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     Many people do not like Paul. They prefer the Gospel stories of Jesus to the epistles. They don’t like 
Paul because of what he may or may not have written about women or because he seems to be a 
bastion of heavy-handed theology.  

     I would suggest to those who do not like him that they have not read him the right way. Instead of 
seeing his letters as abstract theological treatises, they are letters from a pastor to a congregation 
dealing with practical problems facing the church. First and last, Paul is a pastor leading his flocks and 
there is a deep thread of pastoral pragmatism that runs throughout his letters.  

     The first letter to the Corinthians is the clearest example. If you ever wonder whether the early 
church is relatable to churches today, look no further than First Corinthians. The Corinth church is a hot 
mess. They are dealing with a sex scandal, lawsuits, and worship wars. Paul is offering them practical 
advice how to do ministry in the midst of ethnic diversity and religious differences.  

     His credo for doing ministry is this pragmatic statement: “I have become all things to all people, so 
that I might by any means save some. I do it all for the sake of the gospel, so that I may share in its 
blessings.”  

    His approach to leadership reflects a fundamental truth about the gospel. The gospel can and must be 
made relevant to different groups of people and in different settings. It is the question that resurfaces in 
every generation of pastors and every congregation, the question of relevancy: How do we make the 
gospel relevant and how do we translate it into various settings and make it understandable and vital to 
diverse groups? This is the task of cultural adaptation. It is the recurring task of making the message 
portable from place to place, people to people, culture to culture. 

     The early church made a decision to make the gospel portable. The gospel is the proclamation of 
Jesus Christ, and Jesus was a Jewish Messiah. However, they began to attract Gentiles to their very 
Jewish movement, and the question arose: Should we require them to be circumcised? In other words, 
should we require these Gentiles to adopt Jewish customs and rituals to receive the salvation of the 
Jewish Messiah?  

     Their answer was no. In a council meeting at the mother church in Jerusalem, they said that 
circumcision was optional. With that one decision, they made it possible for the gospel to be adapted 
into non-Jewish settings. The message became culturally portable and could then be made relevant in 
ways suitable to new constituencies.  

     Their answer had limits. No, Jewish rituals were not essential to the message, but the message could 
not be compromised by the Gentile’s idolatry. You did not need to be a Jew but you could not be an idol 
worshipper. In a culture and economy saturated with a plethora of gods and goddesses, this created a 
complex ambiguity of how to live the Christian faith in your daily life. That ambiguity stared them in the 
face every evening when they sat down for dinner because the meat they ate had likely been dedicated 
to an idol prior to being butchered. This was one of the thorny issues Paul was addressing in his letter.  



     The gospel can and must be made relevant to different people in different settings, but there is a fine 
balance between too little and too much adaptation. If the message is not sufficiently rooted in the 
culture and context of the people then it will not stick. This is one of the main reasons why Christianity 
never expanded into the Saudi Arabian peninsula. Christians have been there for centuries. They were a 
particular brand of Christians called Nestorians. They spread from there all the way to China and had a 
presence from the seventh century. But they never expanded because they never became part of 
Arabian culture, and so their presence was only in the port cities along the coasts. And in China they 
faded away off and on with the ebb and flow of the Mongols control over the Chinese. Too little cultural 
adaptation is like a plant that never forms sufficient roots in the soil.  

     On the other hand, there can be too much adaptation that distorts the core message of the gospel. 
Such was the ill-fated “rave masses” in the Church of England in the early 1990s. In the late 80s, rave 
dance parties became a fad in England—a rave dance party would be held in a warehouse or some other 
makeshift location and feature tech and industrial music to which wild dancing went on for hours. In an 
attempt to appeal to young adults, a few Anglican parishes adapted the mass with rave music and 
dancing. It quickly degenerated. In one parish, exotic dancers were hoisted in cages in the sanctuary. 
Needless to say, the bishop closed that one down.  

    The gospel is adaptable but there is still a core message and ministry that demands our integrity. We 
must not misread Paul. When he says that “I have become all things to all people” he is not saying that 
anything goes. When he says that he does it to “win some” he is not a used car salesman whose only 
concern is hitting his quota for the week. Paul must proclaim the message by living out the law of Christ 
which is the embodiment of the fruit of the Spirit, the chief of which is love. Manipulation has no place 
with the message.  

    With integrity, Paul will translate the gospel in ways relevant to his different audiences. 

    He said, “to the Jews I became as a Jew.” The Jews were an ethnic group within the Empire with their 
own culture, ritual, and status, and Paul drew from his Jewish identity to proclaim the gospel in the 
synagogues when he came to town. He would relate the stories of the Hebrew Scriptures to Christ.  

     The church took root among Celtic people because monks related the scriptures to their worldview. 
St. Martin’s cross is a premier example of this adaptation. This stone cross is about ten feet high and 
stands in front of  the abbey on the Isle of Iona off the coast of Scotland, which had been the strategic 
center of missionary work in the early middle ages. One side of the cross depicts characters and symbols 
from the Bible, and the other side are traditional Celtic symbols from nature. Both scripture and culture 
are combined and balanced in the cross.  

     Paul said, “to those under the law, I became as one under the law.” Here he is referring to Christians 
who continued to practice Jewish customs of the Torah, specifically those who would not eat meat from 
the Gentile markets and who insisted on circumcision. For them, the old traditions were still very much 
part of the gospel. When Paul was dining with them, he would not eat the meat from the market. He 
would comply with their stricter observances. He did not want his personal liberty to get in the way of 
them accepting the core message of the gospel.  

    The ancient traditions of spiritual discipline are at the heart of a new religious movement known as 
the New Monasticism. Over the past 25 years, Gen X and Y Christians have been rediscovering the 



monastic practices of contemplation, prayer and the lectionary and seeking to practice them in small 
covenanted communities of faith that echoes what those monks were doing on Iona hundreds of years 
ago. One such community is The Simple Way in Philadelphia that was organized by author Shane 
Claiborne and five other believers who live in a terraced house in a poor neighborhood in Philadelphia.  

     Paul also said that “to those outside the law I became as one” of them. He is referring to Gentile 
Christians who did not practice the Jewish rituals and had no hang ups eating the meat from the 
marketplace. When he stayed with them, he gladly joined them for a steak to demonstrate his 
acceptance of them so that they could receive his message. He was adapting his approach to ministry to 
accommodate the culture and be relevant.  

     Time and again, we have adapted worship to cultural trends without diminishing the gospel. Musical 
styles and use of instruments have been essential tools in translating the gospel to people for whom the 
traditions of the church are foreign. We see this today in contemporary Christian music and 
contemporary worship services that other congregations do.  

     And like today, with every cultural adaptation of worship there has been controversy. Consider this 
diatribe by Methodist preacher James Gilruth in Michigan who wrote in his journal in 1835 that he 
would “break up this” innovation in worship at his church. He was talking about the use of a cello to help 
lead the music. Originally, Methodists normally sang a capella and the preacher would give the music 
line by line to which the entire congregation would respond. During the 19th century, innovations in 
worship, such as the introduction of choirs and organs, were controversial. It was believed that these 
innovations would detract from the core spiritual experience of Methodist worship by making worship 
into mere entertainment.  

      Most of all, Paul said that “to the weak I became weak.” He is speaking about persons at the bottom 
of the social and economic ladder. Look closely that he says that he became one of them. He 
surrendered his privilege status so that he could identify with them. He established his authenticity with 
his actions and he gave credibility to his message by living out his commitment to minister among them.  

      Regardless of innovations and variations to adapt the message, what is at the core of making the 
gospel relevant is our authenticity. When they see our commitment to the weak and vulnerable in 
society we embody the transformative power of the gospel. Talk is cheap and Christian talk is cheaper 
than ever in America today.  

    John Stewart embodied Paul’s pastoral approach. He was a biracial Methodist lay preacher who 
organized a mission community among Wyandot tribes in northern Ohio in 1814.  His assistant was 
Jonathan Pointer, an African American interpreter.  When Stewart died in 1823 at age 37, the mission 
had a worshipping congregation, a farm and a school. There were 300 members, 15 class leaders and 
four native American preachers. He did not reach out at arm’s length; he got his hands dirty.  

     The gospel can and must be made relevant to different groups and settings. Our proclamation is 
portable.  

     There are two things to learn from Paul’s portable proclamation. One, we need to accept and 
celebrate different forms of proclaiming the gospel. We are united by a common message but we are 
not and should not be uniform in how we share it. This is especially true for different forms of worship. 
You may have a friend who worships with a different church, and you may not like their style of worship 



or music. But those differences should never lead us to look down on others. It takes all kinds to reach 
all kinds.  

     Second, more importantly, we should be inspired by Paul’s passion. He is willing to change and 
innovate, to be flexible and responsive to achieve one goal: sharing the message. We should have the 
same passion. Do we?  

  

     


