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Preface

This book is the fourth book in a series that addresses the issues of 
culture and the practice of cross- cultural ministry. The first, Minis-
tering Cross- Culturally, was written for people called to serve and 
witness for Jesus Christ in any culture other than their own. Devel-
oping a framework of contrasting values, the book guides readers to 
begin by understanding their values as culture- bearing people, then 
to understand the contrasting values of others, and ultimately to 
learn how to add to their cultural repertoire to be effective in cross- 
cultural ministry.

The second book, Teaching Cross- Culturally, was written by my 
wife, Judith, and me for the Western- trained educator who is working 
or planning to work in a non- Western educational setting or in the 
multicultural schools and universities in the major cities of North 
America. The goal of this work is to help teachers understand their 
personal culture of teaching and learning and to equip them to be-
come effective learners in another cultural context, with a specific 
focus on learning for teaching.

The third book, Leading Cross- Culturally, speaks to Western and 
non- Western leaders who are working with or planning to work with 
and lead people in multicultural teams and ministry contexts. It gives 
significant attention to issues of cultural diversity and ministry part-
nerships that cross cultural boundaries and to the way that cultural 
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xvi

bias of every kind creates obstacles to effective leadership and min-
istry partnerships.

The intended audience for this book, Teamwork Cross- Culturally, 
includes leaders and team members who have accepted the challenges 
of twenty- first- century “mission with”— rather than “mission to”— 
members of the body of Christ within the global church. The practice 
of “mission to” often fostered patterns of cultural domination and 
distortion of the gospel. In his work The Next Christendom, Philip Jen-
kins describes the radical shift in the momentum of the global church 
from Europe and North America to the Southern Hemisphere, so that 
by the end of the twentieth century, Christians in Africa, Latin America, 
and Asia far outnumbered those in Europe and North America. This 
global expansion of the church has also led to a radical change in mis-
sion: mission is now understood to be from everywhere to everywhere. 
Thus “mission with” is an appropriate response of the global church. 
But once again, because of the vast diversity in cultures and nations 
around the globe, “mission with” is much more challenging than the 
twentieth- century practice of “mission to” peoples without Christ.

A book of this length cannot address all or even most of the sub-
stantive issues that teams encounter when their members come to-
gether from very diverse national and cultural backgrounds to work 
together for the “mission of God.” We acknowledge the exceptional 
contributions that Evelyn and Richard Hibbert, Sheryl Takagi Silzer, 
and Johan Linder have made to this topic.1 We also recommend that 
readers consult other works on leadership and culture that we cannot 
cover here. This book is not a primer on how to manage multinational 
team dynamics. Further, we do not offer “solutions” or a “curriculum” 
to find solutions here. Rather, our contributing authors illustrate 
how unique leaders engage uniquely formed multinational teams 
and address complex, real- world problems in order to find their own 
distinctive pathways “in Christ.” Their stories show how each leader 
discovers what the world would call “clumsy” ways forward in their 
commitment to work together for the mission of God.

1. Hibbert and Hibbert, Leading Multicultural Teams; Silzer, Biblical Multicultural 
Teams; and Linder, Working in Multicultural Teams.

Preface
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xvii

This book then brings together the challenge of “wicked problems” 
in cross- cultural teamwork and substantive case studies of “in- Christ” 
solutions to those problems. The book’s authors and contributors are 
grateful to God, who “has rescued us from the dominion of darkness 
[the origin of wicked problems] and brought us into the kingdom of 
the Son he loves” (Col. 1:13). Therefore, in response to our gratitude 
we have several goals for this book. The first goal is to help leaders 
and team members understand the nature of wicked problems and 
the inadequacy of common sense, routine cultural learning, past 
experience, and normal team dialogue and leadership to resolve such 
problems. Wicked problems are never “solved”— they resist manage-
ment solutions, and that is why scholars call them “wicked.” At best, 
effective leaders and “soft power” may cobble together temporary 
“clumsy” solutions that ameliorate internal conflict until the next 
crisis.

The second goal is to guide readers to biblical essentials that are 
foundational for leaders and team members who are from radically 
diverse backgrounds but seek to engage in teamwork cross- culturally 
“in Christ.” You may wonder whether the twenty- first century is so 
different culturally that the Scriptures do not speak to these issues, but 
I (Sherwood) would like to convince you that Paul, called by Jesus to 
proclaim his name to the gentiles, was the first missionary to confront 
this “wicked” spiritual and cultural blindness problem in ministry. By 
examining the cultural and interpersonal conflicts in Paul’s Letters, 
I hope to show you how Paul experienced deep frustration and even 
anger about such conflict and— led by the Holy Spirit— discovered 
the spiritual power and pathway to engage and frame “clumsy” but 
Christ- filled solutions to such problems.

The third goal of this book is to equip readers to discern and 
respond “in Christ” to six areas of “in the world” deceptions that 
challenge leaders and team members. Three of these areas are orga-
nizational: management, problem solving, and return on investment. 
Three are interpersonal: values conflicts, personality needs or hungers, 
and spiritual self- deception. The five case studies included in this 
book illustrate how the ordinary details of social and cultural life and 
the secret and deceptive ways of our spiritual enemy— Satan— may 

Preface
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xviii

deceive us and actually destroy the unity in Christ that God desires 
for us. These case studies reveal the actual practice of multinational 
teamwork in diverse ministry contexts, allowing us to examine and 
compare the situations to uncover the issues in play and understand 
how leaders and team members have sought to stand against the 
forces for evil.

The fourth goal is to provide readers with practical, twenty- first- 
century case studies that answer the question: What kind of leader-
ship and sacrifice will serve teams to enable them to bring the gospel 
to the nations today? The contributing authors tell their stories of 
how they have applied Paul’s teaching to equip and mobilize global 
Christians for God’s mission today. Each of these authors has re-
flected on his or her personal journey of leadership through the 
lens of Scripture, applying the biblical metaphors of leadership— 
shepherd, servant, steward— from the four Gospels, and the ministry 
triad of the work of faith, the labor of love, and steadfast hope 
from the Pauline Epistles. We believe that these chapters provide 
real- life examples that readers can use to examine their own min-
istry practices, and from these cases find applications to test and 
create in- Christ solutions for their unique and personal situations 
of cross- cultural teamwork.

I am indebted to many colleagues and friends who read earlier 
drafts of this work and gave me substantive and constructive feed-
back. Peter Lin, Hyon Kim, and David Bremner gave generously of 
their time, and their critical insights and helpful suggestions made the 
second draft of this work far superior to the first. I am also grateful 
for other reviewers— Lorraine Dierck, Anita Koeshall, Betsy Glan-
ville, Dick Brogden, and Sharon Mertz— who encouraged me in the 
manuscript review process. I am especially grateful to the contributing 
authors— Penny Bakewell, Robert and Elizabeth McLean (pseud-
onyms), Matthew Crosland, and Martins Atanda— who walked with 
me in a six- month process of drafts, revisions, editing, and review 
that has led to this completed work. My beloved wife, Judith, prayed 
with me daily, read every draft chapter, discussed new insights on our 
morning walks, and rejoiced with me each step of the way. My pas-
tor son, Joel, read the final draft of the manuscript, challenging and 

Preface
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encouraging me and contributing invaluable insights as an objective 
first- time reader of this work.

I am deeply indebted to Julie Green, my coauthor, who was the 
driving force behind this book and whose work illuminated for me the 
high risk of wicked problems for global mission. Julie studied with 
both Judith and me at Biola University for her BA and MA degrees. 
We partnered with Julie in Thailand for SIL workshops and dialogue 
about the challenges she experienced in teamwork, and she kept in 
touch with us personally and intellectually over thirty- five years of 
ministry in South Asia. After she completed her PhD with me at 
Fuller Theological Seminary, I borrowed her sensitive insights and 
rigorous analysis to encourage others ministering in multinational 
teams. When her battle with cancer ended her life in 2020, it was my 
joy to complete this work for God’s people called to “mission with” 
in the next decade.

Preface
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1

1

What Are Wicked Problems  
and In- Christ Solutions?

Sherwood G. Lingenfelter  
and Julie A. Green

Starting Language Programs in Asia: A Case Study

One of my (Julie’s) first assignments as leader of a multinational 
team was to help my team start language development programs— 
alphabet, grammar, dictionary, stories— that would lead to translation 
of Scripture. My organization, Southeast Asia Team (SAT), was a new 
branch of our sponsoring organization, SIL International.1 We hoped 
to recruit more workers, so preparing a program plan was essential 
in order to apply for new visas—a challenging task in our national 
context. We turned to SIL leaders who had experience and expertise 
to help us to prepare our language development proposal. As a result 
of my past experience and success in starting language development 

1. SIL International is the global organization to which organizations associated 
with Wycliffe Bible Translators send members to support language development and 
Bible translation ministries.
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2

projects in another South Asian context, I was quite confident that 
I knew what we needed to make this current work come together.

My first task was to get to know each of my team members in 
SAT, who were also members of SIL. As I looked around in our 
first meeting together, I saw godly men and women from Indonesia, 
Denmark, the Philippines, the United Kingdom, Australia, and the 
United States struggling with our assignment. I was concerned, so I 
asked them about the difficulties they had encountered while start-
ing new language development projects within SIL, and they quickly 
told me stories of their troubles. They asserted that SIL staff did not 
write language development work into project proposals— or, when 
they did, the goals and time frames were utterly inappropriate. They 
also complained that when SIL staff had written language projects, 
they had not allowed local communities to have any say or owner-
ship. Additionally, my team members wanted the local church to be 
involved in the work from the beginning, even if it slowed down the 
progress of the project.

After talking with my team, I relayed what I had learned to SIL 
leaders. They also affirmed that language development work must 
happen from within the existing church structures and with other 
national nongovernmental organizations. They went on to explain 
that they did not want to duplicate work or do anything on their 
own. They also assured me that future project proposals could have 
room in them for research and development and local involvement. I 
was reassured by their response, and— believing that our goals were 
similar—I quickly outlined a strategic framework that would allow 
the language development team to start projects locally while at the 
same time considering SIL’s (our sponsoring partner) concerns.

When I presented the language development framework to the lead-
ers in SIL, they were very supportive, and at the next board meeting, 
they approved the strategic framework document. They also encour-
aged me to work with the language development team to reach out 
to local churches and organizations to create proposals that would 
work for language development projects.

Thinking that I had bridged the organizational gap between my 
team members and our SIL partners, I called a meeting of SAT lan-

Teamwork Cross- Culturally
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3

guage development workers. The agenda was to discuss how we 
would do language development projects within the organizational 
framework I had outlined to SIL. I anticipated that this framework 
would help us focus our planning and give us the freedom we sought. 
I sent the agenda of our meeting and the proposed framework to 
these field teams.

I was enormously proud of the work I had done negotiating and 
then writing the strategic framework document. It did not take long, 
however, for my pride to deflate to dismay and then quickly to an-
noyance as complaining and condemning emails began to invade 
my inbox. In this flood of emails, each field team of SAT took turns 
complaining about the strategy and tearing it down.

In short, my team was angry with me and resisted everything I 
proposed. They rejected the way I had processed this decision and 
dismissed my proposal since it failed to achieve the organizational 
revolt against SIL that so many of them desired. I thought my recom-
mendation for collaboration, defining common goals, and focusing 
on strategy between SAT and SIL personnel seemed quite reasonable. 
I sought a mutual path forward by limiting the discussion to ways we 
could cooperate positively and refused to entertain exit strategies that 
were outside my leadership mandate. Unfortunately, my attempts to 
lead only created more conflicts and polarization within the team 
and caused more damage to our relationships.

As I cried to the Lord and then reflected on the polarizing positions 
of my teammates, I knew there was no right answer about how to 
make decisions on this team. I had run into a sticky, wicked problem 
without understanding it, and my desire to use what I thought was 
my authority to control the process and create certainty was mak-
ing it worse.

Why Name It a “Wicked Problem”?

First of all, no one involved in this case would permit Julie to call 
this a “wicked problem.” “We are good people; we just disagree on 
the fundamentals of how to go about language development. Yes, the 

What Are Wicked Problems and In- Christ Solutions? 

_LingenfelterGreen_TeamworkCrossCulturally_ES_wo.indd   23_LingenfelterGreen_TeamworkCrossCulturally_ES_wo.indd   23 1/20/22   8:14 AM1/20/22   8:14 AM

Sherwood Lingenfelter and Julie Green, Teamwork Cross-Culturally 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission.



4

situation is complex, and yes, we have different experiences, but . . . I 
am right and the rest of the team just doesn’t get it! I pray that they 
will wake up to the reality we are facing in these tribal languages. I 
can see it clearly— why don’t they see it, and why doesn’t Julie agree 
with me?”

The essence of a “wicked problem,” as opposed to a critical prob-
lem (such as a fire) or a routine problem (such as a budget), is that 
both the problem and the solution are fundamentally inscrutable— 
neither can be completely understood or clearly explained because of 
their complexities. As Julie describes in her case study, the conflicting 
values of her teammates and their objections to the process that she 
or others proposed were so polarized that the group members rejected 
every “management” solution offered. Julie was confident she had 
crafted a compromise pathway that would satisfy most involved, but 
her teammates did not agree, and— as we will see later— the uncer-
tainty about the problem increased the harder she tried to manage it.

Julie recognized the deep challenge of polarization within her 
teammates. In their conversations, they mentally framed one another’s 
positions as “either- or” choices. They debated with one another about 
the strengths and weaknesses of “my” position as opposed to “your” 
or “their” position. They exercised patterns learned in their years 
of education— there is a single right answer to the problem— and 
each was confident about what that answer was. Out of their diverse 
personal and cultural backgrounds, they were deeply suspicious of 
approaches they had not experienced. If Julie had been trained in 
the business practices of “polarity management,”2 she may have had 
better luck with her colleagues, but many other factors were at work 
in their respective backgrounds.

These team members had all experienced a calling to the mission 
of Bible translation, raised personal financial support, and sacrificed 
much in their home settings— Indonesia, Denmark, the Philippines, 
the United Kingdom, Australia, the United States— to make the jour-
ney to Southeast Asia. Their churches and supporters back home had 
high expectations for them, and they also had high expectations for 

2. Johnson, Polarity Management.

Teamwork Cross- Culturally
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5

themselves. They did not feel accountable to SAT, and even less to SIL. 
They did not owe allegiance to SAT or SIL, nor had they developed the 
kind of loyalty Julie had because of her years of experience with SIL. 
They had been trained differently in their respective home countries, 
studying common topics but mentored by people who understood 
these topics from different perspectives. As relatively new members 
of Julie’s team, they acted more as independent contractors than as 
members of a team. Some saw no need even to be a team, believing 
their role was one that could be performed alone.

As people engaging across cultures, our problems are manifold. 
First of all, we know only what we know— the childhood and adult 
experiences of language, culture, and faith that have shaped us as 
persons. Within these limitations, we are inherently afraid of what 
we do not know and of the risk of losing what we do know and what 
we turn to for comfort and security.

Further, as human beings we have a host of cravings that drive 
us daily— thirst; hunger for food, shelter, comfort, and intimacy; 
and sleep— and emotional needs such as the needs for love, security, 
acceptance, meaning, significance, authority, and control. James re-
minds us that “each person is tempted when they are dragged away by 
their own evil desire and enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it 
gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full- grown, gives birth to death” 
(James 1:14–15).

Finally, the Scriptures teach us that we have an enemy, the devil, 
who is always working to discredit God and deceive us. Later in this 
work we will reflect on the hungers or evil desires that often deceive 
us as persons and the deceptions that the devil uses to deceive the 
body of Christ. He is the ruler of darkness, and Christ alone— the 
Lamb that was slain— is able to deliver us from that darkness.

This chapter will conclude this discussion of Julie’s wicked prob-
lem by considering three additional questions. Given the difficulties 
of wicked problems, (1) Is “mission with” an option for sharing the 
gospel? (2) How do we respond to such fragmentation and division 
in the body of Christ when we are called for God’s mission? (3) How 
can we, in such situations of cultural complexity, ever find unity in 
Christ?

What Are Wicked Problems and In- Christ Solutions? 
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6

Is “Mission with” Optional in Christ?

Given the challenges and difficulties Julie experienced in her case study, 
is “mission with” optional? Many churches and mission organiza-
tions have made the decision to stay within their own national and 
denominational cultures and to send missionaries out to unreached 
peoples and plant churches of “our kind” in other nations. Lorraine 
Dierck, a mission leader observing missionaries who have given up 
on “mission with” teams in Thailand, comments:

The complexity of cross- cultural communication continues to baffle 
and confuse people engaged in the task of frontier missions. A young 
missionary to Thailand said, “I came to Thailand with a big vision, 
and with a lot of skill and enthusiasm. I know I have a lot to contribute 
to this ministry. But the Thai leaders go ahead and do whatever they 
want without discussing anything with me. I feel totally useless. I’m 
planning to go back to England as soon as possible.”3

Many, like this young man, have reverted to the old colonial option— 
mission within my own sphere of power and influence. They have 
found this far easier to manage, and they plant churches in the de-
nominational patterns and divisions they have experienced at home. 
But is this route— which is clearly easier to manage— the purpose 
and intent of God?

Julie and I began this work with a proposition that “mission with” 
is the only feasible paradigm4 to fulfill the purpose of God in the 
twenty- first century. Given that her teammates in practice did not 
agree, we asked ourselves, How do we know that “mission with” is 
God’s purpose for our time?

As we reflected on this question, we read from John 17: “I have 
given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we 
are one—I in them and you in me— so that they may be brought to 
complete unity. Then the world will know that you sent me and have 
loved them even as you have loved me” (vv. 22–23). The intent in this 
prayer is clear: “complete unity” is how the world will know Christ 

3. Dierck, “Leadership and Patron- Client Structures,” 106.
4. Bazzell, “Who Is Our Cornelius?,” 110.

Teamwork Cross- Culturally
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and God’s love through Christ. As we read further in Scripture, we 
saw how the apostle Paul also called local believers in Ephesus to this 
same end: “Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through 
the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were 
called to one hope when you were called; one Lord, one faith, one 
baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all 
and in all” (Eph. 4:3–6). While Paul’s reflection on the church as “one 
body” was far smaller in scale than the reality we understand today, the 
implications for mission are the same. In our current global context, 
we have the same resources to be one as did first- century Christians. 
However, unity is possible only if we together are willing to suffer 
with Christ as we engage in “mission with” for the sake of the gospel.

Mission from a Position of Weakness5

So how can we respond to the reality of fragmentation and division 
in the body of Christ? Paul Jeong, in his doctoral research on Korean 
missions, notes how the apostle Paul was grounded in the reality of 
“Christ crucified” and defined his mission to the gentiles in terms of 
the “weakness of the cross.” In his letters to the Corinthians, Paul 
declares, “We preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and 
foolishness to Gentiles” (1 Cor. 1:23); “I came to you in weakness 
with great fear and trembling” (2:3); “If I must boast, I will boast of 
the things that show my weakness” (2 Cor. 11:30). Jeong challenges 
us to reflect deeply on Paul’s emphasis on mission out of a position 
of weakness.6 As Christ was crucified on the cross, “he was crucified 
in weakness, yet he lives by God’s power. Likewise, we are weak in 
him, yet by God’s power we will live with him in our dealing with 
you” (13:4). Mission from a position of weakness, then, is not the 
absence of power but rather complete reliance on the power of God.

By participating in the cross of Christ, the community is “being 
transformed into the image of Christ.”7 What does this mean for the 

5. This section draws on Newbigin, Open Secret, 5.
6. Jeong, “Essence of Leadership,” 127–28.
7. Thompson, Apostle of  Persuasion, 167.

What Are Wicked Problems and In- Christ Solutions? 
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practice of “mission with” leadership and teamwork? Fundamentally, 
it means that we must reject every form of domination in leadership. 
In the chapters that follow, we will examine how people usually use 
one of three forms of control— hierarchy, group, or individual control. 
Each form uses domination of others to achieve control:

• The leaders on top of a hierarchy dominate the subjects below.

• The group subjugates all its members, forcing conformity to 
the group will.

• The individual does what is “right in his own eyes” irrespective 
of others.

Julie’s team members were all concerned about controlling their lan-
guage development projects, but they each envisioned different options 
to achieve that control. Domination/subjugation is always a work 
of the enemy, who seeks to undermine and destroy the household of 
faith and the functional body of Christ.

How do we respond to our cultural bondage and the “wicked 
problems” that result when we insist on our own way? The only truly 
effective way is “in Christ.” John the Baptist was the first to point 
out the way: “Look, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the 
world!” (John 1:29). John is calling us not just to look at Jesus but to 
encounter, hold, and be held by the Savior who takes away the sins of 
the world. In the chapters that follow, we will repeatedly look to Jesus, 
asking what it means to be a team and to do teamwork “in Christ.” 
Our motivation and method must be wholly anchored in Jesus: he is 
our only hope to overcome “in the world” wicked problems.

Unity in Christ— Teamwork

Multinational teamwork can be either a validation of the history of 
the church— fractured, hostile in its factions, and riven with congre-
gational and denominational disunity— or a missional expression of 
the body of Christ, reconciled as “one body to God by the cross,” 
characterized by “the good news of peace,” and belonging “to God’s 

Teamwork Cross- Culturally
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household,” being “a place where God lives through the Spirit” (Eph. 
2:16–22 CEB). Mission scholar Pablo Deiros argues that disunity is 
the norm for church and mission because we have lost focus on the 
“meaning of the church as the body of Christ and especially as the 
bride of Christ.”8

In the chapters that follow, we give concrete examples of what it 
means for multinational teams to be local expressions of the body 
of Christ on mission. We will see in each the kinds of conflict and 
polarization that Julie reported in her case study, and we will see 
how leaders responded “in Christ.” Building on our mutual under-
standing that Christ died to break down the wall of hostility between 
Jews and the ethne (gentiles) of the world (Eph. 2:14), these leaders 
worked to establish peace among team members by focusing on the 
individuals’ new identity in Christ as one people of God. Further, 
“God’s purpose is now to show the rulers and powers in the heavens 
the many different varieties of his wisdom through the church” (3:10 
CEB). Of particular note here is God’s demonstration of “many 
different varieties of his wisdom”— illustrated in Julie’s case study 
and in the case studies provided by the contributing authors in part 3 
of this book.

In addition, we will explore the important message of Christ re-
ported in John 17— unity! As I have written elsewhere,9 this unity is 
not uniformity but rather a unity of purpose. It is a commitment to 
a common mission in which every part of the body esteems the other 
parts and every part does its work. In the following case studies, we 
spell out how believers can achieve this kind of unity in the context of 
radical cultural diversity. We show how multinational team members 
can understand and work through the challenges of wicked problems 
in their teamwork by making this kind of unity a common goal.

Deiros conceptualizes this kind of mission as a mission from the 
perspective of the future, a mission that anticipates the return of 
Christ for his bride. Thus, we prepare ourselves as that bride by liv-
ing and serving out of our identity, with love for him. This picture 

8. Deiros, “Eschatology and Mission,” 274.
9. Lingenfelter, Leadership in the Way of  the Cross, 106–7.

What Are Wicked Problems and In- Christ Solutions? 
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seeks to capture the idea that Christ is the center of mission from 
everywhere to everywhere—“He is in touch with all the nations and 
all the nations are drawn to Him.”10

Finally, Evelyne Reisacher, who was professor of Islamic studies 
at Fuller Theological Seminary, reminded us that the power and the 
mission that Jesus gave to the church are about the joy we experience 
when we become part of God’s mission through Jesus to reconcile 
the world to himself.11 When we are willing to suffer with Christ 
and serve as members of his body in unity, the outcome will be an 
overwhelming joy: “Dear friends, don’t be surprised about the fiery 
trials that have come among you to test you. . . . Instead, rejoice as you 
share Christ’s suffering . . . so that you may also have overwhelming 
joy when his glory is revealed” (1 Pet. 4:12–13 CEB).

10. Deiros, “Eschatology and Mission,” 279.
11. Reisacher, Joyful Witness, 16–17.

Teamwork Cross- Culturally

_LingenfelterGreen_TeamworkCrossCulturally_ES_wo.indd   30_LingenfelterGreen_TeamworkCrossCulturally_ES_wo.indd   30 1/20/22   8:14 AM1/20/22   8:14 AM

Sherwood Lingenfelter and Julie Green, Teamwork Cross-Culturally 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission.



11

PART 1

Biblical Foundations  
for In- Christ Responses

Given that “mission with” is necessary in the twenty- first century and 
that wicked problems are endemic to forming multinational teams, 
what Christ- centered solutions do we find in Scripture for leading 
such teams? Our first challenge is to ask, Do we see any precedent 
for “mission with” and wicked problems in New Testament texts? If 
so, how do New Testament writers persuade and guide twenty- first- 
century multinational teams to work together in unity?

We are convinced that Scripture speaks to both of these issues. 
We found fruitful evidence of a first- century wicked problem in the 
book of Galatians, and I discovered in A. Sue Russell’s book In the 
World but Not of  the World concrete evidence of how early church 
leaders engaged the challenges of “in the world” thinking to live out 
the gospel in a hostile Roman Empire. James Thompson, in his book 
Apostle of  Persuasion, provided me with a clear exposition of how the 
apostle Paul sought to persuade gentile converts to live transformed 
lives and be united in Christ.

The goal of part 1 is to guide readers to biblical essentials that are 
foundational for leaders and team members who are from radically 
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diverse backgrounds but seek to engage in cross- cultural teamwork in 
Christ. Chapter 2 presents an analysis of Paul’s wicked problem with 
the circumcision faction from Jerusalem that followed him everywhere 
he preached, dividing the unity of his team and seeking to make new 
Christian converts into Jews. Chapter 3 examines what it means to be 
centered “in Christ” and to embrace Paul’s triad of the work of faith, 
the labor of love, and steadfast hope as a framework from which to 
lead multinational teams for “mission with.”

Biblical Foundations for In- Christ Responses 
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2

Paul’s Wicked Problem  
and In- Christ Defense

Sherwood G. Lingenfelter

Confrontation in Jerusalem and Antioch: A Case Study

Then after fourteen years I went up to Jerusalem again with Barnabas, 
and I took Titus along also. I went there because of a revelation, and 
I laid out the gospel that I preach to the Gentiles for them. But I did 
it privately with the influential leaders to make sure that I wouldn’t 
be working or that I hadn’t worked for nothing. However, not even 
Titus, who was with me and who was a Greek, was required to be cir-
cumcised. But false brothers and sisters, who were brought in secretly, 
slipped in to spy on our freedom, which we have in Christ Jesus, and 
to make us slaves. We didn’t give in and submit to them for a single 
moment, so that the truth of the gospel would continue to be with 
you. (Gal. 2:1–5 CEB)

But when Cephas [Peter] came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, 
because he was wrong. He had been eating with the Gentiles before 
certain people came from James. But when they came, he began to 
back out and separate himself, because he was afraid of the people 
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who promoted circumcision. And the rest of the Jews also joined him 
in this hypocrisy so that even Barnabas got carried away with them in 
their hypocrisy. But when I saw that they weren’t acting consistently 
with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas in front of everyone, “If 
you, though you’re a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how 
can you require the Gentiles to live like Jews?” (Gal. 2:11–14 CEB)

What Makes This Case a Wicked Problem?

Cross- cultural teamwork problems are not peculiar to the twenty- 
first century. The apostle Paul faced these issues in the first century as 
God’s chosen messenger to the gentiles. Jewish and gentile relation-
ships were at best filled with suspicion, and they often degenerated 
into hostility and even violence. In Luke’s account of Paul and Bar na-
bas’s first missionary journey, their encounters are fraught with both 
spiritual and cultural conflict. When Paul invited Timothy and Titus 
to be ministry partners, he was welcoming uncircumcised, Greek- 
speaking believers to become his right- hand partners in ministry. This 
decision was positive for Paul’s cross- cultural evangelistic ministry 
in gentile cities, but for his Jewish- Christian colleagues in Jerusalem 
and Antioch, it created a problem that turned out to be a continuous 
threat to Paul’s ministry everywhere.

Paul, from the beginning, was an outsider to the Jewish- Christian 
movement and had no personal contact with the leaders or the fellow-
ship in Jerusalem. The reality was that this separation was mutual— 
these Jerusalem believers did not trust Saul/Paul, and they did not 
welcome him into their company (Gal. 1:17–24). So in Jerusalem he 
named the opposition “false brothers and sisters . . . [who] slipped in 
to spy on our freedom.” The circumcision faction—“false brothers 
and sisters,” deceptive enemies of the gospel— was adamant about 
maintaining the purity of the Christian community regarding the law. 
To eat with gentiles, they maintained, was to pollute the community 
and defile those who were obedient to the law. Paul’s position was 
as strong as their opposition: “We didn’t give in and submit to them 
for a single moment, so that the truth of the gospel would continue 
to be with you [Galatians]” (2:4–5 CEB).

Biblical Foundations for In- Christ Responses 
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Paul asserts his innocence regarding the laws of purity and pollu-
tion on the basis of his understanding of the freedom in Christ that 
comes in the gospel, and he defends his position and actions, noting 
that the “influential leaders” have supported his understanding of 
the gospel and his preaching to uncircumcised gentiles. For further 
validation, he notes that “James, Cephas, and John, who are consid-
ered to be key leaders, shook hands with me and Barnabas as equals 
when they recognized the grace that was given to me” (Gal. 2:9 CEB).

But Paul was stunned when these fellow Christian leaders— Cephas 
(Peter) and even Barnabas— betrayed him in Antioch. As members 
of the Jerusalem establishment, they feared the collective pressure 
of the circumcision faction among the believers in Judea. Privately 
these leaders had supported Paul in Antioch, but when members 
of the Jerusalem faction arrived, Peter and even Barnabas publicly 
submitted to the pressure of their shared culture. Paul’s statement, 
“I opposed him to his face, because he was wrong” (v. 11), highlights 
the moral dimension of the leaders’ choice. For Paul, this was false 
behavior, denying the gospel of Jesus Christ.

Fear— the Root of “Wicked” Problems

What was the source of Peter’s fear of these “certain people” pro-
moting circumcision?

First, Paul accuses Peter and Barnabas of hypocrisy: their actions 
suggest a fear of losing face— they did not want to be seen eating with 
gentile believers. But for Peter, the matter is perhaps a deeper fear for 
personal safety. If we remember his story (Acts 12), Peter fled from 
Jerusalem after Herod executed the apostle James and imprisoned 
Peter for execution. Herod planned this because it pleased the priests 
and the Sanhedrin, who ruled by power and fear, exercising both as 
often as they felt was necessary to accomplish their objectives. So 
Peter was already living under a cloud of suspicion. The members 
of the circumcision faction not only were adamant about purity and 
pollution; they also wanted to keep in favor with the ruling priestly 
class and the Sanhedrin.

Paul’s Wicked Problem and In- Christ Defense 
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Peter’s fears and those of James, John, and Barnabas stemmed 
from very legitimate threats to their lives and their respectability and 
honor in the community. Herod and the Jews of the Sanhedrin had 
the power to kill. Christ- followers such as James and Stephen had 
already lost their lives. And Paul, with his rejection of circumcision 
and insistence on table fellowship with gentiles, was threatening their 
acceptance as leaders among the Jewish converts in Jerusalem. As with 
all human beings, their way of life— their authority as leaders, collec-
tive community, and strong moral inclination to honor the “law” of 
the community— predisposed them toward specific actions to mediate 
and, if possible, to control, reduce, or remove risk from their lives.

Paul’s Rebuke of “Wicked Problem” Behaviors

Given the challenges of false brothers and weak gentile converts, Paul’s 
most powerful insight occurs in his question to his gentile readers: 
“After knowing God, . . . how can you turn back again to the weak 
and worthless world system?” (Gal. 4:9 CEB). This question is Paul’s 
judgment on all ways of life apart from Christ. They are all weak 
and worthless, enslaving humans to a particular way of life apart 
from God. This is precisely the issue that we will deal with in part 2 
of this book. All of us are in bondage to the way of life given to us 
by our loving parents and by our communities of origin. Our past 
experiences and ways of life enslave us, and— no matter how hard 
we try— our identities, our thought patterns, our habits of life, and 
our assessments of others apart from Christ are weak and worth-
less. The antidote to this enslavement is knowing and being known 
by God through Jesus Christ, but for the Galatians and perhaps for 
us, this is not enough.

Lest we declare that we are above such human foibles, think about 
the other characters in Paul’s story. Peter followed Jesus during Je-
sus’s entire earthly ministry. He was the one called by the Lord to 
be the apostle to the circumcised. He preached in power on the day 
of Pentecost and in the following decade. At the Jerusalem Council, 
he concurred with Paul on the question of freedom in Christ, and 

Biblical Foundations for In- Christ Responses 
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he shared table fellowship with Titus until members of the circum-
cision faction arrived in Antioch from Jerusalem. At that moment 
in Antioch, Peter defaulted to his former way of life, giving up his 
freedom for the sake of retaining his honor among the circumcised. 
But even more astonishing is the fact that Barnabas, Paul’s missionary 
companion and advocate for many years, also defaulted under this 
pressure, abandoning his fellow servants, Titus and Paul, to keep his 
honor among these visiting Jews from Jerusalem. Why would these 
distinguished servants of Jesus Christ be so weak in the face of this 
opposition? We must never underestimate the power of habits of life 
that have been with us for a long time.

In my book Transforming Culture, I (Sherwood) argue that one’s 
culture or way of life is both palace and prison to its members.1 Paul 
suggests that “God has imprisoned all human beings in their own 
disobedience only to show mercy to them all” (Rom. 11:32 NJB). 
Further, in his Letter to the Galatians (3:1–13), he warns that “all who 
rely on the works of the law are under a curse” (v. 10). This includes 
not only the Jewish law but also the gentile ways of life (Eph. 4).

Despite that enslavement and curse, culture is a “palace” in the 
sense that we cannot live apart from it. We cannot receive a gospel 
that does not speak into our language and way of life. But the glory 
of the gospel is this: God, in his mercy, sets us free from both the 
enslavement of any system of law (Rom. 2) and the curse of our ways 
of life through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. And, by 
the work of the Holy Spirit, we may experience the renewing of our 
minds in Christ Jesus, which enables us to be servants of Christ to 
the people around us who do not know him.

Teamwork “in the World” or “in Christ”?

So what does this story mean for our reflection on and analysis of 
crises and conflict in contemporary multinational teams? First and 
foremost, we all are sociocultural beings, and— like the people in 
this story— we live in the world where our default pattern is to seek 

1. Lingenfelter, Transforming Culture, 19–20.

Paul’s Wicked Problem and In- Christ Defense 
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security in and through our cultural and moral choices. This tendency 
is particularly strong in situations of tension and uncertainty when 
people who hold different views enter the room and challenge our 
understanding or decisions. Paul reminds us that our natural state 
is slavery to a way of life that limits our choices by fears, habits, and 
bondage to a “weak and worthless world system.”

As we reflect on crises and conflict in contemporary multinational 
teams, it is helpful to analyze the diversity of thinking among the 
participants in Paul’s story regarding their “in the world” percep-
tions of threat and the management of risk. The patterns we see in 
the Galatian crisis may be summarized as follows:

 1. Theological self- justification: the Jewish- Christian faction
These Christians could not separate their faith in Christ 

from their identity as Jews and their habits of separation from 
and even hostility toward gentiles. If  gentiles believed in Jesus, 
that was good, but to have fellowship with “us,” these “outsid-
ers” had to become insiders— which meant circumcision (for 
males) and conformity to the legal requirements (eating, feast 
days, and other regulations) of Jerusalem Judaism. Justify-
ing themselves theologically by arguing that Paul’s dissent-
ing view was against Moses, was unacceptable, and must be 
stopped, they crusaded against Paul, following him wherever 
he went, seeking to reconvert gentiles to the Jewish- Christian 
theological position and their view of the theologically cor-
rect way of  following Jesus. Paul clearly identifies them as 
“false brothers,” not following the way of Christ but giving 
in to the deceiver, who always undermines God’s message to  
humanity.

 2. Internal conflict, self- protection: the mission team
James, Peter, Barnabas, Timothy, and Titus— mission direc-

tors and partners— lived in the tension of their historic Jewish 
and gentile commitments and their new lives in Christ. Their 
emotional responses and behaviors reflect that internal conflict. 
When these leaders visited Antioch, a gentile community, they 
had freedom to engage with Titus and the gentile believers, 

Biblical Foundations for In- Christ Responses 
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teaching them, praying with them, and enjoying table fellow-
ship with them apart from the Mosaic way. However, when 
members of the “Jerusalem faction” arrived, James, Peter, and 
Barnabas rejected Titus and the others and separated them-
selves to protect their “in the world” status and honor in Jeru-
salem. In essence, they conformed to the pressure of their Jew-
ish heritage and were conflicted— spiritually and socially— in 
their responses.

 3. Fearing risk, grasping for control and assurance: the Galatians
Paul comprehended a radical change concerning what it 

means to be “in Christ.” New believers became members of a 
new community in which the identity of being in Christ “tran-
scended ethnic, status, economic and gender differences in the 
way that marked not only membership in the community but 
also defined the way they were to interact with one another.”2 
For Paul, there was no risk in leaving his Jewish status, customs, 
rules of good behavior, and worship behind— and further, doing 
so was essential to the mission of preaching the gospel.

The new Galatian converts, on the other hand, had yet to 
comprehend the essence of what it means to be “in Christ,” so 
they were readily deceived when the Jerusalem faction sought 
to convince them— through the ancient texts of Moses— that a 
new set of “in the world” rules was essential to their newfound 
faith. As the ancient serpent said to Eve, “God didn’t really mean 
that you would die,” the Jerusalem faction said to the gentiles, 
“You must follow our rules, festivals, and structures to be set 
apart for God.” These converts had already taken a great risk 
in their conversion, which separated them from their previous 
status as “in the world,” so a new set of rules, grounded in the 
authority of ancient texts, apparently provided self- control and 
moral structure3 that gave them assurance. Paul had to draw 
from those same texts, citing the stories of Abraham and Sarah 
(Gal. 3), to convince them otherwise.

2. Russell, In the World but Not of  the World, 146–47.
3. Thompson, Apostle of  Persuasion, 172.

Paul’s Wicked Problem and In- Christ Defense 
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Paul’s In- Christ Defense

For all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves 
with Christ. 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. 
3:27–28)

Our power to change and serve effectively together is grounded 
only and fully in Jesus Christ. We have received the Spirit of Christ 
through faith. We live and work in the power of the Spirit alone, not by 
any system of human rules or works that we can devise. Further, Paul 
marks a substantive change of identity for us all: our social identity 
in the world no longer matters within the Christian community— we 
are “all one in Christ Jesus.”

Finally, Paul declares to the Galatians and us that the systems of 
rules and laws that we devise to control offenses and to ensure social 
power, honor, purity, and innocence are utterly inadequate. These 
rules and regulations not only fail to achieve their intended ends but 
also enslave the people who follow them. But in Christ, everything is 
changed! “Christ has set us free for freedom. Therefore, stand firm 
and don’t submit to the bondage of slavery again” (Gal. 5:1 CEB).

The application of Paul’s in- Christ defense for cross- cultural 
teamwork is profound. All members of a team bring with them the 
systems of rules, values, and expectations that were devised by their 
parents and ancestors to control offenses and to ensure social power, 
honor, purity, and innocence. In times of crisis, our enemy the de-
ceiver leads us to default to our preconversion systems of thinking, 
feeling, and action. These are systems that Paul says enslave us. Even 
if we have the courage to reject our culture of origin, we often easily 
adopt a new system, as the Galatians did, to assure ourselves that we 
have self- control and moral structure. In our relationships with one 
another, we then do battle to defend our way of life. Paul shouts to 
Peter, James, Barnabas, Timothy, Titus, the Jerusalem faction, and 
the Galatians, “Christ has set us free for freedom. . . . Don’t submit 
to the bondage of slavery again”!

Biblical Foundations for In- Christ Responses 
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS

• Why is it hard for us to imagine that our customs and habits 
of life could be an obstacle to effective teamwork and to our 
witness of the gospel?

• What is the difference between how your culture defines your 
social position in the world and how your social position may 
be redefined in Christ?

• Can you identify the last time you justified yourself theologi-
cally? Or the last time you felt the need to protect yourself in 
a situation when others pressured you? Or the last time fear 
drove you to seek control of a situation?

• Can you name two or three situations in your life experience 
when you did battle to defend your way of life? How do these 
situations make you feel about Paul’s shout?

Paul’s Wicked Problem and In- Christ Defense 
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