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n a classic text on cross-cultural ministry Paul 
stated his policy of becoming all things to all men 
so that by all means he might save some (1 Cor. 

9:22). Th is is sometimes treated as a specialist approach 
for experts in cross-cultural encounter, but the Bible 
presents it as a model for all ministry. It is exempli-
fi ed in the incarnational pattern of Jesus who, due to 
the Father’s great love for the world, was sent as a true 
human being into a specifi c historical and cultural con-
text to announce and eff ectuate salvation for the world.

Paul’s readiness to live like a Jew among Jews and like 
a Gentile among Gentiles (1 Cor. 9:20-21) was also 
rooted in a fundamental principle spelled out earlier in 
his fi rst letter to the Corinthians. Th ere had been fac-
tionalism among the Corinthian believers; some sided 
with Paul, some with Apollos, some with Peter. Paul 
rebuked this in various ways in a discussion covering 
the fi rst three chapters of 1 Corinthians, coming to 
a climax at the end of chapter three. Th ere he com-
pletely turned the tables and said that rather than the 
apostles owning factions of the believers, the entire 
Body of Christ owned all of the apostles. 

In a typically Pauline fl ight to the highest elevations 
and deepest recesses of theological thought, Paul then 
jumped from the Corinthian ownership of the apostles 
to the stunning affi  rmation that “all things are yours” 
(1 Cor. 3:21). Th at sounds hyperbolic, but Paul spelled 
it out so it could not be dismissed as a mere rhetorical 
fl ourish; the world is yours, life and death are yours, 
the present and the future are yours, so yes, indeed, I 
really mean that “all things are yours” (1 Cor. 3:22). 
Th is of course is through Christ the Lord (1 Cor. 3:23).

Th e commentarial tradition of the Church has not 
applied this Pauline emphasis on the possession of all 
things to cross-cultural situations, but it clearly is an 
underlying principle that allowed Paul in practice to 

become all things to all men. What many commentar-
ies do point out is that in affi  rming this possession of 
all things by the disciples of Christ, Paul was adapting 
a truism of some of the philosophical schools of the 
time, which had particular relevance to the Corinthian 
context, where wisdom was a hot topic of discussion. 
Th e wise man among the Stoic philosophers was one 
who rose above all situations and problems by remain-
ing in control of his thoughts and actions rather than 
being driven by external events.1  Paul brought this 
Stoic concept into submission to Christ, where it was 
transformed into a larger and more profound theo-
logical truth that he affi  rmed to weak and immature 
Corinthian believers who were failing in some very 
basic aspects of spiritual life.

Th e possession of all things by the disciples of Christ 
was spelled out as a fundamental missiological concept 
by the Dutch missiologist Johan Herman Bavinck. He 
did not tie his exposition to Paul’s teaching in 1 Cor. 
3:31, but the relation of the two is unmistakable. Bav-
inck was concerned about syncretistic tendencies in 
the Roman Catholic theology and practice of accom-
modation wherein non-Christian practices are adopted 
by the Church. He wrote,

Here note that the term “accommodation” is really not appropriate 

as a description of what actually ought to take place. It points to 

an adaptation to customs and practices essentially foreign to the 

gospel. Such an adaptation can scarcely lead to anything other than 

a syncretistic entity, a conglomeration of customs that can never 

form an essential unity....We would, therefore prefer to use the term 

possessio, to take in possession. The Christian life does not accom-

modate or adapt itself to heathen forms of life, but it takes the latter 

in possession and thereby makes them new....Within the framework 

of the non-Christian life, customs and practices serve idolatrous ten-

dencies and drive a person away from God. The Christian life takes 

them in hand and turns them in an entirely diff erent direction; they 

acquire an entirely diff erent content. Even though in external form 

there is much that resembles past practices, in reality everything has 

become new. The old has in essence passed away and the new has 
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come. Christ takes the life of a people in his hands, he renews and 

re-establishes the distorted and deteriorated; he fi lls each thing, 

each word, and each practice with a new meaning and gives it a 

new direction. Such is neither “adaptation,” nor accommodation; it is 

in essence the legitimate taking possession of something by him to 

whom all power is given in heaven and on earth.2

Th e profound implications of Paul’s teaching and of 
Bavinck’s concept of possessio need to be at the center of 
biblical discussions of cross-cultural ministry, espe-
cially with regard to other religious traditions. Th ese 
insights point to a positive approach to other religious 
traditions rather than a blanket renunciation or repu-
diation of them. Rather than renouncing the Buddhist 
heritage, a Buddhist who comes to Christ needs to be 
oriented towards taking possession of that heritage. 
Clearly there is a necessary discerning and sifting pro-
cess in taking possession of truths and practices from 
other faith traditions; Paul after all was rebuking false 
wisdom in the Corinthians, and Bavinck clearly calls 
for a reorientation towards Christ.

Careful nuancing of this truth is essential in a num-
ber of directions. First, the missionary movement is 
still emerging from the shadow of colonialism, and 
nothing stirs anti-Christian emotions quite as much 
as a triumphalistic or domineering attitude. Can a 
Christian disciple of Jesus take possession of another 
faith tradition without straying into this off ensive 
mindset? It is a delicate procedure to be undertaken 
with deep humility, yet Paul did not shirk from stating 
this truth into a complex situation in Corinth. Cross-
cultural workers will rarely have the insight, sensitivity 
or humility to successfully negotiate this terrain even 
with guidance from local believers, yet they must not 
draw back from the implications of Paul’s teaching. J. 
H. Bavinck recognized the inadequacy of the cross-
cultural worker as well; “the newly formed church is 
usually a better judge in such matters than we [mis-
sionaries] are” (ibid. pg. 177).

It is not possible for every part of the Body of Christ 
to take possession of every aspect of life; rather, some 
parts of the Body will more particularly be related to 
diff erent aspects of God’s profoundly diverse world. It 
is particularly those who come to faith from Buddhist 
families who must wrestle with the meaning of posses-
sio in Buddhist contexts, while people from Hindu and 
Muslim and post-modern contexts seek to apply this 
insight in their particular worlds. Cross-cultural work-
ers will of course join as servants in the engagement of 
these issues in the various contexts.

It must be affi  rmed again that there can be no fac-
ile embracing of anything and everything taught or 
practiced in other religious traditions. All is brought 

under Christ, and a sifting and fi ltering is neces-
sary. Yet teaching new disciples of Jesus in other faith 
traditions that “all things are yours” and that it is your 
responsibility in Christ to take possession of your 
religio-cultural heritage challenges some assumed 
paradigms. Primarily challenged is the necessity of 
“conversion to Christianity.” If Buddhists who turn 
to Christ are taught that Buddha is theirs, are they 
really called to renounce Buddhism? Obviously they 
are called to discern and sift much that is unbiblical 
among the many traditions that are currently called 
Buddhism, but if they take possession of that heritage, 
how or why can or should they also renounce it? Th e 
same applies to the other major faith traditions, all 
of which are as much about culture as they are about 
theology, and all of which are multi-cultural as well as 
multi-theological.

Th e problem of neo-imperialist triumphalism is 
trumped by a missiology which rejects “conversion to 
Christianity” as an essential aspect of the gospel. Th e 
new disciple of Jesus is under a mandate from Christ 
and the New Testament to live within (take possession 
of) their birth community and religio-cultural heri-
tage. Th is kind of surrender to the Lordship of Christ 
leading to possessio of one’s heritage in conformity to 
Christ can be viewed from another angle as well. To 
the birth community of the new disciple, be it Bud-
dhist, Hindu, Muslim or other, it is not a rejection of 
the old or transfer to the new, but rather citizens of the 
original community taking possession of the truth of 
the Gospel. Th us hegemonic religious imperialism is 
avoided and the interpenetration of the Gospel among 
all civilizations and faiths is accomplished.

It is surely obvious, but will be stated here in closing, 
that this is not a simple process. J. H. Bavinck recog-
nized this as well: “It is naturally much easier to speak 
theoretically of taking possession, than it is to give 
practical advice. Th e question of possessio leads to the 
greatest problems throughout the entire world” (ibid. 
pg. 179). Redefi ning the problems and complexities 
of cross-cultural encounter and contextualization in 
terms of possessio rather than of conversion and repu-
diation seems a helpful fi rst step towards affi  rming in 
a fresh way the multi-cultural nature of the gospel and 
of its call for all peoples to surrender to Christ within 
their own heritage. 

“Th e nations will walk by the light of the Lamb, and 
the kings of the earth will bring their splendor into the 
eternal citycity” (Rev. 21:24). f
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