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ix

INTRODUCTION

How would you characterize Christianity? What do others say? 
Everyone has an opinion about Christianity. It is the largest 
religion in the world and has the broadest global reach. What 

began with a motley group of around a dozen quite unextraordinary 
people has burgeoned into nearly every conceivable social, economic, 
and cultural grouping in the world. Dating back more than two mil-
lennia, Christianity’s expansion into cultures has left indelible marks 
worldwide, leaving in its wake great transformations.

The religion of celibate monks, CEOs of multinational corpora-
tions, homeless persons, and those of every other social, cultural, 
political, and economic category, Christianity has been used to jus-
tify at once horrendous exploits (e.g., the Crusades, South African 
apartheid) as well as acts of sacrificial living (e.g., Mother Teresa, 
Martin Luther King Jr.). Each of these ways of interpreting and living 
out Christianity was made by believers convinced that Christianity 
inspired specific responses to the world’s ills. Yet others assert that 
Christianity is fundamentally about right belief— not primarily about 
action— that is, an affirmation of a particular set of doctrines about 
God and the world.

Christianity has been used and misused in countless ways. Think 
of the movements and activities done in the name of Christianity: the 
Inquisition, the Ku Klux Klan, the global rise of religious nationalism 
that despise secular governments, and Christian militias throughout 
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x INTRODUCTION

the world whose main objective is to establish sovereign Christian 
states in their regions. Several messianic movements have blended 
local political aspirations with Christianity, often in violent ways. One 
of the most colorful armed revolutionary Christian insurgent groups 
was God’s Army, which, beginning in the late 1990s, conducted guer-
rilla actions along the Thailand- Burma border in opposition to the 
military junta of Myanmar (Burma). God’s Army was directed by 
Karen twin boys Johnny and Luther Htoo, believed to be animated by 
supernatural power. They were twelve years old at the time. The boy 
leaders combined biblical passages with desires for Karen political 
liberation. Many other similar movements, where elements of Chris-
tianity are employed for social and political ends, and sometimes with 
violence, have erupted throughout history.

Is Christianity an instrument of political revolutions, pacifism, 
cultural destruction, enlightenment, and social subjugation, or the 
source of everything good that we experience? Is Christianity a hin-
drance or a help to human flourishing? To be sure, the history of 
Christianity is uneven in terms of making the world a better or a worse 
place. What is done “in the name of Christ” is not always of Christ. 
Whatever one thinks of these matters, the impact of Christianity 
worldwide ought to capture our attention. What is it that compels 
people to become Christians despite having to pay a high price for 
that change? Why would people become Christian even in the face of 
knowing that they will be harmed or lose their job or family? What 
would drive Christians to maintain their faith even in the midst of 
intense hardship? Something attracts people to Christian faith.

When writing this book, I thought about photography, not only 
because photography is a hobby of mine but also because I found the 
basic principles of photography to be an effective way to frame my 
writing. Photography inspires me to see the world differently— for 
instance, to see shadows and lines and colors in ways I had over-
looked before. The lessons from photography are applicable to under-
standing Christianity.

What makes a compelling photo? First, there is light. Light is 
fundamental to excellent photography. It is the most important ele-
ment when photographing a compelling image. But a photographer 
can capture too much light or too little, making the image too bright 
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xi

or too dark. Likewise, in this book I allow enough light to shine on 
our subject matter— Christianity— so that it is well illuminated, but 
I avoid overexposing or underexposing it. We want to see enough 
detail without letting those details distract from the subject matter.

Second, color helps create a mood of an image— for instance, 
where blue ocean water in the image conveys a peaceful, tranquil 
feeling in the viewer. A compelling photograph often captures all 
possible color tones in the image. In the same way, this book captures 
something of the breadth of Christianity— as many tones, color-
ations, and expressions as possible within its few pages.

Third, a great photograph freezes the image at just the right mo-
ment. Timing is crucial. In fact, an image might be weaker on any 
of the other measures mentioned here, but with perfect timing the 
photo has the potential to be superb. In a similar manner, I have 
had to decide what moments to capture in Christianity. Christianity 
looks different in first- century Palestine, eighth- century Ethiopia, 
sixteenth- century Germany, and twenty- first- century Mexico. No 
photographer or writer can capture all moments.

Fourth, photographers use composition to frame their subjects, 
emphasizing the elements the photographer desires for the viewer to 
see. A well- composed image will grab the viewer’s attention. Using 
excellent composition, even a still image will communicate a sense of 
dynamism. Composition includes background, middle ground, and 
foreground that together give depth to an image. What is included 
in the image and what is excluded? Each photograph is an exercise 
in selective seeing. Likewise, in each chapter I present Christianity in 
contexts where some elements are backgrounded and others are fore-
grounded. I will argue that it is impossible to extract Christianity 
entirely from any context— there is no such thing as a “pure” Chris-
tianity. I will say more about this in chapter 1. Similar to photography, 
some features of Christianity will be left out of our image.

A final feature of photography that helped frame my writing of 
this book and that is related to composition is the concept of bokeh. 
The term bokeh, the Japanese word that refers to the aesthetic qual-
ity of the blur produced when parts of the image are out of focus, 
contributes to a photograph’s appeal since it draws our attention to 
the subject matter, be it a flower petal, a massive building, or the smile 
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xii INTRODUCTION

on an infant’s face. Just like in photography, where the subject is never 
without context and the background enhances the focal point, so too 
with Christianity— Christianity is always connected to an environ-
ment, an ecology of cultures, societies, and historical moments. In 
this book, I strike a balance between the focal point of Christianity 
and the background blur of context; that is, my aim is to foreground 
the universal elements within Christianity and its various contexts.

The single question that runs like a thread throughout the chap-
ters of this book is, What is Christianity? I wrote this book with 
non- Christians in mind, so I avoid the technical jargon prevalent in 
academic theology and biblical studies. However, this book is also 
written for Christians with holes in their knowledge about Chris-
tianity, with the hope that they will see a compelling image of the 
breadth and depth of Christianity worldwide. To respect you, the 
reader, I strike a balance between insider and outsider perspectives, 
recognizing that objectivity is impossible when it comes to religion.

This book counteracts many misconceptions and misrepresenta-
tions about Christianity. When Christianity is seen, for example, as 
a Western religion, or Christians are perceived as illogical, or when 
Christianity is taken to mean following a laundry list of rules, then it 
is time for clarification. These and other myths need to be dispelled. 
When the background of politics, economics, or a particular culture 
gets foregrounded in one’s interpretation of Christianity, then we 
need to reposition Christianity in order to see it plainly. Another 
reason for this book is that we need a clear presentation of the faith 
that does not succumb to a politicization of Christianity that equates 
it with a particular political party or economic system. The fact that 
Christianity is a religion that spans the globe reminds us that it has 
made its home in a variety of contexts.

This book is organized around several queries, each geared toward 
illuminating an aspect of the question that forms its spine, What 
is Christianity? Most definitions of Christianity focus on Jesus of 
Nazareth. A quick Internet search yields these definitions of Chris-
tianity: “the religion based on the person and teachings of Jesus of 
Nazareth, or its belief and practices”;1 “the religion derived from 

1. “Christianity,” Lexico, https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/christianity.
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xiii

Jesus Christ, based on the Bible as sacred scripture, and professed 
by Eastern, Roman Catholic, and Protestant bodies”;2 and “an Abra-
hamic monotheistic religion based on the life and teachings of Jesus 
of Nazareth.”3 Undoubtedly, Jesus of Nazareth plays a crucial role 
in any definition of Christianity. Without Jesus, there would be no 
such thing as Christianity. Yet Christianity means more than the life 
and teaching of Jesus of Nazareth; for instance, there is movement 
(mission), Scripture (Bible), gathering (church), and celebration and 
learning (worship).

Chapter 1, “Who Are Christians?” lays out the parameters of 
Christian orthodoxy, which was defined by the early church’s read-
ing of the Bible. Rather than being a list of propositional truths, 
“Christian” is both a noun, as a thing to be studied, and an adjective, 
a modifier that creates new meaning, such as “Christian singing.” 
Here we will read about the critically important concept of the Tri-
une God, envisioned as one substance in three persons, Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit.

A fruitful way to understand any religious movement is to see 
it from an insider’s perspective. Therefore, in the first chapter we 
will overhear what early Christians said about themselves. We will 
discover that early Christians formed a new community united by 
the Triune God and marked by kinship language (e.g., “brother” 
and “sister”) that reflected the depth of a new kind of relationship 
established among once disparate people. These reconfigured com-
munities, centered on Jesus Christ and empowered by the Holy Spirit, 
were described in the Bible as assemblies where “there is neither Jew 
nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, nor is there male and female, for 
you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). Certainly, Christianity 
had a leveling effect on social relations.

Members of this new community who followed the Way, the Jesus 
movement, came from all walks of life; they were male and female, 
educated and uneducated. All of them became Christians— they con-
verted, changed their thinking and course of life. That turning— or 

2. “Christianity,” Merriam- Webster, https://w w w .m e r r i a m - w e b s t e r .c o m /d i c t i o n  
a r y /C h r i s t i a n i t y .

3. “Christianity,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christianity.
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xiv INTRODUCTION

conversion— involved not only their self- understanding as individuals 
and communities but also their wider contexts. What elements of 
their cultures would remain a part of their lives to be transformed, 
and what features would fall out entirely?

The relationship between Christianity and culture is illuminated 
in this section, where I argue that nothing is Christian at the start. 
Rather, things become Christian as they are reoriented under the 
revelation of Jesus Christ. The chapter also takes a look at statements 
of shared belief of the Christian community, called creeds, which 
reflect the historical continuity of Christian belief. Creeds unite the 
church around the world, as they are agreed- upon affirmations of 
Christian orthodoxy.

Chapter 2, “Where Are Christians?” provides a springboard to 
investigate both the expansion of Christianity and the nature of its 
connections globally. Followers of Jesus of Nazareth were first called 
disciples since they were students of the Teacher (Rabbi) Jesus. When 
Jesus sent out his disciples, however, he deemed them apostles. Apostles 
were messengers sent to deliver the teachings of and to witness to the 
power of Jesus Christ. They did so in word and deed, inviting people 
to repent of their sin and be forgiven by the Triune God, while casting 
out evil spirits, healing, and performing other miracles as signs of God’s 
power among them. We will start by looking at the apostolic mission 
since the Christian mission was carried initially by this small group of 
apostles. What we learn is that Christianity’s orientation is inherently 
missionary; it is a sent faith that moves out from centers to peripheries.

The apostolic mission engaged with a wide variety of peoples and 
cultures, forcing the apostles to communicate the Christian faith in 
meaningful ways in different contexts. In the Christian encounter 
with others, apostles (and later, missionaries) translated the gospel 
into categories, languages, and meaning systems understood by local 
recipients. Apostles were talking about God in new ways. They were 
doing theology. Christian mission gave birth to theology, as messen-
gers communicated in word and deed the gospel of Jesus Christ. This 
process gave rise to Christian plurality, a kind of diversity unparal-
leled in other religions.

The chapter provides snapshots of Christianity around the world 
to underscore the universal and particular themes of the faith. Chris-
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xv

tianity, interconnected globally, is “catholic” (universal). That is, 
Christianity consists of an organic fellowship of Christ- followers 
consisting not of disparate groups of believers existing indepen-
dently of one another, but of numerous local assemblies bound by 
their shared unity in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
Common fellowship binds Christians together, yet particular cultural 
traits of worship and theology are maintained.

Finally, the chapter ends with a discussion of the global shifts of 
Christianity and the numbers of Christians worldwide. What I argue 
here is that the numbers themselves, while important, communicate 
only a part of the story of Christianity around the globe. For in-
stance, the number of Christians has shifted dramatically since the 
late twentieth century, where the majority of Christians now live in 
the Global South. This trend will probably continue, making Chris-
tianity increasingly non- Western. However, the economic, publishing, 
and educational power and influence still reside in the Global North. 
Numbers have shifted, but power and authority less so.

Chapter 3 focuses on the most popular book in the world when 
answering the question, Why is the Bible so important to Christians? 
The word “Bible,” meaning “books,” is a collection of books written 
over a period of 1,500 years. Remarkable is the fact that despite its 
multiple authors, the Bible’s message of the Triune God who loves 
and forgives humanity despite their disobedience (i.e., sin) remains 
a consistent theme. The Bible is unique for many reasons, but most 
importantly it is a text whose authors were inspired by the Holy 
Spirit. As the early Protestant Reformers stated, the words of the 
Bible reveal the Word, Jesus Christ. What does the Bible say? How 
was it put together? These and other questions will be answered in 
this chapter as we explore why the Bible is a crucial part of the life 
of Christians.

One of the most fascinating topics, and one that is often taken for 
granted by Christians, is the translatability of the Bible; that is, the 
sacred text can be and ought to be translated into vernacular lan-
guages around the world. The translation of the Bible reflects the fact 
that the final destination of the Christian message is every language 
and ethnic group, without giving priority to any language or culture 
in particular. The Bible’s message, read in local languages, has had a 

INTRODUCTION
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xvi INTRODUCTION

massive impact on the world. For instance, the translation of the Bible 
has led many nationalist movements to overthrow colonial powers, 
based in part on the Christian notion that all people bear the image 
of God (imago Dei) and therefore ought never to be subjected by 
others. Yet the Bible’s impact is not limited to the corporate sphere, 
for countless individual lives have been transformed by its message.

Chapter 4, “What Is the Christian Church?” explores the church as 
the body of Jesus Christ in the world as he was in the world. The church, 
both one and many, consists at once of the universal body of believers 
(“the church”) as well as numerous particular congregations in time and 
space (“churches”). The proliferation of churches has been a strength 
and weakness of the faith, for disagreements among Christians and 
denominations have splintered Christianity, regardless of the common 
elements affirmed by Christian orthodoxy. But the church remains the 
people of God, created by the Spirit of God for the purpose of being 
the sign and instrument of the Triune God’s work in the world.

Sociologically, the church seems like other voluntary institutions 
since it consists of people who voluntarily gather together with a par-
ticular purpose. Yet the church is unique because it is considered the 
body of Christ, which means that the being of the church is particular, 
unlike any other institution. The church consists of all kinds of people: 
women, men, children, wealthy and poor, educated and uneducated, 
“Jew and gentile”— that is, anyone who has faith in Jesus Christ. As 
the assembly, the church exists as believers of the Triune God.

Furthermore, the church is active inside and outside its gathering. 
Inside, the church gathers to receive teaching, celebrate the sacraments, 
and enjoy fellowship. Outside, the church seeks to live out the gospel in 
word and deed in countless ways that address individual and corporate 
brokenness and injustice. The church is sent out to share the good 
news of the kingdom of God with others. As such, the church focuses 
both inwardly and outwardly, with a goal of extending an invitation 
to all people to receive forgiveness and peace with the Triune God.

Chapter 5, “How Do Christians Worship?” focuses on one of the 
most personal aspects of being Christian— the center of Christian 
life together— worship. All human beings worship, in the sense that 
they ascribe worth to people and things. What we worship as ultimate 
will profoundly shape our self- perceptions, ambitions, joys, and fears. 
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xvii

Christian worship entails more than giving the Triune God honor 
and respect, since it enables human beings to be reoriented to what 
matters most. Some worship is organized by a liturgy, the order of 
service that involves rituals of public celebrations that guide worship 
in a structured way. Other kinds of worship do not contain liturgy, 
such as when individuals praise God outside public worship. When 
one speaks of liturgy, though, one is usually referring to corporate 
worship within the church. Therefore, worship can be done both 
within and outside of the four walls of the church.

How does one make sense of the immense diversity of Christian 
worship, where some forms are exuberant, loud, and energetic, while 
others are quiet, contemplative, and meditative? Some worship ser-
vices last twenty minutes, and others last all day. There is a church in 
East Asia that typically worships eight hours on Sunday but monthly 
worships for twenty- four hours nonstop. Some churches have tens of 
thousands of people at Sunday worship. These are prominent spaces, 
often the largest properties in the city. Yet others worship in small 
gatherings, such as in apartments or offices. Despite the size of the 
assembly, language, culture, or liturgy, there are common features of 
corporate Christian worship all over the world, including meeting 
weekly, public Bible reading, celebrating the Lord’s Supper (i.e., Eu-
charist, Mass, Communion), singing, prayer, teaching and preaching, 
and offering. What makes each worshiping community different is, in 
part, the emphases that each assembly stresses on individual elements 
of worship, with some foregrounding one particular feature (e.g., the 
Lord’s Supper) over others (e.g., singing). In addition, theological 
differences contribute to distinct worship styles.

Chapter 6, “Where Is Christianity Going?” looks at the possible 
and surprising changes afoot in Christianity. The past three decades 
have witnessed massive demographic shifts within Christianity. 
Where are signs of Christianity’s future growth and decline? Despite 
the impossibility of predicting the future of Christianity with any 
precision, broad trends point to dramatic alterations to Christianity 
worldwide. Accompanying these demographic changes are questions 
that emerge from these settings. Answers to these questions will im-
pact how Christianity is conceived and lived out. Why? Because of 
the inextricable connection between Christianity and culture.

INTRODUCTION
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xviii INTRODUCTION

When Christianity, which is always in culture, is adopted by a new 
culture and people, it is reconceived in ways that make sense in its 
new surroundings. New questions emerge from these new contexts 
that force Christians to articulate a response. For example, How does 
one contend against oppressive powers, both structural and spiri-
tual? How does one live faithfully in areas of the world that prohibit 
Christian worship? How does one think about faith in terms of local 
ethical systems? How does one relate to Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, 
secularists, and “nones”?

On the one hand, Christianity’s future will continue to be marked 
by similar geographic and cultural shifts that have marked its history, 
with numerical ascension and recession in each region. The numbers 
of Christians will rise and fall across the globe. At the same time, 
Christianity will also be increasingly carried by digital media, hav-
ing an ephemeral quality to it, replete with virtual churches pastored 
by Internet pastors, where face- to- face worship will be replaced by 
digitally mediated experiences. This is Internet Christianity, where 
one can be entirely anonymous and yet enjoy the benefits of teaching, 
worship, and sacraments in a shared virtual space.

Where is Christianity going? How will it be reinterpreted as it 
goes? Two topics will certainly shape the future of Christianity: 
social migration and the growth of a disembodied faith. The first 
will have dramatic effects on Christian theology— that is, how we 
talk about the Triune God. Social mobility changes the way people 
see God. When moving from their home regions to entirely new 
areas, migrants are forced to think of Christian faith in new ways. 
For example, What resources of Christian faith will help in this new 
surrounding? How do I relate to people different than me? Migration 
raises some of the most challenging issues for one’s identity, and 
Christians have used their faith to provide wisdom in the midst of 
those changes. The second topic that will reshape the way we under-
stand Christianity is the challenge of incarnational presence. With 
the burgeoning of virtual worship spaces comes the false substitution 
for being fully present in a face- to- face community. Internet Chris-
tianity will increasingly be a feature of the landscape of Christianity 
worldwide. What are the benefits and drawbacks of this new form 
of Christianity?
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xix

Chapter 7, “How Does Christianity Relate to Other Religions?,” 
presents Christianity in the context of other religions. Here I com-
pare elements of Christianity to features of other faith traditions in 
order to tease out similarities and differences among the religions, 
underscoring Christian uniqueness. Again, as we will discover, the 
context of Christianity is important, since there is no such thing as a 
pure Christianity— that is, one without context. How is Christianity 
understood in the multiscriptural context of Asia, where there are 
countless sacred texts from Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism, Islam, 
Taoism, and Confucianism? Likewise, there are numerous similari-
ties of ideas, what some have called “notional similarities,” between 
Christianity and the other world religions. One notional similarity 
is “God,” also referred to as “Allah” by Muslims and “Brahman” by 
Hindus. Because a religion uses the same term when translated into 
English (“God”), does that imply that the notions are the same or 
only similar? The answer to this question makes a huge difference to 
how one understands religions comparatively.

Finally, given Christianity’s global reach, we will want to explore 
some of the unique challenges it faces as it encounters other religions. 
Christianity affirms the centrality of history as the arena in which the 
Triune God has been revealed. For instance, Christians underscore 
the historicity of Jesus of Nazareth as a testimony to the veracity of 
Christian faith. But other religions (e.g., Hinduism, Buddhism) have 
absolutely no problem affirming that truth can be conveyed outside 
of history. Furthermore, what might other religions remind Chris-
tianity of that already resides within the Christian tradition but is 
no longer widely practiced, such as meditation?

Back to photography. Once when I was photographing a baseball 
game, a professional photographer told me not to capture just the 
powerful hit, ball on bat, but to turn around in the stands and take 
a photograph of the fans going crazy with excitement because of the 
home run. That makes a compelling image. We like to see that kind 
of emotion in photography. I hope you will see in this book a similar 
dynamic range of images: a view of Christianity that focuses on both 
the bat- on- ball realities of the faith (e.g., doctrines, beliefs) as well 
as its larger context (e.g., cultures) of the participants enjoying the 
thrill of the game.

INTRODUCTION
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1

Who Are Christians?

Now those who had been scattered by the persecution that broke out 
when Stephen was killed traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus and An-
tioch, spreading the word only among Jews. Some of them, however, 
men from Cyprus and Cyrene, went to Antioch and began to speak 
to Greeks also, telling them the good news about the Lord Jesus. The 
Lord’s hand was with them, and a great number of people believed 
and turned to the Lord. . . .

Then Barnabas went to Tarsus to look for Saul, and when he found 
him, he brought him to Antioch. So for a whole year Barnabas and 
Saul met with the church and taught great numbers of people. The 
disciples were called Christians first at Antioch.

Acts 11:19–21, 25–26

My first experience with Christianity was as a member of 
St. Vartan Armenian Apostolic Church in Oakland, Califor-
nia, where I spent the first decade of my life. Despite having 

little appreciation for the rich liturgical life of Eastern Orthodoxy as a 
young boy, I knew something extraordinary was going on in worship 
as I heard the bells, saw the ornate altar, smelled the fragrant incense 
wafting through the sanctuary, and ate the bread and drank the wine 
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2

of the Eucharist. It was a total experience, each week rehearsing the 
grand narrative of Christian faith in 3D, invoking the names of past 
saints and current bishops. What I recall was overhearing a dialogue 
between the fancily dressed priest, situated near a raised altar in the 
front of the sanctuary, and the elevated choir, standing in the choir 
loft in the rear of the church. Priest and choir provided the heavenly 
discourse, and we, the congregation sitting in pews below, were privy 
to the retelling of the grand narrative of God’s creation and redemp-
tion of the world.

After the service my sisters, cousins, and other congregants would 
gather in the fellowship hall and learn traditional Armenian dancing, 
enjoying culinary delicacies such as baklava or choereg. When I was 
about ten years old, our mother decided to take us out of the Arme-
nian Church because, as she would say, “The Armenian Church is all 
about Armenian culture, not about the gospel. We will never hear the 
gospel here.” So we changed churches. What was ironic, at least from 
my perspective, was that we left the Armenian Church to avoid “cul-
ture” but moved to the Swedish Covenant Church, a church rooted in 
the Lutheran Church of Sweden. Had we really left culture to embrace 
just the gospel? We left the Kazarians, Harotoonians, Ohanesians, 
and other Armenian families, and were adopted into a community of 
Larsons, Carlsons, and Johnsons. We exchanged baklava for Swedish 
meatballs. From one perspective, the change from Orthodoxy to Prot-
estantism meant that we had become Christians— that is, believers 
in the good news of salvation in Christ. Some Christians believe that 
only Protestantism or Catholicism or Eastern Orthodoxy is Chris-
tian. Others see that Christianity itself is one, with many streams 
identified as Roman Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and Protestant. 
From that perspective, we never left Christianity.

Two Marks of Being Christian

When you hear the word “Christian,” what images come to mind? 
Mother Teresa or Martin Luther King Jr.? Narrow- minded people 
who follow a set of moralistic beliefs and practices? European Ca-
thedrals? Baptist, Catholic, or Pentecostal? Republican or Democrat? 
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3

Everyone has an opinion about Christianity. But what does it mean 
to be Christian?

In this chapter I answer the question, Who are Christians? by 
discussing “Christian” as both noun and modifier. Most generally, 
the term “Christian” describes a person (noun) who trusts Jesus and 
affirms the Triune God as described in the Bible, and it also describes 
a change in direction (modifier) that creates new meaning and gives 
new direction to all things.1 To engage the question, What is Chris-
tianity? this chapter considers the following six topics: (1) what early 
Christians said about themselves, (2) how they became a new moral 
community, (3) how they understood conversion to Christianity, 
(4) how Christianity engaged with culture, (5) the concept of or-
thodoxy, and, finally, (6) how the “rules of faith” continue to guide 
Christians around the world. Before I launch into these subjects, I 
need to introduce two broad themes about being Christian.

There are two primary marks of being a Christian, with the first 
being foundational for the second. The first mark centers on the 
creation of something new, which is often called regeneration. Re-
generation is used to describe a process of restoration and growth 
that brings new life and strength, particularly in the context of distur-
bance. Being Christian means having received something particular, 
the gospel of Jesus Christ, whereby God gives new life from a previous 
state of eternal death and separation from God. There’s a lot here 
to unpack: “the gospel,” “Jesus Christ,” “God,” are weighty terms 
that are debated both within and outside of Christian circles. These 
terms will be discussed throughout this book since they are central 
to being Christian. The Bible too becomes an essential part of our 
conversation, for it is from the Bible that we learn that the state of 
humanity is seriously flawed and yet God still loves human beings. 
The Bible describes humanity as being deeply sinful (Rom. 3:23; Gal. 
3:22), a condition that separates humanity from God, who deeply 
loves us regardless (John 3:16; Rom. 5:8).

Since God is divine, holy, perfect, all- powerful, and all- knowing, 
human beings cannot stand before God without being conspicuously 

1. “Triune God” refers to the affirmation of God the Father, God the Son, and 
God the Holy Spirit as a unity—a triunity or Trinity.
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guilty of their imperfection—a condition that the Bible refers to as 
“sin.” An illustration will suffice: If we attend a formal wedding but 
wear clothes with large stains, we feel out of place, even ashamed. 
Much more so when humans recognize their stained condition before 
the Holy God. Because of God’s love for creation, God sent Jesus 
Christ, the incarnation of God, to pay the penalty for our sin— the 
stain— and satisfy God’s wrath by dying on the cross in our place, 
thus enabling a relationship with God to be restored (Gal. 4:4–7; 
1 Tim. 2:4–6).

Christians place their faith in the work that Christ did on the cross 
to enable a relationship with the living God. Therefore, the first and 
most important mark of being a Christian is that we must first ask 
God to forgive us of our sins and then be committed to follow Christ. 
Grace— the unmerited favor of God— is what effects the change in 
the human relationship with God, since there is nothing human be-
ings can do to gain God’s forgiveness by their own efforts. When we 
ask God for forgiveness for the sin in our life and have faith in what 
Christ did on the cross by shedding his blood, we are Christians. 
People all around the world have experienced this forgiveness and 
regeneration.

A second mark of being a Christian entails the reception of gifts 
from God for the betterment of the church, society, and the natural 
world. While there are forms of Christianity that entail retreating 
from the common life of society, Christianity itself is not a move-
ment of withdrawal. Rather than being isolationist, being Christian 
propels one into the world to make all things better. The Bible tells 
of spiritual gifts given by the Holy Spirit to Christians in order to 
strengthen the church and to benefit the world. Some of these include 
apostles, healing, service, mercy, teaching, wisdom, and exhortation 
(Rom. 12:3–8; 1 Cor. 12:7–11; Eph. 4:11–12). The purpose of these 
gifts is to serve and glorify God and uplift others. Spiritual gifts are 
often distinguished from natural talents that enable us to do physical 
abilities, such as music, art, or carpentry. Christians employ their 
gifts and talents toward purposeful living so that Christians might 
“do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (Eph. 
2:10). This kind of living has contributed to the shaping of societ-
ies and cultures around the world, as Christians often were the first 
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to establish centers of education and healthcare as an expression 
of Christian commitment to the betterment of others. Some of the 
greatest universities and hospitals in the world were started by Chris-
tians living out their Christian faith to help others.

These two primary marks of being Christian, being oriented 
toward the Triune God and being oriented toward our fellow human 
beings and the natural world, are sometimes referred to as “ortho-
doxy” and “orthopraxy,” where orthodoxy refers to right belief 
(faith) and orthopraxy to right practice (works, actions). Together, 
orthodoxy and orthopraxy give us a fairly broad way to see being 
Christian as an orientation that is at once vertical, since it enables 
a relationship with the Triune God, and horizontal, since it cannot 
exist without its expression toward others. Becoming Christian is so 
profound that the Bible describes the process as being “born again,” 
“made alive,” and becoming “saints” and “children of God” (e.g., 
John 1:12; Rom. 8:14; Gal. 3:26; Eph. 2:5; 1 John 3:1).

Being Christian does not entail being a part of a particular political 
party, economic system, culture, race, or ethnicity. Christianity is at 
once above these categories since all Christians are united regardless 
of these identifications and are deeply engaged in these particular 
features of individual and social life.

In the first few centuries of Christianity, a community of Christians 
would gather around a particular teacher, paralleling the teacher- 
disciple relationship popular in that day. While there were similari-
ties with other communities, much in the way of Christian thinking 
and acting contrasted starkly with the religious and moral life pro-
pounded in the Greco- Roman world. That Christians too had a school 
of thought was reflected in Justin Martyr’s comment that Christianity 
was “the true philosophy” when compared to other schools of antiq-
uity. Paul and other early church leaders of his circle, like other moral 
teachers of their day, carried on teaching and discipling activities. 
New believers were instructed in the beliefs and norms and admon-
ished where needed, similar to the way people were instructed and 
admonished by the Hellenistic moral discourses of the first century.

One of the stark differences within the Christian community com-
pared to other groups of the day was that the Christian community 
had a reputation for charitable activities, seeking to alleviate suffering 
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and sharing their substances: “faith by itself, if it is not accompanied 
by action, is dead” (James 2:17). Rodney Stark notes that in contrast 
to Christian charity, “In the pagan world, and especially among the 
philosophers, mercy was regarded as a character defeat and pity as 
a pathological emotion: because mercy involves providing unearned 
help or relief, it is contrary to justice.”2 Early Christians, by compari-
son, were made new by being filled with the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:4; 
Eph. 5:18) and sought to extend mercy to others even when it was 
not reciprocal. The Bible says that the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self- 
control, against which there is no law (Gal. 5:22–23). In the midst of 
epidemics and pestilence, when pagans rejected the diseased, throw-
ing them into the roads before they were dead, Christians actively 
showed compassion and saved large numbers of lives.3

The second- century apologetic document Epistle to Diogne-
tus gives us insight into how early Christians were seen by their 
contemporaries.

Christians are not distinguished from the rest of mankind by either coun-
try, speech, or customs; the fact is, they nowhere settle in cities of their 
own; they use no peculiar language; they cultivate no eccentric mode of 
life. . . . Yet while they dwell in both Greek and non- Greek cities, as each 
one’s lot was cast, and conform to the customs of the country in dress, 
food, and mode of life in general, the whole tenor of their way of living 
stamps it as worthy of admiration and admittedly extraordinary. They 
reside in their respective countries, but only as aliens. They take part in 
everything as citizens and put up with everything as foreigners. Every 
foreign land is their home, and every home a foreign land.4

Christians were marked by faith, hope, and love (1 Cor. 13:13; Col. 
1:5; 1 Thess. 1:3; 5:8), which distinguished them from their contem-
poraries. The Epistle to Diognetus notes that Christians followed the 

2. Rodney Stark, The Triumph of  Christianity: How the Jesus Movement Became 
the World’s Largest Religion (New York: HarperOne, 2011), 112.

3. Stark, Triumph of  Christianity, 115–17.
4. The entire statement can be found in the Epistle to Diognetus 5.1–5, in Johannes 

Quasten et al., eds., Ancient Christian Writers: The Works of  the Fathers in Transla-
tion (New York: Newman, 1946), 6:138–39.
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customs and traditions of their contemporaries regarding food and 
clothing, yet they dwelled in their communities as sojourners. Christians 
shared all things with one another. They repaid insults with honor, yet 
those who hated them were unable to assign any reason for their hatred.

Paul, to whom many New Testament books are attributed, tells 
the Thessalonians, “Encourage one another and build each other up, 
just as in fact you are doing” (1 Thess. 5:11). Christians were not to 
be separatists, isolated from the wider society. Paul, for instance, 
admonished fellow believers to concentrate on manual labor and 
self- sufficiency, illustrating that Christians were to be active in social 
and economic life. Paul was a tentmaker who supported himself as 
he was sent by God to share the gospel with gentiles.

Women too made up a large part of the Christian movement be-
cause they were attracted to Christianity’s egalitarian spirit, at least 
in comparison to other ancient groups, such as Jewish and Hellenistic 
ones, which did not see women as equal to men. Indeed, throughout 
the New Testament there is evidence of women in church leadership 
(e.g., Rom. 16:1–2), as deacons, for instance. Many exceeded the roles 
of their Jewish and pagan women peers.

What Did Early Christians Say about Themselves?

How did these early followers of Jesus understand themselves? First- 
century Christians consisted mostly of Jews who recognized Jesus as 
the Messiah. The first recorded usage of the term “Christian” is found 
in the New Testament. The term meant “follower of Christ”: “The 
disciples were called Christians first at Antioch” (Acts 11:26). Within 
a century the Christian community had grown to include most ethnic 
groups in the Roman Empire, and their language was primarily Greek.

If we overheard what the first Christians called themselves as they 
were discovering their new identity, we would hear expressions such 
as “the churches of God,” “the holy ones,” “children of God,” “slaves 
of Christ,” “brothers and sisters,” “those for whom Christ died.”5 

5. Wayne A. Meeks, The Moral World of  the First Christians (Philadelphia: West-
minster, 1986), 12.
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Early Christians saw themselves as part of a new moral and spiri-
tual community, a new humanity so grandly reconfigured that Paul 
writes, “Live lives worthy of God, who calls you” (1 Thess. 2:12). To 
be Christian was to be a part of a community marked by a certain 
character that was “expected to affect some of the most fundamental 
relationships, values, perceptions of reality, and even structures of the 
self.”6 To be Christian was not to join a particular culture, Jewish or 
gentile, but rather to be part of a movement referred to as the Jesus 
sect or the Way, a new beginning for all of creation.

Kinship language distinguished the vocabulary of early Chris-
tians from other contemporary social groupings, for they were called 
“brothers and sisters,” “children of God,” referring to one another 
as “beloved,” no longer enemies but a new family of God (1 Thess. 
1:4–6). The biblical account notes that Christians sought to please 
and serve God, who loved them enough to make each one “an heir, 
through God” (Gal. 4:7 NRSV).

Nothing like this existed in the Greco- Roman world since other 
movements were less inclusive and more socially stratified. All Chris-
tians were heirs, children of God. This fresh movement entailed a 
socialization that would even set biological family members against 
one another: “For I [Jesus] have come to set a man against his father, 
and a daughter against her mother, and a daughter- in- law against her 
mother- in- law” (Matt. 10:35 NRSV).7 As reconfigured social bound-
aries were erected, while others were torn down, there emerged a new 
sociology of difference based on faith in Christ rather than blood or 
ethnicity. Followers of the Triune God (i.e., Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit) did not consist of one ethnicity or race but rather were a new 
nation, a “chosen people” (1 Pet. 2:9).

A New Moral Family and a New Loyalty

An important way to understand “Christian” as a chosen people is 
to consider the term as an adjective, a description of an orientation 

6. Meeks, Moral World of  the First Christians, 13.
7. See also Mark 3:31–35; Luke 14:26.
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that sets it apart from other ways of living. “Christian” modifies life. 
Early Christians not only considered themselves as a new family; they 
also saw themselves as a new moral community that was distinct from 
the surrounding cultures. The first Christians met in house churches, 
where they formed ethical communities that followed moral guide-
lines, not unlike some lists of the duties of members of households 
found in the writings of the Greek moralists of the time. Such house 
lists appeared in ancient Greek, Jewish, and Christian writings, offer-
ing instruction about a wide range of topics, such as how to behave 
toward God, the state, marriage partners, and children.8 These moral 
guidelines were not free from conflict with surrounding communi-
ties. In fact, significant disruption plagued the lives of converts to 
Christianity, even to the point of facing death (Acts 7:54–60), as they 
embraced a faith that reoriented their lives around the Triune God 
rather than Greco- Roman deities or other religions.

Joining these house churches, which were guided by house duties, 
created tension between the Christian community and prevailing cul-
ture and its leaders. But these gatherings helped to erect boundaries 
based on faith in Christ alone rather than shared culture or ethnicity. 
What is unique about the New Testament moral exhortations is that 
they are not simply “Christianized” versions of previous or contem-
poraneous moral admonitions. Rather, they give us insight into how 
the inner life of a Christian community, including the relationships 
among its members, was viewed in relationship to the wider society 
that was distrustful of it.9

With the emergence of the Christian community in the Greco- 
Roman world, two robustly religious cultures came into conflict. 
Loyalty to the Triune God conflicted with loyalty to the emperor, 
who was to be worshiped. This led to horrendous persecution of 
Christian communities since allegiance of these Christian groups to 
one another supplanted all other loyalties. According to the Christian 
community, the gods of the Greco- Roman world, which controlled 
every aspect of living, were powerless in relationship to Jesus Christ, 

8. See Abraham J. Malherbe, Social Aspects of  Early Christianity (Philadelphia: 
Fortress, 1983), 51.

9. Malherbe, Social Aspects of  Early Christianity, 53.
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God incarnate. Christian fidelity to household members (the house 
church) surpassed allegiance to the republic, as Christians believed 
themselves to have “been called to a higher quality of their life than 
could be expected of their society.”10 Such opposition to gods and 
emperor was met with the onslaught of terrible violence against the 
Christian community. Early sources state that Christians were con-
victed of odium humani generis (“hatred of the human race”). The 
Roman historian Tacitus (58–120 CE), reflecting on the treatment of 
Christians under the emperor Nero (37–68 CE), offers the following 
account of the horrendous persecution of Christians:

[Nero] blamed and savagely punished people popularly hated for their 
crimes and called Christians. . . . A sport was made of their execution. 
Some, sewn in the skins of animals, were torn apart by dogs. Others 
were crucified or burned, and others, as darkness drew on, were used 
as torches. Nero devoted his gardens to the spectacle, provided a circus, 
and himself, in the costume of a charioteer, rode around among the 
crowd, until compassion began to arise for the victims, who though 
deserving of the severest penalties, were actually suffering not for the 
public good but to glut the cruelty of one man.11

The Letter of 1 Peter was written to a community undergoing 
various forms of persecution and is replete with practical encourage-
ment to new believers. “Live such good lives among the pagans that, 
though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good 
deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us” (1 Pet. 2:12); “Do not 
repay evil with evil or insult with insult. On the contrary, repay evil 
with blessing, because to this you were called so that you may inherit 
a blessing” (3:9). Early believers were derided (2:12), insulted (3:9), 
made to suffer (3:14), and abused (4:4). Their conflict with authori-
ties was real and so was their fervent commitment to one another. 
These Christian communities were given instruction on how to relate 
to governmental authorities (2:13–17), spouses— wives to husbands 
(3:1–6) and husbands to wives (3:7)—and one another (3:8–9).

10. Malherbe, Social Aspects of  Early Christianity, 69.
11. Roland H. Bainton, Christendom: A Short History of  Christianity and Its 

Impact on Western Civilization, 2 vols. (New York: Harper & Row, 1966), 1:51.
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While Christian communities were “foreigners and exiles” and 
were called on to abstain from sinful desires that waged against the 
soul (1 Pet. 2:11), they constituted a new family of believers (2:17) 
and “a responsible part of society and represent a quality of life 
that is intelligible enough to outsiders to function as a missionary 
witness and defense.”12 In the words of the Gospel of John, “They 
are not of the world, even as I [Jesus Christ] am not of it” (17:16), 
yet they are in the world for the purpose of being a sign and instru-
ment of the kingdom of God. Despite being persecuted, with joyous 
anticipation the early Christian community awaited the return of the 
resurrected Christ.

Convert and Proselyte Revisited

Early Christians were not born Christian. They became Christian. 
Becoming Christian required that they understood their culture in the 
light of the gospel. Yet that was not an easy task. Famously, as gentiles 
began to convert from paganism to Christianity, a dispute arose over 
whether gentiles had to adopt Jewish traditions, particularly male 
circumcision, if they wanted to become followers of the Messiah, 
whom Christians recognized as Jesus Christ. During the Jerusalem 
Council (Acts 15:1–35), the heated debate (cf. Gal. 2:11–14) ended 
with the affirmation that all people and all cultures can follow the 
Messiah without the requirement to adopt Jewish practices (although 
the Council did insist that gentile believers adhere to certain dietary 
restrictions and avoid sexual immorality).

Earlier, in response to a vision from God, Peter said, “I now realize 
how true it is that God does not show favoritism but accepts from 
every nation the one who fears him and does what is right” (Acts 
10:34–35). This “gentile breakthrough” showed that Christianity 
promotes cultural pluralism in the light of the Triune God; that is, 
there are countless ways that Christianity can be and ought to be 
communicated through cultures. In the words of Calvin Shenk, “The 

12. Bainton, Christendom, 1:53. See also Stanley Hauerwas and William H. Wil-
limon, Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony (Nashville: Abingdon, 1989).
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Gentile breakthrough had cast a shadow over any claims for Jewish 
cultural absolutism.”13 Yet the task of negotiating the relationship 
between gospel and culture would not be an easy one.

Two terms have been used to illustrate two basic ways that the 
gospel relates to culture: “proselyte” and “convert.” According to 
the proselyte model, someone from outside the Christian fold is 
welcomed in but must adopt the fold’s culture, practices, and ways 
of knowing.14 For instance, rather than interpreting Christian faith 
through one’s own culture, a proselyte accepts the practices of other 
Christians as most meaningful. When some Christians initially ar-
gued that gentiles who wanted to follow the Messiah (Jesus Christ) 
were to be circumcised, they were advocating for a proselyte model. 
The proselyte model contrasts with the convert model.

A convert takes what is already there in a given location— for 
instance, the system of symbols, philosophies, life situation— and 
turns those to Christ. The revelation of Christ gives those symbols 
new meaning, completes them, and not only makes them new but 
also transforms them into channels of revelation. Symbols, then, 
are reconfigured to convey and be conduits of God’s self- disclosure. 
Two of the most common biblical illustrations of conversion come 
to mind.

The first involves the importance of lambs in Hebrew culture and 
religious life. The ritual of lamb sacrifice, so essential to Hebrew 
tradition, is completed by Christ’s death and resurrection. Upon see-
ing Jesus, John the Baptizer exclaimed, “Look, the Lamb of God, 
who takes away the sin of the world!” (John 1:29), since Jesus would 
satisfy the wrath of God, completing the ritual to which the lamb 
sacrifice only pointed. The revelation of Jesus Christ satisfied the 
earlier longing, which the ritual could only anticipate.

A second biblical example is the Gospel of John’s use of the Greek 
term logos, meaning “Word,” “Divine Reason,” “Ground”— that 
which orders the cosmos and gives it meaning. Logos was found in 
Greek, Indian, Egyptian, and Persian philosophical and theological 

13. Calvin E. Shenk, Who Do You Say That I Am? Christians Encounter Other 
Religions (1997; repr., Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2006), 186.

14. Andrew F. Walls, “Converts or Proselytes? The Crisis over Conversion in the 
Early Church,” International Bulletin of  Missionary Research 28, no. 1 (2004): 5.
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systems. The Gospel of John identifies Jesus Christ as “the Word” 
(Logos) made flesh (John 1:1; 1 John 1:1). John used the term to 
communicate to his Hellenistic readers in a strikingly potent way 
that Jesus Christ was the historical flesh- and- blood embodiment of 
Logos. The Logos is a person, Jesus Christ, who is God. What was an 
impersonal force in Greek philosophy becomes personified in Jesus 
Christ in the New Testament. Furthermore, it was the seed of reason 
(logos spermatikos) in Jesus Christ “which enabled pagan thinkers 
like Socrates to see dimly what came to be clearly seen through the 
revelation of the Logos in the person of Jesus.”15 Indeed, the Christ 
event changed all of history.

Employed by the biblical writers, “Lamb” and “Logos” are not 
only communicative devices to convey the message of Jesus Christ; 
they also suggest that older symbols (e.g., lambs, Logos) are not 
eradicated by the Christian revelation. Rather, symbols are made 
complete, reaching their intended maturity only hinted at in their 
original state, as the revelation of Christ is brought to bear on them. 
Mircea Eliade suggested the same, in this case in regard to water as a 
symbol, when he discussed the uniqueness of the Christian revelation 
in his book The Sacred and the Profane: “The revelation brought by 
the [Christian] faith did not destroy pre- Christian meanings of sym-
bols; it simply added a new value to them. . . . For the believer this new 
meaning eclipsed all the others; it alone valorized the symbol, trans-
figured it into revelation. . . . It could even be said that the aquatic 
symbol awaited the fulfillment of its deepest meaning through the 
new values contributed by Christianity.”16 When fulfilled by Christ, 
symbols become channels of the revelation of the Triune God.

If you are uncomfortable with the term “symbol” because it sounds 
too abstract and disconnected from daily life, keep in mind that I am 
using the term to connote anything in our daily life that points to 
something invisible, usually greater than itself. For example, when 
we are driving, a “stop sign” means more than a red sign with the 

15. Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of  the Development of 
Doctrine, vol. 1, Emergence of  the Catholic Tradition (100–600) (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1971), 32.

16. Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of  Religion, trans. 
Willard R. Trask (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1959), 137.
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word “stop” emblazoned on it. Symbols, as actions (e.g., bowing), 
words (e.g., “good morning”), and objects (e.g., water), are point-
ers. When we see two people shaking hands, we interpret that as a 
greeting or as an agreement. In this sense, symbols reflect what is 
important to our corporate lives, since they convey knowledge of our 
entire personal, social, cultural, and religious inheritance. This view 
is broad enough to entail systems of philosophy and culture as well 
as narrow enough to apply to individuals and existential concerns; 
the revelation of Christ covers all things.

There are huge implications to whether we understand “Chris-
tian” to be something imported from outside our personal and cor-
porate reality (proselyte) instead of emerging primarily from within 
our own context (conversion). Regarding the proselyte/convert 
model, Andrew Walls suggests, “The essence of the [proselytizing] 
tendency is the insistence on imposing our own religious culture, our 
own Torah and circumcision. Christian conversion as demonstrated 
in the New Testament is not about substituting something new for 
something old— that is to move back to the proselyte model, which 
the apostolic church could have adopted but decided to abandon.”17 
The majority of early Christians lived in urban areas throughout 
the Roman Empire, where discrete categories of local (convert) and 
nonlocal (proselyte) could not be sustained as separate classifica-
tions since there was much sharing among a large variety of peoples 
and cultures.

Dual directionality emerged when one became a Christian. One 
direction to which the new faith pointed was to a deepened under-
standing of one’s own culture: Logos and lamb were understood 
differently in the light of the revelation of Christ.18 Christ freed both 
Jews and Greeks, being the sacrificial Lamb to the former and the 
incarnation of the Logos for the latter. Ethnicity was not eliminated. 
It was deepened. The other direction to which faith pointed was to a 
greater sense of shared humanity, based primarily on the recognition 
of the presence of the image of God (imago Dei) in all persons.

17. Walls, “Converts or Proselytes?,” 6.
18. See, Charles E. Farhadian, “Beyond Lambs and Logos: Christianity, Cultures, 

and Worship Worldwide,” in Christian Worship Worldwide: Expanding Horizons, 
Deepening Practices, ed. Charles E. Farhadian (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 1–24.
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Nothing Is Christian . . . at the Start

Of course, “Christian” refers to content, knowledge, and experience. 
But perhaps it is more fruitful to understand the term as referring 
to direction more than content. In its adjectival form, “Christian” 
describes a person, group, or idea that has been transformed by the 
Christian revelation. “Christian Japanese” describes the orientation 
of one or more Japanese. “Christian” does not eliminate “Japanese”; 
it deepens it. Likewise, “Christian philosophy” describes an orienta-
tion of metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics.

People and ideas have the potential to be Christian, but nothing 
is inherently Christian, at the start. Everything that we equate with 
being Christian existed prior to the rise of Christianity. With the 
coming of Jesus Christ, everything changed. Referring to the changes 
brought by the revelation of Jesus Christ, Lesslie Newbigin wrote, 
“Something happened that alters the total human situation.”19 What 
changes transpired? The old was made new, transformed to become a 
conduit of new life for believers. Christians did not create new ideas 
out of nothing. Yet the gospel that was communicated by the apostle 
Paul and others was unique, a peculiar message not of human origin 
but received by the revelation of Jesus Christ (Gal. 1:11–12). And that 
revelation changed everything.

For instance, prior to the early third century there is no evidence 
of Christian art. Clement of Alexandria (150–215 CE) suggested 
that a Christian who wanted to have a ring that expressed Christian 
faith should purchase a ring whose figures could be given a Christian 
meaning. Furthermore, Clement’s view applies to other objects, the 
structure of letter writing, and rhetoric as well. Robert Louis Wilken 
explains,

As yet there were no Christian artists or craftsmen who designed ob-
jects with distinctive Christian images. So Clement recommends that 
Christians buy rings that were in common use and readily available 
in workshops in the markets of the city. Though they may be stamped 
with symbols that bear one meaning to the maker and to most buyers, 

19. Lesslie Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks: The Gospel and Western Culture 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), 3.
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some of the engravings could be given a Christian sense. A dove could 
be taken to symbolize the Christian virtue of gentleness and peace-
fulness; a fish could be a symbol of Christ because the letters of the 
Greek word for fish (ixthus) could be taken to spell the first letters of 
the words jesus christ son of god savior; a ship could signify the 
Church carrying the faithful over the turbulent waters of life; a young 
man with a lyre could depict David singing the psalms; and an anchor 
could be a symbol of hope (Heb. 6:18–19).20

Christians adopted what was already in a specific location and re-
inscribed those items (e.g., oil lamp, bowl, pitcher) with Christian 
meaning. Nothing was Christian in the beginning. They were made 
Christian by their new orientation in the light of the revelation of 
Jesus Christ. Paul, for instance, followed a common letter- writing 
strategy and structure when composing his epistles, which were 
typical of his first- century contemporaries. Paul inherited that letter- 
writing strategy, but he redirected it to convey the Christian message. 
Here are some other examples of concepts that were adopted and 
transformed by the revelation of Christ and now are considered es-
sential to Christianity.

First, ekklēsia (“church”), the community of God’s people, ap-
pears in the New Testament. Yet this Greek term predated Chris-
tianity. In its original usage, ekklēsia meant a voluntary organization 
of freed male Roman citizens.21 The term referred to a gathering, 
congregation, assembly, and in classical Greek referred almost ex-
clusively to a political gathering. Paul redefined ekklēsia in the light 
of the revelation of Christ to be an assembly of the people of God, 
not just a mere civic grouping.

Second, kyrios (“lord”) is taken from kyrios Serapis (a Greco- 
Roman deity) or kyrios Adonis, and thus predates Christianity. In 
classical Greek kyrios meant “lord of the house” or simply “Lord,” 
and the term was used in Hellenistic literature to describe gods and 
goddesses. Roman emperors were often called kyrios, connecting 

20. Robert Louis Wilken, The First Thousand Years: A Global History of  Chris-
tianity (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 49.

21. See, e.g., Wayne A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians: The Social World of 
the Apostle Paul (New Haven: Yale University Press), 108.
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them to a deity. Kyrios is also used in nonreligious contexts for “mas-
ter.” The biblical writers, however, applied kyrios to Jesus Christ, 
using it 740 times in the New Testament to refer to Jesus as the 
believers’ Lord and Master who would one day judge them with a 
power beyond that of Roman emperors and secular masters. Indeed, 
Lord Jesus is “the Lord of both the dead and the living” (Rom. 14:9), 
and his return marks “the day of the Lord” (1 Thess. 5:2). Christians 
did not invent the term kyrios; they adopted it from Greco- Roman 
religion and redirected it.

Third, the notion of baptism predates Christianity as an Old Tes-
tament and Jewish initiatory ritual. In fact, the ritual use of water 
appears in many ancient Near Eastern religions as well as most re-
ligions worldwide and is used for purification purposes. Baptism is 
not Christian in origin. In first- century Judaism, God instructs Jews 
to cleanse themselves from ritual impurities through washing, a ful-
fillment of the legal requirements of ritual purity (Lev. 15:11–14). 
Full- body immersion, known as tevilah in Hebrew, involved ritual 
bathing in order to remove specifically defined uncleanliness prior 
to engaging in a particular type of activity, such as worship. The 
Gospel of Matthew records the encounter between Jesus and John 
the Baptizer and gives us insight on a fresh view of baptism: “Then 
Jesus came from Galilee to the Jordan to be baptized by John. But 
John tried to deter him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by you, and do 
you come to me?’ Jesus replied, ‘Let it be so now; it is proper for us 
to do this to fulfill all righteousness.’ Then John consented” (Matt. 
3:13–15). Jesus Christ fulfills all righteousness; he establishes peace 
over a creation that was marked by the chaos of sin. Compared to 
earlier forms, Jesus’s baptism is unique in that he emerges victorious 
from the waters to become the head of a new community.

At the end of the second century, Tertullian wrote that it mattered 
that one be baptized, but it did not matter whether one was baptized 
in the “sea or pond, river or spring, lake or river bed.”22 Wilken notes 
that in the early church there was “no Christianity without a bath, 

22. Ernest Evans, Tertullian’s Treatise on the Incarnation: The Text with an In-
troduction, Translation and Commentary (1956; repr., Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 
2016), 139.
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without passing through the waters of baptism.”23 While the current 
practice of baptism varies widely in the Christian church, and is a 
source of some debate, Jesus commanded his disciples to “make dis-
ciples . . . , baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 28:19). Baptism, whether by immersion 
or sprinkling, was a concept embraced and practiced by Christians 
to tell the story of Jesus overcoming death and providing new life.

Fourth, the idea of “redemption” precedes Christianity. The motif 
of redemption is prominent throughout the New Testament. Yet New 
Testament authors inherited the concept from Greco- Roman and 
Jewish literature. Classical Greek texts used the term apolytrōsis (“re-
demption”) to refer to the ransom payment given to release a slave, 
a condemned criminal, or a captive of war. What is powerful about 
the New Testament use of the term is that it was applied to Jesus 
(Rom. 3:24; 1 Cor. 1:30; Eph. 1:7; Col. 1:13–14), who himself is the 
“ransom” (lytron) for many (Matt. 20:28; Mark 10:45). Redemption 
did not mean freedom from relationships but incorporation into a 
new family. The Christian perspective, then, adopted and yet recon-
figured the contemporary idea that captives and others sentenced to 
death can regain their life if someone purchases that life back with a 
ransom (Col. 1:13–14). Rather than a monetary notion of payment 
that remained outside of the redeemer, Jesus’s blood paid the ransom 
(Eph. 1:7). The result was a new life no longer bound by sin (Gal. 
5:1). Through redemption, all people are adopted as children of God 
into a new family based on faith in Jesus Christ.

Fifth, diakonos (“deacon”) was common in secular Greek literature 
in the first century to refer to one whose function involved waiting 
on tables, one who serves.24 Diakonos is used repeatedly throughout 
the New Testament in this sense.25 However, biblical writers pre-
sent diakonos to refer to ministers who serve God or Christ.26 Paul 
formalizes the term to refer to a specific office of deacon (Phil. 1:1; 
1 Tim. 3:8–12).

23. Robert Louis Wilken, The Spirit of  Early Christian Thought: Seeking the Face 
of  God (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 36.

24. See Meeks, First Urban Christians, 79.
25. See, e.g., Matt. 20:26; 23:11; Mark 9:35; 10:43; John 2:9.
26. See, e.g., Rom. 13:4; Eph. 6:21; Col. 1:7; 1 Tim. 4:6.
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The major concepts that gave shape to being Christian were 
adopted and transformed from the local contexts around the Roman 
Empire. Consequently, nothing is Christian at the start: terms that 
we associate with Christianity are redeemed from prior usage. This 
dynamic use of culture illustrates that Christianity employs culture 
as a vehicle to convey the good news, while transforming, by its re-
direction and fulfillment in Christ, the very elements of culture used 
to communicate the faith.

The Parameters of Orthodoxy

If a Christian is one who has been converted to Christ, then what 
sets of beliefs guide Christian thinking and action? It is one thing to 
recognize that conversion entails coming to Christ through one’s own 
culture, but are there universal themes that tie all Christians world-
wide together? Is there a framework through which all these diverse 
expressions of Christian faith are lived out rightly? In other words, 
what are the shared beliefs of all Christians around the world? The 
diversity of Christianity around the world is set within the common 
themes laid out by the early church council meetings that defined the 
parameters of Christian orthodoxy. These common themes illustrate 
that “Christianity” is a noun, for it entails concrete beliefs that shape 
Christians worldwide.

At early ecumenical church council meetings, beginning in the 
early fourth century with the Council of Nicaea, the parameters of 
Christian “right belief” (orthodoxy) were established. These bound-
aries were broad, yet clearly stated. Let me offer a sports analogy to 
illustrate my point. Recognizing Christian orthodoxy is similar to 
recognizing a particular sport. Were we to visit Havana, Cuba, and 
watch a group of young people kicking a ball made of tape and cloth 
through a space whose boundaries are marked by two empty bottles 
placed on the ground a few feet from each other, we would be correct 
to assume that what we were watching was soccer, or as they would 
call it, fútbol. If there were no opposing sides, no goals into which 
to kick the ball, or no ball, that game would not be soccer. It might 
be something else, but not soccer. Likewise, an individual or social 
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grouping that did not affirm Christian orthodoxy as established 1,500 
years ago would not be Christian.

How were the boundaries of Christianity established? During 
the patristic period, the first five hundred years of Christianity, a 
consensus was reached at these ecumenical church councils about 
the parameters of Christian orthodoxy, which unified the Christian 
movement starting in the Roman Empire.27 These historic debates 
consolidated Christian orthodoxy that became the foundation on 
which Christian belief and practice would be based from that time 
onward. All orthodox Christian churches trace themselves back to 
the decisions of these early ecumenical councils. Individuals and 
churches that live within and affirm the parameters of orthodoxy 
are considered Christian.

Two of the most salient affirmations agreed upon during these 
early ecumenical church council meetings were that (1) Jesus Christ 
is fully human and fully divine; Jesus was not created, not even the 
first of creation, but is God, of the exact same substance of God, a 
member of the triunity of the Godhead; and that (2) the Godhead 
consists of three persons and one essence; that is, the Triune God is 
one, existing as three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Rule of Faith

Another important element that gives shape to being Christian is the 
Christian creeds. The creeds are statements of the shared beliefs of 
the Christian community that crystallize the decisions of the ecu-
menical church council meetings. The vast majority of Christians 
affirm historic creeds— that is, statements of Christian faith— the 
most widely accepted being the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene 
Creed. These statements of belief formed touchstones of Christian 
faith. It is important to recognize that creeds are based on the Bible, 
rather than vice versa, since the authority of the creeds is second-
ary to that of Scripture. Christian creeds were established in the 

27. “Ecumenical” means the whole household of God. At these meetings, repre-
sentatives from the church around the Roman Empire met to discuss and decide the 
basic affirmations of Christianity.
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midst of theological disputes, some of which produced schisms in 
the Christian movement. For instance, Gnosticism, an amorphous 
group of schools of thought that flourished in the first and second 
centuries CE, claimed that salvation could be gained through secret 
knowledge (gnōsis) via mystical awareness based on direct experience 
of the Divine. The Gnostics argued that Christ was pure spirit whose 
body was only an apparition, a phantom. Gnosticism provided a 
formidable challenge to Christian orthodoxy, and early church lead-
ers confronted those threats directly.28

The use of the creeds by early church leaders reflects a variety of 
interpretations. Jaroslav Pelikan notes that the creedal phrases in the 
writings of Irenaeus, Tertullian, and Hippolytus show great varia-
tion, adapted by these writers to suit their own purposes. Church 
leaders did, however, agree on common themes, referred to as a “rule 
of faith” or “rule of truth.” According to Pelikan, “Two elements 
remain constant through the citations, and one or both of them may 
safely be said to have formed the outline of most creeds: Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit; the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
These were, according to Origen, ‘the particular points clearly deliv-
ered in the teaching of the apostles’; apostolic continuity, he argued, 
did not preclude discussion of other issues, but this central content 
was not negotiable.”29

Early church leaders, such as Irenaeus (ca. 130–202 CE) and Tertul-
lian (ca. 155–240 CE), spoke of the faith that the church had derived 
from Jesus’s disciples and the apostles. According to one early tradi-
tion, after Pentecost (Acts 2:1–31), when the Holy Spirit descended on 
Christ’s apostles and others gathered in Jerusalem and enabled them 
to speak in many languages in order to share the gospel to a variety 
of ethnic groups, the apostles gathered to draft the Apostles’ Creed, 
“so that they might not find themselves, widely dispersed as they 
would be, delivering different messages.”30 This decision guaranteed 
doctrinal unity for apostolic continuity.

28. See, e.g., John 1:14; 1 Cor. 1:18–31; 15:53–54; Col. 2:8, 16–17; 1 Tim. 1:4; 
6:20; 1 John 1:1–2; 2:22; 4:2–3.

29. Pelikan, Emergence of  the Catholic Tradition, 117.
30. Rufinus, Commentarius in symbolum apostolorum 2, quoted in Pelikan, Emer-

gence of  the Catholic Tradition, 117.
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