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Before examining the importance of Christian accommodation at Corinth, it is necessary 

lay the groundwork of defining the concept and justify it somewhat on a scriptural and 

historical basis. 

Sometimes called condescension,1 accommodation is the general principle that [SLIDE] 

“divine revelation is adjusted to the disparate intellectual and spiritual level of 

humanity at different times in history.”2 Since God’s thoughts are higher than our 

thoughts, God must “condescend” or come down to our level, and accommodate 

human weakness and understanding in order to communicate effectively. He adopts 

and adapts his audience’s language and cultural assumptions to do so. John Calvin 

expressed the accommodationist corollary, that [SLIDE] “if God would speak his own 

language, no one would understand Him,” referring both to actual tongue as well as 

content.3  Put otherwise, in its most expansive form, [SLIDE]“Accommodation is God’s 

adoption… of the human audience’s finite and fallen perspective. Its underlying 

conceptual assumption is that in many cases God does not correct our mistaken human 

viewpoints but merely assumes them in order to communicate with us."4

We find expression of this principle in LDS scripture and doctrine, among other places, 

in D&C 1:24. [SLIDE]“these commandments are of me, and were given unto my 

servants in their weakness, after the manner of their language, that they might come to 

understanding.” That passage echoes Nephi, who says that God “speaketh unto men 
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according to their language, unto their understanding” (2 Nephi 31:3.) Accommodation 

also entails the idea of progressive revelation, which, (following Nephi’s interpretation 

of Isaiah), LDS call the principle of line-upon-line.  That is, if God adapts revelation to 

the capacity of the recipients, then as the capacity of the recipients increases, less 

accommodation is necessary and subsequent revelation will correct, update, expand 

and enlighten past revelation.

Accommodation, then,  represents both  1) a theological statement about the nature of 

revelation and inspired communication- that it must be adapted to the receiver’s state 

of understanding and is therefore partial and incomplete-  [SLIDE]

2) an interpretive strategy, used to understand and reconcile passages or theologies of 

scripture in conflict with each other inside the Bible or in conflict with extra-biblical 

knowledge. 

Accommodation is necessary both on the divine and human level. That is, while God 

must accommodate us in his communications, we too must sometimes accommodate 

others. For example, anyone who has tried to teach the Gospel in a foreign language 

and culture has learned, probably painfully, that in order to communicate effectively, 

you must begin with their words, the words the native speakers use along with all the 

conceptual baggage attached to those words.5 
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Brigham Young stated that in such a situation, “you are under the necessity of 

condescending to their low estate, so far as communication is concerned, in order to 

exalt them. You have to use words they use, and address them in a manner to meet 

their capacities, in order to give them the knowledge you have to bestow. If an angel 

should come into this congregation, or visit any individual in it, and use the language 

he uses in heaven, what would we be benefited? Not any, because we could not 

understand a word he said. When angels come to visit mortals, they have to condescend 

to and assume, more or less, the condition of mortals, they have to descend to our 

capacities in order to communicate with us.”6 

Brigham Young perhaps had in mind the example of king Lamoni and Ammon in 

Alma 18. Having been impressed by his faithfulness, swordsmanship, and apparent 

immortality, Lamoni and his court assume Ammon is “the Great Spirit.” When Ammon 

arrives, he begins a theological conversation. [SLIDE]

 Ammon began to speak unto [Lamoni] with boldness, and said unto him: 

Believest thou that there is a God? And [Lamoni] answered, and said unto him: I 

do not know what that meaneth. And then Ammon said: Believest thou that 

there is a Great Spirit? And he said, Yea. And Ammon said: This is God. (Alma 

18:24-28) (add the rest of this.)
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Because Lamoni does not know what “God” means, Ammon must accommodate; he 

can either keep talking in ways Lamoni does not understand, or he can use Lamoni’s 

own words and concepts to teach him. Notably, Ammon does not take the time to 

enumerate any of the ways Lamanite traditions of “the Great Spirit” might differ from 

the Nephite traditions of God. The “underlying conceptual assumption [of 

accommodation, to quote Sparks again] is that in many cases God does not correct our 

mistaken human viewpoints but merely assumes them in order to communicate with 

us.”7 However extensive, compatible, or correct the Lamanite implications of “Great 

Spirit,” Ammon does not take to the time to address them, focusing instead on adding 

these new doctrinal points he thinks most relevant. Many if not most of Lamoni’s 

preexisting views and thoughts, then, were largely unchanged by this new teaching. So 

it is with accommodation and revelation. 

Accommodation has been enumerated by many LDS General Authorities as well as 

non-LDS scholars and significant religious figures in Christianity such as [SLIDES]John 

Chrysostom (c. 349-407), nicknamed “the Father of Accommodation,” (we’ll return to 

him), Augustine (354-430), Erasmus (1466-1536), John Calvin (1509-1564),  Galileo 

(1564-1642), and John Wesley (1703-1791). It has also found long usage with 

Maimonides and other Jewish sages of antiquity such as Philo. Two Jewish expressions 
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in particular are worth mentioning, albeit briefly. 

First, the Talmud records three times the epigram that [SLIDE] “the Torah speaks in 

human language,” dibberah torah kilshon benei ‘adam.8 As expected, later Jewish 

applications of this idea were not monolithic. At least for Maimonides and Joseph 

Kaspi, a medieval French rabbi, this phrase formed the basis of their accommodationist 

interpretations of the Bible. Although it literally referred to human language, they 

understood it expansively, to indicate that the divine Torah reflected not just human 

language, but human cultural, scientific, and moral understandings, which God had 

adopted in order to give the Torah.

Second, moving farther back in Judaic history, Jesus himself uses accommodationist 

interpretation. Matthew 19 [SLIDE] records a discussion about divorce and the Law of 

Moses. While the Torah explicitly provided for divorce in Deuteronomy 24, Jesus 

argued that it was disallowed, and God had permitted it only because of “the hardness 

of [their] hearts,” a textbook application of accommodation. While the Torah was fully 

inspired, it nevertheless did not meet Platonic levels of purity of form, but had to be 

adapted to hard-hearted human capacity. Jesus’ interpretation here may owe something 

thematically to Ezekiel 20:25 which states that God had given the Israelites “laws (H. 

ḥuqqīm) which were not good.”9 



Introduction - 8/25/15, 12:14 PM / 6

So Jesus used, and indeed, embodied accommodation. As the divine son of God become 

flesh, he nevertheless spoke and taught in the language and culture of a Second Temple 

Jew, about which much more could be said (and I do, in my book). And this brings us to 

Paul. Does Paul make use of the principle of accommodation, and what importance 

does it play? 

And the answer is yes, clearly, and particularly in 1 Corinthians. Of the many examples 

of Pauline accommodation in 1 Corinthians,  I focus on two. The first example is 

noteworthy because Paul makes use of (and indeed, may be the first recorded usage of) 

one of the classic metaphors for accommodation, that of a new. For comparison, first 

note John Calvin.10 

“For who even of slight intelligence does not understand that, as nurses commonly do 
with infants, God is wont in measure to ‘lisp’ in speaking to us? Thus such forms of 
speaking do not so much express clearly what God is like as accommodate the 
knowledge of him to our slight capacity. To do this he must descend far beneath his 
loftiness”11

 
Then note the Doctrine &Covenants 

Ye are little children and ye cannot bear all things now; ye must grow in grace and in 
the knowledge of the truth. (D&C 50:40)

And Joseph Smith.

If [Jesus] comes to a little child, he will adapt himself to the language and capacity of a 
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little child.12 

What does Paul say to the Corinthians? [SLIDE]

1Co 3:1-2 "I could not speak to you as spiritual people, but rather… as infants in Christ. I 

fed you with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for solid food." (NRSV)13 Paul 

regrets the necessity of adapting his gospel message to such infants in Christ, that their 

low capacity, as he perceived it, prevented him from giving them the solid doctrinal 

food of an adult or at least a spiritual toddler. He later pleads with them to grow,

[SLIDE] “Brothers and sisters, do not be children in your thinking; rather, be infants in 

evil, but in thinking be adults” (14:20) Nevertheless, he admits somewhat the necessity 

of passing through the phase of being childlike in capacity, in knowledge, having done 

so himself. [SLIDE] “When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I 

reasoned like a child; when I became an adult, I put an end to childish ways.” (1 Cor. 

13:11 NRSV)

The second example of Paul and accommodation is notable both for its controversy and 

its centrality in later Christian accommodationist thought. Indeed, one scholar terms it 

the locus classicus for Christian accommodation.14  Here in chapter 9 of 1 Corinthians, 

Paul sets forth his accommodationist approach to missionary work. [SLIDE]

“To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those under the law I became 

as one under the law… so that I might win those under the law. 
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To those outside the law I became as one outside the law… so that I might win those 

outside the law. 

To the weak I became weak, so that I might win the weak. 

I have become all things to all people, that I might by all means save some.” (1 Cor. 

9:19-22 NRS)

The question giving rise to controversy here is this. Did Paul’s accommodation of 

“becoming all things to all people” entail adopting the behavior and appearance of his 

interlocutors, or merely adapting and arguing from within their own worldview? The 

former is broadly seen as deceptive.15  Paul’s statement, paraphrases N.T. Wright, has 

“sometimes been understood as though it meant that Paul was a mere pragmatist, a 

spin-doctor, twisting his message this way and that to suit different audiences.”16 

Wright is not the only Christian to defend Paul.17 However, Mark Nanos provides a 

Jewish perspective in the Jewish Annotated New Testament. [SLIDE]
“Paul does not write that he behaves like each one he seeks to gain. Rather, he 
explains that he relates rhetorically to each according to the premises from which 
each works. Paul does not worship idols or eat idol food to ‘become like’ Greeks 
in order to win them to Christ. That would be deceptive, mimicking another’s 
propositional values if not actually sharing them, tricking someone into a move 
that will result in a new identity that is other than it was represented to be. This 
has often, and rightly, been pointed out, based on the traditional interpretation. 
[SLIDE] Rather, we should look at it as we look at what is expected in a 
philosophical discussion: one philosopher seeking to persuade another will make 
a case based on that philosopher’s premises, in an effort to show that they can 
lead to a very different conclusion.” 
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While my inclination is to accept the views of Wright and Nanos, how far Paul carried 

accommodation is ultimately irrelevant for my purposes. In either case,  Paul engages in 

cultural code-switching, adapting the worldview and position of those he seeks to 

convince. This is classic accommodation, and held up as such by later Christians who 

point to it as the example par excellence to be emulated. 

A few hundred years later, John Chrysostom made broad elaboration and frequent 

usage of the principle, giving him the nickname “the father of accommodation.” 

Chrysostom looked to[SLIDE]  “1 Corinthians 9:20-21 [as] the central text on Paul’s 

accommodation, because Paul describes there that he became all things to all men so 

that he might save some…. Chrysostom exuberantly praises Paul for this variability. He 

contends that Paul even mirrors God’s accommodation acts by adjusting himself wholly 

to his hearers.”[This, again, is what Jesus did. Although divine, he spoke and taught 

like his contemporaries.]  “Paul’s pedagogical acts reveal how God acts. Paul is like 

some[one] who takes a little child by the hand and leads her up to a high place, but who 

also takes the child back to a somewhat lower level when the child is afraid of the 

heights. When the child regains her breath again, Paul the pedagogue resume the way 

up.”18 [Note again the classic child metaphor.]

One thousand years after John Chrysostom, John Calvin (1509-1564) too would cite 1 

Corinthians 9:20 for proof of Paul’s example and full embrace of accommodation.19 This 

mattered deeply to Calvin. Although Darwin and his Beagle would not be on the scene 
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for three hundred years, burgeoning scientific knowledge was already coming into 

stark conflict with traditional understanding of the Bible. For Calvin as well as his near 

contemporaries such as Galileo, accommodation was becoming the principle for 

explaining the Bible’s failure to accord with this science. In his commentary on Genesis, 

Calvin argued that God had accommodated Israelite understandings of the cosmos in 

Genesis 1, and therefore, [SLIDE]“he who would learn astronomy, and other recondite 

arts, [should] go elsewhere.”20 Consequently, Calvin had to justify the validity of divine 

accommodation in scripture, and did so by pointing back to Paul in 1 Corinthians, 

underscoring the importance of Christian accommodation at Corinth.21   

1 If God’s ways and thoughts are higher than ours, per Isaiah 55:8-9, then he must 

(con)descend to come down to our level.

2 Benin Footprints of God: Divine Accommodation in Jewish and Christian Thought, xiv.

3 As quoted by Arnold Huijgen, “Divine Accommodation in Calvin: Myth and Reality”, in The 

Myth of the Reformation ed. Peter Opitz, 248.

4 Sparks, God’s Word in Human Words, 230-1. Cf. Sacred Word, Broken Word.

5 Accommodation appears in sociolinguistics in a similar capacity.

6 Brigham Young, July 8 1855, JD 2:314

7 Sparks, 230-1.
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8 Berakhot 31b, Ketubot 67b, Yebamot 71a.
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in Honour of Julio Trebolle Barrera: Florilegium Complutense (ed. Andrés Piquer Otero and 

Pablo A. Torijano Morales; Supplements to the Journal for the Study of Judaism 158; 

Leiden: Brill, 2012) 317-23. I
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12 (Joseph Smith, 8 August 1839, in Andrew Ehat and Lyndon Cook, Words of Joseph Smith, 

12).

13 Cf Gregory of Nyssa, who “asserts that the Lord acted much like a mother who, at first, 

breastfeeds an infant, chews and softens bread for her babe, but then accustoms the child, 

as it grows, to more solid nourishment.” Benin, 48.

14 Arnold Huijgen,  Divine Accommodation in John Calvin’s Theology: Analysis and 

Assessment, 134.

15 I suspect Latter-day Saints who have encountered non-LDS protestors dressed as 

missionaries, handing out pamphlets designed to look officially LDS would quickly see Paul 

as deceptive and underhanded.

16 

Paul for Everyone: 1 Corinthians (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2004

), 117. A long discussion of this passage and its conflicting interpretations is found in 

Wright’s Paul and the Faithfulness of God, 1438.

17 E.g. 
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G. K. Beale and D. A. Carson, 
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19 Ibid., 134.

20 Calvin, Commentary on the Book of Genesis, v. 1:6. http://www.iclnet.org/pub/resources/

text/m.sion/cvgn1-03.htm

21 For Calvin’s contemporaries, see Stephen D. Snobelen, “‘In the Language of Men’: The 

Hermeneutics of Accommodation in the Scientific Revolution” in Nature and Scripture in the 

Abrahamic Religions: Up to 1700 Vol. 1.


