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Connecting with culture begins by understand what culture is: Oxford Cultural Anthropologist, Sir E.B. 
Tylor defined culture as “A complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom 
and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society." 
 
This vital part of becoming a people and place of grace will lead Christ followers to engage in 
conversations like ... 
 

• How should Christ followers best think through and respond to the Government shutdown, the 
people it’s affecting, and the issues that brought it on? 
 

• What messages are being conveyed by popular music, film, and literature? 
 

• How is the church responding to the rising number of young adults who, after being raised in 
the faith, are leaving their faith and the church, and now identifying with no religious 
affiliation? 

 

• How does the rise of social media impact the nature and importance of how we communicate? 
 

• How should we think theologically about technology? When there are more smartphones in the 
world than working toilets, how should we navigate between what tech can do and what it 
should do, and why? 

 
These are the products and the problems of our culture. They represent a world of people that Jesus 
loves; a world Jesus’ followers are called to live in and love, and a world he is coming to restore (see 
the Revelation series).  
 
Christians have chosen some unhealthy ways to respond to that call. 
 
The first extreme is to escape culture. This approach may sound pious, but Jesus made it clear that we 
were being sent into the world under the protection of the Father (John 17:1-22). To be in the world 
but not of the world is our task, but how can this happen if we fail to be in the world at all? (Matthew 
5:14-16)  

• Culturally connected Christians practice Mindful Critique. 
 
The second extreme is to embrace culture. Some Christians simply find it easier to integrate the values 
of the culture into their own life. Is this Kingdom living, or practical atheism? (Romans 12:2, 1 John 
2:15-16)  

• Culturally connected Christians avoid Mindless Consumption. 
 
Upcoming book, Resilient Disciples – David Kinnaman 18-30 year olds raised in church.  



22% Prodigals, 30% Nomads, 38% Churchgoers, 10% Resilient Disciples  

• Attend and are engaged beyond attendance, Authority of Bible, Committed to Jesus personally 
and confess gospel, Desire to see transformation in culture. 

o Growing Disciples (Get Acquainted/Respond To Christ),  
o Developing Leaders (Acquire Wisdom/Engage in Ministry) 

• Culturally engaged and connected. 
 

• Cultural connection/discernment is the new apologetic. – David Kinnaman 
 
We’re called to be informed, engaged, and faithful influencers of our world. That’s why a vital part of 
becoming a people and place of GRACE requires us to Connect with Culture.    
   

 If the values of culture are contrary to God’s perspective,  
why should we connect with culture and how should we do it? 

 
 

 1. Why? – We’ve been sent. - I'm not asking you to take them out of the world, but to keep 

them safe from the evil one. They are not part of this world any more than I am. Make them pure and 
holy by teaching them your words of truth. As you sent me into the world, I am sending them into the 
world. John 17:15-18 
  

• “Christians are called to love the whole world, which includes the cultures in which we are 
embedded. For only by loving culture can we become effective communicators within it.” -  
Crystal L. Downing, Changing Signs of Truth: A Christian Introduction to the Semiotics of 
Communication 

 
Why in the world should we love the world?!?! (Greek term, Kosmos)  

• Systems of opposition to God – John 17:18, 1 John 2:15-17 

• Earth/Order – Matthew 13:35, Acts 17:24, Romans 1:20 

• Humanity/Mankind – John 1:9, John 3:16 
 
God asked Jonah, “should I not have compassion on that great city?” 
 
It was Paul’s understanding of Christ’s love for humanity, and his and call to share that love that 
compelled him to connect and engage with Athens’ culture.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



How? - Compassionate Interaction - While Paul was waiting for Silas and Timothy in 

Athens, he was troubled because he saw that the city was full of idols.  
 
Notice Paul’s approach here. It would have been easy for Paul to look upon a city full of idols and 
simply write them off as infidels. Instead, what he saw troubled him in a manner that evoked 
compassion. Paul wanted to help the Athenians.  
 

• The posture of our cultural connection is important. As Christians we have lost our home field 
advantage. We are in a post-Christian culture. Many of us are still approaching culture from the 
standpoint of a guardian.  
 

• Our posture of cultural connection should be one of a missionary rather than a guardian. – Ed 
Stetzer 

 
He started with those who feared God, but he didn’t stay in the Christian ghetto.  
 
In the synagogue, he talked with the Jews and the Greeks who worshiped God. He also talked every day 
with people in the marketplace. Some of the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers argued with him, saying, 
"This man doesn't know what he is talking about. What is he trying to say?" Others said, "He seems to 
be telling us about some other gods," because Paul was telling them about Jesus and his rising from the 
dead. Acts 17:16-17 
  

• Paul went to where the people were and engaged them there.  We connect with culture where 
culture making is taking place. 

  

2. Why? – We’re given opportunities. - They got Paul and took him to a meeting of the 

Areopagus, where they said, "Please explain to us this new idea you have been teaching. The things you 
are saying are new to us, and we want to know what this teaching means." (All the people of Athens 
and those from other countries who lived there always used their time to talk about the newest ideas.) 
Acts 17:19-21 
  
Paul earned the right to be heard. How else would he have been invited into world? His interaction at 
the marketplace gave him valuable insights into the lives of the Athenians, allowed him to 
communicate effectively.  
 
But in your hearts revere 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. – 1 Peter 3:15 
 

• You are an expert in your story. Expect the opportunities to share it.  
  
 



How? - Respectful Understanding. - Then Paul stood before the meeting of the Areopagus 

and said, "People of Athens, I can see you are very religious in all things. As I was going through your 
city, I saw the objects you worship. Acts 17:22-23 
  

• An important element in any dialogue is the truth, yes, but also the presentation of that truth 
with “gentleness and respect.” - 1 Peter 3:16  

 

• Proper knowledge of their beliefs was part of the respect Paul demonstrated. “We must 
identify our conversation partners in a way they would recognize.” - Scot McKnight 

  

• “You can’t ‘war’ at people and reach them at the same time.” – Ed Stetzer 
 
Understanding does not undermine or compromise the gospel. Understanding helps us recognize 
where someone’s perspective, belief, or choice has come from. From this point of understanding, we 
work to make the gospel understandable.  
 

• Seeking to understand others helps us make the gospel understandable to others. 
 
Bartabwa, Kenya – No access to clean water. Only 12% Christian. Others were Muslim, Maasai, 
Animists. World Vision understood the need, worked alongside. As project progressed and water 
became available, relationships were formed. Gospel was made understandable because of the effort 
to understand what was needed and what was believed.  
 
Now Bartabwa is 84% Christian.  
 
Did understanding lead to compromise? No, it led to Christ.  
 
Connection to Christ comes first. He came in compassion and love to re-connect you to himself, to 
others, to yourself, and to your place and calling in this world. 
 
Questions to Ponder 

• Discuss the difference between mindless consumption, a mindful critique. Why would you say 
the difference is important? 

• Discuss David Kinnaman’s statement, “Cultural connection/discernment is the new apologetic.” 

• Do you agree with Ed Stetzer that we as Christians have lost “home-field advantage” and should 
therefore approach cultural engagement less as guardians and more as missionaries? 

• What elements of connecting with culture are the most uncomfortable? What areas present no 
problem? 

• In what ways could you become a student of culture in your own life? 

• Discuss understanding as a way to make the gospel understandable in light of Ed Stetzer’s 
statement, “You cannot ‘war’ at someone and reach them at the same time.” 

• How do you respond to Paul’s approach in Acts 17 so far? What did you find encouraging, 
challenging, even troubling? 


