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When it comes to communicating the gospel message, discuss the meaning of contextualization
and the extent to which it is found in the New Testament? Demonstrate how your conclusions

might be applied to a church situation known to you.

Introduction

The decline of Christianity in the West is an undeniable and tragic fact, one that has led many to seek
new methods for reaching the lost. One of the main methods which has presented itself for this task is
contextualization. In this essay I will consider what contextualization is, whether it helps or hinders

Gospel proclamation, and accomplishes its stated goals. I will back up my claim with New Testament

citations, and then use real-life examples to further demonstrate my conclusion.
Understanding Contextualization

Contextualization is a neologism.' Before the 1970s, it was a rare word. Yet, when the word was used,
it meant “to study something in its own context.”” In the late 1980s and 1990s, it was picked up and
used, “with a remarkable diversity of meaning,” by the scholarship of the secular world.’ The term was
framed in its popular use, however, in the 1970s by a group of progressive, universalist, ecumenical
theologians of the World Council of Churches (WCC), making contextualization’s first “public debut in
the publication Ministry in Context: The Third Mandate Programme of the Theological Education
Fund (1970-77).*

Contextualization is notoriously difficult to define. Since its framing in the 1970s, contextualization has
taken on a vast array of definitions. A prominent explanation for the plurality of definitions is that both
conservatives and liberals contend for the term.’ Julius Muchee and others have observed that the
meaning of contextualization has been determined differently by both “radical” theologians and

“conservative” theologians. Muchee, however, goes further and identifies that these are merely
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“reactions” to the original idea of contextualization.® The original idea of contextualization, according
to one of the leaders of the WCC, was for it to be a “dialectic between contextuality and

contextualization.””’

The original idea of contextualization transcends definitions because it is a dialectical formula. The
WCC intended for contextualization to be a formula to be put into praxis, not a definition to be put into
a dictionary. It is “a dynamic not a static process.”® This dialectical process “is really the heart and core
of the contextualizing activity.”® Though other meanings can be attributed to it by both liberals and
conservatives, the WCC intended it as “the coming together, in a dialectical process, of the Missio Dei
and history resulting in a liberated culture.”'’ The WCC and their allies called this a “theology of

9911

change,”"" and also acknowledged contextualization’s interplay with Marxist ideas."

Contextualization as a dialectic is the “involvement in the struggle for justice within the existential
situation in which men and women find themselves today.”" It is not primarily about proclaiming the
Gospel, but seeing a “liberated culture.” Contextualization “is prophetic in that it is the Christian
speaking to the unjust and therefore unholy structures of the present culture, and then seeking to

transform it by changing these structures.”"

The basic formula of this dialectic is: culture plus Christianity equals contextualization (a synthesis of
culture and Christianity). The hermeneutic employed in this dialectical process is a dialogical one: an
everchanging conversation between Christianity and culture.”” Any culture that is seen to have stifled
this process is condemned. Because of colonialism, the West is condemned, and African cultures are

commended as being more hermeneutically capable of understanding Scripture.'® When a missionary
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from the West goes to the third world, he must “purge the gospel of all Western embellishments... The

gospel and only the gospel is to be communicated from one culture to another.”"”

This hermeneutic of contextualization (a dialogue between current cultures, and between those cultures
and Scripture)'® is at variance with the traditional evangelical hermeneutic, which Abner Chou
describes as the faithful hermeneutic:
We ultimately should go back to the Bible to learn how to study it. Such an approach is not
novel. In fact, evangelicals have traditionally used the doctrines of inspiration, inerrancy, and
illumination to ground their understanding of hermeneutics... “the Scriptures doctrine of

Scripture, espousing its own revelatory and inspired character, binds us to the
grammatical/historical method of exegesis.”"

In his book, Biblical Critical Theory, Christopher Watkin lists contextualization alongside many other

1° in nature.” In the forward to this book, the late Timothy

terms and ideas he considers dialectica
Keller (who is perhaps the most influential proponent of contextualization within evangelicalism),
writes that Watkins’ dialectical Critical Theory is “exactly” what he has been calling for.** For Keller,
contextualization is the dialectical synthesis of Christianity and the culture. Christianity transforms
culture by critiquing it in order to point to Christianity “as the source of numerous fulfilling
counternarratives™ to the “baseline ‘cultural narratives™ of society.” The result of this, in many cases,

is adapting Christianity to culture, not transforming cultures by the message of the Gospel.”

Non-Dialectical Contextualization

Contextualization, through theologians like Keller, promises what the church today seems to be failing

to do: fruitfully reach the lost.*® Indeed, its framers promised that adopting contextualization would
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help Christians navigate “secularity” and “technology.”” Many conservatives, not wanting to abandon
the attractive promise of this new method for reaching the lost, sought to adopt it within conservative
missiology. Sadly, many of those attempting this often veered off into participating in the dialectical
process. One such example is Paul Hiebert, as influential thinker and proponent of contextualization,
who began by rejecting many of the liberal ideas of contextualization. To do this, however, he set “non-
contextualization” against “uncritical contextualization,” from which he synthesized his “critical

contextualization.”

Others, unlike Hiebert, hold to a non-dialectical concept of mission which many of them called
contextualization. These Christians sought to define the term solely as a means of better
communicating the Gospel amongst a group of people who are foreign to the messenger.” To them,
contextualization was about rightly proclaiming the Bible, understood by the faithful hermeneutic, and
helpfully applying the meaning of Scripture to individuals. They defined contextualization as “the
cross-cultural communication of a text’s significance for today.”” These Christians saw the practical
barriers of communicating the Gospel and sought to overcome them: language, overly religious and
unnecessary terminology, a propensity to sin by living in an uncaring and uncompassionate way, etc.
They did not shy away from changing culture, and indeed advocated for change — not through “the
fusion of Christian and Marxist utopianism,”*’ but through proclamation of the Gospel and the

transformation of human hearts.
Contextualization and the New Testament

Is the dialectical process of contextualization, founded on the dialogical hermeneutic between
Christianity and culture, Biblical? Is a form of contextualization advocated for by the New Testament?
Many theologians claim that this is the case, and that contextualization is prevalent throughout the

entirety of the New Testament.”' Is this claim true?
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Some theologians say that Jesus is the primary example of contextualization.*” Just as Jesus incarnated
Himself into the world, we must incarnate ourselves into the cultures in which we proclaim the Gospel:
For the missionary... to communicate clearly the gospel, he must enter into the thought-forms

of the pagan culture into which he seeks to introduce the message of reconciliation, much in the
same way as Jesus was incarnated into the Hebrew culture.*

Daniel Hames and Michael Reeves urge Christians to be cautious about this idea:
The incarnation we must hold out to the world is Christ's and not our own . . . As much as Paul
describes his ministry in relational language as motherly (1 Thess. 2:7), fatherly (1 Thess. 2:11),
and a personal example of holiness (1 Thess. 2:10), these are descriptions of the quality of his

main activity: proclaiming the gospel of God (1 Thess. 2:9). Paul sees this proclamation as the
key to his ministry because the gospel, not Paul himself, has divine power...**

When Paul describes his ministry in 2 Corinthians 4:1-6, it is clear that his hermeneutic comes from
Scripture alone, and that his intent is to see souls saved and see their lives changed. Paul’s ministry
method was clearly not dialectical, and his hermeneutic was definitely not dialogical:
We refuse to practice cunning or to tamper with God’s word, but by the open statement of the
truth we would commend ourselves to everyone’s conscience in the sight of God . . . For what
we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, with ourselves as your servants for

Jesus’ sake. For God, who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” has shone in our hearts to give
the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.

For Paul, everything was about proclaiming the Person and work of Jesus Christ. He did this by relying
on the proclamation of the never-changing ever-relevant Word of God, not by relying on a unique and

culturally relevant method.

Paul exercised tremendous freedom in his proclamation of the Gospel, but the content of his message
was always coming from Scripture, and was always the Gospel. He would quote from non-Christian
poets (Acts 17:28), but the content of his message was from Scripture.** He would sometimes begin his
messages with God as Creator in order to proclaim the Gospel to Gentiles (Acts 14:15-17, 17:24-31),

and he would sometimes begin with Abraham and the Old Testament in order to proclaim the Gospel to
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Jews (Acts 17:2-3; just like Barnabas in Acts 7). In every case, his theology was based wholly on God’s

self-revelation.

Paul did not offer counter-narratives to the cultures’ desires, contra Keller. His proclamation of Gospels
led to radical cultural transformation (Acts 19:17-20), as did the ministry of the other Apostles (Acts
2:37-47). Paul revealed people’s real problem (separation from God in sin; spiritual death) and their
true need (reconciliation with God through Christ’s atoning work; spiritual life):

For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling

block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ
the power of God and the wisdom of God (1 Corinthians 1:22-24).

To the Corinthian congregation, who looked far worse than the culture (1 Corinthians 5:1), and who
were too focused on boasts of their spiritual superiority to care about the lost (1 Corinthians 4:6-7),
Paul wrote that He sacrificed everything he had and was — “his rights, privileges, and ultimately his

own life’”¢

— to see souls saved and the church built up (1 Corinthians 9). As far as he could press his
freedom in Christ for the sake of the proclamation of the Gospel, he did. If that meant being reviled,
persecuted, slandered, becoming the scum of the earth for the sake of the Gospel (1 Corinthians 4:8-
13), and becoming the slave of all (1 Corinthians 9:19), he did. As far as he could, he sought to remove
any barrier to Gospel proclamation and individual transformation through that Gospel. If adapting to
the culture helped his message gain a hearing, he did so (Acts 16:3). If adapting to the culture
compromised the Gospel or Christian obedience, he strongly opposed such “contextualization”

(Galatians 2:11-14).
Contextualization and Practice

I am involved with two churches within which we do missions, evangelism, and outreach. One is my
home church in America, and the other is my local church in England. In both churches we seek to
remove barriers that might prevent people from hearing the proclamation of the Gospel. We have
translators who speak Mandarin and Spanish in both churches, seeking to overcome language barriers.
In the English church, because the church is made up of people from many cultures, the whole church

shares in meals and unique cultural traditions together. Through a partnership with the charity

% Tommy Clayton, “The Final Word on Contextualization,” Grace To You, 29 September 2011,
https://www.gty.org/library/blog/B110929/the-final-word-on-contextualization
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Christians Against Poverty,”’ the church relationally reaches out to those whom contextualization

promised to reach, investing in their spiritual and material lives.

In the American church, we recently announced a new building plan to better facilitate evangelism and
fellowship. This church has its own private school attached to their building. Because of cultural decay,
the school is flourishing and facilitating many people joining the church who otherwise might not have.
In both churches we host events that are fun and inviting for people inside and outside of the church.
The focus is not on artificially diversifying our congregations, but on Christ, both by faithfully

proclaiming the Gospel, and living in an intentional and compassionate way in our context.
Conclusion

Today, the church faces the threat of dialectical dialogical contextualization. This dialectic, while
opposed to the faithful hermeneutic, is attractive in the many contexts Christians find themselves.
Scripture calls us to look to God in His Word to know how we are to live, and what we are to proclaim.
Contextualization, as it was intended to do, calls us to live and proclaim what we understand through
the human synthesis of Christianity and culture. Instead, like Paul, we must proclaim the Gospel in any
context and culture into which God sends us, by finding faithfully unique ways to do so, and letting
God’s Word alone shape our mission and method. The entire field of Missiology stands upon the edge
of a knife. “Stray but a little, and it will fail, to the ruin of all. Yet hope remains while Company is true”

to God and His Word.*
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