Tim Keller

Introduction

1 Corinthians 2:1 When I came to you, brothers, I did not come with eloquence or supe-
rior wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about God. 2 For I resolved to know
nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. 3 I came to you in
weakness and fear, and with much trembling. 4 My message and my preaching were not
with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit's power, 5 so that
your faith might not rest on men's wisdom, but on God's power. (NIV)

1. Paul on persuasion and the cross.

1 Corinthians 2:1-5 is a very controversial and important passage. It is the main place in
the Bible that Paul deals with the question of how he persuades people when he communi-
cates the gospel. A superficial reading of the text seems to indicate that Paul did not use
logic, argument, or learning, but he simply told the simple gospel and expected the Holy
Spirit to convict—or not. However, while Paul says here he does not use 'persuasive’ words,
in 2 Corinthians 5:11 he says that he does! So Paul cannot be saying that he makes no ar-
guments, that he has no strategies for changing people’s minds. The fullest treatment of
the meaning of the words ‘eloquence’ and ‘superior wisdom’ and ‘wise and persuasive
words’ is in Anthony Thistleton’s enormous commentary on 1 Corinthians.

In sum, Paul is rejecting a) verbal bullying (using force of personality, witty and cutting dis-
dain, super-confident demagoguery to beat the listeners into wanting to be on the speaker’s
side) vs a spirit of humility, b) (the opposite) applause-generating, consumer-oriented
rhetoric (playing to a crowd’s prejudices, pride, and fears) vs making sound, careful argu-
ments) or €) manipulative stories, or overwhelming the crowd with shows of verbal dexter-
ity, wit or erudition vs exposition of what the text says.

2. A basic model for persuasion.

a. Listeners (‘receptors’) automatically interpret communication from the per-
spective of their own context. It is an extremely tiring and difficult process for a re-
ceptor to comprehend communication which is not provided within his or her frame of
reference. Can you imagine reading a technical computer journal if you have no back-
ground at all in the field. The technical journal makes no effort to begin with a begin-
ner's frame of reference. Soon you, the receptor, "tune out" and become numb. By a
"frame of reference" we mean a person's culture, beliefs, language, vocabulary, life
situation, perceived needs, and so on.

b. There are two basic approaches to communication: sender-oriented and
receptor-oriented. When the communicator designates his frame of reference as the
one in which communication takes place, the receptor must make most or all the
adjustments. As we have seen, this is quite tiring, difficult, and often unsuccessful. The
receptor in this case is in a dependent position. He must ask many questions, listen,
deal with many strange and uncomfortable concepts and conditions, look up many
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words, ask for a great deal of help, and constantly check and re-check meanings. In
short, the receptor is forced into a vulnerable position.However, when the communicator
designates the receptor's frame of reference as that in which the communication will take
place, the roles are reversed! Now, the communicator is in a dependent position. He
must ask the questions, he must listen, he must deal with many strange and uncomfort-
able concepts and conditions, look up many words, ask for a great deal of help, and con-
stantly check and re-check meanings. He has become vulnerable. "Sender-oriented"
communication is "1-way" communication for the sender, but "2-way" for the receptor.
But "receptor-oriented” communication is "2-way" communication throughout. The lat-
ter is much harder and more complex for the sender, but far more comfortable for the
receptor and far more successful.

c. God's communication approach: receptor-oriented. In the Bible we see that God
adapts his message without changing it. In Deut.18:15-19, we see that God sends his
message through the medium of a human prophet when the people complain that they
cannot listen to his voice directly. He does not simply maintain the same communication
channel and form. In Phil.2:6-7, we see that incarnation is a form of communication.
Jesus entered into our framework. We could not see God's glory face to face (Ex.33) but
now we behold his glory in Christ (John 1:14).

In I Cor. 9:19-22, we see the principle of communication that Paul practiced
throughout the book of Acts. There we can see significant adaptations in his
preaching from audience to audience. He varied his use of emotion and reason,
his citation of authorities, his vocabulary, his choice of points of contention
(avoiding unnecessary issues), and his identification of the hearers' concerns,
hopes, and needs.

In countless ways, God adopts familiar conventions, literary genres, and terms
that the hearers could relate to. For example, when God entered into a relation-
ship with Israel, he adopted a cultural form, the specific format of the Near
Eastern suzerain-vassal treaties of the second millennium B.C. John the apostle
takes over the Logos concept from modern Greek philosophy. The very concept
of Biblical theology shows us that God unfolds revelation in a history, in stages,
with each stage adapted to the ability of the people to whom he speaks.

d. We must nevertheless be "message-centered" not "context-centered”. Many
people get quite nervous when they hear a call to being "receptor oriented", because
they believe being "sender- oriented" is to be "message-centered". Many authors, in the
name of being receptor-oriented or "contextualized", very obviously have sought to
change rather than adapt the Biblical message. We here the Bultmannians saying,
"modern man can no longer accept the miraculous element in Scripture." Thus the final
authority in communication is the context, not the message.

No wonder many evangelicals get nervous about audience adaptation. In reaction to this
kind of distortion, many evangelicals and Reformed pastors are quite adverse to any talk of
being "receptor oriented", of adapting our communication to the perceived needs and frame
of reference of non-believers. But this is to misunderstand the options. We do not have 2
possible methods in communication ("Word" or "God" centered vs. "receptor-oriented" or
"man-centered"). If that were so, we would have the following positions:

Message-centered------- Or-———~======- Audience-centered
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