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In thinking about cultural engagement, church leaders also need 
to consider how we handle and present the teaching of Scripture 
in the public space. The Bible is central to the church and her 
message, pointing to how God worked through Jesus Christ and 
developing the story of God’s program as well as the gospel. It 
reveals the relevance of theology to life. It shows the presence of 
God.  

Yet there is a problem. As important as the Bible is to the 
church, for many on the outside, it is irrelevant; they see it as an 
old, out-of-date book. This is part of the reality of the spiritual 
battle that the church faces. It’s also the result of having lost the 
Judeo-Christian net around much of Western culture. Worse than 
that, because people have been exposed to Christianity in the 
West, the gospel message is not a “new” thing as it is in several 
other parts of the world.  

There is history attached to the church’s reputation— 
some of it not so great. In my church history classes, as we’ve 
discussed the church in America, the Northeast region of the 
country has been referred to as the “burned over” district, 
meaning that many of its inhabitants were exposed to the church 
as it was in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and walked 
away. So how does one handle Scripture in an environment 
where people think they know what it says, and yet they don’t 
know. What they’ve heard about the Bible is either mistaken, or 
they only know the bad and ugly of the church’s involvement 
and not the good?  
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This is all the more a challenge as we seek to teach others 
to how to read the Bible and how to share the gospel with their 
unbelieving neighbors. This is not a Nike world where you “just 
do it.” Teaching the Bible to leaders and to people was already 
difficult enough. Now it has become even more difficult, partly 
because of the brave new world we have entered into in the past 
several decades with the technological revolution and partly 
because of the globalization that is taking place in the midst of it 
all. So how should we think about the Bible and use it in this 
more challenging context? This chapter runs a little deeper than 
our previous chapters because the problem needs to be 
thoroughly appreciated in order for the solution to be effectively 
applied.  

The Boomer generation has witnessed a significant 
cultural shift that has produced an even more desperate need for 
theological and life relevance in a world that “is not my father’s 
Oldsmobile” (since Oldsmobiles aren’t manufactured anymore!). 
When the world changes so much, we need to wrestle with what 
that change means for those of us whose job it is to communicate 
or share the message of an unchanging Word in a changing 
world.  

Context does matter in determining what needs to be 
addressed in order to build a bridge for the message to have a 
chance of being heard.  
 
Realities in Our Changing World  
 
So how did we get here? Secularization. The increasing 
secularization of our world will not let us get away with what 
we’ve been doing. As we discussed early in this book, our world 
is both larger and smaller at the same time. However, another 
factor is that most of our culture, including many people in the 
church, have compartmentalized their lives into the secular and 
the sacred. Secularization in its rawest form has no room for the 
sacred at all. But there is an even subtler form of it that is very 
widespread: the belief that the sacred space ought to be a private 
space. It should not wander into public or into the public’s 
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consideration. Keeping God in a box is the result, if He is not 
excluded from consideration all together.  

Thinking about and responding to this environment is not 
easy, for there is a sense in which the world, though filled with 
God’s presence, is a less sacred space than the church. Ephesians 
2:1–3 speaks of the prince of the power of the air at work in the 
world. Scripture presents the church as a real, corporate, sacred 
space—a temple—that is also scattered into the world through its 
people. Those people in turn invite others into this special, set-
apart space where God is especially present and indwells people.  

It is no accident that the church is called the body of 
Christ. We are not speaking of buildings and walls but about his 
people. This is why the invitation in the gospel is so significant 
in intelligent cultural engagement. People are being invited into 
a different kind of space than the one they are used to functioning 
in.  

What also makes this confusing is that our own 
conception of kingdom growth has been flawed. We speak of 
“growing the kingdom” and of “penetrating the world,” even of 
“conquering it” in some forms of teaching. Those images could 
not be more misleading about what we are called to as a church. 
Our calling is to invite people into sacred space—a space that 
operates in and penetrates the world but that does not “take it 
over.”  

The world and its pushback will be with us until Christ 
returns. Our call is to be a presence in the world’s midst that 
offers an alternative way to live. This call invites people not only 
to take a look but to experience the distinctiveness. This means 
that how the church conducts itself as the church and its 
consistency in shining forth this new way of life represents its 
most important tasks in engagement. Of paramount importance 
is how the church lives and functions as a community—how it 
serves in the world to show this loving way of life with its distinct 
values.  

Thinking about that is challenging enough. But here is yet 
another layer to consider. The concept is glocalization, the 
interconnectedness of the local and global. This reality is now a 
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part of our world in intensified ways. As we’ve already noted, 
distance is not what it once was. Technology and our means of 
communication have changed even from when I went to 
seminary. Being overseas and listening to sports from another 
region of the world is no longer a function of Armed Forces 
Radio. I can watch nearly any major event in full, crisp color from 
anywhere if I’m willing to pay for it. Our culture’s shift in access 
to information is the biggest since the time of the printing press. 
More than that, people are moving around in unprecedented 
numbers, creating pressures that we hear in all the debates about 
immigration in many countries.  

Something should not be missed, however, in all the 
emotion this change stirs up: virtually nothing can prevent the 
penetration of the array of voices and options in our world. There 
is no going back to how things used to be. Living in the bubble 
of a monoculture isolated from the rest of society is not possible. 
What we’re faced with is how to make choices, intelligent ones, 
in the midst of such change and options. It involves equipping 
people for the cards life is dealing us. We can try to run and hide, 
but then engagement becomes impossible. We are called to go 
into the world, not to run from it; to be in the world, not of it.  
 
Glocalization and the Loss of a Common Local Culture  
 
North America is changing. With glocalization, the world— the 
globe—has come to us. We not only see the world and its 
globalization, we experience it with neighbors who are different 
from our parents’ neighbors.  

My neighbors and what they believe are not what they 
used to be. My kids went to a high school at the turn of the 
millennium where far more languages were spoken than the 
three or four that were present in my high school. The number of 
worldviews they encountered from their “neighbors” was far 
more than what I was exposed to. This is one reason that 
Millennials, Gen Xers, and Gen Zers respond so differently to 
issues and people than Boomers do. Simply citing biblical 
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warrant for things is no longer good enough in such a mixed 
cultural context.  

Yes, the Bible is true, but if people do not recognize that 
truth, then our claim to have life (supported by the simple citing 
of a text) falls on deaf ears. The elixir of Scripture doesn’t “take” 
as it once did when the audience knew and appreciated the Bible 
to some degree. We used to be able to say, “It’s true because it’s 
in the Bible,” and be heard. And we still should do this now and 
again, because what Scripture offers is true. But we also need to 
say it another way with the same goal in mind. We now have to 
say, “It’s in the Bible because it is true. God put it there because 
he was pointing to how life should be lived.”  

We must realize as well that we make this claim in a world 
where the idea of universal truth itself is debated, if not denied 
altogether. That makes all of this even more of a challenge. No 
wonder the Spirit has to be at work to get beyond the fog of 
secularization and glocalization!  

These cultural dynamics raise some fundamental 
questions regarding application. How do we best prepare for this 
challenging new world? How do we read and apply the Bible? 
An essential part of the short answer is that there’s a real 
premium on authenticity, integrity, and how the church 
demonstrates what it values.  
 
The First Way of Reading Scripture: From Bible to Life  
 
The way many pastors and lay church leaders are taught to read 
the Bible has much to do with the way we approach biblical 
interpretation in our seminaries. Seminaries are rooted in a 
university model, born in old Europe with a Judeo-Christian 
backdrop and then impacted by the Enlightenment. In these 
institutions where many of our pas- tors learn to preach and 
teach the Bible to God’s people, the primary focus is on 
knowledge, often abstracted, with a con- centration on disputes 
about the text and its meaning. Such an approach also often 
zeroes in on the individual, not corporate concerns or society at 
large.  
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I have given my life to wrestling with textual meaning, 
interpretive options, and theological disputes, but this 
immersion has mostly been focused on “in-house” disputes, 
potentially leaving us unprepared for the larger world in which 
we live. In noting this, I am not saying that what we’ve done is 
wrong. It’s truly necessary for the well-being of the church. I am 
asking instead whether our approach has been incomplete and 
even, at points, too insular.  

This first way of reading Scripture, then, is what I call 
reading from Bible to life. It is focused on determining the meaning 
of passages in relation to their context within specific books. Key 
questions are what the words would have meant to the original 
audience and how the passage and the broader biblical book fits 
within the biblical canon as a whole. Application in this approach 
is driven by this primary task of determining the meaning of 
particular texts.  

The danger in this, the danger I’m warning against, is that 
the Bible-to-life approach often fails to meet people where they 
are and fails to consider the questions they’re asking or the 
tensions they’re living with. Our teaching and sharing with this 
approach tells people what to believe before stopping to listen to 
what they’re experiencing and why, or what they may already 
believe. If we’re not careful, even when we share the Bible with 
good intentions, we’ll miss the opportunity to show them how 
the Bible speaks powerfully to the questions they’re asking. Thus 
we have to be careful to balance our biblical teaching, giving time 
to where most of life is lived.  

What should we focus on as we teach, preach, and reflect 
the Bible’s contents to a needy world? Scripture drives us to 
honor God by being deeply concerned about character, 
community, and mission to that needy world. We are called to 
serve the city, to work to see that it experiences peace and 
prosperity (Jer 29:7). We turn to God so that we are also better 
equipped to turn toward others. This assumes that corporate 
realities are a big deal: both what we believe and how we believe 
matters. They belong together. Truth and tone matter, sometimes 
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quite equally. One without the other is like trying to fly with one 
wing. It will not work.  

Applying Scripture in a way that engages with relevance 
for life requires wisdom in contextual engagement. It is 
dependent on the Spirit. He is the One who guides our way 
through a fallen world and its inherent tensions. That world will 
remain fallen until Christ returns; in the meantime, we are to call 
people to a different way of life rather than passively awaiting 
the Lord’s return.  

One way we can invite people into sacred space is to show 
that we care about them. Our love and concern is our calling card. 
We are called to preview, as a healthy, functioning community, 
what is to come. When our culture was substantially Judeo-
Christian, the model of appealing simply to Scripture worked 
most of the time. Now there’s a need to reflect and “incarnate” 
Scripture to a world that otherwise is unfamiliar with God’s 
Word.  

How can we do that if most of the spheres of life are 
excluded from that conversation? If we never let the sacred be 
seen, how can we invite someone into that space? Words alone 
are not enough. A loving church makes God’s truth known by 
making it relationally visible.  
 
Competing Worldviews in Open Access  
 
Our traditional way of handling Scripture struggles to connect 
with unbelievers more than it once did. Globalization, greater 
cultural diversity, and the loss of a common cultural background 
have gotten in the way. We act as if we can go from Scripture to 
life with no static in between. However, there are multiple 
worldviews in play that challenge our presentation of Scripture. 
Some worldviews claim there is no God. Others claim there is no 
truth. Others argue that the truth is only what you determine it 
to be. Life offers a panorama of choices, and for most people, their 
life has become more isolated from spiritual values.  

The challenge for pastors and all of us who want to utilize 
the Bible as we engage is that the vast array of common life 
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situations has expanded: there are more broken families, views 
on sex and sexuality have changed, violence and terror- ism and 
greed are on the rise, just to mention a few. No wonder we feel 
overwhelmed by the task of reading and sharing the Bible today. 
No wonder so many people are searching to find their location 
in life. There is a great deal of static in our world when it comes 
to hearing God’s message.  
 
The Challenges of Corporate Concerns: To Expand What We 
Address and the Core Tensions We Face  
 
The world is at our door. It can overwhelm us or we can engage 
it intelligently. It is a world that is crowded, complicated, 
contentious, and captive.  

The unchurched need to be affirmed for aspirations that 
reflect biblical values (however weakly). They also need to be 
respectfully confronted in the public space, where life is pursued 
in destructive ways. Ultimately, though, they need to be invited 
into sacred space, where we believe the solution is actually 
found.  

As we already noted, challenge and invitation exist side 
by side as the church engages in mission. This combination of 
challenge and invitation is perhaps the core tension the church 
faces today as she preaches to a fallen world that Jesus desires to 
reconcile. If believers are going to get help with their lives and 
help others, then the relevance of theology must be addressed 
from the pulpit and in Bible studies. It cannot be abstract 
theology alone. It has to address not only our Sunday-morning 
lives as we gather as the church, but guide us in how to function 
in the larger world from Monday through Saturday. This is 
where God has us most of the time.  

These settings and realities really do matter, because 
where mission withers, there is a lack of reflection about how to 
live where God has us most of the time. Thus we need to expand 
our reading and sharing of Scripture to explicitly include these 
settings and time frames. We need to move our interpreting and 
sharing into such spaces. This is especially the case for leaders in 
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the church. Most of their training does not take them outside the 
issues of private spirituality, of serving in the church, of how we 
live at home, and issues tied to evangelism.  

This menu is a capitulation to secularism, for look at how 
many places in life are excluded by these emphases: our work, 
our affiliations, our view of public issues, even how we engage 
those areas (tone). Consider those spheres of life where our 
engagement is underdeveloped: where we work and how and 
why; issues in the public sphere where much of corporate life 
takes place.  

This public space is where human values are inevitably 
displayed relationally and where a visible contrast is possible 
with how the world tends to function. We have to think more 
corporately about how secular and sacred institutions function in 
the world, and even how differing cultures interact (yes, those 
niggly, actually not so little, corporate dimensions). Where we 
have tended to park our focus leaves big gaps in people’s lives. 
One result is that the secular/sacred divide is unconsciously 
affirmed, undercutting a robust discipleship. Another 
consequence is that the Bible and faith seem irrelevant to vast 
areas of people’s lives. How do we invite people to walk moment 
by moment with God through much of the week, if much of the 
week’s activity is left out of our sermons and our Bible studies? 
When we treat Scripture this way, the secular gains the majority 
of people’s time and space. No wonder the relevance of theology 
is often questioned and culture wields a large influence.  

 
Where Do We Go from Here?  
 
So, the questions are: how do I move beyond myself in the 
church, and how is the church to function in the world for the 
world? Christians, seminaries, and churches need to see this as 
their mission: to train leaders and guide people into a biblically 
rooted Christian life in all its spaces. This involves looking at 
ourselves both as individuals and as part of the various sacred 
and distinct public communities in which we live. We have to 
cope with a world that is pluralistic and glocal. We need to walk 
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into and address public spaces with the right content and tone. 
We must consider how to understand Scripture, especially in 
daily choices, morally and relation- ally, conceptually and 
theologically. This has to include asking questions about those 
settings and times of day where most of life’s choices are made.  
 
Old Models Will Not Do the Whole Job Required  
 
The models we have used in the past to achieve our mission 
ignore one crucial, game-changing fact. For example, the 
Kuyperian model, to which I am attracted and which was 
inspired by the life and theology of Dutch theologian Abraham 
Kuyper (1837–1920), did apply the Bible to all spheres of life in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, to the point of 
impacting how some governments functioned. The Puritans who 
preceded Kuyper also had the advantage of a mostly Judeo-
Christian backdrop. That back- drop is significantly diminished 
and often challenged today. It was like a societal safety net. The 
one game-changing fact is that this net is now mostly gone and 
cannot be assumed. Judeo-Christian values must be contended 
for and explained.  

Our time is not like earlier periods, when Christian pre- 
suppositions, though declining in the culture, were still present, 
even if stripped of their theological elements. Today, Christian 
assumptions have given way to a myriad of options, some of 
them not coherent at all and not trying to be. In these cases, most 
people have followed their cultural commitment to religious 
freedom so zealously that we as a people have little to nothing in 
common. As we noted earlier, our technology and global-supply 
chains are also making it much harder to achieve cultural 
coherence even if we wanted it.  

Though our day and age does bear some resemblance to 
the early church period, the differences between our time and 
theirs are monumental. We need to appreciate how un- 
precedented our situation is. So, what does our response need to 
be?  
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A New Kind of Building  
 
We have lost the foundations and cultural unity that used to be 
in play. Think of the difference between building on dry ground, 
on solid earth, versus building a structure that has to sit in the 
sea, like an oil rig. One has to hunt for the sea bed and construct 
rigging to get it to stand. There is more depth required to get 
there.  

The study of Scripture and how we train people to apply 
theology to life needs to be calibrated similarly. The leaders we 
are training and the people we are preaching to come with less 
biblical background and a larger playing field than in the past. 
This is even more true of the people the church is called to serve. 
So, this is a desperate need. How should we deal with it? By 
balancing a pair of enormous tensions.  

Two challenges demand our attention, especially in 
thinking about the corporate concerns we often bypass. One is 
the tension in mission between challenge and invitation (2 Cor 
5:17–21). The second is wrestling with the tension between the 
public space of culture and the sacred space of the kingdom.  

Our invitation is tied to the deep-seated belief that the 
most important solution to life’s problems is a personal 
relationship with God through Christ. This means acting with an 
awareness that real change cannot take place without internal, 
heart change. The combination of these tensions embedded in 
our approach to engagement requires us to do some fresh 
thinking about presenting the Bible, both its teaching and 
application.  
 
A Second Way of Reading Scripture: From Life to the Bible  
 
We need to switch-hit when it comes to how we read and teach 
Scripture. What I mean is, we have to be able to interpret the Bible 
in two directions while seeking and establishing the truth it 
offers. We need to go from the Scripture to life, as we often do, 
but we also need to work from the tensions and settings of life to 
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mine the gold that is the inspired text. This is the second way: 
from life to the Bible.  

In suggesting this second way of reading and handling 
Scripture, I am proposing that this way may have more potential 
today in our changed world than the traditional, Bible-to-life 
approach.  

Today, some Christians still read from the Bible to life, but 
the reality is that most people read their Bibles in the reverse 
direction. They start with their lives, searching for answers to the 
dilemmas they’re in, and then refer to the Bible. They are seeking 
specific help for the tensions they experience. They’re sorting 
through their choices and seeking answers about what they 
should do.  

For most believers, there are tensions that drive them back 
to the Bible. They are reading for wisdom and help. Reading from 
life to the Bible means understanding these tensions theologically 
and what drives them. It resembles the way case law works for a 
lawyer or clinical studies work for a psychiatrist. You start with 
a scenario and then break it down in terms of the law or the 
psyche.  

To do this with Scripture in order to engage intelligently 
requires not just knowledge but relational ability. It involves not 
only individual piety but the ability to see things corporately, in 
the church and the world. It requires patience, sensitivity, and a 
comfort level with seeing the tensions that are there. It requires 
slow thinking and careful reflection. It means seeing the 
difference between public space shared with all, and sacred space 
that people choose to enter or are drawn by God to occupy.  

Sacred space involves a distinctive space within the world 
of public space that God invites us to enter through faith in 
Christ. There, God equips us with his Spirit to participate in his 
work, giving us discernment, wisdom and other capabilities we 
formerly lacked. The sacred space exists in the midst of the larger 
public space and always faces the pressure public space puts on 
it. Distinguishing the two spaces and what is realistically possible 
in each is an important part of this discussion.  
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Beyond this public/sacred space strain, yet another 
tension faces us. It is tied to our mission and message. As 
believers, we have to cope with how the fallen world challenges 
and sometimes even shapes our view and experience of life.  

The world often requires us to engage in ways that already 
challenge what we hold dear, even as we invite people into the 
distinctive experience the gospel brings.  

Are you picking up a theme about the ongoing tensions of 
life that careful Bible reading must address? Awareness of life in 
tension is a core part of the interpretive approach for reading 
from life back to the Bible. We have to identify those tensions, 
theologically assess them in their various dimensions, and balance them, 
not cherry-pick between them. That is not always clear or easy. But 
it’s important to have a theology that integrates divine values in 
life’s array of settings; in the face of real, often uncompromising, 
tensions. This does not mean that we take someone’s life or 
experience as authoritative for determining the meaning of 
Scripture, but it does mean recognizing that life is messy.  
With humility we should consider whether we are limiting how 
widely Scripture can speak to life. We may need to recognize the 
depth of tension and the messiness of life and reassess those 
things biblically so that a better or clearer path can be found by 
sorting out all the elements at work. This will often involve 
challenging the beliefs and values of our culture, but it also may 
require some empathy to touch the person in their need. We need 
to recall that they are held in the grip of something they may not 
entirely sense or some- thing that is overwhelming to them.  

To be able to handle life and the Bible in a mostly secular 
context, and to show others how to bring the Bible into their work 
and their communities is cultural intelligence at work. We live in 
a real we are still called to personal and collective faithfulness 
while living in a world which may well choose life paths and 
beliefs that are different than or even opposite of our own.  

We also need to recognize the tensions of the spiritual war 
we are in, where the real enemy operates (Eph 6:12). Our call is 
to be an ambassador in that contentious world, engaged in a kind 
of rescue mission in a war where people are not the enemy but 
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the goal (2 Cor 5:17–21). We have to learn to read, and help other 
believers read, the text and our lives in a way that does not 
cherry-pick from Scripture. We cannot allow the Bible to cancel 
itself out, leading to imbalance.  

All of this involves a way of reading Scripture that puts it 
in direct and purposeful conversation with where we are. It is a 
canonical and contextualized reading. The space where God has me 
(and us) is a core part of that context.  

It is canonical in the sense that Scripture possesses a 
theological unity across the entire canon, and we should always 
consider the part in light of the whole. Thus, we don’t interpret 
particular passages as saying things that we don’t see the entire 
Bible saying across its narrative. Our interpretation is built on 
expository, exegetical, and systematic approaches but ultimately 
relates to the whole of Scripture on a topic.  

Our reading is also contextual in the sense that we’re 
asking how Scripture speaks to a specific setting, paying 
attention to how our context may also have affected how we read 
Scripture, but letting Scripture have the final say. This way of 
reading is neither easy nor simple. It does not come fast, but it 
also reflects a mature handling of the full text and rein- forces 
why knowing Scripture as a whole is a lifelong and important 
constant in the believer’s life.  
 
The Proposal  
 
For years I have been sensing this partial disconnect between 
what the church is doing with Scripture and what is needed. 
Now you might be thinking, Oh no, a proposal to change everything 
we do! That’s nothing short of a nightmare. It will never work!  

I agree, that is a nightmare. It’s also not what I’m arguing 
for in this proposal, so let me calm your nerves.  
I’m not talking about completely changing how we handle 
Scripture. I’m speaking of the application we draw from 
Scripture and the ways we consider how Scripture speaks to our 
context. I’m talking about how we counsel our friends and 
neighbors, what goes into our teaching on discipleship and 
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mission, the way we communicate Scripture from the pulpit or 
in Sunday school classes, and how we teach our children to study 
the Bible. What do we ask, how do we teach, and what questions 
do we pursue in the text?  

How do we handle Scripture, and what do we concentrate 
on as students interacting with the text?  

I’m not proposing that we stop doing what we’ve been 
doing. I’m suggesting that there is another route we some- times 
need to take that will equip us to better engage a changed 
context. On this other path, we are still delivering Scripture, and 
its teaching is still deep.  

What I’m contending for is another lens or hermeneutical 
overlay through which we present the biblical material and 
connect with people and their lives. It’s a proposal for showing 
how theological thinking and discipleship teaching are relevant. 
When the Bible is shown to be relevant, then respect for it is 
enhanced. When we show how theology matters, we also show 
to a secular world that God matters. And showing involves more 
than telling. It has to be displayed in our actions and tone. We 
have to live out what we teach. We have to show, not just know.  

This is a great challenge because we often struggle as we 
move from the Bible to life, not to mention the reverse direction, 
from life to the Bible! If we allow this two-way lens to shape what 
we do from the start and see this end game of relevance as a 
crucial and necessary part of our goal, then through this dual 
approach to Scripture we can engage with life more deeply. We 
can prod people in the church to think in these terms and tones 
from the start. Maybe a new set of glasses with a fresh set of 
lenses will help us all see better, teach better, and connect more 
fully to life, giving us the recalibration we need.  
 
Good News: Why Seminaries Are Necessary  
 
Let me make one final point. I believe that seminaries are crucial 
to all of this. Some people think seminaries are not as relevant as 
they once were and not as connected to real life as they ought to 
be. But seminaries offer something that church-trained 
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leadership cannot offer as easily or comprehensively. Residential 
theological education and good online structures give people 
access to a group of theologians with a broad level of expertise. 
Most churches cannot provide that in one place. That coherent, 
unified “groupthink” is still one of the most effective selling 
points for seminaries. Yet with- out relevance, people will be 
slow to appreciate the value of this benefit.  

Groupthink that is siloed, or kept in isolation from the 
larger world (as is often the case with seminaries), will not get 
this done. The combination of silos and abstract, detached 
instruction plays into the hands of those who say we do not need 
seminaries. But genuine groupthink might be exactly what the 
church needs. An interdisciplinary environment, invigorated by 
this shared expertise and properly implemented, is necessary for 
the church to generate and sustain the kind of approach to 
Scripture that I’m proposing. It is an anti-silo approach, very 
integrative and synthetic—some of the most challenging work 
we can do. It needs a team of mutually engaged people with an 
array of expertise who respect each other. The possibility of 
online education, now made more accessible, also allows for this 
kind of training without requiring a person to fully uproot their 
life or leave their everyday ministry. Face-to-face teaching is best, 
but our online capabilities now offer potential for seminary 
instruction, which allows a better connection to a company of 
necessary disciplines. Such teaching can lead us into more 
effective ministry and church service.  
 
The Approach  
 
What exactly am I suggesting? Our common way of reading and 
interpreting the Bible is what I call the Bible to life. The ways of 
reading with this emphasis include working through a book; a 
topical study, a segment at a time; biographical work; and 
systematic theological reflection, with the Bible driving our 
theological application of Scripture. Such an approach is 
relatively neat and clean. The core theological ideas are in view; 
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the ideal, or else the good or bad example, is set forth; and we 
look for principles along the way.  
But what we need more of is a reversed reading, life to the Bible. 
This involves taking a specific, real-life situation or set of 
scenarios and biblically and theologically analyzing and 
formulating a biblical response.  

Case studies dominate this approach, which is often more 
of an art than a science. Life to the Bible requires wisdom and 
discretion due to the varying tensions within the cases. Tensions 
are the natural result of life in a fallen world, and we must wrestle 
with how to balance those tensions in order to reach a biblically 
sound conclusion. Sometimes the choice is to determine the best 
among less-than-ideal options.  

Two core elements are involved in working from life back 
to the Bible.  

First, it may require a reorientation in how we present the 
Bible because we’re seeking to shift to where others are in the 
larger culture. Do we teach something is true because it is in the 
Bible? Or is it in the Bible because it is true? The latter encourages 
probing and does not appeal to the Bible as the imprimatur of an 
idea. Although we as Christians esteem the Bible as God’s Word, 
the people we address in the culture may not. We also may need 
to explain the relational rationale for what we believe. We are still 
explaining what the Bible is teaching but we are also suggesting 
why the Bible’s teaching makes for a better way to live. In doing 
this, we are not neglecting the Bible, or its authority, or even its 
way of seeing things. We are simply noting that God tells us to 
conduct ourselves a certain way because it reflects a good way to 
live, the way things function best in the world he has created.  

Even though it starts with a life situation, this is not the- 
ology “from below”—reading our experience and thoughts back 
up into what God has said—for we are still using the Bible as our 
authoritative lens for assessing the situation. We are simply 
working harder to understand the questions people are already 
asking and how they see the world as our basis for a better, more 
thorough assessment.  
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This all sounds pretty theoretical right now. The final 
sections of this chapter will give examples that flesh out what I 
mean.  

Second, working from life to the Bible requires this 
understanding: arguing for something as true because it is in the 
Bible is not the same as recognizing that God has placed his 
teachings there because they are true.  

Both points are valuable for us in application. Both 
approaches are rooted in what Scripture teaches, but the issue of 
sequence is reversed to help an unbelieving person (and perhaps 
ourselves as well) see that the authority of the Bible is tied not 
merely to its actual words but also more broadly to what it says 
about how God has designed life.  

“Life to the Bible” requires more of the latter approach. It 
causes us to dig in and analyze why God takes us this direction 
through a particular text or situation. To get there, we often have 
to look at the whole of the Bible’s teaching on a topic and not just 
a specific text.  

In sum, “life to the Bible” means noting tensions and 
facing up to those tensions. It means taking life and its choices 
through the “fallen world” lens, working back toward how to be 
biblically righteous in the midst of such tensions. In particular, it 
requires balancing a constant issue regarding mission in the 
fallen world: How do I challenge my culture while at the same 
time inviting my culture into sacred space? How do I give pause 
to someone’s thinking and suggest there is another way, a 
biblical way, to see life? How does that work concerning the topic 
I am studying? When do I confront? When do I invite? How and 
when do I mix them? And how do I respond when the options I 
face are not particularly clean?  

For example, LGBTQQIA scenarios are loaded with such 
tensions. How do we define truth and pursue morality while 
showing compassion to those who are working toward godliness 
or who need to get there? Sometimes we must wrestle with how 
to balance truth and compassion, maintaining a hand stretched 
out in invitation.  
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How do we achieve that balance without abandoning 
truth? This balance is necessary because mission is an ultimate 
goal in engagement; because to embrace the gospel with its 
enabling power is the ultimate answer to all human need. Our 
solutions have to acknowledge and address the limits of what a 
person can do without the Spirit of God. This is where our 
politics, nationalism, racial identity, or ideology might get in the 
way of being missional. All these human answers have limits. If 
we’re unaware of these tensions, we could mistakenly claim that 
more is possible in these spheres of public engagement than is 
realistic. To expect significant life or societal change apart from 
what the gospel supplies is asking too much of our efforts in 
these spheres, however well intended.  

Life to the Bible reading involves more interpretive skills 
than Bible to life reading. This is not just about exegeting texts. 
Life to the Bible reading also involves synthesis— considering 
the scope of a text in light of other texts on that theme—and so it 
is more challenging. It works against cherry-picking among the 
tensions that are present within a topic. It asks how a passage fits 
in a wider way, given what the whole of Scripture teaches.  

Such a wider reading recognizes that an isolated reading 
of a passage may distort or cancel out what other passages say 
about a topic. Failing to synthesize across the canon may tempt 
us to “force” the Bible to say things it doesn’t actually say. 
Preempting the full process may prevent us from even seeing the 
problem. However, when done faithfully, fully engaging the 
canon, this kind of reading can be a powerful tool to see the array 
of angles by which Scripture addresses a topic.  

We also have to be careful about drawing analogies from 
Scripture because the result may be to nullify the connecting text 
or a related, relevant text on the topic. It also means relating to 
people (not just ideas) and their background (often their culture 
and subculture) with an awareness of the social-cultural 
context(s) in which they function. This is not because those 
factors nullify truth, but because they may impact how people 
see their situation. That (mis)perception may need addressing 
when speaking to them about life.  
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There are numerous other elements that feed into how 
“life to the Bible” is done. For example:  
 
1. It requires reading our culture through scriptural eyes, looking both 
for positive longings and negative faults. We tend to concentrate on 
negative traits, but there may be something to noting positive 
longings—the things people are hoping for that reveal the 
questions they’re asking and their desires. These can build 
bridges to the gospel and how it fulfills human needs and 
longings.  

I find myself looking for glimpses of core life questions in 
songs and movies. When a prominent songwriter asks, “What’s 
it all about, Alfie?” and turns to love as the answer, I want to say 
“Yes!” and then fill in the gap with more content—discussing 
what that kind of love looks like, and to whom and how it is to 
be directed. In Acts 17, Paul recognized a misguided spiritual 
pursuit, represented by the idol to the unknown God, then 
sought to redirect it. He was building bridges, starting 
conversations where the people had left off.  
 
2. It requires listening. I call this getting a spiritual GPS reading. It 
means letting the person tell their spiritual- quest story or explain 
why they believe what they do. It can also mean initially 
surfacing past someone’s issues, bad experiences, or false 
perspectives—the things that may color what we hear. Our 
tendency can be to correct people before we get the whole pic- 
ture. As a result, we perhaps miss some factors to be aware of as 
we respond. We speak too soon versus being slow to speak. I tell 
people, “Put your theological tilt meter on mute at first, to hear 
just where the person is coming from and why. It may give you 
insight into how to engage down the road when the meter is 
turned back on.”  
 
3. It can require theological translation. Theological translation 
involves putting terms that we understand (but that someone 
else may not) into more mutually transparent language. As we 
engage, we have to avoid in-house, “foreign” language. This 
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involves thinking of synonyms or word pictures that explain 
what we mean. We use alternative terms initially until the 
concept is grasped. Translation work may also involve defining 
common terms in order to be sure my conversational partner and 
I are understanding each other. Sometimes our culture uses 
terms differently than the church does. Misunderstanding can be 
clarified in such cases. This is yet another reason to listen 
carefully first.  
 
4. It certainly requires a good biblical theology, drawing carefully on 
what the whole of Scripture teaches. Theologically, life to the Bible 
involves a holistic approach that allows texts to speak from their 
unique angles and be placed together side by side to make up the 
whole. In other words, we consider how an array of texts on a 
given topic relate to each other, being careful not to let one set of 
texts annul or neutralize another set of texts that may reflect a 
distinct but significant topical angle.  

This last point means we must be wary of generalizing 
application and moving too quickly into a broad, comprehensive 
conclusion. The issue may not be what is the constant or 
universalizing principle of any text (as we often teach students), 
but what in this specific circumstance triggers this response and 
why Scripture calls for something different in a similar scenario 
elsewhere. I think of the example from 1 Corinthians 8–10, where 
principles are given but the application shifts a few times as 
additional factors, such as location and context, change in the 
space of just a few verses (for example: meat in the marketplace, 
yes; in the pagan temple, no; at a meal, it depends).  

Such a holistic reading across a topic requires nuancing in 
how we apply Scripture. We let the Bible’s own seeming tensions 
and various topical angles speak individually and collectively. 
That means paying careful attention to all of these angles that 
Scripture gives, not removing some of them. We need to be slow 
and careful in our efforts to harmonize so that our result does not 
negate the depth and nuancing of the texts being considered, 
which may possess tensions that a quick harmonization may 
obscure or obliterate. Exposition alone can fail us here in our 



26 
 

 

March 2021 

preaching. Interpreting specific texts or books alone will not 
achieve our objective. Unless one takes a full, careful look at a 
specific topic, exposition of a text may leave us nearsighted in our 
view of the topic as a whole. A solid contextual look at each 
passage will also protect us from the danger of prooftexting from 
one passage alone. (Prooftexting is the practice of using a single 
verse or passage, often out of context and based on personal bias, 
to support one’s own argument on an issue.)  
 
The Challenge  
 
The challenge and call to action mean the church has to move 
beyond the university model of knowledge—the mere pursuit of 
facts—and learn a biblical integration of knowledge, 
relationship, and application that engages questions more 
directly. Such a shift has the potential to serve the church and 
society better than a strict, ideas-centered model. Moving beyond 
ideas alone to their connection to “life as we find it” includes 
challenge for change as well as the offer of hope for a better way. 
It steps into the array of life spaces that exist. To do this, we will 
need to give more attention to the methods and approach I am 
describing. It requires directly addressing more of life as it is 
being lived.  

The hope is that structured teaching in this two-way 
approach will utilize both tracks and will better equip 
churchgoers and ministers for their task. This will pave the way 
for more effective leadership and teaching in the church as well. 
Our challenge as a believing community is to show how we can 
do a better job of applying theology to real life. To get there, we 
have to go from the Bible to life but also work back from all of 
life to the Bible. That expanded capability is another crucial part 
of having cultural intelligence.  
 
Some Specific Examples of “Life to the Bible”  
 
Let’s take a look at some specific examples to clarify what I am 
and am not saying.  
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The kind of approach I’m speaking of is canonical and 
contextual. We’re taught often to pay attention to the specific 
context of a passage. However, where a text fits in light of the 
teaching of the entire biblical canon is important to consider as 
well.  

The canonical requirement is necessary because of how 
the Bible works, as well as the kinds of issues life throws at us. 
Many texts in Scripture operate in a specific context. Likewise, 
the answer to the ethical questions life raises may be impacted by 
the kind of context I’m addressing.  

Another factor or layer at the canonical level is that as you 
bring many different passages to bear on a topic or theme, those 
collective passages may bring tensions that reveal important 
qualifications to be made regarding ethical principles on that 
topic. At the least, this has to be considered when asking how all 
of Scripture works together. For example, we are generally told 
to obey religious or governing authority, yet there are some texts 
that show disobedience to such authority—such as how Daniel 
handled certain situations or how Peter refused when the 
religious leaders told him to stop preaching about Jesus. These 
instances point to a limit on such a general principle.  

A careful canonical study will examine what kinds of 
contexts are present when the exception applies. Only after we 
have considered such texts are we ready to speak to cur- rent life 
settings and examine whether or not they apply.  

The three types of public-square issues I noted earlier are 
also a factor here. Allow me to review them to show how they fit 
into this biblical reflection conversation.  

In writing How Would Jesus Vote? it became clear to me that 
most public-square issues divide into three categories. Category 
1 involves real worldview conflict, where there is strict 
disagreement with little to no middle ground. Debates on same-
sex marriage or abortion fit here. The ethical ground with which 
each side of this debate approaches the question is so distinct that 
discussion is particularly difficult.  

Category 2 is where there is agreement on what needs to 
be done, but no one is quite sure how to get there. This is usually 
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triggered by a different kind of experience in the background that 
raises distinct sets of concerns and sensitivities. The pursuit of 
racial reconciliation falls here.  

Category 3 involves biblical points in tension. We live in a 
fallen world, and life is messy. What’s in view here is where 
biblical values come into tension with each other and need to be 
balanced. They need to be related to each other— studiously 
connected, not merely chosen between—as we seek to address an 
issue with balance. Most corporate issues we face fall into this 
category.  

The danger is that we focus on one biblical value and risk 
negating the other. We cherry-pick and end up with a potential 
imbalance in the process. To recognize this tendency means 
there’s a lot of room for discussion on these topics. Looking for 
and identifying the tensions precisely is key to this kind of a 
reading. To miss or pretend one tension does not exist will skew 
the assessment.  

A common problem in our public discourse is that we 
treat category 3 discussions as if they were category 1. This can 
blind us to seeing if there is some kind of common ground 
possible. When one biblical value negates a legitimate concern, a 
full biblical perspective is muted and the solution is not what it 
could be.  

Why do most of our societal conversations belong in the 
third category? A part of the answer is a fallen world, which 
means tensions inevitably exist and have to be negotiated. The 
whole of the Bible reflects that reality as it engages with life. The 
challenge is that specific passages often give us one glimpse of a 
topic, but that is not enough. These kinds of usually large themes 
require canonical balance. The solution is to recognize the 
tension(s) and go to work. Let me run through some examples.  
 
Examples  
 
In this final section we consider examples from all the categories 
but will concentrate on category 3 because category 3 issues are 
often placed into category 1, elevating their importance. This 
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move obscures the clarity with which these issues could be 
handled. When category 3 issues are dropped into category 1, 
they are usually oversimplified, and a discussion worth having 
might be missed as a result. I save category 1 topics for last.  
 
Racial Reconciliation. Here is a category 2 topic. We know that 
Scripture urges us to be reconciled, both to God and to each 
other. The problems in this area have to do with appreciating the 
experience of majority-minority relation- ships and what those 
dynamics produce. I’ve done many interviews on this topic on 
my podcast for Dallas Seminary, called The Table. We discuss 
issues of God and culture there, including this one.  

For this subject I’ve included believers of various 
ethnicities, and we have heard about their experience in 
American culture. Those discussions have revealed how the 
experiences of some groups are so different from my own. Things 
they regularly deal with are things I have not experienced or, if I 
did, I was in a context (another country, for example) where I did 
not share the majority culture and the language. My foreign-
travel experience has helped me understand some of what these 
fellow believers often face, although I can never completely 
understand what it’s like to be a minority dealing with constant 
stereotypes.  

Here the church’s responsibility is to help people apply 
texts on love, justice, and caring for those on the fringe whose 
voices should be heard. Developing sensitivity to these dynamics 
is a call of many texts (Isa 29:17–20; Mic 6:8; Jas 1:26–27; 2:1–13). 
The question is not where the text seeks to take us, on which we 
agree, but how practically to get there. In this category, a key 
commitment is to listen and sort through the options. This is 
usually not as difficult as a discussion in the other categories 
because the desired result is held in common. All agree on the 
shared goal. The discussion becomes difficult when we cease to 
be good listeners and fail to appreciate the distinct experiences 
that some have had.  
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Wealth and Money. Here is a category 3 issue. The accumulation 
of resources and wealth is something that is of value. It is tied to 
wisdom themes in Proverbs (10:15; 15:6; 28:8). Resources and 
wealth are part of the way we steward the creation and care for 
our families. Yet there is a danger lurking within this topic. 
Numerous texts, especially from Jesus in the Gospel of Luke, 
point to how the love of money can be a danger and distraction 
for people, affecting how they treat others (Luke 6:24–26; 12:15–
20; 16:13). The prophets also spent much time challenging those 
who used their wealth in destructive ways (Jer 17:11; Ezek 7:11).  

Here is a classic example of tension: something with good 
potential can be turned into something bad. In biblical terms, 
wealth is something to be handled as a matter of stewardship. 
Our concern for others is a way to balance this tension. But 
someone might miss this tension if he or she reads texts in 
Proverbs alone. We also will miss the other part of the equation 
if we only deal with certain texts from Jesus or Paul. We can fall 
into a kind of trap about class rather than use and responsibility. 
We might miss the instruction to encourage generosity and 
compassion on the one hand for those who have, and being 
responsible with resources on the other hand for those who lack.  
How do we bring balance to these life tensions in our 
observations and teaching about wealth, resources, and poverty? 
Along with personal responsibility, do we wrestle with 
structural questions since we are speaking of politics and cultural 
realities? Do we recognize how these considerations can impact 
the way we as a society approach the questions? Do we also keep 
our eyes on the concerns of responsibility as we engage? What 
does the balance between these legitimate concerns look like? 
Biblical values are not to be pitted against each other but related 
to each other so both elements are honored. This is why cherry-
picking between themes cannot be a biblical response.  

I hope you are beginning to see how balancing extant 
tensions can work, as well as why these are topics that need the 
entire canon.  
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Faith and Work. This area is not so much about resolving a tension 
as seeing faith and work as important to pursue (though the 
tensions do surely surface once we walk into the often very 
secular workplace). Most church messages I hear largely bypass 
the 9 to 5, Monday through Friday part of the week. I hear a great 
deal on how to live at home, how to serve the church, how to 
share Jesus, how to manage the family, and how to think about 
the world. It’s ironic that the workplace is so neglected, since it is 
often the place where we spend the bulk of our time. When the 
workplace is addressed, it may be only to ask how can we 
evangelize there and be a good witness.  

Less talked about is how we should view work or how 
Scripture may help us with the challenges one faces there. Being 
a steward of the creation means understanding where work fits 
in. God has given us vocation in this life. How do we wrestle with 
the core tension between the sacred space we are a part of as 
members of God’s people and the public space where we often 
spend most of our time serving? How do we face the ethical 
challenges in a pluralistic work space?  

These last two questions do move us into tensions that 
Scripture addresses, but we only see them if we consider how 
Scripture handles such contexts. It is here that specific case 
studies covering a variety of challenging situations may help. 
Life-to-the-Bible application requires pastors and teachers who 
know the dilemmas people face from 9 to 5—a world many 
pastors or seminary faculty members have not been in. A 
commitment to speak on this topic requires getting to know your 
people and their activities in order to gain aware- ness about the 
questions involved.  
 
World Religions. Here there are two sets of issues. The first is 
simply knowing what’s out there. Most of us do not know 
enough about other religions to engage those who pursue them. 
This is where glocalization impacts us. It used to be that, to 
engage a neighbor, we only needed to understand another 
denomination or the difference between a Catholic or Protestant. 
In addition, there might have been an encounter with a Jewish 
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person now and again. Now, though, between the way the world 
is linked technologically, how business is done globally, and the 
diversity of most contexts, that paradigm has changed. When it 
comes to world religions, most Christians think that all we need 
to know is how Christ is the answer and how our faith is the way. 
Those truths are essential and important, but is that all that is 
advised? No. We need to know more about the content of other 
faiths in order to engage them. Such understanding can open up 
additional ways of approaching someone with a different 
religious conviction.  

Yet there is more. In this conversation, it’s also valuable to 
try to understand what drives another faith and makes it 
attractive to people. What aspirations does it speak to and raise? 
How might the gospel step into that space? Here I have in mind 
trying to ask someone of a different faith what he or she senses it 
gives them and what causes a person to adhere to it. Is it the 
result of upbringing? Has it simply become a routine? Or is there 
something substantive that drives adherence that the gospel also 
treats, perhaps even more comprehensively? Knowing this might 
open up doors for us to address it.  

Paul’s speech in Acts 17 at Mars’ Hill makes its challenge 
by acknowledging the draw of Greco-Roman spirituality, but 
then goes about addressing how the gospel fills that space— and 
does so even better. Books like Daniel help us see how a believer 
negotiates that other spiritual world (mainly by being who God 
calls us to be). Here the quality of our life is the draw versus 
trying to force a not-yet-appreciated lifestyle on others. Joseph 
shows the same approach to engagement in the book of Genesis, 
by focusing on his own integrity and his walk with the God of 
his people, rather than on dismantling the Egyptian system of 
deities. Books like Ezra demonstrate efforts to enforce moral 
standards, but interestingly, their focus is on how this is done “in 
house,” among those who are connected to God. Do these 
distinct contexts have something to teach us as we seek to bring 
together all of what Scripture says about engagement in places 
where our neighbors do not share our faith? Does this distinction 
help us with governments that are not monoreligious?  
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Gun Control. This is a classic example of a category 3 issue. The 
tensions that come with this issue should give us pause about 
how to discuss it biblically. After all, guns did not exist when 
Scripture was written. We get to this topic in part by examining 
how Scripture handles violence. On the one hand, there are texts 
that allow me the right of self-defense (Exod 22:2; Num 35:5–13; 
Josh 20:4–6; Ps 72:12–14). Nations are allowed to bear the power 
of the sword (Rom 13:4). There are even OT laws that distinguish 
what happens if I kill someone who invades my tent at night 
versus my culpability if it happens during the day. In one 
instance there is no fine; in the other there may be (Exod 22:1–4). 
Distinctions like this begin to introduce our tension, which is the 
right to defend but with an awareness of how much violence to 
apply. Add to this the texts that plead for or describe non-violent 
responses, Jesus’s general tenor toward dealing with violence, 
and the church’s model of almost never fighting back with 
violence in the face of persecution—and we are suddenly in that 
space between tension and balance.  

With this topic, cultural context also matters. In the UK, 
gun control is a different discussion than in the US because of 
cultural realities and different national laws about gun 
possession. In America, the right to own a gun is a constitutional 
“given.” So the questions we discuss involve applying those 
rights in a way that is best for society at large. This is actually a 
complex question, especially in light of the biblical tensions just 
noted.  

Part of my point in walking through these examples is to 
show how much room exists for discussion in category 2 and 3 
topics. Usually in our ideological debates, the tension is bypassed 
for a choice. This actually robs us of discussions that the tensions 
suggest we need to have. We don’t tend to ask how to balance 
the tensions or what their relationship might be as we seek to 
cope with it all. Yet the nature of the topic almost demands 
discussion. When the tensions are bypassed or go unrecognized 
altogether, we aren’t aiding society’s need to consider the real 
options that might exist.  
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Refugees and Immigration. Here is another category 3 topic that 
often is treated as a category 1. Its tensions are multiple. On the 
one side of the ledger is the right of a nation to establish its laws, 
expect them to be followed, and determine the kind of society it 
wishes to be. On the other side is the biblical call in many texts to 
have compassion for the alien and love one’s neighbor.  

Now, some try to adjudicate this by restricting who 
qualifies as the alien in Scripture, making it equivalent to a legal 
immigrant. I am not sure this works, given what Jesus taught. As 
we’ve seen, he dealt with the question of “Who is my neighbor?” 
and the call to be a neighbor in the par- able of the Good 
Samaritan (Luke 10:28–38). According to Jesus, my call to love 
extends to anyone, even enemies (Luke 6:29–37). The tension 
remains.  

This debate also often overlooks a little-appreciated aspect 
of our current situation: the moral responsibility we have applied 
to our laws. Our actions got us into this position to begin with: 
America invited people from other countries to work here 
initially, and we did not enforce immigration laws because we 
wanted the cheaper labor. This lasted for a few decades and 
produced a situation where those immigrants bore children with 
citizenship status and have never known another home besides 
America. How does our nation’s moral responsibility for that 
relational and social reality impact our discussions in some of 
these cases?  

Finally, as a democracy we have the option to look at how 
our laws are constructed with the opportunity to improve them. 
Such adjustments allow us to deal with the realities that our own 
actions have contributed to the problem. Add to this the layer of 
safety concerns tied to threats of terrorism, and the immigration 
question becomes far more complex, with multidimensional 
tensions.  

Again, the approach of life to the Bible asks us to con- sider 
how to balance these factors by understanding what the realities 
are at various levels. Oversimplifying this discussion does no one 
any favors. No wonder this topic is so heavily discussed and hard 
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to fully grasp. It requires slow, reflective thinking on all the 
biblical and social angles. The way in, I think, is not to deal with 
one of these dimensions only. That does not resolve all the 
tensions. Rather, we should face up to them all and enter into a 
deeper level of reflection.  

 
Sexuality. My final example involves a category 1 issue. Some 
people might challenge the idea that same-sex issues are built on 
a core worldview difference, contending that Scripture at least 
holds open the possibility of monogamous same-sex 
relationships. Pursuing this argument within a biblical model, 
they claim that Scripture’s condemnation of same-sex 
relationships is focused on specifically abusive relationships, 
such as a master and his unwilling slave. They also appeal to a 
“canceled” set of Old Testament precepts.  

The biblical case for same-sex, monogamous relation- 
ships is not so strong. In Scripture there isn’t a single mention of 
same-sex activity where it is expressed positively or even 
neutrally. It is always condemned or challenged. By the way, this 
recognition makes this discussion different than debates on 
slavery or the activity of women. In those two discussions, a 
canonical look at texts shows pro and con elements that need to 
be balanced. The biblical evidence also means the 
slavery/women/same-sex analogy does not work. In fact, some 
who favor same-sex relationships simply concede that to 
advocate for monogamous same-sex marriage means one has to 
argue that the Bible is wrong in prohibiting it. That recognition 
says a lot about the topic and what the Bible does teach. It also 
shows the honesty of some who contend for this alternative 
lifestyle that some do actually recognize what they are 
contending for is not what the Bible teaches versus others who 
claim it does permit such cases.  

This topic is a straightforward, category 1, worldview 
clash. To get there, a person has to cancel out or challenge the 
reality that every time this topic comes up biblically, it is in a 
context where the behavior is rebuked.  
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In the area of sexuality, the tensions are not so much 
biblical as practical, pastoral, and applicational. We have 
national laws that allow for a lifestyle that is not biblically 
sanctioned, and even laws at levels that prohibit discrimination. 
Here the tension is between the world and the biblical ethic. This 
is but one space where the world and Scripture run into each 
other. Beyond this obvious practical tension, there is still more.  
Despite the seeming biblical clarity, there are tensions at a 
pastoral level as well. Pastoral tensions arise anytime the 
commitment to minister to people and help them grow 
spiritually and morally intersects with someone’s immoral 
behavior. Debate exists as to whether homosexual sin, because it 
is against the nature of things, is more severe in its impact than 
other sins or is just a particularly vivid example in Romans 1. 
Tensions here become obvious when sins that are rooted in 
heterosexual misbehavior are handled by the church one way, 
while same-sex sins are treated another way. Should this be? To 
chastise one category of sin while being more “sympathetic” to 
another category may be evidence of how cherry-picking can 
happen. It also undercuts the impact and the morality of the 
church on issues at a pastoral and relational level.  

On the other hand, how does a pastor maintain the 
corporate concerns and testimony of the church while seeking to 
minister to anyone caught in moral failure? How does a shepherd 
attempt to lead individuals into growth?  

Biblical texts point to both nurture and discipline as means 
for the church to use. The tensions are resolving how, how much, 
and when. These texts talk about the contextual sphere of the 
church. What does one argue for in a public space where both 
moral (i.e., spiritual) enablement and a moral restriction may be 
lacking? Understandable concerns for the well-being of society 
drive our efforts to engage the full public context and challenge 
such a lifestyle, but theological and relational understanding 
may make one aware of the challenges that come with it. Here 
expectations may need calibrating alongside a reminder of where 
real solutions lie. Those limited expectations need to include a 
recognition that a person’s ultimate accountability is to God, 
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regard- less of our national laws. Each person becomes 
accountable before God for their choices, no matter what the laws 
of the land may be.  

My point in raising this example is to show how tensions 
may help us with a discussion. How we balance these tensions 
still needs to be sorted out, and the specific context may matter 
significantly in such a discussion. Responsibility in the church 
should work differently and demand more than expectations in 
the world at large. The character and purity of church values are 
in view here, along with the need to show moral life in the 
church. Its values are not like the values of the world.  

There also is the pastoral concern of wrestling with how 
to work compassionately with those caught in sin. Scripture 
suggests that the community of faith only leave them on their 
own when they show no desire to consider living differently 
(Matt 18:15–18). No wonder the church has been challenged with 
how to approach this area of sexual sin while maintaining its 
moral commitments.  
 
Conclusion on Examples  
 
What I have attempted to do with these examples is to open a 
dialogue on how life-to-the-Bible discussions might work, 
especially with regard to the kinds of questions they ask about 
text and setting. Obviously, what the Bible says is key, even in 
working backwards from life to the Bible. The point is that 
bringing the Bible to that discussion has to be canonical and 
contextual, not merely exegetical or expositional.  

An introductory overview to the examples and challenges 
we face does not answer all the questions a person might have. 
Instead, it raises questions for reflection. My goal has been to 
suggest what these discussions look like at the start. Only a full 
treatment of each theme according to such an approach would 
move a person closer to specific kinds of answers. That is not just 
another book, but another set of books beyond our scope. But I 
do hope to have shown where to start. I also hope to have laid 
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some biblical rationale for why, in many cases, we must go into 
these spaces to show cultural intelligence.  

May this be the beginning of a long-needed, important 
discussion about how we apply Scripture and live the life God 
calls for from all of us.  
 
Summarizing Cultural Intelligence  
 
Cultural intelligence requires us to understand our assignment. 
People are not the enemy. They are the goal. As we engage, it’s 
important to appreciate that our battle is spiritual and people are 
caught in the grasp of forces they often do not even recognize. 
We need to understand that real change is not a matter of law or 
politics but of spiritual transformation that only the hope of the 
gospel can give. That realization might help the church to 
emphasize what can bring real change and lessen the emotion 
that often comes in our political debates. The culture war’s 
elevation of politics to a more central role has not served the 
church well. It has distracted us from our core mission as a 
church, obscuring what we should care about the most: the 
message of how the gospel is the best way to meet human need.  

Tone also matters in cultural engagement. Paul shows us 
that whatever we may think about culture, engaging requires 
working to build bridges. The texts on dealing with people 
outside the church call us to be gentle, gracious, and humble as 
we challenge. The effort to engage requires balancing challenge 
and invitation. We are never to lose sight of the fact that hope is 
our core emphasis. In the debates that are often a part of 
engagement, we don’t desire to leave biblical conviction behind 
or fail to express it, but how we do this needs recalibration in 
many settings, as does what we prioritize. The opportunity to 
learn by listening well may also be a healthy by-product of 
seeking to listen more carefully as we engage.  

Intelligent engagement will lead us into many challenging 
and difficult discussions. We need to patiently and diligently 
listen—and listen well—for those bridges to hope.  
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We need to appreciate the complexity of life in a fallen 
world. Recognizing real biblical tensions of fallen-world life may 
help us have discussions that move beyond labels to substance.  

The most important way to open doors to hope may be 
showing the authenticity the Bible contains about life. We can do 
this by what we say, and especially by how we say and live it. 
Cultural intelligence reflects a commitment to love others well, 
including those outside the church. We seek by the power of the 
Spirit to draw outsiders toward an invitation to faith. It requires 
an ability to switch-hit: going from the Bible to life or working 
from life to draw people back to the Bible.  

Cultural intelligence also involves an appreciation of the 
richness of Scripture, discernment, and dependence on the 
leading of God. It means grasping the core elements of our call. 
They involve a spiritual battle and the capability of the gospel to 
enhance life and allow it to flourish for those who believe. 
Christians are ambassadors for Christ in the world. Our 
citizenship is a heavenly one that transcends our national 
commitments. We are commissioned to represent God 
individually and together as the church. We should do so with 
applied intelligence in the spaces and places God has us. We do 
so through an invitation into hope and into a new and different 
kind of life—an entry into sacred space in the midst of life in the 
public space. That life is lived out because of grace, forgiveness, 
reconnection to God, and enablement from God’s Spirit, which is 
given to those who turn to him in faith.  

A spiritual challenge requires spiritual resources and a 
way of engagement unlike that of the world (Eph 6:10–18). I close 
with the reminder of 2 Tim 2:24–26, for in it is a glimpse of how 
to engage with cultural intelligence. This text summarizes hope 
and a spiritual prayer of practical guidance for the way forward:  

The Lord’s servant must not quarrel, but must be gentle to 
everyone, able to teach, and patient, instructing his opponents 
with gentleness. Perhaps God will grant them repentance leading 
them to the knowledge of the truth. Then they may come to their 
senses and escape the trap of the devil, who has taken them 
captive to do his will.  
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NOTES 
 
1. The following is Chapter 5 of the author’s book, Cultural 
Intelligence (Nashville: Broadman Academic, 2020). It is used with 
permission. 
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