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Text 
As the soldiers were about to take Paul into the barracks, he asked the commander, "May I say something 

to you?" "Do you speak Greek?" he replied. 
38 

"Aren't you the Egyptian who started a revolt and led four 

thousand terrorists out into the desert some time ago?" 
39 

Paul answered, "I am a Jew, from Tarsus in 

Cilicia, a citizen of no ordinary city. Please let me speak to the people." 
40 

Having received the 

commander's permission, Paul stood on the steps and motioned to the crowd. When they were all silent, he 

said to them in Aramaic: 

22:1 "Brothers and fathers, listen now to my defense." 
2 
When they heard him speak to them in Aramaic, 

they became very quiet. Then Paul said: 
3 
"I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city. 

Under Gamaliel I was thoroughly trained in the law of our fathers and was just as zealous for God as any 

of you are today. 
4 
I persecuted the followers of this Way to their death, arresting both men and women and 

throwing them into prison, 
5 
as also the high priest and all the Council can testify. I even obtained letters 

from them to their brothers in Damascus, and went there to bring these people as prisoners to Jerusalem to 

be punished. 
6 
"About noon as I came near Damascus, suddenly a bright light from heaven flashed around 

me. 
7 
I fell to the ground and heard a voice say to me, 'Saul! Saul! Why do you persecute me?' 

8 
"'Who are 

you, Lord?' I asked. "'I am Jesus of Nazareth, whom you are persecuting,' he replied. 
9 
My companions saw 

the light, but they did not understand the voice of him who was speaking to me. 
10 

"'What shall I do, Lord?' 

I asked. "'Get up,' the Lord said, 'and go into Damascus. There you will be told all that you have been 

assigned to do.' 
11 

My companions led me by the hand into Damascus, because the brilliance of the light 

had blinded me. 
12 

"A man named Ananias came to see me. He was a devout observer of the law and highly 

respected by all the Jews living there. 
13 

He stood beside me and said, 'Brother Saul, receive your sight!' 

And at that very moment I was able to see him. 
14 

"Then he said: 'The God of our fathers has chosen you to 

know his will and to see the Righteous One and to hear words from his mouth. 
15 

You will be his witness to 

all men of what you have seen and heard. 
16 

And now what are you waiting for? Get up, be baptized and 

wash your sins away, calling on his name.' 
17 

"When I returned to Jerusalem and was praying at the temple, 

I fell into a trance 
18 

and saw the Lord speaking. 'Quick!' he said to me. 'Leave Jerusalem immediately, 

because they will not accept your testimony about me.' 
19 

"'Lord,' I replied, 'these men know that I went 

from one synagogue to another to imprison and beat those who believe in you. 
20 

And when the blood of 

your martyr Stephen was shed, I stood there giving my approval and guarding the clothes of those who 

were killing him.' 
21 

"Then the Lord said to me, 'Go; I will send you far away to the Gentiles.'" 
22 

The crowd 

listened to Paul until he said this. Then they raised their voices and shouted, "Rid the earth of him! He's not 

fit to live!" 
23 

As they were shouting and throwing off their cloaks and flinging dust into the air, 
24 

the 

commander ordered Paul to be taken into the barracks. He directed that he be flogged and questioned in 

order to find out why the people were shouting at him like this. 
25 

As they stretched him out to flog him, 

Paul said to the centurion standing there, "Is it legal for you to flog a Roman citizen who hasn't even been 

found guilty?" 
26 

When the centurion heard this, he went to the commander and reported it. "What are you 

going to do?" he asked. "This man is a Roman citizen." 
27 

The commander went to Paul and asked, "Tell 

me, are you a Roman citizen?" "Yes, I am," he answered. 
28 

Then the commander said, "I had to pay a big 
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price for my citizenship." "But I was born a citizen," Paul replied. 
29 

Those who were about to question him 

withdrew immediately. The commander himself was alarmed when he realized that he had put Paul, a 

Roman citizen, in chains. 

 

Introduction 
 In short, the message that comes out of today’s passage of Scripture is just this: 

Christians in today’s world have to be multi-lingual. 

 

Before we get into that, let’s pray… 
 

My Story of Church and Missiology 

I grew up in a church and in a Christian home.  It’s hard for me to point to a day 

when I was converted to being a follower of Christ.  For me it’s been a process, but I 

trace the beginning of that process back to the death of my little sister when I was 7 years 

old that threw me into a state of existential questioning that’s not ordinary for a 7 year 

old.  (I remember getting frustrated with one of my friends in the school cafeteria at lunch 

because it didn’t seem to faze him that we were going to die someday!)  After introducing 

himself to me in those long nights when I couldn’t sleep, faced with my own mortality, 

God continued to use other experiences in my life to grow me in my faith and show me 

how Jesus’ death and resurrection was the answer to all my deepest fears, including my 

fear of death.  That’s the very short version of how this whole Christianity thing became 

real to me. 

 The church I grew up in was in a small, Midwestern town of about 1000, and half 

of them were related to me.  In this town there were 4 other churches, so that’s 1 church 

for every 250 people (FYI: in Chicagoland there is only 1 church for every 1,300 people).  

Everybody there had some sort of church background – they grew up in a church, they 

were married in a church, when a family member died they all went to the church for the 

funeral.  It’s kind of like Springfield in The Simpsons: Mr. Burns, Principal Skinner, Moe 

all go to church on Sunday, or at least Christmas and Easter. 

 Churches in that setting were pretty much about caring for the needs of the church 

members – teach the kids Bible stories, to share their toys, and to make Christmas 

ornaments out of popsicle sticks; marry the adults and provide them with other adults to 

get together with and have Tupperware parties and raise their kids together; and visit old 

people when they’re in the hospital so that when they get out they could complain and 

gossip about the younger people until they died and the pastor could preach at their 

funeral.  But I do remember learning about this concept called ‘evangelism’ as a kid – 

that those who are saved need to get other people saved.  Who were those who needed to 

get saved?  Well, they were the people who had stopped going to church after they grew 

up and everyone knew who they were.  And so what would we do?  We would have 

“Revival” services at the church where an evangelist would come to speak for several 

days, you would invite people in town who were not going to church to come to this 

event, and at the end of every message the evangelist would give an altar call where 

people could come to the front and pray a prayer and accept Jesus into their hearts. 

I remember going to a youth retreat once in junior high and for one whole 

afternoon we were supposed to go out and do evangelism, so they loaded us up on busses 

and dropped us off at stores and restaurants all over the city and gave us a bunch of tracts 

– little booklets that people could read which would explain how everyone’s a sinner and 
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separated from God and how Jesus died to make it possible for people to be right with 

God and go to heaven when they died.  I remember thinking I was really clever by 

putting a tract in with the newspapers at a fast-food restaurant thinking that someone 

would pick up the newspaper to read it and read this instead and get saved. 

Here’s the thing: in that kind of world missionaries were those few mysterious 

people that went to live far away and came back every 5 years to show slides of naked 

people in Africa.  And evangelism?  Evangelism was just something that people did on 

the side; it was just one part of church life.  And it usually involved bringing people to 

the church building to hear the gospel preached by someone they didn’t know and get 

saved.  Or when it was done outside the church walls it was done with the expectation 

that you could approach someone you’d never met before and present the gospel using a 

tract that spelled out 4 Spiritual Laws or 4 Steps to Peace with God that would lead them 

to make an immediate “decision for Christ.”  And in this whole process it was assumed 

that people knew what you were talking about when you said “God,” “Jesus,” and 

“heaven.”  Those words and concepts were a part of everyone’s language.  And you 

could talk about sin and the need to be forgiven and everyone pretty much understood 

what that meant. 

This kind of model has made sense in many settings and it has helped many 

people come to know God even up to quite recently.  I’m not trying to bash it, entirely.  

It’s roughly the model that many churches in the city and suburbs have operated under 

and that many of you who come from church backgrounds have experienced.  But it’s not 

going to work for much longer.  The church needs to change its whole approach to being 

the church and doing evangelism if it’s going to be faithful to God in the 3
rd

 millennium 

and passages like today’s from the Bible give us a lot of help in discerning how to do 

that. 

 

The Rise and Fall of Christendom 

But first, I want to back up and give you some history to help you understand 

what I just said and what I’m going to say in the rest of this sermon.  If you’ve been a 

part of our worship services before you’ve likely heard me throw words around like 

“Constantinian” and “missional” and phrases like “Christendom is dead,” but some of 

you may not have quite understood what I meant, so I think it would be helpful to repeat 

myself and give a brief sketch of church history that will fill out those words and phrases 

with meaning. 

We’ve been preaching from the book of Acts in our times together on Sundays.  

Acts tells the story of the birth of the Christian church – how this small group of people 

who followed a guy named Jesus around in the first century claimed that he died and rose 

from the dead as the fulfillment of the hopes of the Jewish people.  And this small Jewish 

sect suddenly grew to include Jews and non-Jews from all over the Roman Empire.  

Because of the stability and wealth of the empire, society at this time was very urbanized 

and very pluralistic.  And people like Paul and others planted churches in these major 

cities that in turn reached the people of those cities and over the span of 300 years over 

50% of the urban populations were Christians.  That represents phenomenal growth 

despite widespread persecution, being on the outside of power, and the tall task of 

crossing numerous cultural barriers. 
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 But in 312 A.D. something happened.  The Roman emperor, Constantine, (sort of) 

converted to Christianity and in the Edict of Milan in 313 A.D. he declared that 

Christianity must be tolerated as a valid religion in the Roman Empire.  From roughly 

that point on, Christianity (for better or worse) has been joined/fused with Western 

Civilization in a phenomenon called Christendom.  As eventually the Roman Empire 

crumbled, the Dark Ages descended upon Europe and society became less urban and 

more rural.  Yet the church remained, providing stability and maintaining its cultural 

power.  This state of affairs, as you might imagine, led to great periods of syncretism and 

corruption in the church, punctuated by periods of awakening, like the Reformation.  But 

even when there were awakenings like the Reformation, the result was new state 

churches like Lutheranism in Germany and Calvinism in Geneva and Anglicanism in 

England.  In Christendom everyone was part of the church by right of birth. 

 And when the Americas were colonized, the Old World model was replicated in 

the New World.  Enlightenment ideals like religious freedom and the disestablishment of 

religion were part of the American experiment, but while Christianity wasn’t a state 

sponsored religion, it was still enshrined as the civil religion that enjoyed many perks and 

Protestant Christianity dominated the nation.  The presence of non-Christian religions in 

the U.S. was largely unheard of, something exotic.  Some people during this time became 

what we call missionaries to go to foreign, exotic, non-Western countries to convert 

people to Christianity and while some missionaries were merely colonists, many went to 

distant lands and different cultures and learned the indigenous language and assumed the 

native dress and planted churches there.  But back home there were attempts to revitalize 

Christian faith from being merely a dead cultural practice for many people.  Evangelists 

like George Whitefield, John Wesley, Charles Finney, D.L. Moody, Billy Sunday, and 

Billy Graham spearheaded evangelistic crusades, speaking to people about their sin and 

their need to get right with God and most people they spoke to understood what they 

were saying. 

 But with the turn of the last century something started to happen.  First of all, the 

world started to become smaller, thanks to transportation and communication 

developments.  Cities began to swell, due to industrialization and global society became 

more urbanized again for the first time in over a thousand years.  As a result of increased 

immigration, Western cities started to become much more pluralistic.  The people 

missionaries had to travel across the world to reach were starting to come live in major 

urban centers in America.  And by this time the Enlightenment project had sufficiently 

weakened Christianity’s hold on culture.  The church in America was still able to sustain 

itself and reach new people, especially in rural places and suburbs where the Christendom 

model still lingered, but because culture is forged in the cities and because by the end of 

the twentieth century American cities were thoroughly post-Christian, post-modern, and 

pluralistic, the last vestiges of Christendom are quickly fading away as we speak. 

 What does this mean?  I don’t think it has to be a bad thing.  It simply means that 

now the world is back to the way it was when the book of Acts was written – urban, 

pluralistic, and utterly pagan.  If the remnant of faithful Christians can accept this and 

resist the temptation to pout like a baby and retreat into modern monasteries and 

Christian ghettos, and instead be willing to adapt its whole way of thinking, taking its 

cues from the New Testament, particularly the book of Acts, the we can begin to thrive 

again in, what one could argue, is a more biblically faithful way.  Churches can’t 
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continue to see themselves as chaplains to culture and the way they share the Christian 

message needs to be translated now into many different cultures, not simply a Western, 

modern, biblically literate culture – that’s what’s called contextualization.  For the better 

part of the 20
th

 century the gospel was pretty much contextualized into one dominant 

form that worked pretty well everywhere.  That can no longer be the case. 

 

The Missional Mandate 

 The first point that I want everyone to see from the text in Acts today is that every 

Christian is a missionary.  Paul is the guy we’ve been following.  We’ve seen him in 

places like Ephesus and Corinth and Athens sharing the gospel of God’s grace and 

helping get churches started.  Then we saw him travel back to where it all began, 

Jerusalem, and in an effort to bend over backwards for his Jewish brothers and sisters he 

participated in a week-long ordeal at the temple.  But some Jews falsely accused him of 

bringing a Gentile into the temple during this whole thing and so a mob formed and they 

started to beat Paul.  And then these Roman guards step in to rescue him and put down 

the riot and Paul asks if he can just speak to the Jews and defend himself before they take 

him away.  Basically he tells them his story of his conversion, how he encountered Christ 

on the way to Damascus and through that came to believe in Jesus. 

 I want you to look at 22:14-15.  A Jewish Christian guy in Damascus named 

Ananias, shortly after Paul’s encounter with the risen Lord Jesus, tells Paul that “the God 

of our fathers has chosen you to know his will and to see the Righteous One and to hear 

words from his mouth.”  And then he says, “You will be his witness to all men of what 

you have seen and heard.”  Ananias is telling Paul right from the beginning that now that 

he has seen who Jesus is, that his role is to be his witness… to tell others.  What that role 

looked like was unique for Paul, …it’s unique for everyone, but it’s the same role for 

every single person who has encountered Jesus and put their faith in him.  It’s part of the 

package deal of salvation.  We’re all chosen to know Christ so we can show Christ.  

When God reveals himself to you and allows you to see him as the gracious God that he 

is, he calls you to then be his witness to all people of what you’ve experienced. 

Ananias doesn’t say to Paul, “Great!  Now you can stop trying to kill Christians 

and settle down in Damascus in a nice house and learn to read the Bible and pray every 

morning and listen to Christian music on your headphones at work during the day and 

hang out exclusively with Christians in the evening and go to church on Sundays.”  No, 

he says, “Alright!  Welcome aboard, Paul.  Now, here’s what this means for your life: 

you’re going to tell others about Jesus.”  Following Jesus is just that.  It’s carrying your 

own cross and following Jesus out into the world.  And you learn things along the way – 

who Jesus is, how to pray, how to think with the mind of Christ, how to love other 

Christians, how to enjoy the good things of life.  You learn all of that, but it’s not in a 

classroom, stationary, sitting still.  It’s in the context of following Jesus out into the 

world, going to wedding feasts, hanging with prostitutes, ministering to the poor, partying 

with the rich, crossing ethnic lines, all with the goal of sharing Christ’s love with people 

and proclaiming the kingdom of God’s arrival in Jesus. 

The call to be Christ’s witnesses is part and parcel of Christian conversion.  It’s 

everyone’s mission who knows Christ.  Growing in Christ can never take place apart 

from going with Christ into the world.  We think of that as an elective.  Being a Christian 

doesn’t just mean reading your Bible, praying, giving money to charity, staying away 



6 

from the world, and feeling “close to God.”  Being a Christian means going out into the 

big, bad world and in that process learning what it means to pray, understanding Scripture 

as you seek to relate it to others, using all of your finances as part of extending God’s 

kingdom, and you feel close to Christ as you stay right up behind him as he leads you 

into the world.  Missions is not just Thailand or some place like that.  It’s all around you, 

especially now that the nations have come to the cities.  So the church doesn’t exist 

primarily for Christians.  It exists for the lost.  We are called in to go out.  Really think 

about that.  As God has sent Jesus, so Jesus has sent his followers to be his witnesses. 

 

The Multi-Lingual Mandate 
 So every Christian is a missionary.  The second thing I want you to see from this 

text is that every missionary must be multi-lingual.  As you realize that you’ve been 

given the task of witnessing to the reality of Jesus to those around you in the era after 

Christendom you will soon realize that not everyone speaks your language.  For the most 

part, back in Christendom, everyone pretty much had a shared language.  There were 

accents and local particularities, but you could pretty much present the gospel the same 

way in New York City as you did in Louisville, Kentucky as you did in Billings, 

Montana.  There was a shared Christian heritage and vocabulary.  Most all Americans 

were modern and individualistic in their thinking and so a cookie cutter approach to 

evangelism in very propositional and personal terms could work; it made sense that way.  

Nowadays, in most places, you find ten different cultures side-by-side.  On 18
th

 St. across 

from a famous Mexican restaurant there’s a new hip-hop record store.  If you’re going to 

go to the lost where there at and not expect them to just come to you (because completely 

unchurched people won’t), you’ve got to learn their language, so to speak. 

 In society today, a vast majority of people don’t really know what Christianity is 

all about, although they may have an idea of Christians from the media.  We see here that 

Paul was mistaken for an Egyptian terrorist that had led a group of people in revolt, but 

when it was squelched he somehow escaped.  So here’s Paul the apostle inadvertently 

inciting a mob at the temple and this Roman guard thinks he’s a terrorist – “[Hey!]  

Aren’t you the Egyptian who started a revolt and led four thousand terrorists out into the 

desert some time ago” (21:38)?  Likewise, a lot of people you’ll encounter in the world 

today will have a lot of misconceptions about you as you try to witness to Christ – “Hey!  

Aren’t evangelical Christians a cult?  Aren’t Christians those people who blow up 

abortion clinics?  So are you a part of some militia or something?” 

 Look at what Luke tells us Paul was doing.  He was speaking different people’s 

languages in order to challenge their preconceptions; to show them that he was like them, 

he understood them, he could relate with them.  It’s another example of being all things 

to all people.  He started talking to the Roman guard in Greek and the guard was 

surprised and impressed – “Do you speak Greek” (21:37)?  “Hey, this guy’s not as weird 

as I thought.  I’ll hear him out,” he thought.  So Paul asks him if he could speak to the 

mob and the guard lets him.  And then we read, “Having received the commander’s 

permission, Paul stood on the steps and motioned to the crowd.  When they were all 

silent, he said to them in Aramaic: ‘Brothers and fathers, listen now to my defense.’  

When they heard him speak to them in Aramaic, they became very quiet” (21:40 – 22:2).  

“Wait.  He’s talking to us in our own dialect.  That’s cool.  Let’s listen to what he has to 

say.”  I. Howard Marshall shows us why this silenced them.  He says, “Many Jews from 
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the Dispersion could not speak the Hebrew or Aramaic languages: even the greatest 

Jewish scholar of the first century, Philo of Alexandria, could not read the books of 

Moses (on which he wrote extensive commentaries) in Hebrew.”
1
  So he’s changing up 

the way he talks based upon who he’s talking to.  He knew how to tactfully go between 

different cultures. 

 And then his defense to the Jews is a masterful example of contextualization.  

This is the second time in Acts that we’ve read Paul’s conversion story.  We’ll hear it one 

more time actually.  But it’s interesting to compare how this account is different from the 

first and third one.  He’s clearly spinning his story for his Jewish audience.  Notice with 

me: he’s speaking Aramaic; he calls them brothers and fathers; he points out that he’s a 

Jew and while he was born in Tarsus he was raised in Jerusalem; he appeals to his Jewish 

pedigree – trained under the famous Rabbi Gamaliel; he states that he was just as zealous 

for God as they are, even pursuing Christians to persecute them.  The way he tells the 

details of one such trip to Damascus to persecute Christians is noteworthy: the vision is 

told in a very OT-like fashion, then listen to how he describes Ananias – “He was a 

devout observer of the law and highly respected by all the Jews living there [in 

Damascus]” (22:12); and listen to how Ananias talks – “the God of our fathers,” “the 

Righteous One” (likely an allusion to Is. 53; 22:14); this is all very Jewish lingo.  And 

then notice how Paul relates what he did when he returned to Jerusalem: he points out 

that he was praying at the temple (22:17) and in the vision he saw there the Lord told him 

to leave because his Jewish brothers wouldn’t accept his testimony but Paul says he 

responded by saying, “But Lord, they know I’m the guy who killed Stephen!” 

 Do you see how tailored this is to a Jewish audience?  It’s like whoever Paul is 

talking to, he’s one of them.  He’s saying, “I’m like you.  I know you.  I understand how 

you feel.  I’ve been there too.”  After talking to the Jews he’s back talking again to the 

Roman guards and he’s saying in Greek, “Hey, I’m one of you.  I’m a Roman citizen.”  

He was versatile.  He was multi-lingual.  This is how we have to be as missionaries to the 

plethora of cultures that surround us.  They may all speak English, but they’re speaking 

their own language.  We have to learn their language and be able to say to them in their 

language, “I understand you.  I’ve been there.  I’m like you.” 

 

The Message 
 But, we have to also say, “I’m different than you; I’ve encountered Jesus.”  It 

does no good to just be a chameleon.  We have to explain Jesus in ways that are 

discernable to different people in different cultures, showing how he answers the 

problems of that culture, but he’s also going to confront the idols of that culture because 

all cultures are depraved.  And naturally people don’t like that.  What Paul said to the 

Jews was very Jewish.  He showed how Jesus was compatible with Judaism, in continuity 

with Judaism, yeah the fulfillment of Judaism.  But in contextualizing the gospel, he 

didn’t water it down.  He was clear that Jesus of Nazareth was the Lord, the Righteous 

One, that God’s will involved the long-awaited kingdom of God coming through the 

Messiah’s death and resurrection.  And he didn’t shy away from the cold hard fact that 

the God of Israel, now more fully revealed in Jesus Christ, wanted Gentiles to share in the 

blessings of Israel.  This was one of the sins of the Jerusalem Jews – ethnocentrism.  That 

was one of the idols.  And Paul doesn’t evade the issue.  And it’s at this moment that the 

attentive crowd erupted again in rage.  They didn’t want to hear that. 
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 This is a stern reminder to us Christians that yes we have to contextualize, but 

contextualization can’t save anyone.  You can communicate the message of Christ in 

such a culturally relevant way, accurately diagnosing the maladies of a particular culture 

and prescribing the right dosage and forms of the gospel to them, but that doesn’t 

guarantee that they will respond positively.  Only God can save.  We can’t by our 

ingenuity and sensitivity.  There are parts of the message of Christ that are just plain hard, 

and you can’t soft pedal them.  And that’s why if anyone is going to truly put her faith in 

Jesus God is going to have to do some work in her heart.  For the Jews in Jerusalem in 

Paul’s day it was the inclusivity of Christ that tripped them up – that Gentiles could be 

part of him too.  For us today it may be the exclusivity of Christ – that nobody can know 

God and escape his judgment apart from faith in Jesus.  These truths are hard to swallow, 

but they’re a part of the message, no matter what translation you use. 

 

The Meaning for Us 
So we’ve seen that the world that is emerging and in which we find ourselves 

right here right now is undergoing the most radical change that Western culture has seen 

in 1600 years.  We’ve also seen from this text of Scripture that to be a Christian is to be a 

missionary and to be a missionary is to be multi-lingual but that the message will still 

contain some difficult things that people won’t like no matter what language it’s told in.  

But now I want those of us who have encountered Christ to think together about what that 

means for us, today, in our mission field – the UIC area.  If we’re a missional church we 

will not be content to just be doing our own thing with the same people we know and are 

comfortable with all the time.  We’ll want to witness to the reality of Jesus to people who 

don’t know him at all.  And if we simply try to do this by inviting people to come to 

church, we will most likely just reach people who already speak our language and who 

are most likely already churched.  We’ll fail to reach the people who are all around us 

and completely different from us.  We’ll fail to die to ourselves and follow Jesus into the 

world to seek and save the lost, to hang with tax collectors and sinners, to heal the 

broken, to cross barriers. 

Being faithful followers of Christ in our setting means that we have to work hard 

to learn different languages.  There’s no way around that.  And this doesn’t have to mean 

you learn Spanish or Italian, although it may.  Here are some different cultures that I’ve 

identified in our neighborhood that may still speak English, but need to hear the gospel in 

their own dialect: 

• blacks living on government subsidies 

• white artists who live and work along Halsted 

• Hispanic artists who live and work along 18
th

 St. 

• old Italian men who drink wine and kiss each other and have their own 

table at Rosebud 

• yuppies who live in lofts, townhomes, and condos 

• 2
nd

 generation Mexicans who go to the Discotequa and listen to Rock-Pop-

LatinHouse-Tropical music 

• college students who wear North Face coats and go clubbing 

• families with kids 

• elderly Czech people 

• clean cut businessmen and women 



9 

• body-pierced punks 

• gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered people 

• And many, many more… 

 

Each one of those groups has its own language.  We’ve got to learn to speak their 

language.  First, understand who you are, what your native language is, how you 

understand the gospel.  Then try to be a student of other cultures: what’s good about them 

and from God there (there will always be something); what are this culture’s idols and 

sins; how would this culture best understand the gospel?  To do this you’ve got to listen.  

Go for a walk, go to a coffee shop, art gallery, park, club, bar, pool hall, Laundromat, and 

listen with your ears and your eyes and your noses and your hands and your mouth.  

Force yourself to do things you wouldn’t normally do, because you have a mission.  

Watch other culture’s TV shows.  For awhile WGN was showing Sex and the City at 

10:00 and I was curious about this show so I started watching it, but I felt a little ashamed 

because you know, it’s Sex and the city.  But I really just wanted to get inside the heads 

of non-Christians living the hip, chic urban life; what makes them tick, how do they 

think, what do they like, dislike, want, etc…?  One night I was watching it and Brian 

came in the door and I quickly changed the channel because I didn’t want him to think 

that his pastor watches Sex and the City.  But it’s okay.  In fact, I think it what we need to 

be doing.  Christians should go as far into culture as possible without sinning.  We don’t 

turn on the TV and turn off our minds and be entertained.  When we turn it on we turn it 

on to learn. 

We watch other culture’s TV shows… we listen to their music.  Maybe you just 

listen all the time to 90.1 WMBI or KLOVE.  Christians shouldn’t listen to Christian 

music all the time.  Force yourself to listen to NPR or talk radio or something else, with 

an ear to how people represented by that station think, what are their fears and dreams, 

how do they cope with life?  Stop listening to AM 1000 ESPN radio if that’s all you 

listen to.  You probably understand pretty well the sports culture.  Do an experiment and 

just listen to B96 – Hip-Hop, R & B, and rap – for a whole week.  Watch their television 

shows, listen to their music, read their books/magazines, eat their food, etc…  No culture 

is off limits for a Christian.  You know why?  Because they all need Jesus.  If we take our 

missionary task seriously and understand our current society accurately, we will get out 

of our comfortable little Christian bubbles and go have an immersion experience in 

different cultures that live next door in order to take the gospel to them. 

This may sound overwhelming, but just take steps in this direction.  That’s all.  

Just pick one “foreign language” and start trying to learn it.  Let’s be realistic: you can 

never become fluent in every language and you can’t expect too much at once, but you 

can just start with one and go from there.  That’s definitely possible.  And the ultimate 

goal is that you can build relationships with people.  That’s kind of a universal language 

in today’s world.  In relationships we can listen and learn and love and in that context 

show people who Jesus is.  And telling our story is big nowadays too.  Just like Paul told 

his story of encountering Christ, we must learn to tell our stories in ways that resonate 

with people from the numerous cultures that surround us. 
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Conclusion 
 This is what it means to be a Christian in today’s world.  Are you willing to do 

this?  “But I just want to read my Bible and pray and listen to Christian music and keep 

myself holy and hang out with other Christians and raise my kids in a sheltered 

environment.”  I’m sorry, but that’s not Christianity!  If you’ve truly encountered Christ, 

you’re a missionary.  Missionaries must be multi-lingual.  So we have some homework to 

do.  Have some fun with it. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by Pastor 

Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, August 13, 2006.  It is not meant to be a polished essay or substitute for 

personal Bible study.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a holy people who 

find fulfillment for their hunger for beauty, meaning, and eternal satisfaction in the glory of Christ alone. 

 

End notes: 

                                                 
1
 I. Howard Marshall, The Book of Acts, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1980), 353. 


