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Implications of Conversion in the Old Testament and New

Christopher J. H. Wright

The Hebrew word most commonly associated with repentance and conversion—sub—is much more often addressed to Israel than used in connection with the other, noncovenant nations.
 God most eagerly seeks the conversion of his own people, who seem most often bent on turning away from him in the “conversion” of apostasy rather than turning toward him in the conversion of repentance and restoration. The word sub is used of turning in either direction. So any missiological reflection on conversion must wrestle with this issue of the continuous need of God’s people for radical conversion themselves, rather than being seen only as the agent of the conversion of others. It is often pointed out that the so-called conversion of Cornelius, for example, was just as much (and necessarily) the conversion of Peter, or the conversion of the Ninevites an (unsuccessful) conversion of Jonah.

In this article we examine what the Bible reveals about those who are converted into allegiance to the God of the Bible and into membership of God’s people from a position of having previously stood outside that relationship.
 What are the implications of such a conversion?

Blessing of the Nations
The familiar words of Genesis 12:3 set the agenda for Israel’s missional existence in history. So important are they that Paul calls them the Gospel in advance (Gal. 3:6–8). God declares his intention that through Abraham and his descendents, all nations on earth will be blessed. There is no mention here of this blessing coming by the mechanism of conversion as such. But if the nations are to be blessed, or to find blessing, in the same way as Abraham, then we expect that they must follow the footsteps of his faith in, and obedience to, the God who called him. The path to blessing for Abraham meant leaving his home country (in that sense also turning from his ancestral gods), trusting in the promise of God, walking in obedience, and teaching his household to “keep the way of the Lord by doing righteousness and justice” (Gen. 18:19). Though not described as conversion, some of the key elements are already signaled here: forsaking, trusting, obeying, following.

This hope of blessing for the nations, when it does issue in an offer of, or a call to, conversion, generates some interesting prophetic texts. Jeremiah holds out to the nations contemporary with his own the same conditional terms for repentance and restoration that he consistently held out to Judah—at least until Judah had gone beyond the possibility of those options (Jer. 12:14–17). This text is remarkable for the way Jeremiah speaks to the nations words otherwise spoken to his own people. The nations (like Israel) could be uprooted and destroyed, or they could be restored and rebuilt. The deciding factor would be their willingness to (1) identify with and learn the ways of Israel and (2) accept the reality of the living God Yahweh. On those terms they could actually be “established among my people”—a quite remarkable offer, based effectively on conversion. It is difficult for us to grasp this concept of the repentance and conversion of nations (see also 18:1–12), but it stands as an irreducible part of the Old Testament faith.

The Book of Jonah stands as the most remarkable illustration of the principles affirmed so starkly in Jeremiah 18. Jonah contains at least two actual conversions (the repentance of the Ninevites and the repentance of Yahweh—his change of plan regarding them) and one conversion stubbornly resisted—that of Jonah himself. If the prophet is intended to represent Israel, then the book is an appeal for their conversion to Yahweh’s heartbeat of compassion for the nations.

Isaiah raises the stakes still further. The great vision that he has in common with Micah pictures the nations coming up to Mount Zion in a corporate turning to Yahweh and his ways (Isa. 2:1–5; Mic. 4:1–5). Significantly, the expectation that the nations will eventually do this is taken as motivation for Israel to start doing the same here and now. Isaiah presents this as a challenging call (2:5); Micah states it as a stark contrast between the determination of Israel to walk in the name of Yahweh and the continuing historical fact that the nations walk in the name of their own gods (4:5).

In Isaiah 19, after a scorching declaration of God’s judgment on historical Egypt of the prophet’s day, the prophet portrays an eschatological future in which the historical relation of Israel and Egypt is turned inside out. “On that day” (the language of the unspecified future), there will be an altar to Yahweh in the midst of Egypt (v. 19)—the land whose Pharaoh had refused even to acknowledge such a God in his country (Exod. 5:2). Egypt will cry out to Yahweh against their oppressors (as the Hebrews had done against the Egyptians), and he will send them a savior to rescue them (v. 20, a remarkable replay of Moses’ mission). Yahweh will strike Egypt with a plague, but this time he will heal them (v. 22). Then comes the key conversion text: “They will return to the Lord, and he will listen to their supplications and heal them” (v. 22). What follows is even more amazing. On the basis of this conversion to Yahweh, Egypt, along with Assyria, will join Israel as part of the people of Yahweh. “On that day Israel will be the third with Egypt and Assyria, a blessing in the midst of the earth, whom the Lord of hosts has blessed, saying, ‘Blessed be Egypt my people, and Assyria the work of my hands, and Israel my heritage’” (vv. 24–25).

Not only, then, will these ancient enemies of Israel be the beneficiaries of the Abrahamic covenant (that is they will receive the explicit blessing of Yahweh), but also they will become the agents of Abraham’s blessing—they will share in the task of being “a blessing on the earth.” The converted become the converting; the blessed become the blessers.

There is something profound here about the nature of conversion: in conversion people receive the names, the identity, the mission, the privilege, of Israel; yet they preserve the ethnic and cultural identity that is theirs by creation. This combination is not surprising when we remember that the purpose of God’s election of Israel was for the restoration of creation. Even before Paul developed his second-Adam Christology, there was a Jewish tradition that regarded Abraham as God’s fresh start for humanity—a new Adam. Certainly Paul could affirm that if anybody turns to Christ and is “in him,” then that person is not just an heir of Abraham but also a new creation.

Radical Displacement of All Other Gods

From the Old Testament perspective, conversion has three major implications. In the first place, the nations that set foot on the road to Yahweh in Zion will abandon their walking in the name of their own gods (Mic. 4:1–5). The ends of the earth that turn to Yahweh to be saved will accept the demonstrable futility of “a god that cannot save” (Isa. 45:20). Instead, they will universally acknowledge that “only in the Lord” are “righteousness” [probably equivalent to saving righteousness, see v. 21—“a righteous God and a Savior”] and “strength” (v. 24). The conversion of Egypt includes the sole acknowledgment of Yahweh, following the exposure through judgment of the worthlessness of the idols they had previously consulted (Isa. 19:3). The nations that will come to the light that will shine from Israel in Isaiah 60 will “proclaim the praise of the Lord” (v. 6), no longer that of their own gods, and their offerings “shall be acceptable on my altar” (v. 7), not at the shrines of other gods.

This expectation is turned into a missional vision and summons in Psalm 96. A new song is to be sung. This new song remixes the old words, for the content is nothing other than the name, the salvation, the glory, and the marvelous deeds of Yahweh (vv. 1–3). These phrases are culled from the old, old story of Yahweh and his love. Yahweh’s name—revealed at the burning bush; Yahweh’s salvation—as they marched out of Egypt; Yahweh’s glory—in tabernacle and temple; Yahweh’s marvelous deeds—the etcetera of the great epic of their national history. These were the lyrics Israel had been singing ever since they crossed the Red Sea. What is new is where they are now to be sung, and who is going to be singing them—“all the earth . . . among the nations . . . among all the peoples.” The new song makes the old words true for new singers. Conversion of the nations thus implies, not only the acceptance of Israel’s God, but also acceptance of the saving significance of Israel’s story.

The ironic historical background to such a vision was the fact that Israel, who should have been the choirmaster for the singing of this new song among the nations, was instead busy singing the songs of the nations by going after their gods instead of preserving their exclusive, covenantal loyalty to Yahweh. So while the psalmists applied their faith imagination to the conversion of the nations, the prophets had to apply their rhetorical energy to the conversion of Israel.

Ethical Transformation

The nations will come up to Yahweh in Zion with clear ethical intent: conversion will mean a change of “walk.” The Lord will “teach us his ways” so that “we may walk in his paths” (Isa. 2:3)—the very thing that Israel also needed to learn. The ways of Yahweh should have been the ways of Israel, and in that ideal sense, the nations who wished to convert and be restored by Yahweh, according to Jeremiah, would need to learn the ways of Israel as well as acknowledging the sole deity of Yahweh (Jer. 12:16). The great challenge presented to apostate Israel by Elijah was that they should turn from worshiping Baal to acknowledge Yahweh alone as God. The narrative makes it clear that this ought to have been more than a change of merely verbal or cultic allegiance. The worship of Baal was what legitimated the actions of Jezebel and Ahab—that is, trampling on justice, judicial murder, and confiscation of land by unfettered royal power. The worship of Yahweh demanded a social ethic of economic justice and limits on political power, which would preserve a land safe for Naboths to live in.

The story of the conversion of Nebuchadnezzar in Daniel 4 involves not only his eventual recognition that “heaven rules” but his acceptance of Daniel’s amazing counsel: “Atone for [or break off] your sins with righteousness, and your iniquities with mercy to the oppressed” (Dan. 4:27). Amos could not have put it better. Conversion entailed moral change in the area of social and political responsibility—even for pagan kings. Conversion, in this case, also included a return to sanity, implying that worship of false gods that permits arrogant imperialism and flagrant exploitation is actually a kind of madness. In both of the above cases, conversion was addressed to the political, social, and economic spheres, not merely to religious allegiance.

In the light of this strongly ethical dimension of conversion, there is even greater significance to the term Jesus chose to use in his so-called Great Commission—namely, to go and disciple the nations. For this too is an ethical term, calling for a radical change of personal allegiance and a range of ethical commitments. Sadly, one must admit that much evangelical mission has handled the Great Commission as a mandate only for a rather narrowly defined evangelism, omitting the biblical emphasis on discipleship, teaching, and obedience that these verses contain.

End to Commitment to War

Both Isaiah and Micah in their vision of the conversion of the nations envisage the effect of their submission to the judicial sovereignty of Yahweh. The diversion of so much effort and so many resources, things that could be used productively to nourish human life, into weapons of destruction will cease. Nations will not take up the sword against one another and will not “learn war” any more. The portrayal of war as something that consumes resources, and as an acquired skill that generates its own lethal pedagogy, is frighteningly realistic. Only conversion to the living God and his ways can bring an end to both. Psalm 46, which pictures the present reality of the nations in tumult, ends with the great statement of hope that God “makes wars cease to the end of the earth” and recognizes that this can come about only when the nations acknowledge that Yahweh is God, when he is “exalted among the nations.” Conversion of the nations to the living God is the only hope for world peace.

We recognize this as ultimately an eschatological hope. Only God can, and only God will, put an end to war. But the fact that we have this sure hope, like other aspects of biblical eschatology, should fire us to appropriate action in the present that erects a signpost to the future. We live now under the ethical mandate of the beatitude “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God”—that is, they will have the character of God by working now for what God will ultimately complete.

Implications for Missions

What is the meaning of the conversion of the nations in the Old Testament for New Testament faith and mission? In what sense, if any, are we to call nations to conversion today? Since the people of God now exist as a multinational community in Christ and cannot be identified with any single nation or state, can we even speak of a “converted nation” or a “Christian nation”? Do we expect nations to display the marks of Christian discipleship, as set out, for example in the Sermon on the Mount? If not, where do we take this Old Testament theme?

First, there is no hermeneutical validity in seeking to reestablish some kind of political theocracy on Old Testament lines in modern nations. Even in Israel the marriage of faith community and royal political state was never easy, frequently compromised, and ended in messy divorce. Attempts to create Christian states, from Constantine to Calvin and beyond, have more often than not ended in tears, tyranny, and torturers.

Second, the clearest fulfillment of the Old Testament message regarding the nations appears in the New Testament mission to the nations. The blessing of the nations, interpreted through the missional mandate of Jesus and the centrifugal mission of the church, is not a matter of the conversion of states and governments, even though church history does contain remarkable cases of the conversion of heads of state who in turn provided access and patronage for the evangelistic work of the church. We are to pray for governments. We are to bless the nations. So one way in which the Old Testament vision of the conversion of the nations is to be worked out is through obedience to the Great Commission—namely, discipling (Matt. 28:19–20) and proclaiming repentance and forgiveness (Luke 24:47).

Third, however, we should remember the paradigmatic nature of Israel in the plan of God.
 They were intended to be a light to the nations. What God did in and for them and what God said and revealed to them were all ultimately aimed at a wider audience—the rest of the nations, for whose blessing Israel was called into existence in the first place. One of the most glaringly obvious messages in the scriptures of Israel is that God holds kings, governments, and nations to account. God, as supreme moral judge of all the earth, demands that they do justice, love mercy, and walk humbly (Mic. 6:8, originally addressed individually but also, given the whole context of the prophets, a message for governments). Therefore it seems entirely right that part of our Christian responsibility, standing as the spiritual heirs of the prophets of Israel, is to call nations and their governments to account and, where necessary, to repentance. Even in praying for them, we are presuming the reality of the higher sovereignty of God, to whom they are responsible. So, like Daniel, we should have the courage to say, even to secular governments, “Break off your sins with righteousness, and your iniquities with mercy to the oppressed” (Dan. 4:27).

Conversion of Individuals in the Old Testament

While the promise of God to Abraham that the nations would be blessed through him points toward an eschatological ingathering that only God would accomplish, the history of Israel in the Old Testament period does testify to significant numbers of those who stood originally outside the covenant community being blessed through it, coming into membership of it, or professing some kind of conversion to Yahweh.
 This is a more at the level of individuals or groups, rather than of nations, but it does offer some interesting perspectives on our inquiry.

From the very beginning, Israel emerges into history and onto the pages of the Old Testament as a “mixed multitude.” The exodus narrative records that a great many other people left Egypt along with the Israelites (Exod. 12:37–39), and the next section of text outlines some regulations for the Passover to take into account the presence of such foreigners and to give criteria for their acceptability or otherwise at the Passover meal. Later we see that there was a substantial resident alien population at the time of the united monarchy (2 Chron. 2:17–18). Throughout, there was a remarkable openness to the inclusion and absorption of aliens into the Israelite community at various levels—including religious.

The Passover regulations make it clear that a resident alien could be included in the worshiping community, celebrating the foundational event in Israel’s redemptive history, provided he accepted circumcision (Exod. 12:48–49). On that basis he and his family were to be treated as fully equal to the native born. This religious inclusion of “converted,” or assimilated, persons then extended in many directions: the annual feasts (Deut. 16:11, 14), the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:29), the ceremony of covenant renewal and commitment (Deut. 29:11; 31:12), and inclusion in Sabbath rest (Exod. 20:9–11; 23:12; Deut. 5:12–15). Since many of these events were part of the social and economic rhythm of the life of the community, the inclusion of the converted alien was very comprehensive. Indeed, because of the vulnerable social status of such people, the law repeatedly advocates their protection: from general oppression (Exod. 22:21; Lev. 19:33), from injustice in court (Exod. 23:9, Deut. 10:17–19; 24:17–18), and from exploitation in the workplace (Deut. 24:14–15). In short, they are to be treated as equal before the law with the native born (Lev. 19:34). For the resident alien, then, conversion—at least according to the ideals of Israelite law—meant complete inclusion, participation, and equality within the living community of God’s people.

The position of the foreigner who remained one (i.e., did not assimilate through circumcision) was more ambiguous. But two texts are quite remarkable in their vision for such people. At the dedication of the temple in 1 Kings 8, in the midst of praying that God would hear the prayers of his people Israel in all kinds of circumstances, Solomon prays thus for non-Israelites: “When a foreigner, who is not of your people Israel, comes from a distant land because of your name—for they shall hear of your great name, your mighty hand, and your outstretched arm—when a foreigner comes and prays toward this house, then hear in heaven your dwelling place, and do according to all that the foreigner calls to you, so that all the peoples of the earth may know your name and fear you” (vv. 41–43).

This text is remarkable in its very anticipation that such things would happen—that is, that foreigners would be so attracted to the power and presence of this God, Yahweh the God of Israel, that they would come from afar to pray for his blessing. But it is also remarkable in the reason Solomon offers as an incentive to God for answering the foreigner’s prayer—namely, that the name of Yahweh should be known universally. We may not know if the text anticipates the conversion of the foreigner to become a worshiper of Yahweh (though it may be implied by the very fact that the foreigner brings a request to Yahweh’s temple), but the vision is amazingly missional in its scope (and it is repeated at v. 60). For the foreigner, then, clear implications of conversion include, at the very least, gratitude for answered prayer and the spreading fame of the name of Yahweh.

Isaiah 56 also addresses individual foreigners with words of hope. From having been previously excluded from Yahweh’s sacred assembly,
 they are promised “the full works,” as conversion experiences go: they can come to the holy hill; they can come into Yahweh’s house; they can even bring their sacrifices to the altar (vv. 6–7). Those who come from the unclean world of the foreign nations are accepted at the holy altar of Yahweh. On what basis was this inclusion and acceptance offered? Their wholehearted commitment to the Lord, in covenant service, love, worship, and obedience (v. 6). The conversion is very clear; their inclusion is equally emphatic. Notably, the words of inclusion are spoken directly by God; the assumption is that the existing covenant community should echo the welcome.

The classic Old Testament convert is Ruth. Indeed, one might say that the book affords us one of the most beautiful descriptions of conversion, when Boaz sums up what Ruth has done: “May the Lord reward you for your deeds, and may you have a full reward from the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you have come for refuge! (Ruth. 2:12).”
 For Ruth, the result of conversion was her experience of the matching hesed (i.e., faithful, loyal love) of Boaz. The model response of Boaz to this vulnerable “convert” provided for her, protected her, and eventually incorporated her into an Israelite family, in Israel’s land, blessed by Israel’s God. For Ruth, conversion led to inclusion, not only in the covenant community, but also in the ancestry of the royal house of David and the messianic lineage of Jesus (Matt. 1:5). If Israel was supposed in some way to emulate Boaz (who is certainly presented as a model Israelite), then the book challenges any kind of ethnic exclusivism and calls for a welcoming inclusion of those who make genuine confession of conversion to the Lord God of Israel.

Summing up this section, then, we can immediately see some aspects in common with those noted above with reference to the nations. There is the radical rejection of other gods and exclusive commitment to Yahweh alone. There is inclusion within the worshiping community—by the covenant ritual of circumcision (the alien), and by explicit and frequent listing with the rest of the nation in the festivals, covenant ceremonies, and so forth. And there is also the demand for ethical transformation: by the foreigner convert’s accepting commitment to observe God’s covenant law. The conditions for the foreigner are no different from those demanded of apostate Israelites who are called to repent and convert back to true allegiance to Yahweh—let it be in truth and justice (Jer. 4:1–2), and let it involve the radical rejection of oppressive ways and commitment to social compassion, integrity, and honesty (Ezek. 33:14–16).

New Testament Perspectives on Conversion

As in the Old Testament, so in the Gospels the call to repent and “convert” is addressed primarily to Israel. God’s people need to return to their God. But our theme asks us to look rather at the conversion of those who, from outside the believing community, “turned to the Lord.” This focus sends us primarily to the Book of Acts, though obviously Paul addresses the issue also in some of his letters. It seems that the same necessities of conversion are found in the New Testament as in the Old Testament, and the same expectations of what ought to follow for the convert.

Thus, first, there is the clear demand for the radical rejection and displacement of all other gods than the living God, now revealed through his Son Jesus Christ. Paul makes this point in some haste and embarrassment in Lystra (Acts 14:15–17). He repeats it as the burden of his missionary career since his own “conversion”
 (Acts 26:18). And in case it might be thought that this represents the Gentile Luke’s slanted reporting on the matter, Paul himself expresses it in virtually identical terms in what may be his earliest letter: “You turned to God from idols, to serve a living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead—Jesus” (1 Thess. 1:9).

Second, conversion leads to inclusion. This can be risky. We are well aware of the danger often faced by converts: danger from the communities they have left and are thought to have betrayed. Certainly Paul experienced such hostility repeatedly. But those who have the courage to welcome the convert also take risks of misunderstanding from both sides. Ananias certainly needed courage and faith to welcome Saul of Tarsus as a brother within hours of his conversion (Acts 9:10–19). Alleged converts can be false, intent on subverting the faithful from within. The fear of Saul by the vulnerable church in Jerusalem could have barred him from inclusion and welcome. But the risky friendship of Barnabas at that crucial time achieved it.

But there is also theological risk. And sometimes only God can persuade people to take that risk—even if he has to use angels, visions, and ultimately a whole church council. Thus, Peter’s acceptance of Cornelius into baptized membership of the new followers of the Way, because of his manifest faith in the message of Christ and the evident work of the Holy Spirit, exposed Peter to severe criticism from fellow Jewish believers. Peter’s explanation was initially accepted, to general rejoicing (Acts. 11:18). The issue rumbled on, however, and was brought to a head by the success of Paul’s mission among the Gentiles. Should these converts to Christ be accepted and included without also becoming proselytes to Judaism? What should be required of them? Such questions about the implications of conversion were exactly what the church faced as a result of the success of its own mission (Acts 15:5).

The Council of Jerusalem in Acts 15 addressed two issues—the theological grounds of inclusion, and the practical follow-up to inclusion for those who had professed conversion. The theology was sorted out on the basis of Old Testament scriptures. The ingathering of the Gentiles, far from being a problem in relation to the scriptures, is precisely their fulfillment. (James quotes Amos 9:11–12; he could have quoted at least a dozen other texts of similar import.) The practical problem is sorted out with a wonderfully inclusive pragmatism: “It is my judgment, therefore, that we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God” (Acts 15:19 NIV). Would that this principle operated in all evangelistic and discipleship programs!

Paul’s letters affirm very strongly this new inclusion of his converts in the community of this new people of God. Ephesians 2:11–22 is probably the locus classicus, with Paul telling his Gentile readers that from being far off, they have been brought near. From being aliens and strangers (to Israel’s citizenship, Israel’s promises, Israel’s hope, Israel’s God, and Israel’s Messiah), they have now become citizens of God’s own country, members of God’s own family, and the place of God’s own dwelling—a radical conversion indeed! And it has been argued that a major purpose of all Paul’s letters, indirectly, is to foster this sense of new identity and inclusion among his convert communities. They must know who they now are because of their allegiance to Christ.

Third and finally, it is clear, also from Paul’s letters, that conversion also involved radical ethical transformation. Paul’s account of his ministry to Festus includes so much of importance. Not only was Paul intent on turning people from the worship of idols to the living God, not only did he offer such converts the inclusion of having “a place among those who are sanctified” (Acts 26:18), he also “preached that they should repent and turn to God and do deeds consistent with repentance” (v. 20). Very John the Baptist, very Jesus, very James, very Jeremiah.
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Notes
�. The equivalent word in the New Testament, epistrephō, is more commonly used of the conversion of unbelievers.


�. The approach adopted will be fairly synchronic; that is, I will not be concerned to trace historical developments within the literature and traditions of the Bible or to take into account other critical issues of that nature. 


�. I have explained what I understand by the paradigmatic nature of Israel much more fully in my book Old Testament Ethics for the People of God (Nottingham, IVP; Downers Grove, InterVarsity Press: 2004.


�. Charles Scobie makes much of this distinction in his discussion of the theme of the nations in biblical theology: he speaks of eschatological ingathering of the nations (an act of God, which the New Testament sees as initiated in the Gentile mission) and historical incorporation (the choice of individuals or groups in Old Testament times). C. H. H. Scobie, “Israel and the Nations: An Essay in Biblical Theology,” Tyndale Bulletin 43, no. 2 (1992): 283–305.


�. The laws of Deuteronomy 23:1–8 are thought by some scholars to be the background to Isaiah 56, though it is a debatable point.


�. Note, in view of comments below, that it was to Yahweh that Ruth had fled, not primarily to Israel (except of course geographically). Throughout the narrative she continues to be called “the Moabite.”


�. I acknowledge that some prefer not to use the term “conversion” of Paul’s Damascus road experience, since he was obviously not a pagan converting to the God of Israel, nor a Jew converting to Christianity in an anachronistic sense. Nevertheless, Paul’s encounter with Christ included a repentance, a turning, an acknowledgment of the lordship of the risen Christ, and a commissioning—all of which may be fairly described as conversion, even if the term needs to be carefully qualified in the case of Jews who, like Paul, find in Jesus of Nazareth a fulfillment of their ancestral faith. 


�. The answer clearly was that they should be converts to Christ, not proselytes to Judaism. This conclusion, in Andrew Walls’s analysis, was an utterly key decision and distinction at this early stage of the church. It enabled a genuine Greek church to emerge. To become a Christian meant converting to Christ—that is, turning everything in one’s life, history, and culture toward Christ for redemptive purging and re-creation. It did not mean becoming ethnically or culturally a “proselyte”—a naturalized Jew—for that route preserved the old ethnic distinction between Jew and Gentile, which, as the very heartbeat of Paul’s gospel passionately affirmed, had been utterly dissolved by the cross of Christ. As Walls commented (in conversation), Paul seems not to have got so angry with the Corinthians, who at least were attempting to be genuinely Greek Christians, even if they were making a mess of it, as he did with the Galatians, who were denying the universality of the Gospel by reasserting an ethnic, national, law-based foundation for belonging to God’s people. The vast, global, and cultural diversity of the Christian church today is the legitimate fruit of this essential distinction between conversion (i.e., conversion to Christ within any culture) and proselytism (which essentially says, “You first must become like us”). Sadly, Christian mission has not always preserved this distinction.





