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In recent decades, there has been a widely chronicled rise of Evangelical interest and participation in cultural 
pursuits. This has been seen as a return from the wilderness of isolationism (or cultural separatism), typically 
blamed on what many pejoratively have labeled “Fundamentalism.” There are many academic, political, 
philosophical, social, and aesthetic examples of this resurgence, and welcome to those of us who are 
advocates of cultural engagement. Therefore, these brief comments are not intended as an academic 
rehearsal of these examples, but rather some personal reflections on Christianity and culture in relation to 
that engagement and our own cultural literacy. 
 Examples of this resurgence is seen in the dramatic increase of families who chose some form of 
home-education, or some variation of the Charter Schools, as well as the recent rise of interest in the so-
called trivium, or “Classical education” (CE) or the Classical School Movement (CSM). This later revival raises 
some questions, since classical education was not necessarily a biblical education.1 Nevertheless, the 
concerns of the CE movement are notable, and the objective of creating a higher academic standard is 
unobjectionable, so long as the biblical foundations for theology, philosophy, and criticism do not become 
subsumed by “classical” presuppositions.2 Wherever such occurs, there is a loss of biblically “prophetic” 
authority and credibility. As it often is in England, a strictly “classical” education can become a course in 
pride for the elite. Nevertheless, for those of us who fight most of our adult lives trying to regain academic 
ground lost in public schools, the return to “classical” standards is encouraging. All the same, it needs to be 
remembered that we must not displace our spiritual goals in our pursuit of strictly intellectual or career 
goals. My impression is that the CSM is less about being classical in the “Classical” sense (or even British), 
and more about producing students who can read and write and know their history and geography before 
graduation. Such an ambition may hopefully produce more culturally literate graduates, and who, with a 
solid biblical foundation, may remain humble before God as they challenge the status quo in proclaiming the 
gospel. Such an education may, more positively, also enrich their living, loving, teaching, and evangelizing.  
 Before proceeding further, I should define the terms regarding such an education. Attempting to 
define cultural literacy, E.D. Hirsch has written, “To be culturally literate is to possess the basic information 
needed to thrive in the modern world.”3 As helpful as Hirsch has been in raising the bar on the matters of 
cultural literacy, such a definition seems too narrowly concerned with survival, and pulls the train into the 
station of pure pragmatism.4 Indeed, many Americans are quite happy to be in considerable cultural 
ignorance, while (perceiving themselves to be) thriving quite well otherwise. We may ask if their thriving is 
the reality, but surely any definition of cultural literacy that relies too heavily on the notion of “thriving” 
ironically leaves the door open to cultural relativism, since one man’s treasure is another’s trash. Although, 
defining and analyzing culture engages many worthy books, may it suffice to suggest that since culture is 
simply all the various aspects that make up human life in this world, then cultural literacy is extensive 

                                                           
1
 Further, the European trivium (grammar, rhetoric, logic) and the quadrivium (math, geometry, music, astronomy) 

were twelfth-thirteenth century medieval developments from one of a variety of ancient Classical models (see H.I. 
Marrow, A History of Education in Antiquity, NY: Merntor Books, 1964.) 
2
 Indeed, the medieval trivium and quadrivium we seen as preparation for the study of theology and philosophy. 

3
 E.D.Hirsch, Jr., Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know, Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1987, p. 

xiii. 
4
 I recognize that his objectives are pragmatically related to the problem of education in American schools, and rightly 

so. Nevertheless, human culture is far more complex and always has a spiritual component. In other words, the survival 
of civilization is more the issue in considering the impact of the loss of a “Christian consensus” or framework for human 
culture. See T.S. Eliot’s essay, “Christianity and Culture” which defines the religious nature of all culture and which 
argues that the loss of Christianity would be the end of civilization. This emphasis is important to retain, especially 
considering the etymology of the word culture (colere, to cultivate) which has its roots in the “cult” and people’s 
common worship. In the American Heritage Dictionary (1975), the first entry for “culture” is “The cultivation of the soil; 
tillage.” Thus, conceptions of cultivation cross-pollinate from agricultural images to those of cultivating social, personal, 
national, moral, and religious ideals, standards, and objectives. See also Old English kwel

1
 from Latin colere, to 

cultivate, inhabit; colony. Incult means “not cultured or uncultivated, whereas today acculturation means the acquiring 
or changing of culture. 
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knowledge and understanding of, engagement with, living in, preservation of, and sometimes changing of 
our cultural heritage. To be acculturated, or “cultured,” means to develop increasing “refinement” of, and 
adaptation to a cultural heritage. Certainly, without such literacy we may not thrive (as Hirsch defines it). 
Nevertheless, many do “succeed” in life in many ways without ever obtaining any significant level of the 
cultural literacy that Hirsch and others describe. 
 The question that concerns me here is to what extent are we Christians to pursue cultural literacy 
and what are we “to do” with our cultural literacy in regards to our life of work, our ethics, our literature 
and art, our architecture, our politics, our aesthetics, our philosophy, and our traditions. Indeed, I have 
broadened the definition of culture so far as to make answering such a question nearly impossible. That is, 
unless we can employ some biblical categories that may apply to all, or most, human cultural contingencies. 
Whether such categories are to be found to cover all possibilities is not certain, but I suggest we can derive 
some overarching principles and concerns that the scriptures provide. These are at times implicit, but as 
often explicit.  
 Regrettably, the seminary objective of training people for ministry and Christian living has often 
failed to provide the necessary literacy requisite to understanding one’s world, history, and people (the 
question is, how can we communicate the gospel to our generation if we do not know them?). I went to a 
traditional seminary and received such a valuable education that one can not “put a price tag on it.” But, I 
often felt something was greatly lacking in the area of cultural knowledge, understanding, and analysis.5 That 
is, since the “old Princeton” model in our Reformed circles ironically lacks substantive cultural content in the 
curriculum, in contrast to old Princeton which assumed a “classical education” before seminary. 
Nevertheless, such traditions were also to some degree overly wedded to aristocratic ambitions, which of 
course can quickly displace the Great Commission and the “Cultural Mandate,” as well as create barriers of 
perception between the classes. In other words, must we be left with a legacy of extremes between “the 
snobbery of the banal” and the “snobbery of the cultured elite”? Certainly, one of the biggest obstacles 
against cultural literacy for Christians (as Americans) is their prevailing suspicion and distrust of, and enmity 
towards, the life of the mind and a serious lifestyle of learning.6 This has been fueled by the tension between 
the “heart and the head” that has long persisted in troubling American Christians.7 I propose that our 

                                                           
5
 The other side of the coin would be liberal institutions that have little need for the Bible, the gospel, or doctrine, since 

political, cultural, and social agendas have pre-empted such concerns and rejected them as “otherworldy” and of little 
earthly good (for example the “social gospel” and its “liberationist” theologies abound). Despite those who have sought 
to redress this either/or situation, I suspect we have a long way to go before we can claim success in demonstrating 
that the biblical gospel (and its doctrines) is the only satisfactory cultural and social solution for human good and 
liberation at all levels of human life. 
6
 See R.Hofstadter, Anti-intellectualism in American Life.  This is also seen in regards to history as expressed by D.L. 

Jeffrey:  
“A sharply accentuated disdain for prior history, almost Virgilian in its firmness, and, in America especially, 
determination to make the frontier and future history supplant it, goes hand in hand with an inherent distrust 
of the authority of the more distant past – eventually perhaps a disregard for any authority that is not both 
contemporary and ‘popular’. It is small wonder that, to the chagrin of their grandparents, North American 
evangelical congregations of this generation possess little more of biblical knowledge – that is, biblical history 
in the plainest sense – than they do of the secular history which, more notoriously, they have also forgotten. 
But is the biblical scholarship of today, for all of our preoccupation with the questions of biblical history, doing 
very much to offset this nearly incalculable loss of biblical history in the shared memory of the church? Or is it 
the case that both in the guild and in the church biblical scholarship is serving merely to abet the fading from 
memory and imagination alike of the actual content of biblical narrative? For the erasure or fading away from 
present Christian consciousness of centering memory – in all its richness of texture and narrative detail – 
constitutes a loss of authority for the biblical past far more devastating in its implications than the obscure 
dubieties of academics about this or that textual correspondence or correlation” (David Lyle Jeffrey, “(Pre) 
Figuration,” Behind the Text: History and Biblical Interpretation, ed. C. Bartholomew, C.S. Evans, Mary Healy, 
Murray Ray, Scripture and Hermeneutics Series [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003], p. 373). 

7
 The long battle in theological schools between “practical” and “academic” is another fruit of this and needs to be re-

addressed in our time. There is a widely prevalent theory, that truth may be of the feelings as well as of the intellect; 
that it may not only come thus from two independent sources, but may be contradictory so that what is true to the 
feelings may be false to the intellect and visa versa; and that as moral character and so Christian life are rooted in the 
voluntary nature, of which the feelings are an expression, the Christian life may be developed and, some say, would 
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perpetuation of it has been an immeasurable waste.8 It has also led to a great loss of cultural and intellectual 
“ground.”  
 

Machen, writing of the student revolt of 1910 at Princeton, said that “One of the greatest of the 
problems that have agitated the Church is the problem of the relation between knowledge and 
piety, between culture and Christianity.”9 

 
For the contemporary, “culturally literate” pastor, teacher, missionary, or leader who desires to 
communicate effectively (using stories, illustrations, and examples), the choices today may appear to be 
between Dante and Doonesbury, or between Shakespeare and Bart Simpson. Also, for the contemporary 
audience, theological, historical, literary, and philosophical anti-intellectualism is advancing the plague of 
our cultural illiteracy.10 That is, what is a pastor or teacher to do with his increasing cultural literacy in a 

                                                                                                                                                                                                  
better be developed, without reference to such intellectual conceptions as doctrinal statements. This theory is radically 
false. There is no knowledge of the heart. Feeling can give knowledge no more than can excitement. As Prof. Bowen 
has well said, "Feeling is a state of mind consequent on the reception of some idea." That is, it does not give 
knowledge; it presupposes it. There must be knowledge by the head before there can be feeling with the heart. Once 
more you see the point. The religion of the heart and the theology of the head cannot be divorced. Unless the heart be 
disposed toward Christ, the head cannot, because it will not, discern the truth of Christ. As our Lord said, "It is only he 
who wills to obey God, whose heart is right toward Him, who shall know the doctrine whether it be of Him." On the 
other hand, zeal in Christ's cause will be strong and abiding in proportion as the faith from which it springs and by 
which it is nourished is intelligent. Zeal without knowledge is dangerous and short-lived (William Brenton Greene, Jr., 
"Broad Churchism and the Christian Life," Princeton Theological Review, 4 (July 1906), pp. 311-13). 
 Dearborn also strikes at the heart of this: “In our theological studies, we are not enclosed within an ivory 
tower, a sacred cloister which is fundamentally different from ‘real life’ or the ‘real world’. Whether we like it or not, 
we’re standing today at the Front, on the front line of the Battle. Everywhere God’s people take a stand for the 
kingdom of God against the forces of the kingdom of darkness, one finds a front. A battle rages around us right now, in 
our classrooms, even in the soporific silence of our libraries. The question is, are we aware of it, participating in it, 
claiming the victory which our Lord has already won; or are we blithely stumbling along in pursuit of good grades and 
an academic degree. (Tim A. Dearborn, “Theology at the front line,” Themelios vol. 17, no. 1, October/November 1991). 
 And also Muller writes:  

“Although the problem is not evidenced uniformly throughout the country, it is certainly true that American 
seminaries and churches have tended to externalize the unity of theology by emphasizing the practice of 
ministry and, further, by defining practice in terms of the techniques of ministry. Again, it is not a universal 
problem uniformly evidenced, but the teachers of ministerial practice have been notoriously unable to deal 
with theological issues drawn from biblical, historical, or dogmatic theology and to apply these issues to 
contemporary situations. (There is also considerable irony in the frequently heard claim that the teachers of 
the so-called theoretical disciplines ought to make their courses more practical when the teachers of practice 
have difficulty working with theological categories.) (Richard A. Muller, “The Study of Theology: From Biblical 
Interpretation to Contemporary Formulation” in Philips V. Long, Tremper Longman III, Richard A. Muller, Vern 
S. Poythress, and Moisés Silva, editors, Foundations of Contemporary Interpretation: Six Volumes in One, 
[Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1996], p. 553). 

8
 “The case against intellect is founded upon a set of fictional and wholly abstract antagonisms. Intellect is pitted 

against feeling, on the ground that it is somehow inconsistent with warm emotion. It is pitted against character, 
because it is widely believed that intellect stands for mere cleverness, which transmutes easily into the sly or the 
diabolical. It is pitted against practicality, since theory is held to be opposed to practice, and the ‘purely’ theoretical 
mind is so much disesteemed. It is pitted against democracy, since intellect is felt to be a form of distinction that defies 
egalitarianism. Once the validity of these antagonisms is accepted, then the case for the intellect, and by extension for 
the intellectual, is lost” (R.Hofstadter, Anti-intellectualism in American Life, pp. 45-45). 
9
 J.G.Machen, “Christianity and Culture,” Education, Christianity, and the State, Jefferson, MD: The Trinity Foundation, 

pp. 45-59. 
10

 A rather negative assessment from Sayers: “In the matter of Christian doctrine, a great part of the nation subsists in 
an ignorance more barbarous than that of the dark ages, owing to a slatternly habit of illiterate reading. Words are 
understood in a wholly mistaken sense, statements of fact and opinion are misread and distorted in repetition, 
arguments founded in misapprehension are accepted without examination, expressions of individual preference are 
construed as ecumenical doctrine, disciplinary regulations founded on consent are confused with claims to interpret 
universal law, and vice versa;  with the result that the logical and historical structure of Christian philosophy is 
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world that is bent on forgetting (or ignoring) anything outside the omnipresent “telescreen” of the season’s 
fare? It is common for pastors to rely extensively on their “intelligent” film viewing for their repository of 
illustrations to show they are “in touch” with their culture. Yet, as helpful as this may be, it sometimes only 
confirms post-moderns in their sense that they are the new man of the new world, and nothing of great 
value preceded them. It also furthers the common assumption that seeking vicarious, “virtual” reality 
enables us to experience that which is portrayed (as in over-reaching films like the Passion), thus greatly 
diminishing human imagination based on written texts about those events. The “experience” becomes the 
new (subjective) canon for cultural literacy (a cosmic Trivial Pursuit), and against which we weigh the 
viscidities of life, work, relations, and faith. Frightfully, much evangelical theology is greatly impacted by the 
theological/philosophical content absorbed through both the message and the medium of this new canon. 
 In light of this contemporary situation, I often wrestle with the apparent “uselessness” of my Liberal 
Arts education in relation to the man on the street or in the pew. The question is, how do we bridge that 
gap, and how can we draw on the vast wealth of our cultural heritage in our ministry teaching, and living? 
The other question is, in light of our definition of cultural literacy, what can be considered a proper objective 
for Christians in achieving it?11 In so far as we retain a biblical foundation (“literacy”), it seems reasonable to 
suggest that there need be no limits to our seeking cultural literacy.12 Although, this too could displace our 
primary Christian goal of pleasing our Lord, wherever we begin to conform to the ungodly culture of our 
growing literacy. This is not, however, to say that all conformity is misplaced, for we are both the makers of, 
and sharers in, our cultural heritage. Culture-making (or creating) is part of our so-called “cultural mandate,” 
being made in God’s image and having dominion over God’s creation. The danger arises when our 
conformity to worldly culture (as it stands in rebellion against God) causes us to lose our saltiness, light, and 
evangelical zeal to reach the hopeless of our culture. Knowing the boundaries is the challenge. Cultural 
formation and cultural literacy should enhance spiritual maturity, though in god-less world, it can also pose 

                                                                                                                                                                                                  
transformed in the popular mind to a confused jumble of mythological and pathological absurdity” (Dorothy L. Sayers, 
The Mind of the Maker pp. xi-xii). 
11

 Consider C. Malik’s stirring argument that we must intellectualize the Evangelicals and evangelize the intellectuals 
(similar to Machen’s argument in “Christianity and Culture”):  

 “This is a solemn occasion. I must be frank with you: the greatest danger besetting American 
Evangelical Christianity is the danger of anti-intellectualism. The mind as to its greatest and deepest reaches is 
not cared for enough. This cannot take place apart from profound immersion for a period of years in the 
history of thought and the spirit. People are in a hurry to get out of the university and start earning money or 
serving the church or preaching the Gospel. They have no idea of the infinite value of spending years of leisure 
in conversing with the greatest minds and souls of the past, and thereby ripening and sharpening and 
enlarging their powers of thinking. The result is that the arena of creative thinking is abdicated and vacated to 
the enemy. Who among the Evangelicals can stand up to the great secular or naturalistic or atheistic scholars 
on their own terms of scholarship and research? Who among the Evangelical scholars is quoted as a normative 
source by the greatest secular authorities on history or philosophy or psychology or sociology or politics? Does 
your mode of thinking have the slightest chance of becoming the dominant mode of thinking in the great 
universities of Europe and America which stamp your entire civilization with their own spirit and ideas?  
 It will take a different spirit altogether to overcome this great danger of anti-intellectualism. As an 
example only, I say this different spirit, so far as the domain of philosophy alone is concerned, which is the 
most important domain so far as thought and intellect are concerned, must see the tremendous value of 
spending a whole year doing nothing except poring intensely over the Republic or the Sophist of Plato, or two 
years over the Metaphysics or the Ethics of Aristotle, or three years over the City of God of Augustine. Even if 
you start now on a crash program in this and other domains, it will be a century at least before you catch up 
with the Harvards and Tübingens and the Sorbonnes, and think of where these universities will be then! For 
the sake of greater effectiveness in witnessing to Jesus Christ Himself, as well as for their own sakes, the 
Evangelicals cannot afford to keep on living on the periphery of responsible intellectual existence. 
 In the short time allotted to me I am only here to intimate and point out: I am not to expound. But 
the real meat and marrow come only in the expounding. Responsible Christians face two tasks—that of saving 
the soul and that of saving the mind.” (Charles Malik, The Two Tasks, Westchester, IL: Cornerstone Books, 
1980, pp. 33-34). 

12
 See C.S. Lewis’ essay which traverses the broad terrain of his own cultural pilgrimage and wrestling with the place of 

culture in the his life as a Christian (“Christianity and Culture,” The Christian Imagination: Essays on Literature and the 
Arts, ed. by Leland Ryken (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1986, pp. 23-36. 
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a spiritual challenge. Spiritual maturity, in biblical terms, is the ability to discern good from evil, and it 
enhances our love for the lost compatriots of all cultures. It leads us to rightly identify with our neighbors 
near and far, regardless of our cultural distinctives. This means that a proper biblical perspective on our 
cultural heritage should induce humility towards other cultures and times (though not with the relativism of 
much modern pluralism). The axiom that “the more we learn the less we know” is universally held by all true 
students of life. We must remain such students of the world who acknowledge our ignorance of God and his 
Word, as well as human learning and culture, regardless of the depth or breadth of our own knowledge. For 
the Christian, before an infinite God and his extravagant creation, humility should grow simultaneously with 
knowledge. This is especially so when we consider God’s creation, which is but a “drop in his bucket,” that 
we have barely begun to plummet its mysteries. The same can be said of human culture and their varied 
histories, and this should not surprise us since we have been made in the Creator’s image. Consequently, we 
hold that our cultural studies, endeavors, and creations bring glory to God when done to his glory. This is the 
context, or framework, in which we must know and understand our cultural heritage. It is thus the raw 
materials of our cultural language through which we convey God’s truth, perspective, and gospel. 
 Considering the recent increased realization among Evangelical Christians that human culture, 
politics, aesthetics, history, and life in this world are, after all, supremely important to God, it is expedient 
that we consider the biblical ethos in regards to human culture. As God created Adam and Eve in a garden 
culture of effulgent beauty and lavish complexity, we must concede that our recent Evangelical “resurgence” 
in the areas mentioned above is a good development. God created us in creation, to live embodied on the 
earth, and that intrinsically means within a human context (i.e. cultural context). This would have been as 
true in the sinless, prelapsarian Garden of Eden as it is for our postlapsarian cities full of degradation and sin. 
Consequently, in this sense, there is no truly “uncultured” person alive, regardless of their ignorance of their 
own cultural heritage.  
 The question always is, how are we as Christians to live in the culture of our own historical context, 
while remaining faithful to God. A history of the various Christian relations to their broader cultural contexts 
would be in order as backdrop to these brief comments, but that is treated well enough by others. In brief, 
Christians have tended to swing on the pendulum from cultural separation to cultural accommodation as 
blithely as the grass waving in the path of torrential floods. Both extremes have landed us in a muddy 
muddle many times. Both extremes force the other in a reaction-counter-reaction pattern. The reasons for 
this are complex, but for purposes of simplicity, let us suppose that this is due in part to our failure to 
appreciate culture rightly and with a godly, biblical perspective. We either live in fear, fright, and flee mode, 
or we live in longing, lusting, living the world’s lies mode. We either make too much or too little of God’s gift 
of culture. Yet, the Bible speaks prophetically to both concerns, to a proper creation and renewal of human 
culture, as well as to exhortation against accommodating idolatry with human culture. It also, in principle, 
does not involve cultural separation: God’s command to the sons and daughters of Adam and Eve to be 
fruitful and exercise dominion was in force both before and after their departure from their godly cultural 
heritage. Joel Carpenter summarizes this very well, especially in terms of the total extent of the gospel of 
redemption as it relates to the entire scope of the space-time creation: 
 

The Reformed see the world also as the arena for the biblical drama of salvation, whereby God’s good 
and perfect universe, which has been marred and besieged by sin, is being redeemed. To save the world, God 
became human in Jesus of Nazareth, to free humanity from bondage to sin and ultimately to restore creation 
to its unblemished glory. For the Reformed, then, God’s plan of salvation goes far beyond the personal rescue 
of human souls; it   involves society, nature, and indeed the entire cosmos. Jesus is both the Messiah of 
oppressed humanity and the cosmic Lord and Savior of the universe.  This theology of salvation has important 
implications for education.   Some faith traditions are inward-looking and mystical, but Calvinism is world-
encompassing in its outlook. This world matters, and learning more about it honors its creator and, redeemer. 
People whom God has redeemed, moreover, are called to be divine agents in the great drama of redemption.  
They serve God’s redeeming purpose when they live according to divine law and when their work anticipates 
the restoration of God’s reign of holiness,  justice, peace, and the full flourishing of nature and humanity — 
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what the Hebrew prophets called God’s shalom. Such work in the world, to which Reformed Christians feel 
called, requires much knowledge, both of the world itself and of God’s purposes for it. It takes much learning.13 

 
Cultural literacy matters profoundly, therefore, since at the heart of the gospel of redemption is the creation 
of a new, godly people and their new, godly cultures that honor Christ. We cannot ever escape the fact that 
humans will always be culture-makers, since we are made to do so. Cultural identity, nevertheless, cannot 
sufficiently derive from finite human culture or ethnicity, but from the infinite and eternal God incarnate 
bodily (in space-time) in Jesus Christ. It is only in such an infinite reference point (person) can the people 
renewed in God’s image find their complete integration (at every possible level), and create a new, godly 
culture as an outflow of their new hearts.  
 In terms of the ongoing role of the gospel-perspective on evaluating and critiquing human culture, 
as well as the role we play in advancing the culture of God’s kingdom, I will conclude with some thoughts on 
the widespread discussion of the relationship between Christ (and his church) and the world of culture. 
 

Revisiting the Christ and Culture Paradigms 

Compared to the OT prophets, there is no other body of literature in the world that provides such a 
universal and abiding foundation for prophetically evaluating, critiquing, decrying, censuring, calling 
humanity and its heart, thought-forms, lifestyles, and cultures back to God. While having said that, it must 
also be added that it never rests only with things earthly, since its fundamental message is spiritual, for the 
kingdom of God is not of this world. Nevertheless, in stating it that way does not imply that there is some 
duality between the “earthly” and “spiritual” in the gospel of Christ. We must affirm that the gospel is truly 
in the world and for the world in the most positive sense possible, since it involves its redemption and 
renewal. After all, Jesus himself said that “God so loved the world (cosmos) that he gave his only begotten 
Son . . .” (Jn 3:16-17). 

For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but 
have eternal life. 17 For God did not send the Son into the world to judge the world, but that the world might be 
saved through Him” (NASB). 

This is why it is so critical that we consistently explore that ongoing and eternal relationship between Christ 
and this world. It is also important because the historical cultural separatism and disengagement that 
Christians have too often extolled has created a misperception that the Christian gospel is about “pie in the 
sky” promises of deliverance from the world, rather than renewal of the world.14 
 
The question here is varied: is the prophetic witness of scripture one that is simply a critique of culture, or is 
it to transform culture, reclaim culture, or what? Niebuhr some time ago set the terms of discussion of much 
of this question in our generation, but does his paradigm do justice to the full picture? He described the 
various options in understanding the relationship between Christ and culture as follows:  

 
 Christ in culture (modern church, liberalism) 
 Christ against culture (counterculture) 
 Christ of culture (liberals, Gnostics, New Age) 
 Christ in paradox with culture (Lutheran, two kingdoms in tension) 
 Christ transforming culture (Reformed, grace restores) 
 Christ above culture (Thomists) 

 
These traverse the ranges of isolationism, dualism, dialecticism, accommodation, and transformation. Yet, 
can we propose that the fuller picture is one that places the focus on Christ through culture, if that is an 
appropriate metaphor. That is, not Christ against, transforming, in paradox with, in, or of, but rather that 
Christ and his people are in, and in this sense, part of forming culture. Though not “of” the world, Christians 

                                                           
13

 Joel A. Carpenter, “The Perils of Prosperity: Ne-Calvinism and the Future of Religious Colleges,” in The Future of 
Religious Colleges, ed. By Paul J. Drove (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company), 2002, p. 187. 
14 Contrary to the view of those who interpret 2 Pet 3:7 as a total, obliterating destruction of the world. 
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move through, and in, the world like leaven and yeast in dough and like salt in water and a light on a hill in a 
dark land, greatly impacting, challenging, transforming, and forming the world. 

Further, the final eschatos, the telos, is not human culture per se, not its transformation, nor critique, 
nor its destruction (as many suppose). Rather, although God/Christ’s kingdom is truly in this world-culture, it 
is truly not of it. That is the essential thrust of the Bible. Yes, the transformation of human culture is the 
inevitable fruit of God’s/Christ’s presence in human culture through those who believe and live out the truth 
of biblical revelation. Yet, a more biblical category might be that of creating and shaping of culture, while in 
due course also transforming/renewing culture: 

 
 Christ creating/shaping a new culture: a culture of a Christ-centered new community that bears 

testimony to all of the glories of God in Christ and that stands together in faithful hope awaiting 
the renewal of the comos at the return of its Redeemer.15 

 
Historically, believers have often been trend-setters, brilliant creators of culture, and preservers of worthy 
traditions (and also those who fight for righteousness and truth and justice to prevail against injustice and 
oppression). Creation or shaping of culture is not, however, the final goal of the gospel of redemption. The 
kingdom-restored is the goal, and that is accomplished through the redemption of humanity and its earth. 
This involves not only a redemption of the soul, but also renewal/restoration/reconciliation within the entire 
scope of God’s creation (2 Cor 5:18).16 This is where the prophetic voice of the OT becomes so significant, for 
it involves the eschatos, the ends of God for his creation and redeemed humanity. In order to reach that 
telos, the Lord has always provided his Word which functions prophetically in all ages and places to bring 
about his redemption purposes. There is a complex dynamic of exhortation and encouragement throughout 
that prophetic voice. That prophetic voice is a crucial thread in all divine revelation, for it pre-empts idolatry 
through exhortation, while through encouragement it establishes kingdom-culture based on the ordinances 
and moral character of God himself. That is, the prophetic voice is the revelation of creation and 
redemption, which subsumes all cultures in its transcendent “desacralizing” of all things in the created 
world. Similarly, regarding our modern “idols of history,” Schlossberg has written: 
 

Declining to sacralize any period or institution (including the church) means that Christians are free to do what 
is right, regardless of how radical it may seem. And refusing to sacralize history itself frees them to do what is 
right no matter how conservative it may seem. They do not need either to stand fast against change or to go 
with the tide. There is no movement or ideology, no matter what label it bears, that they are obliged, by 
custom or by the world' s expectations, to support or to oppose. Their norms come from outside of history, 
and they do not submit to the judgment of those whose faith they consider to be wrongly placed. That 
conviction was well expressed by Ranke in his famous statement that eternity is equidistant from all points in 
time. None of those points is worthy of being invested with sacred aura. That freedom from contingent 
systems should be regarded as a foretaste of the freedom from bondage and decay, toward which Paul 
looked, when the whole creation would obtain “the glorious liberty of the children of God” (Rom. 8:21).”

17
 

 Desacralizing history and its elements relativizes all human institutions. There is no ideology, party, 
movement, or organization that may declare itself to be the absolute judge and arbiter of history. The 
Christian is free to regard each of them in the light of the absolute that is outside of history, that relativizes 
and judges them, and provides a point beyond which relativity is not permitted. That absolute, and the 
judgment it implies, is unacceptable to a generation that seeks to relativize everything without limit, but it is 
the only bar to Wilson's and Lippmann's attempts to make facts and sentiments, respectively, govern the 
relations between human beings and thereby render everything permissible. There can be no mercy without 
judgment because only judgment can pronounce the final NO! to relativism's blessing on barbarity and 

provide people with the motivation and courage to oppose it.18 

 
  

                                                           
15

 See Machen’s discussion of the consecration of culture in “Christianity and Culture,” pp. 49ff. 
16 See A.M.Wolters, Creation Regained: Biblical Basics for a Reformational Worldview (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans), 2005.  
17

 Schlossberg, Idols, pp. 31-32. 
18

 Schlossberg, Idols, p. 32. 
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A student once commented that “Evangelicals are often of the world, not in the world.” In thinking about 
this, I found Vernon Grounds’ helpful summary of the various options Evangelicals have chosen in response 
to the world and its cultures:  
 
Various responses Evangelicals have had  to the world:19 

 Quietism: pious aloofness from social concerns of politics and economics, trusting that providence 
will in its time remedy oppression and injustice. 

 Pietism: pious subjectivism of the soul searching for inner purity and focused on the state of the 
soul with little concern for the concrete needs of neighbors. 

 Perfectionism: pious conformism of everything to biblical norms, since anything less that absolute 
conformity is a compromise and betrayal of the faith. 

 Legalism: pious avoidance of taboos, since spitituality is gaged by abstinence.  
 Nationalism: pious patriotism (parochial, prejudicial tribalism) that reduces Christianity to a kind of 

folk religion (local god), denying the global genius of the gospel. 
 Pessimism: pious pessimism, negativism, that the world and society must grow increasingly more 

corrupt until judgment, thus attempts to promote justice, and right wrongs, is futile. 
 
Two polar orientations:20 

1. Indirect influence: the gospel is the good news of a post-temporal salvation, addressed to 
the individual in sin to bring them to a right relationship with God. Any social implications of 
this are only incidental.  

2. Direct involvement: the gospel is essentially social in its application and outworking in this 
world that includes both a restoration of the relationship between the individual and God 
and the restoration of all relationships in all other areas and dimensions of life. In the world, 
but not “of” the world. 
 

“And indisputably the Old Testament teaches a social ethic which stands as an abiding challenge to any policy 
of quietistic withdrawal from the rough-and-tumble of politics. In God’s name the Old Testament demands 
that injustice be fought, righteousness be established in society, and the orphan, the widow, the stranger, the 

poor, and the oppressed be made the objects of protection and provision.”21 
 
”Unquestionably, therefore, the Old Testament insists on social justice. Passionately it affirms that the 

evidence of a right relationship with God is a right relationship with one’s neighbor – and this implies a 
willingness to struggle for his rights.”22 
 
“Religion divorced from social justice is a blasphemous mockery: true spirituality manifests itself in a concern 
for the needs and rights of people.”23 

 
Major strands of truth woven into the fabric of the NT:24 

 Theological motif: God is holy and loving. The glory of God is in his holy love. 
 Christological motif: Christ reveals the sovereign creator as the Man-for-others to teach us to agape-

love God and our neighbor and even our enemies: that is, to do good and to give of ourselves 
without limit and to revolt against all (political and religious status quo) that frustrates God’s will. 

 Anthropological motif: humans have supernatural dignity despite their moral depravity (and need 

                                                           
19

 Vernon Grounds, Evangelicalism and Social Responsibility, Vernon Grounds (Scottsdale, PA: Herald Press), 1969. See 
also C. Colson, Kingdoms in Conflict, ch. 9, “The Cross and the Crown.” 
20

 Grounds, Evangelicalism and Social Responsibility, p. 7. 
21 Grounds, Evangelicalism and Social Responsibility, p. 11. 
22 Grounds, Evangelicalism and Social Responsibility, p. 16. 
23 Grounds, Evangelicalism and Social Responsibility, p. 12. 
24

 Grounds, Evangelicalism and Social Responsibility, pp. 16-25. 
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supernatural recreation in the image of God), and find fulfillment in community, fellowship, 
relationship. 

 Ecclesiological motif: “the church is the community of faith and love which confesses, embodies, and 
implements the saviorhood and lordship of God-in-Christ.”25 The church assumes unlimited liability 
for all its members, living under the law of love as salt and light to the world. 

 Sociological motif: “For man, as the New Testament sees him, is being-in-the-world, the conscious 
nexus of a bewildering network of relationships, a being inextricably enmeshed in the processes of 
nature, the movements of history, and the structures of culture—all those aspects of existence 
which are the proper province of sociology. According to the New Testament, then, on becoming a 
believer a man is not abstracted from the world with its organizations and its obligations. Rather, he 
is realigned to the world.”26 
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