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Preface

This book has been a long time in the making. It reflects a journey that began some thirty years ago when as a seminary student I was first exposed to the importance of contextualizing the gospel by a great missionary and mentor, Dr. Paul Orjala. It continued during my doctoral studies at the University of Aberdeen as I probed the issue of Paul as a contextual theologian under the able guidance of Professor I. Howard Marshall. In more recent years, I have shared the journey with many fellow travelers—especially students and colleagues at Asia-Pacific Nazarene Theological Seminary in the Philippines and at European Nazarene College in Schaffhausen, Switzerland, my current context of ministry. We have explored together what it means to sing the old gospel in new keys. Without their interaction, encouragement and prayers, this book could not have been written. To these travel companions I express my deepest thanks.

I am grateful to a number of colleagues and friends who have read and reacted to parts of the book in various stages of its development, including Phil Towner, Clinton Arnold, I. Howard Marshall, John Hall and Joel Scott. Thanks are especially due to John Nielson and Ayo Adewuya, who have graciously given of their time and insight to read and comment on the entire manuscript in draft form. In addition, I am indebted to Daniel Reid at InterVarsity Press for his patience, confidence and valuable suggestions throughout the preparation of this book. I could not have asked for a more helpful overseer of this project. I owe thanks as well to the editors of Missiology: An International Review for permission to use, in a revised form, material that first appeared in the article “Contextualizing the Gospel in Athens: Paul’s Areopagus Address as a Paradigm for Missionary Communication,” Missiology 30 (2002): 199-214. I also want to express appreciation to the library staff at Mount Vernon Nazarene University and to Sylvia Locher at the Ashland Theological Seminary library for their invaluable assistance.

Finally, I gratefully acknowledge the unflagging love and support of my father, Dr. Floyd Flemming, and my mother, Barbara Flemming, who went to be with the Lord before this project was completed. Through the years these two people have been my models of what it means to authentically live out the gospel and my biggest encouragers. I gladly and lovingly dedicate this book to them.
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Introduction

I was fresh out of graduate studies, ready to teach my first class on New Testament theology at an international seminary in the Philippines. Armed with the advanced critical weapons of my theological training in North America and Europe, I proceeded to articulate the message of the New Testament in the language and categories that were familiar to me. I expounded on matters like the development of biblical theology in the West, the historicity of Christ’s resurrection and the assurance of personal salvation. But then something changed. I started to listen to my Asian and Pacific students. I soon realized that many of the “answers” I had been giving them did not fully connect with the questions they were asking when they read the Scriptures. Questions like, what is the New Testament perspective on suffering and oppression? What theological resources does the Bible provide for our encounter with spiritual powers? What is the relationship between the Christian Scriptures and the writings of Asian religions? Is it wrong to honor our ancestors? These were questions that had seldom been addressed or even considered in the contexts where I had learned to interpret Scripture and do theology. For my students, however, they were burning issues that needed biblical and theological answers. As a result, I was forced to go back to the New Testament texts. I began to listen, together with my students, for theological perspectives that had previously been mute to my ears. In the process, my own understanding of the gospel and its implications was expanded and enriched.

My experience is hardly unique. Today there is a burgeoning recognition among Christians around the globe that in order for the Christian message to be meaningful to people it must come to them in language and categories that make sense within their particular culture and life situation. It must be contextualized. Contextualization has to do with how the gospel revealed in Scripture authentically comes to life in each new cultural, social, religious and historical setting. At one time, discussions about contextualization tended to be confined to the circles of missiology and intercultural studies. But as reflection on the matter has entered its second generation, they have moved more and more into the theological mainstream. We have increasingly realized that it is not crosscultural missionaries alone who must grapple with these issues. Every church in every particular place and time must learn to do theology in a way that makes sense to its audience while challenging it at the deepest level. In fact, some of the most promising conversations about contextualization today (whether they are recognized as such or not) are coming from churches in the West that are discovering new ways of embodying the gospel for an emerging postmodern culture.

In reality contextualizing the gospel is far from an easy task. In spite of an explosion of literature on the subject in recent decades, there is still a great deal of confusion about what it means and how it should be practiced. Many sincere Christians are still suspicious that attempts to contextualize theology and Christian behavior will lead to the compromising of biblical truth. Christians throughout the world find themselves caught between the desire to communicate the Word of God in culturally relevant ways and the fear of giving away too much of the gospel in the process. In addition, emerging global realities pose new challenges to the task of doing contextual theology. What, for example, will it mean to contextualize the gospel in a world that is moving toward increased economic and cultural globalization on the one hand but faces reactionary nationalism and intolerance on the other? And how should the church inculturate its faith when increasingly its field of mission is not just a single target culture but a multi-faceted cultural mosaic? These questions, along with many others, demand our renewed theological reflection.

This book is an attempt to look at the issue of authentic contextualization through the lens of the New Testament. This is a different path to the question than is normally taken. True to the missiological roots of the modern conversation about contextualizing the gospel, most theoretical reflection on the matter has drawn upon models from the fields of linguistics, anthropology, crosscultural communication studies, or contextual theology.1 As helpful as these discussions have been, the contributions of biblical scholars or students of hermeneutics have for the most part been missing from the dialogue.2 In particular, we need to ask if Scripture itself can offer us a more adequate approach to the challenge of reappropriating the gospel. This book proposes that we must look to the New Testament for mentoring in the task of doing theology in our various settings.

But what does the New Testament have to do with a modern notion like contextualization? A great deal. Although the term contextualization was quite recently minted, the activity of expressing and embodying the gospel in context-sensitive ways has characterized the Christian mission from the very beginning. The New Testament itself bears witness to this process in at least two ways. First, it provides “stories of contextualization”—particularly in the Gospels and Acts—in which Jesus and the apostles tailor the gospel message to address different groups of people. The journey of the church from its beginnings as a Jewish sect to becoming a largely Gentile body that proclaimed a universal faith required the gospel to engage new cultural groups and circumstances at each point along the way. Second, the New Testament writings are themselves examples of the church’s theological task. All four Gospels, we could say, are attempts to contextualize the story of Jesus for different audiences. Paul’s letters are models of doing context-oriented theology for the diverse churches and situations he addressed. Indeed, each book of the New Testament represents an attempt by the author to present the Christian message in a way that is targeted for a particular audience within a given sociocultural environment. The New Testament documents show us the process as well as the product of this contextualizing activity.

The aim of this book, then, is twofold: first, to study the New Testament writings in order to discover how they demonstrate the task of doing context-sensitive theology; and second, to reflect on what these patterns and precedents teach us about how the gospel might become embodied within our diverse cultures and life settings today. It is my hope that this study will not only help to provide a stronger biblical foundation for the church’s efforts to contextualize the gospel, but also contribute to the reader’s understanding of the New Testament as a collection of books that have the church’s mission to all sorts of people at their very heart. By applying the questions raised by the problem of contextualization to the New Testament, we may well discover examples of doing contextual theology in Scripture that are often missed by traditional ways of reading the text.

The Plan of the Book

The lion’s share of this volume seeks to uncover the patterns of contextualizing the gospel we find within the New Testament.3 Due to limitations of space the focus will be on representative writings which contain some of the clearest and most suggestive New Testament examples of doing context-oriented evangelism and theology. I begin with the book of Acts, where we encounter the story of the church’s earliest efforts to tailor its witness to particular cultural settings and groups of people. Acts provides a fitting entrée into our study by showing that contextualizing the gospel was intrinsic to the church’s mission. Chapter one looks at Luke’s chronicle of a series of critical moments in that expanding mission. These offer precedents for how the gospel addresses new situations and cultural groups in fresh ways. In chapter two, I focus on Paul’s missionary sermons in Acts as compelling examples of evangelistic contextualization for a variety of audiences.

The apostle Paul—missionary, theologian, interpreter of Scripture—is undoubtedly the key figure for an understanding of the process of doing contextual theology in the New Testament. Consequently, I will spend a substantial part of this study (chapters three through seven) in conversation with Paul and his letters. Chapter three considers Paul as a contextual theologian, exploring what it is that is nonnegotiable about his thought and how he enabled his abiding gospel to flexibly address the diverse situations of his mission communities. The role of culture in Paul’s contextualizing of the gospel is the theme of chapter four. I first reflect on Paul’s own cultural identity and then look at the various ways in which the gospel interacts with Paul’s cultural world in his writings. Since contextualization has an important hermeneutical dimension, chapter five observes Paul as an interpreter, both of Israel’s Scriptures and of the gospel tradition he received. My treatment of Paul concludes in chapters six and seven with several case studies that demonstrate how Paul does theology in relation to specific concerns. First Corinthians is a treasure trove of contextual theologizing, and chapter six asks what we can learn from two concrete examples of how Paul enables the gospel to reshape both the Corinthians’ lifestyle and basic worldview assumptions. In chapter seven the letter to the Colossians enters the spotlight as a classic case of how the gospel addresses a context of religious pluralism and syncretism.

The focus turns to the four Gospels in chapter eight. I approach them as four retellings of the one story of Jesus for different target audiences, with the goal of transforming those hearers and their worlds. Our studies in the New Testament conclude in chapter nine with a foray into the book of Revelation. John’s Apocalypse proves to be a fascinating theological response to churches living in a world dominated by the oppressive power and idolatry of Rome. Although these nine chapters concentrate on how the missionaries and theologians in the New Testament contextualize the gospel for their worlds, in each case I also try to draw out some implications for the challenge of doing context-sensitive theology today. The book’s final chapter addresses that concern in more detail. It asks how the patterns we have seen in the New Testament might help to shape the church’s ongoing efforts to engage the tapestry of cultures and contexts that make up its field of mission. Also, how might these New Testament precedents inform the task of authentically incarnating the gospel in light of complex realities like globalization, pluralism, and postmodernism? My aim in addressing such questions is not to tell readers how to do contextual theology within their own location and culture. Only they can best determine that. My concern is rather to examine how the New Testament as Spirit-inspired Scripture might provide readers with exemplars and resources for the task.

In my treatment of the New Testament I seek to address two distinct but closely related aspects of contextualization. First, how do the New Testament theologians and writers tailor their theological reflections to particular audiences so that the Word of God becomes an appropriate word for each specific context? Second, how does the gospel engage the cultural and social world of the readers in a way that both participates in that world and at the same time challenges and transforms it? In taking up these issues, I stand on the shoulders of many others. In particular, some of the more recent studies of the cultural, social and political environment of the first-century Roman world have opened up new vistas for sighting the intriguing interaction between the gospel and culture in the New Testament.

Before we embark on our exploration of the New Testament writings, however, there are two preliminary matters that need to be addressed: I will first try to give a more precise definition to what I mean by “contextualization” and then I will look at a foundational theological paradigm for the entire study—the incarnation of Jesus Christ.



A Word About Words

There has been no shortage of terms used to describe the activity of relating the gospel to local cultures and contexts that this book is concerned with—accommodation, adaptation, indigenization, incarnation, translation, transposition, and rereading of Scripture among them.4 A word that has gained much broader influence, particularly among Roman Catholic theologians, is inculturation.5 Although it overlaps considerably with the notion of contextualization, inculturation, as I understand it, focuses more narrowly on the cultural dimension of human experience. In contrast, contextualization is better able to embrace the gospel’s interaction with all kinds of contexts, including social, political, economic, religious and ecclesial settings. I will therefore reserve inculturation primarily for speaking of the encounter between the gospel and human cultures.

Unfortunately, contextualization has proved to be a slippery word. No doubt its very popularity has contributed to the fuzziness of its meaning. Today the term is used within a number of theologically related disciplines and by thinkers from a wide range of philosophical and theological perspectives. As a result, there are different perceptions of what it is about.6 For example, some writers speak of contextualization as a hermeneutical activity that is virtually equivalent to what has traditionally been thought of as application of Scripture.7 Others define it theologically as the process of developing local theologies in a context of rapid social and cultural change.8 For still others, it is a missiological activity that involves the crosscultural communication of the gospel and various other functions of the Christian mission.9 Adding to the flux, there is still no consensus regarding whether the gospel (or Scripture) or the cultural context should play the lead part in determining the shape of the contextualizing process. Consequently, before we can talk about patterns of contextualization in the New Testament, we need to clarify what is meant by that activity.

Any adequate understanding of contextualization should not simply prescribe what should be done, as if we were initiating something new. It should also describe what has been and is being done, recognizing that it has to do with something that has been ingrained in the Christian mission through the ages. I take contextualization, then, to refer to the dynamic and comprehensive process by which the gospel is incarnated within a concrete historical or cultural situation. This happens in such a way that the gospel both comes to authentic expression in the local context and at the same time prophetically transforms the context. Contextualization seeks to enable the people of God to live out the gospel in obedience to Christ within their own cultures and circumstances.

To speak of the gospel as the focus of this activity assumes, in the first place, that there is something normative and transcultural about the Christian faith that has been revealed by God in Scripture and which serves as the text. Precisely what we mean by the gospel that is being contextualized from a New Testament perspective will be an important concern of this study.

We must, however, not only ask, what is the text but also, what is the context? Some popular understandings of contextualization have equated context with human culture and the contextualizing process with the communication of the Christian message from a home culture to a different one. This is fine as far as it goes, but it is too narrow. Contextualization can occur whenever the gospel engages a new setting or a particular audience. As Gary Burge points out, any time one preaches a sermon, teaches a theology class, or shares one’s faith with a group of university students, the message should be in some way shaped by the context of the people to whom it is being expressed.10 A context, then, might be defined by a variety of boundaries: regionality, nationality, culture, language, ethnicity, social and economic status, political structures, education, gender, age, religious or theological tradition, worldview or values. It is the “life world” of the audience. This understanding is important for our study of New Testament patterns of contextualization. Paul, for example, frames the gospel differently for the Thessalonians than he does for the Corinthians even though both communities are situated in a predominantly Greco-Roman cultural setting.

Contextualization is also comprehensive. It must take place at many levels: evangelism, preaching, Bible translation, hermeneutics, theologizing, discipleship, Christian ethics and social involvement, worship, church structures and leadership, and theological education among them. In short, it has to do with the mission of the church in the broadest sense. Due to the limited scope of this book, however, I will concentrate on the tasks of doing contextual theology and biblical interpretation, which are central to both the New Testament witness and the ongoing debate over contextualization today.



The Jesus Model

In a sense the example of Jesus is foundational to everything I will say in this book. The incarnation of Jesus serves as a key paradigm for a contextualized mission and theology. The New Testament declares that the eternal Word of God was enfleshed in Jesus of Nazareth (Jn 1:14). Through his incarnation, Jesus explained or “exegeted” (exēgēsato) the Father to us (Jn 1:18). Jesus was no Melchizedek figure, someone cut off from any cultural past (Heb 7:3). Rather, he embraced the human context in all of its “scandalous particularity”—as a male Palestinian Jew, “born of a woman, born under the law” (Gal 4:4)—in a specific time and place. He was thoroughly immersed in his Jewish culture; he participated in its celebrations and traditions; he spoke Aramaic with a Galilean accent; he had distinctive physical features and personality traits. As Charles Kraft reflects, “God in Jesus became so much a part of a specific human context that many never even recognized that he had come from somewhere else.”11 Jesus became one with the weak and the marginalized of his society. As a humble village artisan from Galilee, he lived outside the mainstream of religious, administrative and economic power. Paul describes Jesus’ radical identification with humanity as a “self-emptying,” a “self-humbling” and a “self-enslavement” on behalf of those he came to serve (Phil 2:6-8). In C. René Padilla’s words, “It may be said that God has contextualized himself in Jesus Christ.”12

Furthermore, when Jesus did theology, he consistently used local resources. Jesus’ preaching of the kingdom of God, his teaching on the law and righteousness, and his use of life-specific parables drew upon language, thought categories and rhetorical traditions from the Jewish culture of his day. He communicated to people not in theological abstractions but through familiar, concrete forms—miracles, illustrations from common life, proverbs and stories, master-disciple dialogue and the example of his life among them. Although he offered a radically new teaching he did not coin a new language to express it. Instead, he used the earthy images of everyday rural life. Fishing and farming, weeds and wineskins, soil and salt became the “stuff” of his theological activity. From the beginning the gospel was voiced in local, culturally conditioned forms.

What is more, Jesus’ message and method of doing theology were context-specific. He mediated the good news in ways that were appropriate to particular people and occasions.13 A request from a centurion for a long-distance healing becomes an occasion to consider just who are the insiders and who are the outsiders in relation to God’s kingdom (Mt 8:5-13). A rejection by a wealthy would-be disciple launches a reflection on how difficult it is for a rich person to be saved (Mt 19:16-26). A rebuke from Peter following Jesus’ prediction that he would be killed and rise again leads Jesus to clarify that all true disciples are bearers of the cross (Mk 8:31-38). Jesus spoke differently to the crowds than he did to the Pharisees, differently to Nicodemus than to Peter. He tailored his exposition of the gospel to the situation at hand.

The incarnation of Jesus makes contextualization not just a possibility but an obligation. It establishes a paradigm for mediating God’s redeeming presence in the world today. In a visit to the Basilica of the Annunciation in Nazareth, Israel, a number of years ago, I was struck by a series of full-length mosaics depicting Jesus that lined its walls: in one he is Asian, in another African, in another European, in another Latin American. Through the presence of the Spirit and the ministry of the church, Christ must be enfleshed in every contemporary human culture and context. To be true to the nature of the gospel itself, we must enable it “to enter the bloodstream of the people.”14

But at the same time, Jesus came to transform the human institutions he entered, and as a result the incarnation retained a universal significance. He prophetically challenged his Palestinian Jewish culture and sought to evangelize it from within. Jesus confronted the religious and political authorities of his social context; he reshaped people’s distorted understanding of the law and its observances. He radically redefined cultural notions of purity and impurity by claiming that it is the defilement that comes from within the human heart, not external matters like foods and physical conditions, that makes a person unclean (Mk 7:20-23). Jesus’ teaching subverted prevailing attitudes toward wealth and greatness (Mk 10:23-25, 42-45) and questioned the rules that governed social interactions like family obligations (Mt 8:22; 12:46-50) and divorce (Mt 5:31-32; 19:3-12). Jesus scandalized the dominant social norms by touching lepers, eating with tax collectors and zealots, and associating with sinful women (e.g., Lk 7:36-50). His message of the kingdom, although it was articulated in language and symbols thoroughly familiar to his Jewish hearers, had a boundary-breaking character and a cosmic eschatological vision that transcended his own social location and culture.15

Jesus’ death and resurrection, which are inseparable from his incarnation, likewise point to this transformational aspect of contextualization. Alyward Shorter insists that the dying and rising of Christ function in an analogous way for contextualization, which demands conversion of cultures at their deepest level. There must be a dying to what is sinful and incompatible with the gospel and a radical renewal of human cultures into something new.16 Furthermore, while Jesus in his earthly life functioned primarily within a Palestinian cultural setting and ministered to his own Jewish people, his sacrificial death and in particular his resurrection from the dead gave the incarnation a universal and intercultural thrust. Through the Spirit of the living Lord and his body the church, he can be present with people of every time and culture and nation.17

Jesus’ incarnation, then, in its fullest dimensions points the way to both a radical identification with each culture in all of its specificity and at the same time to a conversion of cultures from within. Jesus our example was an insider who never relinquished his outsider status that challenged people to see their world from an entirely new perspective. We will see that this tension between “at-homeness” and prophetic transformation is the consistent pattern of biblical contextualization.



On Reading This Book

This book is integrative and interdisciplinary. In particular it tries to bridge the gap between the normal interests of biblical studies on the one hand and missiology and contextual theology on the other. Through such a conversation, I believe both can be mutually enriched. Because of its integrative character, this volume is intended to have relevance to readers who approach it from a number of perspectives. No doubt a reader’s specific interests will be different if she or he comes to the work as a New Testament student or scholar, as someone engaged in intercultural ministry, as a Christian in the Third World living with a theology handed down from the West, or as a First World disciple grappling with how to engage a complex, rapidly changing cultural and religious landscape with the gospel. It is my hope that the biblical perspectives and precedents discussed in this book can speak meaningfully to all such interests and concerns. Further, I have attempted to minimize technical jargon to make it accessible to as many readers as possible. When I have included transliterations of Greek words from the New Testament, I have normally placed them in parentheses after the English translation. Discussions of some of the more technical issues raised by the study can be explored in footnotes. I would also encourage the reader to keep the Scriptures open, taking the time to read biblical passages being discussed and to look up the numerous scriptural references contained in parentheses. This additional effort will significantly enhance what can be gained from the reading.

I make no effort to hide that this book deals with two things about which I care passionately—the message of the New Testament and the church’s calling to reflect on the gospel in authentic and context-appropriate ways. The impetus for writing this volume arises out of my own journey of faith and service. I am a North American whose academic training is as an exegete and teacher of the New Testament. The context in which I have fulfilled my ministry calling, however, has been primarily in communities of theological learning with immense cultural diversity—first in Asia and now in Europe. I have been privileged to teach and be taught by students in a wide variety of settings around the globe. I have also engaged in pastoral ministry in a multicultural setting in Asia. These experiences have compelled me to grapple firsthand with the issues addressed in this book. In the course of teaching both biblical and mission studies I have wrestled for the better part of two decades, in tandem with my students and ministry colleagues, with what it means to contextualize the biblical message within a diversity of cultural and church settings. This joyful journey has taught me not only that authentic contextualization of the gospel is complex and demanding work—and I have sometimes practiced it poorly—but also that there is a pressing need for solid biblical and theological moorings for the task.

If the New Testament does indeed show us that to appropriately engage our world with the gospel is essential to what it means to be the church, and if the contemporary global scene cries out for such an engagement, then these are matters that ought to be of genuine concern to every follower of Jesus Christ. I am keenly aware that I do not have the answers to all of the questions this book may raise. But it is my deep-seated hope that the following pages might challenge readers to hear the Scripture story afresh so that the church might learn to sing the gospel in new keys within the rich mosaic of contexts in our world.18











1. Contextualization in Acts
Bridging Cultural Boundaries

[image: The face of an Asian woman smiling with teeth.]I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him.

ACTS 10:34-35





Contextualizing the gospel is inherent to the mission of the church. The book of Acts tells the story of a church whose very identity involved expressing the good news about Jesus in multiple settings and among new groups of people. It is little wonder, then, that interpreters of the New Testament and missiologists alike have begun to ask whether the experience of the early church in Acts might serve as a crucial paradigm for the process of contextualization.1 This chapter and the next will probe the extent to which we can uncover precedents for rearticulating the gospel in Luke’s narrative.

There is more than one way to get at this task. One approach would be simply to focus on the events recorded in Acts, as well as the sermons of the apostles to different audiences, as examples of the gospel’s encounter with Jewish and Greco-Roman culture. Another angle, however, would be to ask how Luke’s way of telling the church’s story is itself a fresh translation of the gospel for his audience and cultural setting. There is no need to choose between the two. I will begin by briefly considering Acts as a contextual document in its own right. The major part of the chapter will then focus on patterns of incarnating the gospel that emerge from Luke’s story.

Acts as a Contextual Document

Like all New Testament writings, Acts is a “cultural product” in that it participates in the particular first-century cultural and literary world that Luke shares with his readers.2 This is nowhere more apparent than when we view Acts in light of the typical forms of literature of the ancient world. Although the debate over the specific literary genre of Acts goes on, it is likely that Luke’s readers would have recognized this book as an example of ancient Hellenistic historical writing.3 There is now widespread agreement that the prologue to Luke’s gospel (Lk 1:1-4) functions as an introduction to a two-volume work, Luke-Acts. Not only does this preface follow the convention of Greek historical works, but in calling what he wrote a “narrative” (Lk 1:1), Luke “identifies his project as a long narrative account of many events, for which the chief prototypes were the early Greek histories of Herodotus and Thucydides.”4 What is more, a number of other literary features of Luke-Acts—travel narratives, speeches, letters, dramatic episodes such as Paul’s shipwreck story (Acts 27:13-44)—would have reminded its audience of other Greco-Roman histories.5

In addition, Acts shows ample influence from the conventions and patterns of ancient rhetoric, the art of persuasion.6 This is hardly surprising since Greco-Roman historical writing was intended not simply to inform but to persuade an audience. It was history with a message and a goal. Furthermore, ancient literary works, including histories, were meant in the first place to be read aloud and heard by an audience. Historians like Luke would have well understood the power of rhetoric to convince people to “give ear” to the case they were making.7 In a valuable study of the rhetorical background of Acts, classics scholar Philip E. Satterthwaite argues that Luke seems to write as someone trained in Greek rhetoric, using familiar techniques of persuasion in his selecting and arranging of material as well as in his style of writing. “At point after point,” Satterthwaite concludes, “Acts can be shown to operate according to conventions similar to those outlined in classical rhetorical treatises. There are some aspects which it is hard to explain other than by concluding that Luke was aware of rhetorical conventions: the preface; the layout of some of the speeches; and the presentation of legal proceedings in chapters 24—26.”8 We will have more to say in the next chapter about the evidence of rhetoric in the speeches of Acts, where Luke’s persuasive skills are particularly on display. In addition, Luke follows the ancient practice of “writing in character” (prosopopoiia), in which he varies his style of writing to fit the specific subject and occasion. For instance, Luke seems to deliberately imitate the biblical rhythms of the Greek translation of the Old Testament (Septuagint) when the subject matter demands it (especially Acts 1—12; cf. Luke 1—2), in contrast with his more Greek style as the gospel moves out into the Gentile world (e.g., Acts 17:16-34).9 Familiar literary and rhetorical forms become vehicles for communicating Luke’s message in a way that would have a maximum impact upon his audience.

Acts also reflects the historical and cultural circumstances of the first century Mediterranean world. Chronological markers, such as the reference to a popular revolt led by an Egyptian during the rule of the Roman governor Felix (Acts 21:38; cf. Acts 5:36-37), anchor the narrative in a specific time and place. In other ways, too, Luke’s book represents the social and cultural realities of his time. Thus, when a Roman tribune tells Paul that he has bought his Roman citizenship (Acts 22:22-29), it would have been common knowledge for people of the Greco-Roman world that this involved paying a bribe, since citizenship could not be legally purchased. Cultural insiders would also know that, according to the honor code of the day, if this tribune mistreated a more “honorable” Roman citizen like Paul—a citizen by birth—it would involve a serious breach of social norms.10 At the same time Luke’s narrative can subvert the conventions and values of the Jewish and Greco-Roman worlds. For example, Acts’ description of the earliest Christian community’s sharing property and food in order to care for all those in need (Acts 2:44-45; 4:32-37) tacks against the wind of the dominant culture. In the Roman world, extreme social inequalities, status hierarchies and giving in order to get a return benefit were the norm. Luke not only roots his narrative in the cultural context he and his readers share; he challenges it as well.



The Audience and Purpose of Acts

To ask how Luke contextualized his presentation of the Christian message in Acts inevitably raises the question of his intended audience. We have no good reason to doubt that Luke’s addressee, Theophilus (Acts 1:1; cf. Lk 1:3), was a real person and that he represented the kind of reader whom Luke was particularly addressing.11 The language and content of Acts suggest that Luke’s primary target audience would have been Greek-speaking Gentiles, especially those familiar enough with the Septuagint to appreciate Luke’s frequent allusions to the Scriptures and their fulfillment.12 Most likely, Theophilus was already a believer but not yet fully integrated into the Christian way, someone who needed further understanding of the saving events that had taken place (Lk 1:1-4).

What, then, is Luke’s contextual purpose in writing to Theophilus and his fellow Gentile believers? It is difficult to pinpoint a single answer to this question, and there is no reason that we must limit Acts to any one, exclusive aim. Clearly Theophilus has some knowledge of “the events that have been fulfilled among us” (Lk 1:1), that is, God’s unfolding purpose in the history of Jesus and the early church. However, the “assurance” (Lk 1:4) that Luke wants to give Theophilus has to do not so much with confirming the historical truth of those events as in their interpretation for his audience.13 In other words, Luke-Acts relates theological history from which its readers are intended to learn and to be “convinced.”

Acts is therefore targeted in the first place to the church. Only in a secondary sense is it meant to evangelize unbelievers or to offer a defense of Christianity to those outside the movement. It seeks primarily to build up an increasingly Gentile Christian community by showing them through the story of God’s working in the past what it means to be the church and how they are to live in light of that pattern.14 Given this aim, Luke spotlights the theme of God’s plan to bring salvation in its fullness to all people, both Jews and Gentiles. Gentile readers of Acts would have been well aware of the Jewish heritage of the Christian movement as well as the largely Gentile context in which the gospel had spread. No doubt they wanted to know how a movement that centered around a Jew and began as a reform movement within Judaism became a church in which Gentiles far outnumbered Jews. According to John Squires, these Gentile Christians needed a cultural “translation” of a largely “Jewish” story for a new setting. Consequently, Luke-Acts attempts to explain and defend God’s saving project to Hellenized Christians in a way that would speak to their needs and thought world. Squires shows that, in particular, Luke’s emphasis on the unfolding plan of God allows him to contextualize the gospel for a Gentile world whose writings were already deeply concerned with the role of divine guidance in human affairs.15 Acts could also provide the Gentile church with theological legitimacy by proclaiming that, in spite of Jewish rejection of the gospel, it stands in continuity with Israel and the ministry of Jesus as the fulfillment of God’s plan promised in Scripture. In important ways, then, Acts is an intercultural document. It transposes a story that is grounded in the Hebrew Scriptures, as well as the Jewish identity of Jesus and the early Jerusalem church, into a Greco-Roman cultural setting.

At the same time, Acts would have offered encouragement and strength to Christians who were facing opposition, both by reminding them of the progress of the gospel in the midst of suffering in the past and by calling them to ongoing involvement in God’s plan to bring salvation to the ends of the earth.16 Through the stories of the preaching of the apostles and the church’s Spirit-led witness to both Jews and Gentiles, Luke provides models for his readers as they explore how to live out God’s saving mission in their own contexts. Acts is therefore intended to be more than simply a description of the gospel’s progress between Jerusalem and Rome. It is also an invitation. It beckons its readers to embrace God’s saving purpose for the world. It calls them to enter into the story that continues beyond the open ending of the narrative in Acts 28:31. In short, Luke tells the story in such a way that it could build up and fortify the largely Gentile church of his day (including Theophilus), helping it to understand who it is, where it stands in God’s plan for the ages and what it must do to fulfill its calling as a missionary community. The particular theological themes that Luke features—salvation, God’s plan, the risen and exalted Christ, the Holy Spirit, the witness of the church in the face of opposition, the people of God comprised of Jews and Gentiles, and the like—contextualize God’s good news for his audience in light of these aims. In this way, Acts becomes a “word on target”17 for educated Gentile Christians in the Mediterranean world.



Stories of Bridging Barriers: Acts 1—8

Part of Luke’s reason for writing Acts, then, was not only to encourage Theophilus and other Gentile Christians to participate in God’s universal mission but also to give them programmatic examples of the church’s Spirit-empowered witness to various groups of people. If this is true, the patterns of contextualizing the gospel that emerge from Acts could be of particular value to the church, both in Luke’s time and our own. We will consider a series of critical moments in the story of the church’s mission which offers precedents for how the gospel speaks afresh to new audiences and circumstances.

First to the Jews. In line with the promise of Acts 1:8, Luke tells the story of the unfolding progress of the gospel from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth by way of Judea and Samaria. Like the rippling effect of a stone dropped into a pool of water, the witness of Jesus’ disciples extends to ever-wider geographical areas and new people groups. In this account the church does not intentionally set out to contextualize its message. The focus in Acts is on witnessing to God’s salvation in Jesus Christ, among Aramaic and Greek-speaking Jews, Samaritans, God-fearing Gentiles and finally pagans. The result is that fresh “translations” of the gospel occur under the guidance of the Spirit as the word of God spans cultural, linguistic and religious boundaries.

At the beginning of the story, however, the inclusive and transcultural dimensions of the gospel are far from obvious. In spite of Jesus’ promise of a universal witness by his followers in Acts 1:8, chapters 1—5 describe a Christian movement that operates within the ethnic and religious borders of the Jewish people. The original articulation of God’s new revelation in Christ was tailored for the Jews in the framework of their history, Scriptures, culture and religious experience. The gospel cannot exist apart from a concrete historical and cultural home. Luke portrays the Christian message in these chapters exclusively within the thought forms and images of the Judaism from which it emerges. Jesus is the Jewish Messiah who will restore the kingdom to Israel (Acts 1:6; cf. 5:31). Perhaps we could say that the Jerusalem believers unconsciously “inculturate” the newness of the gospel into their own Jewish heritage.18

Nevertheless, there are signs that the gospel is overcoming obstacles even during this early stage of close identification with Jewish culture. The outpouring of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost is accompanied by the miracle of languages, in which Jews and proselytes who represent “every nation under heaven” hear the apostles declare the mighty acts of God in their own vernacular languages (Acts 2:4-11). The miracle would not have been simply for the purpose of communication, since this audience of Jews apparently would have understood either Aramaic or Greek.19 It also symbolizes that the good news is not confined to any single nation or to the Hebrew tongue. From the beginning, the gospel is translated into the various languages of people from all nations. Although the Acts 2 crowd is made up entirely of Jews and Jewish proselytes who have come to Jerusalem to worship, Pentecost foreshadows the church’s universal witness that moves out from Jerusalem to the ends of the earth (“all flesh,” Acts 2:17; “everyone,” Acts 2:21; “all who are far away,” Acts 2:39). The Spirit’s bridging of the communication barrier caused by the diversity of languages signals that the word is able to address all people in the particularity of their own “language of the heart.”

Stephen and the Hellenists. It is in Acts 6—15 that we see the actualization of the boundary-shattering work of the Spirit, as the gospel moves incrementally from a singularly Jewish to a multicultural sphere of influence. Harold E. Dollar observes that Luke deliberately highlights events that show the gospel’s journey from Jewish particularism to inclusivism. Consequently, “[e]ach episode in these chapters, with the exception of chapter twelve, advances this movement in the direction of the Gentiles until the leadership explicitly announces this accomplishment in chapter fifteen.”20

In chapter six, Luke introduces the Jerusalem “Hellenists.” This group is vital to the narrative, not least because they play a key role in the progress of the word to the non-Jewish world. There is a growing consensus that the term “Hellenists” (Acts 6:1) referred to Greek-speaking Jews from the diaspora, in contrast with the “Hebrews,” whose primary language was Aramaic. Language, however, is a basic vehicle of culture, and the Hellenists appear to be a Jewish subculture within Jerusalem who had adopted at least some elements of Greek culture as well.21 The response of a significant number of Hellenists to the earliest preaching of the church implies that the gospel message had already been translated into Greek for their benefit.22 In addition, the Hellenists who spoke only Greek probably worshiped separately in Greek-speaking homes, with the Seven emerging as their functional leaders (Acts 6:5-6). From its infancy the Jerusalem church was characterized by linguistic and cultural diversity. Such differences no doubt contributed to the tensions between the Hellenists and Hebrews over the distribution of food (Acts 6:1-6).23

Did the Hellenists develop a distinctive interpretation of the Christian message, as well? Although the theological differences between the Hebrews and Hellenists have often been overblown, Luke’s account of the pr eaching of Stephen, the leading Hellenist (Acts 6:8—7:60), suggests an advancement in the church’s understanding of the implications of God’s revelation in Christ, one which helps ultimately to open the door to the Gentile mission.24 Indeed, Stephen’s sermon in Acts 7 is a compelling example of doing contextual theology for a new situation.

In the narrative, Stephen’s speech before the Jewish council is prompted by charges from other Hellenistic Jews that he blasphemes Moses and God and that he is constantly attacking the Jerusalem temple and the law (Acts 6:11, 13). In response, Stephen appeals to a shared story of God’s dealings with Israel and the testimony of Scripture in order to call his Jewish audience to account. On one hand, Stephen’s narrative shows his accusers that his message stands in continuity with Moses (Acts 7:35, 39, 44) and the law (Acts 7:38, 44). On the other, he gives Israel’s history and traditions a messianic makeover. Retelling Israel’s story allows Stephen to establish common ground with his listeners, drawing them into the narrative with repeated first person references (e.g., “our ancestor[s],” Acts 7:2, 11-12, 19, 38-39, 44-45; “our people,” 7:17). At the same time, the sermon reconfigures the story of God’s people in order to reshape his hearers’ understanding and identity.25

Stephen’s speech develops two main themes, both of which advance this contextual purpose. First, the Jews have over and over rejected God’s agents of deliverance who intervened on their behalf. This grim pattern of rejection has continued even to the present in their opposition to Jesus, the “Righteous One” (Acts 7:52), and his servants. Second, God’s presence is not tied to the Jerusalem temple. Throughout his retelling of the Jewish story, Stephen demonstrates that God was with his people outside of the Promised Land (Acts 7:1-38). As such, the speech gives short shrift to the settlement of Canaan and the Jerusalem-based monarchy. It focuses rather on the sojournings of the patriarchs and the wilderness wanderings, where the people encountered God in a mobile tabernacle. What is more, Stephen describes the temple “made with human hands” (Acts 7:48) in language daringly similar to that used previously for the golden calf (Acts 7:41). The implication is clear: his opponents’ attitude toward the temple is tantamount to a form of idolatry. Stephen’s targeted speech thus not only addresses the charge laid against him of criticizing the temple (Acts 6:13-14), but, more importantly, it challenges Jewish exclusivism. By freeing the Christian movement from the centrality of Jerusalem and the temple, Stephen the Hellenist cultivates the theological soil for the church’s universal witness.

Bridges to peripheral people. The scattering of the Jerusalem disciples following Stephen’s martyrdom allows the gospel to cross new cultural and geographical thresholds through the ministry of Philip, the Hellenist evangelist. First, he preaches to a group of people who were social, political and religious rivals of the Jews, the Samaritans (Acts 8:4-25). For Luke they were not Jews in the strict sense, although they remained on the fringes of Judaism. Rather, the Samaritans “stood as a halfway house between the Jewish and Gentile worlds leading to a transition to the Gentile mission.”26 It is surely no coincidence that it was a Hellenist Christian, someone who would probably be more open to contact with outsiders, who becomes the catalyst for the church’s initial mission to non-Jews. Philip proclaims “the Messiah” to this crowd (Acts 8:5), which may have been a calculated but courageous strategy since the Samaritans had a different messianic expectation from the Jews (later called the “Taheb” = “Restorer”) based on Deuteronomy 18:18.27 The link between the Jewish hope for a messiah and that of the Samaritans provides an evangelistic bridge for Philip. Yet that expectation must still be reframed in terms of Jesus as the Messiah. The Evangelist proclaims “the good news about the kingdom of God [cf. Acts 1:3] and the name of Jesus Christ” (Acts 8:12; cf. 4:17, 18; 5:28, 40), which underscores that Philip’s ministry of the word stands in continuity with Jesus and the apostles.28

Luke’s introduction of Simon the magician within the story of the Samaritan mission signals an early encounter between the gospel and syncretism (Acts 8:9-13, 18-23). Simon tries to incorporate Christianity into his already syncretistic concoction of heretical Samaritan Judaism and popular Greco-Roman magic. For Simon, religion is a fountain of power and self-promotion (Acts 8:10-11, 19). Initially, Luke describes the interaction between Simon and Philip as a kind of “power encounter,” in which Simon’s sorcery is bested by the authentic miracle-working power of the Spirit (Acts 8:6-7, 9, 11, 13). Impressed by Peter and John’s access to the gift of the Spirit, Simon regards God’s power as a form of magic to be manipulated for selfish ends. He looks at the Holy Spirit as a commodity that can be bought and sold (Acts 8:18-19). Luke, however, unequivocally denies that Christianity can be viewed through the lens of a magical worldview.29 Peter condemns Simon with a curse formula threatening eternal destruction (Acts 8:20-23). The passage serves as a strong warning to Luke’s readers against the dangers of syncretizing the Christian faith. This is a theme that would have had critical relevance within the religiously plural Greco-Roman world.

The account of Philip’s divinely orchestrated encounter with an Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:26-39) enables the gospel to bridge further boundaries. The highstatus official whom Philip discovers on a desert road cuts an intriguing and somewhat mysterious figure. On one hand, he represents an outsider from a Jewish perspective. He is a dark-skinned African, a castrated male, probably a Gentile,30 whose homeland was considered to be at “the end of the earth”31 (cf. Acts 1:8). On the other hand, he is a pious Jewish sympathizer, returning from worship of the God of Israel in Jerusalem and avidly reading Isaiah the prophet. For Luke, this episode signals another step in the gospel’s steady advance to peripheral people. In this Ethiopian’s embrace of faith in the Messiah, the gospel overcomes racial, physical, cultural and geographical barriers and upends human power structures. The Spirit brings the word to someone from the world’s outer borders, anticipating the fulfillment of the promise of Acts 1:8.

Philip tailors his evangelistic witness to the royal official’s circumstances and spiritual need. Using the Scripture passage in Isaiah 53 that the Ethiopian is already reading as a bridgehead, the Evangelist interprets it as a prophetic testimony about Jesus the Messiah (Acts 8:35). Given that a eunuch would have a marginalized status within Judaism as someone dishonored and excluded from God’s assembly due to his physical defect (Lev 21:18-20; Deut 23:1), the identification of Jesus with the humiliated and suffering Servant of Isaiah 53 would have been particularly relevant.32 Philip uses the text at hand and the Ethiopian’s sincere searchings as a point of departure for a fuller exposition of the “good news about Jesus” (Acts 8:35). This becomes a saving word for the eunuch, as his eagerness to be baptized confirms (Acts 8:36).



A Tale of Two Conversions

A critical moment in the gospel’s initial movement from the domain of ethnic Judaism into the Gentile arena comes in the story of Cornelius and Peter (Acts 10:1—11:18). The importance of this narrative for Luke can hardly be overstated. Its sheer length, Luke’s repeated telling of the story, and its numerous references to visions and miraculous elements all testify that, for Luke, it is a crucial test case for the acceptance of Gentiles as Gentiles into the people of God. Without this forward leap in the life of the church the translation of the gospel into new cultures and milieus would not be possible.

Acts 10—11 tell a story of two complementary conversions. One involves the Roman centurion Cornelius, who symbolically represents the inclusion of Gentiles into the Christian community (11:1, 18). Yet if Cornelius is a representative Gentile, he is hardly a typical Gentile. Luke goes to no small effort to paint him as a pious, God-fearing33 adherent of the Jewish synagogue. The angel sent by God addresses him like a Jew (Acts 10:4), and his prayers, faith and alms reveal an openness to divine grace.34 God’s grace has been at work in the life of this sincere Gentile long before his encounter with Peter, preparing the centurion for acceptance of the gospel when he hears it. Cornelius is no pagan, but neither is he a proselyte, since he is not circumcised and does not keep Jewish food laws. Cornelius and his company thus function as a natural “bridge group” for the progress of the gospel into the Gentile arena.35

The second “conversion” is that of Peter, the spokesman and representative of the Jerusalem apostles and the Jewish Christian church. It is not a conversion to faith in Jesus Christ as it is for the Cornelius group, but rather a theological and cultural transformation. Peter must be converted to a new vision of what constitutes the people of God, one that includes uncircumcised and “unclean” Gentiles as well as Jews. This is perhaps the more difficult and dramatic change of the two, because it challenges deep-seated cultural values and Jewish ethnocentrism. Luke underscores this through his dual emphasis on God’s persistent initiative in these events on the one hand and the repeated resistance of Jewish Christians to what God is doing on the other. It takes interlocking visions (Acts 10:3-16; 11:5-10), angels (Acts 10:3-8), trances (Acts 10:10), three distinct hearings of God’s command (Acts 10:16; 11:10), and finally the unexpected outpouring of the Spirit, resulting in the conversion of the Cornelius household (Acts 10:44-48; 11:15-17), before Peter and his compatriots are convinced. Dollar captures this dynamic well: “Luke shows that the theological challenge of the Gentile mission is not the reluctance of the Gentiles to respond to the gospel but the reluctance of the Jews to preach to them.” Consequently, “the ‘conversion’ of the messenger” must come before the conversion of those who need the message.36

Overcoming barriers of exclusion. The Cornelius story highlights two major obstacles that must be cleared away for the gospel to be liberated from an exclusive Jewish ethnic and cultural identity. The first is a soteriological barrier. Peter and his fellow Jewish Christians need to understand that God has granted salvation to Gentiles as Gentiles. This is the point of Peter’s vision. God’s command not to call profane what God has made clean applies to people as well as to food (Acts 10:15; 11:9; cf. 10:28).37 Peter’s perceptual breakthrough comes in Acts 10:34-35 as he interprets the events that have taken place: “I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him.” The notion of divine impartiality had Old Testament precedence (Deut 10:17; 2 Chron 19:7), but here the emphasis falls on the fresh realization that God’s love and favor is independent of a person’s nationality, culture or ethnic identity. God does not “play favorites” between Jews and Gentiles. What counts is whether they reverence him and practice righteousness.38 Peter discovers that God accepts people as they are, within their concrete national and cultural homes, yet on a basis that transcends any single ethnic identity or practice. This is a foundational theological insight for a New Testament perspective on contextualization.

Peter’s preaching leads uncircumcised Cornelius and friends to experience forgiveness of their sins (Acts 10:43; cf. 11:14), which is divinely validated when the Gentiles receive the same gift of the Holy Spirit as the Jews did at Pentecost (Acts 10:45; 11:15-17). In the end, once-skeptical Jewish Christians come to the inescapable theological conclusion that God has graciously “given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life” (Acts 11:18) without requiring them first to follow the prescriptions of the Jewish law.

But along with the soteriological hurdle, there was the equally significant social barricade of table fellowship. Food laws involved maintaining purity and functioned as distinctive boundary markers for the Jews, separating them from other peoples.39 As long as Jewish dietary rules that blocked social interaction between Jews and Gentiles (cf. Acts 10:28) were in effect, the church could never become a multicultural community. For Jewish Christians like Peter, the problem focused on how they could maintain their purity and distinctiveness and at the same time eat with unclean Gentiles. Luke painstakingly describes each step in the process of breaking down social and ritual walls: Peter has a vision of a “nonkosher picnic”40 that announces the divine decontaminating of unclean foods (Acts 10:9-16; 11:5-12); he decides to offer hospitality to Gentiles (Acts 10:23) and then to receive it from Cornelius (Acts 10:27-28, 48); Peter’s Jerusalem critics level a charge that he had eaten with Gentiles (Acts 11:1-3); and finally, Peter offers the defense that he had received the Spirit’s instruction to make no distinction between Jews and Gentiles in his behavior (Acts 11:12).

It is striking that at each stage of the story the primary adjustment needed for the gospel to bridge social and religious boundaries comes not from the Gentile “outsiders” but from Jewish “insiders,” who must let go of their ethnocentric attitudes and practices. This demands acknowledging that the food laws they once considered nonnegotiable were in reality culturally specific impediments to God’s plan for a unified church. The old exclusionary system of purity has to be dismantled and replaced by a new order of inclusion. In addition, since dietary laws that reinforced separateness were at the heart of Jewish self-identity, what is ultimately at stake is a reconfiguring of identity from an ethnic Jewish movement to a universal Christian community.41 In the new “world” created by the death and resurrection of Christ, the gospel demands cultural transformation at a bedrock level. In the end, Peter’s critics are silenced (Acts 11:17). Christian identity is redefined. Barriers to full intercultural fellowship come down.

With both the theological and sociological obstructions removed, the path is cleared for the gospel to be preached to the Gentiles as cultural Gentiles. Although foreshadowed in the conversion of a solitary Ethiopian Gentile in an isolated setting in chapter 8, for Luke the events in Caesarea constitute the decisive missional and cultural breakthrough for the church. This impression is heightened by the confirmation of both the Spirit and the community. The Holy Spirit’s unforeseen descent upon a Gentile household in parallel fashion to the experience of Jewish believers in the upper room in Jerusalem signals God’s acceptance of the Gentiles and changes their status. Significantly, Peter recontextualizes Jesus’ promise of the baptism with the Spirit originally delivered to Jewish followers (Acts 1:5), applying it to the new work of the Spirit among non-Jews (Acts 11:16). Furthermore, Luke’s retelling of the tale in Acts 11:1-18 allows the Jerusalem community to catch up with what God is doing. As a result, they embrace the unconditional inclusion of the Gentiles into the people of God. Peter’s “conversion” becomes, in effect, the transformation of the church (cf. Acts 11:18).

Doing narrative theology in a “God-fearing” context. What, then, can we learn about the theological process by which Peter and the Jewish Christian church rethink their understanding of the faith in light of new circumstances? First, Luke stresses that the church’s fresh grasp of its identity and mission comes about through God’s design and initiative. The Spirit is the divine choreographer of the encounters and events that lead to Peter’s theological conversion.42 Second, narratives of the experience of the Spirit’s working play a pivotal role in the church’s theological reflection. Peter only comes to fully realize the meaning of his own vision regarding God’s full acceptance of Gentiles after Cornelius relates his story of receiving God’s direction (Acts 10:29-34). This insight into God’s surprising grace is confirmed when Peter witnesses the Gentiles’ experience of the gift of the Spirit in a similar way to his own (Acts 10:44-48). Later, when Peter is challenged by the Jerusalem believers, he narrates his own experience of God’s action “step by step” (Acts 11:4; cf. 11:1-17), which persuades them to accept his new inclusive interpretation of God’s offer of salvation (Acts 11:18). Third, the theological journey Luke describes has a notable communal character. When Peter goes to meet Cornelius, he is accompanied by fellow Jewish believers from Joppa, who recognize and interpret what God is doing among the Gentiles (Acts 10:38, 45-46); Cornelius gathers his friends and relatives to hear God’s word, and the Holy Spirit descends on the whole company (Acts 10:24, 44, 48); Peter’s home church in Jerusalem questions this theological innovation (Acts 11:2-3), but in the end they declare the saving implications of God’s activity (Acts 11:18). The community is vital to each stage in the process of doing theology. Fourth, intercultural encounter contributes to new theological insight. On one hand, the witness of Jewish Christians enables Cornelius and the other Roman Gentiles to hear and embrace the saving word. On the other, through Peter’s interaction with Gentile outsiders his own grasp of the gospel is stretched and enriched.

Fifth, Peter’s proclamation of the good news to the Cornelius circle is the centerpiece of the story. This “narrative sermon”—the first speech to a group of Gentiles in Acts—functions in the story as a model of evangelistic contextualization:

Then Peter began to speak to them: “I truly understand that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him. You know the message he sent to the people of Israel, preaching peace through Jesus Christ—he is Lord of all. That message spread throughout Judea, beginning in Galilee after the baptism that John announced: how God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power; how he went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with Him. We are witnesses to all that he did both in Judea and in Jerusalem. They put him to death by hanging him on a tree; but God raised him on the third day and allowed him to appear, not to all the people but to us who were chosen by God as witnesses, and who ate and drank with him after he rose from the dead. He commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is the one ordained by God as judge of the living and the dead. All the prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives forgiveness of sins through his name.” (Acts 10:34-43)



Despite Martin Dibelius’s conclusion that Luke composed the speech on a stereotypical pattern that had little relevance to its narrative context,43 I would argue that Peter’s sermon is highly appropriate for an audience of Gentile Godfearers. Most commentators note that its narrative of what God has done in Christ has significant parallels with Peter’s earlier missionary preaching to Jews (see especially Acts 2:17-36 and 3:12-26). Luke is keen to demonstrate throughout Acts that the apostolic gospel is rooted in the story of Jesus as the fulfillment of God’s saving plan.44 A number of aspects, however, speak either directly or indirectly to the context at hand: (1) the opening statement of God’s impartiality toward all people (Acts 10:34-35; cf. v. 28) and the closing assurance of forgiveness of sins to “everyone who believes in him” (Acts 10:43) frame the speech with the keynote of God’s acceptance of non-Jews for salvation; (2) Peter interjects into his narrative about Jesus Christ the affirmation that “he is Lord of all” (Acts 10:36), which speaks to the inclusion of the Gentiles;45 (3) the command to preach and bear witness (Acts 10:42; cf. v. 41) links Jesus’ commissioning of his disciples to begin a worldwide mission (Lk 24:47-48; cf. Acts 1:8) to Peter’s preaching to Gentiles;46 (4) the theme of Christ as “judge of the living and the dead” (Acts 10:42) is an extension of his universal lordship and is taken up again in Paul’s address to Gentiles in Athens (Acts 17:31); (5) the more detailed narrative of Jesus’ earthly life and ministry than we find in Peter’s earlier Jerusalem sermons fits a non-Jewish audience, which presumably would not be as familiar with those events; (6) Luke recruits the language of benefaction in Acts 10:38 when Jesus is described as one who went about “doing good” (euergetōn). This term, which was often applied to mighty rulers or emperors who conferred benefits on others, might speak with particular force to a Roman Gentile;47 (7) Peter’s unique reference to witnesses who “ate and drank” with Jesus “is especially appropriate for a story that concerns itself with hospitality for Gentiles”48 (Acts 10:41; cf. 11:3); (8) in contrast to Peter’s earlier sermons to Jews, there are no explicit quotations from the Old Testament, although a number of scriptural echoes are woven into the text (e.g., Ps 107:20 and Is 52:7 in Acts 10:36).

Considering this impressive evidence of contextualization for a Gentile audience, it might seem odd to find so much emphasis on the Jewishness of Jesus in the sermon. For example, Peter presses home that God sent his message “to the people of Israel,” preaching peace through “Jesus Messiah” (Acts 10:36; cf. v. 42), and that “all the prophets” witness to him (Acts 10:43). Rather than missing the mark, however, the telling of the Jesus story in its Jewish context is appropriate for Peter’s audience for two reasons. First, it underscores that the universal gospel for the Gentiles is rooted in concrete events that took place in space and time and within the framework of God’s dealings with a particular nation, the people of Israel. For Luke, the heart of the gospel lies not in a series of christological propositions but in the story of Jesus of Nazareth. Robert Tannehill shows that Peter summarizes the Jesus narrative presented in Luke’s gospel, from his birth announcement (Acts 10:36) to the commission of his followers as risen Lord (Acts 10:42): “By telling this story to Cornelius and his company and by placing it in a frame that affirms Jesus’ universal significance, Peter is affirming that the story of the Jewish Messiah also has relevance for Gentiles.”49 Second, the presentation of the gospel as the fulfillment of God’s promises to Israel that had now been offered to the Gentiles would be especially important for synagogue adherents like Cornelius, in a way that it would not to a purely pagan audience (cf. Acts 17:22-31). What we find, therefore, is a sermon that is carefully crafted to persuade an audience of Gentiles living on the fringes of Judaism to embrace the call to faith in Jesus Christ.

The conversion of the God-fearer Cornelius does not mean that the gospel has fully traveled from its strictly Jewish beginnings to the heartland of pagan culture and religion. That will come later. Nor are the issues it raises finally resolved, as the looming crisis of the Jerusalem Council makes all too clear. Nevertheless, Luke views the Cornelius story as a decisive catalyst that alters the identity and direction of the church and sounds the death knell to cultural exclusiveness. The Cornelius episode thus carries paradigmatic significance, both for Luke’s readers and for the church today in its various cultural manifestations. Churches still struggle with ethnocentric perspectives, which resist acceptance of contextualized expressions of Christian theology and practice that are different from their own. Chan-Hie Kim, for example, finds arresting parallels between the attitude of the Jerusalem church toward the Gentiles in the Cornelius episode and that of the dominant church culture in North America regarding Asian immigrant Christians today.50

Peter’s acceptance of Cornelius establishes a critical precedent for the inclusive character of the new Christian movement and the gospel’s ability to transcend humanly constructed barriers. But the contentious issue of the relationship of Gentiles to the Jewish heritage of that movement and to the law of Moses is yet to be resolved. Luke addresses that question in chapter 15.



Theologizing by the Church: The Jerusalem Council

The Council of Jerusalem is the watershed event in Luke’s narrative of the gospel’s progress from a Jewish to a universal context. As Brian Rosner aptly pictures it, “The book of Acts without chapter 15 would be like a wedding ceremony without the crucial pronouncement. Everything that happens in chapter 1—14 leads up to this high point
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