
Life in a Secular Culture –
Christian Worldview Living in
a Secular World
Rick  Wade  looks  at  the  similarities  and  the  differences
between  the  views  offered  by  our  secular  culture  and  a
Christian, biblical worldview. Understanding the significant
differences will help us choose to think biblically about
situations we face in our secular society.

We get our cues about how to live from the society in which we
live. Maybe I should say the societies in which we live since,
in this day and age, we can find ourselves moving back and
forth between very different worlds. Christians belong to the
mini-societies of our churches which might extend beyond the
walls of our church to define our friendships, our social
lives. We also live and work and play in a secular society
which is sending us messages constantly about how to live, how
to talk, what to wear; in short, what is important in life.

Secular  means  that  which  is  defined  apart  from  anything
religious. Peter Berger, a sociologist, put it this way: By
secularization we mean the process by which sectors of society
and  culture  are  removed  from  the  domination  of  religious
institutions and symbols…. It affects the totality of cultural
life and of ideation. In other words, secularism works its
fingers  into  all  of  life,  including  the  ideas  we  hold.
Secularization also refers the consciousness of individuals
who decreasingly view the world with a religious perspective.
So the influence of religion declines in society and in us
individually  as  we  think  about  life  with  lessor  with  no
reference to God. {1}

Without God shaping its vision, what does our society teach us
about how to think and act? Think about it. How are we shaped
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by the culture in which we live? Just identifying a few things
can  be  a  start  to  combating  the  corrosive  effects  of
secularism  in  our  lives.

Here are a few things that come to mind.

My society tells me that my experience and my opinion are all-
important (and it thinks of opinion as a purely subjective
thing). No one else has the right to set the rules for me.
And, if there’s a God (and most Americans believe there is),
He (or She or It) pretty much leaves us to make our own
choices. So I am supposed to refer first to my own tastes and
desires when making choices. And that’s what really happens
when I’m not thinking about it. Vocation, where I live, what
music I listen to, what church I attend—it’s all up to me.
Yes, I know that there are a number of legitimate reasons we
make choices that are different from those others make. The
point is, should our individual tastes and desires be our
primary criteria?

I noted that my society tells me my own experience and opinion
is all-important. It’s interesting, though, that it wants to
decide what choices I can have! We’ll see that in some of the
next examples.

My society tells me how to dress. We’re told that we should
express ourselves, our own individuality, in how we dress. The
result? People wearing spandex or spandex-tight clothes who
have no business doing so; young men wearing their pants down
around their thighs; young women showing us all the contours
of  their  bodies.  And  we’re  supposed  to  be  expressing
ourselves? Looks like a whole lot of conformity to me. Even
worse,  while  we’re  told  to  express  ourselves,  clothes
designers and stores are the ones who decide what our choices
are. I hear this most often from young women. Their choice in
clothing is either sexy or dressing like mom.

My society tells me that I deserve good things, so I spend



money  on  things  I  might  not  even  want,  much  less  really
deserve. Gratitude for what we have isn’t high on the list of
virtues these days. Gimme more . . . because I deserve it (and
I’ll go into debt to get it)!

My society teaches me what is funny. The greatest influences
on my sense of humor were Bill Cosby and Robin Williams. Who
else remembers Cosby talking about smearing Jell-O on the
floor of his house to protect him from the monster, or about
having his tonsils removed? And when Mork and Mindy was all
the rage in the 70s, I’d gather with my friends each week to
get another dose of Williams’s crazy performances.

Now understand that I’m not saying it’s necessarily wrong to
model  our  humor  on  others,  even  on  people  who  aren’t
Christians. But what is the character of our humor today? The
humor I see routinely on TV and movies is sarcastic put-downs.
That’s become so much the norm that if anyone objects to it,
they’re made fun of for being so touchy!

My society also tells me my religion isn’t all that important.
It has its place, of course, but that place shouldn’t be
public, at least not until there’s some horrible disaster and
prayer  becomes  acceptable.  So  religion  is  to  stay  out  of
politics and social issues, but is permitted in tragedies such
as the recent mine disaster in Utah. To whom we pray is
irrelevant, of course. You have your God and I have mine.

One place where I see the insignificance of religion in our
cultural attitude is on web sites that ask for information
about me including my vocation. Religion isn’t typically an
option (and I’m being generous in saying typically; I can’t
remember any giving me that option). My only choice is Other.
The result is that in public I tend to fall into line and keep
my religious convictions out of the conversation. Even in our
private lives religion should mind its manners. One shouldn’t
be fanatical, you know.



Unfortunately,  polls  indicate  that  Christian  beliefs  are
apparently insignificant to Christians as well with respect to
how they live. The polls I read indicate that people claiming
to be born-again don’t live any differently than their non-
Christian neighbors. We’ve let the segmenters win. Keep your
religion in your church, we’re told, and we do just that.

My society tells me that economics is all-important. I wonder
if there’s anyone else out there who wishes that in a State of
the Union address a president would say something like, Our
economy is strong, but morally we’re in rough shape. I’m not
going to hold my breath waiting for that! It’s the economy,
stupid, was a phrase heard often in Bill Clinton’s campaign
against President Bush in 92. Well, the economy is important,
of course. But is it the most important thing in individual
and social life? Is the U.S. doing just fine as along as the
economy is strong?

My society tells us we’re free to do what we want in our
sexual  relationships,  that  we  aren’t  to  be  instructed  by
archaic religious notions. But then, of course, we’re told
what is expected by society. We’ve been taught well that a
kiss is followed immediately by a romp in the bed. How many
times have you seen on TV or in the movies where a man and
woman fall into that first embrace and don’t immediately fall
onto the couch or bed or floor? I think of the scene in the
movie While You Were Sleeping where a woman is astonished to
hear that a man and woman have decided to wait till marriage
to have sex. Yes, we’re free to do whatever we please (the
church has nothing to say about such things—that is, as long
as what we please doesn’t include abstaining and we don’t
champion monogamy as loudly as homosexuals champion their, um,
lifestyle.

My society tells me what constitutes success. Although you can
often see stories through the media about the great things
average people do, you also are kept up-to-date on the life
and times of Paris Hilton, Lindsay Lohan, and soccer star



David Beckman. In minute detail. Day after day. Do I really
care about the latest entry in Rosie O’Donnell’s blog? No
disrespect intended, but I’m not sure why Ms. O’Donnell’s
opinions and comings and goings are important enough to make
the headlines. Success is doing one’s best to accomplish the
tasks God has given or those clearly in keeping with the
commands and wisdom of God.

My  society  tells  me  that  objections  to  crudeness  are
puritanical; that manners are relics of a by-gone era (since
life is all about me, while manners are about others).

It tells women that the notion of being under a man’s headship
or devoting herself to her children above her own interests is
a throw-back to oppressive days.

It  tells  parents  that  they  need  to  let  their  children
determine  their  own  values.

I could go on and on. My point in all this isn’t mainly to
bemoan the state of our society, but to consider how our
secular society tells us how to live, and how much of its
instruction we swallow and follow without even realizing it.
We are definitely going to be shaped by our society, but that
shaping shouldn’t be mindless.

A few decades ago Christian writers made much of the idea that
there  shouldn’t  be  a  division  between  the  sacred  and  the
secular, that all of life should be infused with the sacred.
Our society works against that. And quite frankly, I think the
message has been lost to a significant extent in the church.
We like our things, so without even thinking about it, we
conform our notions of the sacred to the secular. We make
Christianity relevant by adjusting it to our circumstances and
desires.

Rather than seeing the secular world, the world we can see and
touch, through a sacred lens, we’re more apt to look at the
sacred through a secular lens. May God help us to see all of



life—including our clothes, our humor, our entertainment, our
vocation, our relationships, and all the rest—through the eyes
of God, as belonging to Him, and give us the resolve to bring
them under His lordship.

Note

1. Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy (Garden City, NY: Anchor
Books, 1969), 107-108.
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Not  a  Threat:  The
Contributions of Christianity
to Western Society
Rick  Wade  provides  a  solid  argument  for  the  beneficial
contributions of Christianity to Western culture in the areas
of science,
human freedom, morality, and healthcare.

What If You’d Never Been Born?
Do you remember this scene in the movie It’s a Wonderful Life?

GEORGE (cont’d): Look, who are you?

CLARENCE (patiently): I told you, George. I’m your guardian
angel. [George, still looking at him, goes up to him and pokes
his arm. It’s flesh.]

GEORGE: Yeah, yeah, I know. You told me that. What else are
you? What . . . are you a hypnotist?
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CLARENCE: No, of course not.

GEORGE: Well then, why am I seeing all these strange things?

CLARENCE: Don’t you understand, George? It’s because you were
not born.

GEORGE: Then if I wasn’t born, who am I?

CLARENCE: You’re nobody. You have no identity. [George rapidly
searches his pockets for identification, but without success.]

GEORGE:  What  do  you  mean,  no  identity?  My  name’s  George
Bailey.

CLARENCE: There is no George Bailey. You have no papers, no
cards, no driver’s license, no 4-F card, no insurance policy .
. . (he says these things as George searches for them) [George
looks in his watch pocket.]

CLARENCE (cont’d): They’re not there, either.

GEORGE: What?

CLARENCE: Zuzu’s petals. [George feverishly continues to turn
his pockets inside out.]

CLARENCE (cont’d): You’ve been given a great gift, George. A
chance to see what the world would be like without you.{1}

Do you remember George Bailey’s encounter with Clarence the
angel? George didn’t think life was worth living, and it was
Clarence’s job to show him he was wrong. To do so, he showed
George what Bedford Falls would have been like if George had
never been born.

In  desperation,  George  races  through  town  looking  for
something familiar. After observing him for a little while,
Clarence utters this bit of wisdom: “Strange, isn’t it? Each
man’s life touches so many other lives, and when he isn’t
around he leaves an awful hole, doesn’t he?”{2} Inspired by



the plot of It’s a Wonderful Life, in 1994 D. James Kennedy
and Jerry Newcombe wrote a book titled What If Jesus Had Never
Been Born?{3} The authors determined to show what the world
would be like if, like George Bailey, Jesus had never been
born.

Christianity  has  come  under  attack  from  many  different
directions. It is often derided as the great boogeyman of
human civilization. It is presented as an oppressive force
with no regard for the higher aspirations of humankind. To
throw off its shackles is the way of wisdom.

Kennedy  quotes  Friederich  Nietzsche,  a  nineteenth  century
philosopher whose ideas continue to have a profound effect on
our society. Said Nietzsche: “I condemn Christianity; I bring
against the Christian Church the most terrible of all the
accusations that an accuser has ever had in his mouth. It is,
to me, the greatest of all imaginable corruptions; it seeks to
work the ultimate corruption, the worst possible corruption.
The  Christian  Church  has  left  nothing  untouched  by  its
depravity; it has turned every value into worthlessness, and
every truth into a lie, and every integrity into baseness of
soul.”{4}

This  article  will–we  hope¾show  just  how  beneficial
Christianity has been, even for its critics. Drawing from
Kennedy and Newcombe’s book in addition to other literature,
we will examine the impact of Christian beliefs on society.
The four areas we’ll consider are science, human freedom,
morality, and healthcare. A theme which will run throughout
this discussion is the high value Christianity places on human
beings. Far from being a source of oppression, the message of
Christ  serves  to  heal,  set  free,  and  provide  protective
boundaries.

Contributions to Science
Perhaps  the  area  in  which  Christianity  has  been  the  most



vociferously attacked in this century has been the area of
science. Religion and science are thought by many to be like
oil and water; the two simply don’t mix. Religion is thought
to offer superstition while science offers facts.

It would seem, however, that those who make such a charge
haven’t given much attention to the history of science. In
their book, The Soul of Science,{5} authors Nancy Pearcey and
Charles  Thaxton  make  a  case  for  the  essential  role
Christianity played in the development of science. The authors
point  out  four  general  ways  Christianity  has  positively
influenced its development.{6}

First,  Christianity  provided  important  presuppositions  of
science.  The  Bible  teaches  that  nature  is  real,  not  an
illusion. It teaches that is has value and that it is good to
work with nature. Historically this was an advance over pagan
superstitions because the latter saw nature as something to be
worshipped or as something filled with spirits which weren’t
to  be  angered.  As  one  theologian  wrote,  “Nature  was  thus
abruptly  desacralized,  stripped  of  many  of  its  arbitrary,
unpredictable, and doubtless terrifying aspects.”{7}

Also, because it was created by God in an orderly fashion,
nature is lawful and can be understood. That is, it follows
discernible patterns which can be trusted not to change. “As
the  creation  of  a  trustworthy  God,  nature  exhibited
regularity,  dependability,  and  orderliness.  It  was
intelligible and could be studied. It displayed a knowable
order.”{8}

Second,  Christianity  sanctioned  science.  Science  “was
justified as a means of alleviating toil and suffering.”{9}
With animistic and pantheistic cultures, God and nature were
so closely related that man, being a part of nature, was
incapable of transcending it, that is, of gaining any real
control over it. A Christian worldview, however, gave man the
freedom to subject nature to his needs-with limitations, of



course-because  man  relates  primarily  to  God  who  is  over
nature. Technology-or science applied-was developed to meet
human needs as an expression of our God-given duty to one
another. As one historian put it, “the Christian concept of
moral obligation played an important role in attracting people
to the study of nature.”{10}

Third, Christianity provided motives for pursuing scientific
knowledge. As scientists learned more about the wonders of the
universe, they saw God’s glory being displayed.

Fourth, Christianity “played a role in regulating scientific
methodology.”{11} Previously, the world was thought to work in
perfectly rational ways which could be known primarily through
logical deduction. But this approach to science didn’t work.
Planets  don’t  have  to  orbit  in  circular  patterns  as  some
people concluded using deductive logic; of course, it was
discovered by investigation that they didn’t. A newer way of
understanding God’s creation put the emphasis on God’s will.
Since God’s will couldn’t be simply deduced through logical
reasoning, experimentation and investigation were necessary.
This provided a particular theological grounding for empirical
science.

The fact is that it was distinctly Christian beliefs which
provided the intellectual and moral foundations for the study
of nature and for its application through technology. Thus,
although  Christianity  and  some  scientists  or  scientific
theories might be in opposition, Christianity and science are
not.

Contributions to Human Freedom
One of the favorite criticisms of Christianity is that it
inhibits freedom. When Christians oppose funding pornography
masquerading as art, for example, we’re said to be unfairly
restricting freedom of expression. When Christians oppose the
radical,  gender  feminism  which  exalts  personal  fulfillment



over all other social obligations, and which calls for the
tearing  down  of  God-given  moral  structures  in  favor  of
“choice” as a moral guide, we’re accused of oppression.

The  problem  is  that  people  now  see  freedom  not  as  self-
determination,  but  as  self-determination  unhindered  by  any
outside standard of morality. Some go so far in their zeal for
self- expression that they expect others to assist them in the
process, such as pornographic artists who expect government
funding.

There are at least two general factors which limit or define
freedom. One we might call the “rules of the game.” The other
is our nature.

The concert violinist is able to play a concerto because she
knows the “rules of the game.” In other words, she knows what
the musical notation means. She knows how to produce the right
sounds from the violin and when to produce them. She might
want  the  “freedom”  to  make  whatever  sounds  she  wishes  in
whatever key and whatever beat, but who would want to listen?
Similarly,  as  part  of  God’s  universe,  we  need  to  operate
according to the rules of the game. He knows how life on earth
is best lived, so we need to live according to His will and
design.

Our nature also structures our freedom. A fish can try to
express its freedom by living on dry land, but it won’t be
free long; it won’t be alive long! We, too, are truly free
only in so far as we live according to our nature-not our
fallen nature, but our nature as created by God. This is
really another way of looking at the “rules of the game” idea.
But it’s necessary to give it special focus because some of
the “freedoms” we desire go against our nature, such as the
freedom some want to engage in homosexual activity.

Some people see Christianity as a force which tries to inhibit
proper expression of who we are. But it is the idea of helping



people attain the freedom to be and do as God intended that
has  fueled  much  Christian  activity  over  the  years.  For
example,  Christians  were  actively  engaged  in  the  battle
against slavery because of their high view of man as made in
God’s image.{12}

Another example is feminism. Radical feminists complain that
Christianity has been an oppressive force over women. But it
seems to have escaped their notice that Christianity made
significant steps in elevating women above the place they held
before Christ came.{13}

While it is true that women have often been truly oppressed
throughout history, even by Christian men, it is false that
Christianity itself is oppressive toward them. In fact, in an
article titled “Women of Renewal: A Statement” published in
First  Things,{14}  such  noted  female  scholars  as  Elizabeth
Achtemeier,  Roberta  Hestenes,  Frederica  Mathewes-Green,  and
May Stewart Van Leeuwen stated unequivocally their acceptance
of historic Christianity. And it’s a sure thing that any of
the signatories of this statement would be quite vocal in her
opposition to real oppression!

The problem isn’t that Christianity is opposed to freedom, but
that it acknowledges the laws of our Creator who knows better
than we do what is good for us. The doctrines of creation and
redemption define for us our nature and our responsibilities
to God. His “rules of the game” will always be oppressive to
those who seek absolute self-determination. But as we’ll see,
it is by submitting to God that we make life worth living.

Contributions to Morality
Let’s turn our attention to the issue of morality. Christians
are  often  accused  of  trying  to  ram  their  morality  down
people’s  throats.  In  some  instances  this  might  accurately
describe what some Christians have done. But for the most
part, I believe, the criticism follows our simple declaration



of what we believe is right and wrong and our participation in
the political and social arenas to see such standards codified
and enforced.

The question that needs to be answered is whether the high
standards of morality taught in Scripture have served society
well.  Has  Christianity  served  to  make  individuals  and
societies  better  and  to  provide  a  better  way  of  life?

In a previous article I wrote briefly about the brutality that
characterized Greco-Roman society in Jesus’ day.{15} We often
hear about the wondrous advances of that society; but do you
know about the cruelty? The Roman games, in which “beasts
fought  men,  men  fought  men;  and  the  vast  audience  waited
hopefully for the sight of death,”{16} reveal the lust for
blood. The practice of child exposure shows the low regard for
human life the Romans had. Unwanted babies were left to die on
trash  heaps.  Some  of  these  were  taken  to  be  slaves  or
prostitutes.{17}  It  was  distinctly  Christian  beliefs  that
brought these practices to an end.

In the era following “the disruption of Charlemagne’s great
empire”, it was the Latin Christian Church which “patiently
and  persistently  labored  to  combat  the  forces  of
disintegration and decay,” and “succeeded little by little in
restraining  violence  and  in  restoring  order,  justice,  and
decency.”{18}

The  Vikings  provide  an  example  of  how  the  gospel  can
positively  affect  a  people  group.  Vikings  were  fierce
plunderers  who  terrorized  the  coastlands  of  Europe.  James
Kennedy says that our word berserk comes from their fighting
men who were called “berserkers.”{19} Gradually the teachings
of Christ contributed to major changes in these people. In
1020 A.D., Christianity became law under King Olav. Practices
“such as blood sacrifice, black magic, the ‘setting out’ of
infants, slavery and polygamy” became illegal.{20}
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In  modern  times,  it  was  Christians  who  led  the  fight  in
England against slavery.{21} Also, it was the teaching of the
Wesleys that was largely responsible for the social changes
which  prevented  the  social  unrest  which  might  have  been
expected in the Industrial Revolution.{22}

In  an  editorial  published  in  the  Chicago  Tribune  in  1986
titled “Religious Right Deserves Respect,”{23} Reo Christenson
argues that conservative Christians have been vindicated with
respect to their concerns about such things as drinking, the
sexual revolution, and discipline in schools. He says that “if
anybody’s values have been vindicated over the last 20 years,
it is theirs.” He concludes with this comment: “The Religious
Right is not always wrong.”

To  go  against  God’s  moral  standards  is  destructive  to
individuals and societies. In a column which ran in the Dallas
Morning  News  following  the  shootings  at  Columbine  High
School,{24}  a  junior  at  Texas  A&M  University  asks  hard
questions of her parents’ generation including these: “Why
have you neglected to teach us values and morals? Why haven’t
you lived moral lives that we could model our own after?”{25}

Why indeed! In time, our society will see the folly of its
ways by the destruction it is bringing on itself. Let’s pray
that it happens sooner rather than later.

Contributions to Healthcare
Healthcare  is  another  area  where  Christianity  has  made  a
positive impact on society. Christians have not only been
involved in healthcare; they’ve often been at the forefront in
serving the physical health of people.

Although some early Christians believed that disease came from
God, so that trying to cure the sick would be going against
God’s will, the opposite impulse was also seen in those who
saw  the  practice  of  medicine  as  an  exercise  of  Christian



charity.{26}

God had already shown His concern for the health of His people
through the laws given through Moses. In his book, The Story
of Medicine, Roberto Margotta says that the Hebrews made an
important  contribution  to  medicine  by  their  knowledge  of
personal hygiene given in the book of Leviticus. In fact, he
says, “the steps taken in mediaeval Europe to counteract the
spread of ‘leprosy’ were straight out of the Bible.”{27}

Of course, it was Jesus’ concern for suffering that provided
the primary motivation for Christians to engage in healthcare.
In the Middle Ages, for examples, monks provided physical
relief to the people around them. Some monasteries became
infirmaries.  “The  best-  known  of  these,”  says  Margotta,
“belonged to the Swiss monastery of St Gall which had been
founded in 720 by an Irish monk; . . . medicines were made up
by the monks themselves from plants grown in the herb garden.
Help was always readily available for the sick who came to the
doors  of  the  monastery.  In  time,  the  monks  who  devoted
themselves to medicine emerged from their retreats and started
visiting the sick in their own homes.” Monks were often better
doctors  than  their  lay  counterparts  and  were  in  great
demand.{28}

Christians played a significant role in the establishment of
hospitals. In 325 A.D., the Council of Nicea “decreed that
hospitals were to be duly established wherever the Church was
established,”  says  James  Kennedy.{29}  He  notes  that  the
hospital built by St. Basil of Caesarea in 370 even treated
lepers who previously had been isolated.{30}

In the United States, the early hospitals were “framed and
motivated  by  the  responsibilities  of  Christian
stewardship.”{31} They were originally established to help the
poor sick, but weren’t intended to provide long-term care lest
they become like the germ- infested almshouses.



A key factor in making long-term medical care possible was the
“professionalization of nursing” because of higher standards
of  sanitation.{32}  Before  the  16th  century,  religious
motivations were key in providing nursing for the sick. Anne
Summers says that the willingness to fracture family ties to
serve  others,  a  disciplined  lifestyle,  and  “a  sense  of
heavenly  justification,”  all  of  which  came  from  Christian
beliefs, undergirded ministry to the sick.{33} Even if the
early  nursing  orders  didn’t  achieve  their  own  sanitation
goals,  “they  were,  nevertheless,  often  reaching  higher
sanitary standards than those previously known to the sick
poor.”{34}

There is much more that could be told about the contributions
of Christianity to society, including the stories of Florence
Nightingale,  whose  nursing  school  in  London  began  modern
nursing, and who saw herself as being in the service of God;
or of the establishment of the Red Cross through the zeal of
an evangelical Christian; or of the modern missions movement
which continues to see Christian medical professionals devote
their lives to the needs of the suffering in some of the
darkest parts of the world.{35} It is obvious that in the area
of medicine, as in a number of others, Christians have made a
major contribution. Thus, those who deride Christianity as
being  detrimental  are  either  tremendously  biased  in  their
thinking or are ignorant of history.
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Christmas Film Favorites
Todd Kappelman highlights some favorite films of the Christmas
season,  encouraging  Christians  to  enjoy  the  films  while
separating the sacred from the secular.

A Christmas Carol
In this article we will examine several classics of film and
television that have become perennial favorites during the
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Christmas  season.  We’ll  start  with  a  review  of  Charles
Dickens’  A  Christmas  Carol.  The  1938  Metro  Goldwin  Mayer
version is our primary reference, although there are several
remakes and versions that would be worthy of our attention.
Dickens’  A  Christmas  Carol  remains  one  of  the  all-time
favorite seasonal films and is worthy of an annual viewing for
a number of reasons.

The  primary  reason  that  the  Carol  is  still
important is that Christmas has become a commercial
disaster that tends to focus our attention on the
material  aspects  of  the  season  and  neglect  the
spiritual and humanitarian dimensions. A Christmas Carol must
be understood as the loud cry of a Victorian prophet sounding
the warning of the evils of poverty. The settings in Dickens’
stories,  illustrating  the  abysmal  conditions  in  nineteenth
century England, have long been understood to be a valuable
reminder  of  the  social  inequities  during  the  industrial
revolution. This is the background of the famous Christmas
tale.

The film opens with Ebenezer Scrooge’s nephew Fred playing in
the snow with several young boys. One of the boys is Tiny Tim,
the  handicapped  son  of  one  of  Scrooge’s  employees,  Bob
Cratchet. The story develops quickly as the merry and cheerful
lives of every man, woman, and child in England are contrasted
with the disgruntled and miserable life of Scrooge (Reginald
Owen). Scrooge is a rich business man with want of nothing,
and yet he cannot, or will not, find it in his heart to enter
into the spirit of the season. At midnight on Christmas Eve
all of this will change as he is visited by the three ghosts
of Christmas past, present, and future.

The ghost of Christmas past shows Scrooge his childhood school
and friends. He remembers the time as mixed with joy and
confusion. Joy because of his friends, and confusion because
his father does not participate in the season in the same
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manner as other families. It is at this point that he becomes
hardened as a young man and turns to a life of greed.

When the ghost of Christmas present comes, Scrooge is shown
how other people are spending the evening. This is where he
learns that Christmas may be enjoyed in spite of being poor
and that it is a time of opportunity for those who have
material blessings to share with those who do not.

Finally, when the ghost of Christmas future comes, Scrooge is
shown the grave that awaits him. He inquires whether one may
not change his ways and thus alter his destiny. Although the
ghost,  who  is  actually  the  Grim  Reaper,  does  not  respond
Scrooge surmises that this must be possible or the ghosts
would not be visiting him in the first place. Scrooge learns
his lesson in the end and has what amounts to a “conversion”
for  Dickens.  The  film  and  story  conversion  amount  to  a
humanitarian change of heart and are thin on the Christian
emphasis in spite of the presence of worship services and
praying families. What we should take with us from the film is
the fact that we can learn from the past and appropriate it in
the present for a better future. Likewise we can use the
Christmas season as an opportunity to focus on that which
really  matters,  which  for  Christians  is  the  birth  Jesus
Christ.

 

Miracle on 34th Street
Miracle on 34th Street, much like A Christmas Carol, is an
example of the humanitarian variety of Christmas films.

Miracle  on  34th  Street  opens  during  the  Macy’s  Annual
Thanksgiving Day Parade. The man who has been hired to play
Santa  is  drunk,  and  the  organizer,  a  Mrs.  Doris  Walker
(Maureen O’Hara), is desperate to find a suitable stand-in.
Fortunately  the  real  Santa,  a.k.a.  Kriss  Kringle  (Edmund



Gwenn),  has  been  wandering  the  streets  of  New  York  and
reluctantly agrees to help out. After the parade is over he
begins to work at Macy’s as the store’s Santa Claus and causes
quite a commotion.

Being the real Santa Claus, Kringle puts the children first
and the commercialism last among his job concerns. He has been
instructed by the store manager to influence the children to
ask their parents for toys that are in abundant supply and
thus help to sell the store’s surplus merchandise. Kringle
laments the request and will have nothing to do with further
commercializing the season.

Kringle elects instead to listen seriously to the children’s
requests and send their parents to rival department stores if
necessary to secure the desired presents. This causes the
store’s manager and Mrs. Walker great concern about what Mr.
Macy, the owner, will do when he finds out. The customers
could not be happier with the store and it is considered a
great humanitarian gesture on the part of Macy to put the
children ahead of the profits. Other stores follow suit, and
there  is  a  citywide,  then  nationwide,  movement  to  assist
customers and children ahead of the store’s interests.

There  is  a  major  plot  twist  when  Santa  is  brought  to  a
competency hearing in the New York County Court because he
claims to be Santa Claus. His trial is front-page news, and
everyone anxiously follows the story to see if the court will
find in favor of the existence of Santa Claus or rule that it
has all been a commercial hoax of the tallest order.

Mrs.  Walker’s  daughter,  Susan  (Natalie  Wood),  has  been
watching the story unfold and serves as a prop for those who
posture themselves more realistically to the Christmas myth of
Santa Claus and reindeer. The little girl has been raised by
her divorced mother to accept nothing but the sober truth
about life; there are no fairy tales, myths, or Santa for this
young girl.



However, when Santa is found to exist in actuality by the
court there is a new opportunity for both the girl and her
mother to reconsider their skepticism. The mother willingly
concedes the existence of Santa Claus, but the daughter is
much more demanding concerning what is necessary for her to
believe.  The  emphasis  of  the  story  is  not  Christian
specifically, but rather humanitarian. The lesson is that if
one will turn from one’s crass commercialism and embrace one’s
fellow man the true spirit of the season can be enjoyed. As
Christians we should be happy that a classic such as this
warns us against the pitfalls of materialism, yet cautious
about adding too much by way of Christianizing the story.

How the Grinch Stole Christmas
As we continue in our survey of Christmas films you will
notice  the  difference  between  films  such  as  Dickens’  A
Christmas Carol, which have a more humanitarian emphasis, and
films like It’s A Wonderful Life, with a stronger Christian
emphasis. The film we now turn to consider, Dr. Seuss’ How the
Grinch  Stole  Christmas,  conveys  more  of  the  humanitarian
message. This is the first of two animated classics to be
reviewed.

The  tale  is  set  in  Whoville  where  the  inhabitants  are
preparing  for  their  Yuletide  celebration.  The  Whovillians
enjoy a classic Christmas similar to that of most middle-class
suburbanites. There are plenty of presents for the children,
snacks and food of every conceivable kind, trees, fireplaces
and even “roast beast.”

The Grinch (Boris Karloff, voice), a villainous creature with
a twisted and defective spirit due to his tiny heart, lives in
the mountains of Whoville. He is devising a scheme to steal
Christmas from the townspeople below by taking the trees and
gifts and food. The Grinch’s rationale is that Christmas is
somehow dependent on these things. If he steals them it will
cause the Whos to wake up on Christmas morning and “find out



that there is no Christmas.”

The Grinch pulls off the heist and returns to his mountain
hideout with every tree, gift, and crumb of food from all the
Who  houses  only  to  discover  a  most  startling  surprise  on
Christmas morning. The Whos in Whoville awaken and begin to
sing songs in spite of having no presents or food. The Grinch
cannot understand how Christmas can come “without ribbons and
packages, boxes and bows.” He had expected the Whos to “all
cry boo-hoo.” Instead, he finds that Christmas does not come
from a store. At this discovery the Grinch’s heart grows three
sizes. He has seen the true meaning of Christmas.

There is an extremely important message in Dr. Seuss’ cartoon
classic. Christmas does not come from a store and we should
not participate in the commercial trappings of the season to
the detriment of the real reason we have cause to celebrate.
The season is about Christ, the Savior of the world, and it
should be used as an occasion to celebrate this fact with
fellow Christians and witness to those who are lost. We can
learn from the Whovillians that Christmas can come without all
of the whistles and bells that have become so much of the
emphasis in our contemporary celebrations.

The  message  that  we  should  be  careful  of  is  the  simple
humanitarian turn that is so frequently substituted for the
real message. The Grinch has a change of heart, much like the
change of heart experienced by Scrooge in A Christmas Carol,
and Mrs. Walker in Miracle on 34th Street. It should not be
inferred that this is a complaint against Dr. Seuss for not
rendering a Christian message; that was certainly not his
intent. It is, however, a reminder that the Christmas season
is not a success just because we use it as an occasion for
good will to our fellow men. It is true that the world needs
more  good  will  between  men,  from  the  nuclear  family  to
international affairs. But Christ said that “I came that they
might have life, and have it abundantly.” True abundant life
and good will which will last for eternity are found in a



personal relationship with Christ. Keep this in mind and have
a truly merry Christmas.

It’s A Wonderful Life
We are offering a list of suggestions for films which may be
enjoyed by the whole family as both a point of fellowship and
an opportunity for reflection during the Christmas season. The
film we’ll now consider is Frank Capra’s 1946 classic It’s A
Wonderful Life. This film has achieved a cult status as the
embodiment  of  why  we  should  be  thankful  as  well  as  a
reflection  on  the  dignity  and  value  of  every  individual
regardless of one’s perceived worth.

The film is the story about a young man named George Bailey
(James Stewart) who is saved from suicide by a guardian angel
named Clarence (Henry Travers). In the opening sequence the
people in Bedford Falls are giving thanks to God for what
George has meant to them. The scene of the action then changes
to the celestial heavens where Joseph, Clarence, and God are
discussing the need to intervene in George’s life.

George’s father, the owner and executive officer of Bailey
Building and Loan, suffers a stroke at the beginning of the
film and George, the eldest of two children, must assume his
father’s position. George foregoes his desires to travel and
go to college. Instead he remains in Bedford Falls and marries
a childhood acquaintance named Mary Hatch (Donna Reed). He and
Mary are poor but extremely happy during the early years of
their  marriage.  The  events  in  George’s  life  will  become
unbearable  when  the  Building  and  Loan  is  in  danger  of  a
scandal  and  foreclosure  through  no  fault  on  his  part.
Considering his life insurance policy, he concludes that he
would be better off dead than alive.

The dramatic action of the film shifts when Clarence, George’s
guardian  angel,  rescues  him  from  his  suicide  attempt.  In
response to George’s statement that everyone would be better



off if he were dead, Clarence offers George a guided tour of
what Bedford Falls would be like if he had never been born.
One of the first and most startling discoveries George makes
concerns Mr. Gower, a druggist whom he worked for when he was
a young boy. George had prevented Gower from making a deadly
mistake in filling a prescription that would have killed a
patient. However, on this occasion George was not there to
prevent  the  accident.  Without  George  Bailey,  Gower  spent
twenty years in prison and became an alcoholic.

The events continue to unfold as George learns that the men
saved by his brother Harry in World War II were killed because
George had not saved his brother from drowning when they were
young. George’s wife, Mary, has become an old maid and his
children Zu Zu, Tommy, and Janie were never born. The town is
no  longer  called  Bedford  Falls,  but  Pottersville,  after
George’s  arch  rival  and  evil  banker  Mr.  Potter  (Lionel
Barrymore). The entire town—from the druggist, to the girl
next  door,  from  the  saloon  owners  to  the  librarian  —is
different as a result of George’s having never been born.
There is an oppressive cloud over the town as it mourns the
loss of a citizen it never knew.

The idea that all men have a purpose can only be understood in
light of a world created by a God who designed that purpose
and gives all men a chance to fulfill their end. Frank Capra’s
classic It’s A Wonderful Life can serve as a reminder to all
this Christmas season that God puts each and every individual
here for a specific purpose. It truly is a wonderful life!

A Charlie Brown Christmas
We conclude our series on films and television specials of the
Christmas season with what many believe to be one of the most
overtly Christian programs in the genre, Charles Schultz’s A
Charlie  Brown  Christmas.  Thus  far  we  have  looked  at  A
Christmas Carol, Miracle on 34th Street, How the Grinch Stole
Christmas,  and  It’s  a  Wonderful  Life.  The  major  division



between these films and specials is that some have a merely
humanitarian theme, and others have a more or less classic
Christian interpretation of Christmas. We have mentioned that
there is nothing wrong with the humanitarian emphasis as far
as  it  goes,  but  Christians  should  understand  the  finer
distinctions between the two renderings of the meaning of
Christmas.

A Charlie Brown Christmas opens with Charlie Brown in his
usual state of mild depression, searching for the meaning of
something. This time it is the true meaning of Christmas. He
proclaims to Lucy that it just does not feel like Christmas
and that his problem is that he just doesn’t understand it.
Lucy charges Charlie Brown five cents and tells him nothing of
any value; her solution is a naturalistic approach with a
focus on monetary gain.

Charlie  Brown’s  little  sister,  Sally,  is  a  prototypical
adolescent. She proclaims that all she wants for Christmas is
everything that is coming to her; she wants her fair share.
She represents the voice of all who equate Christmas primarily
with a time of getting presents. It is sad when a child
believes this about Christmas; it is tragic when an adult
holds the same view. Lucy interrupts the exchange between
Charlie Brown and his sister Sally to announce that we all
know that Christmas is a big commercial racket. The truth here
is that we all know that Christmas has become a big commercial
racket; the tragedy is that we do so little about it.

The scene changes again when Charlie Brown is put in charge of
the Christmas play and must find an appropriate Christmas
tree.  In  true  Charlie  Brown  fashion  he  selects  a  pitiful
specimen that is losing all of its nettles and cannot support
itself. The tree becomes a symbol for Charlie Brown and the
limp and pathetic status of our contemporary celebration of
Christmas; something has gone terribly wrong. Lucy’s jaded
expectations  and  Sally’s  crass  materialism  have  only  led
Charlie Brown to a deeper state of depression. The answers



have failed to comfort him, thus the season looks bleak and
hopeless. This leads to his final cry for someone who knows
the true meaning of Christmas to come forward.

Linus,  the  blanket  introvert  virtuoso,  enters  and  assumes
center stage. As the existential hero of the story, the true
meaning of Christmas has not eluded him. He tells Charlie
Brown that he will now give an account of what Christmas
means. In a direct quotation from Luke 2:10-11, Linus tells
them of the annunciation by the angel concerning the birth of
the baby Jesus.

And the angel said unto them, Fear not: For, behold, I bring
you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people.
For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior,
which is Christ the Lord. (KJV)

In this, the most overtly Christian of the Christmas specials
we have discussed, there is a clear and unmistakable account
of the true meaning of the Christmas season. Have a merry
Christmas and a happy New Year!
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Points of Contact

Making Contact
In 1988 at the Republican National Convention, George Bush
called for “a thousand points of light” as a part of his
campaign for president. His intention was to encourage the
involvement of a small but committed number of people who
could make a difference. If only a few would answer the call,
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a thousand points of light emanating from communities large
and  small  would  touch  the  country.  The  implications  of
President Bush’s phrase remind me of a phrase designed to
instill the same concept in the members of a branch of our
military: “The few, the proud, the Marines.”

These ideas are not far removed from a concept that should be
descriptive of Christian communities. We should be “points of
light” to the surrounding world, even if we are “the few.”
After all, Jesus said His disciples are “…the light of the
world” (Matt. 5:14). (Of course He did not say we are to be
“the proud,” and most of us are not Marines. But I think you
get the idea.) Jesus continues with this exhortation: “Let
your light shine before men in such a way that they may see
your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven”
(Matt. 5:16). How can we shine the light of Christ in the
surrounding world? I submit that one response to this question
is this: We can be points of light by establishing points of
contact.

You  may  be  thinking,  “Just  what  is  meant  by  a  point  of
contact?” Good question! Let me attempt to explain. For our
purposes in this series a “point of contact” contains several
points (pardon the pun).

1.  Its  purpose  is  to  activate  conversation  that  leads  to
evangelism.

2. It stimulates dialogue.

3. It enables you to make a transition from a non-Christian
worldview to a Christian worldview.

4. It serves as a “bridge” to someone who might not otherwise
respond to the gospel.

5.  It  encourages  you  to  meet  a  person  where  “he  lives”
mentally and spiritually.



6. It provides a positive challenge to use your God-given
creativity, instead of relying on a “canned” approach.

7. It stretches you to converse with non-believers in ways
that can be understood by them. As C. S. Lewis wrote, “I have
come  to  the  conviction  that  if  you  cannot  translate  your
thoughts into uneducated language, then your thoughts were
confused. Power to translate is the test of having really
understood  one’s  own  meaning.”{1}  Christians  tend  to  have
their own “educated language.” We may understand one another.
But the non-Christian probably has no idea what we are saying;
he is uneducated in our language.{2}

All of these points assume that you are sharing what we will
call a “common life” with those around you. What are some of
the elements of this common life? You probably share time and
space each day with friends, business colleagues, neighbors,
sports opponents, people on the train or plane, and a host of
other possibilities. But these refer only to the physical
portion of your common life. What about such things as the
news  media,  television  programming,  movies,  magazines,
sporting  events,  and  many  others  that  are  shared,
paradoxically, when we may be alone? They too are part of the
common life we share, whether Christian or non-Christian. Such
things provide points of contact. They can be bridges to the
gospel.

Pertinent Points
Have you ever traveled over the Golden Gate Bridge, or maybe
the bridge over the Royal Gorge? If so, why were you on such
bridges?  Usually  we  assume  they  have  been  constructed  to
transport us from one side of a gap to another. There is a
significant gap between you and your destination on the other
side. A bridge provides at least one way to get there.

How large is the gap between Christians and non-Christians?
Most Christians would reply that the gap is enormous, and in a



theological sense they are correct. The Christian worldview is
on one side of a chasm, and non-Christian worldviews are on
the other. Such a predicament could be left as it is, which is
the case for too many Christians. But part of the Christian’s
responsibility is to “bridge” that gap with the amazing truth
of the gospel. Points of contact can provide the raw materials
for the building of such a bridge.

Alister McGrath, a great theologian and apologist of our time,
has suggested several such points of contact that are shared
by all people. These can be useful as you begin to erect a
bridge.{3} As we consider such points, use your imagination
and  think  of  ways  in  which  you  might  engage  someone  in
conversation.

First, most people have a sense of unsatisfied longing. We are
made in the image of God. We have an inbuilt capacity–indeed,
an inbuilt need–to relate to God. Nothing that is transitory
can ever fill this need. Created things are substituted for
God, and they do not satisfy.

A major portion of my life includes involvement in the musical
world. I have performed a wide assortment of music styles. But
in particular, I have developed a great appreciation for what
most people call “classical music.”

One of the more intriguing aspects of classical music history
of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is a “sense of
unsatisfied longing.” For example, Gustav Mahler continually
composed in order to come to grips with that longing. One of
his close friends, the great conductor Bruno Walter, put it
like this: “Fundamentally, there never was relief for him from
the  sorrowful  struggle  to  fathom  the  meaning  of  human
existence.”{4}  When  I  hear  Mahler’s  music,  I  hear  that
“sorrowful struggle” and think of how I may have talked with
the great composer himself.

Second, most people have a sense of human rationality. This



resonance of reason with God is a harmony of rationality,
hinting that human nature is still marked with the imago Dei
[image of God]. Given the Christian understanding of who God
is and what He is like, our knowledge of both our rational
selves and the rational world ties in with belief in His
rational and creative existence.

C.  S.  Lewis  expressed  this  point  by  focusing  on  the
probability of a mind. He wrote, “What is behind the universe
is more like a mind than it is like anything else we know.
That is to say, it is conscious, and has purposes, and prefers
one  thing  to  another.  It  made  the  universe,  partly  for
purposes we do not know, but partly, at any rate, in order to
produce creatures like itself . . . to the extent of having
minds.”{5}

Third, most people have a sense of the ordering of the world.
Modern science has demonstrated that the world is ordered. But
its  disclosure  of  an  intelligible  and  delicately  balanced
structure raises questions that transcend the scientific and
provide  an  intellectual  restlessness  that  seeks  adequate
explanation. Perhaps the most fundamental of these questions
can be summarized in a single word: Why?

Think of the newspapers, books, and magazines you read. They
consist of ordered arrangements of ink on paper. “Neither the
chemistry of the ink nor the shapes of the letters determines
the meaning of the text. In short, the message transcends the
properties  of  the  medium.”{6}  The  message  requires  a
messenger.

Fourth,  most  people  have  a  sense  of  human  morality.  Most
humans realize the importance of moral obligation or at least
they have an awareness of the need for some kind of agreement
on morality.{7}

Perhaps this is noticed most easily when sensational crimes
are committed, as when Charles Manson murdered Sharon Tate and



her friends. Even though the public may not agree on how
justice should be carried out, seldom do we hear that the
crime was a good thing. Invariably there is a sense of moral
outrage and a cry for justice.

Fifth,  many  people  struggle  with  a  sense  of  existential
anxiety and alienation. This reflects a deeply rooted fear of
meaninglessness  and  pointlessness,  a  sense  of  the  utter
futility of life, even sheer despair at the bewildering things
that  threaten  to  reduce  us  to  nothing  more  than  a
statistic–ultimately  a  mortality  statistic.  While  it  seems
trite to talk about “the meaning of life,” it is a question
that  lingers  at  the  edges  (and  sometimes  squarely  in  the
center) of reflective human existence.{8}

The twentieth century is replete with famous examples of this
point. From the philosophical intricacies of people such as
Jean-Paul  Sartre,  to  the  expletives  of  punk-rocker  Johnny
Rotten, many have struggled with anxiety and alienation. Even
a  German  word,  angst,  has  entered  our  vocabulary  as  a
statement of such states of mind. “Man has a sense of dread
(Angst); he is a being thrust into the world and headed for
death  (nothingness)  with  no  explanation  [that]  ‘there  is
something rather than nothing at all.'”{9} Contrary to the
openness of those such as Sartre and Rotten, this point of
contact is one of the more “quiet” ones, in that it is not
openly stated. Anxiety and alienation generally are not easily
seen and heard; one has to be sensitive to what lies below the
surface.

Sixth,  most  people  have  an  awareness  of  finitude  and
mortality. The fear of death, often voiced in terms of a
radical  inability  to  cope  with  the  brute  fact  of  human
existence,  runs  deep  in  human  nature.  As  the
writer/director/actor Woody Allen said, “I’m not frightened of
dying. I just don’t want to be there when it happens.”

Physical death, perhaps the most universally realized truth,



may be the least discussed. It is inevitable, but its mystery
so often stirs terror or resignation. Listen to Shakespeare’s
Macbeth:

To-morrow, and to-morrow, and to-morrow,
Creeps in this petty pace from day to day
To the last syllable of recorded time,
And all our yesterdays have lighted fools
The way to dusty death.
Out, out, brief candle!
Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage
And then is heard no more: it is a tale
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,
Signifying nothing.{10}

If you could talk with people like Charles Manson, Johnny
Rotten, Woody Allen, or the fictional Macbeth, how would you
respond? Would you consider how these points of contact could
be  used  to  engage  them  in  conversation?  Would  you  think
carefully about how God may use you to get their attention?

Biblical Points of Contact
Mustard seeds, hidden treasure, vineyards, debtors, fig trees,
sheep, money. What do such things have in common? You probably
recognize such terms from the parables that Jesus used to
teach spiritual principles. We could add many more phrases,
because the Gospels contain many instances when Jesus used His
favorite  teaching  device  as  a  point  of  contact  with  His
listeners.

Just what is a parable? Literally, the word means, “to throw
alongside.” Parables “…were used by Jesus to teach a truth,
illustrate  a  doctrine,  or  move  His  audience  to  a  moral
attitude or act.”{11} Apparently they were used spontaneously
in  light  of  an  immediate  situation  or  conflict,  and  they



focused  on  what  was  familiar  to  the  audience.{12}  These
characteristics are indicative of how Jesus was able to get
the kind of attention that opened doors to important truths.
When we attempt to find a point of contact, we are following
Jesus’  example.  We  may  not  use  a  parable,  but  we  are
responding to an immediate situation spontaneously in a way
that is familiar to our audience.

So a parable is one device found in the Bible that can be used
as a point of contact. When we read the Gospels they are hard
to miss. But Jesus used other devices as well.

One example of this is found in the story of His encounter
with the Samaritan woman at the well. Both Jesus and the woman
initially  were  at  the  well  for  water,  but  Jesus  quickly
engaged  her  in  conversation  concerning  something  beyond
physical water. His point of contact was the water, but He
quickly used that as a “springboard” that drew her focused
attention. He said, “If you knew the gift of God, and who it
is who says to you, ‘Give Me a drink,’ you would have asked
Him, and He would have given you living water” (John 4:10).
Imagine if you had heard such a response! Don’t you think your
interest would have been piqued? This encounter provides an
example  very  different  from  a  parable.  Let’s  call  it  a
“curiosity  contact.”  That  is,  Jesus  raised  the  woman’s
curiosity about whom He was and what He had to say. Her life
was forever changed as a result.

At this point you may be thinking, “Yes, I see what Jesus did
through points of contact. But obviously, I’m not Jesus. I
can’t do what He did.” To a point, you are correct. You
certainly are not Jesus, but you can follow His example. The
book of Acts contains instances of this. Let’s consider two of
those.

The eighth chapter of Acts includes Philip’s famous dialogue
with an Ethiopian eunuch. The Holy Spirit had led Philip to
the  eunuch,  but  it  appears  that  Philip  creatively  and



spontaneously addressed the man. He saw that he was reading,
so he asked, “Do you understand what you are reading?” (Acts
8:30). What a wonderful point of contact! Philip then was
given an opportunity to direct their conversation towards the
gospel. Such an encounter reminds me of a question most of us
have asked: “What are you reading?” In addition to asking that
question, today we may ask, “What are you watching?”

Paul’s defense of the faith at Mars Hill in Athens provides
another illustration of selecting a point of contact. The city
was filled with thousands of idols. Paul had noticed one such
idol that was inscribed, “to an unknown god” (Acts 17:23). An
idol became his point of contact! Thus he began to proclaim
the truth in response to their admitted ignorance.

What are some of the points of contact in your daily life?

Contemporary Contacts
You are taking a walk around your neighborhood. As you turn a
corner a few blocks from your house, you see an old friend
whom you have not seen in a couple of years. She is riding a
bicycle in your direction. As she gets closer she recognizes
you and stops. The two of you strike up a conversation that
revolves around the kinds of things that usually are discussed
on such occasions: Have you seen Sally lately? Did you hear
about Jim’s divorce? How are your children? Then you realize
that God’s Spirit is encouraging you to guide the conversation
toward Christ. You are thinking of a way to do this when you
suddenly notice that she is wearing an especially beautiful
necklace with a cross. You comment on her jewelry, then you
ask, “What does the cross represent?” She responds by saying
it’s just a nice piece of jewelry that was given to her by her
daughter. But it has no “religious significance.” You respond
to her statement by sharing the true meaning and significance
of the cross.

This fictitious story demonstrates how a point of contact can



lead to an opportunity to share the gospel. In order to bring
this discussion to a conclusion, we will give attention to six
ways points of contact can give you an open door for God’s
truth.

First, be attentive to your God-given imagination. Of all
people, Christians should creatively interact with the world
around them for the glory of God. This may mean you will need
to practice the habit of “sharpening your focus” on the world
around you. Maybe you can begin to see with new eyes and hear
with new ears.

Second, be attentive to the things most people have in common.
A piece of jewelry was the common element in the illustration
that was used to begin this program. Jewelry is something most
people have in common. But whether it’s jewelry, clothes,
houses,  cars,  children,  sports,  or  a  long  list  of  other
things, you can find a point of contact among them.

Third, be attentive to those things that are most important to
the person with whom you are sharing. For example, most people
think of their immediate family as the most important part of
their lives. Points of contact abound when you are sensitive
to what is most important in a person’s life.

Fourth, be attentive to the subjects that occupy someone’s
conversations. If the person with whom you are conversing
talks a great deal about movies, find a point of contact
there. If another person is fanatical about sports, find a
point  of  contact  there.  If  a  hobby  is  the  center  of
conversation,  find  a  point  of  contact  there.  Such  a  list
virtually is endless.

Fifth, be attentive to areas of greatest immediate need. Some
people may dwell on their poor health. Others may concentrate
on failures in their lives. Or maybe you will find yourself in
conversation with someone who is bitter about something that
happened in the past. Again, such a list of possibilities



virtually is endless. All of them supply points of contact.

Sixth, and most important, be attentive to what the Spirit of
God  is  telling  you.  He  is  not  silent;  He  will  bring
appropriate things to your attention. Any point of contact
will only be effective as the Spirit guides you to respond.

The world around us is starving for contact. People need to
hear what God has to say through us. He will guide us to make
contact for His glory. We are God’s messengers of hope. I hope
we get the point.
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Christians and Culture

What Should We Do with This Thing Called
Culture?
What do you think of when you hear the word culture? Perhaps
you refer to the arts. You may picture the way people dress,
the  way  they  eat,  their  language,  their  religion,  their
architecture, or a host of other perceptions. One of the most
succinct definitions of culture is wide-ranging because it
refers  to  “that  which  man  does  beyond  biological
necessity.”{1}  Obviously  such  a  definition  indicates  the
importance of the term. Our lives are lived within culture.
There is no escaping this thing called culture. But how is a
Christian to respond?

Church history demonstrates that one of the constant struggles
of Christianity, both individually and corporately, is with
culture. Paul, for example, wrote two letters to Christians
who lived in Corinth, a very challenging culture. Where should
we stand? Inside? Outside? Ignore it? Become isolated from it?
Should we concern ourselves with attempting to transform it?

In 1949 a theologian named Richard Niebuhr delivered a series
of lectures entitled Christ and Culture.{2} Subsequently his
thoughts were published and the book has become a classic.
Niebuhr’s text focuses on five paradigms that describe how
Christians have dealt with culture. A brief survey of these
paradigms can help us see ourselves, and perhaps challenge us
to consider changing the way we look at the world around us.

The first paradigm, Christ against Culture, describes those
who choose to isolate themselves from the surrounding culture.
A descriptive contemporary phrase might be “the holy huddle”
of Christians who dialog among themselves, but no one else.
Second,  the  Christ  of  Culture  perspective  is  exactly  the
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opposite of Christ against Culture because it attempts to
bring culture and Christianity together, regardless of their
differences. Third, the Christ above Culture position attempts
to synthesize the issues of the culture with the answer of
Christian revelation. Fourth, Christ and Culture in Paradox
refers  to  those  who  understand  the  tension  between  the
Christian’s  responsibility  to  both  the  cultural  and  the
spiritual realms. Fifth, Christ the Transformer of Culture
describes those who strive “to convert the values and goals of
secular culture into the service of the kingdom of God.”{3}

Which of these paradigms describes your relationship with the
culture  in  which  you  live?  Or  perhaps  you  have  another
paradigm to offer. No doubt we could engage in debate about
the merits and demerits of all of them. But since we cannot do
that at the moment, let us agree that we should at least give
attention to our place in culture.

Christians  are  to  observe  and  analyze  culture  and  make
decisions regarding our proper actions and reactions within
it. A struggle is in progress and the stakes are high. But in
order  to  struggle  meaningfully  and  with  some  hope  of
influencing our culture, we must be thoughtful and informed.

Our  work  through  Probe  Ministries  is  dedicated  to  the
proposition  that  the  Lord  can  use  Christians  as  salt  and
light.  God  has  called  us  to  offer  a  voice  in  both  the
Christian  and  the  non-  Christian  communities.  Among  other
things, this means that we have attempted to give attention to
how this can be done for the glory of God. In particular, our
involvement in the non-Christian community presents a special
challenge.  Much  prayer  and  study  have  been  focused  on
principles that should be considered before we engage with the
culture.  In  this  article,  I  will  focus  on  five  of  these
principles that apply to ministry within the culture.



Establishing Biblical Precepts
Unless you live in a cave, you have had to deal with the
culture around you. You have sensed the need to give thought
to how you might glorify God as you react to your culture. Or
you may have experienced times of mental and spiritual trauma
as  you  realized  the  sinful  nature  of  what  you  experience
around you. If you choose to interact with your culture, there
are certain principles to be considered.

The first of these is the need for biblical precepts. That is,
our minds should be filled with God’s ideas before interacting
with the culture. This is an understandable and universally
stated  declaration  among  evangelical  Christians.  Experience
tells us we need to give life to the declaration. Are we
responding to our culture based on biblical precepts, or are
we responding to our culture based on other sources? Are we
utilizing a Christian world view as we respond to culture, or
are we unwittingly utilizing a naturalistic worldview? When we
discuss things as Christians, do we focus on Scripture no
matter what we might be discussing? “Contemporary Christianity
is all too frequently shaped by the fact that when we meet we
do so in an atmosphere resembling that of a committee or
caucus, where the style is political and tactical, hardly
scholarly,  and  almost  never  devotional  or  genuinely
spiritual.”{4} Do we give serious attention “to the sacred
text as the firm and only basis on which life and decisions
should  be  based?”{5}  Indeed,  without  the  “sacred  text”
evangelicals are left to grapple with their culture in much
the same manner as those who do not claim allegiance to that
text.

In order to affirm the primacy of Scripture in a cultural
critique the Christian should first read his culture in the
light  of  the  Bible.  Proper  recognition  of  the  culture  is
necessary before it can be addressed properly. In other words,
we  need  a  biblical  “lens”  through  which  we  can  see  the



culture. The light of God’s Word needs to be focused on the
questions  at  hand.  For  example,  the  culture  tends  to
secularize  life.  Most  of  us  live,  work,  and  play  in  the
secular sphere. But secularism refers to a way of life that
“excludes all considerations drawn from a belief in God or in
a future state.”{6}

Harry Blamires, a protégé of C.S. Lewis and an astute cultural
critic,  offers  an  insightful  critique  of  secularism.  The
secularist’s position can be defined only in negatives. There
is no life except this life in time. There is no order of
being except that which we explore with our senses and our
instruments. There is no condition of well-being except that
of a healthy and comfortable life in time. There is no God to
be worshipped, for no God created us. There is no God to
propitiate, for there is no God to offend. There is no reward
to be sought and no punishment to be avoided except those
which derive from earthly authority. There is no law to be
obeyed except those which earthly authority imposes or earthly
prudence recommends.{7}

Obviously, Blamires’ observations are the result of seeing
secularism with a scriptural lens. Biblical precepts allow him
to offer such a critique. His example can be an encouragement
for us. May God guide us as we apply biblical precepts to
evaluate our culture.

Rejecting  Cultural  Biases,  Developing
Interaction
What  do  you  think  of  the  culture  in  which  you  live?  In
particular, what do you think of the broader American culture
in  which  your  sub-culture  is  found?  For  example,  are  you
comfortable with the adage: “America: love it or leave it?” Or
do you tend to think of certain other cultures as pristine,
even if you have never visited them?

I have discussed the need to assess culture through the use of



biblical precepts, the first principle of cultural evaluation.
The second principle is focused on what I call cultural bias.
If we are to interact with cultures other than our own, and if
we seek honestly to evaluate our own, we must be cautious of
biases.

Carl F.H. Henry, a great theologian, apologist, and cultural
critic has enumerated what he calls twenty fantasies of a
secular society. One of these includes the thought that God
“will  protect  the  United  States  and  its  people  from
catastrophic disaster because of our commitment to freedom,
generosity, and goodness.” Dr. Henry writes, “For many, God is
an ever-living George Washington who serves invisibly as the
father of our country. This vague political theology assumes
that  America  can  never  drift  irrecoverably  beyond  divine
approval, and that the nation is intrinsically exempt from
severe and final divine judgment.” Another fantasy is “that
the American people are essentially good at heart in a world
whose  inhabitants  are  more  prone  to  evil.”{8}  The
anthropologist  Charles  Kraft  responds  to  such  thinking  by
writing  that  “much  of  the  Christian  populace  has  simply
continued  to  assume  that  such  features  of  our  society  as
monogamy,  democracy,  our  type  of  educational  system,
individualism,  capitalism,  the  ‘freedoms,’  literacy,
technological development, military supremacy, etc. are all
products of our association with God and therefore can be
pointed to as indications of the superiority of our culture
over all other cultures.”{9}

Missionaries who serve in cultures other than their own can
speak to the danger of such fantasies. But we do not have to
be foreign missionaries to experience the effects of cultural
bias.  The  United  States  has  become  such  a  multicultural
environment  that  Christians  can  and  must  understand  the
importance of rejecting cultural biases.



Interaction but not Accommodation
The third principle of cultural evaluation focuses on the need
for interaction with culture, but not accommodation. There
should be no fear in this if we are using biblical precepts,
the first of our principles. But we need to be alert to the
ways  in  which  we  can  become  enmeshed  in  the  culture.  In
addition, we should be accountable to one another by offering
warnings when we observe such entanglement.

Without  cultural  interaction  evangelicals  leave  numerous
important facets of contemporary cultural life without the
light of truth they can offer. A cursory reading of post-
Enlightenment  history  will  demonstrate  the  progressive
decrease of evangelical interaction and the subsequent lack of
influence in strategic areas of culture. For example, American
higher education has been guided by principles that leave
Christian theism out of the picture.

It is crucial, though, that such interaction take place with a
sense of accountability. The person who enters the culture
without respect for the ideological dangers that reside there
will prove to be foolish. The ideas, the sense of progress,
and the pride of cultural accomplishment can lead us to give
credit to man instead of God. May the Lord receive praise as
He uses us to touch our culture!

A Positive Revolutionary Vision
The word revolution tends to have a negative connotation for
most of us. A revolutionary most often is seen as someone who
engenders rebellion and chaos. But a Christian’s response to
culture  should  include  a  positive  revolutionary  mindset.
Christian thought and life should state things to culture that
exhibit Christ’s revolutionary vision for all people. A type
of pluralism that tempts us to negate Christianity’s claims
and absolutes should not persuade Christians. Donald Bloesch
speaks to this tension by juxtaposing what he calls prophetic



religion and culture religion. He writes: “Our choice today is
between a prophetic religion and a culture religion. The first
is anchored in a holy God who infinitely transcends every
cultural and religious form that testifies to Him. The second
absolutizes  the  cultural  or  mythical  garb  in  which  God
supposedly meets us.”{10} Our interaction with culture must
have a prophetic voice. We must speak boldly to the culture
knowing that the source of our proclamation is the sovereign
God.

This means that Christians should not relegate their lives to
what may be called a “Christian ghetto” or “holy huddle.” Too
many Christians live “a split life: they are forced to use
many words and images that have a private meaning for them
with which they are unable or unwilling to enrich the fund of
public experience.”{11} One may have a revolutionary vision
and prophetic zeal, but too often it is directed toward his
“ghetto” instead of the surrounding culture. To quote an old
cliché: “He is preaching to the choir.”

Notice how often conversations among Christians concentrate on
problems presented by the surrounding culture. For example,
discussion  may  focus  on  the  latest  outrage  in  the
entertainment  industry,  or  the  newest  bit  of  intrigue  in
Washington, or concerns about the sex education emphased in
public  schools,  or  controversies  surrounding  issues  of
abortion, euthanasia, cloning, homosexuality, child abuse, or
a  host  of  other  topics.  Then  notice  if  constructive
suggestions are offered. Is attention given to the ways in
which the Christian community might respond to such issues
based on biblical precepts? Too often such a scenario does not
include positive revolutionary cultural interaction.

Lesslie Newbigin, a perceptive cultural critic, offers two
propositions  regarding  a  Christian’s  revolutionary  vision.
First, Newbigin states he would not see Christians just “in
that corner of the private sector which our culture labels
‘religion’, but rather in the public sector where God’s will



as declared in Jesus Christ is either done or not done in the
daily business of nations and societies, in the councils of
governments, the boardrooms of transnational corporations, the
trade unions, the universities, and the schools.” Second, “I
would place the recovery of that apocalyptic strand of the New
Testament teaching without which Christian hope becomes merely
hope for the survival of the individual and there is no hope
for the world.”{12} Christianity is not to be privatized; it
applies to all people in all places at all times.

If we choose to take Newbigin’s propositions seriously, we
must not be naïve about the response we will receive. At this
moment  in  American  history  the  public  sector  often  is
antagonistic toward a Christian voice. Thus we should not be
surprised when we are rejected. Instead, if we are stating
God’s ideas we should rejoice, as did the early Christians
when they suffered for His name (Acts 5:41). When truth rubs
shoulders with untruth, friction is the result.

Glorifying God in All of Life
The words whatever and all are enormous. Can you think of
something more than whatever or all? When the apostle Paul
wrote his first letter to the church in Corinth he used these
terms to describe how they should glorify God in their lives:
“Whether, then, you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all
to the glory of God” (I Cor. 10:31). Pagan Corinth certainly
provided many opportunities for early Christians to learn how
to respond to their culture. The same is true for Christians
in our time. We live in and associate with a culture that
constantly presents challenges. We are to glorify God in all
we  do,  regardless  of  those  challenges.  “Where  God  is
acknowledged  as  the  Creator,  man  knows  that  the  ultimate
meaning of His creatures is the same as the meaning of all
life: the glory of God and the service of men.”{13} Our work
within culture and our influence on it are part of what God
will judge. Therefore, these works are important.



We are to remind ourselves and tell the culture that “the
prophetic church witnesses to the breaking into history of a
higher righteousness; it points people to a higher law.”{14}
Carl  F.H.  Henry  emphasizes  this  in  a  passage  concerning
education, but the implications cover much more:

The drift of twentieth century learning can be succinctly
summarized in one statement: Instead of recognizing [God] as
the source and stipulator of truth and the good, contemporary
thought  reduces  all  reality  to  impersonal  processes  and
events, and insists that man himself creatively imposes upon
the cosmos and upon history the only values that they will
ever bear.{15}

God is sovereign; He is the Lord of whatever and all in all of
life.

Thus we must be cautious about our emphases within culture.
God changes things; we are His messengers. Our involvement is
important, but it must be remembered that it is transitory. As
beautiful and meaningful as the works of man may be, they will
not  last.  The  theologian  Karl  Barth  emphasized  this  by
relating his comments to the tower of Babel: “In the building
of the tower of Babel whose top is to touch heaven, the Church
can have no part. The hope of the Church rests on God for men;
it does not rest on men, not even on religious men—and not
even on the belief that men with the help of God will finally
build that tower.”{16} Our hope is not found in man’s efforts.
Our hope is found in God’s provision for eternity. But this
does not denigrate our involvement with culture. “There is a
radical difference between human culture generally, which is
thoroughly secular, and that which is developed as a loving
service to God.”{17} Utopia will never refer to this life.
Since no culture “this side of the Parousia [Second Coming]
can be recognized as divine we are limited to the more modest
hope that life on earth may gradually be made better; or, more
modestly still, gradually be made less bad.”{18} Christian’s



response to culture should be described with such modest hopes
in view.

This  article  has  focused  on  five  principles  that  can
strengthen a Christian impact on culture. Fill your mind with
biblical precepts; be careful that you do not respond to the
surrounding culture with cultural biases; be interactive, but
not accommodating; develop a positive revolutionary mindset;
and glorify God in all of life.
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Culture and the Bible
This  is  not  a  Christian  culture.  We  are  living  in  an
environment that challenges us to continually evaluate what it
means to live the Christian life. So how do we respond? The
answer begins with the Bible. Our view of culture must include
biblical insights. In this essay we will strive to investigate
selected passages of Scripture pertaining to culture.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

The  Golden  Calf  and  the  Tabernacle:
Judging Culture
Chapters  31-39  of  Exodus  provide  a  unique  perspective  of
culture and God’s involvement with it. On one hand the work of
man was blessed through the artistry of Bezalel, Oholiab, and
other  skilled  artisans  as  they  cooperated  to  build  the
tabernacle (35-39). On the other hand, the work of man in the
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form of the golden calf was rejected by God (31-34). This
contrast serves to suggest a guideline with which we can begin
to judge culture.

Chapter 31:1-11 contains God’s initial instructions to Moses
concerning the building of the tabernacle in the wilderness.
Two important artisans, Bezalel and Oholiab, are recognized by
God as being especially gifted for this work. These men were
skilled,(1)  creative  people  who  were  able  to  contribute
significantly to the religious/cultural life of the nation of
Israel. But at this point in the narrative the scene changes
dramatically.

While Moses was on the mountain with God, the people became
impatient and decided to make a god, an idol. This prompted an
enraged response from both God and Moses. The end result was
tragic:  three  thousand  were  slain  as  a  result  of  their
idolatry.

Then  the  attention  of  the  people  was  directed  toward  the
building of the tabernacle. Chapters 35-39 contain detailed
accounts  from  God  pertaining  to  the  tabernacle,  and  the
subsequent work of the skilled artisans, including Bezalel and
Oholiab. The finished product was blessed (39:42-43).

In this brief survey of a portion of Israel’s history we have
seen two responses to the work of man’s hands: one negative,
the other positive. The people fashioned a piece of art, an
idol; the response was negative on the part of God and Moses.
The people fashioned another piece of art, the tabernacle; the
response was positive and worthy of the blessing of both God
and  Moses.  Why  the  difference  in  judgment?  The  answer  is
deceptively simple: the intent of the art was evaluated. And
it was not a matter of one being “secular” and the other
“sacred.” Art, the cultural product, was not the problem.
“Just as art can be used in the name of the true God, as shown
in the gifts of Bezalel, so it can be used in an idolatrous
way, supplanting the place of God and thereby distorting its



own nature.”(2)

Art is certainly a vital element of culture. As a result, we
should  take  the  lessons  of  Exodus  31-39  to  heart.  Our
evaluation of culture should include an awareness of intent
without being overly sensitive to form. If not, we begin to
assign evil incorrectly. As Carl F.H. Henry says, “The world
is  evil  only  as  a  fallen  world.  It  is  not  evil
intrinsically.”(3)

These insights have focused on certain observers of cultural
objects as seen in art: God, Moses, and the people of Israel.
In the first case God and Moses saw the golden calf from one
perspective, the people of Israel from another. In the second
case all were in agreement as they observed the tabernacle.
The people’s perception changed; they agreed with God’s intent
and aesthetic judgement. The lesson is that our cultural life
is subject to God.

Entering the Fray
How do you react when you’re out of your comfort zone: your
surroundings, friends, and family? Do you cringe and disengage
yourself? Or do you boldly make the best of the new locality?

The first chapter of Daniel tells of four young men who were
transported to a culture other than their own by a conquering
nation, Babylonia. Their response to this condition provides
us  with  insights  concerning  how  we  should  relate  to  the
culture that surrounds us. Daniel, of course, proves to be the
central  figure  among  the  four.  He  is  the  focus  of  our
attention.

Several facets of this chapter should be noted. First, Daniel
and  his  friends  were  chosen  by  the  king  of  Babylon,
Nebuchadnezzar,  to  serve  in  his  court.  They  were  chosen
because of their “intelligence in every branch of wisdom …
understanding … discerning knowledge … and ability for serving



in the king’s court” (v. 4). Second, they were taught “the
literature  and  language  of  the  Chaldeans”  (v.  4).  Third,
Daniel “made up his mind” that he would not partake of the
Babylonian food and drink (v. 8). Fourth, “God granted Daniel
favor and compassion” with his superiors even though he and
his friends would not partake of the food (v. 9-16). Fifth,
“God gave them knowledge and intelligence in every branch of
literature and wisdom” (v. 17). Sixth, the king found Daniel
and his friends to be “ten times better than all the magicians
and conjurers who were in all his realm” (v. 20).

This synopsis provides us with several important observations.
First, evidently there was no attempt on the part of Daniel
and  his  friends  to  totally  separate  themselves  from  the
culture, in particular the educational system of that culture.
This was a typical response among the ancient Jews. These
young men were capable of interacting with an ungodly culture
without  being  contaminated  by  it.  Evangelicals  are  often
paranoid as they live within what is deemed an unchristian
culture.  Perhaps  a  lesson  can  be  learned  from  Daniel
concerning a proper response. Of course such a response should
be based on wisdom and discernment. That leads us to our
second observation.

Second, even though Daniel and his companions learned from the
culture, they did so by practicing discernment. They obviously
compared what they learned of Babylonian thought with what
they already understood from God’s point of view. The Law of
God was something with which they were well acquainted. Edward
Young’s comments on v. 17 clarify this: “The knowledge and
intelligence which God gave to them … was of a discerning
kind, that they might know and possess the ability to accept
what  was  true  and  to  reject  what  was  false  in  their
instruction.”(4)  Such  perception  is  greatly  needed  among
evangelicals.  A  separatist,  isolationist  mentality  creates
moral and spiritual vacuums throughout our culture. We should
replace those vacuums with ideas that are spawned in the minds



of Godly thinkers and doers.

Third, God approved of their condition within the culture and
even gave them what was needed to influence it (v. 17).

Evangelicals may be directed by God to enter a foreign culture
that may not share their worldview. Or, they may be directed
to  enter  the  culture  that  surrounds  them,  which,  as  with
contemporary  western  culture,  can  be  devoid  of  the  overt
influence of a Christian worldview. If so, they should do so
with an understanding that the Lord will protect and provide.
And  He  will  demonstrate  His  power  through  them  as  the
surrounding  culture  responds.

The World in the New Testament
In and of: two simple words that can stimulate a lot of
thought when it comes to what the Bible says about culture, or
the world. After all, we are to be in the world but not of it.
Let’s see what the New Testament has to say.

The  terms  kosmos  and  aion,  both  of  which  are  generally
translated “world,” are employed numerous times in the New
Testament. A survey of kosmos will provide important insights.
George Eldon Ladd presents usages of the word:(5)

First, the world can refer to “both the entire created order
(Jn. 17:5, 24) and the earth in particular (Jn. 11:9; 16:21;
21:25).”(6) This means “there is no trace of the idea that
there is anything evil about the world.”(7) Second, “kosmos
can designate not only the world but also those who inhabit
the world: mankind (12:19; 18:20; 7:4; 14:22).”(8) Third, “the
most interesting use of kosmos … is found in the sayings where
the  world  –  mankind  –  is  the  object  of  God’s  love  and
salvation.”(9)

But men, in addition to being the objects of God’s love, are
seen “as sinful, rebellious, and alienated from God, as fallen
humanity. The kosmos is characterized by wickedness (7:7), and



does  not  know  God  (17:25)  nor  his  emissary,  Christ
(1:10).”(10) “Again and again … the world is presented as
something hostile to God.”(11) But Ladd reminds us that “what
makes the kosmos evil is not something intrinsic to it, but
the fact that it has turned away from its creator and has
become enslaved to evil powers.”(12)

So  what  is  the  Christian’s  responsibility  in  this  evil,
rebellious world? “The disciples’ reaction is not to be one of
withdrawal  from  the  world,  but  of  living  in  the  world,
motivated by the love of God rather than the love of the
world.”(13) “So his followers are not to find their security
and satisfaction on the human level as does the world, but in
devotion to the redemptive purpose of God” (17:17, 19).(14)

The  apostle  Paul  related  that  “`worldliness’  consists  of
worshipping the creature rather than the creator (Rom. 1:25),
of finding one’s pride and glory on the human and created
level rather than in God. The world is sinful only insofar as
it exalts itself above God and refuses to humble itself and
acknowledge its creative Lord.”(15) The world is seen as it
should be seen when we first worship its creator.

This summary of kosmos contributes several points that can be
applied to our survey. First, the world is hostile toward God;
this includes the rebellion of mankind. Second, this hostility
was not part of the original created order; the world was
created good. Third, this world is also the object of God’s
redemptive love and Christ’s sacrifice. Fourth, the world is
not to be seen as an end in itself. We are always to view
culture in the light of eternity. Fifth, we are to be about
the business of transforming the world. “We are not to follow
the world’s lead but to cut across it and rise above it to a
higher calling and style.”(16) Or, as Ronald Allen says: “Ours
is a world of lechery and war. It is also a world of the good,
the beautiful, and the lovely. Eschew lechery; embrace the
lovely– and live for the praise of God in the only world we
have!”(17)



We are in need of a balance that does not reject beauty, but
at the same time recognizes the ugly. Our theology should
entail both. The world needs to see this.

Corinthians and Culture
“You’re a Corinthian!” If you had heard that exclamation in
New Testament times you would know that the person who said it
was very upset. To call someone a Corinthian was insulting.
Even non- Christians recognized that Corinth was one of the
most immoral cities in the known world.

Paul’s  first  letter  to  the  Corinthians  contains  many
indications of this. The believers in Corinth were faced with
a culture which resembled ours in several ways. It was diverse
ethnically, religiously, and philosophically. It was a center
of wealth, literature, and the arts. And it was infamous for
its blatant sexual immorality. How would Paul advise believers
to respond to life in such a city?

That question can be answered by concentrating on several
principles that can be discovered in Paul’s letter. We will
highlight only a few of these by focusing on certain terms.

Liberty is a foundational term for Christians entering the
culture, but it can be misunderstood easily. This is because
some act as if it implies total freedom. But “The believer’s
life is one of Christian liberty in grace.”(18) Paul wrote,
“All  things  are  lawful  for  me,  but  not  all  things  are
profitable. All things are lawful for me, but I will not be
mastered by anything” (6:12, 10:23). It must be remembered,
though, that this liberty is given to glorify God. A liberty
that condones sin is another form of slavery. Thus, “Whether …
you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the glory of
God” (10:31). In addition, we must be aware of how our liberty
is  observed  by  non-believers.  Again  Paul  wrote,  “Give  no
offense either to Jews or to Greeks or to the church of God”
(10:32).



Conscience is another term that figures prominently in how we
enter the culture. We must be very sensitive to what it means
to defile the conscience. There must be a sensitivity to what
tempts us. “The believer who cannot visit the world without
making  it  his  home  has  no  right  to  visit  at  his  weak
points.”19 As a result, we need to cultivate the discipline
that  is  needed  to  respond  to  the  ways  the  Spirit  speaks
through our conscience.

Yet another term is brother. In particular, we should be aware
of becoming a “stumbling block” to the person Paul calls a
“weaker brother.” This does not mean that we disregard what
has been said about liberty. “A Christian need not allow his
liberty to be curtailed by somebody else. But he is obliged to
take care that that other person does not fall into sin and if
he  would  hurt  that  ther  person’s  conscience  he  has  not
fulfilled  that  obligation.”(20)  This  requires  a  special
sensitivity to others, which is a hallmark of the Christian
life.

On  many  occasions  the  Probe  staff  has  experienced  the
challenge of applying these principles. For example, some of
us speak frequently in a club in an area of Dallas, Texas
called “Deep Ellum.” The particular club in which we teach
includes  a  bar,  concert  stage,  and  other  things  normally
associated with such a place. Some refer to the clientele as
“Generation Xers” who are often nonconformists. We can use our
liberty to minister in the club, but we must do so with a keen
awareness of the principles we have discussed. When we enter
that culture, which is so different from what we normally
experience, we must do so by applying the wisdom found in
God’s Word to the Corinthians.

Encountering the World
How do you get a hearing when you have something to say? In
particular, how do you share the truth of God in ungodly
surroundings?



Paul’s  encounter  with  Athenian  culture  (Acts  17:16-34)  is
illustrative  of  the  manner  in  which  we  can  dialogue  with
contemporary culture. His interaction exhibits an ability to
communicate with a diversity of the population, from those in
the marketplace to the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers. And
he exhibits an understanding of the culture, including its
literature and art. Paul was relating a model for how we can
relate our faith effectively. That is, we must communicate
with  language  and  examples  that  can  be  understood  by  our
audience.

Verse 16 says that Paul’s “spirit was being provoked within
him as he was beholding the city full of idols.” We should
note that the verb translated “provoked” here is the Greek
word from which we derive the term paroxysm. Paul was highly
irritated.  In  addition,  we  should  note  that  the  verb  is
imperfect passive, implying that his agitation was a logical
result of his Christian conscience and that it was continuous.
The idolatry which permeated Athenian culture stimulated this
dramatic response. Application: the idolatry of contemporary
culture should bring no less a response from us. Materialism,
Individualism,  Relativism,  and  Secularism  are  examples  of
ideologies that have become idols in our culture.

Verses 17 and 18 refer to several societal groups: Jews, God-
fearing Gentiles, Epicurean and Stoic philosophers, as well as
the  general  population,  namely  “those  who  happened  to  be
present.” Evidently Paul was able to converse with any segment
of the population. Application: as alert, thinking, sensitive,
concerned, discerning Christians we are challenged to confront
our culture in all of its variety and pluralism. It is easier
to converse with those who are like-minded, but that is not
our only responsibility.

In  verse  18  some  of  the  philosophers  call  Paul  an  “idle
babbler”  (i.e.,  one  who  makes  his  living  by  picking  up
scraps). Application: we should realize that the Christian
worldview, in particular the basic tenets of the gospel, will



often elicit scorn from a culture that is too often foreign to
Christian truth. This should not hinder us from sharing the
truth.

The narrative of verses 19-31 indicates that Paul knew enough
about Athenian culture to converse with it on the highest
intellectual level. He was acutely aware of the “points of
understanding”  between  him  and  his  audience.  He  was  also
acutely aware of the “points of disagreement” and did not
hesitate to stress them. He had enough knowledge of their
literary expressions to quote their spokesmen (i.e., their
poets), even though this does not necessarily mean Paul had a
thorough knowledge of them. And he called them to repentance.
Application:  we  need  to  “stretch”  ourselves  more
intellectually so that we can duplicate Paul’s experience more
frequently. The most influential seats in our culture are too
often left to those who are devoid of Christian thought. Such
a condition is in urgent need of change.

Paul experienced three reactions in Athens (vv. 32-34). First,
“some  began  to  sneer”  (v.  32).  They  expressed  contempt.
Second, some said “We shall hear you again concerning this”
(v. 32). Third, “some men joined him and believed” (v. 34). We
should not be surprised when God’s message is rejected; we
should be prepared when people want to hear more; and we can
rejoice when the message falls on fertile soil and bears the
fruit of a changed life.

Conclusion
We have seen that Scripture is not silent regarding culture.
It contains much by way of example and precept, and we have
only begun the investigation. There is more to be done. With
this expectation in mind, what have we discovered from the
Bible at this stage?

First, in some measure God “is responsible for the presence of
culture, for he created human beings in such a way that they



are  culture-producing  beings.”(21)  Second,  God  holds  us
responsible for cultural stewardship. Third, we should not
fear the surrounding culture; instead, we should strive to
contribute to it through God- given creativity, and transform
it  through  dialogue  and  proclamation.  Fourth,  we  should
practice discernment while living within culture. Fifth, the
products of culture should be judged on the basis of intent,
not form. Or, to simply further:

We  advance  the  theory  that  God’s  basic  attitude  toward
culture is that which the apostle Paul articulates in I
Corinthians  9:19-22.  That  is,  he  views  human  culture
primarily as a vehicle to be used by him and his people for
Christian purposes, rather than as an enemy to be combatted
or shunned.(22)

Let us use the vehicle for the glory of God!
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Hermeneutics:  Accurately
Interpreting Bible Teaching
Don Closson provides a good understanding of hermeneutics, the
ways  in  which  one  interprets  the  Bible  with  accuracy  and
integrity. He provides a step by step guide to understanding
and interpreting Scripture in a consistent way. He helps us
understand  how  to  deal  with  the  cultural,  historical  and
language barriers we face in dealing with a text written in a
different language and culture than our own.

Understanding the Bible
If you have ever had a prolonged discussion with a Jehovah’s
Witness, Mormon, or New Ager over a passage of Scripture, you

https://probe.org/hermeneutics/
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might relate to an experience that I had recently. I sat down
with someone who had obviously spent considerable time in the
Bible, who stated a desire to know God’s truth and was willing
to work diligently to please God, sacrificing both time and
money. However, when it came to determining what the Bible
taught concerning how we might please Him and what we must do
to be saved, we found little we could agree upon. At times it
felt as if we were reading two completely different texts.

The problems I encountered were the result of different rules
of interpretation. These rules are part of a discipline known
as hermeneutics, which many consider to be both an art and a
science. The rules that one uses to interpret Scripture play a
vital role in determining the meaning of a passage, and thus,
our understanding of God and ourselves. Does John 1:1 refer to
Jesus as the co- creator of the universe, existing with God
the Father eternally, indeed, being of the same essence as the
Father? Or is Jesus’ divinity somehow inferior to the divinity
of God the Father, a view that Jehovah’s Witnesses hold? The
way we interpret this passage will be determined by the rules
of interpretation we bring to our study. It is obvious that
both interpretations cannot be correct. When John wrote the
words for his Gospel, and specifically for the first chapter,
he had one meaning in mind. He may not have understood all of
the implications of what he was writing, nor could he have
imagined all of the applications possible in future contexts.
However, via the inspiration of the Holy Spirit John’s words
were to communicate a specific truth about God.

There  are  three  good  reasons  why  we  have  difficulty
understanding the biblical text. First, we are separated from
the historical events written about by thousands of years of
history. Second, we live in a dramatically different culture,
and  third,  the  biblical  texts  were  written  in  foreign
languages. These obstacles to understanding can be daunting to
those who want quick and easy comprehension of the Bible. They
also make it possible for others to place their own agenda



over the text, knowing that few will take the time to uncover
what the writer’s original intent might have been.

Our  goal  should  be  to  exegete,  or  draw  meaning  from  the
Scriptures, rather than to impose meaning onto them. Jehovah’s
Witnesses have decided that Jesus cannot be God; they claim
that it is an irrational doctrine. As a result, they have
worked hard at interpreting direct references to His deity as
something else. In Hebrews 1:6 the angels are told to worship
Jesus. Since the Witnesses at one time taught that Jesus was
an angel, they translate the word found in the passage as
obeisance rather than worship. More like a gesture of respect
than the worship of the one true God. Unfortunately, they have
to  misquote  a  reference  work  in  order  to  justify  their
translation. Their New World Translation has changed numerous
passages in order to keep their doctrines intact.

In  this  essay  we  will  review  some  of  the  principles  of
hermeneutics  that  have  been  accepted  by  the  majority  of
conservative Protestants for many years. Our goal in doing so
is that we may be able to rightly divide the Word of truth.

God’s Communication Link
One of the first steps to correctly interpreting Scripture is
being  aware  of  what  the  Bible  says  about  itself  and
understanding  how  it  has  come  down  to  us  through  the
centuries.

Rather than causing a complete text about Himself and His
creation to simply appear, God chose to use many individuals,
over thousands of years to write His words down. God has also
revealed something of Himself in nature. General revelation,
in the world around us, gives us an indication of God’s glory
and power. However, without special revelation, the specific
information  found  in  the  Bible,  we  would  be  lacking  the
redemptive plan that God has made available through Jesus
Christ. The Bible clearly claims to have revealed information



about God. Deuteronomy 29:29 declares that, “The secret things
belong to the LORD our God, but the things revealed belong to
us and to our children forever, that we may follow all the
words of this law.” In 1 Corinthians 2:12-13 the writer adds
that, “We have not received the spirit of the world but the
Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has
freely given us. This is what we speak, not in words taught us
by human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit, expressing
spiritual truths in spiritual words.”

The unique nature of the Bible is made clear by Paul in 2
Timothy 3:16. Paul tells Timothy that “All Scripture is God-
breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and
training in righteousness.”

None of the original writings, or autographa, still exist.
Nevertheless,  textual  criticism  has  confirmed  that  the
transmission of these writings have been very accurate. The
accuracy of the Old Testament documents are attested to by the
Dead Sea Scrolls which gives us copies of parts of the Old
Testament almost a thousand years closer to the original texts
than  previously  available.  The  dependability  of  the  New
Testament is confirmed by the availability of a remarkable
volume of manuscripts which were written very near the time of
the original events.

Once we appreciate what God has done to communicate with us,
we may begin to apply the principals of interpretation, or
hermeneutics, to the text. To be successful this process must
take  into  account  the  cultural,  historical,  and  language
barriers  that  limit  our  understanding  of  the  original
writings. There are no shortcuts to the hard work necessary to
accomplish this task.

Some have wrongly argued that knowledge of the culture and
languages of biblical times is not necessary, that the Holy
Spirit will interpret the text for us. The role of the Holy
Spirit is to illumine the believer in order to accept and



apply what is found in Scripture. The Bible says that the
natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit (1 Cor
2:14). The Greek word for “accept” means “to take something
willingly and with pleasure.” The key role of the Spirit is
not to add information to the text, or to give us special
translating abilities, but to soften our hearts in order to
receive what is there.

The goal of this process is to be mature in Christ. The Bible
is not an end, it is a means to becoming conformed to the
image or likeness of Christ.

What Is a Literal Interpretation?
Prior to the Protestant Reformation in the 1500s, biblical
interpretation was often dominated by the allegorical method.
Looking back to Augustine, the medieval church believed that
every biblical passage contained four levels of meaning. These
four levels were the literal, the allegorical, the moral, and
the eschatological. For instance, the word Jerusalem literally
referred to the city itself; allegorically, it refers to the
church of Christ; morally, it indicates the human soul; and
eschatologically it points to the heavenly Jerusalem.(1) Under
this  school  of  interpretation  it  was  the  church  that
established what the correct meaning of a passage was for all
four levels.

By the time of the reformation, knowledge of the Bible was
scarce. However, with a new emphasis on the original languages
of Hebrew and Greek, the fourfold method of interpretation was
beginning  to  fade.  Martin  Luther  argued  that  the  church
shouldn’t determine what the Scriptures mean, the Scriptures
should govern what the churches teach. He also rejected the
allegorical method of interpreting Scripture.

Luther argued that a proper understanding of what a passage
teaches comes from a literal interpretation. This means that
the  reader  must  consider  the  historical  context  and  the



grammatical structure of each passage, and strive to maintain
contextual consistency. This method was a result of Luther’s
belief that the Scriptures are clear, in opposition to the
medieval church’s position that they are so obscure that only
the church can uncover their true meaning.

Calvin agreed in principle with Luther. He also placed great
importance  on  the  notion  that  “Scripture  interprets
Scripture,” stressing that the grammar, context, words, and
parallel passages found in the text were more important that
any meaning we might impose on them. He added that, “it is the
first business of an interpreter to let the author say what he
does say, instead of attributing to him what we think he ought
to say.(2)

Another approach to interpretation is letterism. While often
ignoring context, historical and cultural setting, and even
grammatical  structure,  letterism  takes  each  word  as  an
isolated truth. A problem with this method is that it fails to
take into account the different literary genre, or types, in
the Bible. The Hebrew poetry of the Psalms is not to be
interpreted in the same way as is the logical discourse of
Romans. Letterism tends to lead to legalism because of its
inability to distinguish between literary types. All passages
tend to become equally binding on current believers.

If we use Jesus as our model for interpreting Scripture we
find that He treated the historical narratives as facts. Old
Testament characters and events are talked about as if they
actually existed and happened. When making applications from
the Old Testament text, Jesus used the normal, rather than
allegorical  meaning,  of  the  passage.  Jesus  condemned  the
Scribes and Pharisees for replacing the original intent of the
Scriptures with their own traditions. Jesus took a literal
approach  to  interpretation  which  took  into  account  the
literary type of the passage.

Paul tells Timothy that he is to do his “best to present



himself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to
be  ashamed  and  who  correctly  handles  the  word  of  truth.”
Having  the  right  method  of  interpretation  is  a  critical
precursor to accomplishing this admonition.

Applying the Hermeneutic Process
Next, we will look at how one might approach a specific text.
A first step should be to determine the literary genre of the
passage. A passage might be legal, narrative, polemic, poetry,
wisdom, gospel, logical discourse, or prophetic literature,
each having specific guidelines for proper interpretation. For
instance, the wisdom literature found in Proverbs is to be
seen as maxims or general truths based on broad experience and
observations. “They are guidelines, not guarantees; precepts,
not promises.(3)

Now, it would be helpful to identify the use of figurative
language  in  the  passage.  Various  forms  of  Hebrew  poetry,
simile, metaphor, and hyperbole need to be recognized if the
reader is to understand the passage’s meaning. Hyperbole, for
example, uses exaggeration to make a point. John says that the
whole world would not have room for the books that would be
written if everything about Jesus’s life was written down
(John 21:25). John is using figurative speech. His point is
that  there  were  many  things  that  Jesus  did  that  weren’t
recorded.

The  Hebrew  language  of  the  Old  Testament  is  filled  with
examples of figurative text. Judges 7:12 claims that “The
Midianites, the Amalekites and all the other eastern peoples
had settled in the valley, thick as locusts. Their camels
could no more be counted than the sand on the seashore.” Were
there actually billions of camels in the valley, or is this an
overstatement for the sake of making the point that there were
many camels present? Interpreting a passage begins by looking
for the plain literal meaning of the text, but if there are
obvious contradictions of known facts we look for a figure of



speech. Clues for interpreting a figure of speech are usually
found in the immediate context.

After a passage’s literary type is determined and figures of
speech are identified, we can begin to focus on the content of
a section of Scripture. Four levels of study are recommended.
Word studies come first. Words are the building blocks of
meaning, and by looking at the root origin or etymology of a
word; its historical development over time; and the meaning of
the word at the time of its use in Scripture we can gain
insight into a passage’s meaning.

Much is to be gained by focusing on the verbs and conjunctions
within a text. In the Greek language, verbs have a tense, a
mood, a voice, and a person. For instance, Ephesians 5:18 says
to not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation, but be
filled with the Spirit. Does “be filled” mean a one time
event? Do we accomplish this via hard work? Actually, the
passive  voice  and  present  tense  of  the  Greek  word  used
translates better as “be kept being filled in Spirit.” It
implies an ongoing process that God performs as a result of
our  submission  to  Him,  not  as  a  result  of  our  personal
efforts.

Connective  words  like  “and”  or  “for”  are  important  when
reading long or difficult passages. The word “for” introduces
a reason for a preceding statement. In Romans 1:15-17 Paul
says that he is eager “to preach the gospel . . . for I am not
ashamed . . . for it is the power of God for salvation . . .
for in it the righteousness of God is revealed.” And, in
Romans 8, “for” occurs 15 times.

Other  techniques  for  studying  words  include  looking  at
synonyms,  antonyms,  and  cross  references.  Cross-references
might  be  verbal,  parallel  (using  the  same  words),  or
conceptual  (using  the  same  idea).



Continuing the Hermeneutic Process
Syntax is the way in which words are grouped together within
phrases, clauses, and sentences. Two types of phrases are
prepositional, like “in Christ” and “from God our Father,” and
participial, such as “speaking the truth in love” or “making
peace.” There are dependent clauses like “when we pray for
you” and independent clauses such as “we always thank God.”
There are simple and compound sentences, simple ones having
only one independent clause, compound ones having at least
two.

Why do we need to know about syntax? Because without it we
have no valid assurance that our interpretation is the meaning
God intended to convey. Since God used languages that function
within  normal  grammatical  rules,  knowing  these  rules  is
necessary in order to discern the meaning of a text.

The next level of study should be context. First locate the
beginning of an idea and its topic sentence. Start with the
paragraph, and then consider the chapter and the entire book.
Determine who is being addressed, who is speaking, and what
the occasion is. Hebrews chapter six has been interpreted in a
number of different ways depending on how one answers these
questions. Since the book was written to Jewish believers,
deals with Christian maturity, and begins by exhorting the
reader to leave elementary teachings and press on to maturity,
many feel that the passage deals with Jewish believers tempted
to return to Temple worship and the Jewish community. It warns
not of the loss of salvation, but the negative impact on their
Christian life if they return to the Jewish community and
worship. In other words, they cannot start over if they ruin
their testimony among the Jews.

Finally, ignoring the cultural context of a passage is one of
the greatest problems in Bible interpretation. By culture we
mean the behavior of a people as reflected by their thoughts,
beliefs,  social  forms,  speech,  actions,  and  material



artifacts. If we ignore culture, we often wrongly read into
the  Bible  our  twentieth  century  ideas.  Knowledge  of  the
religious, economic, legal, agricultural, architectural, and
domestic  practices  of  biblical  times  will  decrease  the
likelihood of misinterpreting difficult passages.

God’s  plagues  on  Egypt  is  one  example  of  how  cultural
knowledge  can  help  us  to  understand  a  text.  The  specific
plagues sent by God spoke directly against the Egyptian gods.
Turning the Nile into blood invalidated the protection of
Isis, a goddess of the Nile, as well as Khnum, a guardian god
of the Nile. The plague of frogs defied the Heqet, the goddess
of birth who had the head of a frog. The plague of gnats
ridiculed Set, god of the desert. Other plagues mocked Re, a
sun god; Hathor, goddess with a cows head; Apis, the bull god;
Sekhmet, goddess with power over disease, as well as others.
God was communicating very clearly with the Egyptian people
concerning  His  role  as  the  creator  and  sustainer  of  the
universe.

Reference works like Bible dictionaries, concordances, word
study books, and commentaries are available to assist us in
our study of the Bible. The goal of this process is to apply
God’s Word to our lives, but we must first have accurate
knowledge of what God’s Word means. Understanding precedes
application.

As Psalm 19:1 explains, “The heavens declare the glory of God;
the skies proclaim the work of his hands.” Paul, in Romans
1:20 says, “…since the creation of the world God’s invisible
qualities–his  eternal  power  and  divine  nature–have  been
clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so
that men are without excuse.”
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Christianity and Culture
At the close of the twentieth century American evangelicals
find themselves in a diverse, pluralistic culture. Many ideas
vie for attention and allegiance. These ideas, philosophies,
or world views are the products of philosophical and cultural
changes. Such changes have come to define our culture. For
example, pluralism can mean that all world views are correct
and that it is intolerable to state otherwise; secularism
reigns; absolutes have ceased to exist; facts can only be
stated in the realm of science, not religion; evangelical
Christianity has become nothing more than a troublesome oddity
amidst diversity. It is clear, therefore, that western culture
is  suffering;  it  is  ill.  Lesslie  Newbigin,  a  scholar  and
former missionary to India, has emphasized this by asking a
provocative question: “Can the West be converted?”(1)

Such  a  question  leads  us  to  another:  How  is  a  Christian
supposed to respond to such conditions? Or, how should we deal
with the culture that surrounds us?

Since  the  term  culture  is  central  in  this  discussion,  it
deserves particular attention and definition. Even though the
concept behind the word is ancient, and it is used frequently
in many different contexts, its actual meaning is elusive and
often confusing. Culture does not refer to a particular level
of life. This level, sometimes referred to as “high culture,”
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is certainly an integral part of the definition, but it is not
the central focus. For example, “the arts” are frequently
identified with culture in the minds of many. More often than
not there is a qualitative difference between what is a part
of “high culture” and other segments of culture, but these
distinctions are not our concern at this time.

T. S. Eliot has written that culture “may . . . be described
simply  as  that  which  makes  life  worth  living.”(2)  Emil
Brunner,  a  theologian,  has  stated  “that  culture  is
materialisation  of  meaning.”(3)  Donald  Bloesch,  another
theologian, says that culture “is the task appointed to humans
to realize their destiny in the world in service to the glory
of God.”(4) An anthropologist, E. Adamson Hoebel, believes
that culture “is the integrated system of learned behavior
patterns which are characteristic of the members of a society
and which are not the result of biological inheritance.”(5)
All of these definitions can be combined to include the world
views, actions, and products of a given community of people.

Christians  are  to  observe  and  analyze  culture  and  make
decisions regarding our proper actions and reactions within
it. A struggle is in progress and the stakes are high. Harry
Blamires writes: “No thoughtful Christian can contemplate and
analyze the tensions all about us in both public and private
life without sensing the eternal momentousness of the current
struggle for the human mind between Christian teaching and
materialistic secularism.”(6)

Believers are called to join the struggle. But in order to
struggle meaningfully and with some hope of influencing our
culture, we must be informed and thoughtful Christians. There
is no room for sloth or apathy. Rev. 3:15-16 states, “I know
your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot; I would that
you were cold or hot. So because you are lukewarm, and neither
hot nor cold, I spit you out of My mouth.”

God forbid that these words of condemnation should apply to



us.

Transforming Culture
Church history demonstrates that one of the constant struggles
of Christianity, both individually and corporately, is with
culture. Where should we stand? Inside the culture? Outside?
Ignore  it?  Isolate  ourselves  from  it?  Should  we  try  to
transform it?

The  theologian  Richard  Niebuhr  provided  a  classic  study
concerning these questions in his book Christ and Culture.
Even  though  his  theology  is  not  always  evangelical,  his
paradigm is helpful. It includes five views.

First, he describes the “Christ Against Culture” view, which
encourages opposition, total separation, and hostility toward
culture. Tertullian, Tolstoy, Menno Simons, and, in our day,
Jacques Ellul are exponents of this position.

Second, the “Christ of Culture” perspective is exactly the
opposite of “Christ Against Culture” because it attempts to
bring culture and Christianity together, regardless of their
differences. Liberation, process, and feminist theologies are
current examples.

Third,  the  “Christ  Above  Culture”  position  attempts  “to
correlate the fundamental questions of the culture with the
answer of Christian revelation.”(7) Thomas Aquinas is the most
prominent teacher of this view.

Fourth,  “Christ  and  Culture  in  Paradox”  describes  the
“dualists”  who  stress  that  the  Christian  belongs  “to  two
realms  (the  spiritual  and  temporal)  and  must  live  in  the
tension  of  fulfilling  responsibilities  to  both.”(8)  Luther
adopted this view.

Fifth,  “Christ  the  Transformer  of  Culture”  includes  the
“conversionists” who attempt “to convert the values and goals



of secular culture into the service of the kingdom of God.”(9)
Augustine, Calvin, John Wesley, and Jonathan Edwards are the
chief proponents of this last view.

With the understanding that we are utilizing a tool and not a
perfected system, I believe that the “Christ the Transformer
of Culture” view aligns most closely with Scripture. We are to
be actively involved in the transformation of culture without
giving that culture undue prominence. As the social critic
Herbert Schlossberg says, “The ‘salt’ of people changed by the
gospel  must  change  the  world.”(10)  Admittedly,  such  a
perspective calls for an alertness and sensitivity to subtle
dangers.  But  the  effort  is  needed  to  follow  the  biblical
pattern.

If we are to be transformers, we must also be “discerners,” a
very important word for contemporary Christians. We are to
apply “the faculty of discerning; discrimination; acuteness of
judgment  and  understanding.”(11)  Matthew  16:3  includes  a
penetrating question from Jesus to the Pharisees and Sadducees
who were testing Him by asking for a sign from heaven: “Do you
know how to discern the appearance of the sky, but cannot
discern the signs of the times?” It is obvious that Jesus was
disheartened by their lack of discernment. If they were alert,
they  could  see  that  the  Lord  was  demonstrating  and  would
demonstrate (in v. 4 He refers to impending resurrection) His
claims. Jesus’ question is still relevant. We too must be
alert and able to discern our times.

In  order  to  transform  the  culture,  we  must  continually
recognize what is in need of transformation and what is not.
This is a difficult assignment. We cannot afford to approach
the responsibility without the guidance of God’s Spirit, Word,
wisdom, and power. As the theologian John Baille has said, “In
proportion as a society relaxes its hold upon the eternal, it
ensures the corruption of the temporal.”(12) May we live in
our temporal setting with a firm grasp of God’s eternal claims
while we transform the culture he has entrusted to us!



Stewardship and Creativity
An  important  aspect  of  our  discussion  of  Christians  and
culture is centered in the early passages of the Bible.

The first two chapters of Genesis provide a foundation for
God’s view of culture and man’s responsibility in it. These
chapters  contain  what  is  generally  called  the  “cultural
mandate,”  God’s  instructions  concerning  the  care  of  His
creation. Included in this are the concepts of “stewardship”
and “creativity.”

The  mandate  of  stewardship  is  specifically  found  within
1:27-28 and 2:15, even though these two chapters as a whole
also demonstrate it. Verse 28 of chapter 1 reads, “And God
blessed them; and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply,
and fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule over the fish of
the sea and over the birds of the sky, and over every living
thing that moves on the earth.”

This verse contains the word subdue, an expression that is
helpful in determining the mandate of stewardship. First, it
should be observed that man is created “in the image of God.”
Volumes have been written about the meaning of this phrase.
Obviously, it is a very positive statement. If man is created
in  God’s  image,  that  image  must  contain  God’s  benevolent
goodness, and not maliciousness. Second, it is obvious that
God’s created order includes industriousness, work–a striving
on the part of man. Thus we are to exercise our minds and
bodies in service to God by “subduing,” observing, touching,
and molding the “stuff” of creation. We are to form a culture.

Tragically, because of sin, man abused his stewardship. We are
now in a struggle that was not originally intended. But the
redeemed person, the person in Christ, is refashioned. He can
now approach culture with a clearer understanding of God’s
mandate.  He  can  now  begin  again  to  exercise  proper
stewardship.



The mandate concerning creativity is broadly implied within
the first two chapters of Genesis. It is not an emphatic
pronouncement, as is the mandate concerning stewardship. In
reality,  the  term  is  a  misnomer,  for  we  cannot  create
anything. We can only redesign, rearrange, or refashion what
God has created. But in this discussion we will continue to
use the word with this understanding in mind.

A return to the opening chapter of Genesis leads us to an
intriguing question. Of what does the “image of God” consist?
It is interesting to note, as did the British writer Dorothy
Sayers, that if one stops with the first chapter and asks that
question, the apparent answer is that God is creator.(13)
Thus, some element of that creativity is instilled in man. God
created the cosmos. He declared that what He had done was
“very good.” He then put man within creation. Man responded
creatively. He was able to see things with aesthetic judgment
(2:9). His cultivation of the garden involved creativity, not
monotonous servitude (2:15). He creatively assigned names to
the animals (2:19-20). And he was able to respond with poetic
expression  upon  seeing  Eve,  his  help-mate  (2:23).  Kenneth
Myers writes: “Man was fit for the cultural mandate. As the
bearer of his Creator-God’s image, he could not be satisfied
apart from cultural activity. Here is the origin of human
culture in untainted glory and possibility. It is no wonder
that those who see God’s redemption as a transformation of
human culture speak of it in terms of re-creation.”(14)

As  we  seek  to  transform  culture  we  must  understand  this
mandate and apply it.

Pluralism
Pluralism and secularism are two prominent words that describe
contemporary American culture. The Christian must live within
a culture that emphasizes these terms. What do they mean and
how do we respond? We will look at pluralism first.



The first sentence of professor Allan Bloom’s provocative and
controversial book, The Closing of the American Mind, reads:
“There is one thing a professor can be absolutely certain of:
almost every student entering the university believes, or says
he believes, that truth is relative.”(15)

This statement is indicative of Bloom’s concern for the fact
that many college students do not believe in absolutes, but
the concern goes beyond students to the broader population.
Relativism, openness, syncretism, and tolerance are some of
the  more  descriptive  words  for  the  ways  people  are
increasingly thinking in contemporary culture. These words are
part of what I mean by pluralism. Many ideas are proclaimed,
as has always been the case, but the type of pluralism to
which I refer asserts that all these ideas are of equal value,
and that it is intolerant to think otherwise. Absurdity is the
result. This is especially apparent in the realm of religious
thought.

In order for evangelicals to be transformers of culture they
must  understand  that  their  beliefs  will  be  viewed  by  a
significant portion of the culture as intolerant, antiquated,
uncompassionate,  and  destructive  of  the  status  quo.  As  a
result,  they  will  often  be  persecuted  through  ridicule,
prejudice, social ostracism, academic intolerance, media bias,
or  a  number  of  other  attitudes.  Just  as  with  Bloom’s
statement, the evangelical’s emphasis on absolutes is enough
to draw a negative response. For example, Jesus said, “I am
the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the
Father,  but  through  Me”  (John  14:6).  Such  an  exclusive,
absolute claim does not fit current pluralism. Therefore, the
pluralist would contend that Jesus must have meant something
other than what is implied in such an egocentric statement.

It is unfortunate that Christians often have been absorbed by
pluralism.  As  Harry  Blamires  puts  it,  “We  have  stopped
thinking christianly outside the scope of personal morals and
personal  spirituality.”(16)  We  hold  our  beliefs  privately,



which is perfectly legitimate within pluralism. But we have
not been the transformers we are to be. We have supported
pluralism, because it tolerates a form of Christianity that
doesn’t make demands on the culture or call it into question.

Christianity is not just personal opinion; it is objective
truth. This must be asserted, regardless of the responses to
the contrary, in order to transform culture. Christians must
affirm  this.  We  must  enter  our  culture  boldly  with  the
understanding that what we believe and practice privately is
also  applicable  to  all  of  public  life.  Lesslie  Newbigin
writes: “We come here to what is perhaps the most distinctive
and  crucial  feature  of  the  modern  worldview,  namely  the
division of human affairs into two realms– the private and the
public, a private realm of values where pluralism reigns and a
public world of what our culture calls `facts.'”(17)

We must be cautious of incorrect distinctions between the
public and private. We must also influence culture with the
“facts” of Christianity. This is our responsibility.

Secularism
Secularism  permeates  virtually  every  facet  of  life  and
thought. What does it mean? We need to understand that the
word secular is not the same as secularism. All of us, whether
Christian or non-Christian, live, work, and play within the
secular sphere. There is no threat here for the evangelical.
As Blamires says, “Engaging in secular activities . . . does
not make anyone a `secularist’, an exponent or adherent of
`secularism’.”(18) Secularism as a philosophy, a world view,
is a different matter. Blamires continues: “While `secular’ is
a purely neutral term, `secularism’ represents a view of life
which challenges Christianity head on, for it excludes all
considerations drawn from a belief in God or in a future
state.”(19)

Secularism elevates things that are not to be elevated to such



a high status, such as the autonomy of man. Donald Bloesch
states that “a culture closed to the transcendent will find
the locus of the sacred in its own creations.”(20) This should
be a sobering thought for the evangelical.

We must understand that secularism is influential and can be
found throughout the culture. In addition, we must realize
that  the  secularist’s  belief  in  independence  makes
Christianity appear useless and the Christian seem woefully
ignorant. As far as the secularist is concerned, Christianity
is  no  longer  vital.  As  Emil  Brunner  says,  “The  roots  of
culture  that  lie  in  the  transcendent  sphere  are  cut  off;
culture and civilisation must have their law and meaning in
themselves.”(21)  As  liberating  as  this  may  sound  to  a
secularist, it stimulates grave concern in the mind of an
alert evangelical whose view of culture is founded upon God’s
precepts. There is a clear dividing line.

How is this reflected in our culture? Wolfhart Pannenberg
presents what he believes are three aspects of the long-term
effects  of  secularism.  “First  of  these  is  the  loss  of
legitimation in the institutional ordering of society.”(22)
That is, without a belief in the divine origin of the world
there  is  no  foundation  for  order.  Political  rule  becomes
“merely  the  exercising  of  power,  and  citizens  would  then
inevitably feel that they were delivered over to the whim of
those who had power.”(23)

“The  collapse  of  the  universal  validity  of  traditional
morality and consciousness of law is the second aspect of the
long-term effects of secularization.”(24) Much of this can be
attributed to the influence of Immanuel Kant, the eighteenth-
century German philosopher, who taught that moral norms were
binding even without religion.(25)

Third,  “the  individual  in  his  or  her  struggle  towards
orientation and identity is hardest hit by the loss of a
meaningful focus of commitment.”(26) This leads to a sense of



“homelessness and alienation” and “neurotic deviations.” The
loss  of  the  “sacred  and  ultimate”  has  left  its  mark.  As
Pannenberg writes: “The increasingly evident long-term effects
of the loss of a meaningful focus of commitment have led to a
state  of  fragile  equilibrium  in  the  system  of  secular
society.”(27)

Since  evangelicals  are  a  part  of  that  society,  we  should
realize  this  “fragile  equilibrium”  is  not  just  a  problem
reserved  for  the  unbelieving  secularist;  it  is  also  our
problem.

Whether the challenge is secularism, pluralism, or a myriad of
other issues, the Christian is called to practice discernment
while actively transforming culture.
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