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Tell me the old, old story
Of unseen things above,
Of Jesus and His glory,
Of Jesus and His love

So go the opening lines of the great old
hymn so familiar to many. Then, filling out
the story and its meaning, lyricist
Katherine Hankey continues:

Tell me the story slowly,
That I may take it in –

That wonderful redemption,
God’s remedy for sin.

Tell me the story often,
For I forget so soon;

The early dew of morning
Has passed away at noon.

The gospel message is about redemp-
tion, the remedy for sin. These truths are
easily forgotten, thus the need constantly
to be reminded—Tell me the story often, For

I forget so soon. The question arises, though,
as to whether the core of that old, old story
that is loved so passionately—that Jesus
came to die as God’s remedy for sin—is a
story with universal application.

Reaching People for Jesus
The following scenarios indicate that

not all professing Christians agree on the
answer to the question just posed. Envi-
sion a discussion about possible strategies
for reaching animists1  with the gospel.2

The discussion ranges far afield, touching
on the best use of financial and human
resources, the linguistic and cultural bar-
riers involved in evangelizing the ani-
mists, and many other pertinent matters.

At one point in the discussion the fol-
lowing statements are made. “We should
not present Jesus Christ to the animists as
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the savior of sinners. After all, their con-
cept of sin is not the same as ours. Nor do
they, in the same sense as we, understand
themselves to need a savior. The great
concern of the animists is to be delivered
from the malevolent spirits, which they
believe inhabit the world around them.
Thus, we need to present Jesus to them
not as the savior of sinners, but as the
‘Great Spirit’ who can protect them and
enrich their lives.”

Imagine a different dialogue, at another
place and time, among a number of people
who are keenly interested in missions.
Thinking about the difficulty of commu-
nicating the gospel across cultures, the
statement is made, “Western missionaries
press on with the concept of ‘justification’
even among people for whom that is not a
concern. Often, they (the people to whom
we go as missionaries) are more concerned
about the quality of life and other issues.
We need to remember that Jesus did not
only speak about justification, but also
about abundant life. We must focus on the
teaching about abundant life in the places
where it is the major concern.”

The question then arises, “Are the above
missiological/evangelistic approaches suf-
ficient?” In other words, is it enough sim-
ply to “get people to Jesus,” no matter
which Jesus that might be, i.e., the Jesus
who can keep me safe from physical harm,
the Jesus who can make me feel fulfilled in
life, etc.? Stated differently: Is it sufficient
for the missionary to present Jesus as the
one who can meet the individual’s felt need
at the time (whatever that felt need might
be)? Or, is the gospel message definite in
nature, that is, does it address a particular
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need of which the hearer must be made
aware? Must the hearer acknowledge cer-
tain, particular truths? Must he respond in
a specific manner?

Reaching People in Every Culture
If missionaries of the cross are not care-

ful they can ignore or forget the particu-
laristic content of the gospel. The gospel
message then is transformed and trans-
lated to meet whatever is the perceived
need of the moment. This changing of the
gospel might take the form of cultural re-
definition. For example, one often encoun-
ters the concept of “regional theologies,”
that is, the suggestion that there exists an
“African theology” for Africans, an “Asian
theology” for Asians, a “western theology”
that addresses the needs of white Europe-
ans and North Americans, and so forth.
Thus, David Bosch writes that

. . . Western theology is today sus-
pect in many parts of the world. It is
often regarded as irrelevant, specu-
lative, and the product of ivory tower
institutions. In many parts of the
world it is being replaced by Third-
World theologies: liberation theology,
black theology, contextual theology,
minjung theology, African theology,
Asian theology, and the like.3

The idea here is that peoples of the
world have developed and possess the-
ologies that are different from the theol-
ogy of the western churches.

Of course, any particular theology en-
compasses a great many concepts and
applications: theology proper (the study
of God), anthropology, ethics, etc. Consid-
eration of all that is touched by the Chris-
tian religion must recognize that
legitimate culture specific questions arise:
What worship style should be followed
by the congregation? What constitutes

discreet clothing? What are acceptable
family structures? How exactly should the
organized churches relate to the govern-
ment of the country in which they exist?
Clearly, the answers to these questions
and many others will vary from culture
to culture.

In other words, the Christian religion
does not demand that every believer in
every culture conform to the same mold.
The earliest church council came to this
conclusion. Acts 15 recounts that certain
Jewish men were teaching the Gentiles that
in order to be truly Christian they must
become Jewish in all matters. In the letter
sent to the Gentiles in Antioch, however,
the apostles and elders instructed them:

For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit
and to us to lay upon you no greater
burden than these essentials: that
you abstain from things sacrificed to
idols and from blood and from
things strangled and from fornica-
tion; if you keep yourselves free
from such things, you will do well.4

Cultural issues, however, are not this
paper’s most pressing concern. The con-
cern here is different, one that is much more
fundamental to the Christian task. To re-
state the matter, I believe it is legitimate to
speak of doing theology in various con-
texts, e.g., in an Asian context, in a Latin
American context, etc. Also, it is obvious
that theology done in the context of one
culture results in different emphases and
different questions being asked than when
theology is done in another culture. Still,
the core content of the gospel never
changes.5  As the opening illustrations and
the experiences of many missionaries in-
dicate, some proceed in the missionary task
with a sense that the core values of the gos-
pel are negotiable from one culture to an-
other. In culture A one must preach an “A
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gospel” that focuses on abundant life. In
culture B one should preach a “B gospel”
that emphasizes deliverance from malevo-
lent spirits. In culture C one offers a “C
gospel” that stresses liberation from politi-
cal oppression, and so on.

Certainly, the concept of “culture” is
important to the work of the missionary.
As a matter of fact, the faculty of the Billy
Graham School of Missions, Evangelism,
and Church Growth considers a right un-
derstanding and approach to different
cultures so vital to missionary work that
its faculty offers, among others, courses
entitled “Cross-Cultural Communication”
and “The Gospel Across Cultures.” Teach-
ers in these courses implicitly affirm sev-
eral important matters. First, they
acknowledge the need for missionaries to
be culturally sensitive. Second, they un-
derstand the necessity of stating the gos-
pel in a manner that can be understood
and accepted by individuals in cultures
different from that of the missionary.

Third, they acknowledge the impor-
tance of meeting perceived needs. After
all, perceived needs often are real needs.
A malnourished child’s empty belly will
cause him to perceive that he is hungry.
That hunger is not merely a figment of his
imagination. He really is hungry, and
might even be starving. Jesus had much
to say about such needs. He has com-
manded believers to feed the hungry. The
thirsty must be given water. The fearful
and anxious must hear of the one whose
name is “Wonderful Counselor” (Isa 9:5-
6). In other words, people everywhere face
similar problems, and the answers to these
problems are found in Jesus Christ. An
obedient church must minister Christ’s
love. Thus in every culture people must
be directed to him by a loving church.

Directing People to
a Particular Jesus

Having acknowledged the cross cul-
tural nature of the missionary task, it is
important to repeat the question this pa-
per addresses: Is there any aspect of the
missionary message that is truly univer-
sal?6  Asked differently: Does the mission-
ary bear a core message that transcends
cultural barriers and that never changes
in the process of being carried from one
people to another?

In examining the task of preaching the
gospel in a pluralistic culture, Don Carson
argues that the rudiments of the historic
gospel must be declared repeatedly. He
concludes, “There is intellectual content
in this heralded gospel, content that must
be grasped, proclaimed and taught,
grasped afresh, proclaimed afresh, in an
ongoing cycle.”7  A danger exists, how-
ever, that in the name of cultural sensitiv-
ity and contextualization, the missionary
will be tempted to change this rudimen-
tary truth or will do so unwittingly.8

Some argue that in certain circum-
stances Jesus should be presented, not as
one who justifies, but as one who brings
abundant life. They see this as a positive
illustration of making the Christian gospel
relevant to the hearer. Such a presentation,
however, is not so much a case of making
the gospel relevant as it is a matter of
changing its very message and meaning.

It is one thing to maintain and present
the core content of the message in differ-
ent language and forms, and with illustra-
tions that make the message
understandable to the hearer. It is some-
thing altogether different to change the core
content in order to make it palatable and
acceptable to the hearer. Byang H. Kato
asserts that the missionary task is “to make
Christianity culturally relevant without
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destroying its ever-abiding message.”9

Many evangelicals quickly discern the
danger of substituting liberation theology,
which promotes liberation from political
and economic oppression, for the biblical
message, which offers liberation from sin
and its consequences. The presentation of
Jesus as the giver of abundant life or as
the supreme Spirit, separated from the
message that he saves from sin, is less
problematic for many. The distinction,
however, is only a matter of degree; in re-
ality, still the message has been changed.
To guard against the danger of a changed
gospel it is absolutely essential to reaffirm
that the gospel message is about redemp-
tion and the remedy for sin.10  As David
Hesselgrave points out, “. . . the great
themes to be specially emphasized are sin,
righteousness, and judgment; and . . . this
Good News of God’s provision for sinners
is to flow out of, and lead into, the whole
counsel of God.”11  Hesselgrave argues
correctly that there is a core content of the
gospel that never changes. The apostle
Paul was adamant about the need to
guard the content of the gospel when he
appealed to the Galatians:

But even though we, or an angel
from heaven, should preach to you
a gospel contrary to that which we
have preached to you, let him be
accursed. As we have said before, so
I say again now, if any man is
preaching to you a gospel contrary
to that which you received, let him
be accursed.12

Thus, to return to a concept introduced
above, one may speak rightly of regional,
or cultural, theologies in the loosest of
senses. By this I mean that every culture
has its own specific problems and con-
cerns, and that certain emphases of the
preacher will vary from one culture to

another. In the secular, humanistic societ-
ies of the west the missionary likely will
emphasize, among other matters, the dan-
gers of materialism and rationalism. In the
animistic cultures found on the Indone-
sian island of Kalimantan the missionary
rightly will emphasize the power of Jesus
Christ over the entirety of creation.

Though in each culture the missionary
must address culture specific concerns, he
or she must never accept the validity of
“regional gospels.” There is one gospel,
and it is universal and applicable to all
cultures. The gospel is universally appli-
cable because the one great need of all
human beings is the same: they all need
to be reconciled with the creator.

One might suppose that the universal
nature of the gospel would never be ques-
tioned by professing Christians. Conclu-
sions reached by Per Frostin, however,
demonstrate that such a supposition is
mistaken. In a report to the “Seventh Nor-
dic Systematic Theology Congress in
Copenhagen,” Frostin argues that

The assertion of the contextuality of
theology implies a rejection of all
claims of universal validity raised
by any theology. Hence, this asser-
tion is a critical principle of great
significance, implying that all the-
ologies, also those with universal
claims, actually are stamped by
their contexts.13

No doubt, Frostin is correct in his con-
clusion that all theologies are stamped by
their contexts. But it is not true that the
universal claims of the gospel are culture
specific. To the contrary, the great themes
of the gospel—God’s holiness, man’s sin-
fulness, and redemption from sin in Jesus
Christ—are constant and universal in
terms of geography and time and culture.
If the core content of the gospel changes,
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ostensibly better to answer the needs of a
particular culture, then the result is a ter-
ribly corrupted gospel or no gospel at all.

For example, John Mbiti and Byang
Kato write that

ecclesiology is not well developed in
Africa because many African theo-
logians are persuaded that a more
important need of African Christian-
ity is selfhood and identity after long
foreign domination.14

Thus, in the name of recovering their
native identity, some “include both dead
ancestors and the as-yet-unborn in the
‘Great Family’ of the church in a way that
does violence to both biblical ecclesiology
and the Christian tradition.”15  Obviously,
such teaching makes dangerous inroads
against the biblical gospel. To include in
the “Great Family of the church” dead
ancestors16  and future descendants is to
pervert the clear biblical teaching that one
enters the family of God only through a
faith response to the risen Christ. If Mbiti’s
and Kato’s evaluation of this particular
trend in African theology is accurate, we
must conclude that concern with national
identity and traditions has evolved into a
perversion of the gospel message.

Yet another example of a change in the
gospel message is the rise of various pro-
phetic movements in South Africa. Mark
Shaw writes about Isaiah Shembe, one of
the most famous and controversial of the
Zionist prophets of South Africa. Accord-
ing to Shaw, in the Zionist theology

Shembe is more than a prophet; he
is the Christ. He referred to himself
as the ‘Promised One’ and in the of-
ficial theology of the church he rose
from the dead in 1935 and wrote
hymns for the church confirming his
messianic status.17

To his followers and others who have
analyzed the movement, Shembe’s rise is
the quintessential example of a truly in-
digenous African theology and gospel.
However, if Bengt Sundkler is correct in
his evaluation that in the Zionist move-
ment “there is no room for the Son in the
creed and life of the believers. . . . His place
[having been] usurped by another,”18  we
have moved beyond the mere
regionalization of theology and the gos-
pel to something much more sinister.19

At the risk of being repetitive, I affirm
once more the need for the missionary to
understand the culture in which he or she
ministers, as well as the need to do every-
thing possible in order to make the gos-
pel message understandable and
attractive to those to whom he or she goes.
New believers are not bound to the cul-
tural activities favored by those who
brought them the gospel. For instance,
Shaw also describes the work of Mojola
Agbebi in Lagos, Nigeria. Disagreeing
with the Baptist missionary who was lead-
ing the work in that place, “Agbebi
africanized his name and rejected Euro-
pean dress.”20  Then, from Adrian
Hastings’ notes, Shaw states that Agbebi
rejected

hymn-books, harmoniums, dedica-
tions, pew constructions, surpliced
choir, the white man’s names, the
white man’s dress, so many non-es-
sentials, so many props and crutches
affecting the religious manhood of
the Christian Africans.21

There is nothing wrong with Agbebi’s
actions. After all, all these other things
(hymn-books, harmoniums, etc.) are cul-
tural trappings and preferences that in no
way affect the integrity of the gospel. The
missionary must always be ready to jetti-
son such baggage when it serves as an
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obstacle to the gospel. On the other hand,
missionaries must be careful not to jetti-
son or compromise the gospel itself. Sin-
ners in every culture must be brought not
just to any Jesus, but to the Jesus who
saves from sin.

Conclusions and Applications
Several conclusions and applications

follow from the truth of the Christian gos-
pel and its universal application. First, as
illustrated in a recent prayer request from
a Southern Baptist couple serving in a
cross-cultural setting,22  the goal of the
missionary is to make the gospel under-
standable. The missionary couple wrote:
“Please pray for us as we begin to work
among the people of ____________. Pray
especially that the Lord will enable us to
present the gospel in a way that is under-
standable to these people so that they
might become followers of Christ.” In the
simple request for prayer from these mis-
sionaries lies the primary goal for the
cross-cultural witness of the gospel. These
missionaries have dedicated themselves
to making the gospel understandable for
people of a different cultural background.
While doing so, they labor with the hope
that the message will be accepted.

A related concern is the need for a com-
prehensive presentation of the gospel that
relates its message to all of life. The mis-
sionary must resist mere decisionalist ap-
proaches that present a series of questions
that elicit a nodding “Yes.” Matthew
28:19-20 commands Christians to make
disciples, to baptize, and to teach. In other
words, the missionary must be competent
in birthing new converts and bringing
them to full maturity in Christ.23

More specifically, the missionary must
emphasize the forgiveness of sin and the
justification of the sinner through the per-

son and work of Jesus Christ. Where Jesus
is not named, and where his redemptive
work of reconciliation is not known, there
is no salvation. I attended a worship ser-
vice in Indonesia where a woman was
asked to give a testimony about her sal-
vation. She told how she had been ill for a
number of years and had visited the local
shaman,24  who was unable to help her.
She then turned to Islam, but that was of
no help. She had tried this and she had
tried that. She had been in and out of vari-
ous hospitals. One day, a friend encour-
aged her to “try Jesus.” She did, and
according to her testimony, he healed her.
There before us she expressed thanksgiv-
ing for this healing.

Reflection on this testimony reveals the
absence of one vital element. The woman
was asked to give a testimony about how
Jesus had saved her. One might assume
that she would tell how Christ had saved
her from sin and its consequences. One
could also have anticipated that she
would talk about her resultant fellowship
with God and her service to him. But at
no time did the woman mention these
matters and her experience of them.

We must adhere to the fundamental
truth that Jesus Christ came into this
world to save his people from their sins.25

If we do not keep to this most basic of
Christian teachings in our preaching, mis-
sion work and personal experience, then
we have fundamentally altered the reli-
gion of the New Testament.

We must distinguish between points of
contact and the core message. The mis-
sionary entering new cultures will dis-
cover many new and strange things. Some
of these things will not be comprehended.
On the other hand, some concepts, actions,
attitudes and beliefs will be familiar. These
points of contact between cultures can be
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employed as “door openers”, or, to use
Don Richardson’s terminology, “eye
openers.”26  The goal is to establish “a
beachhead for the truth in the understand-
ing.”27

The apostle Paul was always looking
for “door openers” and effective ap-
proaches for preaching the gospel. Thus,
he testified: “I have become all things to
all men, that I may by all means save
some.”28  Paul adhered to this principle
when preaching to the citizens of Athens.
He found a point of contact-—their ac-
knowledgment of the existence of God
who rules providentially over his cre-
ation—-and used that shared belief to
preach Christ’s resurrection.

Two things must be noted about Paul’s
approach. First, he found a point of con-
tact. Second, he then moved beyond it to
the pivotal issue. In other words, he used
the “eye opener” to establish common
ground and then proclaimed the essential
core of the gospel.

The same methodology can be discov-
ered in the ministry of Jesus. He began
with people where they were. In the
temple during Passover, Jesus used the
temple motif to refer to his own death and
resurrection (Jn 2:13-22). To the Samaritan
woman, Christ said, “Give me something
to drink.” Then, building upon the com-
mon experience he shared with the
woman, he spoke of sin and directed her
to himself, the Messiah. He capitalized on
the hunger of the multitude to preach
about the bread of life (Jn 6). Many other
such illustrations from the ministry of
Jesus could be given.

So it must be with every missionary.
The missionary to a people suffering op-
pression under a tyrannical regime must
identify with the people and seek to en-
courage them and help them. But this

missionary must then tell them how Jesus
saves from the most dangerous tyranny
of all, that of sin. The missionary to an ani-
mistic culture is always looking for door
openers, but must move beyond the ini-
tial point of contact to declare and explain
the essentials of the gospel.

And what are the essentials? Again, the
gospel message is about redemption, the
remedy for sin. To use J. I. Packer’s out-
line, the gospel is a message about God
and his holiness, man and his sinfulness,
the person and work of Jesus Christ, and
a summons to repentance and faith.29  If
these truths are not declared, then no
matter what else might have been
preached, it was not the gospel. “Eye
openers” are good. They are useful and
even necessary as one ventures to preach
the gospel in other cultures. But “eye
openers” are not the gospel.

Additionally, missionaries must realize
they can learn much from people in other
cultures. Important aspects of the biblical
revelation, which one may have missed, are
often brought to light when viewed
through a different cultural lens. So, even
those who affirm the concept of sola

scriptura and insist on theology and theolo-
gizing based on revelation can acknowl-
edge that personal experiences sometimes
assist in understanding revelation.

As Americans, my family and I had
grown accustomed to enjoying Christmas
in “the American way,” that is, spending
the day alone as a family, for the most part
away from other members of our society
and even from our church family. For us,
Christmas day was a time of family fel-
lowship, relaxing in our home and enjoy-
ing the day.

Our lives began drastically to change,
however, when we went as missionaries
to Indonesia. We arrived in Indonesia in
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November, and toward the end of Decem-
ber we were invited by a local congrega-
tion to spend Christmas day with them.
Still tired, unsure of ourselves and intimi-
dated, we declined this gracious invita-
tion. In Jakarta the following year,
however, we accepted the invitation from
a congregation in that city. Spending
Christmas day with the Jakarta congrega-
tion meant that we awakened at 5:00 in
the morning so that we could be at the
church by 6:00 to enjoy breakfast with our
church family. Throughout the day we
worshipped and enjoyed wonderful fel-
lowship together with Christ. We returned
home in the dark after having spent a long
Christmas day with Indonesian brothers
and sisters. We were tired, but from that
experience we came to understand better
the biblical teaching regarding the nature
of the church.

We did not substitute a newly experi-
enced cultural concept for a biblical con-
cept. Rather, the new cultural experience
shed much light on an old biblical con-
cept and helped us to understand better
our place in the family of God. Perhaps
this is what A. R. Tippet means when he
affirms “that it was his experience as a
missionary to the Fiji people rather than
his study of western theology or his ex-
perience in western churches that taught
him most of what he understands to be a
sound doctrine of the church.”30  Charles
Kraft explains, “A western cultural per-
spective, focused as it is on individuality,
seems peculiarly blind to . . . the human
need for well-integrated groupness.”31  In
a similar vein, Kraft himself relates that
he gained a heightened understanding of
and respect for the Old Testament (even
the genealogies) as a result of his experi-
ence in Africa.32

Finally, Christians must face the fact that

they are living in an increasingly diversi-
fied and pluralistic world, and must
wrestle with the implications of this real-
ity. Charles Van Engen claims, “Christians
and non-Christians, pluralists, inclusivists,
and exclusivists are beginning to share one
thing in common. We are all being radi-
cally impacted by the largest redistribution
of people the globe has ever seen.”33

It is increasingly likely, even in the
United States, that one’s next-door neigh-
bor will be a Hindu, a Buddhist, a Mos-
lem, or an adherent of any number of
other religions and cults. The issue of
making the gospel understandable to
those of other cultures and religions no
longer is the concern only of the mission-
ary in a distant land. Virtually all believ-
ers, then, will likely have opportunities to
perform the ministry of reconciliation to
those who are culturally and religiously
different than they.

As the church embraces these oppor-
tunities, it would do well to consider the
words of John Hick, who admits,

For if Jesus was literally God incar-
nate, the Second Person of the Holy
Trinity living a human life, so that
the Christian religion was founded
by God-on-earth in person, it is then
very hard to escape from the tradi-
tional view that all mankind must
be converted to the Christian faith.34

This is this very conclusion that I can-
not escape!
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