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spiritual adultery with foreign gods, and a call to return to YHWH as 
their husband from the consequences of actions.  Thus the call comes 
in the context of exile away from God, and a turnaround to the point 
of original departure (Hebrew shub).  The NT concept of repentance 
leans heavily on the OT term shub.  This anticipates vs. 30.  
     Rather than a commendation that the possibility exists that hu-
mans seek and find God, the opposite is quite true.  Rather than sub-
mitting to the true God, humans create gods of their own imagination 
and, as Calvin states, “The human heart is a perpetual idol-factory.”  
In vs. 27 Luke uses a verb form called the optative and to his readers 
the rarity of this verb form, compounded with it being used twice, 
would send the message: there is a very high degree of uncertainty - 
almost to the point of impossibility - that the seeking will result in 
finding.132  Alexander comments that this is “a vivid and expressive 
exhibition of the state in which the Gentile world was placed, with-
out a written revelation or direct communication with their Maker, 
yet with light enough to make their ignorance of God inexcus-
able.”133 
     The words, “might feel their way (psēlapháō) towards him” add 
to the tentativeness of the search.  This is a verb used in the LXX to 
describe the groping of a blind man, e.g. Jacob in Gen 27:12, 21, 22 
and Samson in Judg 16:26.  The judgment on Israel results in their 
saying, “We grope for the wall like the blind; we grope like those 
who have no eyes; we stumble at noon as in the twilight; among 
those in full vigor we are like dead men” (Isaiah 59:10).  Idols have 
exactly the same sight problem.  They cannot see or hear or walk (Jer 
10:5, cf. Rev 9:20).  The idol worshipper and the idols have a famil-
ial resemblance.  
     Still a number of modern missiologists suggest that in the seeking 
people will actually find God.  Some appeal even to the Qur’anic 

                                                        
132 Pardigon, pp. 292-293, see also pp. 147-149.  
133 Alexander, p. 156. 
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statement in Surah 50:60 that describes Allah as being nearer to 
mankind than his own jugular vein.  This translates into strategies 
that are “seeker friendly” based on the underlying assumption that it 
is within fallen human nature to find this God.  Compare this with 
Barrett who observed, “From nature the Greeks have evolved not 
natural theology but natural idolatry.”134  
     As hopeless as the situation sounds, Paul is fulfilling his commis-
sion to the Gentiles.  He is executing the words of Isa 42:6-7 which 
concern the Servant of the Lord, first of all Jesus, and then Jesus’ 
authorized representative, namely,  
 

I am the LORD; I have called you in righteousness; I will take you by 
the hand and keep you; I will give you as a covenant for the people, a 
light for the nations, to open the eyes that are blind, to bring out the 
prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness. 

 

     The epoch of ignorance can come to an end, despite all odds, 
through the Spirit empowered preaching of the gospel.  
     ‘Yet he is actually not far from each one of us…’ expresses God’s 
original design at creation which he extended in a unique way to Is-
rael.  Deut 4:5-8 recounts Moses exhorting the people based on the 
fact that they serve a living and nearby God. “For what other great 
nation has a god so near to it as Yahweh our God is whenever we call 
to him?” 
     Yet it is a situation of “so close and yet so far”.  Porter elaborates 
and calls this “a picture of perpetual frustration”.  He describes it as 
an image of humans who have eyes but cannot see and are “strug-
gling to make contact with the divine, but not being successful, de-
spite the proximity of the creator-God”.135 This echoes the lot of hu-
manity described in Rom 1:18-32.  It also puts the blame squarely on 

                                                        
134 Barrett, pp. 850-51. 
135 Pardigon, p. 295, fn 259 citing Stanley E Porter, The Paul of Acts: Essays in Li-
terary Criticism, Rhetoric, and Theology Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum 
Neuen Testament, 115 (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999), p. 168. 
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humans, as the problem is not God’s distance, but it is human willful 
rejection which in the next verses will be called the “times of igno-
rance”.   
 

8.4 Giver of life vs. lifeless representations (vss. 28-29) 
 

For “In him we live and move and have our being”, as even some of 
your own poets have said, “For we are indeed his offspring”.  Being then 
God’s offspring, we ought not to think that the divine being is like gold 
or silver or stone, an image formed by the art and imagination 
(enthúmēsis) of man. 

 

     ‘Paul quoted a Greek poet, likely Aratus. […] He must have 
agreed with him.  Thus we can and should use writings of other relig-
ions to persuade their adherents that God has already been working 
in their religion.’ So it has been said.  
     But is the conclusion drawn from the cursory observation true?  
We would suggest definitely not.  We would agree with Pardigon 
who says, “Though the language is thoroughly Hellenistic, the con-
tent and the argument are strictly biblical.”136 
     Paul continues his line of thought that was seen especially in vs. 
25, namely that human existence and sustenance depend absolutely 
on God’s benevolent care.  The echoes of his statement made in I 
Cor 8:4-6 are evident: “For there is [only] one God, the Father, from 
whom are all things and for whom we exist.”  In that classical state-
ment of New Testament monotheism, Paul also qualifies, “one Lord, 
Jesus Christ, through whom are all things, and we through Him.”  
Thus Paul will be arguing not from categories of Greek philosophy, 
but from the uniquely Biblical and Christian God as the God and Fa-
ther of our Lord Jesus Christ.  
     The terms, “live”, “move” and “have being” are clear contrasts 
with the idols.  Jeremiah describes such as:  
 

                                                        
136 Pardigon, p. 298. 
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Like a scarecrow in a melon patch, they cannot speak; they must be car-
ried because they cannot walk. Do not fear them;  they can do no harm 
nor can they do any good.”  (Jer 10.5) 

     

     Instead of living, and moving, and having being, idols have no 
breath, are immobile, and inert. 
     Paul employs a phrase from the Stoic philosopher Aratus (c. 315-
240 BC) [or Cleanthes] to illustrate his argument and to connect with 
their thought world.  Some have gone as far as saying that this usage 
gives ample justification for other “Christianizing” of non-Christian 
texts.  A number of objections must be raised. First, Paul distances 
himself from a carte blanche acceptance of the quote by saying, “one 
of your poets”.  He does not give it the meaning that they do.  Here 
Cornelius Van Til remarked, “By this time the men that heard him 
knew that Paul did not mean the same thing that their poets had 
meant when they too said that men live and move and have their be-
ing in God and that they are the offspring of God.”137  To atomisti-
cally take a phrase from a poet who demonstrated his paganism in 
the rest of his writings, and then to “sprinkle holy water on it” is to 
wrench it out of its larger context.  The professor of classics, Reimer 
Faber, suggests that Paul’s purpose in using the quote was “to preach 
that God abhors idolatrous worship.”138   
     Essentially, Paul was using Athenian culture, in this case Aratus, 
to show them the inconsistency of their worldview.  Litwak proposes 
the following line of logic in Paul’s argument:  “Humans are God's 
offspring.  Since humans are the works of God, nothing that humans 
can make can represent God.  If this is so, then nothing that such 
lesser beings can make can equal the superior God who made them.  
Since humans are like God, and humans are not like any material 
thing, God is not like any material representation, be it stone, silver 

                                                        
137  Van Til, p. 11. 
138 Riemer Faber, “The Apostle and the Poet: Paul and Aratus”,  originally in Clarion 
Vol 42 No 13 (1993). See online www.spindleworks.com/library/rfaber/aratus.htm. 
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or gold, all of which are lesser than humans.”139 Following this, Han-
sen shows that Paul is affirming that the Athenians, while claiming to 
be orthodox in their beliefs, were actually guilty of the “sin” of nov-
elty with which they were charging him.  He quotes Abraham Mal-
herbe who said, “The pagan philosophers who question the apostle 
do not themselves hold to the legitimating tradition; it is Paul who 
does.”140 They have a poet who in effect condemned idols, and yet 
are surrounded by them.  This is “subversive storytelling”. 
     Due to the echoes of Gen 1-2, Deut 32 and Isa 42, this passage is 
much more than a simple affirmation of omnipresence, which could 
even be attributed to Zeus.  It is an affirmation of God’s salvation 
plan through history, so that the “knowledge of the glory of the Lord 
will fill the whole earth as the waters fill the sea” (Hab 2:14). The 
original design was that this would be done through his offspring, his 
vice-regents, namely Adam and his offspring.  This was his noble 
calling as exercising rulership over creation.  To say then, “We are 
his offspring”, is a painful reminder of the noble calling that was lost 
due to Adam and Eve’s treason, and it demonstrates the need for a 
new Adam to have “offspring” that will radiate God’s glory through-
out the earth once more. 
     Since the fall and his rebellion against his true Creator, human-
kind has made God-replacements as artifices of their own imagina-
tion (enthúmēsis).141 With the very creativity that God gave them, 
humans reduce God to objects which can be manipulated, whether 
creations of their hands or of their mind.  This recalls an anti-idol 
                                                        
139 Litwak, p. 209 . Compare William Larkin, "If like begets like, it is illogical to 
suppose that the divine nature who created living human beings is like an image 
made of an inanimate substance." W.J. Larkin, Acts, IVPNTC (Downers Grove, Ill: 
InterVarsity, 1995), p. 259. 
140 Abraham J. Malherbe, Paul and the Popular Philosophers (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress, 1989), p. 152 cited by Hansen, p. 310,  
141 BAGD: the process of considering something, thought, reflection, idea  cf. Mt 
9:4; 12:25. EDNT - characterized by godless evil and foolishness. 
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passage which reads: “The idols of the nations are silver and gold, 
made by the hands of men” (Ps 135.15). 
     A question must be raised at this point.  Is Allah of Islam and his 
surrounding religion a creation of someone’s imagination?  If so, 
could it be classified as idolatry?  Might it be a legend, as the ANE 
legends, which took original Biblical truth and twisted it into their 
own design? (cf. Rom 1:18)  
     With sympathy for his fellow humans, Paul uses the phrase “we 
ought not” instead of “you ought not.”  He includes himself in the 
injunction and does not wag his finger at his audience.142   
     Using the Athenians’ own words, whether from an altar inscrip-
tion in vs. 23 or the saying of a poet, Paul continues to make his case.  
He demonstrates that they have incriminated themselves.  He sug-
gests that Aratus claimed that a god of human imagination could give 
the essence of true life to the Athenians.  This, according to Paul, 
was the height of hubris as the God he knew would “share his glory 
with none other, nor his praise with carved idols” (Isa 42:8).  What 
Aratus was proposing, in effect, was the crediting of a divine attrib-
ute to a pagan god, as Beale suggested, that was “true only of the 
God of the Old Testament and of Jesus Christ”.143  Paul and Isaiah’s 
“lawsuits” against idolatry have a similar ring.  In both cases the law-
suits would lead to judgment. 
 

8.5 Call to repentance (vss. 30-31) 
  

Indeed, the times of ignorance, God having overlooked (or despised), 
now He is commanding people—everyone, everywhere—to repent.144  
For He has set the day on which he is going to judge the world  accord-
ing to the standard of righteousness by the man he has appointed, and he 
has provided proof (of this) for all by raising him from the dead. 

                                                        
142 Tannehill, p. 218. 
143  G.K. Beale, "Other Religions in New Testament Theology", in David Baker (ed), 
Biblical Faith and Other Religions: An Evangelical Assessment (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Kregel, 2004), p. 97. 
144 See Given, pp. 72-73 for a comparison of translations. 
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      “Now is the day of salvation” (2 Cor 6:2);  “Now he com-
mands…”(paraggéllō145).  This is the language of the King’s mes-
senger, spoken with authority and urgency so that the rebels will rec-
ognize their treasonous god-replacement activities.  It is the same 
verb used to describe the apostle’s marching orders in Acts 10.42, 
“And he commanded (paraggéllō) us to preach to the people and to 
testify that he is the one appointed by God to be judge of the living 
and the dead.”  This is not an invitation; it is a directive.  This is not a 
call to complement or supplement one’s existing knowledge as the 
dilettantes at Athens were prone to do; it is a call for a complete 
break with the past, which Luke implies by the word “repentance.”146   
O’Neill suggests a background of Jewish prosytelism informs Luke’s 
use of the word and for him it is “the great step a Gentile takes when 
he leaves behind his old religious or philosophical beliefs and turns 
to the living God.”147  The alternative on the horizon of redemptive 
history as Paul sees it is judgment. 
     Paul has been building his lawsuit, if you will, by calling in the 
witnesses of the altar inscription - the poet Aratus, evidences from 
nature, who the true God is, and what He has done.  In contrast to 
Greek concepts of time and history, Paul shows that God is person-
ally moving history “by his own authority” (cf Acts 1:7) to its final 
goal.148 A definite trial date has been set/fixed for each and every 
person and a Judge of highest qualification has been appointed. 
(horízō)  Cf. Acts 10:42; 2 Tim 4:1; Ps 9:7-8; Ps 94:2.  He will ren-
der his just verdict.  Since it is God himself who has taken the initia-
tive in Christ to end the epoch of “ignorance”, Paul sets before his 

                                                        
145 BAGD - to make an announcement about something that must be done, give or-
ders, command, instruct, direct - of all kinds of persons in authority, worldly rulers, 
Jesus, the apostles. 
146 See Acts 2:38; 3:19; 5:31; 8:22; 11:18; 13:24. 
147 J. C. O'Neill, The Theology of Acts in its Historical Setting (London: S.P.C.K., 
2nd ed. 1970), p. 151 cited by Meadors, p. 45. 
148 Carson, p. 394. 
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audience the urgency of the era of “now.”   He thus calls for immedi-
ate and unconditional surrender from everyone, everywhere.  In his 
grace, God has suspended or “overlooked” immediate judgment prior 
to Christ, but now that Christ has taken the brunt of that execution of 
justice, only those who flee to him have any hope.149 
     F.F. Bruce suggests that, "Greek thought had no room for such an 
eschatological judgment as the Biblical revelation announces."150  It 
is likely that the introduction of this idea and that of the resurrection, 
together, would prove to be too much for the superficially tolerant 
philosophers.  
     The Judge who will take the bench, ironically, is the very one the 
Athenians had attempted to judge.  As the “second Adam” and likely 
as the Son of Man of Dan 7:13, he carries a full divine appoint-
ment/designation for the task.  The attestation does not lie in the per-
suasiveness of Paul’s proclamation but in the fact or proof of the 
death and resurrection of Jesus.151  Stonehouse elaborates: 
                                                        
149  A. C. McGiffert gives a helpful definition.  ‘The “overlooking” of ignorance 
which is here referred to does not imply that in pre-Christian days God regarded the 
idolatry of the heathen with indifference or saved them from the consequences of 
their sins, denounced so vigorously in Rom 1, but simply that the time for the final 
judgement had not come until now, and that they were, therefore, summoned now to 
prepare for it as they had not before.”  History of Christianity in the Apostolic 
Age (Edinburgh: Edinburgh Printing Company, 1897), p. 260, quoted in Adam 
Sparks, “Salvation History, Chronology, and Crisis: A Problem with Inclusivist 
Theology of Religions, Part 2 of 2”, in Themelios (December 2008), n.p.   Compare 
this with Matthew Henry who states: “These times of ignorance God winked at.  
Understand it [1] As an act of divine justice.  God despised or neglected these times 
of ignorance, and did not send them his gospel, as now he does.  It was very provo-
king to him to see his glory thus given to another; and he detested and hated these 
times. So some take it.” [Matthew Henry's Commentary, 6:186) quoted by Given, p. 
73 fn 141. 
150 Bruce, p. 361.  Contrast this with Parsons who quotes Justin saying, "When we 
assert that the  souls of the wicked living after death will be sensibly punished . . . 
we believe the same things as your priests and philosophers."  Acts, p. 249.  
151 Compare this James Hamilton Jr. who asserts, “The glory of God in the salvation 
through judgment accomplished by Jesus and offered to those who repent and belie-
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For in raising Christ from the dead God had revealed with sufficient 
clearness that the age to come had begun to be realized and that the One 
who had gained preeminence by the divine power which raised Him 
from the dead was One with whom men were compelled to reckon as a 
unique servant of God.152 

 

     Paul is moving his speech from the Judeo-monotheistic idea of 
God to a Trinitarian concept of God.  The resurrection is a Trinitarian 
affair.  Although primarily the work of God the Father (Acts 13:30, 
34; Rom 6:4; 10:9; Gal 1:1; Eph 1:20; Col 2:12; 1 Thes 1:10) it is 
also the work of the Holy Spirit (Rom 1:4; 8:11).  Jesus also ascribes 
the ability of resurrection to himself (John 2:19; 10:17-18; 11:25).   
     In a way similar to Moses confronting the vacuous gods of Egypt, 
Paul is contrasting the ‘legends’ of the Athenians and the so-called 
power of their gods with the ‘fact’ of the power of the resurrection. 
The sham of the Athenians has been unmasked.  In contrast to the 
impotent gods of the Greek pantheon, Paul shows by the resurrection 
that the Triune God is the one “who delivers the goods.”153  Here on 
the hill commemorating Ares, the god of war, Paul refers to Jesus 
who also was “commemorated” on a hill and shows that he was the 
greatest warrior of all, triumphing over death.  Ares has been beaten 
at his own game.   
     The Greeks said that "the body is a tomb" and for good reason 
many tombstones in the region had an inscription which was a varia-
tion on the theme of “I was not [prior to birth]; I was [lived my life]; 
I am not [after death]; I do not care.”  Aeschylus [c. 525-455 BC]  

                                                                                                                      
ve is the center of the theology of Acts (and Luke and the whole Bible)”, in “The 
Center of Biblical Theology in Acts: Deliverance and Damnation Display the Divi-
ne,” in Themelios, Vol 33 No. 3 (December 2008), n.p. 
152 Stonehouse, p. 39. 
153 Given observes that the word (pistin) or ‘proof’ can also be translated ‘faith’ and 
logically one might ask the question,  ‘Does the orator proclaim that God is "supply-
ing proof by raising him from the dead" or “supplying faith by raising him from the 
dead"’?  Given suggests that a both/and response is correct (p. 74). 
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said, "When the dust has soaked up a man's blood, once he is dead, 
there is no resurrection."154  For the Athenian audience, and nearly all 
the audiences in the book of Acts, the concept of a physical resurrec-
tion from the dead was just too much.  Paul had brought them to the 
point of crossroads.  They had to reckon with the Risen King, “Jesus 
Christ our Lord,” who “was appointed (horízō) to be the Son of God 
in power according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from 
the dead” (Romans 1:4), and not just a curiosity with some self-
imagined divine attributes.     
     Two framing devices are characteristic of the speech.  The first is 
the use of the word “ignorance” (vss. 23, 30) and the second is “pro-
claim/command”(vss. 23, 30).155 In a word, there is a resonance 
throughout between the ignorance of sin and its manifestation in 
Athens, and the fact that truth is proclaimed by Paul buttressed by the 
fact that God commands.  More simply put: divine authority meets 
human rebellion.  That is the very same theme that Litwak pointed 
out in his framing in discourse, namely an anti-idol polemic. 

 

8.6 Reactions to the speech (vss. 32-34) 
 

When they heard about the resurrection from the dead some sneered at 
him, but others said, “We would like to hear (you speak) about this mat-
ter again!”  So Paul left them.  But some men joined him and believed, 
among whom was Dionysius the Areopagite.  There was also a woman 
named Damaris, and others with them.  

 

                                                        
154 Eumenides,  p. 647f. 
155  Gartner comments: “Two verbs, one at the beginning and one at the end of the 
speech, further confirm that we are dealing here with a God Whose distinguishing 
feature is that He reveals Himself, and not a God Whose existence emerges from 
human reasoning...  In the New Testament idiom, both verbs indicate that a procla-
mation of worldwide significance is being made.  They are common missionary 
terms, used to denote the apostolic message.”  Gartner, p. 152, quoted by Meadors, 
p. 127. 
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     In spite of confusion/ignorance at the outset of the story as to 
what this gospel stood for, encapsulated by “Jesus and the resurrec-
tion”, the narrative ends with some who come to understand and re-
spond to its call.  They were a fulfillment of the mandate of the Ser-
vant of Isaiah, now embodied in Paul, “To open the eyes that are 
blind, to bring the prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those 
who sit in darkness.  I am the Lord; that is my name; my glory I give 
to no others, nor my praise to carved idols” (Isa 42:7-8; cf Acts 
13:47; 26:23).  The truth of 1 Cor 1:21, "For since in the wisdom of 
God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was 
pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those 
who believe," was evidenced at the Areopagus. 
     Georges Houssney points out that the movement of those who 
believed is towards Paul, and not Paul towards them, i.e. “They 
joined him”.  Houssney finds this instructive for those who advocate 
that believers should stay inside their former religious system, nota-
bly the insider movement in Islam.156  
     True to form, some trivialized the very message that could save 
them from the guilty verdict of the Judge, and yet others asked for a 
further audience.  Those who sneered at the ultimate proof of qualifi-
cation for judgment and of the Father’s stamp of approval are them-
selves proof that “those who worship worthless idols, have them-
selves become worthless” (2 Kings 17:15).  As G.K. Beale summa-
rized, “What people revere, they resemble, either for ruin or for res-
toration.”157 

 
9 Observations 
 

9.1 Continuity 
 

1. Paul showed continuity with his audience as a human, "We too are 
only men, human like you" (14:15).  He uses words like “we ought”, 
                                                        
156 Houssney, p. 9. 
157 Beale, p. 16. 
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“us”, to make human connections.158 That said, he did not shy away 
from his apostolic/prophetic role to speak as one commissioned by 
God to “open the eyes,” all the while recalling the spiritual and 
physical blindness that had been his. 

 

2. Paul showed restraint from the intense anger that idolatry pro-
voked in him, and showed a level of respect for his “people/men of 
Athens”159 This was even in light of the fact that comments that were 
made were intended to label and trivialize him.  He did not return 
insult for insult.  He separated himself from the disdain that most of 
the audience had for the gospel and consequently himself as its mes-
senger.  This was done without taking this as a personal offense. 
  

3. Paul used words and concepts that his audience could compre-
hend.  J. Daryl Charles comments,  "While Paul utilizes the utmost in 
skill and erudition to ensure that the packaging of his message does 
not offend his audience, the content of the Christian apostolic keryg-
ma inevitably is scandalous.”

160
 

 

4. Paul used his physical and spiritual observation skills to see the 
possible “points of contact” with his audience.  The “subversive sto-
ryteller”, like Moses, needs to get ‘inside the head’ of his audience.  

                                                        
158 Ajith Fernando describes this stance as:  "On the one hand there is firm belief in 
the wrongness of life apart from Christ.  On the other hand there is a respect for all 
individuals because they are intelligent human beings endowed by God with the 
privilege and responsibility of choosing to accept or reject the gospel.  This caused 
Paul to reason with them about the truth of God." The Christian's Attitude Toward 
World Religions (Wheaton: Tyndale House, 1987), p. 26, cited by Miles, p. 90. 
159 Matthew Henry states: ‘He did not, as Witsius observes, in the heat of his zeal 
break into the temples, pull down their images, demolish their altars, or fly in the 
face of their priests; nor did he run about the streets crying, “You are all the bond-
slaves of the devil,” though it was true; but he observed decorum, and kept himself 
within due bounds, doing that only which became a prudent man.” Matthew Henry, 
Acts to Revelation Vol 6 of Matthew Henry's Commentary on the Whole Bible (Pea-
body, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1996), p. 181 cited by Given, p. 72 fn 137. 
160 Charles, p. 59. 
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He challenged the Athenians at their own game, and in effect told 
them that they did not live up to their own highest ideals.  That said, 
one still must recognize culpable ignorance for what it is. 
  

5. Paul connected with the sense of the divine in humans.  As Luke 
Timothy Johnson observed, Luke ‘simply shows Paul picking up the 
inchoate longings of this “exceptionally religious” people and direct-
ing them to their proper object.’  That said, Johnson also observed, 
‘Luke does not construct or canonize a “natural theology”. The grop-
ing search is not itself the finding.’161 
 

6. Paul used communication tools to logically and methodically pre-
sent his argument for a Biblical-Christian worldview.  Carson calls 
this presenting the metanarrative or the big story that “makes all the 
little stories coherent” first.162 
 

7. The request for further information (vs. 32) likely demonstrates 
that a door for further conversation was still open.  Likely this was an 
evidence of God’s grace working through Paul’s speech and disposi-
tion. 
 

Seeming Ambiguity 
Paul used words and phrases that could be interpreted variously de-
pending on who the audience was.  To the Greek audience he may 
have re-enforced their religious pride for a moment with the word 
“deeply pious”, but to his Christian audience another sense would 
have been conveyed.  
 

9.2 Discontinuity  
  

1. A sense of the divine in every human does not translate into obe-
dience to the Trinity.  In fact, the converse is true for as Barrett sug-
gested, “From nature the Greeks have evolved not natural theology 

                                                        
161 L. Timothy Johnson,  p. 319. 
162 Carson, p. 394.  
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but natural idolatry.”  Paul was willing to confront the pervasive ef-
fects of the fall on human nature. 
 

2. "God's Word (whether oral or written) interprets God's world", and 
not vice-versa.  Paul was consistent here with the Biblical world-
view.163 As Meadors noted: “The Areopagus address is not an assimi-
lation or adaptation of Greek philosophy with a view to winning the 
Athenian intellectuals, but it is rather a model of a Judaeo-Christian 
missionary sermon to pagan Gentiles.”164    
 

3. Paul did not have a “hopeful” estimation of the non-Christian re-
ligions of his audience.  Rather than seeing them as "accurate yet 
partial" knowers of God, he sees them as "knowledgeable suppres-
sors of truth”.165  Conrad Gempf illustrates: “The Athenians imagine 
two new gods while the Lystrans think they are seeing two old 
ones!”166  He concludes that in both cases their sense of objective 
truth was warped. 
 

4. Judgment day and resurrection were sure to offend.  Paul did not 
shy away from bringing his audience to the crossroads of decision.  It 
is as William Larkin observed, that Paul’s “contextualized construc-
tive engagement and correction necessarily lead to a call for conver-
sion”. 167  
 

5. Paul’s speech was informed by thoroughly Biblical categories of 
creation, fall, redemption and consummation.  He started with crea-
tion which is found in Gen 1, and ends up with the final Judgment, 
found in Revelation.  His speech spans the entire Biblical revelation.  
It is the God who thus reveals himself in word and deed that con-
fronts the mute and inactive idols of Athens.  
 

                                                        
163 Spencer, p. 62. 
164 Meadors, p. 7. 
165 Spencer, p. 71. 
166 Bruce, p. 282, fn 25. 
167 Larkin, p. 86. 
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6. His views on general and special revelation are identical to those 
found in his writings.  Undoubtedly, Paul knew that it was God who 
would open people’s hearts to what he had to say, due to his thor-
oughly Biblical anthropology.  This stems, as Todd Miles points out, 
from the fact that Paul's understanding of humanity in his gospel is 
"theocentric rather than cultural, sociological or anthropological"168.  
This would limit any manipulative methodology to gain his audi-
ence’s consent to faith. 
 

7. Contra Flemming, Paul did not see the “truths” of the pagan phi-
losophers as “an equal conversation partner” with that of the gospel.  
He did not waver from his stance of “destroying every argument”.  
He employed the tools of “subversive storytelling” to maximum ad-
vantage to deconstruct their worldview.  In this story, as in a similar 
fashion to the OT, “one does not need to read far in the biblical text 
before encountering pagan notions that have been adopted and ex-
ploited for Yahwistic purposes, but without the process giving assent 
to the veracity of those notions."169 
 

8. It was God’s command (vs. 30) and Paul’s proclamation (vs. 23) 
that were to unmask religious rebellion, also known as “ignorance” 
or “idolatry”. 
 

9. Ethnic and religious pride was not a taboo that Paul could not 
touch in the aim of “never offending at all costs”.  He tackled it head-
on.  
 

10. Considerable risks were taken in presenting the gospel.  They 
included questioning the “this for that” arrangement that the Atheni-
ans had with their gods; the suggestion that this intelligentsia were 
actually ignorant; the questioning of any and all of the religious prac-
tices of the Athenians, especially the construction of temples.  While 
the Stoics looked for impersonal resignation, Paul called for personal 

                                                        
168 Miles, p. 92. 
169 Block, p. 49. 
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repentance.  This self-introspection and self-critique were anathema 
to a novelty addicted, curiosity seeking audience. 
 
10 Conclusion 
 

Paul’s presentation starts and ends with YHWH, the Creator, Sus-
tainer, Sovereign and Judge revealed through the risen Christ and 
Lord Jesus.  It ties its ideas together by the use of time.  In the past it 
stresses creation; in the present, God’s dominion and providential 
care; and in the future, judgment.  It is a thoroughly God-centered 
summons to created humans, especially Athenians, to recognize their 
rightful place before Him.  By means of presenting a Biblical Chris-
tian worldview in words they can comprehend, Paul offers an alter-
nate worldview for his pagan audience.  Paul uses the anti-idol pro-
gram found in Isa 40-55 and throughout the OT to drive home his 
point.  He “plunders the Egyptians” if you will, and even re-
interprets their own material for them using his worldview.  This 
groundwork allows his audience to see their need for Christ and act 
on it.  It is also a strong affirmation to the first Christian readers of 
God’s control of history and his commitment to those with whom he 
is related by covenant, like the Israel of old.  
     “A text without a context is a pretext” so goes the line.  The Are-
opagus speech can only be interpreted in its broader Biblical context.  
The same must be said about the two widely-cited and often ap-
pealed-to “Greek” texts, namely the inscription of the pagan altar and 
the words of the pagan poet that are found within the speech.  Both 
illustrate the “so close and yet so far” dilemma of fallen humanity, 
with respect to God. 
     What might have appeared on the surface to be continuities, fre-
quently turned out to be discontinuities when the larger context is 
considered.  That said, any attempt to isolate methodologies based on 
pulling ideas out of the text in an atomistic fashion will necessarily 
lead to a confused message.  Paul avoided this at all costs.  Should 
we? 
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     Our investigation of the nature of idolatry presented in this pas-
sage confirms the stance of Shaw who stated that "religion represents 
a rebellious response to God whose glory is arrayed before them in 
nature, history and conscience."170   
     The challenge is to measure one’s love for God, as evidenced by 
hatred of God-replacements.  Vincent Cheung has the last word: 
  

To the extent that we are not distressed and indignant about non-
Christian beliefs, we probably do not have a corresponding love toward 
the true God.  Indifference toward and appreciation for anti-biblical re-
ligions, philosophies, beliefs, and cultures constitute treachery against 
the kingdom of God.171 

 
  
For further reflection 
 

In light of the above exegesis of the Areopagus text, how should one 
analyze the following statements? 
 

A.  Michael Youssef, an Egyptian Christian associated with the Hag-
gai Institute for Advanced Leadership Training, Atlanta, Georgia, 
claimed, "Just as the Apostle Paul found it legitimate to use the un-
known god on Mars Hill to introduce the Athenians to the true and 
living God, I, too, through the pages of the Qur'an, try to point my 
Muslim friends to the Savior of the World.”172 
 

B. Adam Sparks, in analyzing Clark Pinnock’s work, shows that the 
latter suggests, “Paul's Lystran sermon represents a gracious and un-
derstanding appreciation of their past and their culture.  In a later vi-

                                                        
170  Shaw, p. 55 cited by Larkin, “Mission”, p. 183. 
171 Vincent Cheung, Presuppositional Confrontations (Boston, Ma: Reformation 
Ministries International, 2003), p. 16. 
172 Michael Youssef, Making Christ Known to Muslims (Atlanta, GA, Haggai Insti-
tute, 1980), p. 4 quoted by Sam Schlorff, “The Translational Model for Mission in 
Resistant Muslim Society: A Critique and an Alternative”, in Missiology An Interna-
tional Review, Vol XXVIII, No 3 (July 2000), p. 307. 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gnette, Paul is described in Athens as acknowledging the good inten-
tions of the Greeks in worshipping the unknown God.  Evidently 
Paul thought of these people as believers in a certain sense, in a way 
that could be and should be fulfilled in Jesus Christ.”  Pinnock con-
tinues in the same book to state that because Paul quoted a pagan 
poet in vs. 28, one should see this as a celebration of the "fact that 
such people as this have insight into the truth of God and his 
ways”.172  
 

C. Ergun and Emir Caner suggest that a number of missiologists are 
following the subsequent line of argument: 
 

• Paul shows that these philosophers were ignorantly worship-
ping the true God of Christianity (Acts 17:23). 

• He used their false gods to preach the true God to them. 
• In their worship they had established a place in their hearts 

for the true Creator. 
• Therefore, we can, on the mission field, speak of Allah as 

God, because Muslims simply do not know His nature.173 
 

 D. Abd-al Masih writes, “Allah is the unique, unexplorable, and in-
explicable one - the remote, vast and unknown God.  Everything we 
think about him is incomplete, if not wrong.  Allah cannot be com-
prehended.”174     
 

                                                        
172  Sparks, - n.p. Internet resource. 
http://www.thegospelcoalition.org/publications/33-3/salvation-history-chronology-
and-crisis-a-problem-with-inclusivist-theology-of-religions-part-2-of-2/ citing Clark 
H. Pinnock,  A Wideness in God's Mercy: The Finality of Jesus Christ in a World of 
Religions (Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 1992), pp. 32, 96. 
174 Ergun Mehmet Caner and Emir Fethi Caner, Unveiling Islam: An Insider's Look 
at Muslim Life and Beliefs (Grand Rapids, Mich: Kregel Publications, 2009), pp. 
105-106. 
174 Abd-al Masih, “Who Is Allah in Islam?”, on  www.light-of-
life.com/eng/gospel/g4105efm.htm (2010/4/2). 
176 Samuel Marinus Zwemer, The Moslem Doctrine of God (New York: American 
Tract Society, 1905), pp. 118-119. 
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E. Raymond Lull wrote a book in the Middle Ages entitled, De Deo 
ignoto et de mundo ignoto (The Unknown God and the Unknown 
World).  In 1905, Samuel Zwemer wrote, “Islam is proud to write on 
its banner, the Unity of God; but it is, after all, a banner to the Un-
known God.  Christianity enters every land under the standard of the 
Holy Trinity - the Godhead of Revelation.  These two banners repre-
sent two armies.”176  
 

F.  The Southern Baptist International Mission Board “principles of 
contextualization” read: 
 

#2 “We affirm that there is a biblical precedent for using “bridges” to 
reach out to others with the Gospel (Acts 17:22-23).  The fact that Paul 
mentioned an aspect of the Athenians’ idolatrous worship was not a tacit 
approval of their entire religious system.  He was merely utilizing a re-
ligious element of their setting (an altar to an unknown god) to connect 
with his hearers and bridge to the truth.  Similarly, our personnel may 
use elements of their host culture’s worldview to bridge to the Gospel.  
This need not be construed as an embracing of that worldview.  It should 
be noted that Paul not only used their system to connect, he also con-
trasted elements of it with the truth.  Our evangelism must go beyond 
bridges to present the whole unvarnished truth of the Gospel (1 Cor 
15:1-4).175 

 

G.  Bill Nikkides stated: “In contrast to much literature by or in sup-
port of C5, the goal of contextualization is not to make the gospel as 
Islamic as possible.  It is […] to communicate the unchanging truth 
to an Islamic audience so that it makes sense to them. In other words, 
it is a bridge from Islam not toward it.  Paul mentioned Greek poets 
in Athens so that he could build a bridge from philosophy to 
Christ.”176  
 

                                                        
175 Wes Kenney [posted by] “Principles of Contextualization”, Southern Baptist 
Today (Nov 10, 2007) http://sbctoday.com/2007/11/10/principles-of-
contextualization/ (2010/1/5) 
176 Bill Nikkides, ‘Evaluating “Insider Movements”: C5 (Messianic Muslims),’ St 
Francis Magazine Nr 4 (March 2006), p. 12. 
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H. Christopher Wright in his The Mission of God wrote: “Since 
God’s mission is to restore creation to its full original purpose of 
bringing all glory to God himself and thereby to enable all creation to 
enjoy the fullness of blessings that he desires for it, God battles 
against all forms of idolatry and calls us to join him in that con-
flict.”177 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
177 Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God (Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity 
Press, 2006), p. 188. 
 
 
 
 



  

 

OF STRAW MEN AND STEREOTYPES 
REACTING TO RICK WOOD OF MISSION FRONTIERS 

 
By Revd Dr John Stringer1 

 
 
1 Introduction 
 

In its March-April 2010 issue of Mission Frontiers, the U.S.  Center 
for World Mission published an Editorial Comment by Rick Wood 
which, in my opinion, undermines the mission of the Church of our 
Lord Jesus Christ.2  Mission Frontiers has a circulation of 92.000 
copies per issue, and a website that, I am sure, has high traffic.  The 
magazine and the organization to which it belongs, are mouthpieces 
of those who propagate the need for so-called insider movements in 
Islam.  
     In case the term insider movements is new to you, suffice to say 
here that it is a rather diffuse concept, but what Rick Wood writes in 
his editorial is a fair description of it.  In very brief and simplified 
terms, the propagators of this concept say: Mission to Muslims has 
always made the mistake of trying to extract Muslims from Islam; 
what we should do is not to get Muslims out of their religious con-
text, but we have to bring Jesus into that contex.  Without further in-
terference, we have to simply witness how the Holy Spirit will lead 
the process of what happens further.  In other words, what is needed 
in every culture is a movement of Muslims who follow Jesus, an in-
sider movement. 

                                                        
1 John Stringer has had a very fulfilling ministry in the Arab World since the 1980s 
until now and, through this, large numbers of Arab Muslims have turned to Jesus 
Christ as Lord and Savior.  He holds a PhD in missiology from a reputable univer-
sity.  He is also the editor-in-chief of www.stfrancismagazine.info. 
2 Rick Wood, ‘Editorial Comment’, in Mission Frontiers Vol 32 No 2 (Pasadena, 
March-April 2010), pp. 4-5.  This magazine is the bulletin of the U.S. Center for 
World Mission. 
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     Many evangelical, mission-minded churches in the Western world 
seem to forget to seriously question what is being presented to them.  
The questions we should ask concerning those who propagate the 
new missiological dogmas of insider movements, are:  1. Is the meth-
odology presented to us biblical and sound, both from a theological 
and a missiological viewpoint?  2. Are the stories that they tell actu-
ally true?  
     In order to give you some clues as to why I think we are being 
given stones for bread by those who propagate the mission method of 
insider movements, let me first give you a brief (but literal) version 
of what Wood writes, and then comment on this.   
 
2 Editorial Comment in Mission Frontiers  
 

This is what Rick Wood wrote in his Editorial Comment in the 
March-April 2010 issue of Mission Frontiers: 
 

[…]  God has already placed a deep level of respect and honor for Jesus 
in the hearts of many Muslims.  In their travels, [some writers] found no 
opposition to their talking about the person of Jesus.  In fact, talking 
about Jesus opened doors and broke down barriers of mistrust and fear.  
With this as a starting point, we can seek to lead Muslims to focus on Je-
sus, learn about Him from the Scriptures, and encourage them to follow 
Him.  Imagine what could happen if Muslims actually started to study 
the Bible in search of Jesus? 
 

Jesus is welcome, but our Christianity is not.  What [the two writers] 
heard repeatedly was that Muslims like Jesus but not our Christianity.  
We must come to terms with the fact that our job is not to go around the 
world and force our versions of Christianity on people and “convert” 
them to our side.  This is not a contest to see how many people we can 
get to become like us and join our “team”.  Our job is to introduce them 
to Jesus and His love for them and let the Holy Spirit guide them into 
following Jesus in their own unique way as they learn about Him from 
the Scriptures. 
 



 St Francis Magazine Vol 6, No 3 | June 2010 

St Francis Magazine is published by Interserve and Arab Vision 585 

It is also time for us to stop calling ourselves Christians.  Does that 
shock you?  At best the term has become meaningless, and at worst it 
has become an obstacle to sharing Jesus with the unreached.  In our 
Western culture there is almost no statistical difference between those 
that call themselves Christians and those that don’t.  Rates for divorce, 
pregnancies outside of marriage, abortion and more are all virtually the 
same.  People who believe the Bible and those that don’t both call them-
selves Christians.  In the Muslim world the term comes with much nega-
tive baggage.  […] Much better, more meaningful terms would be “fol-
lower of Jesus,” “disciple of Jesus” and “believer in the one true God.” 
These are not offensive to most Muslims, and they are actually more de-
scriptive.  If we insist on calling ourselves Christians, then we are insist-
ing on miscommunicating to Muslims and causing unnecessary offense.  
[…] 
 

Bashing Islam and Muhammad is not an effective strategy.  Over the 
years I have run into many books, emails and broadcasts from people 
who seem to think that running down Islam and Muhammad will con-
vince Muslims to “convert” to their side.  They seem to think that if they 
just have a good enough argument, then Muslims will see the light and 
dump their deeply held beliefs.  Yet note, by comparison, if someone 
comes to my home and says many ugly things about my mother, I am 
not likely to agree with him even if some of what he says is true.  I am 
also not likely to want him as a friend or to listen to anything else he has 
to say.  If we want Muslims to follow Jesus, then we must come to them 
with love and respect and not try to argue them into the Kingdom.  Peo-
ple generally do not move instantaneously from one belief system to an-
other based on the best of arguments or evidence.  God meets us where 
we are and often moves us gradually to where He wants us to be. 
 

I have talked with enough missionaries to know that there are still many 
who believe that any believer in Jesus from a Muslim background must 
convert to our culture and traditions and reject their own in order to have 
a genuine salvation experience.  This has been the prevailing method for 
the last 1300 years, with few Muslims coming to faith in Christ.  Missi-
ologists call this the “extraction” method because the Muslim is being 
removed from his culture and community.  But as missionaries have be-
gun to rethink their approach and reach out to Muslims with love and re-
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spect, a new day is dawning in Muslim ministry with growing numbers 
of Muslims beginning to follow Jesus within their own cultural contexts.  
A renewed focus on Jesus in both the Muslim and Christian worlds is 
what we need to finally find the love and peace we all seek with God 
and each other.3 
 

3 Unpacking the text 
 

Mission Frontiers creates images of Islam and of missionaries that 
are, in my view, one-sided.  After reading these images, we are pre-
sented with their alternative, namely the approach of the insider 
movements.  Consider, however, how inaccurately and unrealistically 
Islam’s view of Jesus and traditional missionary methods are de-
scribed. 
 

3.1 Respect and honor for Jesus, ‘no’ to Christianity 
 

Mission Frontiers writes: ‘God has already placed a deep level of 
respect and honor for Jesus in the hearts of many Muslims.  In their 
travels, [some writers] found no opposition to their talking about the 
person of Jesus.  In fact, talking about Jesus opened doors and broke 
down barriers of mistrust and fear.’ 
     Do Muslims indeed have a deep level of respect and honor for 
Jesus? Well, that is what Muslims always say, and that is consistent 
with some verses in the Qur’an.  Islam’s theology speaks respectfully 
about Jesus, as he is one of its major prophets.  But this respect is not 
for the incarnate Son of God who died and rose again for the salva-
tion of the world and who now sits at the right hand of the Father.  It 
is respect for the Islamic view of Jesus.  He is seen as a prophet, but 
not more than that.  It is the same respect some Jews, liberal Chris-
tians, Marxists and atheists often have for Jesus.    
     It is true that many Muslims have an interest in finding out more 
about the Jesus of the Christian faith.  But for Muslims to appreciate 
the Jesus of the Christian faith, there is a theological chasm to bridge.  
                                                        
3 Rick Wood, ‘Editorial Comment’, pp. 4-5.  
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We thank God that there are Muslims with an interest to study our 
Christian Scriptures, and we should pray that the Holy Spirit will 
help them see the truth.  It does not happen naturally, because Mus-
lims approach the Bible as having been contaminated and altered.  
When the stories of Jesus in the Bible contradict the Islamic view of 
Jesus, Muslims tend to reject the Gospel descriptions as a Christian 
lie.  We have a concrete problem here; it is not unfair to say that 
Christianity and Islam are defined by their opposing views of Jesus.  
     When Muslims say to us that they deeply respect Jesus, they usu-
ally do so in the context of their efforts to challenge us: they want us 
to likewise respect their prophet and accept their general understand-
ing of the relationship between the two.  Muslims who speak of their 
respect for Jesus usually do so in the context of an affirmation of 
their Islamic faith.  It does not mean that they are close to the Chris-
tian position at all.   
     So, for Mission Frontiers to say, ‘Jesus is welcome, but our 
Christianity is not’, there is a serious misunderstanding.  In fact, both 
Christianity and the Jesus of the Gospels and of the Pauline letters 
are equally unwelcome.  I will not inundate you here with Qur’anic 
quotes and Islamic theology that reject the Christian view of Jesus.  
However, I must conclude, on the basis of overwhelming evidence 
from Muslim theology, that to say, 'Jesus is welcome,' is really un-
true.      
     The fact that Muslims reject Christianity is, at its base, not differ-
ent from the reason why many North Americans and Europeans re-
ject Christianity.  They do not want the Jesus of the Christian faith.  
How many Buddhists, Jews, Hindus, atheists, have you ever heard 
saying, ‘I like Christianity’?  I am fully aware that Christianity has it 
dark sides and that it is often confused with Western politics.  But for 
a Muslim to say, ‘I like Jesus but I do not like Christianity,’ does not 
show any interest in the Jesus of the Gospel.  It is an affirmation of 
his Islamic faith.   
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3.2 Those bad traditional missionaries  
 

Mission Frontiers paints a distorted picture of the style of mission 
work it does not condone.  This is what the Editorial Comment says: 
‘We must come to terms with the fact that our job is not to go around 
the world and force our versions of Christianity on people and “con-
vert” them to our side.  This is not a contest to see how many people 
we can get to become like us and join our “team”.’ The language 
used here can easily be seen as demeaning by those who do not agree 
with the principles of the insider movement.  I have seldom met with 
missionaries who have an interest in ‘forcing our versions of Christi-
anity’ on anyone.  I do not know of missionaries who see their minis-
try as ‘a contest to see how many people we can get to become like 
us.’  With this pejorative language, Mission Frontiers is purposely 
demeaning the many great mission workers who are leading Muslims 
to Christ in a Biblical, humble manner of servanthood; these mis-
sionaries have no intent whatsoever to make small Americans or 
Europeans of these converts to the Christian faith.  Most pray that 
they will be a catalyst for the growth of indigenous and contextual 
forms of communities of followers of Jesus Christ.  In common Eng-
lish we call those communities ‘Church’.         
     Missionaries must also not involve themselves in ‘bashing Islam 
and Muhammad’, according to Mission Frontiers.  By saying this, 
the magazine suggests that missionaries ‘other’ than those of the in-
sider movements involve themselves in this ‘bashing’ of Islam.  Let 
me assure you, most do not.  Some do involve themselves in serious 
apologetic discussions, and they see some promising results.  And by 
the way, the Coptic-Orthodox priest Zakaria, who speaks every day 
on satellite television in the Arab World and who is actually reveal-
ing very unflattering aspects of Muhammad’s life from Islamic 
sources, has led uncountable numbers of Arab Muslims to Jesus 
Christ through his programs.  The broadcasters of those programs 
can give us detailed information about this.  So, to categorically state 
that this ‘is not an effective strategy’ is untrue.   
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     The article tries to prove that the use of argument in Muslim 
evangelism is not effective.  Again, a straw man argument is used: 
‘They seem to think that if they just have a good enough argument, 
then Muslims will see the light and dump their deeply held beliefs.’  
I have never met missionaries with this approach.  We are all aware 
that ‘if someone comes to my home and says many ugly things about 
my mother, I am not likely to agree with him even if some of what he 
says is true.  I am also not likely to want him as a friend or to listen 
to anything else he has to say.’ 
     Another false contrast is created:  ‘If we want Muslims to follow 
Jesus, then we must come to them with love and respect and not try 
to argue them into the Kingdom.’  Our own Lord and his Apostles 
showed love and empathy, while at the same time arguing and dis-
cussing, even attacking prevailing Jewish or pagan religions.  As if 
friends do not argue about the most important things in life!  As if 
love and respect are the opposites from arguing about the Gospel!  
Earlier I mentioned that the two religions define themselves to a 
large extent by their opposing views of Jesus.  As soon as we ask 
Muslims to read the Gospel we ask them to do something that their 
theologians advise them not to do.  An honest argument for the Gos-
pel is automatically an argument against Islam’s view of Jesus, 
humankind, God, and salvation.  This cannot be avoided. 
     In this context, the Editorial Comment again uses negative lan-
guage toward missionaries.  It suggests that people involved in 
apologetics ‘seem to think that running down Islam and Muhammad 
will convince Muslims to “convert” to their side.’  The many mis-
sionaries I know pray that the Lord will use them to help Muslims 
find Jesus Christ, not ‘their side’. 
     Of course I cannot deny the claim by the writer of the article that 
he has ‘talked with enough missionaries to know that there are still 
many who believe that any believer in Jesus from a Muslim back-
ground must convert to our culture and traditions and reject their own 
in order to have a genuine salvation experience.’  There are ‘still 
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many’, that is, the overwhelming majority of missionaries with their 
feet in the soil who disagree with the concepts of Mission Frontiers.  
They will challenge the manner in which they are being tarnished by 
this article.  I still have to meet the first missionary who thinks that a 
Muslim has to convert to ‘our culture and traditions and reject their 
own.’  Again, we are presented with a straw man argument. 
     Let me spell out my appreciation for the fact that as cross-cultural 
communicators we are often hardly aware of how we bring our own 
cultural ideas into the equation of our mission work.  People support-
ing the insider movements concept are right in calling our attention to 
this matter.  It is interesting, however, that they show no awareness 
that their own views may also be inspired by their own cultural 
background.  It is striking, for instance, how similar insider move-
ments talk is to the emerging church ideas.   
     I appreciate that an editorial must be short and cannot attempt to 
spell out everything.  But I would be interested to know what is actu-
ally meant by the terms ‘culture’ and ‘traditions’.  The missionaries I 
know all agree that Arab Muslims can fully be Arab followers of Je-
sus Christ, but they have to leave the Islamic religion.  Islam is de-
fined by its own holy books, shari’a and theologians, and does not 
accept a Muslim who believes in the Trinity, in Jesus Christ as the 
Son of God, in the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  A follower 
of Jesus therefore cannot say with integrity that he is a Muslim or 
that Muhammad is the seal of the prophets. 
    Mission Frontiers says that the effort to get Muslims out of their 
own culture is called ‘extraction’ by missiologists.  Maybe that term 
is used by missiologists supporting insider movements but I have 
never heard contemporary missionaries use it, for the simple reason 
that they do not want to extract converts to Christ from their own 
original culture, only from their former religion.  Just as in the USA 
or Europe we do not want converts to continue being Mormons or 
Hindus or atheists after they have become followers of Jesus Christ, 
we also cannot leave them in Islam.  Insider movements supporters 
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seem to assume that Islam and the culture of the Islamic world are 
totally one and the same.  I strongly challenge this presupposition; it 
is factually untrue, and it can never be the basis for saying to those 
who want to follow Jesus Christ that they should ‘stay in Islam’.  
    This brings me to my final point of the critique.  Salvation in the 
New Testament means becoming attached to Jesus Christ and be-
coming involved in his transformative salvation by participating in 
the renewed community of believers, the Body of Christ.  Salvation 
is described in terms of coming out of darkness and entering into the 
light.  It entails a clean break with the past and a new beginning.  
There must be a change and that change becomes visible in an alle-
giance to Jesus Christ and his followers.  There is no Jesus without 
His body, the one new people of God.  It is crucial that Mission 
Frontiers does not mention the Church, except in the context of the 
Western world and then only in negative terms.      
 
 3.3 Christianity is wrong?         
 

‘It is also time for us to stop calling ourselves Christians’, according 
to Mission Frontiers.  Interestingly, the vast majority of the tens of 
thousands of Arabic converts from Islam to the Christian faith 
proudly call themselves Masihiyin, which is the normal Arabic word 
for Christians.  They do not have a problem at all with using the 
term.  They became followers of Jesus Christ and wanted to leave the 
darkness behind in order to join the new community of God.         
     I appreciate that the term Christianity is very broad and, certainly 
in the Arab World, for many it does not mean much more than ‘any-
thing pertaining to Western culture’.  In the Muslim world many con-
fuse the Western world with Christianity.  For me, this means that I 
try to avoid the term.  I prefer to speak of the Christian faith, or the 
Church.  I have never heard a missionary say to me that he wants to 
convert Muslims to Christianity.  I do not adhere to Christianity, but 
I follow Jesus Christ and I am part of his community, the Church.    
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     As a follower of Jesus Christ, I am proud to be called a Christian.  
In Arabic: a Masihi.  That means: someone who belongs to Jesus 
Christ.  Why is that term meaningless?  I find the argument that is 
used an example of linguistic juggling.  ‘At best the term has become 
meaningless, and at worst it has become an obstacle to sharing Jesus 
with the unreached.’  That last point is untrue in the Arab World; no 
Muslim considers it an obstacle if I call myself a Christian.  The first 
argument, that the term Christian is meaningless, is interesting.  Shall 
we also abolish the following words: sausage, church, chair, house, 
meat, lamp, car, Muslim, Jew, God, love?  Each of those terms is 
broadly descriptive, but completely unable to bring to your mind the 
concrete sausage or church I have in mind.  Do they therefore be-
come meaningless?  Beside this, part of any educational role, and of 
mission as well, is to explain to people the content of our faith, in-
cluding the meaning of words.  As far as I am concerned, the term 
Christianity is fine, and to be called a Christian is great.  It is my 
honor.     
     Yes, but ‘[in] the Muslim world the term comes with much nega-
tive baggage’, Mission Frontiers argues.  This is true.  Part of this is 
due to Christians who have not always lived a Christian life, and part 
is due to Islamic theology.  However, the idea of starting to call our-
selves ‘followers of Jesus’ is simplistic and does not fool any Mus-
lim.  It is just as simplistic as how Atlanta got rid of a major crime 
problem on Steward Avenue, as a friend recently told me:   
 

In Atlanta there was a street called Steward Avenue; at one time it was 
one of the main thoroughfares, and during the 1940s and 1950s it had 
many good hotels.  But Steward Avenue slowly became a problematic 
area with much crime of drugs, prostitution, gambling, murders and rob-
beries.  The solution to the problem? Atlanta’s city council changed the 
name to Metropolitan Boulevard, and proudly announced that they no 
longer had a problem with crime on Steward Avenue.    
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      Muslims are not easily fooled.  They ask us, ‘Are you a Chris-
tian?’ and we answer, ‘No, I am a follower of Jesus.’  How can we 
even take this verbal juggling seriously?  It dodges the real issue, 
namely that Muslims do not like Christians because Islam teaches 
them that Christians have a corrupt theology; they are against the 
Christian faith because of what it believes about Jesus Christ. 
     I find the suggestion to call us just ‘followers of Christ’ painful as 
well, because it is a purposeful effort to create a barrier between 
‘good’ and ‘bad’ Christians.  The article argues that ‘[In] our West-
ern culture there is almost no statistical difference between those that 
call themselves Christians and those that don’t.  Rates for divorce, 
pregnancies outside of marriage, abortion and more are all virtually 
the same.  People who believe the Bible and those that don’t both 
call themselves Christians.’  This is very painful indeed.  We suffer 
from this image problem in our mission work, and our Lord himself 
suffers most.  
     But, in the end, the concrete, tangible, less-than-perfect Christians 
are the Church of God.  Any missiology that wants to create a dis-
tance between missionaries and Christians who sit in the pews in the 
churches in the Western world, is unacceptable.  Who am I to judge 
those who say that they belong to the Master?  The idea of calling us 
‘followers of Christ’ in order to separate us from those we do not 
consider good enough to be part of the body of Christ is, in my view, 
a dangerous fallacy that reveals a faulty ecclesiology.  The propaga-
tors of insider movements export this lack of a proper ecclesiology to 
the mission field.  Also, this faulty ecclesiology seems to me to be an 
important reason why propagators of insider movements are usually 
not too disturbed about the fact that the existent Churches in the 
lands where they work do not agree with their methods whatsoever.  
In order to try to be effective missionaries, we should never develop 
methodologies at the expense of the unity of the Church of God. 
     ‘Our job is to introduce [Muslims] to Jesus and His love for 
them’, writes Mission Frontiers.  Indeed!  But I do not agree with 
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what it says next: We must then ‘let the Holy Spirit guide them into 
following Jesus in their own unique way as they learn about Him 
from the Scriptures.’  St Paul proclaimed the ‘whole counsel of God’ 
to the Ephesian Church (Acts 20:27), and I think we are not doing 
our work as missionaries if we think that we can proclaim a Christ 
who is separate from the rest of the will of God.  What sort of indi-
vidualist Jesus are we proclaiming then?  Since when is Jesus Christ 
all we speak about with Muslims?  And why assume that missionar-
ies play no role in helping Muslims, for instance, understand the Bi-
ble?   
     In this effort to communicate the ‘whole counsel of God’, we can 
never ignore local Church leadership.  Missionaries are not truly 
ministering Christ if they ignore those who are named after him in 
their land of labor.  Yes, we must do our work in a manner that is 
contextually suitable and missionaries must be careful not to be too 
prescriptive so that national believers can develop their own ethical 
applications and theological understanding.  However, some things 
are not negotiable.  The notion that new believers in Jesus Christ 
unite with existent Christians is part of the whole counsel of God; 
and the idea of keeping distant from other Christians in the same land 
is disobedience to the prayer of Jesus that his followers be one (John 
17:21).  Jesus prays for his followers to be one in order for the world 
to realize that He was sent to the world by His Father.  This means 
that mission to Muslims is undermined by those who advise new fol-
lowers of Jesus Christ to not visibly unite with all fellow Christians.  
Jesus cannot be received without receiving his Church, with all its 
warts and wrinkles.  




