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Introduction	
Why am I qualified to write on this subject? 

• The generation gap affects both my family and my church. • I have experienced severe culture 
shock twice in my life—once when immersed in Chilean society at the age of nine, and again at 
the age of 17 when re-introduced to American society. Each experience required several years of 
adjustment. 

• My undergraduate studies included an emphasis on cross-cultural communication. 
• My graduate studies have exposed me to the cultural diversity of American society. 
• The generation gap involves sweeping changes in information technology, of which I have a 

certain understanding as a librarian. 
• I have studied topics related to the generation gap for several years. 
• I have worked intensively on this project for several months. 
• I am burdened to see New Testament churches thrive in spite of generational differences. 

What are some examples of intergenerational conflict? 

• Teenage children rebel or appear to rebel against their parents’ wishes.  
• Parents frustrate their teenage children by forbidding them to identify with their generation or 

express their individuality.  
• Middle age adults become frustrated with the reality of having to care for their aging parents.  
• The aging resent losing their independence and having to submit to the care of their adult 

children.  
• Grandparents become frustrated with their adult children’s choices in child-rearing.  
• Children and grandparents disagree over values and standards, each rejecting the other as being 

out of touch with reality. 

Why is there a generation gap? 

• Because of the increasing pace of change  
• Because of increasing globalization  
• Because of increasing pluralization (cultural, religious, etc.)  
• Because of increasing life expectancy 

Why is the subject important?  

• Because the generation gap can divide Christian families and churches  
• Because intergenerational conflict can distract churches from fulfilling their God-given purposes 
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Characterizing	the	Generation	Gap	
Is there really a generation gap? Not everyone agrees that there is, particularly because there is no 
agreement on whether the year of one’s birth has significant effect on one’s outlook on life. While 
demarcations of generations can appear rather arbitrary, it seems reasonable to assume that people are 
influenced by the cultural assumptions that prevail and the historical events that occur during their 
formative years. Pillemer & Suitor (1992) give the following explanation: 

[Karl] Mannheim argued that the individuals born into a given cohort experience the same set of sociopolitical 
events that occur while they are growing up . . . . Merely by their location in a given cohort, members will show 
certain similarities, as they are endowed with “a common location in the historical process.” (p. 949) 

Zimmerman (1995) explains further: “Group personality is shaped by forging distinctive characteristics to 
differentiate one generation from its predecessor. Distinctive clothing, language, music preferences and 
patterns of interaction are cultivated” (p. 45). 

Pillemer & Suitor (1992) note that “these differences can lead to conflict between the cohorts, as younger 
cohorts try to impose their views on society. The older cohort, on the other hand, has a major stake in 
preserving the existing social order” (p. 949). Zimmerman (1995) draws the following conclusions: 

We may define a generation as a series of adjacent birth years, usually 20 to 25, developing a group personality 
and identity shaped by demographics, parenting styles and attitudes, historical forces and economic expansions 
and recessions. 

It is clear that the critical task in defining a generation is the identification of particular boundary watershed 
years. (p. 44). 

One of the most popular versions of generation theory (which can be traced to Strauss & Howe’s 
Generations: The history ofAmerica’s future 1584 to 2069) describes three cohorts which make up the 
overwhelming majority of American society today: the Builder Generation, the Baby Boom Generation, 
and the Baby Buster Generation. McIntosh (1995, 1997) has characterized these cohorts in some depth, 
focusing particularly on church ministry to each identifiable group. The following material is drawn from 
McIntosh’s writings as well as Hahn & Verhaagen’s (1996) Reckless hope: Understanding and reaching 
Baby Busters and Barna’s (1994) Baby Busters: The disillusioned generation. 

I. The Builder Generation (born 1927 to 1945) 

A. Formative Influences 

• Post-World War I international instability 
• Prohibition 
• Expansion of role of women in society (e.g., suffrage) 
• Great Depression 
• New Deal 
• WorldWar II 

B. Social Characteristics 

1. Members of the Builder Generation grew up in a society where homogeneity—not 
diversity—was the norm. Ethnic and religious minorities had relatively little influence in 
society 

2. Radio was the primary information technology in Builders’ early years. 

3. The experience or memory of a dysfunctional economy forever affected Builders’ outlook on 
life. 
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C. Religious Characteristics 

1. Builders were born toward the end of a heated religious controversy between modernists and 
fundamentalists. A prime example of this controversy was the Scopes Monkey Trial in the 
1920s. 

2. Popular religion, such as that espoused by Billy Sunday, had a powerful influence on 
American society. 

II. The Baby Boom Generation (born 1946 to 1964) 

A. Formative Influences 

• Korean War 
• Space race 
• Cold War 
• Vietnam conflict 
• Social unrest (e.g., assassinations, campus violence) 

B. Social Characteristics 

1. Despite social problems such as the outbreak of violence in the 1960s, Boomers are 
characteristically very optimistic about the opportunities life has for them. As children they 
enjoyed rather prosperous times and witnessed rapid technological progress. 

2. Television was the primary information technology in Boomers’ early years. 

C. Religious Characteristics 

1. Millions of families, including many young Boomers, flocked to church in the aftermath of 
World War II. 

2. Toward the end of the Boomer birth period, institutional religion experienced widespread 
decline. Fundamentalist churches, however, continued to boom. 

III. The Baby Buster Generation (born 1965 to 1983) 

A. Formative Influences 

• Watergate scandal 
• Roe v. Wade 
• Energy crisis 
• AIDS epidemic 
• Challenger disaster 
• Persian Gulf War 

B. Social Characteristics 

1. Foreign immigration and high minority birth rates are combining to make Busters the most 
ethnically diverse generation in America’s history. 

2. The computer and other advanced media became important information technologies in 
Busters’ early years. 

3. Political scandals in the 1970s, 80s, and 90s have weakened Busters’ trust in individual 
politicians and have eroded their confidence in the adequacy of the American political 
system. 

4. Busters grew up in the wake of ecological disasters, astronomical interest rates, an energy 
crisis, and constant talk of economic recession. They feel that the previous generations have 
messed up the world beyond repair. 
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C. Religious Characteristics 

1. Busters’ confidence in religious leadership has waned in the face of unethical behavior such 
as that surrounding the televangelism scandals of the 80s.  

2. Though deeply interested in spiritual things, Busters have resisted becoming involved in 
traditional Christian churches. The generation has become religiously diverse, dabbling in 
Eastern mysticism and Islam, for example. 

Note: Though an attempt has been made to characterize Baby Busters, the generation defies simple 
description. First, Busters do not really desire to be identified as a market or otherwise be made to fit 
into a mold (Thau, 1996). Second, though they are united by years of birth, they lack a sense of 
identity and do not necessarily claim to share defining influences (Barna, 1994, p. 28-29; Hahn & 
Verhaagen, 1996, p. 42-43). 

IV. The Generation Gap 

When the above characterizations are considered, it is not difficult to comprehend the existence of a 
generation gap. It is the conviction of this author that the generation gap is essentially a complex set 
of cultural differences. The problems of misunderstanding and miscommunication are bound to arise 
when different groups of people hold different values, practices, assumptions, language, and 
approaches to life. 

Pillemer & Suitor (1992) note the normalcy of intergenerational conflict: “What has come to be 
known as the ‘problem of generations’ reflects ‘the tension between continuity and change, 
affirmation and innovation, in the human social order over time’” (p. 950). Yet today’s 
intergenerational problems seem more acute than in the past. First, the pace of technological and 
sociological change make the problem more acute than in previous decades. Second, extended life 
expectancy provides for long periods of contact between older and younger segments of society, a 
scenario unprecedented before the twentieth century. Finally, many younger Americans hold to a new 
world view known as postmodernism. 

Postmodernism draws ideas from various disciplines (including philosophy, linguistics, and the arts) 
and has exerted a growing influence on Western culture since the 1960s (Detweiler, 1993, p. 456-
459). This view of life consists of a rejection of modernity and its emphasis on “science and 
technology as the instruments of reasons and progress” (Lyon, 1995, p. 597). Hahn & Verhaagen 
(1996) describe at length the paradigm shift to postmodernism: 

The generations that preceded the Baby Boomer generation grew up believing that something must be 
capable of being proven, even replicated, to be believed. This worldview arose out of the scientific 
model that focused on rational, empirical ways of knowing. It became the prevailing system of thought 
for our culture during the decades prior to the 1980s. 

This alarmed many Christians because it seemed to leave no room for faith in something—or 
Someone—that was unseen, unmeasurable, or untestable. There seemed to be no room for the spiritual 
in the marketplace of ideas. So when the unofficial revolt against the scientific model began, many 
people of faith rejoiced, believing that they now had a new window of opportunity to approach the 
culture with the gospel. Unfortunately a more insidious worldview prevailed. In the new system, 
empiricism was rejected as the only way of knowing . . . . There became multiple paths to knowledge 
and understanding, none more important or real than another. As a result, spiritual ideas were 
acceptable, but no system of belief was allowed to be more “true” than another. Thus the focus of 
concern shifted from the rather straightforward issue of proving the existence of God to the more 
complex, tangled task of convincing unbelievers that Christianity had an exclusive grasp of ultimate 
truth. After all, truth was subjective and relative, leaving no option for an objective, absolute system of 
belief. (p. 38) 
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Therefore, though postmodernism remains open to the insights of the spiritual and metaphysical, it 
rejects the supposed tyranny of absolute truth (Leffel & McCallum, 1996). Thus it poses both an 
opportunity and a challenge to Christianity (Lyon, 1995, p. 599). For a more lengthy but intelligible 
treatment of the history, tenets, and opportunities of postmodernism, readers are referred to Osborne 
(1997). 

Leffel & McCallum (1996) conclude that the complexity of relating to a postmodern world can only 
be overcome through cross-cultural communication: 

Crosscultural missionaries may spend years learning the language and culture of those to whom they 
minister. . . . Similarly, if we are to be successful communicators with postmodern people, including our 
own children and their friends, we will have to understand the postmodern outlook. (p. 38) 

Thus the same principles that have enabled missionaries to spread the gospel and plant thriving 
churches in foreign cultures must be applied in church ministry in our own society where cultural 
differences are no less real. 

In summary, the generation gap is largely a cultural phenomenon, and in today’s society it is 
compounded by the cultural shift toward postmodernism. Successful transmission of the church’s 
heritage to a postmodern generation will require application of the same principles of cross-cultural 
communication that have historically been used by missionaries. At the turn of the 21st century, 
ministry to post-Christian America is of necessity cross-cultural. 
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A	Biblical	Perspective	on	the	Generations	
The Bible has much to say about generational issues. The terms generation and generations occur 
numerous times in both the Old and New Testaments, and truth relevant to generational issues is to be 
found even where the specific terms do not occur. While it is not feasible to present here a comprehensive 
assessment of biblical teaching on the subject, it is necessary to offer an introduction. The book of Psalms 
provides a useful sample of texts for analysis. 

The Psalms offer a number of insights concerning generational issues. Two themes are dominant: First, it 
is emphasized that there are spiritual realities that remain permanent across generation gaps. Second, 
members of older generations are instructed to convey their spiritual values to the young. 

The	Permanence	of	Spiritual	Values	
Some things remain unchanged in the face of social and cultural shifts. The Scriptures reveal that there 
are absolute, non-negotiable truths and values that are to be honored regardless of time, place, personal 
identity, social status, or cultural norm. This reality has a definite impact on the study of the generation 
gap. The Christian does not approach the subject as a moral relativist. The beliefs, values, and behaviors 
of various generations may be judged by the unchanging standards of the Scriptures. Just what are these 
spiritual values that remain constant from generation to generation? The Psalms respond to this question 
with the following answers: 

• God’s instructions for life 
Psalms 33.11 
11 The counsel of the LORD standeth for ever, the thoughts of his heart to all generations. 

• God’s refuge-giving character 
Psalms 90.1 
1 Lord, thou hast been our dwelling place in all generations. 

• God’s attributes of mercy and truth 
Psalms 100.5 
5 For the LORD [is] good; his mercy [is] everlasting; and his truth [endureth] to all generations.\ 

• God’s covenant and revealed word 
Psalms 105.8 
8 He hath remembered his covenant for ever, the word [which] he commanded to a thousand 
generations. 

• God’s name and remembrance 
Psalms 135.13 
13 Thy name, O LORD, [endureth] for ever; [and] thy memorial, O LORD, throughout all 
generations. 

• God’s kingdom and dominion 
Psalms 145.13 
13 Thy kingdom [is] an everlasting kingdom, and thy dominion [endureth] throughout all 
generations.  

The	Transmission	of	a	Spiritual	Heritage	
It is clear that God has ordained that certain spiritual realities be upheld by all people in all places at all 
times. This being the case, it is necessary that godliness be transmitted from generation to generation. The 
Psalms address the subject of spiritual heritage with the following insights: 
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• The law of God was established with the intent that its precepts would be passed from one 
generation to the next. 
Psalms 78.1-8 
1 Give ear, O my people, [to] my law: incline your ears to the words of my mouth. 
2 I will open my mouth in a parable: I will utter dark sayings of old: 
3 Which we have heard and known, and our fathers have told us. 
4 We will not hide [them] from their children, shewing to the generation to come the praises of 
the LORD, and his strength, and his wonderful works that he hath done. 
5 For he established a testimony in Jacob, and appointed a law in Israel, which he commanded 
our fathers, that they should make them known to their children: 
6 That the generation to come might know [them, even] the children [which] should be born; 
[who] should arise and declare [them] to their children: 
7 That they might set their hope in God, and not forget the works of God, but keep his 
commandments: 
8 And might not be as their fathers, a stubborn and rebellious generation; a generation [that] set 
not their heart aright, and whose spirit was not stedfast with God. 

• The Jews were instructed to use the architecture of Jerusalem to teach the younger generation 
about God. 
Psalms 48.12-14 
12 Walk about Zion, and go round about her: tell the towers thereof. 
13 Mark ye well her bulwarks, consider her palaces; that ye may tell [it] to the generation 
following. 
14 For this God [is] our God for ever and ever: he will be our guide [even] unto death. 

• Godly men demonstrate a desire to convey spiritual values to all generations. 
Psalms 45.17 
17 I will make thy name to be remembered in all generations: therefore shall the people praise 
thee for ever and ever. 

Psalms 71.17-18 
17 O God, thou hast taught me from my youth: and hitherto have I declared thy wondrous works. 
18 Now also when I am old and grayheaded, O God, forsake me not; until I have shewed thy 
strength unto [this] generation, [and] thy power to every one [that] is to come. 

Psalms 89.1 
1 I will sing of the mercies of the LORD for ever: with my mouth will I make known thy 
faithfulness to all generations. 

Psalms 145.4 
4 One generation shall praise thy works to another, and shall declare thy mighty acts. 

In summary, the Scriptures teach us that there are spiritual absolutes to be observed by all generations, 
and that the transmission of values from generation to generation can only occur through serious 
commitment to intergenerational communication. 
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Understanding	the	Generation	Gap	
Assuming that the generation gap is essentially a cultural one, we now proceed to the task of discovering 
biblical and theological realities that can help us to understand intergenerational conflict. One of the 
foundational issues in this task is the matter of defining the ideal relationship of Christianity to culture. 

I.	 Understanding	the	Relationship	between	Christianity	and	Culture	
What is meant by the term culture? Culture is a concept of the social sciences. As the origin of the 
word indicates, it implies a cultivation of sorts. However, the cultivating that is in view here does not 
pertain to natural resources, as in agriculture or horticulture. Rather, it is social cultivation that is 
referred to, that is, working with the resources of society so as to make a living and achieve 
satisfactory relationships with self, family, and community. Grunlan & Mayers (1988) describe 
culture in the following way: 

Culture is one of the features that separates humans from the lower animals. Of all God’s creatures, only 
humans are culture bearing. We may define culture as learned and shared attitudes, values, and ways of 
behaving. Culture also includes the material artifacts created by the members of a cultural group. (p. 39) 

Dyrness (1984) emphasizes the correlation between cultural forms and world view: “Culture includes 
all behavior that is learned and transmitted by the symbols (rites, artifacts, language, etc.) of a 
particular group and that focuses on certain ideas or assumptions that we call a world view” (p. 212). 

Man’s capacity to create new cultural forms and modify existing ones is God-given; it is a reflection 
of the divine image. God intended for this creative ability to be used for his glory. However, the Fall 
has spoiled God’s original intent, and thus we find that much of human culture is nothing short of an 
affront to the holy character of God. 

A.	 Theological	Models	
Niebuhr’s (1951/1975) Christ and culture is arguably the best known study of the relationship 
between Christianity and culture. In it he maintains that the issue will never be completely 
resolved, but will fuel debate indefinitely: “The dialogue proceeds with denials and affirmations, 
reconstructions, compromises, and new denials. Neither individual nor church can come to a 
stopping-place in the endless search for an answer which will not provoke a new rejoinder” (p. 
39-40). The ongoing nature of the discussion notwithstanding, Niebuhr describes five theological 
models that have been proposed over the centuries to explain the relationship between Christ and 
culture. A summary of the five models follows. 

1.	 Christ	Against	Culture		
Answers of the first type emphasize the opposition between Christ and culture. Whatever may be 
the customs of the society in which the Christian lives, and whatever the human achievements it 
conserves, Christ is seen as opposed to them, so that he confronts men with the challenge of an 
“either-or” decision. (p. 40) 

Applications of this model include medieval monasticism and the imperialism of the modern 
missionary movement (p. 40-41). 

2.	 The	Christ	of	Culture	
Recognition of a fundamental agreement between Christ and culture is typical of the answers 
offered by a second group. In them Jesus appears as a great hero of human culture history; his life 
and teachings are regarded as the greatest human achievement . . . . Moreover, he is a part of 
culture in the sense that he himself is part of the social heritage that must be transmitted and 
conserved. (p. 41) 
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Proponents of this view emphasize the close link between Christian faith and a particular 
form of human culture, such as Western civilization or Marxism (p. 41). 

3.	 Christ	Above	Culture	
The third model views Christ as 

the fulfillment of cultural aspirations and the restorer of the institutions of true society. Yet there is 
in him something that neither arises out of culture nor contributes directly to it. He is 
discontinuous as well as continuous with social life and its culture. (p. 42) 

Thomas Aquinas is the best representative of this view (p. 42). 

4.	 Christ	and	Culture	in	Paradox	
To those who answer the question in this way it appears that Christians throughout life are subject 
to the tension that accompanies obedience to two authorities who do not agree yet must both be 
obeyed. . . . Hence man is seen as subject to two moralities, and as a citizen of two worlds that are 
not only discontinous with each other but largely opposed. (p.42-43) 

The key terms that describe this view are “polarity” and “tension” (p. 43). Luther espoused 
this model (p. 43). 

5.	 Christ	the	Transformer	of	Culture	
A fifth model is “the conversionist solution” (p. 43). According to this view, 

the opposition between Christ and all human institutions and customs is to be recognized. Yet the 
antithesis does not lead either to Christian separation from the world . . . or to mere endurance in 
the expectation of a transhistorical salvation . . . . Christ is seen as the converter of man in his 
culture and society, not apart from these . . . (p. 43) 

Both Augustine and Calvin represented this view (p. 43). 

In the opinion of this author, the model of Christ as transformer of culture most closely 
approximates the perspective of the New Testament. The following quote from Grunlan & 
Mayers (1988) reflects the conversionist view: 

Anthropology helps us to be cultural relativists while we remain biblical absolutists. . . . [Jesus] 
does not seek to change the culture except as it changes through the regeneration of the hearts and 
lives of its members. . . . Cultural anthropology makes it easier for us to enter other cultures and 
realize that the eternal truths and intents of Scripture, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, may 
take different forms from those in our own culture or the biblical cultures. (p. 272) 

B.	 Biblical	Truths	
Cultural diversity is a reality which God appears to have designed for the world. Yet we must 
realize that God is not a prisoner of our own culture. His hand governs all cultures; his laws apply 
to all cultures; his love extends to all cultures. In eternity, representatives of all the world’s people 
groups will stand in unity before God to worship him. 

1.	 God	Is	the	Sovereign	Lord	of	All	Cultures	
Biblical Text 
Acts 17.24-27 
24 God that made the world and all things therein, seeing that he is Lord of heaven and earth, 
dwelleth not in temples made with hands; 
25 Neither is worshipped with men’s hands, as though he needed any thing, seeing he giveth 
{Present Active Participle} to all life, and breath, and all things; 
26 And hath made of one blood all nations {ethnos} of men for to dwell on all the face of the 
earth, and hath determined {horizo} the times {kairos} before appointed, and the bounds 
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{horothesia} of their habitation {katoikia}; 
ethnos: race, nation, people group 
horizo: to limit, mark out, fix, appoint 
kairos: a measure of time 
horothesia: a setting of boundaries 
katoikia: dwelling 

27 That they should seek the Lord, if haply they might feel after {pselaphao} him, and find 
him, though he be not far from every one of us: 
pselaphao: to handle, touch and feel 

Exegesis & Application 

• God reigns as Lord over all he has created (Acts 17.24). 
• God sustains human life continually (Acts 17.25). 
• God exercises sovereign power over the world’s people groups: They are bound in time 

(history) and space (geography) by his decree (Acts 17.26). 
• God has intervened in human history for the purpose of drawing men to “find him” (Acts 

17.27). 
• We can see culture as the medium in which God has chosen to contrast sin and 

redemption; in culture sin looms darkest and righteousness appears brightest. 
• God, as the Lord of culture, is at work in the diverse world we see today. While we 

cannot view God as the Creator of sinful social practices, we know that he is sovereignly 
working to bring himself glory through man’s culture. 

2.	 God	Is	the	Impartial	Judge	of	All	Cultures	
Biblical Texts 
Acts 10.34-35 
34 Then Peter opened [his] mouth, and said, Of a truth I perceive that God is no respecter of 
persons {prosopoleptes}: 
prosopoleptes: one who discriminates 

35 But in every nation {ethnos} he that feareth him, and worketh righteousness, is accepted 
with him. 
ethnos: race, nation, people group 

Romans 2.1-16, esp. vv 6, 9-11 
6 [God] will render {apodidomi} to every man according to his deeds: 
apodidomi: to payoff, discharge what is due 

9 Tribulation and anguish, upon every soul of man that doeth evil, of the Jew first, and also of 
the Gentile;  
10 But glory, honour, and peace, to every man that worketh good, to the Jew first, and also to 
the Gentile: 
11 For there is no respect of persons {prosopolepsia} with God. 
prosopolepsia: partiality 

Exegesis & Application 

• God favors no person or people group (Acts 10.34; Rom 2.11). In every culture men and 
women are judged impartially based on their knowledge of and service to God (Acts 
10.35; Rom 2.6). 

• All who follow God’s design for human righteousness are accepted by him (Acts 10.35; 
Rom 2.10). 

• All who reject God’s plan for human righteousness are condemned by him (Rom 2.9). 
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• Just as God does not discriminate on the basis of ethnicity, neither should we. Neither 
should we judge on any other social basis, as James 2.1-4 makes clear. 

• American culture is not God’s culture. Neither is any other culture his, for God does not 
have a culture. Rather, culture is a human phenomenon, the product of our creation in the 
image of God and the marring of that image by sin. God judges all cultures according to 
an impartial standard. 

3.	 God	Is	the	Gracious	Redeemer	of	All	Cultures	
Biblical Text 
Revelation 5.9-10 
9 And they sung a new song, saying, Thou art worthy to take the book, and to open the seals 
thereof: for thou wast slain, and hast redeemed us to God by thy blood out of every kindred 
{phule}, and tongue {glossa}, and people {laos}, and nation {ethnos}; 
phule: tribe, race, nation, people 
glossa: language 
laos: people, tribe, nation 
ethnos: race, nation, people group 

10 And hast made us unto our God kings and priests: and we shall reign on the earth. 

Exegesis & Application 

• The inhabitants of heaven will represent every people group imaginable-every tribe, 
every language, every people, every nation (Rev 2.9). 

• We should endeavor to win men and women of every people group to faith in Jesus 
Christ. 

• We should recognize that social strategies will never achieve unity in this culturally 
diverse world. However, because spiritual realities are greater than cultural realities, the 
body of Christ can unite the widest diversity of human beings bought by the blood of 
Jesus Christ. 

C.	 Practical	Applications	

1.	 Geographic	Application	
Paul’s writings teach us that we ought not consider our own culture to be inherently superior 
to any foreign culture. Paul deals at length with the subject of cultural differences in 1 
Corinthians 9. 

Biblical Text 
1 Corinthians 9.18-23 
18 What is my reward then? [Verily] that, when I preach the gospel, I may make the gospel 
of Christ without charge, that I abuse not my power in the gospel. 
19 For though I be free from all [men], yet have I made myself servant unto all, that I might 
gain the more. 
20 And unto the Jews I became as a Jew, that I might gain the Jews; to them that are under 
the law, as under the law, that I might gain them that are under the law; 
21 To them that are without law, as without law, (being not without law to God, but under the 
law to Christ,) that I might gain them that are without law. 
22 To the weak became I as weak, that I might gain the weak: I am made all things to all 
[men], that I might by all means save some. 
23 And this I do for the gospel’s sake, that I might be partaker thereof with [you]. 
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Context 
This text belongs to a lengthy discussion of Christian liberty (1 Cor 8.1-11.1). Christian 
liberty denotes the balance of freedom and responsibility that the Christian must observe in 
the exercise of his or her faith. Chapter 8 deals with principles of Christian liberty, applied to 
the first-century controversy of eating meat sacrificed to idols. Chapter 9 consists of a 
discussion of the personal freedoms Paul denied himself so as to further the work of the 
churches. Chapter 10 concerns the misapplication of Christian liberty in the specific area of 
idolatry. 

Exegesis 
The primary focus of the text seems to be evangelism, and thus it includes numerous 
references to the communication of the gospel: 

• “preach the gospel” (9.18) 
• “the gospel of Christ” (9.18) 
• “my power in the gospel” (9.18) 
• “that I might by all means save some” (9.22) 
• “this I do for the gospel’s sake” (9.23) 

In the interest of propagating the gospel freely, Paul exercised a high degree of personal 
discipline. He had determined that his dietary choices would not be a hindrance to anyone’s 
spiritual progress (8.13; 9.4). He had forfeited the right to marry (9.5). He had refused to take 
financial support for his ministry activities though it would have been perfectly appropriate 
for him to do otherwise (9.6-14). In sum, he was willing to forego many liberties in many 
situations (9.15). 

Paul believed that Christian liberty had to be constrained by a motivation of service to others. 
Since he considered himself a slave to all people (9.19), he purposely sought to identify with 
various social groups—Jews, Gentiles, and the weak in conscience (9.20-22). His purpose 
was to evangelize the lost and to bring the saved to maturity in Christ. Personal liberties 
mattered little in the presence of these higher priorities. 

Paul understood that he possessed great liberty in Christ (6.12). Yet he was committed to 
sacrificing his own right to choose for the sake of bringing glory to God (10.31). Thus Paul 
offers the following perspective on liberty in non-moral areas: While Christ has given us 
spiritual freedom from the bonds of legalism, the cultural circles in which we attempt to 
minister often impose certain restrictions on us. We should willingly accept such limitations. 
Paul summarizes this view of life quite aptly: “Give none offence, neither to the Jews, nor to 
the Gentiles, nor to the church of God: even as I please all [men] in all [things], not seeking 
mine own profit, but the [profit] of many, that they may be saved” (10.32-33). 

Practical Notes 
There are necessarily some limitations to the restriction of personal liberty. For example, it is 
impossible to submit to everyone’s cultural scruples at the same time. Lowery (1983) notes 
that “Paul’s condescension to the scruples and customs of all men . . . found application on a 
momentary case-by-case basis since it would be impossible to satisfy simultaneously the 
penchants of both Jews and Gentiles alike” (p. 525). He also observes: 

Paul did not say that a knowledgeable Christian must abandon his freedom to the ignorant 
prejudice of a “spiritual” bigot. The “weak brother” . . . was one who followed the example of 
another Christian, not one who carped and coerced that knowledgeable Christian into a particular 
behavioral pattern. (p. 522) 

2.	 Historical	Application	
Grunlan & Mayers (1988) describe the indissoluble bond between Christianity and culture: 
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Although we refer to Christianity as biblical Christianity, we must realize that it is never found 
apart from a culture; it is always a part of a culture. The Christianity of the New Testament was a 
part of the culture of the Greco-Roman world of the first century. Today we find American 
Christianity, Colombian Christianity, and Nigerian Christianity. There is no such thing as plain 
Christianity. Christianity always expresses itself through a culture. It is unique in that it can be 
expressed equally well in any culture. It is the one religion that can meet people’s needs in any 
society. (p. 230) 

The fact that the outward appearance of Christianity differs from place to place is 
substantiated both by the New Testament as well as the history of missions. As Christianity’s 
external form varies from country to country (i.e., across geographic distances), so it does 
from generation to generation (i.e., across historical spaces). Thus we may expect that the 
presence of different generations in the church will engender some cultural differences. Many 
of these revolve around the issue of tradition, to which we now turn our attention. 

II.	 Understanding	the	Ambiguity	of	Tradition	
Note: The following material is drawn from the author’s 1997 study Tradition: Theory and 
application. 

A.	 Biblical	Concept	
The biblical concept of tradition is broad, including references to the following: 

• Religious customs (Mt 15.2; Mk 7.2-3; Acts 6.14; 1 Cor 11.2; Gal 1.13-14; 2 Thess 3.6-
10) 

• Spiritual truth (Rom 6.17; 2 Thess 2.15; 2 Pet 2.21; Jude 3) 
• Oral history, especially pertaining to Christ’s life and ministry (Lk 1.1-2; 1 Cor 11.23-25) 
• Social customs and beliefs as a whole (Col 2.8; 1 Pet 1.18) 
• Official pronouncements (Acts 16.4) 

B.	 Biblical	Assessment	
Obviously, the word tradition can be used to describe a number of social phenomena—some 
good, some bad. Tradition is not inherently a spiritual phenomenon, but a cultural one. According 
to a common dictionary, tradition denotes “cultural continuity in social attitudes and institutions.” 
Given the dynamic nature of culture, it follows that, over time, traditions will not remain equally 
effective at accomplishing their original intent. Hence, the preservation of a social form does not 
ensure continued accomplishment of primal purpose. 

Traditions often emerge as pragmatic means to an end rather than as traditions per se. Over time, 
however, the social form becomes cemented with or without regard for its original purpose. 
Cultural change can then render the tradition trivial or obsolete. This process is no less true of 
religious traditions than of other cultural forms. Church history is replete with examples of 
cultural norms that were perpetuated far beyond the memory of their earliest meaning. Indeed, 
given the rapid rate at which cultures evolve, religious traditions can become counterproductive 
rather quickly. 

Churches and Christians have two options: First, they can deny the relative, pragmatic nature of 
cultural forms and attempt to remain constant in the face of change. On the other hand, they can 
recognize the dynamism of culture and attempt to adapt to it in a positive manner. It is the belief 
of the author that the first option leads to trivialization and loss of relevance and influence. 
However, the latter alternative poses difficult challenges as well, most notably the danger of 
losing the uniqueness of the Christian identity in the face of excessive cultural contextualization. 

So what are the bounds within which Christians may legitimately observe traditions? Actually, 
the Scriptures are quite clear on the issue. There are three essential principles to which the 
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Christian must adhere. First, traditions should uphold the clear commands of the Word of God 
(Mt 15.3-6; Mk 7.9-13). Conversely, no tradition should be tolerated which hinders obedience to 
biblical commands. Second, traditions should exalt Christ (Col 2.8; 1 Pet 1.18-19). Accordingly, 
no tradition should be allowed which diminishes the Lord’s person or work. Third, traditions 
should aid the furtherance of the gospel (Gal 1.11-14; 2 Thess 2.13-15). Again, any form which 
obstructs the cause of evangelism should be rejected. 

In conclusion, churches are under divine obligation to make honest assessment of their practices 
in the light of the biblical principles described above. It is not to be expected that every church 
will reach the same conclusions, for each one operates in a somewhat unique cultural medium. 
Where churches do differ in judgment, they will answer (as in all things) to the Lord. This 
prescription safeguards the essentials—the Scriptures, Christ, and the gospel—while protecting 
the autonomy of each local assembly to make choices in non-essential areas. 

III.	Understanding	Principles	of	Intergenerational	Communication	
The Bible offers many principles which can improve communication and minimize conflict between 
generation. Following is a survey of two such principles. 

A. The	Principle	of	Intergenerational	Respect	
Biblical Texts 
Titus 2.1-8 
1 But speak thou the things which become sound doctrine: 
2 That the aged men be sober {nephalios}, grave {semnos}, temperate {sophron}, sound in faith, 
in charity, in patience. 
nephalios: sober, temperate, abstaining from wine 
semnos: to be venerated for character, honorable 
sophron: self-controlled, temperate 

3 The aged women likewise, that [they be] in behaviour as becometh holiness, not false accusers 
{diabolos}, not given to much wine, teachers of good things; 
diabolos: false accuser, slanderer 

4 That they may teach the young women to be sober {sophronizo}, to love their husbands, to love 
their children, 
sophronizo: to moderate, control, admonish, exhort earnestly 

5 [To be] discreet {sophron}, chaste {hagnos}, keepers at home, good, obedient to their own 
husbands, that the word of God be not blasphemed. 
sophron: self-controlled, temperate 
hagnos: sacred, pure, modest 

6 Young men likewise exhort to be sober minded {sophroneo}. 
sophroneo: to exercise self-control, to curb one’s passions 

7 In all things shewing thyself a pattern of good works: in doctrine [shewing] uncorruptness 
{adiaphthoria}, gravity {semnotes}, sincerity {aphtharsia}, 
adiaphthoria: incorruptibility, soundness, integrity 
semnotes: dignity, sanctity, honor 
aphtharsia: incorruption, sincerity 

8 Sound speech, that cannot be condemned; that he that is of the contrary part may be ashamed, 
having no evil thing to say of you. 

1 Timothy 5.1-2 
1 Rebuke {epiplesso} not an elder, but intreat {parakaleo} [him] as a father; [and] the younger 
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men as brethren; 
epiplesso: to chastise with words, chide, rebuke 
parakaleo: to admonish, exhort, encourage 

2 The elder women as mothers; the younger as sisters, with all purity. 

1 Timothy 4.12 
12 Let no man despise {kataphroneo} thy youth; but be thou an example of the believers, in 
word, in conversation, in charity, in spirit, in faith, in purity. 
kataphroneo: to despise, disdain, think little or nothing of 

Exegesis 
The Scriptures prescribe attitudes and behaviors appropriate to each age group and gender in the 
local church. In many ways the function of a church community should mirror that of a well-
adjusted family. Perhaps the dominant quality which ought to characterize intergenerational 
relations in the church is that of mutual respect. Following is a summary of the general 
responsibilities of each identifiable segment of the community: 

• Older men: They are to exhibit honorable character by demonstrating self-control, 
particularly in the matter of abstinence from alcohol (Tit 2.2). They are to fill a fatherly 
role (1 Tim 5.1). 

• Older women: They are to live holy lives, exercising control of their speech and appetites 
(Tit 2.3). In addition, they are to pass on their virtues to younger women through example 
and exhortation (Tit 2.3-4). Thus they are to assume a motherly role (1 Tim 5.2). 

• Younger men: They are to exhibit self-control (Tit 2.6). They are to treat older men with 
respect, even when addressing their faults (1 Tim 5.1). They are to demonstrate respect 
for the opposite sex (1 Tim 5.2). Above all, however, they are to live their lives in an 
exemplary manner, such that their youth is not viewed as a weakness (1 Tim 4.12). They 
are to play the part of sons and brothers in the family of believers (1 Tim 5.1). 

• Younger women: They are to learn from older women the art and skill of creating a loving 
home environment (Tit 2.4-5). Further, they are to cultivate the virtues of self-control, 
purity, and submission to authority (Tit 2.5). They are to fill the role of sisters within the 
church family (1 Tim 5.2). 

Application 
Both young and old alike must seek to maintain a healthy respect for all segments of the church 
community. No individual or group is exempt from the task of promoting community. Wolff 
(1974) notes: “In the final analysis the responsibility lies with the older generation, since it is 
certainly responsible for educating the young. Quite frequently the Old Testament speaks of the 
‘sins of the fathers’ as the sins of the children” (p. 89-90). Later, however, he makes a balancing 
observation: 

The younger generation can also contribute to this. First of all, the young can recognize that the advice 
of their parents is based on experience and is given with the child’s interest in mind (Ex. 20:12). Also, 
the younger generation should be big enough to see its own faults and to guard against the danger of 
finding aging parents peculiar or even intolerable with more or less good reason. (p. 93) 

Thus there is a mutual responsibility among all parties to foster a climate of respect for all. The 
person who lives a godly life is worthy of praise irrespective of his or her age. Conversely, 
disorderly conduct is a blight on anyone’s character, regardless of age. 
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Miscellaneous	Thoughts	on	the	Generation	Gap	
“Generation theory looks beyond the individualism of Western society and illuminates many aspects of our culture. 
It can help us both recover some aspects of biblical history and understand the dynamics and differences of 
leadership across cultures and generations inside and outside the church” (Zimmerman, 1995, p. 42). 

“The dramatic increase in the number of persons living well into their seventies and eighties has resulted in a 
parallel increase in the number of intergenerational issues confronting the congregational clergy” (Lewis & Lewis, 
1986, p. 46). 

“If a person survived his critical years in ancient Israel he could also live to be 70 years of age, which was the age of 
David according to the biblical tradition (2 Sam. 5:4), ‘or even by reason of strength’ . . . 80 years of age (Ps. 90: 10) 
. . . . However, this is considered to be an extraordinarily old age, because, none of the fourteen kings between 
Rehoboam and Jehoiakim reached the age of 70” (Wolff, 1974, p. 80). 

“The family resembles the larger society in that it is the locus of both intergenerational consensus and conflict” 
(Pillemer & Suitor, 1992, p. 951). 

“By and large the Old Testament simply describes the very ambivalent character of both of these stages of life. The 
young are characterized by strength and beauty, but also by thoughtlessness and harshness; and the old are 
characterized by wisdom and kindness, but also by weakness and infirmity. . . . There are numerous situations which 
occasion strife between the generations, and numerous opportunities for them to help one another” (Wolff, 1974, p. 
87). 

“It is well known that in important portions of the biblical tradition coming from different periods, Yahweh chooses 
a young person and neglects or even rejects an old person. . . . Again and again Yahweh calls one to serve him in a 
special way who thinks of himself as incompetent and whose friends and neighbors consider him to be of little 
worth” (p. 87). 

“The real wisdom of the young or of the old consists of one’s willingness to hear, especially his willingness to hear 
testimony given by God himself, and in the final analysis this alone proves that a person is worthy of respect. This 
should give rise to an entirely new freedom in which the generations would hear each other” (p. 89). 

“Sussman . . . has provided a model of parent-child relations across the lifespan that emphasizes the cyclical shift in 
relations with parents. . . . This cyclical view of support is important in that it stresses patterns of mutual aid between 
the generations” (Pillemer & Suitor, 1992, p. 954). 

	

B.	 The	Principle	of	Diversity	of	Conscience	within	Unity	of	Spirit	
The New Testament teaches that Christians enjoy liberty of conscience in areas of conduct where 
there is no scriptural command or clearly applicable spiritual principle. 

Therefore, it is possible for two Christians to remain equally faithful to the Lord while making 
diametrically opposite choices. Mature Christians recognize that cultural choices in non-moral 
areas do not jeopardize the overall spiritual oneness of the church body. This is what is meant by 
diversity of conscience within unity of spirit. 

Biblical Text 
Romans 14.1-15.7 

1 Him that is weak in the faith receive ye, [but] not to doubtful disputations. 
2 For one believeth that he may eat all things: another, who is weak, eateth herbs. 
3 Let not him that eateth despise him that eateth not; and let not him which eateth not judge him 
that eateth: for God hath received him. 
4 Who art thou that judgest another man’s servant? to his own master he standeth or falleth. Yea, 
he shall be holden up: for God is able to make him stand. 
5 One man esteemeth one day above another: another esteemeth every day [alike]. Let every man 
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be fully persuaded in his own mind. 
6 He that regardeth the day, regardeth [it] unto the Lord; and he that regardeth not the day, to the 
Lord he doth not regard [it]. He that eateth, eateth to the Lord, for he giveth God thanks; and he 
that eateth not, to the Lord he eateth not, and giveth God thanks. 
7 For none of us liveth to himself, and no man dieth to himself. 
8 For whether we live, we live unto the Lord; and whether we die, we die unto the Lord: whether 
we live therefore, or die, we are the Lord’s. 
9 For to this end Christ both died, and rose, and revived, that he might be Lord both of the dead 
and living. 
10 But why dost thou judge thy brother? or why dost thou set at nought thy brother? for we shall 
all stand before the judgment seat of Christ. 
11 For it is written, [As] I live, saith the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, and every tongue shall 
confess to God. 
12 So then every one of us shall give account of himself to God. 
13 Let us not therefore judge one another any more: but judge this rather, that no man put a 
stumblingblock or an occasion to fall in [his] brother’s way. 
14 I know, and am persuaded by the Lord Jesus, that [there is] nothing unclean of itself: but to 
him that esteemeth any thing to be unclean, to him [it is] unclean. 
15 But if thy brother be grieved with [thy] meat, now walkest thou not charitably. Destroy not 
him with thy meat, for whom Christ died. 
16 Let not then your good be evil spoken of: 
17 For the kingdom of God is not meat and drink; but righteousness, and peace, and joy in the 
Holy Ghost. 
18 For he that in these things serveth Christ [is] acceptable to God, and approved of men. 
19 Let us therefore follow after the things which make for peace, and things wherewith one may 
edify another. 
20 For meat destroy not the work of God. All things indeed [are] pure; but [it is] evil for that man 
who eateth with offence. 
21 [It is] good neither to eat flesh, nor to drink wine, nor [any thing] whereby thy brother 
stumbleth, or is offended, or is made weak. 
22 Hast thou faith? have [it] to thyself before God. Happy [is] he that condemneth not himself in 
that thing which he alloweth. 
23 And he that doubteth is damned if he eat, because [he eateth] not of faith: for whatsoever [is] 
not of faith is sin. 
1 We then that are strong ought to bear the infirmities of the weak, and not to please ourselves. 
2 Let every one of us please [his] neighbour for [his] good to edification. 
3 For even Christ pleased not himself; but, as it is written, The reproaches of them that 
reproached thee fell on me. 
4 For whatsoever things were written afore time were written for our learning, that we through 
patience and comfort of the scriptures might have hope. 
5 Now the God of patience and consolation grant you to be likeminded one toward another 
according to Christ Jesus: 
6 That ye may with one mind [and] one mouth glorify God, even the Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. 
7 Wherefore receive ye one another, as Christ also received us to the glory of God. 

Cultural Setting 
Much of the diversity of opinion and behavior described in this passage can be traced to cultural 
differences among the members of the Roman church. Keener (1993) explains: 

Paul’s exhortation to unity between the Jewish and Gentile Christians in Rome now reveals some of 
the cultural divisions being experienced there. Jewish people did not expect most Gentiles to observe 
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their food laws or holy days but did expect Gentile converts to Judaism to do so, perhaps including 
Gentile Christians. (p. 442) 

Not surprisingly, culture accounts for many misunderstandings in the church today. Thankfully, 
the principles that Paul wrote for the benefit of the Romans may be applied to our own 
postmodern setting. 

2 Classes of People 
Paul’s discussion in this passage centers around two classes of Christians with different levels of 
spiritual growth—the weak and the strong. The weak believer lacks faith (14.1, 23). He restricts 
himself to an exclusively vegetarian diet (14.2) He regards certain days to be of special 
significance, and thus binds himself to the observance of religious tradition (14.5). The strong 
Christian, on the other hand, possesses greater faith (14.2, 22). He believes himself to be free to 
enjoy a variety of different foods (14.2) He esteems every day alike, and thus considers himself 
free from observance of religious tradition (14.5). 

7 Spiritual Principles 
Paul lists seven spiritual principles which form the theoretical basis for decision-making in areas 
of life where the Scriptures give no specific guidelines for Christian conduct. These principles 
should be kept in mind when non-moral choices are made. 

• Full conviction (14.5, 22-23): Not every believer will reach the same conclusion in areas 
lacking definite spiritual command; however, each should exercise his faith and 
conscience toward God in such areas. 

• Divine glory (14.6-9): Choices in controversial areas should be made to honor and glorify 
God, regardless of the course of action taken. Christians should be reminded that they 
belong to the Lord in all things. 

• Sincere thankfulness (14.6-9): Choices in disputed areas should reflect gratitude toward 
God regardless of the action taken. The key to pleasing God in non-moral matters lies not 
in the believer’s behavior but in his attitude. 

• Individual responsibility (14.10-12): Choices in questionable matters are highly personal 
and should be made in recognition of the fact that each believer will one day give account 
of himself to God. 

• Intrinsic amorality (14.14, 20): Behaviors which have no scriptural parameters constitute 
areas of personal liberty, and are thus inherently amoral. This is not to say, however, that 
choices in such areas have no moral or spiritual consequences. 

• Spiritual priority (14.17-18, 20): Non-moral choices should be made in careful 
consideration of the spiritual effects they will bring about. 

• Community benefit (15.6): Liberty in non-moral choices should not jeopardize the unity 
of the local assembly of believers. 

4 Practical Applications 

• Christians should create a climate of mutual acceptance in the church (14.1; 15.7). This 
climate should be governed by two principles: 

o Those who choose to exercise their liberties should not look down on those who 
choose to restrict theirs (14.3; 15.1). 

o Those who choose to restrict their liberties should not judge those who choose to 
exercise theirs (14.3-4, 10-13). 

• Christians should resolve not to flaunt the liberties they allow themselves (14.12, 22). 
Choices in non-moral areas are essentially a private matter. 

• Christians should view their relationships as means of edification (14.15-16, 19-21; 15.1-
2). They should be more concerned with helping fellow believers to grow spiritually than 
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with exercising liberty. Thus the law of love (thinking of others first) comes into play 
here. 

• Christians should never be encouraged to act outside the context of faith (14.23). It is a 
violation of conscience for a Christian to do something he does not believe to be right. 
This kind of attitude should never be promoted. Rather, Christians should make non-
moral choices according to their perception of the Holy Spirit’s direction, restricting or 
liberating their conduct as their personal relationship with God dictates. 
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Bridging	the	Generation	Gap	
From the late 1960s to the middle 1980s, the worldwide Christian community was repeatedly challenged 
by the insights of a Christian writer and thinker by the name of Francis Schaeffer. Schaeffer’s writings 
often constituted a critique of the reigning philosophies of his day, and thus some of what he wrote is not 
relevant to the culture of the late 1990s. On the other hand, some of his writings were quite timeless, 
consisting primarily of biblical principles that do not change. Some of Schaeffer’s most pointed writing 
can be found in The church at the end of the twentieth century, first published in 1970. Its intended 
audience was not secular culture but evangelical Christianity. 

In this book Schaeffer offered much sound advice to the church on how to maintain a balanced position 
toward the surrounding culture. Those who have read Schaeffer’s writings can attest to the fact that he 
was not only a firm adherent to orthodox Christianity but also a prophet against the godless philosophies 
of his times. As a man who was willing to draw the line between authentic Christianity and contemporary 
culture, his insight is worthy of inclusion in a discussion of the generation gap. Following are some 
incisive excerpts from his book: 

It is my thesis that . . . anything the New Testament does not command in regard to church form is a 
freedom to be exercised under the leadership of the Holy Spirit for that particular time and place. In other 
words, the New Testament sets boundary conditions, but within these boundary conditions there is much 
freedom to meet the changes that arise both in different places and different times. (p. 67) 

I think too often we are killing ourselves. We fail to distinguish the things that are open to change from 
those that are not. We must make ourselves available to the existential leading of the Holy Spirit. That is 
not the way we often think, especially those of us who are conservative. Sometimes people say we are 
conservative in our theology because we are conservative in everything else. That is a jibe, but sometimes it 
is right. (p. 76) 

Can we not believe that the Holy Spirit wi11lead us in the area of the silences? Is it not true that we Bible-
believing Christians often cease being Bible-believing when we begin to teach that what is sociologically 
comfortable is equal with God’s absolutes? I would suggest that many of us do it all the time. (p. 75) 

Refusal to consider change under the direction of the Holy Spirit is a spiritual problem, not an intellectual 
problem. . . . So if we as evangelicals become old-fashioned—not in the good sense, but the bad—we must 
understand the problem is not basically intellectual, but spiritual. It shows we have lost our way. We have 
lost contact with the leading of the Holy Spirit who is never old-fashioned in the bad sense. (p. 77) 

Schaeffer’s statements reflect an understanding of the difference between the purpose of the church and 
the methods it employs to achieve this purpose. The essence of the church resides not in the traditions it 
maintains, but in its faithfulness to its original mission. Getz (1984) develops this concept at length, 
contrasting function (purpose, mission) and form (method, tradition). According to Getz, the dynamic 
nature of culture makes it imperative for the local church to engage in periodic assessment of its ministry 
effectiveness. The purpose of this self-analysis is to determine which of the church’s activities constitute 
real adherence to spiritual principles and which are merely remnants of the church’s cultural heritage. The 
latter may be abandoned for strategies and methods that are culturally significant. 

It is the purpose of this third section to suggest some general strategies that may be used by the local 
church to achieve ministerial effectiveness in the face of intergenerational differences. The content is 
divided into three parts which correspond to the overarching functions of the church: evangelism, 
worship, and edification. Only through an emphasis on function over form can the church find the delicate 
balance between biblical authority and cultural relevance. 
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I.	Strategies	for	Evangelism	

A.	 Expect	the	process	of	winning	secular	people	to	Christ	to	be	extensive.	
Several realities combine to lengthen the process that leads to the conversion of secular people. 
These factors include society’s ignorance of the Christian message as well as its focus on 
personal needs rather than obligation to objective truth (Keller, 1995, p. 58). 

B.	 Engage	in	pre‐evangelistic	dialogue.	
Evangelistic efforts cannot assume that non-Christians subscribe to the Christian world view, 
understand Christian terminology, or even share the same assumptions (p. 5960). Increasingly, it 
is becoming necessary to engage in pre-evangelistic dialogues that expose the logical fallacies of 
unbelievers’ philosophy of life (Leffel & McCallum, 1996, p. 38-40). 

C.	 Capitalize	on	the	opportunities	of	postmodernism.	
While postmodernism is by no means friendly to Christianity, there are certain features of it that 
actually create opportunities for the gospel message. Loscalzo (1996) notes that it is more open to 
spirituality and faith than modernism with all its emphasis on rational proof (p. 412). He goes on 
to observe: 

The postmodern age is an image-rich age; therefore, postmodern preachers should draw on image-rich 
narratives and stories to present the gospel and make it clear. Not merely stories for stories’ sake, but 
the imagery and symbolism part and parcel to narrative will capture postmodern imaginations and 
penetrate postmodern hearts. (p. 413) 

D.	 Seek	to	demonstrate	the	relevance	of	Christianity.	
Secular people are biblically illiterate; they must be persuaded of the fact that Christianity is 
worthy of their attention (Keller, 1995, p. 57). 

E.	 Be	creative	in	the	choice	of	evangelistic	preaching	methods.	
Loscalzo (1996) makes the following assessment: 

Apologetic preaching should broaden homiletic forms to include both deductive and inductive 
approaches; narrative as well as propositional styles; didache and kerygmatic goals. For the apostle 
Paul, no one method of proclamation claimed sacred status; the particular preaching situation dictated 
his homiletical form without compromising the essence of the gospel (p. 417). 

Litchfield (1996) notes the need for creativity in preaching, emphasizing brevity, conversational 
delivery, the use of images, and other stylistic traits (p. 11-14). 

F.	 Contextualize	the	gospel	message.	
Contextualization denotes expressing the gospel in terms that are understood by foreign cultural 
audiences. This strategy has been used successfully by missionaries for generations. Grunlan & 
Mayers (1988) explain: 

As we introduce the gospel in another culture, we must attempt to lay aside our own cultural 
understanding and manifestation of the gospel and allow understandings and manifestations of the 
gospel to develop in the light of the host culture, that is, to become contextualized. (p. 26) 

II.	Strategies	for	Worship	

A.	 Incorporate	a	variety	of	musical	styles.	
Ideally, a church’s corporate worship will reflect the diverse musical preferences of its members. 
Bastian (1997) notes that “if the congregation is made aware that this variety is intentional, tastes 
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can be expanded and worship life enriched. Different kinds of music will be used for different 
purposes” (p. 9). 

B.	 Ensure	that	worship	is	meaningful.	
Corporate worship should seek to achieve a balance between novelty and respect for time-proven 
traditions (p. 9). Regardless of the newness of the forms chosen, attention should be given to the 
meaningfulness of the act of worship. 

C.	 Seek	to	deepen	the	church’s	worship	experience.	
As Duggins (1996) observes, there are many potential hindrances to sincere worship, including 
spiritual, cultural, physical, and social factors. These obstacles must be overcome so as to permit 
deepened involvement in worship. Sincerity of worship—as opposed to mere observance of 
tradition—is especially important given the skepticism that postmoderns hold towards organized 
institutions in general. Superficiality of commitment simply cannot be tolerated. 

III.	Strategies	for	Edification	

A.	 Seek	to	involve	every	generation	in	the	ministry	and	leadership	of	the	church.	
“Only in rare circumstances may leadership be limited to a single generation. Our churches 
should seek to be multi-generational as a matter of principle” (Zimmerman, 1995, p. 53). 

B.	 Capitalize	on	intergenerational	differences.	
The generation gap is not necessarily a negative phenomenon. As Wolff (1974) notes, “the 
differences in the generations have been established by the creator not as a curse, but as a 
blessing, i.e., for concrete reciprocal aid” (p. 92). Thus programs can be devised that build 
bridges between generations rather than alienating them. For example, older members can mentor 
younger members (Larson, 1993). Fellow church members can be “adopted” to fill roles unfilled 
by biological family members due to distance, death, infertility, or other causes. Thus the church 
can serve as a network of adopted parents, grandparents, children, and grandchildren (Levengood, 
1980, p. 20). 

C.	 Seek	to	make	every	generation	feel	that	it	is	a	vital	part	of	the	church	body.	
Levengood (1980) argues that it is biblically normal and socially healthy for a local church to 
integrate members of various age groups. Zimmerman (1995) observes that “the wise leader will 
seek to enlarge the span of alternatives to the end that multiple generations may be recognized 
and served, rather than developing exclusionary styles that serve only one generation” (p. 53). 
Lewis & Lewis (1986) make an appropriate conclusion with particular application to pastoral 
counseling: “When the clergy perceives his/her role as that of a facilitator, the position may be 
seen as analogous to that of a bridge builder; providing a safe, nurturing path between the two 
generations” (p.49). 

D.	 Develop	ministries	that	focus	on	particular	social	and	cultural	groups.	
The previous point notwithstanding, it is appropriate for churches to target specific people groups 
with individual programs, entire ministries, and even overall atmosphere. Mcintosh (1997) 
demonstrates wisdom when he argues that no single model of ministry can possibly reach three 
very different generations with the same degree of success. Church leaders need to accept the fact 
that churches have cultural identities, and must decide what their identity will be. This is not only 
true of race and ethnicity, but also of generational characteristics. While the local church is 
capable of uniting a wide diversity of people groups, ministry leaders should not hesitate to focus 
their efforts on a particular target group. Ideally, this target should be a conscious choice rather 
than an accident. 
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Conclusion	
The late twentieth century has given rise to dramatic changes in Western society. These changes have 
occurred so suddenly that New Testament churches have been taken by surprise. Their ability to minister 
effectively is seriously threatened by the growing perception that their message and activities are 
irrelevant to contemporary society. Unfortunately, many churches respond to such threats by rooting 
themselves more firmly in their traditions, and thus make the task of ministry even more difficult. 

American church leaders must come to the realization that they minister in a post-Christian society. No 
longer are the tenets of Christianity commonly understood by the majority of the population. No longer 
are Christian moral standards upheld by most of society. Twenty-first century ministry is of necessity 
cross-cultural. The differentiation of various generational cohorts serves to magnify the need for cross-
cultural communication. 

In these times of social disintegration, the Christian message is as relevant and needed as ever. Yet few 
Christians seem poised to take advantage of the opportunity. It is my belief that God intends to do a work 
through local churches in these conditions. The fact that America is post-Christian does not mean that 
God will no longer move in our midst. The New Testament records the efforts of a worldwide network of 
churches that succeeded in ministering to cultures that were hostile to Christianity. 

It is my conviction that real success will only come when we maintain a dual commitment to biblical 
authority and cultural sensitivity. Too often we do little more than preserve religious traditions that reflect 
neither faithfulness to the Scriptures nor an awareness of cultural trends. These deficiencies must be 
corrected. It is my hope and prayer that they will be, bringing glory to God through the advancement of 
his church. 

 

Unto him be glory in the church by Christ Jesus 
throughout all ages, world without end. Amen. 

Ephesians 3.21 
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