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Introduction
Cross-cultural ministry of any sort gives rise to numerous challenges, not least of which
is the accurate communication of the gospel message in culturally appropriate and
comprehendible ways. These challenges are compounded when one begins to engage in
theological education across cultures. When missionaries move beyond the “milk” of the gospel
(1 Cor 3:2) to the “meat” of deeper theological reflection, the challenge of meaningful teaching
also grows deeper.1 Yet, theological education is essential to sustaining the health of churches.
As Dean Flemming argues,
The dichotomy between evangelism and theology that is present in much
contemporary theological education [and, we might add, in much modern mission
strategy] would have seemed quite strange to Paul. He did not consider his
missionary work to be confined to his initial preaching of the gospel. Paul was
profoundly concerned that believers would persevere in the faith.”2
The missionary task is incomplete without advanced theological training. The Pauline
paradigm clearly reflects a deep concern that churches and leaders are adequately equipped
theologically. Thus, while challenging, cross-culturally theological education is indispensable.
The way in which cross-cultural theological educators attempt to solve the problems of
teaching theology is determinative for the successful passing on of the “faith that was once for all
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delivered to the saints” (Jude 3).3 Traditional “western” systematic theology can be difficult to
contextualize as they begin with typical western questions, which can lead to western answers.4
Of course, this may be culturally understandable in the Western world, but can be problematic in
other cultures, both in terms of comprehension and application.5
A detailed exploration of theological contextualization is beyond the bounds of the
present inquiry. Instead, this article will argue that biblical theology offers a readily available
solution to many of the problems associated with cross-cultural theological education. This is not
to label biblical theology as the “silver bullet” that solves all problems, but rather to suggest
biblical theology as a starting point for a way forward. In what follows, we will first provide a
working definition of biblical theology and give several reasons for its use cross-culturally.
Second, it will be argued that Romans is a work of biblical theology done cross-culturally. Paul’s
teaching on sin in Romans 1 will be used as an example. Finally, the article will conclude with a
few summary conclusions regarding cross-cultural theological education. The primary intention
is to argue for the use of biblical-theological method for cross-cultural theological education.
Biblical Theology as a Way Forward
Many definitions of biblical theology have been offered in recent scholarship.6 For the
purposes of this article, biblical theology shall be defined as the study of the theological message
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of the Bible, which proceeds from a literary awareness of the diverse texts of Scripture and seeks
to expound the unified teaching of the Bible using the theological categories from the text itself.
Biblical theology seeks to understand and explain the theology of the Bible from the perspective
of the biblical authors, emphasizing those theological themes that appear important to the authors
themselves. By contrast, systematic theology brings culturally appropriate questions to the text
and seeks to answer these questions by means of logical deduction from biblical teaching.
Biblical theology cannot claim to be more “biblical” than systematic theology. Rather, biblical
theology proceeds from the text asking the questions raised by the text rather than bringing
contemporary questions to the text and seeking to answer them biblically. Both disciplines are
necessary for the health of the church, but it could be argued that biblical theology is primary
while systematic theology is secondary in that it ought to build upon the results of biblical
theology.7
While the two disciplines are essential to the health of the church, biblical theology
possesses a number of advantages over systematic theology in relation to cross-cultural
theological education.8 First, the nature of the Bible makes it inherently cross-cultural. As
Christopher J. H. Wright has convincingly argued, the Scriptures themselves exist as a result of
the mission of God in his world.9 While the exact nature of the Bible is a controversial topic,10
evangelicals widely agree that it is the self-revelation of God to humanity. This self-revelation
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was given by the missional God to people within particular cultures. Thus, by its very nature, the
Bible is a cross-cultural book.
Second, any culture can find thematic overlaps with biblical material. Since the Bible is
inherently cross-cultural, there will be elements from any culture that echo biblical themes.
Further, biblical-theological methods give rise to a multiplicity of theological themes, which
transcend the traditional dogmatic loci. For example, filial piety is an important feature of most
Asian cultures and overlaps with the biblical picture of God’s fatherhood. Yet, this important
biblical theme rarely (never?) finds its way into systematic discussions of theology proper.
Third, biblical theology allows cross-cultural educators to lead students through the
biblical text, emphasizing that which is most important to the biblical authors rather than that
which is most important to the teacher. That is, biblical theology rightly done, provides a built-in
system of checks and balances that prevents the teacher from importing too much of his/her own
cultural concerns to the study of theology.11
Fourth, biblical theology aids students in grasping the unified nature of the biblical
message. Traditional theological curricula often have separate courses for Old and New
Testament introduction with no biblical theology course to connect the two. In addition, many
systematic theologies do little to aid students in understanding the relationship between the
testaments. Biblical theology allows students to understand doctrines within the context of the
unified canon of Scripture.
Fifth, biblical theology aids believers in various contexts to see themselves within the
story of God’s mission in the world. Most evangelicals agree that the Bible tells one grand story
that centers on God, his people, and his world. Biblical theology traces this story through the
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Bible and helps believers who may otherwise see themselves as isolated, within the bigger story
of God’s people. This, in turn, leads to a firm foundation for discipleship and service.
Sixth, biblical theology helps to build a matrix for integrated theological engagement
with culture. Theological themes arising from one’s study of biblical theology drives one toward
cultural engagement as one observes both the overlaps between culture and biblical theology as
well as the distinctness of the biblical teaching. Further, when one understands the gospel
message within a biblical-theological framework, cultural engagement becomes a gospel
mandate.12 In short, biblical theology is essential for building a Christian worldview in any
cultural context.
Seventh, one’s method of teaching communicates just as much, if not more, than one’s
content. Without belaboring the point, some theological methods unwittingly lead theological
students to a diminished view of Scripture because Scripture seems little more than a form of
support for a previously held belief rather than the sole authoritative source for belief. 13 Some
systematic textbooks begin with a doctrinal proposition and then proceed to support the stated
position with biblical texts. This leads to a deficient theology because it puts the emphasis on the
proposition rather than on the theology that emerges from the study of the text. In other words,
merely teaching a theological position without the leading students through an exegetical and
biblical-theological study of the text fails to enable students to adequately root their doctrinal
positions in the Scriptures. The study of biblical theology provides a foundation for systematic
theology by giving close attention to the biblical text and the unique theological themes
emerging from the text. Meaningful systematizing is built upon this foundation.
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Finally, systematic theology is done best by cultural insiders. By definition, systematic
theology comes to the Bible with preconceived questions. While there are some questions that
every human being asks, these common questions are couched in very different terms in various
cultures. The answers to these questions need to be biblically accurate, but in order to be
meaningful, they must also be couched in terms of the questions being asked. Cultural outsiders
will always find this challenging. Biblical theology helps to train theologians such that they are
better able to answer the relevant questions with biblically faithful answers.
Romans as a Model for Cross-Cultural Theological Instruction
Having argued that biblical theology offers a potential way forward in cross-cultural
theological education, we now turn our attention to the epistle to the Romans as a biblical
example. In short, it will be demonstrated that in Romans, Paul uses biblical-theological methods
to instruct the Roman church and that this provides a model for contemporary cross-cultural
teachers of theology. Though most contemporary interpreters correctly reject Melanchthon’s
view of Romans as a “compendium of Christian doctrine,”14 the letter contains deeply
theological reflections on the gospel and its implications for the church in Rome.
Richard Longenecker has recently written that Romans provides “a template for an
understanding of how the Christian gospel may be effectively contextualized today.”15 That is,
Romans should be read not just for its content but also for its method of cross-cultural
theologizing. The remainder of this articles aims to extend this insight to theological education
and emphasizes the biblical-theological method Paul utilized throughout the epistle.
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Paul as a Biblical Theologian
N.T. Wright correctly argues that Paul is a biblical theologian.16 Wright holds that Paul
built his theology upon the understood storyline of the OT. According to Wright, this is the story
of “the creator god and the world, and focused upon Israel’s place as the covenant people of the
former placed in the midst of the latter.”17 In Paul’s view, the OT story reaches its climax in the
coming of the Messiah and the establishment of the new covenant people of God (the church).
Thus, Paul’s use of Scripture is more than mere proof-texting or simply a rhetorical tool used to
add weight to his argument.18 While Paul’s use of Scripture clearly had rhetorical effects, these
effects were only successful because Paul’s theology was biblical. That is, Paul demonstrated his
understanding of Christ and his people to be in continuity with the storyline of the OT. Further,
all of his theological arguments are nested within this story.19 Paul’s use of Scripture shows his
gospel and its implications as the outflow of a continuous story. In this way, Paul was a biblical
theologian.
However, it is also important to recognize that Paul was a contextual theologian.20 He did
not tell the “old, old story” in the same way in each of his sermons and letters. Instead, Paul used
the OT in ways that were appropriate to the situation of the church or individual being addressed.
He emphasized the aspects of the OT story that most directly related to his purposes in writing.
Of course, Paul’s letters are situational, with each letter addressing issues relevant to the
recipients. Yet, Paul was able to address these varying issues by a consistent use of the OT that
allowed him to root his theology in the biblical story. Thus, biblical theology and contextual
theology need not be put asunder as Paul’s theology was both biblical and contextual. Indeed, as
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argued above, the diversity of biblical themes highlights the contextual relevance of biblical
theology. This is very evident in Paul’s writings as “all of his theology is contextual theology.”21
Romans as Cross-Cultural Communication
Klaus Haacker argues that Paul had cross-cultural intentions in mind as he wrote
Romans.22 Haacker notes numerous overlaps between the content of Romans and contemporary
themes in Roman culture. He writes, “In introducing himself to the Roman Christians, Paul is not
only displaying his ‘orthodoxy’ in terms of Early Christian convictions and faithfulness to the
heritage of the Old Testament, but also his creative capacities in encountering new horizons of
missionary endeavors.”23 Here Haacker touches on the two aspects of Paul’s argumentation in
Romans that are the focus of this article. First, Paul’s arguments are presented as biblicaltheological expositions of Scripture. In other words, Paul uses a biblical-theological approach,
arguing not just from isolated texts, but also showing the way in which OT texts fit together to
form a unified message interpreted in light of the coming of the Messiah. Second, Paul does this
with sensitivity to the audience to which he is writing.24 While using a consistent biblicaltheological method of instruction, Paul is able to address issues unique to the original readers of
his letters.
An Example: Sin in Romans Chapter 1
Space constraints prohibit a full demonstration of Paul’s contextualized biblical theology
through Romans. Instead, a brief example from the first chapter of the epistle will suffice. In
Romans 1:18-32, Paul begins his argument concerning the universal nature of sin. Rather than a
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full exegesis of the section, I will limit the discussion to the way in which Paul utilizes a biblicaltheological method to express his argument.
Most commentators agree that Rom 1:18-32 begins Paul’s argument regarding the
universality of sin and thereby sets up the plight of humanity for which the work of Christ is the
solution. However, what is often unnoticed or underappreciated is Paul’s biblical-theological
method in making this argument. This brief section of Romans is filled with allusions to Genesis,
which draws attention to the story of Adam and Eve’s sin in Genesis 3. Perhaps surprising to
both the original readers and to present-day students of Romans is that Paul weaves in an
additional allusion/quotation of Psalm 106:20 to show that all people, regardless of ethnic
identity, are in sin.
While the indictment of Gentiles found in Rom 1:18-32 is similar to other Jewish
writings, Paul’s use of Scripture sets his arguments apart. The Adamic context for the argument
is established in verse 20, where Paul explicitly mentions the “creation of the world.” Drawing
on creation, Paul argues that all people are “without excuse” because there is clear revelation of
God within the creation. Then, in verse 23, Paul alludes to both Genesis 1 and Psalm 106. The
primary allusion in the verse is to Psalm 106:20, which is a reflection on the golden calf incident
of Exodus 32. Paul’s allusion seems to follow the LXX of Psalm 106:20 closely, though he has
added the word εἰκόνος (eikonos), meaning “image.” This is the same term used in the LXX of
Genesis 1:27 for the “image” of God. Thus, Paul has imported the theologically loaded term
“image” into the allusion to Psalm 106:20.25 This is pictured below, with the verbal connections
in bold:
The most likely reason for the insertion of “image” in Romans 1:23 is to show an organic
relationship between the stories of Adam and Israel. That is, just as Adam was God’s special
creation who failed to live in obedience, so Israel was God’s special people who failed to keep
the covenant. There may be echoes of Jeremiah 2:11 here as well, which would confirm the point
25
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as the Jeremiah text refers to the golden calf in reflecting on Israel’s predicament leading up to
the exile.
Romans 1:23

Psalm 106:20 (LXX 105:20)

καὶ ἤλλαξαν τὴν δόξαν τοῦ ἀφθάρτου
θεοῦ ἐν ὁμοιώματι εἰκόνος φθαρτοῦ
ἀνθρώπου καὶ πετεινῶν καὶ
τετραπόδων καὶ ἑρπετῶν.

καὶ ἠλλάξαντο τὴν δόξαν αὐτῶν
ἐν ὁμοιώματι μόσχου ἔσθοντος
χόρτον.

and they exchanged the glory of the
immortal God for images resembling a
mortal human being or birds or fourfooted animals or reptiles.

They exchanged the glory of God for the
image of an ox that eats grass.26

The mention of “birds or four-footed animals or reptiles” at the end of Romans 1:23
almost certainly evokes memory of the creation account in which humanity was given dominion
over all created things (Gen 1:26). Some may doubt the allusion to Adam here since Paul is
obviously talking about images in relation to idolatry. However, this misses the force of the
argument. People have exchanged the glory of being created in the image of the Creator for the
shame of worshipping images of creation. The importation of the term “image” adds
considerable biblical-theological weight to Paul’s argument.
Additional allusions to Genesis can be found in verses 25, 26–27, and 32. In verse 25,
Paul says that people have worshiped the creation rather than the Creator. In Genesis 3, Adam
and Eve chose to listen to the voice of the created serpent over the Creator God. In verses 26–27,
the use of “male” and “female” echoes the creation account, yet focuses on sin. Finally, verse 32
links disobedience with death, just as God pronounced the penalty for disobedience as death in
Genesis 2:17.
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The upshot of all of these observations is that Paul has drawn on the story of Adam and
Eve and also the story of Israel in order to show a basic human solidarity in sin for all those who
do not place their faith in Christ.27 Unbelievers, both Jew and Gentile alike, are “in Adam.” It is
not merely that all people commit sins (individual evil acts). Rather, Paul’s biblical-theological
argument shows that all people, regardless of ethnic identity, are bound to sin.28 Humanity as a
whole is in slavery to sin, a condition that transcends ethnic identity. That is, all people are
caught up in the story of fallen humanity. This background forms the foundation of Paul’s
argument for salvation in Christ, for Jew and Gentile alike. God is creating the true people of
God composed of Jews and Gentiles who find ethnic-transcending unity in Christ.
Paul’s use of biblical theology in Romans 1 serves his purpose of communicating the
universal nature of sin, which transcends ethnic identity and sets up his later argument for multiethnic unity in Christ. The use of both the creation story and the story of Israel serves to
communicate this truth across cultures.29 His biblical-theological method appropriately connects
with both Jews and Gentiles as creation themes touch all cultures. The allusion to Israel’s failure
with the golden calf draws the Jews into the broader story of humanity in need of redemption. In
other words, Gentiles understand the concept of sin as rejection of the Creator’s honor, resulting
in shameful creation-worship. Jews understand the allusion to the golden calf through Psalm
106:20 as indicating that they have joined in the shameful exchange. The result is that all people,
regardless of ethnicity, shamefully reject the one true God.
This is but one example of a consistent method of teaching in Romans. Other examples
are readily available in every chapter. Romans 2, though addressing Jewish sin, contains a
sustained reflection on the new covenant showing that Gentiles have become members of God’s
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covenant people.30 Romans 3:21-26, while historically viewed as central to the doctrine of
justification by faith, places that doctrine within the OT story that moves from unfaithful
humanity to a faithful Messiah with allusions to both Adam and the story of Israel. Again, Paul’s
biblical theology shows that just all people, Jews and Gentiles, become part of the people of God
by faith. Chapter 4 reflects on the Abrahamic covenant and God’s faithfulness to covenant
promises to give Abraham a worldwide family. In 5:12-21, the Adam-Christ analogy includes
allusions to Israel’s story, thus reflecting a biblical-theological argument. And the list could go
on.31 Paul consistently uses a biblical theology to communicate theological truth across cultures.
Conclusion: Paul, Biblical Theology, and Cross-Cultural Theological Education
The brief study of Romans 1:18-21 above illustrates Paul’s use of biblical theology. This
example reveals a basic method that is repeated throughout the letter and, indeed, throughout
Paul’s writings. This is particularly important in light of Paul’s role as the apostle to the Gentiles.
The great missionary of the early church allowed Scripture to dictate both his message and his
methods. This extended beyond his initial gospelizing to his discipleship, and we might add
(though anachronistically), to theological education.
Most recent commentators rightly reject the notion that Romans is a theological treatise
or summary of Paul’s theology. Nevertheless, Paul clearly wrote the epistle with the intention of
communicating theological truth to the Roman Christians. As such, Romans offers some insight
on Paul’s method of teaching, particularly teaching cross-culturally to the multicultural Roman
congregation (which he was yet to visit). There are several principles that can be drawn from
this.

30

See especially 2:15 and 2:29, both of which allude to new covenant promises.
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First, Paul taught exegetically. His exegetical methods may not look exactly like modern
approaches, but it is undeniable that Paul saw his use of the OT as expositions of the OT text in
light of the coming of the Messiah.32 As Richard Hays has argued, “Paul is seeking to ground his
exposition of the gospel in Israel’s sacred texts.”33 Paul was not merely proof-texting but
expounding the OT to argue his point. Modern missionaries involved in theological education
would do well to follow this pattern. Cross-cultural workers have sometimes by-passed
methodology in order to more quickly communicate theological content. This handcuffs
nationals by not equipping them to handle the biblical text. Paul’s methodology of exegetical
instruction provided a model of biblical exegesis for the early church.34
Second, Paul taught biblical-theologically. Not only did Paul communicate through
exegesis of the OT, but this exegesis was rooted in a biblical-theological method that placed
various OT texts within the overarching OT story. As demonstrated above, Romans 1 is a clear
example of Paul’s use of the OT story in which he draws together various parts of the story and
applies it to the particular situation in Rome. Again, missionaries should pay close attention to
Paul’s use of biblical theology. Rather than addressing a situation with a formulated systematic
answer, Paul situated his theologizing within the biblical story.35 This methodology effectively
teaches “the whole purpose of God” (Acts 20:27), places theological concepts within the broader
biblical context, and allows teachers to draw on a wide variety of biblical themes to
communicate truth.
Third, Paul taught with cultural sensitivity. While information regarding Paul’s early life
and his experience of the various cultural contexts in which worked is limited, his writing makes
32
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answer. That he chose to lead his readers through a biblical-theological argument is significant.
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clear the fact that he understood his audiences and their cultural backgrounds. Also limited is our
knowledge of Paul’s understanding of the church situation in Rome. Nevertheless, assuming the
church was composed of both Jewish and Gentile Christians, Paul was able to use a biblicaltheological method to effectively communicate to both groups in an effort to draw them together
as the people of God for the purpose of mission.36
Finally, all of the above points are intimately related. Evidently, Paul believed that the
best way to teach in a culturally sensitive way is to make use of biblical-theological exegesis.
While biblical theology does not solve all the problems of cross-cultural theological education, it
does provide a way forward in seeking to train national church workers for effective ministry.
Indeed, a study of Paul’s methodology is a vivid reminder of the need to be biblical in both
content and method.
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For an examination of the various proposals for the purpose of Romans, see Longenecker, Introducing
Romans, 92-168.

14

