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Although Christians have the life-giving message of God’s good news in Christ 
Jesus, we often act in ways that hinder others from receiving this message from 
us. Our internal divisions and other “bad habits” become excuses for secular 
people to avoid this message altogether. But there are ways for Christians to 
“get their acts together” for a more effective witness to the world.

Breaking Bad Habits When 
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One of the pieces of teaching advice I was given when I first became a professor 
was that most students learn better when they are presented with an example 

of a “C” paper and shown how to improve it than when they are presented with an 
“A” paper and told to emulate it. This advice turns out to be just as helpful for ser-
mons and lectures as for class assignments. Often people will respond more readily 
when someone shows them the “world as it is” and offers guidance for how to live 
within that world than when they are exhorted to live as if they were already in the 
“world as it should be.”

In an effort to follow this advice, I want to follow up on the Aus Lecture that 
I was privileged to give at Luther Seminary in St. Paul, Minnesota, in 2018 by rec-
ognizing the struggles we often face in stewarding the gospel. In my lecture, “Stew-
ards of the Mysteries of God, Leaders for the World,” I made the argument that 
Christians are uniquely suited to lead the world today through living into the sal-
vific message of the crucified Christ. By becoming a community marked by hope, 
joy, humility, and the willingness to think the best about all people— Christian or 
not—from the outset, we could set an example that would attract people to the sal-
vific message of the gospel. I ended by suggesting that the establishment of many 
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of these communities on a local level would be transformative for the world, help-
ing seed the needed vision and discipline to lead all people out of the fear, division, 
and despair that grip them.

As beautiful as that picture may be, it is an ideal based on a perfect applica-
tion of the gospel message in how we live together as Christians. As someone who 
served in the local church for twelve years and has taught in a seminary for eleven, 
I know well enough that this is far from what we often experience. In this article, 
I want to address some of the real-world reasons that we often struggle to steward 
the gospel in a way that attracts others to follow the crucified Christ.

We Attack It

While it is unlikely that Christians will attack the message of the gospel directly, 
it is common enough for us to engage in open hostilities with other Christians 
with whom we disagree. In doing this, we harm the Christian witness. If those 
outside the church are to know we are Christ’s disciples because we “have love for 
one another” (John 13:35), what will they think if they see us publicly denouncing 
each other?

While it is unlikely that Christians will attack the message 
of the gospel directly, it is common enough for us to engage 
in open hostilities with other Christians with whom we 
disagree. In doing this, we harm the Christian witness.

In my role at the seminary, I have the opportunity to see this rancor firsthand 
as I sit in on a variety of public presentations. While many of them are irenic, some 
of them, sadly, are not so, as presenters launch attacks at other Christians with 
whom they disagree. Post-colonial theorists chop at evangelicals and their histori-
cal relationship to the foreign-missionary efforts in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. Evangelicals disparage the concern liberation theologians have with 
social structures rather than with forgiveness of sins and eternal life for individu-
als. Liberation theologians decry the inroads of Pentecostalism among the poor 
because it calls them to rely on the power of the Holy Spirit rather than to mobilize 
human resources to resist injustice. There are elements of truth in these critiques. 
The issue is not that we as Christians should be oblivious to the ways we have 
failed in our witness, causing damage through our ministries. We need to be self-
reflective and allow ourselves to be held accountable.

The problem is also not that there are too many theological traditions within 
the Christian faith. As those who serve an infinitely creative God, it should be no 
surprise that those who claim the Christian faith will adhere to variations of that 
faith. As Christopher Morse explains in Not Every Spirit, one way to understand 
the doctrines of the church is like buoy markers that lay out a safe passage in a 
channel. So long as we maneuver within these, we are free to generate multiple 
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theological approaches for making sense of who God is, what God does, and how 
we are to live in light of God’s nature and activity.1

The problem is when those of us who are within the buoy markers still see 
each other as enemies. Instead of accepting each other as brothers and sisters in 
spite of our disagreements, recognizing the commonalities we share, we declare 
that others are not within the safe zone. We do this either by claiming the buoys 
are in different places than they really are or by arguing that there are alternative 
markers that count more than the buoys placed by the apostolic witness of the 
church. In the worst situations, we try to ram each other’s ships to sink them or 
force them out of the channel altogether.

American Christianity is witness to this, displaying numerous denomina-
tional schisms and separations over the major moral questions of the day. This 
happened in reference to slavery in the nineteenth century and is happening again 
in reference to sexuality in the early twenty-first century. In these situations, 
Christians engage in mudslinging toward other Christians. They call one another 
unfaithful, unloving, hateful, heretical, and other derogatory terms. In doing this, 
they functionally claim that the Christian faith has no room for the perspectives 
that are presented by those with whom they disagree. It is very possible that some 
of you reading this have been on the receiving end of this sort of vitriol. I have, too.

There are limits to what can be included in the channel of apostolic witness. 
Just because somebody wants to claim the Christian faith, that does not mean we 
have to accept their teachings or ideas automatically. And there may indeed be 
times that we must separate administratively from one another by creating new 
denominations or church networks. Still, there are ways to address disagreement 
and even separation with grace.

There are dozens of blog posts, articles, YouTube videos, and books that offer 
advice on how to deal with conflict within congregations.2 At the heart of these 
strategies is character formation. We must become formed more like Christ in 
how we relate to others. One of the best ways to be formed this way is to pray with 
and for other people within the church, including those with whom we disagree. 
Praying with and for others seeks for God to work not only in their lives, but in 
our life. It leaves us vulnerable to God’s Spirit to move and form us, humbling us to 
recognize that we are all sinners who need the grace of the crucified Christ. While 
this does not mean we will end up agreeing, it does mean we can at least acknowl-
edge the eternal value and significance of each person. We also can acknowledge 
our shortcomings such that we are disallowed from considering ourselves morally 
superior to others.

1  Christopher Morse, Not Every Spirit: A Dogmatics of Christian Disbelief (Valley Forge, PA: Trinity, 
1994), 78.

2  Just a few that are easily accessible and have good, practical advice are: Carey Nieuwolf, “7 Healthy 
Ways to Resolve Conflict at Church or Work,” http://tinyurl.com/wjdtmcn; Karl Vaters, “6 Principles Healthy 
Churches Use to Deal with Conflict Well,” Christianity Today, July 6, 2018, https://tinyurl.com/v9vbkmq; and 
Sophie Timothy, “How to Deal with Conflict in the Church (And Not Pretend It Doesn’t Exist),” Eternity News, 
October 24, 2013, https://tinyurl.com/rtqjcmf.
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Even if we have reached a point at which a denominational or congregational 
split is necessary in order for everyone to maintain their integrity in their beliefs, 
we can demonstrate humility toward one another. Splitting does not require vili-
fying or anathematizing. Sometimes, like Paul and Barnabas, we each need to go 
our separate ways while still commending one another to the common care of our 
Lord (Acts 15:36–40).

The movement of the Spirit is essential to this. We cannot force ourselves to 
become humble or to honor others. We can only avail ourselves of the means of 
grace—like praying for and with others in the Christian community—and seek for 
God’s Spirit to shape our character. As Martin Luther explained, “True humility, 
therefore, never knows that it is humble . . . for if it knew, it would turn proud from 
contemplation of so fine a virtue.”3 The formation of such a virtue must be the 
work of God, not the result of human effort.

The damage done to the Christian witness by overt and vociferous denuncia-
tion of each other in the church is real. It diminishes the desire of those within 
the church to state their beliefs because they do not feel safe speaking within the 
Christian community, and it presents a damaged image of the body of Christ for 
those outside the church to see. At best, that damage causes people outside the 
church to see us as a reflection of the existing sides that have already been drawn 
up within the ongoing culture wars, making Christianity an unnecessary exten-
sion of the divisions at work in the world. At worst, the damage defames the name 
of Jesus Christ, causing people to deride Christians as hypocrites. As Jesus himself 
warned, “You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its salti-
ness be restored? It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled 
underfoot” (Matt 5:13).

By the same token, a congregation or denomination that has members who 
can treat one another with grace will be an example to the world. Even if a group 
of Christians has already fallen prey to acrimony and conflict, it can still become a 
faithful witness to others by stewarding the gospel in a way that promotes humility 
in place of a zero-sum game in which only one group can win. Christians who can 
put the brakes on their anger and humbly honor one another even while disagree-
ing will become examples that capture attention. The church can help steward the 
gospel and lead a divided world to peace even amid disagreement.

We Minimize It

Disagreements over the message of the gospel at least demonstrate that we believe 
strongly in the gospel. We care enough to present it in the most faithful way pos-
sible. The next hindrance to stewarding the gospel takes the opposite approach. It 
minimizes the gospel.

3  Martin Luther, Sermon on the Mount (Sermons) and the Magnificat, in Luther’s Works. vol. 21, ed. 
Jaroslav Pelikan, Helmut Lehmann, and Christopher Boyd Brown (Philadelphia and St. Louis: Fortress and 
Concordia, 1955–), 75.
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This is an approach that younger generations, especially millennials and Gen 
Z, have adopted. Raised in a much more polycentric and diverse culture, these 
generations experience enormous pressure to get along with one another. As a 
result, their tendency is to reduce the gospel to a personal choice: it may give them 
comfort or meaning but is not something they should share with others. If they do 
share it, they should modify it to make it more palatable to their hearers. As Kenda 
Creasy Dean writes, young people in the United States “have been marinating in 
the ideals of personal autonomy and individual freedom long enough to know that 
getting along gives them license to adjust any particularist claims their religions 
may make.”4

Even if a group of Christians has already fallen prey 
to acrimony and conflict, it can still become a faithful 
witness to others by stewarding the gospel in a way that 
promotes humility in place of a zero-sum game in which 
only one group can win. Christians who can put the 
brakes on their anger and humbly honor one another 
even while disagreeing will become examples that 
capture attention.

This minimization of the gospel is evident in a recent report by the Barna 
Group dealing with millennials who claimed to be practicing Christians. It found 
that “almost half of [m]illennials (47 percent) agree at least somewhat that it is 
wrong to share one’s personal beliefs with someone of a different faith in hopes 
that they will one day share the same faith.”5 Their primary reason for this is 
because “people today are more likely than in the past to take offense if they share 
their faith.”6

As I explain in my book Evangelism for Non-Evangelists, this is an outcome of 
living in a postmodern culture. Postmodernity privileges the search for meaning, 
and promotes the idea that each individual should have the opportunity to explore 
and choose whatever they desire in order to find that meaning. Christians, espe-
cially young Christians, have been adopting this cultural value system.

This may seem gracious at the outset because it seems to follow the “do no 
harm” principle, leaving people alone in what they want to believe. However, 
when Christians accept this logic, we undercut our capacity to steward the gospel 
because we minimize the gospel’s claim that God will heal the world uniquely 
through the crucified Christ. In doing this, we actually are doing harm because we 
are denying the world the saving message of Jesus Christ. As N. T. Wright puts it, 

4  Kenda Creasy Dean, Almost Christian (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 31–32.
5  Barna Group, “Almost Half of Practicing Christian Millennials Say Evangelism Is Wrong,” Reviving 

Evangelism, 2018, https://tinyurl.com/qpzyd5u.
6  Barna, “Almost Half.”
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“The Christian message is about good news, not good advice.”7 Something hap-
pened that was uniquely powerful and healing for the world in the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. As such, it is both news to be proclaimed rather than 
just advice to be offered and it is good because it teaches that evil and death are 
irrevocably overcome.

Moreover, this good news “affects everything: how we understand our rela-
tionship to God, the future, our responsibilities as a church and as disciples, and 
much more.”8 This universal scale of the good news means that the gospel speaks 
into every aspect of life. We are not asking people to swap which religious team 
they cheer for, but to participate in the renewal of all things.

Stewarding the gospel in a way that demonstrates and shares God’s full power 
to heal is not an act of harm. It is an act of harm to withhold this message of hope 
from others. However, it is possible to share the message with others in a way that 
they consider harmful. Here is where we can learn from those outside the church.

In another Barna Group study, non-Christians were asked what traits they 
would most value in someone who shared their faith with them. The top three traits 
that the non-Christians identified were listening without judgment (62 percent of 
respondents chose this trait), not forcing a conclusion (50 percent), and allowing 
others to draw their own conclusions (43 percent).9 These answers should point 
to an important ethic when stewarding the gospel: we should do it in a way that 
is non-coercive, relational, and humble, and that provides time for the Holy Spirit 
to work. It is the quiet, listening Christian friend who engages in mutual dialogue 
while sharing the Christian faith that people would be most willing to let guide 
them into a new way of living.

Sadly, the Barna study suggests that we are not doing a good job of providing 
this kind of interaction with our friends. Of the non-Christians surveyed, only 34 
percent knew a Christian who could listen without judgment, 26 percent knew a 
Christian who did not force conclusions, and 22 percent knew a Christian who 
was open to allowing others to draw their own conclusions. Likewise, Christians 
agreed that they were not likely to have these traits. Only 44 percent of Christians 
felt could listen without judgment and only 41 percent said they would not try to 
force conclusions. From this, the report concluded: “Christians’ ability to witness 
for Christ may be impeded by the simple fact that they don’t have meaningful rela-
tional connections with non-Christians, or the conversational skills necessary to 
talk meaningfully about faith.”10

To steward the gospel in such a way that we can lead others means not mini-
mizing the content and the power of the gospel. It also means being able to share 
the message in a way that allows people outside of the church to receive it. While 

7  N.T. Wright, Simply Good News: Why the Gospel Is News and What Makes It Good (New York: Harp-
erOne, 2015), 5.

8  Wright, Simply Good News, 5.
9  Barna Group, “What Non-Christians Want from Faith Conversations,” Reviving Evangelism, February 

19, 2019, https://tinyurl.com/rnwvl6a.
10  Barna, ”What Non-Christians Want.”
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these statistics show a current disconnect, they also point out how we can more 
effectively steward the gospel and become leaders for the world. The issue is not 
changing our message but learning to share that message in a more accessible way. 
That is not a difficult change to make, and it is one that will only make us into more 
faithful stewards.

To steward the gospel in such a way that we can lead 
others means not minimizing the content and the power of 
the gospel. It also means being able to share the message in 
a way that allows people outside of the church to receive it.

We Avoid It

The final bad habit that keeps us from stewarding the gospel well is that we would 
rather not do it. Stewarding the gospel in a way that brings it before other people 
and invites them to follow the crucified Christ requires work that does not accord 
with how we measure success in the North American context. We have to reach 
out to those we disagree with in prayer and humility. We need to listen to people 
and withhold our judgment, patiently waiting on the Spirit to move in their hearts 
and in ours. This is not the sort of work that we lionize in the North American 
culture or church.

As such, we cease being stewards of the gospel as we pour our efforts into 
activities that will bring us more institutional attention and marketplace success. 
Eugene Peterson explained that being busy this way is actually a sign of falling into 
temptation and failing in our vocation as Christians:

I am busy because I am vain. I want to appear important. Significant . . . 
The other reason I become busy is that I am lazy. I indolently let other 
people decide what I will do instead of resolutely deciding myself. . . . 
But if I vainly crowd my day with conspicuous activity, or let others fill 
my day with imperious demands, I don’t have time to do my proper 
work, the work to which I have been called. . . . How can I lead people 
into the quiet place beside the still waters if I am in perpetual motion? 
How can I convincingly persuade a person to live by faith and not by 
works if I have to constantly juggle my schedule to make everything fit 
into place?11

Being busy this way is a distraction from living in relationships with people both 
in the Christian community and in the world around us. We stay busy to avoid 
the emotional toll, interrupted plans, and uncomfortable social experiences that 
dealing with people entails. We might even argue that staying away from these 

11  Eugene Peterson, “The Unbusy Pastor,” Leadership Journal 2, no. 5 (September 1981), 70–77.
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relationships falls under the domain of “self-care” because it preserves us from 
being hurt by others. In truth, though, trying to protect ourselves from the vulner-
ability of this work leaves us far more open to temptation. Unlike Jesus, we find it 
easier to bow down to someone other than the Lord our God so that we can have 
the kingdoms of the world handed to us.

How do we deal with this? By measuring success differently. If being busy is 
how the marketplace defines success, how do we define successful stewardship of 
the gospel? Through determining the salvific impact we are having on others.

Rather than measuring our celebrity as individuals or congregations, we 
should determine what it would look like for God’s salvation to take hold in the 
lives of the people around us. This includes the fullness of God’s salvation, which 
rescues people from evil powers too great for them in this world (e.g., hunger, 
homelessness, oppression, injustice) and the next (sin and death). Our measure-
ments should guide us to consider whether the way we are living allows for salva-
tion to take root around us.12 When God grants our efforts success, this is visible 
in the changed life of others. When people rebuff our stewardship, it is still visible 
in how we stewarded our resources in a way that sought to care for others instead 
of just to improve our standing in the marketplace.

The world is ready to be led by those who understand that life is more than 
a quest for marketplace success and celebrity. The rise of such movements as con-
scious leadership and conscious capitalism, which lift up meaning-making over 
money, point to how great the desire is for those who can offer such insight. The 
Conscious Capitalism Credo declares, “Conscious businesses will help evolve 
our world so that billions of people can flourish, leading lives infused with pas-
sion, purpose, love and creativity; a world of freedom, harmony, prosperity, and 
compassion.”13 The corporations of the world are already moving to fill this need. 
A church that stewards the gospel well can step in to provide a needed conscience 
to guide business leaders lest the lures of greed pull them away from their desire to 
do good. That is just one immediate opportunity.

Living in Grace beside the True Owner

Stewarding the gospel in a way that can lead the world to salvation is a big task. It 
demands that we order our lives differently than we likely do now, and it would put 
us out of step with the cultural expectations of what leadership looks like. It is little 
wonder that, as beautiful a vision as it offers us, we struggle to practice it. We lose 
sight of it in our desire to overcome other Christians with whom we disagree, we 
minimize its significance in case it offends someone, or we avoid it because it cuts 
into our efforts to improve our standing in the eyes of others.

12  In a forthcoming book from InterVarsity Press, I explore a new set of metrics that we can use to deter-
mine if we are being effective ministers of salvation.

13  “Conscious Capitalist Credo,” Conscious Capitalism, Inc., https://www.consciouscapitalism.org/credo.



Teasdale

328

In each case, curing these bad habits requires recognizing the active and 
powerful presence of God in this world. Through prayer, patience, and discern-
ment of God’s salvific purpose for others in what we measure, we are able to look 
beyond our agendas.

This may seem like an overly simplistic move—reminding us to look for God. 
However, it is the same move that Jesus made in his parables about stewardship. In 
each case, the steward faced a reckoning when the true owner returned home. In 
our case, the Owner of the gospel that we steward is already with us, working in 
the world. By grace, we have the gift of working alongside the Owner as we antici-
pate in faith how the crucified Christ will lead all those who follow into salvation. 
Using the means of grace to be formed by God now will help us better participate 
in that work. 
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