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I would like to define incarnation before we proceed as to not cause any confusion. 

Within Christian circles, the term incarnation is used most commonly and importantly to refer to 

the physical embodiment of the deity, thus the only being in the history of the universe that lays 

legitimate claim to that type of existence is Christ. But Webster’s (dictionary) explains that 

incarnation can also refer to: a concrete or actual form of a quality or concept. 

In this more generic sense the term incarnation suggests a unique set of 

circumstances where a quality or concept emerges into physical form. Often the church 

has assumed that because we have the right spiritual concepts, i.e., correct doctrine, 

that these concepts will automatically be actuated in culture. But Christ didn’t make that 

assumption. He worked tirelessly to help the disciples understand what the deepest 

spiritual truths looked like with “clothes on.” Christ was not only incarnate in terms of the 

fullness of deity being made concrete but again and again we see in the NT spiritual 

truth becoming concrete (the incarnation of spiritual truth if you will).  

We would like to think that followers of Christ would easily be able to replicate 

this pattern by the 21st century, but of course we recognize there is more often than not 

a disconnect between spiritual reality and the contextual realization of that reality. To be 

more specific, the practice of incarnating truth is problematic for us and deserves 

attention. In relationship to our definition, I am associating spiritual truth or spiritual 

reality to the words quality or concept and culture to that which is concrete or in an 

actual form. 

Let’s explore the abstract world a bit further: Mathematics is in this category, a 

purely abstract discipline. Oh, the beauty of purely abstract disciplines. Of course, 

what’s the problem with purely abstract disciplines? They don’t always work in the real 

world, particularly post-Newtonian physicist proved that beautiful mathematical 

equations don’t always work in a real world. We should think of extreme spirituality,1 or 

disembodied spirituality, in a similar vein: it might look good on paper, but it doesn’t 

access the real world. Real worship begs to move beyond the conceptual.  

On the other hand, why might we associate culture with that which is concrete? 

Consider that what we commonly refer to as culture is the working out of what’s in the 

soul in a communal setting. And even as we observe Ravi Zacharias in various 

instances revealing the faulty Hindu system, we also observe a love for his native 

people with their colorful displays of life: “I often think back with nostalgia to the days of 
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 I am not referring to God in this sense for “God is Spirit and those who worship Him must worship Him in spirit 

and in truth.” Rather, I am referring to the human desire to present God as spiritual, which is a good desire, but 
can easily lose the relational nature of God’s interaction with us particular in the person of Christ. 



growing up, and yes, even the late-night conversations we would have of a Hindu play 

or some event that featured its thought. Now, through the lens of Jesus Christ, I have 

learned to see how deep-seated all these things can be and that only the power of the 

Holy Spirit can take truth and gently reveal the error of an ingrained way of thinking.”2
 

Most Evangelical theologians we would probably rather defend the pure worship 

camp rather than a culturally-relevant worship camp, even if what we mean by pure 

worship is extreme. In fact, I’ve struggled to find the appropriate word to associate with 

this extreme in worship. So, you might prefer to think of the disembodied extreme with 

Hunt’s label, puritanical.3 It’s fairly obvious that changing this camp from pure worship to 

puritanical worship would now cause some of us to shy away from that extreme. I think 

it’s fair to say that we could probably all think of at least a few examples where sincere 

worshipers were seeking pure worship but ended up with puritanical worship.   

Historical Review 

Speaking of examples that might be called to mind, let’s do a brief historical 

review of how various past worshipers have gone to one extreme or the other. Well, we 

could start by picking on Emperor Constantine. I’m not sure Constantine always gets a 

fair shake, but even the most ardent supporter would have to recognize areas of 

compromise in Constantine’s approach to Christianizing Europe, and we still live with 

many of the consequences of the compromises he made in the name of improving the 

corporate worship experience or growing numbers for the corporate worship 

experience. 

Some might suggest we pick on the Calvinists at the other extreme, pointing to 

the destruction of much sacred art in Europe. Although as Francis Schaeffer points out, 

the emergence of Calvinism was not an anti-art movement in all respects.4 Some of the 

most interesting nature art for the glory of God in the history of the West emerged 

among reformed artists (e.g., Durer). 

Perhaps a better question to ask historically would be: Did anybody get it right? If 

there is an argument for any culture getting it right, I think most of would vote for certain 

                                                           
2
 Ravi Zacharias, “Eastern Thought: The Chimera of Pantheism” in To Everyone an Answer, eds. Francis J. Beckwith, 

William Lane Craig, and J. P. Moreland (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 314. 
3
 T. W. Hunt, The Mind of Christ: The Transforming Power of Thinking His Thoughts (Nashville: Broadman & Holman 

Publishers, 1995); “He was not lustful, but neither was He [Jesus] puritanical. Puritanical people are narrow in their 
selection of friends. . .  . He was simply and completely pure.” 
4
 Frances Schaeffer, How Should We Then Live (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2005), 88; “Because of their 

tendency toward purifying religion from an overemphasis on visual symbols, the Reformers are often accused of 
being antagonistic to the arts. But, the Reformation was not against art as art;” Schaeffer then illustrates several 
exemplary examples of Reformation art. 
 



eras in the history of Jewish culture. They “kind-of” had an advantage in that God 

directly suggested particular religious feasts and festivals that would define their culture.  

Some of us would like to say Western worship practices in general or at least 

Protestant worship practices could also be considered ideal. But do Paul’s teachings 

allow us to view a particular cultural perspective on proper worship as authoritative. If he 

refused to place authoritative status on Jewish practices, why would we think Paul or 

the Father for that matter would place elevated status on Western worship practices?  

I think we could probably find several historical examples that might fit the criteria for 

what am I defining as a true incarnation of worship, but in terms of a way forward I am 

going to ask you take off your history glasses and put on your science goggles.  

An Illustration from Science 

If we put our problem (our problem being the reconciliation of pure worship and 

culturally relevant worship) in chemistry terms, we are not looking for a mixture. 

Constantine’s approach would be an example of forcing a mixture. A little bit of 

Christianity, a little bit of culture—and poof!--we have effective Christian worship. I have 

to say that much of what I see in worship today is an example of this approach. 

What’s a better chemistry example, perhaps a compound—or at least certain 

types of compounds in which the elements do not totally lose their identity. Scripture 

tells us that Christ was willing to alter his identity, not in terms of losing deity but in 

terms of taking on flesh, by coming to earth (Philippians 2: 5-11). Obviously, Christ has 

done His part to be incarnate. The question is whether we are willing to submit who we 

are culturally to be totally baptized with spirit and fire by Christ so that we may be made 

new in all cultural practices. 

Should the model for our Biblical mandate to facilitate worship in every nation 

and tongue be a homogeneous mixture of culture and distinctly Christian spirituality? Or 

should our model be a newly formed worshiping community, a worshiping culture that 

emerges and is sustained by the life-giving Resurrection power of Jesus. Thus, the 

most important quality of incarnated worship is its distinctive Christian character, but 

some or even many of the traces of that original culture will remain, while recognizing 

that cultural practices that clearly conflict with biblical teaching must be purged. 

Excusing every cultural word and action as contextually valid is a dangerous extreme. 

Likewise, failing to recognize the value of the cultural wrappings of any particular 

Christian worship community or tradition leads one into a common deceptive trap of the 

enemy: the consideration of one’s own cultural manifestation of worship as being 

superior.  



Although a unique cultural manifestation of Christian worship can be permanent, 

binding, or enduring, one must clearly distinguish the original elements that led to that 

compound: Christ-centered, biblically-informed worship being the only essential that 

must remain consistent across cultural domains. 

Now that we’ve defined what we mean by the incarnation of worship, let’s 

consider our tools for finding the right balance.5 Remember if we have worship that is 

only cultural, then it will be relevant without revelation. And if our worship is of a 

disembodied spiritual nature, then it might be doctrinally sound but without valid 

diagnosis and prescription for a dying culture.  

Let’s pretend like we are Michaelangelo in this process. He used a marble stone 

that had been rejected to create one of the finest masterpieces in the history of art. For 

us, what is this stone that has been rejected by the pagans of Western culture. They 

have rejected history; they have rejected the marriage of logical thought with Biblical 

thought; they have rejected God’s view of various cultures: diversity as divinely 

appointed boundaries to unity, yet Christ provides the possibility for unity through 

himself. Most importantly these pagans in our current culture have rejected the authority 

of the Word of God.  

This is the marble we  give to you. We want each of you to begin your sculpting 

of worship ministry through this call. Some of you may have begun several years ago 

but need a fresh perspective on the great challenges that lay before us as worship 

leaders. Depending on where you are in your theological education, you may have 

already begun to acquire the tools you will need.  

Tools for the Worship Sculptor 

1) Biblical foundation 

2) Theological Foundation 

3) Historical foundation 

4) Cultural observational mechanisms 

5) Aesthetic evaluation mechanisms 
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 Even with these tools in place, only the Holy Spirit can fuse our ideas and practices into a truly incarnational 

worship. Therefore, prayer is empowers our efforts to use these foundations to achieve a truly incarnational 
worship. 
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