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Contextualization Defined
Contextualization is adapting the declaration and demonstration of the gospel in culturally 
adaptable forms, holding to the essence of the gospel at the same time.

As Timothy Keller writes in his book Center Church, contextualizing means, “translating and 
adapting the communication and ministry of the gospel to a particular culture without 
compromising the essence and particulars of the gospel itself.”1

We need to exegete the text and our context. We also need to discern the subtext. M. Craig 
Barnes  explains  it this  way. “The parish poet is nothing more -- or less  -- than one of these 
priests who is  called to expose the sacred subtext in the lives of all the other priest in the 
congregation. I peel away the layers  of the texts of boring or demanding jobs, health 
concerns, inevitable losses, family divisions, and fear about the volatility of the world--always 
in search of the subtext that reveals  glimpses of Christ, who is making all things new. A minor 
poet pokes  holes  between the text and the subtext, “rightly handling the word of truth” (2 Tim 
2:15) that reveals God’s involvement beneath the routines of all our lives”2

Your goal is to understand the meanings of cultural patterns, rhythms and systems.  You want 
to learn the story and how the gospel completes the narrative of the culture.

Acts 17 - Thessalonians, Bereans and Athenians 

Missiological Tension
A gospel-centered church (people) must live in the missiological tension between 1 Cor 9:22 
(contextualizing)  and Jude 3 (contending)

To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all people, 
that by all means I might save some. I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may share with 
them in its blessings. 1 Corinthians 9:22

Beloved, although I was very eager to write to you about our common salvation, I found it 
necessary to write appealing to you to contend for the faith that was once for all delivered to 
the saints. Jude 3
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Newbigin’s Gauntlet:

Ross Hastings describes four reason why the church has disengaged from the mission of God 
in engaging culture with the gospel.  He writes, “Cultural disconnection in church 
environments is the failure of churches to connect relevantly with people in areas of positive 
culture that defines being human, to both preserve host cultures and even be culture makers. 
The profound marginalization of the church from society in the West is not just a 
consequence of the secularization of the culture, though that is a significant factors. 

1. It is due to the failure of the church people to engage redemptively in all areas of  human 
culture, sharing in the mission of God has given them as humans in Christ, by their 
presence and perspective they are able to share intelligently.

 
2. It is due to the failure of the whole people of God to appropriate a theology spacious 

spacious enough for all of life, for the “other six days” not just their Sunday worship 
experiences.  

The world looks in on us and asks, “Why should I convert to the savior you worship on Sunday 
morning when I have already converted to the saviors you worship on the other 6 days?” 

3. It is due to the failure of churches to gather in way sthat contextualize the gospel without 
compromising its core or the essence of the church as the community of the triune God. 

4. It is a consequence of failing to discern the “openness” to the gospel that the Spirit creates 
as he is at work in the midst of every culture and community. 3 

Tim Keller put it this way: “to over-contextualize to a new generation means you can make an 
idol out of their culture, but to under-contextualize to a new generation means you can make 
an idol out of the culture you come from. So there’s no avoiding it.”

This is the challenge: If you don’t contextualize enough, no one’s life will be transformed 
because they won’t understand you. But if you contextualize too much, no one’s life will be 
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transformed because you won’t be challenging their deepest assumptions and calling them 
to change.4

So what position does the church take in relation to culture? Let me begin to answer this 
question by defining culture. Culture is a reflection of what a specific people group worships. 
It is the values that a people group embodies that have been shaped by circumstances 
(suffering, wealth, weather, etc) unique to them. What they celebrate and hate shapes the 
culture. 

Now to answer the question "what position does the church take in relation to culture?" There 
are three ways historically that the church has positioned herself in relation to culture 
(adapted from Richard Niebuhr’s Christ in Culture). 

1. Church against culture. 
A church against culture is one that is sectarian and wars against almost everything in culture, 
Often it is based upon personal preferences and not biblical convictions. 

2. Church of culture. 
A church of culture is one that is syncretized with culture.  This church has absorbed the idols 
of it’s culture and repackaged them in a “religious” way.  

3. Church for culture. 
A church for culture is one that seeks to be a transformer of culture.  This church understands 
that we are sent into the world to proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out of 
darkness into his marvelous light. A church committed to bring the marvelous light into the 
dark corners of our city. A church for culture understands that we are to filter what we 
encounter culture in three ways: a) receive, b) reject and c) redeem (Mark Driscoll). 

a. A church for culture understands what in culture they are to RECEIVE because it is a result 
of a remanent of the imago dei in a lost and fallen culture.  For example, much art, music, 
technology, photography and film points to the redemptive longings in culture that can 
inspire people to seek God or point us to the fact that we are all searching for a savior. Epic 
films often are epic because they echo the theo drama or the Grand Narrative of scripture 
in creation, fall, redemption and restoration. We receive these gifts of culture as a way of 
celebrating God's grace, goodness and glory in culture. 

b. A church for culture understands that we are to REJECT those things that are clearly anti-
biblical. However we must not reject things out of our specific culture-formed personal 
preferences.  For example, music of a different culture or genre (rock versus reggae).
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c. A church for culture understands that we are REDEEM parts of culture.  This is something 
that could have been in the reject category, but can be redeemed to proclaim the Gospel. 
This is what Paul did in Greece (Acts 17), where he takes an idol of an unknown God and 
redeems it for the gospel, he even quotes famous poets to speak to them using terms they 
know to share the nature and love of God. As a result, there are some that are saved.

Contextualization Diagnosed
To effectively contextualized the gospel in a particular culture then requires awareness:5

1. Personal
• You are bringing your own culture
• You must become aware of who you are and how your unique make-up shapes the 

declaration and demonstration of the gospel
• Pay close attention to your personal preferences as you make decisions about how to 

engage the culture
• You also come with a gospel distortion (Truth or Grace emphasis) – this means you will need 

to continue to be transform by the gospel (see Newbigin Gauntlet)
• Let others speak into your life regarding how you are perceived by those you are seeking to 

engage – this requires Listening!
   
2. Church Culture
• The people who have formed the local expression of the Church you lead or participate in 

also have a culture
• Are you aware of its uniqueness and how it differs or is similar to your culture?
•   What practices or forms have you adopted that were once timely and culturally 

appropriate, but are now ineffective?
• Do you know the difference between the essentials and unessentials?
• What is the perception in the community of your Church culture?
• Again listen well in regards to how you are being perceived

3. Community Culture
• The larger community/city you live in has a culture that
permeates
• There are also a large diversity of cultures within it
• Part of the job of the missionary is to discern what unique cultures you are being sent to first 

– this may be determined by who God has granted you favor with or like (i.e. the women 
praying by the river in Acts 16)

• NOTE: This does not mean we are to limit our reach to only one particular culture – the 
kingdom of God is not displayed through homogeneity, but through the diversity of 
cultures being redeemed
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•  Get to know the people within your city – neighbors, city officials, leaders in business, 
education, arts...find out who the influencers are and why

• Get to know the story/stories of your city – What has shaped it over the years? What are its 
wounds? What are it’s strengths?

Contextualization Demonstrated
As you are transformed by the gospel and sent into your culture, your job is to bring the 
embodiment of the gospel to you culture in forms that are adapted to address the gospel 
“holes” in their stories so as to show them that their story can only be completed through the 
person and work of Jesus Christ.

A time of listening is needed—listening to what the next generation is saying, listening to the 
words of the music they are listening to, listening to the meaning behind the words. If true 
communication is to continue, there is a language to be learned. - Edith Schaffer

Who’s Story Is It Anyway? 6

Everyone is part of the story and is walking out this story in their lives. The real question is 
whose story is it? We either see the story primarily as God’s Story or primarily as Our Story. 
Our point of view is directly connected to our belief in the gospel.

GOD’S STORY
If we believe it is primarily God’s story...
• Creation – He is the Creator and Originator of all things – I exist because of Him
• Fall – We rebelled against Him and His word stands – we really die
• Redemption – He saves us by His work and we put our faith in Him to save by grace
• Restoration – He has work for us to do which He prepared and enables us for

OUR STORY 
If we believe it is Our Story...
• Creation – I become what I actualize or determine to be – I believe I am god
• Fall – I am good and others are evil OR I am not good, but it is not my fault: it is because of 

some outside
• influence – not my rebellion and sin – in this case I am deceived/dishonest
• Redemption – It is through my work that I am saved, healed, made acceptable – I must 

perform – in this case I or someone else I determine is savior
• Restoration – I can fix me and this place if I will just work harder and more effectively – in this 

case I am all wise and almighty
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Contextualization Applied
Walk in wisdom toward outsiders, making the best use of the time. Let your speech always be 
gracious, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how you ought to answer each person. 
Colossians 4:5-6

...always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope 
that is in you. 1 Peter 3:15

1. WE ARE STORY-FORMED PEOPLE
a. We All Have a Story to Be Told

Everybody has a story. You have a story and I have a story. We all desire to tell our stories. 
People express their story in many different ways. Some express their story in different 
mediums of art, music, written and spoken word. Social media has made it possible for us to 
tell our story through a Facebook status and in 140 characters or less with Twitter. 

b. Why We Want To Tell Our Stories
Telling our stories is really about worship. We love to tell our stories because we are created 
to worship. When we tell our stories we are revealing the deepest longings of our hearts. 
What is important to us, what we are passionate about, our values, what is crucial to our lives, 
ultimately what it is we are living for. What that is, is our god. The truth is that everybody is 
seeking a savior. You can hear it as you listen to their stories. It is our job to show them their 
redemptive longings and point them to a true savior. 

c. Why we don’t want to tell our stories? Shame so we pretend and perform.
We at the same time both crave and fear deep, authentic relationships. The craving we feel 
deep inside to know and be known is an echo of the imago dei (image of God); in which we 
were created to experience a triune intimacy with ourselves, each other and with God. The 
fear is rooted in sin, which caused shame and guilt to enter into our lives and caused us to 
seek ways to justify or cover our nakedness. This is why we perform and pretend (dishonest 
with ourselves and with others).

1 John 1:7  tells  us, “If we live in the light, as God is in the  light, we can share fellowship with 
each other.” The word fellowship (koinonia)  means to have soul to soul interaction, a deep 
heart to heart connection. Walking in the light is  walking in the truth of who you are. It’s  being 
real; it’s  being who you really are in Christ. Koinonia is a result of coming into the light with 
our sin (1 John 1.9). A community in full view of the cross  is  a group  of people who are keenly 
aware of their own spiritual poverty, mourn their sin, experience the comfort of the Gospel, 
walk in humility, hunger and thirst together for righteousness  and seek to live out lives in 
pursuit of mercy, purity and peace regardless of the cost (Matthew 5.1-11). We must become 
fluent in the gospel in order to gospel each other.
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2. GOSPEL WINDOWS
God has been unfolding his Story since before the foundations of the earth. We are all 
participants in the Story and need to understand it and see how our lives and the lives of the 
people we lead intersect with it. Within every day conversations we have windows of 
opportunities to shine the light of the Gospel into the darkness and futility of peoples lives if 
we would just listen to them. Within these daily conversation people will reveal both their 
hopes and dreams as well as frustrations the face in life. If we listen well we will be able to see 
in their “hopes and dreams” potential false saviors as well as identify within their frustration 
“false saviors” that have failed them. The question becomes will we take the opportunity to 
shine the light of the gospel into these windows of Gospels opportunities? Why don’t we?

a. Discerning the Identity Narrative

Tim Keller wrote in a blog, “It is common in the evangelical community to talk about one's 
worldview—a set of basic beliefs and commitments that shape the way we live in every 
particular. Others prefer the term "narrative identity." This is a set of answers to the questions, 
"Who am I? What is my life all about? What am I here for? What are the main barriers keeping 
me from fulfillment? How can I deal with those barriers?"

Through out history two over-arching narratives shape peoples lives. 
• Performance or Grace
• Pursuit of the created or pursuit of the Creator
• Slave to sin or slave to righteous

b. What Narrative defines you life? 
Culture is what a specific people group worship. Culture is forged by what is celebrated and 
hated. At the end of all philosophies, religions and intellectual movements, only two 
narratives remain: One is performance, the other grace – David Fairchild 

c. Redemptive longings
Within every culture we see remnants of the imago dei (the image of God). 

3. REDEMPTIVE LISTENING 
In order to discern “Identity Narratives” we must learn to listen. Loving begins with listening 
to another’s story. Much of our evangelistic strategies involve training people how to talk 
versus how to listen.  People do not care how much you know until they know how much you 
care. 

1. What you hear
a. Verbal: the content of what is said. Sometimes we are so interested in what we are 
about to say that we fail to hear the simple facts in a discussion. As you listen, focus on 
people’s names, events, dates, and other specific information that is being shared.
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b. Non-verbal: how the content is expressed. Here you are listening for congruity; that is, 
do the nonverbal messages match the verbal messages? Listen for this in three areas.

• Facial expressions. When someone says, “I’m okay,” does their facial expression 
communicate something different?
• Tone of voice. Listen for tones of sarcasm, anger, sadness, enthusiasm, hesitancy, fear, 
etc.
• Body movement and posture. Are arms and legs crossed and closed? Are people 
fidgety or relaxed? Does their posture indicate interest or boredom? Remember, you 
can “hear” a lot just by watching people’s actions.

2. What you say
a. Empathize with people’s emotions. Emotions are indicator lights. 

b. Explore their statements, seeking more information. Explore not only what they said 
but why they said it. “Why did that stir such emotion?” 

c. Clarify what has been said by asking revealing questions. Don’t check out, or start 
thinking about your own story, or think of how you can “fix” their story. Just listen! Actively 
listen by asking good questions. Questions will get to the root causes instead of 
superficial symptoms. 

• “What do you want most out of the situation?”
• “What is most important to you in that moment?”
• Where are your emotions uncontrollable? 
• What do you find yourself longing for, angry over, or fearful of? There is your idol.

4.REDEMPTIVE RETELLING
Once you have heard a persons story, you can now retell their story in the context of God’s 
story. Paraphrasing their story allows you to put their story in the context of God’s story. 

a. Remember God’s story:7

• Creation :: Fall :: Redemption :: Restoration
• Regeneration :: Justification :: Sanctification :: Glorification
• God :: Sin :: Repentance :: Faith

b. God’s story helps them understand their story. 
• Exposes our longing for a savior.
• Exposes false saviors we have been pursuing
• Reminds us of our one true Savior. That he is sufficient to validate, justify, sustain us  

and satisfy the longing of our souls. 
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Everybody is seeking a savior. Everybody is looking for power, approval, control or comfort in 
someone or something (functional false saviors-idols).8 The question isn’t whether they 
believe in “God” or not. The question is what are you making ultimate in your life? That is 
their “god.” Learn to be a good gospel listener by asking gospel-centered questions. A good 
gospel listener becomes a transformer of culture. 

• What false savior (idols) are you pursuing? What are you making ultimate in your 
life?

• Will that false savior ultimately satisfy you? 
• What will it require of you?
• Can I share with you a true Savior who sacrificed everything in order that you may 

have life and life to its fullest (John 10.10)?

c. Speaking the Truth in Love. 
The truth is found in the person and work of Jesus. Jesus said, “I am the Way, the Truth and 
the Life”. So, speaking the truth in love is another way of saying - “Speak the Gospel to one 
another.” 

• Shift from external to internal
• Shift from internal to eternal

d. The Gospel Transforms holistically. 
• Think
• Feel
• Behavior

5. REDEMPTIVE RESPONSES
a. Repentance - 1 John 1.8-9

b. Rejoicing - 1 John 1.4; 2.1-2

6. GOSPEL OPPORTUNITIES 
Stress is an indicator that there are needs in a person’s life. These needs are “open doors,” or 
opportunities to love and care for that person as Christ did. The greater the stress level the 
greater the need. The Holmes-Rahe Stress Scale is a scale assiging stress levels for each 
event. The greatest upheaval would be 100 points, and descending stressful events have 
lessor numbers.9
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LIFE EVENT     RANK  LIFE EVENT    RANK
Death of a Spouse    100  Death of a close Friend  37
Divorce     73  Change to a Different Line of work 36
Marital Separation    65  Arguments with Spouse  35
Jail Term     63  Foreclosure on Mortgage  30
Death of a Family Member   63  Change in Responsibilities at Work 29
Marriage      50  Son or Daughter Leaving Home 29
Fired from Job    47  Trouble with In-Laws   29
Change in Health of Family Member 44  Wife Begins or Stops Work  26
Begin or End School    26  Pregnancy    40
Sex Difficulties    39  Change in Living Conditions  25
Gain a New Family Member   39  Trouble with Boss   23
Gain a New Family Member   39  Change in Residence   20
Business Readjustment   39  Change in Schools    20
Change in Financial State   38
  

How would you redemptively listen to and retell the story of . . .
a. A young man/woman who is struggling with his/her sexuality?
b. A parent who has been deeply disappointed by their child?
c.  A person whose is a workaholic and it is destroying his/her marriage?
d. A single person struggling with singleness?
e. A person who is experiencing frustration at work?
f.  A person feeling uncertain in retirement?

Think up some more gospel opportunities. 
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