinctions imply. To enter a culture, 
another main task is to discern the world-view of the culture.  You should 
be looking for two kinds of beliefs: 
 

• “A” beliefs: beliefs that roughly correspond to some parts of Biblical 
teaching. Because of their “A” beliefs, people are predisposed to 
find plausible some of the Bible’s teaching. 

• “B” beliefs” These are what could be called “defeater” beliefs — 
beliefs of the culture that lead listeners to find some Christians 
doctrines implausible or overtly offensive. 

 
“A” beliefs differ from culture to culture, so we will need to listen 
carefully.  To use an obvious example, in America, what the Bible says 
about turning the other cheek is welcome (an “A” belief) but what it says 
about sexuality is resisted (a “B” belief).  In the Middle East, we see the 
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opposite – turning the other cheek seems unjust and impractical, but 
biblical prohibitions on sexuality make sense. 
 
In our gospel communication, we enter the culture by pointing people to 
the overlapping beliefs that they can easily affirm.  Do you see this in your 
culture?  Do you see this well-known belief?  The Bible says the same thing. 
One of the reasons we should take such care to affirm the “A” beliefs and 
doctrines is because they will become the premises for challenging the 
culture.  
 
2. Challenging the culture 
The reason you must enter before challenging is because your criticism will 
have no persuasiveness unless it is based on something right in their beliefs 
that you can affirm.  Keller describes this as “floating ‘B’ doctrines on ‘A’ 
doctrines”. Every culture is profoundly inconsistent, agreeing with some 
Biblical doctrines but not others.  These inconsistencies reveal the points 
where a culture is vulnerable to confrontation.  For example: In Acts 17:28-
29, Paul argues against idolatry by showing that it is inconsistent with the 
pagans’ own (and better) impulses about God. He is saying, “if you 
believe A about God—and you are right—how can you believe in B?” 
With the authority of the Bible, we allow one part of the culture – along 
with the Bible – to critique the other part.   
 
Always show respect and empathy, even when you are challenging and 
critiquing, saying things such as, “I know many of you will find this 
disturbing”.  Show that you understand.  Be the kind of person about 
whom people conclude that, even if they disagree with you, you are 
someone they can approach about such matters. 
 
3. Appealing to the listeners 
Finally, we should follow the apostle Paul in presenting Christ to our 
listeners as the ultimate source of what they have been seeking (1 
Corinthians 1:18-2:16).  Paul shows his audience that the ways they are 
pursuing these good things (i.e. intellect and power) were ultimately self-
defeating and then urges them to find ultimate fulfillment of their cultural 
aspiration in Jesus Christ.  So he ends on a positive note, a note of 
invitation and consolation, though it always comes with a call to repent 
and believe. 
 
The Bible provides diverse language in expressing the saving work of Christ 
i.e. the atonement. Some people call them different “models” of 
atonement, but they are better thought of as different “languages” or 
“grammars” of atonement: 
 

• Language of the battlefield.  Christ fought the powers of sin and 
death for us. 

• Language of the marketplace.  Christ paid the ransom price to buy 
us out of our indebtedness.  He frees us from enslavement. 
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• Language of exile. Christ was exiled and cast out of community so 
we who deserve to be banished could be brought in. He brings us 
home. 

• Language of the temple.  Christ is the sacrifice that purifies us and 
makes us acceptable to draw near to the Holy God.  He makes us 
clean. 

• Language of the court. Christ stands before the judge and takes the 
punishment we deserve. 

 
This is not to say that we can pick and choose our preferred “language”. 
Each “language” reflects a piece of inspired Scripture, and each give us 
an aspect of salvation that the other doesn’t. In fact, the irreducible 
theme that runs through each of these “languages” is that of substitution. 
Regardless of the language used, it is always Jesus acting as our substitute 
i.e. Jesus fights the powers, pays the price, bears the exile, makes the 
sacrifice, and bears the punishment for us, in our place, on our behalf. 
Jesus does what we cannot do for ourselves. He accomplishes salvation; 
we do nothing at all. At the heart of the saving work of Christ, the 
atonement, is the substitutionary sacrifice of Jesus.  
 
In summary, we must show our listeners that the plot-lines of their lives can 
only find a truly ‘happy ending’ in Jesus.  We must retell the culture’s story 
in the Jesus. 
 

  
 

 
1. Keller defines contextualization as “giving people (1) the Bible’s answers, 
which they may not want to hear, to (2) questions about life that people in 
their particular time and place are asking, (3) in language and forms they 
can comprehend, and (4) through appeals and arguments with force 
they can feel, even if they reject them.”  Unpack this definition.  Which of 
the four elements do you tend to do best?  Which do you tend to 
overlook? 
 
2. Have you ever experienced the benefit of interacting with another 
culture in a way that you begin to see truths and insights in the Bible that 
were there all along, yet we had simply been blind to them? What blind 
spots has this experience revealed to you in your own understanding of 
the Bible and the gospel? 
 
3. Most of us come to Christ through one of the motivations articulated by 
D.A. Carson.  It is natural for us to exclusively use this motivation in our 
appeals to others.  However, we do not have the right to choose one of 
these motivations and appeal to it restrictively. Which of the six ways of 
making appeals described in this study are most comfortable and natural 
for you?  Which are most difficult? Why? 
 

 Questions for thought or discussion: 
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4. Take a moment to identify a key “A” doctrine – a teaching from the 
Bible that would be generally accepted and affirmed by your target 
culture – and how it expresses itself in the culture through “A” 
beliefs.  What is an example of a “B” belief in your culture, and what Bible 
doctrines does it conflict with directly? Think about Singapore or another 
culture you’re familiar with as you answer. 
 

 
 


