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 [Dr. Keller was a professor at Westminster Theologi-
cal Seminary. Then in early 1989 he led the plant of Redeemer 
Presbyterian Church in the heart of Manhattan targeting pro-
fessional New Yorkers. It has grown to an average Sunday at-
tendance of around 4500, although, about double that number 
attend on a regular basis. It has also planted many other 
churches in NYC.] 
 When fruitfulness is our criterion, we are accountable 
but not crushed by the expectation that a certain number of 
lives will be changed dramatically under our ministry. Preach-
ing is compelling to young secular adults if the preachers un-
derstand their hearts and culture so well that listeners feel the 
force of the sermon’s reasoning, even if in the end they don’t 
agree with it. Between one’s doctrinal beliefs and ministry 
practices should be a well-conceived vision for how to bring 
the gospel to bear on the particular cultural setting and histori-
cal moment. We must discern where and how the culture can 
be challenged and affirmed. 
 A theological vision is a faithful restatement of the 
gospel with rich implications for life, ministry, and mission in 
a particular culture. All churches must understand, love, and 
identify with their local community and social setting, and yet 
at the same time be able and willing to critique and challenge 
it. We are saved by faith and grace alone, but not by a faith 
that remains alone. To reach people we must not only appreci-
ate and adapt to their culture, but also challenge and confront 
it. The gospel is a message about how we have been rescued 
from peril. The gospel is good news, not good advice. It is not 
something we do, but something that has been done for us and 
must respond to. The results of the gospel must never be sepa-
rated from or confused with the gospel itself, mistaking effects 
for causes or confusing what the gospel is with what it does. 
Just as Jesus was crucified between 2 thieves, so the gospel is 
ever crucified between these 2 errors: Legalism says that we 
have to live a holy, good life in order to be saved. Antinomi-
anism says that because we are saved, we don’t have to live a 
holy, good life. These 2 errors constantly seek to corrupt the 
message and steal away from us the power of the gospel. I of-
ten call them religion and irreligion. 
 There are 2 ways to answer the question, “What is the 
gospel?” One offers the good news of how you can get right 
with God—“What must I do to be saved?” The 2nd is the 
good news of what God will fully accomplish in history 
through the salvation of Jesus—“What hope is there for the 
world?”  Without the first message, the second message is not 
the gospel. The Bible’s story line tells us at least 4 things: 
What God wants for us (Creation). What happened to us and 
what went wrong with the world (Fall). What God did in 

Christ to put things right (Redemption). How history will turn 
out in the end as a result (Restoration). 
 God is triune. Therefore love, friendship, and com-
munity are intrinsic to him and at the heart of all reality. Eve-
ryone has to live for something and if that is not God, then we 
are driven by that thing we live for—by the overwork to 
achieve it, by the inordinate fear if it is threatened, deep anger 
if it is being blocked, and inconsolable despair it if is lost. 
Everybody worships. The only choice we get is what to wor-
ship. And the compelling reason for choosing God is that any-
thing else you worship will eat you alive: money—you’ll 
never have enough; your body and sex—you will always feel 
ugly and, with time and age, you will die a million deaths; 
power—you will end up feeling weak and afraid, needing ever 
more power over others to numb your own fear; intellect—you 
will end up feeling stupid, a fraud, always on the verge of be-
ing found out. 
 Kingdom related themes: Image and Likeness--loving 
God supremely is the only way to truly love anything else and 
become your true self, to become truly free (2 Cor 4:4, Col 
1:15). Idolatry and Freedom--serving God supremely is the 
only way to freedom, wisdom and the Word. Paul communi-
cates to Jews and Gentile God-fearers in Acts 13; non edu-
cated pagans in Acts 14; and philosophers and educated pa-
gans in Acts 17. Religion is outside in, but the gospel is inside 
out.  This teaches Christians to integrate their faith and work 
so they can be culture makers, working for human flourishing. 
Inside-out atonement—personal conversion; upside-down in-
carnation—deep community, radical giving, spiritual disci-
plines, racial reconciliation; forward-back restoration—seek 
the welfare of the city, neighborhood and civic involvement. 
We are saved by believing the gospel, and then transformed in 
every part of our minds, hearts, and lives by believing the gos-
pel more deeply as life goes on. Truth without grace is not re-
ally truth, and grace without truth is not really grace. Any reli-
gion that de-emphasizes one or either of these falls into legal-
ism or license. If you think one of these errors is much more 
dangerous than the other, you are probably participating in the 
one you fear less. Absent the gospel, the moralist will work on 
behavior, and the relativist will work on emotions—both es-
caping the heart. Without the gospel, our self-image is based 
on living up to some standard—either our own or someone 
else’s. If we live up to it, we will be confident but not humble; 
if we don’t, we will be humble but not confident. Revivals and 
renewals are necessary because the default mode of the human 
heart is works-righteousness. You can reject God by embrac-
ing and obeying God’s law so as to earn your salvation. There 
are not just 2 ways to respond to God, but 3: irreligion, reli-
gion, and the gospel. 
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 The most important way to gain a hearing from post-
modern people, confront nominal Christians, wake up 
“sleepy” Christians, and even delight committed Christians—
all at the same time—is to preach the gospel as a third way to 
approach God, distinct from both irreligion and religion. Reli-
gious people tend to bolster their own sense of worth by con-
vincing themselves they are better than other people, which 
leads them to exclude and condemn others. Unless you are 
constantly and clearly showing them that they have misunder-
stood the gospel and that you are talking about something else 
besides religion, they won’t be listening for the true gospel. 
Unless you critique moralism, many irreligious people will not 
grasp the difference between moralism and the gospel. Legal-
ism and relativism in churches are not just equally wrong; they 
are basically the same thing. They are just different strategies 
of self-salvation built on human effort. While they may have 
some success in restraining the heart’s self-centeredness, they 
do absolutely nothing to change it. Indeed, they only confirm 
its power. Moralistic behaviorism—even deep within a reli-
gious environment—continues to nurture the concentration of 
self that is the mark of Hell. 
 Unless we understand the gospel, we are always 
obeying God for our sake and not for his. The gospel destroys 
both the pride and the fearfulness that fuel moralistic behavior 
change. Our hearts are not merely restrained but changed. In 
the short run, we should simply obey God because it is his 
right and due. But in the long run, the ultimate way to shape 
our lives and escape the deadly influence of our besetting sins 
is by moving the heart with the gospel. Behavioral compliance 
to rules without heart change is superficial and fleeting. The 
purpose of preaching, pastoring, counseling, instruction, and 
discipling is to show people the practical implications of faith 
in the gospel. If you don’t point listeners to Jesus before the 
end of the sermon, you will give them the impression that the 
sermon is about them, about what they must do. Per Lk 24:13-
49, Jesus understood that every part of the Bible points to him 
and his saving work. There are only 2 questions to ask as we 
read the Bible: Is it about me? Or is it about Jesus? Is it about 
what I must do or about what He has done? 
 Evangelize as you edify and edify as you evangelize. 
Revival occurs as a group of people who think they already 
know the gospel discover they do not really or fully know it, 
and by embracing the gospel, the church stops basing its justi-
fication on its sanctification. Deep, rich community may result 
from gospel evangelism, but just as frequently it is a means to 
evangelism, because it makes the gospel credible. The great 
missionary task is to express the gospel message to a new cul-
ture in a way that avoids making the message unnecessarily al-
ien to the culture, yet without removing or obscuring the scan-
dal and offense of biblical truth. If it does not connect biblical 
truth to the hopes, narratives, fears, and errors of people in that 

particular time and place, it does not help the listener to even 
want Christianity to be true. We show people how the baseline 
cultural narratives of their society and the hopes of their hearts 
can only find resolution and fulfillment in Jesus.  
 Human beings need to organize the inchoate sensa-
tions amid which we live—pain, desire, pleasure, fear—into a 
story. When that story leads somewhere and helps us navigate 
life, it gives us hope.  And if such a sustaining narrative estab-
lishes itself over time in the minds of a substantial amount of 
people, we call it a culture. Culture takes the raw materials of 
nature and creates an environment. Culture resembles an on-
ion. The inmost core is a worldview—a set of beliefs about the 
world, cosmology, and human nature. The next layer is a set 
of values—what is good, true, and beautiful. The 3rd layer is a 
set of human institutions that carry on jurisprudence, educa-
tion, family life, and governance. Finally, comes the most ob-
servable part of culture—human customs and behavior, mate-
rial products, the built environment. It determines how deci-
sions are made, how emotions are expressed, what is consid-
ered public and private, how the individual relates to the 
group, how social power is used, and how relationships be-
tween genders, generations, classes, and races are conducted.  
 The subject of contextualization is hard to grasp for 
members of socially dominant groups. Because ethnic minori-
ties must live in 2 cultures—the dominant culture and their 
own subculture—they frequently become aware of how deeply 
culture affects the way we perceive things. A contemporary 
example of cultural syncretism is the unconscious identifica-
tion of biblical Christianity with the American way of life. 
Ministers often mistakenly regurgitate the methods and pro-
grams that have personally influenced them. We must make 
our contextualization processes visible and intentional to our-
selves and to others.  
 John Stott likens Christian communication to build-
ing a bridge from the Scriptures to the contemporary world. 
Christians correct their understanding of the Bible through 
humble interaction with nonbiblical philosophies. Each culture 
will tend to highlight certain biblical teachings and downplay 
others, creating a mini-canon within the canon of Scripture. 
We tame the Scripture by not letting all of it speak to us. 
While gospel communicators should seek to correct their hear-
ers’ cultural beliefs with the gospel, it is inevitable that contact 
with a new culture will also end up correcting the communica-
tors’ understanding of the gospel. While the Bible cannot be 
corrected by non-Christian cultures, individual Christians and 
their culturally conditioned understanding of the Bible can and 
should be. Romans 1 and 2 provides the basis for contextual-
ization. 1 Corinthians 9 speaks to our motive for contextual-
ization, reminding us that we need to be flexible toward cul-
ture, ready to adapt what we can to communicate the gospel 
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message. 1 Corinthians 1 gives as a basic formula for contex-
tualization and shows us how to keep a balance between af-
firming and confronting culture. Isaiah 45:1 gives an example 
of common grace in a culture as a non-saving, restraining 
force in the world. By giving people, regardless of what they 
believe about God, a measure of wisdom, courage, insight, and 
goodness, the Spirit works to check the power and influence of 
sin in the world. 
 Every culture assumes a set of answers to the big 
questions: Why are we here? What are the most important 
things in life? What is wrong with the world? What will put 
things right? And what is of supreme worth? The pagan Gen-
tiles may make sensuality an idol, but the Jews make moral 
righteousness an idol—they look to something else to justify 
and save them, rather than God. There is general revelation or 
common grace—a non-saving knowledge and likeness of God 
that He grants to all those who bear his image—present in 
some way in every culture. The doctrine of sin means that as 
believers we are never as good as our right worldview makes 
us. The doctrine of creation in the image of God remind us 
that nonbelievers are never as flawed as their false worldview 
should make them. Our stance toward every human culture 
should be one of critical enjoyment and appropriate wariness. 
We should enjoy the insights and creativity of other peoples 
and cultures. We should celebrate expression of justice, wis-
dom, truth, and beauty in very culture. Our traditional cultures 
have their own idols, often elevating the family or ethnicity to 
an absolute value—leading to the evils of racism, tribalism, 
patriarchy and other forms of moralism and oppression.  
Both the importance of the family and the worth and freedom 
of the individual are to be found at the center of a biblical 
worldview. We must avoid turning off listeners because we 
are culturally offensive rather than the gospel. Sound contex-
tualization is an expression of unselfishness. In 1 Corinthians 
1:22-25 Paul uses the cross to challenge the intellectual hubris 
of the Greeks and works-righteousness of the Jew. But he also 
affirms their most basic collective longings, showing that 
Christ alone is the true wisdom the Greeks have looked for 
and the true righteousness that the Jews have sought. With 
Jews and God-fearers, Paul spends little time on the doctrine 
of God and gets right to Christ. But with pagans, he concen-
trates most of his time on developing the concept of God. 
With Greeks and Romans, Paul goes to Christ’s resurrection 
first—not the cross. 
 A major reason it is necessary for us to do contextu-
alization is that in our default mode of self-justification we 
tend to turn neutral cultural traits into moral virtues. The cul-
ture is put on as armor against self-doubt but becomes a men-
tal straitjacket which cleaves to the flesh and can never be re-
moved except through comprehensive faith in the saving work 
of Christ. To deny that much of our Christianity is culturally 

relative is to elevate human culture and tradition to a divine 
level and to dishonor Scripture. We want to avoid both cul-
tural captivity (the refusal to adopt to new times and new cul-
tures)—and syncretism (bringing unbiblical views and prac-
tices into our Christianity). 
 Active contextualization involves entering the cul-
ture, challenging it, and then appealing to the listeners. It in-
volves learning to express people’s hopes, objections, fears, 
and beliefs so well that they feel as though they could not ex-
press them better themselves. Doctrine must be communicated 
in the form of honest answers to honest questions. If we can-
not see or too uncritically accept our own cultural biases, we 
will be less likely to contextualize well. We must explore: 
What institutions, regional cultures, artistic expressions, min-
istries, churches, and leaders have shaped me? Cultural Intelli-
gence requires us to immerse ourselves in a culture, coming to 
love and seeking to understand its members as much as possi-
ble. If we are deeply involved in the lives, questions, and con-
cerns of the people, then when we study the Bible in order to 
preach it to them, we will see God’s answers to their ques-
tions. 
 3 basic ways to reason are conceptual, relational, and 
intuitional. Conceptual people make decisions through analy-
sis and logic. Relational people make decisions through rela-
tionships and practice.  They believe a principle only if they 
see how it works. Intuitional people decide through insight 
and experience. They find stories and narratives more con-
vincing and mind-changing than reasoning. 
 Some beliefs which people already hold because of 
God’s common grace roughly correspond to some parts of bib-
lical teaching. These predispose them to find plausible some 
of the Bible’s teaching. Other beliefs they hold may contradict 
Christian truth directly. Paul does not simply dismiss a cul-
ture’s aspirations; rather he both affirms and confronts, reveal-
ing the inner contradictions in people’s understanding. This is 
why it is so important to enter a culture before challenging it. 
Our criticism of a culture will have no power to persuade un-
less it is based on something that we can affirm in the beliefs 
and values of that culture. In Acts 17 Paul argues, “If we have 
been fashioned by God, how can He be fashioned by us and 
worshiped as we wish, through images and temples we de-
vise?” With the authority of the Bible we allow one part of the 
culture—along with the Bible--to critique another part. 
 The concept of idolatry is a way to move forward and 
give them a convicting sense of their need for Christ. The con-
cept of idolatry helps them understand their own drivenness, 
fear, addictions, lack of integrity, envy of others, and resent-
ment in properly theological terms. Former generations in 
Western society believed it was most important for someone 
to be a good person. Today our cultural narrative tells us it is 
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most important to be a free person. The biblical theme of idol-
atry challenges contemporary people precisely at that point. It 
shows them that, paradoxically, if they don’t serve God, they 
are not and can never be free. When we describe the things 
that drive our lives in terms of idolatry, postmodern people of-
ten quickly and even sheepishly admit that this is exactly what 
they are doing. Depicting sin as an act of misplaced love, not 
just a violation of law, is more compelling to many people in 
our culture today. If they become convicted about their sin as 
idolatry and misdirected love, it is easier to show them that 
one of the effects of sin is living in denial about our hostility 
to God. Communicating the concept of sin through the biblical 
teaching on idolatry is an effective way to convey the idea of 
spiritual blindness and rebellion to postmodern people. A ser-
mon that calls for repentance from idols and offers freedom 
through Christ can also call people to move from justification 
by works to justification by faith.  
 There is a contradiction between a belief in human 
rights and a disbelief in God. The cornerstone of international 
law is the sacredness of man as your neighbor made by God. 
In that sense, the concept of crime against humanity is a Chris-
tian concept and there would be no such thing in the law today 
without a Christian heritage. Because young adults are particu-
larly sensitive to injustice, it is possible and necessary to show 
them that human rights and justice make far more sense in a 
world made by God than in a world that is not made by God. 
A narrative must give people a reason for sacrifice—for living 
and dying—and the self-fulfillment narrative cannot do it.  In 
short, if we are allowed the absolute freedom to define and 
create ourselves, we become untethered from anything bigger 
or more enduring than ourselves. The result is meaningless-
ness, loss of moorings, and increasing hopelessness about the 
future. When we enter a culture with care, we earn the ability 
to speak to it. We show our listeners that the plotlines of their 
lives can only find a resolution in Jesus. We just retell the cul-
ture’s story in Jesus. Pascal said, Men despise religion; they 
hate it and fear it is true. To remedy this, we must begin by 
showing that religion is not contrary to reason; that it is vener-
able. To inspire respect for it then, we must make it lovable 
and make good men hope it is true; finally, we must prove it is 
true. The Bible has enough diversity to enable us to connect its 
message to any baseline cultural narrative on the face of the 
earth in the languages of the battlefield, the marketplace, exile, 
the temple, and the law court. The one irreducible theme that 
runs through every one is the idea of substitution.  
 The Bible depicts cities as places of perversion and 
violence, as well as places of refuge and peace. It highlights 
how the capacities of the city can be realized for God’s glory, 
yet also demonstrates how it can be a vehicle for enhanced hu-
man rebellion against God. Systems of law and order were 
able to develop first in urban settings. Even modern-day cities 

such as Hong Kong, Singapore, and Gaborone (in Botswana) 
have thrived because they have established themselves as bas-
tions of the rule of law in disorderly parts of the world, 
thereby attracting a disproportionate amount of economic in-
vestment and human talent. Demographic minorities felt less 
conspicuous and odd in cities where more of the people in 
their group live. Because minorities find them to be safe 
places to live, cities tend to become racially and culturally di-
verse. Suburbs are normally dedicated to large, single-use 
zones—so places to live, work, play, and learn are separated 
from one another. Americans who live in metropolitan areas 
with more than a million residents are, on average, more than 
50% more productive than those who live in smaller metropol-
itan areas. The urban society in God’s plan is based on service, 
not on selfishness. The great spiritual conflict of history is not 
between city dwellers and country dwellers but is truly “a tale 
of two cities.” It is a struggle between Babylon, representing 
the city of man, and Jerusalem, representing the city of God. 
 The proud city is the society of wicked men and evil 
angels; the humble city is the society of holy men and good 
angels. In Jeremiah 29:6 the values of Babylon contrast abso-
lutely with those of the city of God; yet here the citizens of the 
city of God are called to be the very best residents of this par-
ticular city of man. Loving and serving the city not only shows 
love and compassion; doing so also strengthens the hands of 
the people of God, who bear the message of the gospel to the 
world. God ties the fortunes of the people of God to the effec-
tiveness of their urban ministry. Because of the diversity and 
mobility of cities, urbanites are more open to new ideas—such 
as the gospel. In Acts the church is almost exclusively associ-
ated with the city: Athens, the intellectual center of the Greco-
Roman world; Corinth, one of the commercial centers of the 
empire; Ephesus, perhaps the Roman world’s religious center; 
and Rome, the empire’s capital of military and political power. 
If the gospel is unfolded at the urban center, you can effec-
tively reach the region and the surrounding society. To cities 
filled with the homeless and impoverished, Christianity of-
fered charity as well as hope. To strangers, Christianity of-
fered an immediate basis for attachments. To cities filled with 
orphans and widows, Christianity provided a new and ex-
panded sense of family. Once Christianity appeared, its supe-
rior capacity for meeting these chronic problems soon became 
evident and played a major role in its ultimate triumph. The 
city we see in Revelation 22:1-3 is, in fact, the same garden 
we see in the Genesis account, which was also marked by a 
central river and the presence of the tree of life (Gen 2:8-19), 
but it has been expanded and remade into the garden-city of 
God. It is the Garden of Eden, yet faithfully cultivated—the 
fulfillment of the purposes of the Eden of God.  
 Gardening is a paradigm for cultural development. 
When God’s will is finally done and Jesus fulfills the cultural 
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mandate on our behalf, the Garden of Eden becomes a garden 
city. God’s intention for human endeavor is that it raise up 
civilizations—cities—that glorify him and steward the endless 
wonders and riches that God put into the created world.  
If in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, the urban-to-rural ratios 
of populations stabilizes near 75% to 25%, as it did in Europe 
and North America, the next 3 decades will see over 50M peo-
ple move into the cities. Over 50% of the world population 
now lives in cities, compared to around 5% two centuries ago. 
Digital networking has not, as was forecast, led to a decline in 
the city. Rather, it has led to an urbanization of the rest of the 
planet. Thousands of residents of New York City are in much 
closer communication with people in Athens, Manila, Port-au-
Prince, Bogota, Hong Kong, and Lagos than they are with the 
residents of New Jersey and Connecticut. Each global city is a 
portal to others. Urban areas that receive the most immigration 
are best positioned for future success.  
 You can’t reach people for Christ from the suburbs, 
but you can reach the suburbs from the City. Cities are like a 
giant heart—drawing people in and then sending them out. 
Students come to cities to attend school, graduate, and move 
out. Singles meet in the city, get married, and move out to the 
suburbs when children are born. Immigrants come to the city 
and live in ethnic enclaves, but as they amass assets and be-
come more established in their new country, they move out-
ward to gain additional space for their growing families. In 
each case, the movement is from the center outward. As a re-
sult, a church that thrives in the city will create a community 
whose members will spread naturally throughout the adjoining 
region and into other great cities. In other words, one of the 
best ways to reach a region and country is to reach your own 
city. 
 In many cases the processes of change that new ur-
banites pass through make them more receptive to the gospel. 
The city is central to reaching the younger generation. The 
prospects for advancement, the climate of constant innovation 
and change, the coming together of diverse influences and 
people—all of these appeal to young adults. The city is also 
key to reach cultural elites. These have a disproportionate in-
fluence on how human life is lived in a society because they 
exert power in business, publishing, the media, education, and 
the arts. Ministry forms that are effective in one center city are 
likely to have wide appeal to other center cities, especially 
with the younger generation. The culture wars are won by the 
relatively small groups living disproportionately in cites who 
exert far more cultural influence than evangelical Christians, 
who live disproportionately outside of cities.  
 Research shows that productivity is significantly 
higher for companies that locate near the geographic center of 
“inventive activity” in their industry. Even in our age of infor-
mation technology, ideas are often geographically localized. 

Cities are a lot like a good group of friends: what you’re doing 
isn’t nearly as important as the fact that you’re doing it to-
gether. The cities’ challenges and opportunities attract the 
most talented, ambitious, and restless. You feel driven and 
pressed by the intensity of the place to realize every ounce of 
your potential and work up to the level of those working 
around you. While students who graduate from colleges in 
university towns must leave the area to get jobs, graduates of 
urban universities do not. Winning the youth of a city wins 
city natives who understand the culture well. Significant com-
munities that inhabit cities—such as Jewish and Catholic pop-
ulations--have long known the importance of having their own 
schools, recreational and cultural centers, and agencies that 
provide services to help people stay and raise their children in 
the city. 
 The gospel alone can give us the humility (I have 
much to learn from the city), the confidence (I have much to 
give to the city), and the courage (I have nothing to fear from 
the city) to do effective ministry that honors God and blesses 
others. In time we will see that we need the city perhaps more 
than the city needs us. The city is, in fact, a spiritual hotbed 
where people both lose faith and find it in ways that do not 
happen in more monolithic, less pluralistic settings. If Chris-
tians pursue love and seek to serve, they will be granted a 
great deal of influence by their neighbors, a free gift, given to 
trusted and trustworthy people. The urban church’s work 
among the poor will be a significant mark of its validity. 
Most American evangelical churches are middle class in their 
corporate culture. That is, they value privacy, safety, homoge-
neity, sentimentality, space, order and control. By contrast, the 
city is filled with ironic, edgy, diversity-loving people who 
have a high tolerance for ambiguity and disorder. They value 
intensity and access more than comfort and control. Center-
city culture in particular is filled with well-informed, verbal, 
creative, and assertive people who do not respond well to au-
thoritative pronouncements.  Urban churches train their mem-
bers to be neighbors in the city, not just consumers. Urban 
people are often in a spiritual search mode and can be hungry 
for human connection and a sense of belonging. If we are not 
deliberately thinking about our culture, we will simply be con-
formed to it without ever knowing it is happening.  
 Politics helps to cement cultural changes, but it typi-
cally does not lead them. A proper understanding of the gospel 
would make it impossible for Christians to use power to op-
press. Christianity permanently altered the old honor-based 
European cultures in which pride was valued rather than hu-
mility, dominance rather than service, courage rather than 
peaceableness, glory more than modesty, loyalty to one’s own 
tribe rather than equal respect for all. In other words, Christi-
anity transformed a pagan culture. Much of what is good and 
unique about Western civilization is actually borrowed capital 
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from a Christian faith, even though the supernatural elements 
of the faith have been otherwise neglected of late in the public 
sphere. Large segments of the Bible-believing church in the 
US once supported the institution of slavery. This mistaken 
accommodation to cultural values led to an enormous loss of 
credibility for the church. In the 20th century large segments of 
the church also supported segregation. Caring for the poor and 
the weak became a major reason for the cultural influence the 
church eventually came to wield. If the church does not iden-
tity with the marginalized, it will itself be marginalized. Two 
of the great Christian movements—the early church of the 2nd 
and 3rd centuries and the church in China in the 20th and 21st 
centuries—were stimulated by crises of confidence within 
their societies.  
 Premillennialists are the most pessimistic about cul-
tural change, postmillennialists are the most optimistic, and 
amillennialists hold a variety of stances. It is a new social or-
der (1 Pet 2:9) that shows itself especially in the church. The 
kingdom of God means renewal of the world through the in-
troduction of supernatural forces, not through political power. 
Secularism tends to make people selfish; general religion and 
traditional morality make people tribal; but the Christian gos-
pel turns people away from both their selfishness and their 
self-righteousness to serve others in the way that Jesus gave 
himself for his enemies. Engagement is expressing the middle 
between abandoning and dominating the culture. Many Chris-
tians share with many Americans an anti-institutional bias and 
grossly underestimate the power of institutions to shape cul-
ture. 
 The Trinity is, by nature, sending. The Father sends 
the Son into the world to save it, and the Father and the Son 
send the Spirit into the world. And now the Spirit is sending 
the church. In short, God does not merely send the church in 
mission. God already is in mission, and the church must join 
him. The enormous growth in material prosperity that the 
West has experienced is the kind that always works against 
faith.  The church becomes weak and even corrupt when it be-
comes successful in a culture. The myth of the modern world 
is that a person can jettison any faith in God and rest only on 
science and naturalism, and yet still have meaning in life, a ba-
sis for human dignity, moral consensus, hope for the future, 
strength of character, shared values, and a strong community. 
The process of evangelism often looks something like this. 
Awareness--I see it. Relevance-- I need it. Credibility--I need 
it because it’s true. Trial--I see what it would be like. Commit-
ment--I take it. Reinforcement--Now I get it. Early Christian-
ity grew 40% per decade for nearly 3 centuries in a very hos-
tile environment. After Nero’s persecution in the mid-first 
century, the churches in the Roman Empire closed their wor-
ship services to visitors. Deacons stood at the churches’ doors, 
serving as bouncers, checking to see that no unbaptized person 

could come in. Christians’ lives—their concern for the weak 
and the poor, their integrity in the face of persecution, their 
economic sharing, their sacrificial love even for their enemies, 
and the high quality of their common life together—attracted 
nonbelievers to the gospel. Urban residents today still face 
many things that Christianity can address. They lack the hope 
in future progress and prosperity that past generations of secu-
lar people have had. They face a lonelier and more competi-
tive environment than other generations have faced. The qual-
ity of our lives—marked by evident hope, love, poise, and in-
tegrity—has always been the necessary precondition for evan-
gelism. This has never been more necessary than it is today. 
 There are 4 fronts of ministry: connecting people to 
God (through evangelism and worship); connecting people to 
one another (through community and discipleship); connecting 
people to the city (through mercy and justice); and connecting 
people to the culture (through the integration of faith and 
work). The best way to get Christians to bring non-Christians 
to a worship service is to worship as if there are dozens of 
skeptical onlookers. If we worship as if they are there, eventu-
ally they will be. Learn to give one–sentence, non-jargon ex-
planations of each part of the service as it comes.  Talk regu-
larly to those who aren’t sure they believe or who aren’t sure 
just what they believe.  Articulate their objections to Christian 
doctrine and life better than they can do it themselves. Express 
sympathy for their difficulties, even as you challenge them di-
rectly for their selfishness and unbelief. Always grant what-
ever degree of merit their objections have. * I’ve tried it be-
fore, and it did not work. * I don’t see how my life could be 
the result of the plan of a loving God. * Christianity is a strait-
jacket. * It can’t be wrong if it feels so right. 
 Art makes ideas plausible. The quality of our music, 
speech, and even visual aesthetics in worship have a marked 
impact on its evangelistic power, particularly in cultural cen-
ters. Excellent aesthetics includes outsiders, while mediocre 
aesthetics excludes. Celebrate deeds of mercy and justice. The 
gospel of grace is the basic message that both Christians and 
nonbelievers need to hear again and again. Christo-centric 
preaching of the gospel grows believers and challenges nonbe-
lievers. Every soul, seeing Him in his own way, communicates 
the unique vision to all the rest. A human being is too rich and 
multifaceted to be fully known one-on-one. We need to see the 
person with others in a community environment. We can’t re-
ally know Jesus by ourselves. Until the gospel changes us, we 
will use people in relationships. Strong community is formed 
by powerful common experiences.  
 In the West 2 sets of ministry concerns--emphasizing 
either word or deed and either proclamation or service—have 
split off from one another into rival political and denomina-
tional factions for nearly a century. In the Bible acts that meet 
basic human needs are not just called acts of mercy (Lk 



7 
 

10:37), which implies compassion, they are considered acts of 
justice. Everyone recognizes that as far as children are con-
cerned, their plight is part of the deep injustice of our world 
that we are duty bound to help improve. If we fail to share the 
material benefits we have been given or are impatient and 
harsh with the poor, we are not just guilty of a lack of mercy, 
we are guilty of injustice. Conservatives tend to blame the 
poor for everything; liberals tend to blame the rich for every-
thing. One approach overemphasizes individual responsibility; 
the other underemphasizes it. Social reform moves beyond the 
relief of immediate needs and dependency and seeks to change 
the social conditions and structures that aggravate the causes 
the dependency. Job declared that he not only clothed the na-
ked but “broke the fangs of the wicked and snatched the vic-
tims from their teeth” (Job 29:17). Institutions bring order to 
life and establish many of the conditions for human flourish-
ing and civilized society.  
 
[Truth without grace is not really truth, and grace without truth 
is not really grace. Any religion that de-emphasizes either falls 
into legalism or license. The concept of idolatry helps people 
understand their own drivenness, fear, addictions, lack of in-
tegrity, envy of others, and resentment in theological terms. 
Depicting sin as an act of misplaced love, not just a violation 
of law, is more compelling to many in our culture today. God 
ties the fortunes of the people of God to the effectiveness of 
their urban ministry. In Acts the church is associated with the 
city. If the gospel is unfolded at the urban center, you can ef-
fectively reach the region and the surrounding society. The 
city we see in Revelation 22:1-3 is the same garden we see in  
Genesis. When God’s will is finally done and Jesus fulfills the 
cultural mandate on our behalf, the Garden of Eden becomes a 
garden city. One of the best ways to reach a region and coun-
try is to reach your own city. The kingdom of God means re-
newal of the world through the introduction of supernatural 
forces, not through political power A person is too rich and 
multifaceted to be fully known one-on-one. We need to see 
him/her with others in a community environment. Everyone 
recognizes that the plight of children is part of the deep injus-
tice of our world that we are duty bound to help improve.] 


