
I wish I had read this book thirty years ago! The first half, especially, is a tremen-
dous encouragement and motivation to get out of any social isolation bubble 
one might be in, as a Christian, and to look intentionally for opportunities to let 
the light of Christ shine through you to others. The second half is a very helpful 
handbook for sharing the love of Christ in specific situations, be that to a family 
member, friend, parishioner, or stranger. I heartily recommend what Pastor 
Espinosa has to say in this book about Faith That Engages the Culture.

Rev. Peter Lange,  
first vice-president, LCMS

Evangelism texts are aplenty, and they run the gamut from books focused on 
asking good questions to texts that speak about establishing key friendships with 
nonbelievers—and all topics in between. Yet Dr. Espinosa’s work stands out as 
unique among them all for three specific reasons: (1) he approaches the topic 
through a distinctly Lutheran theological lens, bringing both Scripture and the 
Lutheran Confessions to the task of evangelism; (2) he bridges the divide between 
those who seek to engage intellectually and those who desire to engage relationally 
in this work; and (3) he brings into the conversation a divergent group of voices to 
speak on the contextual nature of witnessing. I hope that many will “read, learn, 
inwardly digest, and outwardly practice” a Faith That Engages the Culture. 

Rev. Jonathan B. Ruehs,  
assistant professor of theology and director of the  

Center for Church Leadership, Concordia University, Irvine

Faith That Engages the Culture comes in an age of cultural contradictions. Pastor 
Espinosa first lays out a thesis for the reader using the very foundations of the 
Christian faith: Scripture, the Lutheran Confessions, and theological writings. 
After clearly defining these building blocks, he masterfully crafts them together 
through helpful and practical scenarios of God’s people who have encountered 
specific issues both in the world and their Christian faith. These guides are not 
only useful in bringing those around you the saving Gospel but are also wise 
words in which each reader can find faith-strengthening truth.

Crysten Sanchez,  
events executive, Higher Things, Inc. 



Faith That Engages the Culture is a field manual for Christian laity who live and 
work on the cultural front lines and desperately need pastoral guidance. Dr. 
Espinosa shows that the unchanging truths of Scripture, as taught in Luther’s 
Small Catechism, are the Christian’s guide for engaging a culture that rejects the 
truth of God’s Word in favor of individualism, relativism, and skepticism. His 
approach is sensitive, focusing on perspective, people, and place while presenting 
an uncompromising confession of God’s Word. Always, the focus remains on the 
center of Scripture, the crucified and risen Jesus Christ. 

Rev. Todd Wilken,  
host, Issues, Etc. 

Espinosa’s work is magisterial in its breadth and boldness. He charts a new course 
for apologetics and evangelization that is moored in a dialogical methodology that 
opens up engagement. The tools to open up such engagement are active listening 
and humility. Accordingly, both theology and science must demonstrate humility 
by respecting their inherent limitations. Apologetics, then, is not an intellectual 
blood sport; it is not about winning arguments. Apologetics certainly cannot be a 
monologue—a one-way, agenda-laden conversation derived from an era that was 
blatantly imperial, oppressive, and certainly monological. Espinosa’s understand-
ing of apologetics in this book speaks to us living in a postcolonial world. Espinosa 
avers that opening up a dialogical approach entails having a proper relationship 
between Law and Gospel. The proper application of the Law entails sensitivity, 
looking beyond surface sins to the greater disease that we all share—a disease that 
fulminates in an array of emotions that Christ alone can quell and heal.  

Rev. Timothy L. Seals, PhD,  
senior pastor of St. Luke Lutheran Church,  

Claremont, California
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FOREWORD

“This is eternal life, that they know You, the only true God, and 
Jesus Christ whom You have sent” (John 17:3). These words from our 
Lord’s High Priestly Prayer kept going through my mind as I read this 
wonderful book on engaging others with the Gospel of Christ by Al 
Espinosa. As Christians who have been comforted and strengthened 
by our Savior’s forgiveness and mercy, whose lives are lived by faith 
in the undeserved grace of God in Christ, we simply want others to 
know Him who gave His life for us. Pastor Espinosa has not written 
another how-to book on evangelism and outreach. Instead, this is a 
comforting homily for every Lutheran Christian and pastor not to be 
afraid to talk about their faith with others. It is what we do!

Don’t let the title of this book scare you. This book is for every 
Christian. Engagement is very simply our calling not only to be students 
of the Scriptures but also of the people whom God has placed in our 
path and the culture in which we live. We do this so that we might 
faithfully engage others with the Gospel of Christ. Pastor Espinosa 
calls this a triangle of “perspective, people, and place.” It is a handy 
pneumonic device, and it rings true. We do what we do as Christians 
in engaging the world around us because we love our Lord Jesus Christ 
and we love our fellow sinners for whom He shed His blood. Paul’s 
words serve as the underlayment throughout the book: “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 9:22–23).

It was near and dear to my heart that each chapter began with apt 
citations from the Small Catechism and the Lutheran Confessions. 
These were not perfunctory insertions but were foundational and 
interpretive for everything that followed. Pastor Espinosa repeatedly 
demonstrates the proper ministerial use of reason as he explores the 
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topics of science, politics, and personhood in the culture around us 
and sexuality, addiction, and depression in the culture within us. 
While drawing upon experts in those fields, poignant case studies, 
and interviews, Pastor Espinosa always approaches each topic of 
engagement as a compassionate theologian and pastor. The Word of 
God and the Good News of God’s love for the sinner always speak the 
final and definitive word.

When I read a theological work, I often go to the section that I believe 
will open a window into the mind and heart of the author. What does he 
believe? What makes him tick? Pastor Espinosa’s exposition of 1 Peter 
3:15 in chapter 4 is spot-on. “In your hearts honor Christ the Lord as 
holy, always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you 
for a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and 
respect.” Often used as a proof text for Christian apologetics, Pastor 
Espinosa demonstrates that the apostle’s words have everything to do 
with Christian vocation—the call to “proclaim the excellencies of Him 
who called [us] out of darkness into His marvelous light” (1 Peter 2:9). 
We are called to confess our faith in Christ and “make a defense” for 
the peculiar way we live as Christians. We don’t just believe in Christ, 
but this faith in the love of God in Christ shapes the way we live in our 
calling as men and women, husbands and wives, parents and children, 
citizens and workers. Everything we are as Christians is shaped and 
ordered by the Gospel of God’s unmerited mercy in Christ. This is 
often a trigger for those who do not know Christ: “Why do you love 
your wife like you do?” “Why do you care for people whom nobody else 
cares for?” “Why do you treat your boss with such respect; he doesn’t 
deserve it!” Answer: “Because that is what my Lord Jesus did for me, 
and that is what He did for you!”

Al Espinosa is one of the most genuine, authentic Christian men 
I have ever known. Spend a long weekend in his home and parish and 
you will soon learn that he lives everything he talks about in this book. 
Faith That Engages the Culture is meticulously researched, authenti-
cally Lutheran, thoroughly biblical, yet down to earth and practical 
in every way. If you are a pastor, his guidance will give you invaluable 
insights into the kinds of conversations we are called to have when we 
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hear confessions and comfort troubled souls. If you are a layperson, his 
wisdom and insights will teach you how to listen and confess Christ to 
those who do not know Him. And for all of us, he teaches us how to 
love our fellow sinners and not be afraid to give them Jesus. Thanks, Al! 
To God alone be the glory!

 Rev. Peter C. Bender, pastor 
 Peace Lutheran Church 
 Director of the Concordia Catechetical Academy 
 Sussex, Wisconsin



xiii

 

PREFACE

The myriad approaches for sharing the Gospel (including the approach 
of not sharing it at all) has been one of those things that has never 
stopped bothering me. Along the way, I’ve come to find out that I am 
not the only Christian challenged by the question, “How does one 
share the Gospel?” This book was written to address this question.

As for verifying the need for this book, I’ve been confronted left and 
right. It is no secret how dramatically demographics in our culture are 
changing. More and more people in our country are without Christ. 
Many are unaware of the single most important message given to 
humanity, and many others think it irrelevant. The Church has never 
had such a serious need for her members to engage others with the 
saving Gospel of Jesus Christ. Therefore, we need to be equipped on 
how to engage!

I conducted a survey using this question: “Why do so many 
Christians find it difficult to engage people for the sake of sharing the 
Good News?”1 There were many respondents, but three of them stood 
out for me:

Sarah Gulseth contributed: “I think people just don’t know 
what to say. We . . . are taught lots of great theological doctrine 
and all . . . these wonderful concepts about grace and faith and 
Baptism, but often we aren’t taught how to simply explain all 
of those big concepts to someone who has zero background 
in Christianity and to whom those things are very foreign. 
Where do you begin the conversation? What do you say first 
to draw them in rather than confusing or belittling them? 

1 On May 17, 2019, on Facebook (“public” setting), I posted this along with a picture of my book Faith 
That Sees through the Culture. It received forty-nine comments, and of these, thirty-six were direct 
answers to the question . “Public” mode makes this accessible to everyone . All three “winners” 
mentioned in the book posted on May 17, 2019 .
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How do you say it so you can be empathetic to where they’re 
coming from rather than coming off as rude or a know-it-all?”

Ashley Kmiec stated, “We can feel it is not our business to 
impose on others what we believe because society is becom-
ing so diverse and versatile. It is no longer just the push of 
Christianity. There are so many other beliefs accepted. I also 
believe it’s fear, and some feel uncomfortable or awkward. 
Many do not know how to even start sharing or where to 
begin, so out of fear of looking stupid or embarrassing them-
selves, they stay silent.”

Finally, Sara Miller’s feedback might be hard to accept, but 
it rings true: “If I’m honest, I think it’s because I’ve made an 
idol of my own comfort. If I’m not ruffling anyone’s feathers 
by talking about Jesus, faith, and sin, I grow complacent. Not 
to mention a conversation like that takes time, and I’m soooo 
busy. Not really but it’s a lie I tell myself. Lord forgive me.”

That last reason gets to the answer: we squirm out of witnessing on 
account of our sin. Christians are also sinners, and sinners don’t 
want to share Christ. It’s that simple and disturbingly sad at the same 
time. Note, however, Sara Miller’s last words: they are in the form of 
a prayer asking for God’s forgiveness. In Christ, we are forgiven! In 
response to this forgiveness, we owe it to God to share the Gospel in 
a way that is thoroughly biblical while emphasizing love toward the 
person we share with. Out of these concerns, I wrote this book—Faith 
That Engages the Culture.



1

INTRODUCTION

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?

Faith Is a Gift
The terms in the title of this book are important to understand. The 
first word in the title is faith. This faith is the gift of God (Ephesians 
2:8). It is the work of God in us (John 6:29). The Holy Spirit creates 
faith in us through the Word of Christ (Romans 10:17). This living 
faith has knowledge of the Word of God, accepts what God says as 
true, and trusts God in the way we live. This faith is always doing the 
good works that God has prepared in advance for His people to do 
(Ephesians 2:10). Faith leads us to constantly pray, constantly serve, 
constantly worship, and—this might be the part where Christians 
need the most encouragement—constantly witness and engage. This 
is what Christians are called to do: engage for the sake of the Gospel. 
We engage those for whom the Gospel is intended (which is everyone). 
Faith urges us to open our hearts and mouths in service and love so 
that people might come to know that Christ is for them, that the sweet, 
life-transforming Gospel is straight from God to them.

What Is Engagement?
The second word to understand is engages. Evangelism (sharing faith, 
witnessing for the Gospel, testifying to Christ), is not about us and our 
efforts. It is rather about connecting to the people who don’t know the 
Gospel. This is why engagement is emphasized throughout the book. 
Christians are not sharing faith with robots, but with people for whom 
Christ gave His life—people created by God. People, all people, are 
precious to God. Regardless of how much one might be offended by 
another person, that person is as important to God as His most faithful 
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and ardent Christian. This can be hard for a Christian to swallow, but 
it’s true. Christ really did come for sinners, even those who bother us 
the most, even those who might tempt us to anger. The call to witness 
gets Christians off their high horses so they will love their neighbor 
instead of judging them.

Instead, the Christian is called to enter a loving, back-and-forth 
exchange. The Christian is called by God to get into the shoes of the 
unbeliever, sincerely becoming all things to all people (1 Corinthians 
9:22). In this way, Christian engagement is not only a serious invest-
ment in the Word of God but also a serious investment in knowing and 
caring about the people with whom they share the Gospel. This process 
eliminates any conception of a one-way street: something the Christian 
does toward someone without the Gospel. Much to the contrary, the 
Christian realizes that without a real, mutual relationship, no one will 
care about how much you know until they know how much you care 
(to borrow from a well-known saying). This can’t be faked. This can’t be 
a strategic move for an ulterior motive. If Christians truly understand 
the Gospel means that God’s heart is for all people to know His love 
for them in Christ, then Christians will not approach people in order 
to shove a message in their face, but rather the Christian will be driven 
to approach people out of love—not just love for God, but love for the 
person whom they seek to engage.

Where Does Engagement Happen?
We also need to have a clear understanding of when and where engage-
ment occurs. It would be a mistake to limit engagement to knocking 
on doors to invite people to your local congregation, nor is it reduced 
to the person you might speak to on the train or in line for coffee. 
Engagement may occur and does occur in relationships you’ve had for 
years. It might happen with someone you meet one day and never see 
again; it could even happen online. But more often, the Lord works 
through the relationships you have in your various God-given voca-
tions. God has a way of connecting you with people, and your circle 
of friends is probably broader than you realize: the mailman, the folks 
at that favorite restaurant you frequent, your brother or sister, your 
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in-laws, co-workers, and friends. It might be your refinance guy, your 
hairstylist, your doctor, or your dentist. It might even be your spouse. 
Engagement happens with the people in your life. Never discount 
that it could also happen with a total stranger in a limited amount of 
time. But usually, the most meaningful engagements come with an 
investment in relationship, especially where there is a level of trust 
and mutual respect.

Culture
Finally, none of this happens in a vacuum. Any effort to bring the Gospel 
into a real engagement will be affected by external influences that come 
from the culture (the place in which engagement takes place). That is, 
when we engage, the two people involved are impacted by the culture to 
the extent that the culture itself affects moods, thoughts, values, what 
is considered real, the words we choose, and the actions we take. To 
be aware of the culture and cultural influence during engagement is 
invaluable, especially when appropriate adjustments can be made so 
that engagement is most fruitful. This does not mean that the Word 
of God is compromised. The Word is eternal and does not change. At 
the same time, how we apply the Word in a given engagement will 
consider the unique person and place.

Responses to Engagement
Nothing guarantees that we will be “successful” in an engagement. 
We can be 100 percent led by the Holy Spirit, and even experience real 
engagement, but never know what will result. In Acts 17, when St. Paul 
had concluded his engagement at the Areopagus, the Holy Scriptures 
record three basic responses: (1) Some mocked him; (2) others wanted to 
hear more but remained on the fence; and (3) others came to believe. In 
our culture today, we might add a fourth possible response: some don’t 
care and will continue to view the Gospel as totally and utterly irrelevant. 
Keep in mind, however, that just because a person acts like they don’t 
care doesn’t mean they don’t care. We must trust the Holy Spirit.

Rev. Mark Jasa tells the true story of his dialogues with an inde-
pendently wealthy math professor at UCLA. From prior discussions 
with the professor, Pastor Jasa had already learned that the professor 
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claimed he carried no guilt—evidently believing he had never done 
anything wrong—nor was he afraid of death. This is significant. In 
Pastor Jasa’s work as an evangelist, he seeks to naturally lead people to 
their most basic and visceral needs: (1) dealing with their sense of guilt 
and shame (what C. S. Lewis refers to as the Law of Human Nature 
or the Rule of Right and Wrong having been violated);2 and (2) facing 
something no one can solve: death. But again, the wealthy professor 
claimed no such dissonance or inkling that something was wrong.

As time passed, the math professor heard that Pastor Jasa had been 
engaging in the historical evidence for the resurrection of Jesus Christ 
from the dead. Evidently, the math professor was eager to see Pastor 
again. The professor came up to Rev. Jasa: “Hey, I heard you can prove 
that Jesus Christ rose from the dead!” Pastor Jasa replied, “It doesn’t 
matter. Jesus has nothing to offer you.” The professor—somewhat 
agitated—said, “Wait a minute; it’s your job to make me a Christian!” 
Pastor Jasa was clear in his response: “No, no, no, my job is to give good 
news to bad people. There’s nothing more for us to talk about.” In other 
words, the professor had already made it known that he didn’t need 
forgiveness nor rescue from death, so what did it matter if Christ was 
raised from the dead? When Pastor Jasa told me about this exchange, 
he reminded me of Luke 16:31: “[Jesus] said to him, ‘If they do not hear 
Moses and the Prophets, neither will they be convinced if someone 
should rise from the dead.’ ”3

Christians Are Witnesses
We strive to do our part in the engagement, but we leave the results 
to the Holy Spirit. After all, we don’t convert anyone; we are simply 
called to love people and share Jesus. The goal here is to do our part 
in the best way possible. We will leave the rest to God.

Sharing the Gospel one-on-one is not a church, religious, or spiritual 
specialization. It is rather to be viewed as a part of ordinary Christian 
life. When we treat sharing the Gospel as a natural and basic thing, 

2 C . S . Lewis, Mere Christianity: A Revised and Amplified Edition, with a New Introduction, of 
the Three Books, Broadcast Talks, Christian Behaviour, and Beyond Personality (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2001), 20 .

3 Rev . Mark Jasa, interview by author, Long Beach, California, January 13, 2020 .
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then we are in the position to not only experience its personal benefits 
for our faith but more importantly, the person who receives the Gospel 
receives the greatest news anyone could possibly receive. Imagine that 
in the midst of the pandemic and in the worldwide scramble to find 
a vaccine, you miraculously come upon it. What do you do with it as 
people start to die around you? The answer is obvious: you share it.

The problem, however, is that even though Christians confess the 
truth of God’s Word that people need the universal Gospel for the light 
of life instead of suffering the darkness of death, too many Christians 
don’t back up their confession with their lives. Too often, Christians 
will not share the Gospel, because they are self-conscious about this 
or that. This is a selfish reaction in the face of the tremendous need of 
others to hear the witness of the Gospel.

The word witness itself is from the word martyr. The Ancient 
Church historian Eusebius wrote about the martyrs who gave up their 
lives as a witness to Christ in the Early Church. The martyrs got over 
themselves. They stopped playing that game of being self-conscious 
for every reason under the sun. Among other things, Eusebius wrote 
about the martyrs of the second century AD, and his testimony about 
them is amazing. The ancient Christian historian recorded the story of 
the martyr Blandina. The so-called “ingenious tormentors” tortured 
her, but they could not overcome her. There was nothing they could 
do—no matter how horrific—that could break her. “But this blessed 
saint, as a noble wrestler, in the midst of her confession itself received 
her strength . . . to repeat, ‘I am a Christian.’ ”4

My wife, Traci, says, “I am a Christian,” constantly as she cares for 
our grandchildren by witnessing to Jesus and telling them the Gospel. 
She sings them songs about the faith, she prays with them, and she 
reminds them that they are loved by Jesus. She is witnessing to them 
left and right. Yes, this is a far cry from what the martyrs did, but that 
doesn’t mean that what my wife does is easy, nor does it mean that she 
doesn’t allow a part of her life to die. Our adorable grandchildren are 
also a lot of work for her as she has mastered the art of multitasking. 

4 C . F . Cruse, trans ., Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History: Complete and Unabridged, New Updated 
Edition (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1998), 148 .
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It takes a toll on her body, but she does it in love for our grandchildren. 
All Christians are witnesses and are at least little martyrs willing to 
let parts of themselves die (like their precious time, their ego, or their 
self-consciousness about witnessing). When these parts of us die, then 
God uses us to be His witnesses about the Good News of Jesus Christ 
for all people. But how do we witness? How do we engage?

An Organizing Matrix: Engagement Triangle
Sharing the Gospel—if done biblically and, as I will be arguing, if done 
naturally in relationships—will always consider these three things:

1. The perspective: The Word of God teaches us how to see 
engagement for the Gospel.

2. The people: Knowing ourselves and knowing the one with 
whom we are engaging.

3. The place: Understanding the cultural impact upon 
engagement.

Think of these three as forming a triangle. Furthermore, think of 
an equilateral triangle (as in a standard symbol of the Holy Trinity). 

Perspective

Place People
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The top point is where we begin: the Word of God. This and this alone 
forms our perspective. The Word of God is truth, and it serves as an 
illuminating guide. It reveals the most important message one human 
being can share with another, as well as informs how that sharing 
should take place. If the sharing of the Gospel is happening in the right 
way, then no one is talking down to another, but there is a personal, 
respectful, and meaningful exchange between two equals. What should 
we call such an exchange? The word engagement reminds us that shar-
ing the Gospel is never about a simple transfer of information from 
one person to another (one-directional), but a back-and-forth between 
two people in which both parties share what is on their hearts and 
minds. In this engagement, people connect face-to-face. The Christian 
includes within this engagement the Gospel, the single most important 
piece of any back-and-forth exchange.

Through this perspective, the people are carefully considered next. 
As you visualize the engagement triangle in front of you, look to the 
right side of the triangle and trace down to the bottom-right point. 
You’ve arrived at that which represents the people participating in 
the engagement: yourself and the one with whom you are engaging.

It might seem redundant and unnecessary, but the Christian who 
shares the Gospel must constantly consider themselves. What prejudices 
does the Christian bring while engaging whomever they’re talking 
to? If the other person is of a different ethnicity, what beliefs does the 
Christian hold that might especially interfere with loving engage-
ment? What if that other person identifies with a different religion or 
different political ideology? How will this affect the Christian sharing 
the Gospel? It is important to know yourself. Sometimes the greatest 
barriers between us and others are the ones we put up. We can get in 
the way of the Gospel we seek to share. Whatever negative reactions 
come up within us, we must eliminate them (crucify the flesh!) for the 
sake of constructive engagement. Apply God’s Word to the temptation 
to remain quiet or to talk too much: “And those who belong to Christ 
Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires” (Galatians 
5:24). Open your ears to listen and your mouth to speak as you reject 
the tendency to avoid real engagement for the Gospel.
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In addition, the other person must be considered to the extent that 
an honest effort is made to get into their shoes. God calls His people 
to love Him, and then He calls His people to love others (Matthew 
22:37–39; 1 John 4:20). If engagement is going to be a good thing and 
something blessed with God’s presence and power, then the Christian 
must love the person they’re engaging with. To love another person 
is to take genuine interest in them, to learn about their lives, and to 
respect them enough to shut our mouths so that we may listen. We 
should take a real interest and ask sincere questions. We should look 
for ways to love them as we get to know them. What an honor this is, 
to love someone who is loved by God!

Finally, travel from the bottom-right point (people) to the bottom-
left point of the triangle. We arrive at place. The place is the culture, 
and the culture impacts everything else we’ve discussed up to this 
point. Culture consists of the man-made influences from the world, 
which contribute to the formation of a person’s identifiable artifacts, 
words, behaviors, values, beliefs, and what they consider to be real. At 
the center of any person will be their ultimate allegiance or that which 
they live for. All these join forces to lead the person to live a certain 
way. If we ever stand a chance to effectively engage people, then we 
must know how the place in which they live impacts their formation 
as a person. There is, of course, an overarching culture in the United 
States, but there are also many subcultures. Because these subcultures 
or immediate places are often most influential upon the way people 
think and live, it is in the Christian’s best interest to learn about these 
places for the sake of engagement for the Gospel.

What happens next with the engagement triangle? During the 
engagement, it repeats. From the bottom-left point of place, we run 
up the left side, back to the first point of perspective on top of the 
triangle. We always return to our anchor and guide: the Word of God. 
As the engagement continues, it is God’s Word that keeps us focused 
and on track.

When we are focused and on track, then we get to the Gospel that 
gets us right with God and is totally and completely free, universal, 
unconditional, and 100 percent true. Rev. Mark Jasa, a gifted evangelist, 
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helps us know the powerful yet profound simplicity of the Gospel. He 
offers these three Gospel questions:

1. Who did Jesus die for? 5

2. How many sins did He pay for?

3. Which one of your sins did Jesus forget to pay for?6

Pastor Jasa’s goal in his engagement with people is for them to get 
to the point of being able to answer each of the three questions on 
their own aloud while he engages them. He wants to hear them give 
the three answers: (1) All people! (2) All of them! (3) None of them! 
This is the outrageous Gospel that offends anyone who thinks that 
the key to being set free from guilt, shame, and death is to try harder, 
serving their own pride and ego to find a way to fix themselves. But 
for anyone who has tried and failed, and who knows they need help, 
the Gospel is beyond sweet.

5 Some would say that by jumping into what seems a pure Gospel statement, we have left out the Law . 
This is inaccurate . The first statement, “Who did Jesus die for?” includes the Law . Why did Jesus 
have to die to begin with? Because all people are sinners and judged by God . So, depending on 
where the person is at, this first question may be a Law statement that transitions to the Gospel, or 
if the Holy Spirit has already convicted the person, then it is direct Gospel .

6 Jasa, interview .
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(LAW AND GOSPEL)

The Catechism Teaches the Two Ways of God’s Word
Section 4 of Luther’s Small Catechism consists of “Christian Questions 
with Their Answers.” These are especially useful for living daily in our 
Baptism and for preparing either for individual confession or especially 
for the reception of the Sacrament of the Altar (Holy Communion). 
There are twenty questions, and the first ten are a good summary of 
the Law that shows our sin and the Gospel that shows our Savior (the 
second ten prepare the Christian to receive Holy Communion):

1. Do you believe that you are a sinner? 
 Yes, I believe it. I am a sinner.

2. How do you know this? 
 From the Ten Commandments, which I have not kept.

3. Are you sorry for your sins? 
 Yes, I am sorry that I have sinned against God.

4. What have you deserved from God because of your sins? 
  His wrath and displeasure, temporal death, and eternal 

damnation. See Rom. 6:21, 23.

5. Do you hope to be saved? 
 Yes, that is my hope.
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6. In whom then do you trust? 
 In my dear Lord Jesus Christ.

7. Who is Christ? 
 The Son of God, true God and man.

8. How many Gods are there? 
  Only one, but there are three persons: Father, Son,  

and Holy Spirit.

9. What has Christ done for you that you trust in Him? 
  He died for me and shed His blood for me on the cross for the 

forgiveness of sins.

10. Did the Father also die for you? 
  He did not. The Father is God only, as is the Holy Spirit; but 

the Son is both true God and true man. He died for me and 
shed His blood for me.

This is the top of the engagement triangle. Our perspective is the 
life-giving Word of God, but we must be aware that the Word of God 
has two themes, two ways, or two basic messages: the Law and the 
Gospel. It is essential that we keep them distinct as they have different 
purposes. The Law’s main purpose is to show our need to be saved on 
account of our sin. The Gospel’s main purpose is to show our Savior, 
who came to cover our sin with His precious blood and win for us 
eternal life. With this perspective of humanity’s great malady or need 
and of God’s universal answer, which is faith in Christ, the Savior of 

Perspective

Place People
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the world, we have a grid or an organizing principle for our perspec-
tive on top of the engagement triangle. This is where we must begin.

The Law May or May Not Be Necessary in Engagement
People in the world today are inundated by sinful influences, and there 
are many responses to this predicament. One reaction is to embrace 
it and allow our sin to run amok. After all, everyone else is doing it, 
and this is “just what happens in life.” Surely, no one expects us to 
enter a monastery! When we play this game of moral compromise, our 
consciences begin to deteriorate, and before you know it, our hearts 
become hardened as we begin to justify our sin more and more. It is 
easy to see that our great nation is reminiscent of the condition that 
once prevailed in Israel: “Everyone did what was right in his own eyes” 
(Judges 17:6; 21:25). The practical result in the soul of the person who 
gets caught up in this is that he or she becomes comfortable in his or 
her sin. If a person is in this position, then engagement must at some 
point offer God’s Law that identifies whatever is against God’s Law as 
sin. This is the primary purpose of the Law: to reveal sin (Romans 
3:20). This simple fact suffers the most intense and irate reaction 
from the world. It is identified as the basis for the greatest evils in the 
world, and those who hate the faith use this as the reason for accusing 
Christianity of inciting bigotry and spiritual abuse. To hold belief in 
such a divine Law is to maintain the position of judge, and this is what 
is responsible for so much of the hatred in the world. This is how the 
argument goes, anyway.

This, of course, is a supreme irony. The very thing—the Law—that 
would help a person see their greatest need is attacked by sin, the world, 
and the devil as that which should be eliminated. Keep in mind that 
we are not saying that the Law itself saves anyone. It doesn’t. We are 
saying, however, that the Law is necessary to awaken a person from 
their slumber and complacency in the face of sin. Why would anyone 
ever want to address a problem if they are completely unaware of 
having one?

This is the reason the Law is necessary. It is, in fact, vital. If not for the 
Law, we would never know what sin is. St. Paul instructs, “For I would 
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not have known what it is to covet if the law had not said, ‘You shall 
not covet’ ” (Romans 7:7). In this way—because the Law accuses and 
uncovers our sin, which would otherwise destroy us—“the law is holy, 
and the commandment is holy and righteous and good” (Romans 7:12).

Even in the face of the worldly assault and accusation to keep silent 
about the Law of God, Christians must remain faithful in giving the 
Law to those for whom Christ died when their conscience has grown 
dim and sin is approved of and defended. The pressure to keep silent 
and allow sin to perpetuate is tremendous, but Christians mustn’t 
give in to fear. In the big picture, when the Law is maintained, then 
people are truly helped and blessed. Then they are put in a position to 
earnestly seek God’s help. That is when people are ready for the Gospel.

This situation, however, does not always apply. There are times 
when others without the Gospel, while not seeking to justify sin, feel 
a tremendous burden as Lawbreakers (even if it is only through the 
natural law of conscience). Such people already know—without anyone 
telling them—that something is terribly wrong with their lives. These 
people are not comfortable in their sin, but they are rather greatly 
burdened and alarmed by their sin. People in this position do not need 
the Law during engagement. The Holy Spirit has already prepared their 
conscience to receive the Gospel that God in Christ has forgiven their 
sin and that overflowing and eternal life is theirs. When this happens, 
people want to live for God as a result of having received God’s great 
gift to them in Christ.

When the Law Is Necessary, It Sheds Light on  
Particular Sins, but We Don’t Obsess about Them
While the Catechism provides the Christian with a clear Law-Gospel 
perspective, the next question is, “Okay, how do I share the Law in 
engagement when a person needs to hear it?” This is an extremely 
important question, and the answer is vital for successful engagement.

To blurt out accusation with the Law as a way of introduction is a 
great way to sabotage any hope for engagement. Here, we are blessed by 
our Lord’s example when He spoke to the woman in Samaria (John 4). 
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There are three major things that happened there that apply to our 
current consideration:

1. The Lord engaged the woman and found a way to keep the 
engagement flowing (the discussion about water, both natural 
water and the water Christ gives for eternal life).

2. The Lord called out her sins (plural) with respect to her sexual 
immorality (her several husbands and current fornication).

3. The Lord did not, however, obsess about her sins (plural), but 
rather focused on her greater need, namely, her sin (singular): 
“you worship what you do not know” (v. 22).

What the Law Should Emphasize
The most important first step in engagement with Law affirms that 
the sin problem needs to be exposed, but this is precisely why engage-
ment is so important. What people say up front, or what they seem to 
represent even before they say a word, is often not the issue; it is not 
the core sin. I have a lot of children, and over the years when a problem 
came up, I would ask them, “What’s wrong?” I would often get one of 
two answers: either “I don’t know,” or an answer that wasn’t really the 
answer because often they didn’t even know what the problem was. 
At this point, it is easy to waste a lot of time and energy as we address 
the answers that are only misdirections. What hardly ever happens is 
that we get the answers we immediately need to know so that we know 
what’s really going on.

Children and teenagers, however, aren’t the only ones who do this. 
The Law properly used gets at the core of the sin problem. If we expend 
our energy talking about the surface stuff, especially if we come off as 
moralists, legalists, or snobby judges, we will never be given the chance 
to engage about why all actual sins even exist.

While we must often address actual sins as the first step toward being 
alarmed by our sin condition, sometimes Christians get carried away 
feeling good about how well they can criticize actual sins. What some 




