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I.   Introduction 
 
This brief paper is occasioned by a paper 
presented by John Ridgeway in support of 
what are popularly labeled as “Insider 
movements.”1 Twenty-first century 
missiology is largely engaged in an 
animated debate concerning the validity and 
merits of Insider Movements.  These are 
variously defined as  “popular movements to 
Christ that bypass both formal and explicit 
expressions of Christian religion’” or 
“movements to Jesus that remain to varying 
degrees inside the social fabric of Islamic, 
Buddhist, Hindu, or other people groups.”2  
Ridgeway cites as a definition another 
perspective of Kevin Higgins, “becoming 
faithful disciples of Jesus within the culture 
of their people group, including religious 
culture.” Fundamentally, Insiders are those 
who profess faith in Christ but remain 
members of their original religious 
communities; Muslims remain Muslims, 
Hindus remain Hindus and Buddhists 
remain Buddhists.   

This approach to evangelism and 
missions has been, to say the least, 
contentious.  Much of the literature written 
in support of the methodology and opposed 
to it has been anecdotal.  War stories abound 
extolling the merits of Insider movements 
that promise to transform gospel-resistant 
cultures wedded to Islam or Hinduism.  
Horror stories also filter in warning the 
church of the threat posed by aberrant 
syncretistic religion living in some 
netherworld between Christianity and 
unbelief.  The problem of course is that it is 
difficult or impossible to argue with 
personal experience.  Fortunately, 
proponents of Insider methodology have 
provided us with an admirable foundation 
for evaluating their claims, complete with a 
                                                 
1 John Ridgeway, “The Movement of the Gospel in 
New Testament Times With Special Reference to 
Insider Movements” ISFM Conference, Atlanta, 
Georgia (17-18 September 2006). 
2 Kevin Higgins, “The Key to Insider Movements” 
IJFM 21.4 (Winter 2004) 155 and David Garrison, 
“Church Planting Movements Versus Insider 
Movements” IJFM 21.4 (Winter 2004) 151. 

theological framework and scriptural basis.  
John Ridgeway has worked particularly hard 
to provide a scriptural base for his support of 
Insider methodology. 

The purpose of this brief paper is to 
examine and evaluate Ridgeway’s basis of 
support for the movement, paying particular 
attention to his use of scripture to justify the 
Insider approach.  I will first outline the 
thrust of his argument, highlighting his 
approach to scripture and its support for his 
foundational theology and its outworking in 
Insider praxis.  Following this, I will 
evaluate the efficacy and appropriateness of 
his approach, interacting with biblical 
theology, hermeneutics and exegesis.  In so 
doing I hope that iron will sharpen iron. 
 
II.   Summary of Ridgeway’s 

“The Movement of the 
Gospel in New Testament 
Times” 

 
[Ridgeway pages 3-4] Ridgeway introduces 
his paper by stating his intentions.  He 
wishes to “demonstrate that at the heart of 
the gospel from Genesis to Revelation is 
God’s desire to reconcile every ethnic 
community through insiders in those 
communities.” This is a necessary deduction 
from scripture in his view because of the 
demonstrated inability to separate religion 
and culture.  Therefore, the only effective 
way to spread the gospel would be through 
an insider movement that did not force the 
division of the two.  He further describes the 
process by which insider movements spread 
in the New Testament, specifically through 
mobile apostolic leadership teams that 
would go to every ethnic community.  These 
were not representatives of organized 
religious systems but members of God’s 
kingdom following Jesus the archetypical 
insider, the inspiration of all insider 
movements, and living out kingdom 
lifestyles. 
 [Ridgeway pages 4-6] He states 
that Galatians 3:8 looks back to Genesis 
12:1-3, stating that Abraham served as a 
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prototypical insider.  He is blessed by 
personal faith not law, spreads faith through 
the natural conduits of family and 
community ultimately to the entire world.  
This “essential” process he calls the “DNA 
of the Gospel.”  It includes a faith response 
to the promise of God, blessings to a 
responsive community and subsequent 
blessings to all ethnic communities on earth.   
He makes one more summary reference to 
the Old Testament before addressing the 
apostolic period, noting that the remainder 
of the Old Testament documents God’s 
purposes for Israel and his concern for the 
nations.  John 1:14, Romans 4:13, Hebrews 
2:14, 17; and various texts from Matthew 
and John are all introduced in order to prove 
Jesus’ and Paul’s identities as insiders 
ushering the good news of a new kingdom. 
 Matthew 18:1 to 20:28 is 
particularly important in outlining what 
Ridgeway understands as “values of the 
kingdom.” These are lived out in turn in a 
“kingdom lifestyle” that is independent of 
any religious structure.3 “In fact it would 
enable a Jew to live differently in his Jewish 
society.  It would actually enable any 
individual or family or community to live 
out the gospel in their own society no matter 
what its religious structure.” This then 
becomes the perfect vehicle for conveying 
the core of the gospel, the need to have a 
“change of heart” and to “follow the ways of 
the kingdom.  It could work within any 
cultural/religious framework since its 
allegiance was not to a religious structure 
but to God’s kingdom.  As a consequence, 
Jesus the insider was beginning to spawn an 
insider movement within the Jewish 
community and beyond.” 

                                                 
3 Remarkably similar to Pope John Paul II’s  
Redemptoris Missio (1990). “The church serves the 
kingdom by spreading throughout the world the 
‘gospel values’ which are an expression of the 
kingdom and which help people to accept God’s plan. 
It is true that the inchoate reality can be found beyond 
the confines of the Church among peoples 
everywhere, to the extent that they live ‘gospel values’ 
and are open to the working of the Spirit who breathes 
when and where he wills (cf. Jn 3:8).” 

 [Ridgeway pages 6-9] Jesus is 
described as an apostle, trainer and enabler.  
He initiated an insider movement in Samaria 
(John 4), but ran into trouble with the Jewish 
religious hierarchy over his breaking with 
them over the Law, temple worship, and 
Passover worship in Jerusalem.  The 
dramatic break with the establishment is 
symbolized by his entry into the temple and 
confrontation of the moneylenders (John 
2:13-22).  The outcome of this is that from 
that point on there would be no focus on a 
physical temple and attention would shift to 
the good news of the kingdom.  This, 
Ridgeway characterizes as spiritual good 
news that transcends tradition and culture.  
Ridgeway adds Luke 16:16 in order to 
illustrate the contrast between Old 
Testament realities and the New.  The Old 
Testament message consisted of “obedience 
to the Lord through the Law (old wine) 
came through the law and prophets (old 
wineskin).  The New Testament message, 
“obedient to the Lord through faith” (new 
wine) was expressed in the context of the 
kingdom (new wineskin) New wine, faith in 
the good news of Christ, needs new 
wineskins, spiritual identity.  Therefore, 
Ridgeway places in opposition faith and 
religion, spirituality and tradition, the 
physical religious cultus and the new birth.  
“Spiritual wine must be poured into a 
spiritual wineskin: the kingdom of God and 
not into physical wineskins (Christianity, 
Islam, Hinduism or any man-made religious 
system).” Gone were bondage to the Law of 
Moses as the means of salvation  “or of any 
dogma of any religious system, including 
Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, Shintoism, 
communism and even Christianity.” 
 [Ridgeway pages 9-16] The post-
Pentecost period witnesses the movement of 
God’s purposes from the temple in 
Jerusalem to the Holy Spirit within us.  This 
new faith is spread through the simple 
message of the gospel (2 Timothy 2:8), 
expressed simply in identification with the 
kingdom of God that is fueled by a simple 
transformation through the Holy Spirit 
working in believers to change their lives 
and allowing them to live harmoniously with 
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all peoples.  This “natural expansion” 
radiates out from Jerusalem first through an 
insider movement among the Jews (Acts 1-
12) and from there to the nations through the 
establishment of their own insider 
movements.  These result from what 
Ridgeway terms “emigrant expansion.” Paul 
in Acts 21:21 is seen to teach Jews living 
among Gentiles to turn from Moses.  “This 
would have enabled these Mediterranean 
Jews to relate even more closely with their 
Roman and Greek counterparts.” Ridgeway 
concludes by observing that Acts 21:17-25 
illustrates the presence of a large insider 
movement that existed in Judea and 
extended abroad.  Another essential 
ingredient to the success of the gospel in 
Acts was the utilization of mobile apostolic 
teams, essential for the generation of new 
insider movements.  Ridgeway sees church 
as the umbrella for insider activity and 
teams. 
 [Ridgeway pages 16-26] From this 
biblical survey demonstrating the presence 
of insider practice from Abraham to Paul, 
Ridgeway then shifts the discussion into a 
topical framework that first examines the 
relationship of insider methods to 
syncretism, one of the most serious charges 
levied against the approach and then a brief 
summary of characteristics of Insider 
movements to conclude his work.  First, he 
notes that syncretism is an issue for all 
believers (Jn 17:14-18).  Galatians 5 is 
mentioned because of two kinds of 
syncretism present.  Verses 1-12 address the 
struggle between law and grace.  Verses 13-
24 contrast flesh and spirit.  Ridgeway 
concludes that only kingdom lifestyle can 
resolve the struggles between these.  Acts 15 
is mentioned because it shows how every 
religious community is susceptible to 
syncretism.  “There the early church sought 
to give freedom to the Gentiles to remain in 
their own communities and live out Christ as 
insiders in their pagan cultures.” He is 
especially keen to point out that the 
Levitical prohibitions against drinking blood 
were to be imposed on the Gentiles (Acts 
15:21), “which would seem to smack of 
syncretism.” He cites Jim Peterson’s 

examples of western syncretism (marketing 
methods, business structures, temple-like 
buildings etc) as a way of showing that 
syncretism is not confined to non-Western 
venues.  He then attempts to set parameters 
for how to address the issue based on Paul’s 
perspective.  “It is true that believers are 
heavily influenced by their surrounding 
community.  But Paul had strongly 
encouraged the Corinthian believers to 
remain in their own community and remain 
as insiders in that community (1Co 7:17-
24).” He relates this observation to the 
present.  “Yet many Christian leaders appear 
to teach that a new believer must leave their 
own community (Hindu, Muslim, Buddhist 
etc)  and join a Christian (physical) 
community to escape the bad influence of 
his own community.” This Ridgeway sees as 
wrong based on principles of 
contextualization he sees in 1Co 9:19-23, 
the previously stated 1Co 7:17-24 and Paul’s 
observation that an idol is nothing at all in 
the world (1Co 8:4ff).   Interestingly, he 
draws an analogy between Paul’s pagan 
temple references and believers being in the 
mosque.  He also cites 2Co 6:16 as a way of 
justifying a continuing presence within a 
non-Christian religion based on the 
distinction between the positive benefits of 
association with that community versus a 
participation in it.  In other words, 
syncretism only takes place when one 
participates in two relationships representing 
two different belief systems. 
 [Ridgeway pages 23-26] Insider 
movement characteristics are summarized 
and paraphrased as follows: 

1. The gospel is simple: Jesus Christ 
and him crucified.  The apostolic 
mobile team is a key to this process. 

2. The outworking of the gospel is 
through his kingdom (Mt 6:33).  
The kingdom functions through the 
natural networks of family, 
community, and the society.  As 
such, the wheat and tares all grow 
together.  He editorializes: “We 
don’t sweat the mess.” 

3. Understanding our spiritual identity.  
The Holy Spirit and Word of God 
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transform believers.  They are 
guarded from syncretism by local 
and mobile leaders not creeds and 
doctrine. 

4. Understanding our physical identity.  
Our first birth provides keys that 
enable the mobility of the gospel. 

5. Transformation of lives. 
6. “The outworking of this 

transformation is in the context of 
the lost mainstreams where the 
person has responded to the good 
news.” 

7. Concentrates on the concept of the 
church as a “household” rather than 
on other possible analogies. 

8. The local leadership is part of the 
natural fabric of the believing 
community (1Ti 3).  Lay leadership 
is important.  Ridgeway 
editorialized on this point in his 
presentation of this paper, “When 
the bishop turns into a position, it all 
goes haywire.” 

9. Cultivation of young apostles, 
prophets, evangelists, and other 
mobile leaders. 

10. Availability of an indigenous, 
simple local Bible translation 
suitable for the common man. 

 
III.  Evaluation of Ridgeway’s 
Use of Scripture 
 
Ridgeway is striking in his singling out of 
structures and motifs, locating them 
throughout the biblical record, generally to 
the exclusion of other possibilities.  One 
immediately comes to mind.  In order to 
prove that the gospel does not depend on 
physical structures and organization, and 
especially not religion, he concentrates on 
kingdom as the fundamental paradigm for 
the believer in the world.  “This great theme 
of the kingdom runs through the whole 
Bible” (5).  Highlighting the significance of 
kingdom is hardly unique, let alone 
controversial.  Unfortunately, he promotes 
kingdom as a unifying concept for the New 
Testament extending into the present, to the 

exclusion of other important concepts such 
as “covenant” or “church.” Apparently, 
nothing can endanger his central premise 
that the gospel grows through natural 
cultural venues, empowered by the Holy 
Spirit, and facilitated by mobile, apostolic 
leadership teams.  Church, with its necessary 
physicality, is a casualty to his pervasive 
proof-texting.4 
 A brief outline of “kingdom” should 
serve to restore balance to the discussion 
concerning how the gospel is manifest to the 
world.  Mark is representative of the strong 
gospel advocacy for kingdom as a New 
Testament concept.  “Now after John was 
arrested, Jesus came into Galilee, 
proclaiming the gospel of God, and saying, 
‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of 
God is at hand; repent and believe in the 
gospel’ (Mk 1:14-15).” As Frank Thielman 
points out, the statement itself had a context.  
Clearly Mark looked back to prophets such 
as Isaiah and Daniel as he announced the 
ministry of Jesus.   Isaiah announced 
repeatedly that God would lead the Israelites 
out of exile, following “the way” back to 
Jerusalem (Isa 35:8-10; 40:3; 42:16; 43:16, 
19; 49:9, 11; 57:14), battling the enemies of 
God’s people (Isa 40:10; 42:13-17; 49:24-
26; 51:9-11; and 52:10).  Mark, similarly, 
has Jesus conquering demons (Mk 1:16-
8:26), leading his disciples on the way to 
Jerusalem (Mk 8:27-11:1).  Isa 52:7-10 
prophesied a future kingdom ushered in by 
the deliverance of God’s people Israel from 
captivity.  This freedom was announced as 
the imminent reign of the God of Zion and 
the restoration of his people (Isa 46:13; cf.  

                                                 
4 Proof texting or taking verses out of context 
manifests itself in different ways. It can, for example, 
mean removing a passage from its immediate context, 
placing it in an argument contrary to its context in 
order to make a doctrinal or methodological point. 
Likewise, it may mean isolating or opposing one or a 
small core of verses, from the remainder of the Bible 
in order to make a doctrinal point. In other words, it 
means building doctrine or practice on limited 
passages isolated from their broader historical-
redemptive context. 
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57:5; 56:1).5 This is the picture that colors 
Mark’s understanding of kingdom, reign and 
restoration. 
 There is no doubt whatever that 
kingdom is a powerful, even dominating 
presence in the Gospels and a key theme 
present in Jesus’ own words.  In addition to 
its common use in the Prophets, it occurs 
114 times in the Gospels.  On the other 
hand, it occurs 111 of those times in the 
three synoptics.  John rarely mentions it.  It 
also only appears 18 times in New 
Testament Epistles.  The point I am making 
is not that kingdom is unimportant.  It and 
other words used in conjunction with it form 
the eschatological backdrop to the 
consummation of the Gospel.  Rather, the 
point surely is that kingdom is not “the” 
dominant concept driving ministry in the 
New Testament and should not be the 
exclusive concept driving us now.  I suspect 
that much of the kingdom emphasis has 
emerged as the institutional church has 
declined in favor in our own age.  Kingdom 
is essential but not as the practical paradigm 
for ministry and missions, the tip of the 
spear.  Kingdom is important because it 
focuses on God’s purpose to extend his own 
reign over all of creation, something that has 
begun, but has not yet been consummated.  
Kingdom is what we aim for and what we 
hope for. 
 The biblical record very clearly 
shows that concepts such as kingdom must 
be balanced with others, particularly that of 
the church (ekklesia).  Given Ridgeway’s 
apparent preoccupation with the synoptics, it 
is understandable why he seems to have 
overlooked the centrality of the church as 
the principle means through which God is 
growing his kingdom.  After all, the only 
synoptic that refers to the ekklesia is 
Matthew and that only twice (Mt 16:18; 
18:17).  On the other hand, it like kingdom 
occurs 114 times in the New Testament, 
with Acts counting for 23 occurrences (20 
applying to the institution with Christ as 

                                                 
5 Frank Thielman, Theology of the New Testament: A 
Canonical and Synthetic Approach (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2005) 65ff. 

head), 62 in Pauline Epistles and 26 others 
in the remainder of the New Testament.  The 
question has to be, why the difference? Why 
is “kingdom” pervasive in the synoptics and 
“ekklesia” dominant elsewhere? 
 The Jewish setting of the synoptics, 
particularly Matthew and Mark make 
kingdom a logical choice.  The entire 
background to Matthew is Christ’s coming 
as the fulfillment of OT prophecy and the 
Jews’ subsequent rejection of it.  Jesus 
himself takes pains to demonstrate that this 
early ministry was to the Jews first and then 
through them to the rest of the world.  
Ekklesia, with its grounded, physical, and 
often local overtones comes into its own as 
the gospel begins to expand beyond the 
borders of Israel.  It is ironic that Ridgeway 
finds it necessary to bypass the vehicle 
expressly ordained and demonstrably used 
by God to propel his gospel all over the 
world.  Ekklesia, the Assembly of God’s 
people, is the tip of the spear. 
 Ekklesia is a Greek equivalent to 
Qahal, the Hebrew term for congregation or 
assembly.  It can, as Scobie points out, refer 
to any assembly, such as an army readying 
itself for battle (Isa 17:47), but more 
typically it refers to the assembly of God’s 
people gathered together to participate in 
covenant activities such as the receipt of the 
law at Sinai or worshipping God (Ps 22:22).6 
We know that it correlates to the 
ekklesia/church because the Septuagint 
translates qahal as ekklesia nearly 100 times.  
Another, more local and ethnically specific 
term edhah is translated synagogue.   

As Scobie notes, the church assumes 
the role of the Servant of Israel, prophesied 
in Isa 49:6 and applied to the church in Acts 
13:46-47.7 It is, in this way the new Israel.  
It is the covenant community of God (Gn 
12:1-3).  Ridgeway’s preoccupation with 
“kingdom” and its universal dimensions led 
him to overlook the essential nature of 
God’s people.  There is a connection 

                                                 
6 Charles H. H. Scobie, The Ways of Our God: An 
Approach to Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, 2003) 469f. 
7 Scobie, 530. 
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between Abraham and the patriarchs, Jesus 
and us.  It is the covenantal bond.  Israel was 
an assembly that reaffirmed its core identity 
by periodically recommitting themselves to 
the covenant that God made with them.  As 
the OT people of God transitioned into the 
NT, they were still identified with Israel.  At 
the Jerusalem Council, James quotes from 
Amos 9:11-12 in order to emphasize that the 
Gentiles do not seek the Lord in order to 
replace the Jews, but as the result of God’s 
restoring David’s fallen tent.8  This is what 
Paul emphasized with his description of the 
olive tree (Ro 11:17-24), the continuation of 
the people of God as the new Israel.  “Christ 
fulfills God’s purposes in the historical order 
by incorporating believers into the new 
Israel and in the created order by opening 
Israel to all humanity and by incorporating 
believers into the new humanity.”9 

In the rush to prove that God can 
incarnate his truth in every people, we must 
not jettison the truth of God’s covenant 
grace.  New life comes to all people through 
a people, the olive tree, the church.  The 
church as the fulfillment of the people of 
Israel is not, however, a prisoner of 
ethnicity.  It is not exclusively Jewish, let 
alone western (as some have claimed).  
Think about one of Paul’s later letters, the 
Epistle to the Ephesians.  There we see the 
maturation of the church.  The church 
consists of both Jews and Gentiles, the new 
creation, raised up and sitting with Christ in 
the heavenly places (Eph 2:6).   It is this 
single, united, identifiable body that ushers 
in the kingdom.  “The church plays a critical 
role…in God’s plan to bring the times to 
their fulfillment by summing up everything 
in Christ.  They are the new harmony that 
replaces the old, disintegrated harmony, and 
they are the evidence that God’s plan to sum 
up everything in Christ is rapidly coming to 
its end.10 Their presence marks the opening 
stages of God’s promised restoration.  One 
simply cannot legitimately construct a 
missional framework on the basis of 

                                                 
8 Thielman 133. 
9 Scobie 486. 
10 Thielman 407. 

Kingdom without balancing it, just as the 
Bible does, with church. 
 As far as Abraham is concerned, if 
he was the prototypic insider, did he remain 
loyal to his affiliation with the mythopoic 
polytheism of Mesopotamia? Do we have 
evidence that he maintained the shrines and 
idols, even if he worshipped the true God in 
his heart? If he were an insider, why did he 
get circumcised and submit his clan to the 
same (Genesis 17:10ff)? Was it not to be set 
apart from the surrounding community, not 
conform to it He is expressly commanded to 
not only leave his land, but to leave his 
kindred (Gn 12:1).   Clearly, Abraham is not 
intended to verify the validity of an insider 
approach that allows the good news to 
effortlessly grow in any culture and within 
any religion.  This would only work for 
Ridgeway if he bought into the hypothesis 
that early Judaism only gradually embraced 
monotheism, and this late after Abraham.  
Such proof is not evident in the Bible, 
Wellhausen’s theory being long 
discredited.11 Rather, Abraham is a 
patriarch, a progenitor of the faith.  Through 
him all nations are blessed, but as Genesis 
points out, they are blessed because of their 
association to one specific covenant made 
extending through Abraham.  Moses, David 
and Jesus to the worldwide church.  This is 
the meaning of Romans 11.  Gentiles as well 
as Jews find their real home as part of an 
olive tree that has many branches.  At its 
heart, Christianity has to be connectional 
because the Bible itself is a covenantal story.  
At its heart, insider missiology depends on a 
disembodied message in order to incarnate 
what it believes to be truth in autonomous 
communities.  There is nothing from 
Genesis to Revelation that point in this 
direction. 
 Francis Watson has decisively 
enhanced our understanding of biblical 
figures such as Abraham by carefully 
interrogating Genesis through Paul’s 
understanding of it.  His canonical reading 

                                                 
11 Kenneth A. Mathews, Genesis 11:27-50:26 New 
American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman, 2005) 
86ff. 
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clarifies the nature of Abraham’s role in 
salvation history.  In order to justify the non-
institutional, non-“Christian”-based nature 
of the gospel, Ridgeway moves directly 
from Genesis 12:1-3, the Abrahamic 
promise, to the gospel fulfillment among the 
nations irrespective of religious affiliation.  
Watson carefully analyzes the relationship 
between several texts.  Rather than simply 
limiting the Abrahamic promise to Genesis 
12, Watson more logically shows the 
interrelationship between Genesis 12, 15, 
and 17, and all three within the entire text of 
Genesis.  Though all are, in part, 
restatements of the covenantal promise, each 
is also different, containing clues that help 
explain Paul’s understanding of grace in 
Romans 4 and Galatians 3 and 4.  Consider 
Gal 3:16 for example.  “Now the promises 
were made to Abraham and to his offspring.  
It does not say, ‘And to offsprings,’ 
referring to many, but referring to one,” 
‘And to your offspring,’ who is Christ.”  
Watson notes, This much misunderstood 
statement probably means that of the many 
‘seeds’ or children of Abraham-by Hagar 
(Gn 16), Sarah (Gn 18) and Keturah (Gn 
25)-only one is the true heir to the promises: 
Isaac, Abraham’s son by Sarah.”  This is 
also related to the later statement in 
Galatians 3:22-23 that Abraham had two 
sons, “one born according to the flesh, the 
other by promise.” Paul notes therefore that 
it is “through Isaac shall your seed be 
named” (Ro 9:7).   Paul understands Genesis 
to teach that it is through one line, one 
people, with Christ as its ultimate head that 
the gospel comes to the world.  To Paul, the 
covenantal continuity is an essential part of 
the transmission of the good news.  
Therefore, when Galatians refers to the 
promise (e.g.  Ga 3:14), he is not referring to 
a generic outpouring such as that prophesied 
by Joel 2:28-32, he is actually looking back 
to the context formed by Genesis 12.12 
 Ridgeway is of course correct when 
he notes that Genesis 12:1-3 refers to a 
blessing to the nations through Abraham and 

                                                 
12 Francis Watson, Paul and the Hermeneutics of 
Faith (London: T&T Clark, 2004) 191f. 

he is right when he notes that Paul sees this 
in terms of faith not works, religion, or 
simple physical decent.  He omits what the 
other passages in Genesis say.  Genesis 15 
not only mentions the promise, it focuses on 
his seed.  Ridgeway, at this point, jumps to 
Paul’s spiritualizing seed by faith, but this 
still skips essential steps in God’s plan.  As 
Watson notes, the critical point in all of this 
is that “The ‘great nation’ will be descended 
from Abraham himself, and not from his 
wider household.”13  Beyond Abraham 
himself, “The child of divine action must be 
clearly distinguished and separated from the 
child of the human action.”14 Though the 
gospel ultimately bursts beyond Israel, it 
also moves in continuity with God’s 
working through his people covenantally 
connected to Abraham by faith.  In other 
words, the truth is not exclusively with 
physicality or spirituality.  The history and 
physical connections matter.  Though Paul is 
explicit to deny that the gospel is a prisoner 
of Judaism, he is also clear about connecting 
the two into one tree or vine.  The 
connection of Genesis and Paul 
demonstrates the primary and continuing 
role of the church in kingdom development.  
At the very least, this provides no support 
whatever to Insider methodology that posits 
the rightness of remaining within Islam or 
Hinduism.   
 Watson hammers this point home, 
“The initial apparently universal scope of 
God’s covenant with Abraham gives way to 
a covenant sign which radically demarcates 
Abraham’s seed from all other nations.  The 
anomalous differentiation between the many 
nations and Abraham’s seed is reinforced by 
the addition of circumcision to possession of 
the land as a distinguishing characteristic of 
the seed of Abraham.”15 Beyond that, the 
New Testament church picks up the same 
practice of using a covenant sign to separate 
and congregate God’s people, albeit a 
different one.  “The Pauline Gentiles are 
indeed Gentiles; and yet they have been 

                                                 
13 Watson 202. 
14 Watson 205. 
15 Watson 212. 
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brought into Israel’s ancestral heritage, as 
mediated through the earliest Jewish 
Christian or Christian Jewish community, to 
which Paul belongs and to which he remains 
to some degree accountable (cf.  Ro 11:1-6; 
15:25-32; Ga 2:1-10; 2Co 8:1-9:15).16 
 It is a common place that one does 
not use history or narrative as a primary 
source for developing rules or dogma.  This 
is particularly true when attempting to do so 
with transitional periods.  Ridgeway does 
exactly that.  He uses the transitional history 
of the Book of Acts in order to create rules 
governing how evangelism should be 
conducted, how believers should interact 
with other religions and cultures, how 
leadership ought to be expressed in the 
believing community.  Rules however are 
not transitory.  Rules by their nature, impose 
their understanding from a fixed perspective.  
Ridgeway strangely bypasses clear doctrinal 
teaching concerning the church in order to 
impose his insider methodology. 
 Matthew 18-20 is important to 
Ridgeway as a way of showing that the 
gospel is not dependent on physical, 
ecclesial structures or rules.  What matters is 
a gospel “lifestyle” that can be lived out in 
any cultural setting, “no matter what its 
religious structure.” A term such as “Son of 
man” (Mt 16:13-16) is considered a physical 
description highlighting his role as a prophet 
and is juxtaposed against “the Christ, the 
Son of the living God,” considered by 
Ridgeway to be a “spiritual” identity.  Since 
he does not really explain his use of the 
words, we are left wondering what the 
nature of the comparison is.  Somehow, he 
derives some sort of antithesis between the 
physical and the spiritual with Matthew 
deciding in favor of the latter.  Two things 
must be said.  First, this sort of dualism was 
entirely foreign to Judaism and second, it is 
a distinction not found in the text.  The text 
does clearly contrast Peter’s statement 
concerning Jesus as the Christ, the Son of 
the living God with confused Jewish 
expectations of some sort of prophetic 
figure.  The text does not however see this in 

                                                 
16 Watson 530. 

terms of “physical” versus “spiritual.”  
Rather, Matthew seeks to show the rejection 
of Jesus as their Messiah and Lord, despite 
the fact that he was the long-expected One.  
As Messiah, Jesus was not simply 
“spiritual.” He was the physical 
embodiment, the actuality of God incarnate 
in flesh as the fulfillment of all God’s 
promises.  Clearly, incarnation can mean 
nothing less than “enfleshment.”  

Nevertheless, this, as Ridgeway sees 
it, is the genesis of an insider movement 
initiated by Jesus’ promotion of an 
apparently spiritual kingdom.  It is a strange 
conclusion to reach given the totality of 
what Matthew actually says.  The four 
gospels and Acts all show the 
correspondence between Israel and the 
church.  The 12 apostles correspond to the 
12 tribes.  The implication of course is that 
the church has become the people of God 
just as the 12 tribes constituted Israel.  “The 
community is the church nascent in Israel.”17 
Of all the gospels, only Matthew use the 
term ekklesia/church directly, expressing 
interest in its authority (16:18-19) and 
discipline (18:15-18).  Matthew is certainly 
not about disembodied spirituality.  It is not 
minimalist.  It is all about being the church, 
the people of God as the fulfillers and 
preservers of the biblical traditions of Israel.  
It is why the Sermon on the Mount depicts a 
second Moses on a second mountain, 
showing a more perfect way.  The Jesus of 
Matthew completes things and fills them 
out.  His way is ultimately more rigorous 
than the Mosaic Law, showing where the 
law was pointing, and the place that would 
ultimately be accessible only through 
Christ’s completed work applied through the 
Spirit.  “For Matthew, God has placed the 
new wine of the gospel into the new 
wineskins of the church, but now it is 
imperative that the church keep the new 
skins themselves undamaged.”18 Israel is not 
repudiated, the assembly is not 

                                                 
17 Ulrich Luz, The Theology of the Gospel of Matthew. 
New Testament Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University, 1995) 91f. 
18 Thielman 110. 



St Francis Magazine Nr. 4 Vol. II (March 2007) 
 

St Francis Magazine is published by Interserve and Arab Vision 
www.stfrancismagazine.info  -  www.interserve.org  -  www.arabvision.org 

 

10 

marginalized, the law is not disavowed, and 
the covenant is not marginalized.  All these 
things consummate in Christ and his bride, 
the church.  We celebrate the rightness of 
this Old Testament-New Testament 
connection in Matthew when we take the 
Lord’s Supper.  “This is my blood of the 
covenant, which is poured out for many for 
the forgiveness of sins (Mt 26:28)” clearly 
looks back to the covenant made at Sinai 
(Ex 24:8).  It is the tie that binds. 

While much of his defense rests on 
Ridgeway’s exposition of the synoptics, 
John 4 is also sighted as a justification of a 
spiritualized gospel and through that, insider 
movements.  As Ridgeway explains, Jesus’ 
encounter with the Samaritan woman 
alarmed the disciples because of their 
prejudices, but his engagement succeeded in 
starting an insider movement.  Now, it is 
certainly true that Jesus’ actions were 
considered shocking, given the history that 
existed between Judea and Samaria.  It is 
also true that Jesus used the occasion to 
point to a gospel fulfillment beyond that 
found within the Jewish cultus, but the 
details of the story also describe a more 
nuanced position.  Jesus, beginning in verse 
21 announces the imminent obsolescence of 
the temples in both Mt.  Gerizim and 
Jerusalem, but he is also quick to point out 
that salvation comes only from the Jews, not 
the Samaritans.  The Samaritans “stand 
outside the stream of God’s revelation, so 
that what they worship cannot possibly be 
characterized by truth and knowledge.  They 
were considered a cult with a perverse view 
of scripture.19  The Jews stand within the 
stream of God’s saving revelation; they 
know the one they worship, for salvation is 
from the Jews.  The idea is that, just as the 
Jews stand within the stream of God’s 
saving revelation, so also can it be said that 
they are the vehicle of that revelation, the 
historical matrix out of which that revelation 
emerges.”20 To be sure, Jesus goes on to add 

                                                 
19 Gordon J. Keddie, John. Volume One. Chapters 1-
12 (Darlington: Evangelical Press, 2001) 186. 
20 D.A. Carson, The Gospel According to John (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991) 223f. 

that the day is coming when temple worship 
is no longer needed.  The point, however, 
must be that both halves of what Jesus said 
are important, both the non-localizing of 
worship in the two historic places and the 
fact that the truth comes through one 
delivery system, the church as the 
covenantal people of God.  There is no 
disappearing church.  The gospel will be 
worshipped everywhere, from the rising of 
the sun to its setting, but it will spread 
through the one identified people of God, 
the church.  I think misunderstandings of the 
text such as this may owe less to a strict 
reading of what is there as is understood by 
the surrounding scripture than it does from a 
view of natural theology that reduces the 
radical nature of sin and correspondingly 
shrinks the distance between nature and 
grace.  I also think that N.T.  Wright’s 
observation that the church is not God is 
also a healthy reminder.21 We must not 
invest the church, or temple for that matter, 
with the worship that only belongs to God.  
On the other hand, saying this is not the 
same thing as saying that the church is no 
longer instrumental in kingdom 
evangelization. 

Ridgeway understands Acts 15 as 
both a facilitation of the gospel and 
repudiation by the Jewish church of Jewish 
syncretism.  In other words, James and the 
other leaders present to include Paul are 
virtuous because they get their priorities 
straight.  Nothing must get in the way of the 
gospel, to include their  unique Jewish 
identity.  These disposable factors are then 
correlated to the contemporary church’s 
insistence on creeds, confessions, and 
doctrinal church statements.  Ridgeway goes 
back to what he says all along.  There is a 
simple, discernable gospel that brings life.  
Everything else is local and unessential, 
definitely not convertible.  Beyond this, he 
makes doctrine functionally equivalent to 
western marketing methods and business 
structures (p.  20).  Is this what Acts 15 
signifies, an endorsement for a simplified 

                                                 
21 Tom Wright, John For Everyone. Part One. 
Chapters 1-10 (London: SPCK, 2002) 45. 
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message unencumbered by doctrine that can 
be easily accepted by disciples living within 
other religions? 
 In order to understand Acts 15, it is 
helpful to place it alongside of Galatians 
chapter two, the setting for the dispute.  
Galatians is often called an angry epistle 
because Paul is so completely critical of 
what he sees as opposition to the gospel.  
Understanding this is essential because it 
places Acts 15 in better light.  What is at 
stake is no simple preference for tactics.  It 
is not a matter of pragmatism, of good 
housekeeping, or of momentary poor 
judgment.  Paul describes the problem in 
stark terms.  “Agitators” (eisin oi 
parassontes) have come to distort the gospel 
and in fact turn the followers of Christ to 
what really isn’t the gospel at all (Ga 1:6-8).  
Specifically, they want Gentile believers to 
live by the Mosaic law (Ga 4:21; 5:1) and 
accept circumcision (Ga 5:2-3; 6:12-13), not 
as pragmatic steps, but as conditions 
necessary for acceptance by God.  This Paul 
views as an entirely different message from 
that of the gospel (Ga 1:6-9).  Peter, in 
addressing the council, dramatizes the 
situation by accusing the Judaizers of 
“putting God to the test by placing a yoke on 
the neck of the disciples that neither our 
fathers nor we have been able to bear (Ac 
15:10).” Peter saw this as moving in the 
opposite direction from the gospel, no small 
thing. 
 Additionally, they are “adding to the 
believers” faith fundamentally in order to 
avoid persecution.  “It is those who want to 
make a good  showing in the flesh who 
would force you to be circumcised, and only 
in order that they may not be persecuted for 
the cross of Christ (Ga 6:12).  A seminal and 
broadly accepted article by R.  Jewett, “The 
Agitators and the Galatian Congregation” 
sheds more light on the nature of the 
dispute.22 Agitators were members of the 
Jerusalem congregation preoccupied with 
dealing with the dangers posed by zealots 
active in Judea.  Jewish Christians would 

                                                 
22 Cited in Timothy George, Galatians New American 
Commentary (Nashville: Broadman, 1994) 58f. 

have been, as Timothy George notes, “prime 
targets.” 1Thessalonians 2:14-16 may refer 
to just such a problem.  Rather than being 
simple heretics intent on perverting the 
gospel, these churchmen, perverted by fear, 
distorted the gospel message as a way of 
achieving a compromise with the local 
culture that would prevent future 
persecution.  “If they could succeed in 
circumcising the Gentile Christians, this 
might effectively thwart any zealot 
purification campaign against the Judean 
church.”23 As far as the perpetrators of this 
were concerned, they could justify their 
actions by claiming that they were designed 
not to oppose Paul’s teachings, but to 
complete them.  In so doing, they could 
bring the Gentiles to perfection.24 Far from 
being an illustration of insider ministry in 
action, Acts 15 and Galatians demonstrate 
the hazards of attempting to compromise 
with a dominant culture. 
 Paul’s letters to the Corinthians 
form major components of Ridgeway’s 
apologetic for insider movements.  In 1Co 
7:24 Paul commends the Corinthians, “in 
whatever condition each was called, there let 
him remain with God.” Ridgeway sees this 
as the Bible recommending to local 
believers that they remain in whatever 
cultural milieu they find themselves, to 
include religion.  He supports this 
conclusion by referring to 1Co 9:19-23, “For 
though I am free from all, I have made 
myself a servant to all, that I might win 
more of them.  I have become all things to 
all people, that by all means I might save 
some (1Co 9:19, 22b).” Muslims should 
remain Muslims and Hindus Hindu, but is 
that what the text is about?  
 As Timothy Tennent notes, the key 
question is whether 1 Co 7 can apply to 
religious affiliation.  He observes that the 
context does not involve religious affiliation 
but rather slavery and marriage.  On the 
other hand, circumcision has strong religious 
connotations.  Could this therefore mean 

                                                 
23 Richard N. Longenecker, Galatians Word Bible 
Commentary (Dallas: Word, 1990) xcv. 
24 Longenecker, xciii. 
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that “the time is so urgent, if you are a 
follower of Jesus in the mosque-stay there, 
because time is short and the Kingdom is at 
hand?”25 This is difficult to see since the 
mosque explicitly denies the deity of  Christ 
and the Triune God.  The overwhelming 
thrust of the Old Testament deals with 
remaining set apart from the religions of the 
nations.  It does not countenance remaining 
within non-covenantal religions so long as 
one can maintain a true personal faith.  New 
Testament texts such as Hebrews 10:25 that 
call for “not forsaking the assembling of 
ourselves together” stand against the 
backdrop of exhorting professing believers 
not to return to exclusive worship in Jewish 
synagogues.  In other words, Jewish 
Christians are tempted to leave their 
churches in exchange for returning to their 
original religious context, the synagogue.  
The writer of Hebrews of course strongly 
commends them to remain in the church 
rather than go back to their former ways.26 
 A careful examination of the context 
should clarify the situation.  The first and 
most important observation concerns the 
context of Paul’s statements.  They are 
sandwiched between two passages that each 
deal with issues of sex and celibacy.  As 
Gentiles come to faith in Christ should they 
remain in marriage with  unbelievers or 
should they, as certain parties had intimated 
(7:1) remain celibate, even if that meant 
leaving spouses and families? Paul’s answer 
is clear that the marriages should continue 
since “the unbelieving husband is made holy 
because of his wife, and the unbelieving 
wife is made holy because of her husband” 
(1Co 7:14).  The reasoning here resembles 
Ro 11:16 where unbelieving Israel is “made 
holy” through the holiness of her patriarchs.  
This is a clear covenantal reference that 
applies as well to marriages and families.  
Belief spreads through covenantal 
connections.  In this case and the passage 

                                                 
25 Timothy C. Tennent, “Followers of Jesus (Isa) in 
Islamic Mosques: A Closer Examination of C-5 ‘High 
Spectrum’ Contextualization” IJFM 23.3 (Fall 2006) 
107. 
26 Cited in Tennent 107. 

following 17-24, the Corinthians are advised 
not to struggle with their present social 
situations (the issue at hand, not religious 
issues).27 These are in a sense adiaphorous 
to the reality of their salvation and the 
preoccupation with their circumstances will 
not result in others coming to Christ.  The 
other conditions in the text also describe 
social relationships that the Corinthians need 
not escape in order to serve Christ and see 
others enter the Kingdom. 
 Sound scriptural principles would 
have us compare like to like.  What, for 
example, does the Bible say about how 
believers should deal with issues of religious 
affiliation.  Here, Ridgeway thinks that he is 
on solid ground, mustering 1Co 9:19-23 as a 
support for recommending believing 
Muslims to remain within Islam.  Could 
these verses deal with such an issue? 
Another Pauline text that deals with just 
such an issue, I believe, provides the answer.  
Paul is faced with a situation in Antioch that 
pits him against Judaizers attempting to 
force  the adoption of strict Pharisaic 
practice.  These “false brothers” reproach 
Peter and Barnabas for eating with Gentiles.  
This was no minor issue since eating 
probably signified participation in love 
feasts that would have culminated in the 
Lord’s Supper.28  He excoriates Peter in the 
strongest terms for cracking under the 
pressure.  But what was at stake that should 
have forced such a reaction? After all if 
issues such as these merely deal with simple 
accommodation to others’ religious 
sensibilities, even if they are ill-informed, 
doesn’t that imply a gross overreaction on 
Paul’s part in Galatians or at the least 
inconsistency when compared with his 
advice in 1Co 9:19-23?  
 In the first place, Paul clearly sees 
Peter’s actions and those of fellow believing 
Jews as hypocrisy.  Crucially, their conduct 
was “not in step with the truth of the 
Gospel” (Ga 2:14).   This was not simply a 
simple slip or a moment of weakness for 

                                                 
27 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians 
NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987) 312. 
28 George 173. 
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which there was little if any consequence.  
In Paul’s judgment, Peter was negating the 
gospel message, salvation through grace by 
faith alone.  “To strengthen the Jews in their 
devotion to the law through accommodation, 
to strengthen the Gentiles only in their 
libertinism or their soaring speculations, to 
strengthen the weak, only in a weakness that 
they wrongly consider strength-that would 
win nothing.”29 Paul knew that the gospel 
was being threatened by a counterfeit and 
that could not be accommodated.  Paul 
conveyed tolerance indeed, but not tolerance 
of unbelief (the falling away from Biblical, 
covenantal standards).  Richard Pratt 
describes this distinction of Paul’s in 
Corinthians.  “Paul was very flexible as he 
went from one community to another, but he 
knew where to draw the line.  When he was 
with religious Jews, he always remembered 
that he did not seek justification under the 
law (‘though I myself am not under the 
law’).  When with Gentiles, Paul conformed 
his outward behavior to theirs in many ways, 
but he did not stray into paganism.”30 The 
text is about choices, but it moves in a 
direction that seems to me directly opposite 
that of Insiders.  He balances the need to 
build bridges or remove barriers with the 
principle to meet their greater needs by 
highlighting the gospel in contrast to their 
unbelief.  There is a balance in Paul’s 
approach that includes both empathy and 
critique right from the start. 
 By contrast the section between 
1Corinthians 8 and 10 deals with a range of 
issues dealing with living as a believer in a 
pagan culture.  Paul uses the text to advance 
a principle.  Believers must be committed to 
making the character of the gospel 
transparent.  Nothing should obscure the 
gospel, most especially not sociopolitical 
vulnerability, such as the lack of political 
power or wealth.31 We must remember that 

                                                 
29 George 180. 
30 Richard L. Pratt, I&II Corinthians Holman New 
Testament Commentary (Nashville: Holman & 
Broadman, 2000) 150. 
31 Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the 
Corinthians NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000) 
706. 

the Corinthians had resisted his authority, 
criticizing his attributes and character.  He 
therefore concludes his personal defense of 
his claim to apostolic authority, not with a 
display of pragmatism as some suggest, but 
with a clear restatement of his principles.  
Nothing must obscure or detract from the 
gospel.32 To do so is ultimately to embrace 
idolatry.  Maintaining this perspective also 
allows us to see the connection between 
Paul’s perspectives in 1 Corinthians and 
Galatians.  Idolatry, the devotion to 
counterfeits of our making diverts us from 
kingdom work.   The greatest counterfeit of 
course is our dependence on us for our 
salvation.  The Judaizers in Galatians, by 
adding to the Gospel, were making another 
gospel entirely, good news dependent on 
their adherence to Jewish custom.  In the 
case of the Corinthians, they were in danger 
of either caving into the pagan world view 
and marginalizing the gospel or of adopting 
a dualistic asceticism to make themselves 
more worthy of acceptance.  In either case it 
was idolatry, a sin equally accessible to Jews 
and Gentiles.  In this context, Paul brings the 
Corinthians attention back to the essentials 
of the faith by imitating Christ, “who made 
himself nothing, taking the form of a 
servant” (Ph 2:7).Instead of asking ‘how far 
can we go?’ in apparent assimilation to  
paganism, Paul shows a different agenda 
altogether.  Insisting one one’s rights, even 
insisting on one’s rights as a Christian, is a 
sign that something else other than the true 
God is being worshipped.”33 
IV.  Critique 
 
Let’s take a look at Ridgeway’s 
methodology.  He starts with his stated 
purpose of proving that at the heart of he 
gospel from Genesis to Revelation is God’s 
desire to reconcile every ethnic community 
through insiders.  He then defines insider for 
the reader and then proceeds to find the 
insider approach as the central approach to 

                                                 
32 Thiselton, 708. 
33 N.T. Wright, “One God, One Lord, One People: 
Incarnational Christology for a Church in a Pagan 
Environment” Ex Auditu www.northpark.edu.  
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ministry in scripture.  Can you replace the 
organic language used by scripture itself to 
describe its unity and direction with a term 
originating in the minds of anthropologists 
and Western missionaries? Additionally, 
Ridgeway’s approach smacks of a radical 
dualism alien to the understanding of the 
Bible.  His tendency to dualism repeatedly 
pits the physical against the spiritual.  How 
is that reflective of a biblical world view? It 
is this error that pushes him over the 
precipice as he attempts to show how the 
new covenant emerges from the shadow of 
the old.  He does make a point when he tries 
to show the superiority of the new (e.g.  Jer 
31:31-34), but his hyperbole forces him to 
say too much. 
 Starting with a contemporary 
definition for a movement that has modern 
origins and then attempting to read that 
understanding back into the historical record 
is a logical error that forces Ridgeway to 
resort to proof-texting and eisegesis.  Trying 
to prove the existence of insider movements 
in ancient Judaism is like trying to prove 
that Augustine was a Calvinist and 
Washington was a Republican.  You cannot 
read definitions into periods before they 
existed.  Insider movements as they are 
constituted directly reflect a reaction to 
modern scholarship and colonialism.  
Legitimately, the best Ridgeway could hope 
for was making a case that there was nothing 
in scripture prohibiting insider approaches.  
To attempt to prove that Abraham, Jesus, 
and Paul were insiders is simply not 
credible. 
 Ridgeway states that religion cannot 
be separated from culture.  This comes as a 
surprise as many have managed to do just 
that.  As Timothy Tennent notes, “Those 
who say that Muslims cannot separate 
religion and culture are ignoring over thirty 
years of successful C4 contextualization 
throughout the entire Islamic world which 
has proved that MBBs’ (Muslim 
Background Believers) new identity in 
Christ is so powerful that it does, in fact, 
provide a new religious identity without one 
having to sever their former cultural 

identity.”34 Would this not make church 
simply a culture-bound, disposable concept 
since church was intimately connected with 
early Mediterranean culture and history? It 
of course, does free insider movements from 
any sort of control by the visible church.  
Exclusively local believers and mobile 
apostolic teams control it.  This takes us 
back to using a transitional movement, such 
as we see in Acts, to impose permanent 
conditions.  This is a perversion of the 
scriptural flow.  Rather than seeing things 
through the prism of historical-redemptive 
history that takes us from the congregation 
of Israel (OT) to the kingdom (Gospels) to 
the church (Epistles), Ridgeway would have 
us reverse things.   

It also makes evangelistic activities 
the principle responsibility of not simply 
local believers, but mobile, apostolic teams 
of missionaries.  The problem of course is 
that there is no scriptural precedent for this 
practice.  The biblical data are clear.  It is 
the church as the one, catholic visible body 
that is responsible for what is brought and 
what is taught.  This is what we see in Acts 
15 and found in every one of Paul’s epistles.  
This is what Paul points to when he exhorts 
Titus to teach with all authority (Tit 2:15).  
He is not basing Titus’s imperative on some 
moral quality or even the presence of the 
Holy Spirit.  His authority to bind and loose 
is based on his ordination for the work by 
God as it is recognized in the church.  
Ridgeway’s methodology allows individuals 
and groups who may be completely 
unaccountable to the visible, historic church, 
something without any scriptural warrant to 
direct not just evangelism but the 
development of doctrine.  One finds this sort 
of initiative evident in Brian McLaren or 
George Barna not the apostle Paul. 

When specific criticism was raised 
about how scripture was wrongly interpreted 
and applied to insider ministry, he replied, 
“Western commentaries are out of touch 

                                                 
34Tennent, 106. C4 refers to highly contextual 
believers that remain in their culture, but no longer 
identify themselves as members of their original 
religious communities.  
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with issues in India.” Does this mean that 
the interpretation and application is an 
entirely relative exercise? Is there any 
control on the evaluation of meaning? What 
of the authors? At the very least, he seems to 
have confused hermeneutics, exegesis, and 
application.  Are there any authorities that 
mobile apostolic teams and local leaders 
answer to? They would say of course that 
God has blessed them with the internal 
presence of the Holy Spirit and the Bible, 
but every cult and heresy enters the same 
defense.  There must be some final arbiters 
outside of themselves and their own 
internalized experience.  As it stands, 
responses such as these leave insider 
movements all too vulnerable to the 
temptation to relativism and coercion by the 
local culture.  Commentaries and word 
studies may have no understanding of the 
local needs of a community.  On the other 
hand, a local missions environment may 
have insufficient context to understand the 
intended meaning of a biblical text.  Even a 
tailored translation may lack the potential to 
fill in all of the gaps in understanding.  
Outside perspective can therefore be 
invaluable as a means of providing a control 
mechanism, or at least another perspective 
for local exegesis.  More importantly, the 
same can be said for the church in its 
catholicity.  What does the church in its 
global manifestation and historical 
dimension have to say about the text? 
Separating insider movements from any 
outside influence (other than the critical 
intervention of those apostolic teams) 
creates a dangerous and unbiblical 
precedent.  Where, for example, in the New 
Testament, can one find autonomous 
churches? 
 His tenth characteristic notes the 
need for a simple local Bible translation.  
With this, each believer can learn from 
scripture directly and influence others.  
During his presentation, a question from the 
floor asked him about the understanding of 
biblical languages (Greek specifically) by 
the local community since the Bible would 
not only support basic evangelism but the 
thorough discipling of the community as 

well.  Ridgeway stated that these were 
simple people that would have the Bible and 
nothing more.  What about the mobile, 
apostolic teams? Do they not have the 
responsibility to teach as well?  

Perhaps the single greatest 
deficiency in Ridgeway’s work is the failure 
to come to grips with the pervasive biblical 
concepts that threaten his overall thesis.  
Unlike his phantom insider movement, 
which is never referred to in scripture, 
covenant truly occupies the canon, from 
Genesis to Revelation.  A review of the 
Bible (ESV) reveals that “Covenant” 
appears 291 times 32 of which are in the 
NT), yet it merits not even an afterthought.  
Given Ridgeway’s enthusiasm about 
“mining” the scripture in order to find a 
coherent missional thrust, overlooking 
“covenant” is indefensible and distorts his 
conclusions to such an extent that his overall 
premises cannot be maintained.  Together 
with church, he effectively removes from 
the discussion most of the missional context 
found in the New Testament.  Comments 
such as  “We talk a lot about church planting 
movements, but Jesus talked a lot about the 
kingdom, ” indicate a fundamental 
confusion concerning how the Bible 
interrelates the kingdom and the church.  He 
seems unclear about how essential the latter 
is to the former.  He, of course, is not alone 
in this.   
  
V.  Conclusion 
 
Few could argue that the Bible calls for 
contextual ministry in imitation of Christ 
that reaches the nations with the good news 
of the Gospel.  Nor can we contest the fact 
that God is moving among the nations, 
building his church in a way that sees the 
gospel communicating in every culture and 
language.  The church has made remarkable 
strides in moving beyond Western 
straightjackets, something for which we can 
all rejoice.  Beneath this growing success 
stands a strong, consistent scriptural base. 
 The current preoccupation with 
insider movements has not been able to 
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substantiate the same claims.  We must 
applaud John Ridgeway for seeking to 
justify insider ministries biblically.  It is the 
only justification that can endure scrutiny.  
His response is loaded with scripture.  Sadly 
the result is worth less than the sum of the 
parts.  His overall hermeneutics are badly 
flawed, marred by a routine resorting to 
proof texting.  He supports a methodology 
that incorporates contemporary theological 
and anthropological findings, but he feels 
compelled to locate these new ideas 
throughout the ancient text.  The compulsion 
to do so naturally leads to taking things out 
of context.  The lack of sensitivity to context 
also marks his exegesis of individual 
passages. 
 Whether insider methods have 
anything lasting to teach the church will not 
depend ultimately on the volume of 
anecdotal evidence or anthropological 
theory that can be mustered.  Since it 
purports to be a movement that arises from 
the heart of biblical faith, it will need 
convincing biblical support.  Ridgeway’s 
prodigious effort falls short of the mark.
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