
Engage, Maverick!
I really enjoy Scott’s blog which helps us engage creatively
and  redemptively  with  pop  culture  which  is  so  widely
influential. So when Scott asked if I would write a guest post
on discerning when we should and should not engage, I was
thrilled and honored. I deal with the subject of engaging
culture on my blog as well (though not nearly as cohesively as
Scott does here), so some of my readers may recognize a few
things I’m about to say, but this is a great opportunity to
bring  those  somewhat  miscellaneous  thoughts  into  a  more
cohesive treatment. So, thanks again, Scott!

Throughout history the large majority of Christians, Catholic
and  Protestant,  all  across  the  world,  have  consistently
believed that a major part of our calling is to engage our
various cultural contexts to meet people where they are, or
perhaps more accurately, meet people halfway, and be salt and
light. We get this example from Christ himself who entered
into a particular cultural context and met people halfway
(between where they were and where Christ was wanting to take
them, namely, the Kingdom of God) with metaphors and social
activities they already had a cultural framework for.

One of my favorite passages of Scripture is Matthew 10 where
Jesus is sending out his apostles. In his instructions to them
he tells them to show ‘em how to live life to the fullest as
we were always intended to live it! (“preach the Kingdom of
God”), do creative and redemptive works in their lives (“heal
the sick, raise the dead, cleanse those who have leprosy,
drive out demons”), and in all this remember, “be shrewd as
serpents and innocent as doves.”

These are Jesus’ instructions to us, his modern-day hands and
feet. We are to engage. And we are to do so shrewdly, wisely
and  with  discernment.  Not  everyone  has  the  same  level  of
freedom to interact with various aspects of our unbelieving
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society. Everyone is different. There are certain things which
are particularly spiritually unsafe for me; I know it in my
guts and bones; I just can’t go there. But I also know that
doesn’t mean it is as dangerous for others as it is for me,
and I don’t begrudge others their freedom.

Personal conviction derives from the way God has uniquely
created us as individuals and how our singular personality and
wiring is affected by the Fall – our particular tendencies,
weaknesses,  addictions,  our  circumstances,  our  personal
history. These are the primary factors we should consider when
we prayerfully decide whether a particular book, movie, song
is spiritually safe for us to read, watch, listen to, and
engage through our Creation-Fall-Redemption view of the world.

Anyone who believes he or she is safe from the all the various
temptations available in pop culture is a fool. My friend and
colleague Todd Kappelman wisely notes and advises, “Exercising
rampant Christian freedom does not necessarily mean one is a
strong Christian [referring to 1 Cor 8]. It could indicate
that one is too weak to control one’s passions and is hiding
behind the argument that they are a stronger brother.” When we
engage our culture, we must use a “framework of moderation,”
to  use  Todd’s  phrase,  that  addresses  our  particular
weaknesses, for we are all of us the weaker brother somewhere.
We need to be honest with ourselves about our weaknesses, and
the best way to do that is to ask God and ask other believers
who  love  us  and  are  discerning  and  nuanced  in  regard  to
engaging culture, to invite the inner circle of our faith
community into the part of our lives where we ask serious
questions about the books we read, the movies we watch and the
music we listen to.

There is a difference between conviction and legalism. One of
those differences is the legalistic compulsion to impose one’s
personal convictions on others. It is possible to abstain in a
genuinely free way. I greatly admire my friends who abstain;
who don’t even have a TV, for example. Together we add to the
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richness of each others’ lives by bringing perspective to one
another about who God is and how we relate to him. Together we
present  to  the  world  a  more  complete  picture.  It  is  the
diversity of the Body that most beautifully represents Christ
to the world. And it is vital to our Christian calling to live
as much as we can in the tension between the pulls of legalism
and libertinism. The ebb and flow of this kind of living is
part of what in means to live the full, rich, abundant life of
Christ.

When  you  cannot  personally  engage  by
reading/watching/listening  to  this  or  that  for  whatever
reason, abiding an attitude of general engagement as a member
of the Body of Christ fosters that humility-infused unity so
foundational to our new life.
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Is the Church Ready to Engage
the World for Christ?
Christ’s last commandment was to engage the world with the
gospel.  But  today’s  church  has  often  embraced  postmodern
attitudes that reject absolute truth, absolute values, and
even the Bible’s insistence that Jesus is the only way to God.
We are hardly ready to engage the world anymore.
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The Mission of the Church
The church is called to engage the world for Christ. Jesus
commanded  us  to  “Go  therefore  and  make  disciples  of  all
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that
I commanded you . . .”

Many  churches  and  Christian  organizations  are  doing  a
wonderful job in fulfilling this call. However, it appears
that the majority of the church has responded in one of two
ways.  Some  churches  have  chosen  to  retreat  and  protect
themselves from the world by secluding themselves in their own
isolated communities. We see huddles of Christian communities
with their own sports leagues, schools, clubs, etc. There is
nothing wrong with Christian programs, but if it is created
with an isolationist mentality, we create a church that is
withdrawn from the world, irrelevant, and unable to relate to
the unbelieving world.

I saw a display of this at a funeral once. As an invited guest
not  knowing  anyone,  I  sat  with  the  non-believers  in  the
audience  and  observed  how  the  Christians  at  the  funeral
interacted  with  the  non-believers.  The  pastor  preached  a
message using terminology foreign to the non-Christian. After
the funeral, at the lunch reception, I saw the Christians
huddled  together  speaking  “Christianese”–a  language  that
sounded  totally  foreign.  What  a  wasted  opportunity!  This
moment  was  a  small  display  of  the  danger  that  isolating
ourselves from the world creates: Christians unable to relate
with the lost world.

Another response has been that, instead of transforming the
world, many churches have been transformed by the world. The
popular  thinking  of  the  culture  has  dismantled  the
foundational truths upon which the church once stood. Major
denominations are now in a battle or have given up their
position on key tenets regarding truth, moral absolutes, and



religious truth.

The result of these two responses has been devastating. George
Barna writes, “[A]s we prepare to enter into a new century of
ministry, we must address one inescapable conclusion: despite
the  activity  and  chutzpah  emanating  from  thousands  of
congregations, the Church in America is losing influence and
adherents  faster  than  any  other  major  institution  in  the
nation.”{1}

Charles Colson writes, “We live in a culture that is at best
morally indifferent. A culture in which Judeo-Christian values
are mocked and where immorality in high places is not only
ignored but even rewarded in the voting booth. A culture in
which  violence,  banality,  meanness,  and  disintegrating
personal behavior are destroying civility and endangering the
very life of our communities. . . . Small wonder that many
people have concluded that the ‘Culture war’ is over and we
(the church) have lost.”{2}

Let us study some of the key issues facing the church in the
21st century and see how they have affected our witness. And
let’s see if we are indeed ready to engage our world.

The Church and Truth
Our current, postmodern culture adheres to the position that
universal objective truth does not exist. Truth is relative to
each individual and to each culture. Jim Leffel summarizes
postmodern relativism this way,

Relativism says the truth isn’t fixed by outside reality,
but is decided by a group or individual for themselves.
Truth  isn’t  discovered  but  manufactured.  Truth  is  ever
changing  not  only  in  insignificant  matters  of  taste  or
fashion, but in crucial matters of spirituality, morality
and reality itself.{3}

Leading  postmodern  thinker  John  Caputo  writes,  “The  cold,



hermeneutic truth, is that there is no truth, no master name
which  holds  things  captive.”{4}  Both  men  summarize  the
postmodern belief that objective truth does not exist and
therefore, we conclude that all truth claims are equal even if
they are contradictory.

This  understanding  of  truth  permeates  every  area  of  our
culture. Public schools, government, and the media all promote
the  view  that  ‘since  there  are  multiple  descriptions  of
reality, no one view can be true in an ultimate sense.

A  survey  of  the  American  public  revealed  that  66  percent
agreed with the statement, “There is no such thing as absolute
truth.”{5} Among the youth, 70 percent believe that there is
no  such  thing  as  absolute  truth;  two  people  could  define
“truth” in conflicting ways and both be correct.”{6}

This popular notion stands in opposition to biblical teaching.
Truth  is  rooted  in  God.  It  corresponds  to  the  facts  of
reality.  It  is  embodied  in  Christ  and  revealed  in  God’s
revelation, the Bible. Jesus states in John 14:6, “I am the
way the truth and the life. . . .” God, who is truth, has
revealed to us His word of the truth, the Bible. In John 17:17
Jesus prays for His disciples saying, “Sanctify them in truth;
your word is truth.” Absolute truth is knowable because God
has revealed it to us in the Bible. Truth is not a social
construct created by a culture, nor is it relative as some
postmodernists claim. It is transmitted to us by the God of
truth to His creatures who are expected to conform themselves
to this truth.

For two millennia the church has been the guardian of truth.
However,  unbridled  postmodern  philosophy  appears  to  have
influenced the church in a frightful way. According to the
latest studies the church could be in danger of surrendering
her position. According to the latest research, 53 percent of
adults in church believe there is no absolute truth. Among the
youth in church, research shows that 57 percent do not believe



an objective standard of truth exists{7}

Ephesians 6 exhorts us to engage in spiritual battle with the
spiritual armor God provides. An essential component is the
“belt of truth.” Without a clear understanding of truth, we
cannot hope to successfully engage our culture for Christ.
God’s truth is the foundation on which the church’s message
stands.

The Church and Ethics
Most Americans reject the idea of absolute truth, so they
naturally reject the idea of absolute moral truth. George
Barna writes, “This transformation has done more to undermine
the health and stability of American Society–and perhaps, of
the world. . . .”{8}

The late Dr. Francis Schaeffer wrote,

If there is no absolute moral standard, then one cannot say
in  a  final  sense  that  anything  is  right  or  wrong.  By
absolute we mean that which always applies (to all people),
that which provides a final or ultimate standard. There must
be an absolute if there are to be morals, and there must be
an absolute if there are to be real values. If there is no
absolute beyond man’s ideas, then there is no final appeal
to  judge  between  individuals  and  groups  whose  moral
judgments conflict. We are merely left with conflicting
opinions.{9}

Dr. Schaeffer’s conclusion is what we must inevitably come to
if we hold to the belief that truth is relative. The danger of
rejecting moral absolutes is that we surrender our right to
judge anyone’s beliefs or behaviors as right or wrong. We then
arrive at the unbiblical position of tolerating all beliefs
and lifestyles, whether those involve homosexuality, abortion,
misogyny, or other behaviors. The Bible, then, becomes a book
of suggestions on how to live and is no longer God’s universal



law for mankind.

Barna’s survey shows that most people in our country have come
to this conclusion. He records that only 25 percent of adults
and  10  percent  of  teens  believe  there  is  absolute  moral
truth.{10}

The  biblical  position  is  that  there  are  revealed  moral
absolutes. God, who is truth, has revealed His truth through
His word, the Bible. The moral law revealed in God’s word is
universal. In Romans 2, God is just to judge every person
according to His law. His law is given in His word and also He
has placed a witness to His law in the moral conscience of men
(Romans 2:14-16).

According to Barna’s survey, only 49 percent of born again
Christians agreed with the proposition that moral truth is
absolute and 51 percent either disagreed or did not know what
to think about moral truth.{11} 57 percent of Christian teens
believe that when it comes to morals and ethics, truth means
different things to different people; no one can be absolutely
positive they have the truth.{12}

If there are no moral absolutes, we cannot clearly define sin.
Teaching  on  holy  living  is  lost  in  the  absence  of  clear
standards of morality. Without a moral foundation, churches
and their members are influenced by the culture more than they
are influencing the culture for Christ. That is what we are
seeing in churches today. Mainline denominations are adopting
the values of the culture and abandoning the biblical stand on
several moral issues. Christian philosopher Søren Kierkegaard
warns,  “Once  the  church  comes  to  terms  with  the  world,
Christianity is abolished.”{13}

The Church and Spiritual Truth
If absolute truth does not exist, then moral absolutes do not
exist. The same then applies to religious truth. The religion



of  our  culture  would  be  syncretism.  Syncretism  combines
complementary and often contradictory teachings from different
religions to form a new system tailored to each individual’s
preferences. Indeed, Barna’s research reveals that 62 percent
of Americans agree that “it doesn’t matter what religious
faith you follow because all faiths teach similar lessons
about life.”{14}

Syncretism contradicts biblical teaching. The Bible teaches
that the truth is found in Jesus Christ and in Him alone. In
John 14:6 Jesus states, “I am the way, and the truth, and the
life; no one comes to the Father but through me.” The Apostles
repeat this claim. In Acts 4:12 Peter states, “And there is
salvation in no one else; for there is no other name under
heaven that has been given among men by which we must be
saved.”

The Bible teaches that the Bible itself is the source of
spiritual truth and that salvation is found exclusively in
Jesus.  Not  only  does  the  biblical  evidence  argue  against
syncretism, logic does as well.

A brief study of the world’s religions reveals that they are
contradictory  on  their  basic  truth  claims,  and  therefore,
mutually exclusive. Ravi Zacharias writes, “Most people think
all religions are essentially the same and only superficially
different. Just the opposite is true.”

However, if all religions are true, all religious practices
are valid and cannot be judged good or evil. Then are we to
tolerate  cultures  that  burn  living  widows  alive  at  their
husband’s funerals because of their religious convictions? How
about  religions  that  teach  young  men  to  execute  acts  of
terrorism on innocent victims in the name of God? We would
have to conclude that we couldn’t say such practices are right
or wrong.

Postmodern  ideas  have  made  their  impact  on  the  church



regarding the belief of absolutes, regarding spiritual truth,
and the exclusive claims of Jesus Christ. Jesus made it clear
in John 14:6 that He is the source of spiritual truth and the
only  way  to  eternal  life.  However,  among  born  again
Christians, 31 percent believe that if a person is good enough
they can earn a place in heaven. 26 percent believe it doesn’t
matter what faith you follow, because they all teach the same
lessons. 24 percent believe that while He lived on earth,
Jesus committed sins like other people.{15} 30 percent believe
Jesus died, but never had a physical resurrection.{16}

These surveys reveal that a growing number of Christians do
not understand the basic teachings regarding the unique nature
of Christ and His message. If Christianity is not true in its
unique claims, the church is preaching a message of religious
preference and not one of eternal truth. The power of the
gospel is that spiritual truth and salvation is found in no
one else but Jesus Christ.

The Church That Will Engage
Our postmodern culture brings some formidable challenges to
the church of the 21st century. The church is struggling with
foundational issues like the nature of truth, moral absolutes,
and spiritual truth. What is required of us if we are to be
successful  in  engaging  the  world  for  Christ?  It  is  for
Christians to have a courageous faith, committed hearts, a
compelling defense, and a compassionate attitude.

1 Peter 3:14-16 states, “‘Do not fear what they fear, do not
be frightened.’ But in your hearts, set apart Christ as Lord.
Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you
to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this
with gentleness and respect.”

The  world  is  often  hostile  to  the  message  of  Christ,
especially its message of salvation found only in Jesus and
its teaching on moral absolutes. That is why courageous faith



that overcomes fear is essential.

Second,  we  are  called  to  engage  the  world  with  committed
hearts. Peter writes that instead of fear, we are to, “set
apart Christ as Lord.” Courageous faith comes from a heart
committed to Jesus. When Jesus is Lord of a believer’s heart,
he or she responds properly in any situation. The church is
the greatest witness for Christ when Jesus is Lord of every
member’s life.

Third,  to  engage  the  world  for  Christ,  we  must  have  a
compelling defense of the faith. Peter writes, “Always be
prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give a
reason for the hope that you have.” We are exhorted to never
be caught unprepared; never unwilling, and never timid about
our response. The word “answer” in the Greek is apologia,
which was used in connection with a formal public defense
often  before  magistrates  and  in  judicial  courts.  Every
Christian is called to defend the faith.

Unfortunately, much of the church is unable to do this. A
recent  survey  by  Josh  McDowell  showed  that  84  percent  of
Christian college freshmen were unable to explain why they
believed.{17} We can’t expect a skeptical world to believe our
message if we can’t give them a compelling reason why they
should. For this reason, every Christian is called to the
study of apologetics.

Fourth,  we  must  engage  with  a  compassionate  attitude.
Gentleness refers to the attitude that relies on God to change
attitudes and minds. Respect is the same word used in the New
Testament  for  reverence  shown  towards  God.  We  are  not  to
witness with an arrogant or combative demeanor, but one of
gentleness and respect. Without these two qualities, it is
dangerous to attempt to evangelize.

Probe  Ministries  is  committed  to  equipping  the  church  to
engage their world for Christ. Probe’s ministries include our



Web site, books, and conferences that will equip you to engage
our world with insight and integrity, providing Christians a
ready answer for their faith.
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