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Pilgrim People:  
A Survey of Gospel, Cultural Context, 

& Church Culture  
in our after-modern world 

 
 

“Missionary thinking is still pervaded by Pelagianism. Mission is conceived as a task, rather than a gift, on 
over-spill, and an explosion of joy.” – Lesslie Newbigin 

 
 Jesus’ longest prayer is one of missiology (John 17) and our discussion will do little more than tease out the 
implications of His prayer in our midst. Jesus began by praying for Himself, moved to praying for His immediate 
disciples, and then praying for His elect scattered by the Spirit throughout the world for sake of being signs pointing 
to His reign and coming kingdom. Amazingly, Jesus prayer for us centered upon our missiological task to walk the 
gauntlet of remaining in the world while being protected by His Word as the evil one attempts to syncretize our gospel 
with the system of world thinking and conduct.  
 Throughout our discussion I will be providing a strong theological framework because my fear is this 
rigorous investigation of Scripture and church history western pragmatism begins to drive the convictions of the 
church that inevitably leads to some form of idolatry. Therefore, you will discover that my presuppositions are strongly 
and unapologetically reformed. However, I do recognize that Reformed theology was birthed as an anti or counter 
theology and has often times sadly remained a negative voice of critique rather than a strong voice of theological 
clarity. Also, the often vocal extreme fringes of reformed theology have frequently gravitated into rationalism and 
separatism that does not lend to missiological engagement with culture actively seeking the evangelization of lost 
people. For these reasons and many more, it is imperative that reformation not be a one-time event in the history of 
the church, but instead an ongoing task compelled by love for God and neighbor.  
 Also, the presupposition we will be working from is that the Bible is simply the authoritative word of God, or 
to paraphrase Augustine: what the Bible says, God says. We will be assuming that the Bible is one true narrative 
from perfection in the first two chapters to perfection in the final two chapters, with sin, chaos, judgment and Jesus’ 
atonement for human sin as story lines threading the narrative together. We will also assume that God alone is the 
hero of the story, primary revelation of the story, and alone gets all glory.  
 Lastly, much of our dialogue is strongly influenced by the work of a dear missionary brother, Lesslie 
Newbigin, who now sees Christ face to face, and the Gospel and Culture Network who has faithfully picked up his 
mantle (www.gocn.org). For the purposes for our time together we will be using Newbigin’s Trinitarian definition of 
missiology as “…proclaiming the kingdom of the Father, as sharing the life of the Son, and as bearing the witness of 
the Spirit.” 
 
 
Pastor Mark Driscoll 
Mars Hill, Seattle www.marshill.fm 
Acts 29 Network, www.a29.org 
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Gospel 
 

“…He has anointed me to preach good news…” 
Jesus Christ 

“Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel.”  
Paul 

 
Gospel Presuppositions 

 
Descartes “I think, therefore I am” 

Anselm “I believe in order to understand” 
 
 

Epistemology Science VS Revelation 
Ontology Naturalism VS Supernaturalism 

Efficient Cause Darwinian Evolution VS Creation 
Final Cause Progress VS Salvation 

Ethical Embodiment Arrogance VS Humility  
*adopted and adapted from Houston Smith “Beyond The Postmodern Mind” 1992 
 
 

Romans as Missional Treatise 
 

"Missionary vision for the whole world dominates Paul’s description of his situation  
and hope at the time he wrote Romans."  

James P. Martin 
 
 
 Augustine rightly surmised that the gospel was a pharmacon, a thing that ushers in both light and death.  A 
survey of Paul’s treatise to the Romans echoes such a sentiment, that the gospel is both the condemnation of some 
and the salvation of others. Debate has abounded regarding the theological center and purpose of Paul’s greatest 
work, but it seems likely that much of Paul has been misunderstood by those merely wrestling with his concepts while 
not embodying his life of missional evangelism as a church planter and intercessor of gospel and culture. Therefore, 
our study will briefly investigate Paul as a missionary church planter and Romans as the summary of his theology 
and guiding ministry philosophy. In this way, while the Reformation recovery of the gospel in this book was essential 
for the first reformation, a recovery of it’s purpose and motive may lead to a much needed second reformation of our 
practice. In this light, the book can be divided into the following missional sections. 
 First, the book may be approached in larger sections of prepositional, historical, and incarnational 
missiology. Propositional missiology in chapters 1-8 deals primarily with the issues regarding sin that create a need 
for the gospel. Historical missiology is outlined in chapters 9-11 where Paul demonstrates that God elected Israel to 
be a missional nation that carried the power of the gospel to all nations of the earth. Incarnational missiology is 
explored in chapters 12-16 and searches the implications of salvation and how the gospel causes practical life 
change for the sake of living as a witness 
 Second, the book may be approached as a series of answers to ongoing missiological issues. The question 
of what is the gospel is addressed in chapters 1-8. The question of how does the gospel experience contextualization 
in Israel, and recontextualization among Gentiles for the sake of election is addressed in chapters 9-11. The question 
of how does the missiological call of the gospel fuel the worship (both gathered in church and scattered in mission) of 
the church is addressed in chapter 12. The question of how the missiological call of the gospel must guide the 
churches social/political engagement is addressed in chapter 13. The question of how the gospel is contextualized 
when cultures collide in a pluralistic world is addressed in chapters 14-15. Lastly, the question of how the gospel lives 
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in the people who comprise the local church as the hermeneutic and apologetic of the gospel (to use Lesslie 
Newbigin’s terms) is addressed in chapter 16.  

Lastly, while the entire book of Romans could arguably be called a gospel articulation, Paul does pause at 
various points to speak in specific of the gospel (1:1-2, 1:9, 1:15-17, 2:15-17, 11:28, 15:16, 15:19-20, 16:25). He 
begins by explaining the call of the gospel upon His life, the gospel promised in the Old Testament and fulfilled in 
Jesus Christ. Paul then moves to discuss that this gospel must be preached, and that within it is contained the power 
of God for those whom have faith in it’s message. Paul then moves to encourage that church planters like him preach 
the gospel where it has not yet arrived, while still remembering that believers continually need to be established in 
the content and work of the gospel.  
 

The Four Gospels As Contextualized Narratives 
 
  

Gospel Author Primary 
Audience 

Contextualization 
of Jesus 

Missiological Features 

Matthew Jewish tax 
collector, 
disciple & 
eyewitness 
(Matt. 10:3) 

Jews Messiah/King who 
fulfills the Law 

Genealogy to Abraham & David w/sinful women included, 
roughly 60% is Jesus words, numerous OT references (over 
30 OT prophecies fulfilled), God called Father 46 times,  

Mark  Romans Servant Briefest gospel, divides into Jesus deeds & death at 10:45, 
fewer OT quotes, action abounds (over 150 present tense 
verbs), over 40% is Jesus words, 18 of Jesus 35 miracles, no 
genealogy and little attention to first 30 years of Jesus life  

Luke Brilliant 
Gentile 
Doctor (Col. 
4:14) 

Gentiles Perfect Man whom 
all of the OT 
pointed to 

Most historical detail & chronological ordering, Jesus 
genealogy traced to Adam (humanity), about half of the 
gospel is Jesus words, 13 women mentioned that are omitted 
from other gospels, Jewish traits explained (i.e. 4:31, 8:26), 
emphasis on grace, most detail of Jesus youth, Jesus 
emotions highlighted 

John Beloved & 
youngest, 
part of Jesus 
inner circle, 
eyewitness, 
longest living  

Greeks God Incarnate who 
came that we 
might believe and 
have eternal life 

Few OT quotes, many OT allusions, over 90% of John is 
unique, no parables given, I AM statements of Jesus clarify 
divinity, key words include know and believe, reappropriation 
of Greek philosophical concepts  

 
 

 
Missional Gospel Contextualization In Acts 

 
  While a great deal could be spoken of in Acts regarding issues of gospel, culture, and church, for the sake 
of time we will limit our discussions to a few key points. First, as explore the proclamations of the gospel throughout 
the book we discover that the motivation for evangelization was not a works motivated drudgery, but instead an 
authentic joy and faith that spilled over quite naturally to others. Second, we discover that there is no singular 
proclamation of the gospel, but instead the gospel is contextualized for people and groups by the Holy Spirit in the 
children of God. However, the great diversity of contextualization in no way changes the fundamental message of the 
gospel. In fact, each time the gospel is preached we discover that the cross and empty tomb the central issues of the 
gospel repeated each time (1:22, 2:24, 2:31, 3:15, 4:2, 4:10, 4:33, 5:30, 10:40, 13:33, 13:37, 17:3, 17:18, 17:32, 
23:6, 24:15, 24:21, 25:19, 26:8, 26:23).  Third, we discover that the gospel is a whole life issue of Jesus lordship that 
extends over physical homes, families, vocations and all other dimensions of life as they are redeemed for the 
purposes of the kingdom. Fourth, we see that the gospel is both embodied with gracious acts and proclaimed with 
bold words by the people of God. Curiously, we find that as the people of God live as the church in a counter cultural 
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and public way amidst the greater culture others are intrigued by their lives and inquire of their source of new life, 
thus inviting the proclamation of the gospel as the answer to unbelievers’ questions. Five, we see that all of God’s 
children are invited to serve the cause of the gospel by contributing according to their gifting and ability. Six, we see 
that when confronted with the inevitable question of their authority they refer to nothing more than the gospel. Simply, 
Jesus died, rose and sent us and that alone is our authority. Seven, we also discover that as the gospel extends to 
Gentiles in Acts and following that the people of God must continually reform themselves by extricating the gospel 
from it’s cultural overlays which inevitably impinge upon the ability of the gospel to speak cross-culturally. Examples 
include feasts and festivals, day of Sabbath, meat sacrificed to idols, circumcision,   
 
 

 Common Responses by the Sent People 
   

Jesus words of sending were so clear that it seems peculiar that many misunderstood what a child could 
readily comprehend. As such, throughout the history of God’s people some have argued convincingly for alternatives 
to being the faithful sent people of God serving the nations by worshipping their God in public ways. The following are 
some responses to Jesus great commissioning that are common in every age of God’s people, including our own.  

 
 Pharisees Saduccees Zealots Essenes Disciples 

Objective Personal 
holiness 

Cultural 
relevance 

Political change Personal 
encounter 

God’s glory in 
Christ 

Means Separation & 
regulation 

Accommodation  
& adoption of 
culture 

Vocal & active 
power, force, & 
authority 

Withdrawal, 
detachment, 
self-denial,  

Saying, being, 
doing the 
gospel together 

Gospel Law alone  Grace alone Salvation by 
right cause, 
good works, 
nationality 

Experience, 
personal touch, 
mystical 
encounter 

Law & Gospel - 
God against all 
for the sake of 
all 

Consequence 
for Adherents 

Hypocritical 
arrogance or 
desperation 

Syncretism, 
license to sin, 
idolatry 

Nationalism, 
cultural wars, & 
Constantinianism 

Passivity, 
ignorance of 
neighbor 

Abandoned 
lives of risk & 
gain 

Consequence 
for hearers 

Condemnation 
& angry 
response  

False security, 
idolatry  

Division, fighting, 
anger 

Ambiguity 
without contact 

Life or death,  

 
 

Missional Dimensions of our After-Modern Evangelism 
 
From personal to tribal engagement 
From objective consumption to subjective participation 
From proposition to narrative 
From moments to seasons 
From mind/heart dualism to holism 
From clear sight to perspective 
From judgment to tolerance 
From thinking & feeling to theeling  
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Cultural Context 
 
 

Definitions of Culture 
 
“The word ‘culture’ derives its semantic origin from the Latin cultura, which initially referred to the cultivation of the 
soil and then by extension to the cultivation of the mind and spirit…it embraces all aspects of human life in a given 
society: its values, beliefs, customs, forms of knowledge and art, etc. It is no longer an ‘elitist’ concept of the 
educated but one that applies to every individual and to all peoples.” – Richard Cote 
 
“The essential meaning of culture consists…in the fact that it is characteristic of human life as such. Man lives an 
entirely human life only due to culture…Man cannot live without culture…Culture is that which makes man become 
ever more human.” – Pope John Paul II 
 
“It (culture) takes in media, advertising, information technology, fashion, ritual, worship, academic disciplines, public 
symbols, lifestyles and everyday practices such as automobile commuting or childbearing…Culture lends 
significance to human experience by selecting from and organizing it. It refers broadly to the forms through which 
people make sense of their lives, rather than more narrowly to the opera or art museums. It does not inhabit a set-
aside domain…For the pirouettes of classical ballet to the most brute of brute facts, all of human conduct is culturally 
mediated. Culture encompasses the everyday and the esoteric, the mundane and the elevated, the ridiculous and the 
sublime.” – Rodney Clapp 
 
“When we speak of culture in its broadest sense, we are speaking about the sum total ways of living that shape (and 
also are shaped by) the continuing life of a group of human beings from generation to generation. We are speaking 
about the language that enables them to grasp, conceptualize, and communicate the reality of their world; about law, 
custom, and forms of social organization, including marriage, family, and agriculture. These things shape the life of 
each member of the society. They are also shaped, modified, and developed from generation to generation by the 
members of the society. From the point of view of the individual member they are given as part of the tradition into 
which he or she is born and socialized. But they are not changeless absolutes.” – Lesslie Newbigin 
 

Handles for Studying Culture 
 
When studying culture, it is obviously a daunting task in light of the dizzying speed at which culture reinvents itself. 
The following are some simple places from which to begin to view your local culture: 
 High Culture – accessible largely by class and education 

Pop Culture – accessible by all as part of larger media 
Folk Culture – accessible to tribes in localized regions without a desire to be pop 
Myths – true and false stories that form the cultural consciousness 
Symbols – revealers of underlying values 
Pluralism – the multiple and ever blending of multiple cultures into various strands rather than a melting pot 

 Urban – often newer communities marked by issues of family and upward mobility 
Suburban – often decaying communities marked by youth & cultural influence 
Rural – often more established communities marked by stronger resistance to outside influence 

 Cognitive – not just what, but the how of peoples arrival at conclusions  
Evaluative – the primary values governing a people group 
Affectual – the experiences held in value by a people group 
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Cultural Variations on Truth Arrival 
 
In our present pluralistic world there are a milieu of cultures and means of coming to beliefs about truth in all 

forms. More complicated, people often embody multiple perspectives at different times, or even simultaneously. The 
following are some simplified handles for cultural tribes that are by no means exclusive.  

 
People Group Postmodern-ironist Scientific-rationalist Social-traditional Neo-romantic 
View of Truth Socially 

constructed 
Found through 
methodological 
inquiry 

Found in history of 
American & 
Western 
Civilizations 

Found through 
harmony w/nature 
&/or exploration of 
inner self 

Example Garth Brooks Rationalistic 
empirical scientists 

Pat Buchanan, 
religious right 

New Age, radical 
environmentalism, 
Oprah 

Adapted from “The Truth About the Truth” chapter 18 by Walter Truett Anderson 
 

Deconstructing Christ & Culture 
 

“We have come to believe that few books have been a greater hindrance to an accurate 
 assessment of our situation than Christ and Culture.”  

Stanley Hauerwas & William Willimon 
 
 

The most popular Christian work on culture to date is likely H. Richard Niehbur’s Christ & Culture in which 
he postulated Christ Against Culture, Christ of Culture, Christ Above Culture, Christ & Culture In Paradox, and Christ 
the Transformer of Culture as the alternatives for an engagement between Jesus and the culture.  
 However, the book has grievous errors with all perspectives. One, it does not permit an analysis of the 
reality that the church is it’s own culture. Two, it assumes there is a singular culture, rather than a plurality of cultures 
with blending between all various edges. While many other critiques could be given, these two are sufficient enough 
to recognize that none of these is a missional approach that permits a thoughtful engagement wherein the gospel is 
primary and able to stand above both the church and culture for the judgment and healing of both.  
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Prophets as God & Culture Guides 
 
 

Sometimes brilliant but often disturbing theologian Hans Kung has said that the two greatest temptations for 
the people of God are to fall into one of two extremes. One, they are tempted by syncretism wherein the gospel is so 
wed with culture that it is the gospel which is wrongly converted to the world in which it is preached. Or, they are 
tempted by sectarianism wherein the gospel is do divorced from culture that the world is largely forbidden from 
hearing the gospel and the people of God lose the gospel because without a cultural engagement it becomes co-
opted by the people of God. While some may view this as largely a New Testament issue, the Old Testament is filled 
with accounts of both syncretism and sectarianism that were addressed by the prophets. The prophets were raised 
up of God under both circumstances to awaken the imagination of God’s people and call them to obedience for the 
sake of mission to onlooking others. These prophets, like prophets in every age, were often ignored, exiled, 
marginalized, and artistic. The following survey is a simple introduction to the possibility of viewing the Old Testament 
prophets as also involved in missions with particular contexts and idolatries.  

 
Job – rationalists  
Moses – idolaters  
Ezekiel – religiously apathetic 
Daniel – pagans  
Solomon – affluent & bored 
Jonah – despised & wicked  
Habakkuk – religiously arrogant  
Hosea  – unrepentant wicked 
Jesus – religious legalists  
Peter – the others 
Paul – artistic spiritual pluralists, and many others  

 
 

Missional Dimensions of our After-Modern Culture 
 
From nutshells to nut cracking 
From national to local/global/historical 
From monocultural to multicultural 
From singularism to pluralism 
From naturalism to spiritualism 
From rationalism to experientialism 
From a services to experience based economy 
From certainty to suspicion 
From horizontal to vertical minds 
From falling back to then springing forward  
From will to control to wish to participate  
From appearances to essences  
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Church Culture 
 
 
Deconstructing ecclesiological alternatives: senior pastor, congregational, purpose driven. 
 
Reconstructing a missional ecclesiology 
 

Seasons We Seek In A Church Plant 
 
We believe that most church plants go through critical seasons of their life that largely determine both their longevity 
and health. For this reason, we have some distinct incentives built into our expectations for these seasons of a 
church community.  
 
Incubation – in this phase God calls a leader (or leaders) to begin a new church, begins to clarify the specifics of their 
vision, an initial core of people is gathered, a meeting location is secured, some ministries begin to form, and funding 
is acquired only after the leader has been able to collect roughly 50 followers. This requirement is quite rare, but 
gives greater assurance that God is raising up both the work and the leader before monies are committed.   
 
Birth – in this season the church goes from being a concept to a reality and opens itself up to invite in the greater 
community and focuses it’s attention on evangelism, growth, and implementation of new systems and leaders.  
 
Infancy – in this season the attendance settles into a somewhat stabilized range, longer-range planning begins, new 
programs are added, and administrative structures grow to prepare for numerical growth and evolving vision.  
 
Adolescence – in this season church attendees begin rising up into positions of greater leadership, church 
government begins to form, and church attendance and financial giving begins to increase. 
 
Maturity – in this season additional staff is added, the church gains a confidence that it now has sufficient stability to 
exist indefinitely, church government and leadership is solidified, church attendance and giving become strong, and 
the church is now independent and able to self-govern and self-finance. It is also common for churches in this season 
to purchase their own facility. Unlike many organizations, we mandate that all churches be at this point within three 
years so that monies can be re-appropriated for new works.  
 
Parenting – in this season (between two and three years into the work) the church is ready to reproduce itself by 
giving leadership and monies (a mandatory 10% of its’ general fund) for the purpose of beginning another incubation 
phase and repeating the church planting cycle to birth a new congregation. The unique element here is that since the 
monies do not go through one general account, the church(es) sponsoring the new church plants have a vested 
interest in praying for and holding accountable the new work since they have directly sacrificed for it.  
 
Grand Parenting – in this season a church has planted enough churches that it begins to see third and fourth 
generation church plants birthed. 
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Missional Dimensions of our After-Modern Church 
 
From centralization to decentralization 
From denominations to networks 
From seminary to local church training 
From missions (going) & church (coming) to missional church 
From construction to deconstruction 
From consumerism to neo-consumerism 
From individuality to narrowly defined tribal community 
From hierarchical to anti-authoritarian structures  
From center to margins 
From clericalized to declericalized  
From theology we look at to theology we look through 
From lawyers defending to reporters proclaiming good news 
From church growth to church health 
From cutting edge to ancient-future  
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Resources 
  
On Celtic Christianity 
 “How The Irish Saved Civilization” by Thomas Cahill 
 “The Celtic Way of Evangelism” by Thomas Hunter 
 “In the House of Memory” by Steve Rabey 
 
On Puritan Spirituality 
 “Worldly Saints: The Puritans As They Really Were” by Leyland Ryken 
 “A Quest For Godliness: The Puritan Vision of the Christian Life” by J.I. Packer  
 
On Missiology 
 WWW.GOCN.org 
 “The Missional Church” by Darrell Guder et al. 
 “The Church Between Gospel & Culture” by George Hunsberger et al 
 “The Open Secret” by Lesslie Newbigin 
 “Transforming Mission” by David Bosch 
 
On Missionary Leadership 
 “Leadership & Liminality” by Alan Roxburgh 
 
On Pluralism 
 “The Gospel In A Pluralist Society” by Lesslie Newbigin 
 
On Constantinianism 
 “The End of Christendom & the Future of Christianity” by Douglas John Hall 
 “Without God Without Creed” by James Turner 
 
On Postmodernity 
 “A Primer On Postmodernism” by Stanley Grenz 

“Postmodernity and its Discontents” by Zygmaunt Baumann 
“Interpreting God and the Postmodern Self” by Bruce Thiselton 
“The Truth About the Truth” by Walter Truett Anderson 

 
On Church in Postmodernity 
 “A Peculiar People” by Rodney Clapp 
 “Resident Aliens” by Stanley Hauerwas & William Willimon  
 
On Nonfoundational Theology 
 “Beyond Liberalism & Fundamentalism” by Nancey Murphy   
 “The Nature of Doctrine” by George Linbeck 
 
On Multicultural Ministry 

“Breaking Down The Walls” by Kehrein and Washington 
“Sharing Christ in a Tibettan Buddhist World” by Tsering Markhu 

 
On The Reformation 
 “Reformation Thought: An Introduction” by Alister McGrath 
 
On Blaise Pascal 
 “Christianity for Modern Pagans” by Peter Kreeft 


