“The Church in Culture”

Gospel & Culture Series: Mark Spansel

¨ Biblical Convictions & Objectives:
1• We believe the Bible is God’s inspired revelation to man and we will do our very best to be
guided by the Word of God in all things. The Word shapes culture, not the other way around.
2• We are committed to worshiping God with our minds, and ever growing in our confidence of
the Word. We will not back away from the hard subjects but approach them with humble
submission.
3• We believe that God created the earth as a theater of redemption to display His glory through
the rescue of fallen men. The world is fallen, but not without a purpose in God’s plan (Genesis
12:1-3; Habakkuk 2:14; Ephesians 1:9-10).
4• We believe that God created mankind in His image and for His purposes. Men and women
are given a calling by God to fulfill during their futile lives on earth (Genesis 1:26-28; Isaiah
43:6-7; Matthew 5:16; Ephesians 4:1).
5• We believe that the redeemed of the Lord are God’s people, called out from a mere earthly
calling to a heavenly calling. That greater calling is to be lived out inside of their earthly calling
as citizens of heaven while sojourners on earth (1 Corinthians 10:31; Ephesians 2:19;
Philippians 3:20; Hebrews 11:13).
6• We believe the Church is made up of those redeemed of the Lord and is today the greatest
institution on the planet. God has called His Church to be ‘salt and light’ in the culture in which
they are planted, and the gates of hell will not defeat God’s plans through God’s people
(Ephesians 1:22-23, 3:9-11; Matthew 5:13-14, 16:18).

¨ So, How Relevant is the Church Anyway?
The church is under attack … or is it?
From the time of Christ, to the time of Paul, to the time of Augustine, to the time of
Luther, the kingdom of this present world has always opposed God’s glory and plan. It’s far too
easy to draw lines in the sand, toss verbal grenades, and rally the troops to a cause that sounds
conservative and uses Bible language. History proves that every time the church has done that,
her witness has decreased. Whether it was after the fall of Rome in 410, or the sexual revolution
of America in the 1960’s, the attacks will come, and the church will always be challenged by its
culture. God’s people will always face the opposition of this world’s system.
The church has a distinct trajectory … and it really matters!
As long as the church operates out of the idea that it has something to protect rather than
something (and Someone) to declare, it will be on the losing end of every strategy to influence
culture. The evangelical church in America took two giant steps in opposite directions in the late
19th and early 20th century.
• In the face of Enlightenment philosophy and the Age of Reason of the previous
century, many evangelicals sought the strategy of “synthesis” intellectually. Their
trajectory of harmonizing Biblical theology with reason, science, and philosophy led to
Protestant Liberalism and the all-but-wholesale abandonment of the Gospel.
• Taking a step in the other direction, were those who equated conservatism with
evangelism, and saw “separation” as the best strategy for the preservation of the
Christian ethic. While vigorously fighting for orthodox doctrines, they operated out of
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what Francis Schaeffer describes as, “the memory of the practical advantages that
Christian culture gave, but without a base for these advantages. Their values are
affluence and personal peace at any price” (Francis Schaeffer: The Church at the End
of the Twentieth Century, p.29).
Without a doubt, there were those within each of these trajectories who God used to
preserve historic Christianity and influence the culture with Biblical conviction. However,
generations later, I can’t but believe that these two errant trajectories have only further
developed in identity and diminished the power of the church in culture.
The culture has a more secular agenda … and it’s strong!
While the church will always face opposition, and her strategies must keep historic
Christianity guided by the propositional revelation of God as central, it is also true that things
have only gone from bad to worse. Charles Taylor, cultural analyst, clearly summarizes this shift
in western society into secularism. He identifies (1) The pre-modern age as a time when it was
impossible not to believe, and belief in God was the intellectually acceptable explanation for the
world. (2) The modern age, where a secular alternative was presented to Christian theism and it
became possible not to believe, even though theism remained one of the intellectually acceptable
explanations. (3) The post-modern age, where it is now considered impossible to believe, or to
hold to historic Christianity as an intellectually acceptable position (Cited by R. Albert Mohler:
We Cannot Be Silent, p.5). The church today feels this strong secular agenda within western
culture, and what the church does with it makes all the difference.
The church is relevant … as long as it actually believes and acts like it!
With this as the backdrop to the Church in Culture, it appears to me there are only a few
categorical options for the Protestant Evangelical Church in the West.
1. Recognize the institutional church as irrelevant, outdated, and without use in the
culture.
2. Seek relevance for the church through various strategies in an effort to connect with
the culture.
3. Stand courageously and compassionately on the foundations of historic orthodox
Christianity, believing Biblical revelation to be the most relevant thing for the culture.
The question then, is … How do we practice #3?
In Part 1, we will:
• Consider the Old Testament principles of God’s people in the world
• Consider the New Testament principles of God’s people in the world
• Establish what a Biblical Church is and what it is called to be in the world
In Part 2, we will work out the ramifications of what God has called the church to be in culture.

¨ Dealing with the Biblical Data to Build a Biblical Theology:
Understanding
Separation
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• Isaiah 52:11 (2 Corinthians 6:17); Leviticus 11:45 •
A holy God demands a holy people. Throughout the history of Israel,
God told His people through prophets and priests to be different from
the pagan nations around them or judgment would come. But how are
we to understand these kinds of commands?
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Isaiah 52 is a prophetic word for the rescue of God’s people in the
near and far future. In v11, we read - “Depart, depart, go out from
there; touch no unclean thing; go out from the midst of her; purify
yourselves.” God’s redeeming work always involved a separating from
and a separating to. But what is the separating that the Bible calls for?
We get some help in answering that question as Paul quotes this
passage in 2 Corinthians 6:17 in his call for believers to not be
unequally yoked with unbelievers (6:14). He asks the question: “What
agreement has the temple of God with idols? For we are the temple of
the living God” (6:16). The teaching is the utter incongruity between
idol worship and worship of the living God, and the principle is not a
separation from the culture in some sense of isolation so as to not be
corrupted by the culture. The timeless truth is that when God redeems
people, their loyalty and allegiance has only one proper focus - God
Almighty!
Leviticus is a book about holiness. The word is used 78 times. It is an
instruction manual of worship for God’s Old Testament people. The
pattern of worship is: God did a great work; You are to respond. “For
I am the LORD who brought you up out of the land of Egypt to be your
God. You shall therefore be holy, for I am holy” (v45). The only
proper response to the gracious work of God is worship (in word and
deed). Holiness is not a result of our hard work, but God’s redeeming
love. We don’t make ourselves more holy by isolating from the culture
around us. Rather, we respond to the holiness God has bestowed on us
by worshiping Him as holy people redeemed from lies, darkness, and
idolatry.
* This concept of “separation” is clearly taught in the Bible (OT and
NT), but care must be given to what we are to separate from and
separate to. God’s people are never called to be isolated from the
culture in which they live. In fact, they are called to flourish in the
culture where God has planted them for the sake of Gospel influence!

Seek the
Welfare of the
City
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• Jeremiah 29:1-9 •
In one of the most famous, and most famously misinterpreted, Old
Testament passages, God tells the people through the prophet Jeremiah
to settle into the foreign land they have been brought to against their
will. In fact, he tells them to “Build houses and live in them; plant
gardens and eat their produce. Take wives and have sons and
daughters; take wives for your sons and give your daughters in
marriage (v6) … seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into
exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find
your welfare” (v7). In other words - settle in! The false prophets were
telling them deliverance will be soon, Jeremiah knew better. Far from a
message of separation from the culture, they are commanded to thrive
in the culture … AND to help that culture thrive! This is the “plan I
have for you” (v11) that the Lord gives them.
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In Biblical narrative, we see God’s people in a land that is not their
home doing this very thing - “thriving and helping the city thrive” …
• Daniel - In the account of the young man Daniel we actually
see both the separating and the seeking the welfare of the city.
In chapter 1, Daniel “resolves not to defile himself” (1:8), and
later in the narrative his friends famously refuse to worship
anyone other than God Almighty (Ch. 3). But during the entire
reign of King Nebuchadnezzar, Daniel is found to be “ten times
better than all the magicians and enchanters in the kingdom”
(1:20-21). Daniel lived faithful to the worship of his God,
separated from the pagan idolatry around him, while using his
God-given gifts to help the culture thrive, as a stranger in a
strange land.
• Nehemiah - Consider the man Nehemiah, who is cupbearer to
the king of Persia in the capital city of Susa when we pick up
the story (1:1,11). He hears of the disastrous state of the Jewish
capital Jerusalem, and his first instinct in worship (prayers of
adoration, repentance, and intercession). His second instinct is
to ask the foreign king for permission and help (Ch. 2). Because
of Nehemiah’s faithful service to a foreign king, he found favor
and “the king granted [him] what he asked, for the good hand
of God was upon me” (2:8). In seeking the welfare of Susa, the
welfare of God people was advanced as well. [Don’t forget
Joseph (Genesis 37-50), who like Daniel and Nehemiah, also used his
God-given gifts in the service of a pagan government to help it
thrive.]

• One of my favorite little commendations of cultural savvy
Biblical wisdom is found in 1 Chronicles 12:32, where the men
of Issachar were those “who had understanding of the times”.
These were not those who ‘buried their heads in the sand’, but
sought the welfare of the culture as worshippers of the living
God.
* This concept of “seeking the welfare of the city” has profound
implications for the way the people of God relate to the culture around
them. We are not to “be like them”, nor are we to “merely condemn
them”. We operate out of the confidence that God is for us, and that His
glory is displayed through His people thriving where He has planted
them … as we seek another city!

Living for
Another
City

4

• Genesis 12:1-3 (Hebrews 11:8-13); Philippians 3:20 •
Seeking the welfare of a foreign society does not make you complicit in
the evils of that society when you know you belong to a greater city,
greater society, and serve a greater King. Arguably, the story of the
Bible begins in Genesis 12 when God calls Abram to leave his country,
kindred and comfort, and head for a land yet to be revealed by God (v13). In that land, later called Canaan - The Promised Land, God promised
blessing for him and through him to all the peoples of the earth. The
nation from him, Israel, did indeed become great, but the blessing was
far greater than physical Canaan or purely a blood-heir from his lineage.
He did obey in faith, and he did live in the land of promise, and he did
have physical heirs, but even then, “he was looking forward to the city
that has foundations, whose designer and builder is God” (Hebrews
11:10).
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All those who “by faith” trusted God prior to Abraham and up until the
great heir, Jesus Christ, the seed of the woman (Genesis 3:15), “died in
faith, not having received the things promised, but having seen them
and greeted them from afar, and having acknowledged that they were
strangers and exiles on the earth” (Hebrews 11:13). Their home was
not Egypt (in slavery), the wilderness (in wandering), or in Canaan (in
freedom and prosperity). “As it is, they desired a better country, a
heavenly one. Therefore, God is not ashamed to be called their God,
“for he has prepared for them a city” (Hebrews 11:16). These true
saints of old knew they did not serve pagan kings or corrupt cultures,
but the Living God. They knew they were not living for an earthly
homeland, but a heavenly city.
The apostle Paul, and all the faithful in Christ in the church knew this
too. As Philippians 3:20 describes, “our citizenship is in heaven, and
from it we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ.” The Christians of the
early church operated out of the confidence that all things are subject to
Christ. Therefore, they were not serving a pagan culture, but unfolding
the manifold grace of God, in common grace and in saving grace, as the
church to the watching world.
* This concept of “living for another city” is an anchor to the identity
of every Christian. It keeps the church from trusting in the human
systems of the ‘earthly city’ and from doubting the Divine intervention
of the ‘heavenly city’. It frees the church from trying to market the
‘heavenly city’ to those on earth, and allows them to enjoy the
temporary with the confidence that there is something so much greater!

• Matthew 5:13-16; 1 Peter 2:12 •

Salt &
Light

Jesus used the picture of ‘salt’ and ‘light’ in Matthew 5:13-16, his
Sermon on the Mount, to describe the relationship of kingdom people to
the world around them. Salt is a seasoning, and likewise those who
follow Christ are to operate in the world in such a way that it tastes
better for those around them. Salt is also a preservative, and likewise
those who follow Christ are to operate in the world in such a way that
God’s grace and truth is held out and preserved as mankind’s very best
option. The light of God’s people is not to be hidden or kept to oneself,
but put “on a stand, and it gives light to all in the house” (v15). How
does a Christian act as salt and light in the culture around them? He
doesn’t tell them the specifics of what to do, because those may well be
different from culture to culture. But he tells them that what they do
ought to result in the culture “see your good works and give glory to
your Father who is in heaven” (v16).
With similar language Peter urges Christian “sojourners and exiles” in
1 Peter 2:12 to abstain from the ungodly passions of the culture
(‘separation’), so when they “see your good deeds” (‘seek the welfare
of the city’), they might “glorify God on the day of visitation.” The aim
is never just ‘good deeds’ or the ‘praise of men’, but the salvation of
souls. But, here in these texts we are given some insight into the manner
of the relationship of the church in the culture.
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The Church Is …
Today, the most commonly overheard comment regarding Evangelical Christianity and the
Church just might be - “I am a Christian, I just don’t need the Church.” This has been called the
generation of ‘Leavers”, those who claim to follow Christ but see no need for the institutional
church. First of all, there have been, and will always be, plenty of reasons to be disillusioned with
the church and arrive at this conclusion. But, it is the wrong conclusion for those who care about
the glory of God and the mission of the Gospel in culture. In Part 2, I will do my best to interact
with this issue and an appropriate response, but for now we must begin by understanding the
nature of the church as God designed it …
• This is not a systematic theology on The Church (known as Ecclesiology), but a study in the
role of the church in culture. Yet we must have some basic Biblical understanding of the church
in order to operate as God has established for our maximum witness and joy. The following
truths must guide how we understand what the Church is:
(1) An Organism & Institution - “The organism forms the institution. It is the historical
manifestation of the invisible church, which is formed directly by God in his counsel of election”
(Kuyper: On the Church, p. xxii). In other words, the church is made up of all those God has
called to be His children and redeemed by the atoning work of Jesus … AND it is those
individuals gathered together as a “colony of heaven on earth”. He powerfully states, “A church
cannot be manufactured”, it is created by God and then made visible within history and culture.
** A true church will manifest the following:
(2) A Revolution Built on Truth - “Because God has communicated in a propositional,
verbalized way in the Bible, we can have categories, in relationship to knowing, to morals, to
law, and to social action” (Schaeffer: The Church at the End of the Twentieth Century, p. 30).
The church has nothing to say if it does not stand courageously on God’s revelation of truth in the
Holy Scriptures. Schaeffer goes on to say, “Some Christians think they will be listened to more if
they give in a bit at some points concerning the Scripture, but they are mistaken - they have given
away the answers which are needed.”
(3) A True Christian Community - “It is possible to have something beautiful and unusual in
this world in our communication and in communities at this point in history … unless people see
in our churches not only the preaching of the truth but the practice of the truth, the practice of
love, and the practice of beauty … they will not listen and they should not listen” (Schaeffer, p.
33-34). Churches are not merely classrooms, or teaching outposts, they must be real communities
where love and truth are practiced.
(4) A Sunday Corporate Gathering - Each first day of the week, Christians are to gather to
keep each other believing that ‘He is Risen!’.
(5) A Group of Qualified Elders and Deacons - It is clear in the New Testament that there are
to be those who are both qualified (1 Timothy 3:1-13), and responsible for the ministry of the
Word and prayer (elders) and responsible for the ministry of material needs
(deacons/deaconesses).
(6) A Commitment to Take Discipline Seriously - “The fact is that discipline in the church is
important. For a church not to have discipline in life and doctrine means that it is not a New
Testament church on the basis of the New Testament norms” (Schaeffer, p. 57).
(7) A Practice of Baptism and The Lord’s Supper - Whether they are called sacraments,
ordinances, or practices, these are the historic Biblically mandated functions for all true churches.
* The Bible is clear on these essentials, and yet also gives much freedom in how they may be
practiced within various structures and cultures. In Part 2, we will tackle how the church ought to
practice its freedom while maintaining a firm grip on historic Christianity and absolute truth.
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Part 2: Practical Implications for Life and Ministry
YOU Need the Church …
“It is a mistake to view the church simply as an association of like-minded people, one that
simply manifests what they share … The church stands above humanity because the church
nurtures humanity … Those to whom he is Father, the church must also be Mother, and apart
from her motherly care no one grows to maturity” (Rooted and Grounded: Abraham Kuyper, p.
56).
The CULTURE Needs the Church …
“These men who have turned the world upside down have come here also …” (Acts 17:6)
Those local churches who hold fast to the Gospel and are armed with the Biblical principles
outlined in Part 1 are indispensable to the growth of believers, the flourishing of society, and the
building of Christ’s kingdom. But, what does that look like and how does it work? We will now
consider the real ‘nuts-and-bolts’ relevance of the Church in Culture under the following two
categories:
(1) Cautions for the Church Today: Where has the church lost her way? What traps
has the culture laid that the church has gotten caught in? What do we need to see more
clearly to walk wisely?
(2) The Power that Makes the Church Relevant in the Culture: Where does the
relevance of the church come from? What must be held to at any cost in any culture?
How do local churches engage the culture in which they live? What must it look like for
a church to stay relevant in its culture?
“Clarity about the situation is indispensable, and silence merely fuels misunderstanding …
Leave sin out of the picture, and the church becomes inconceivable, since the world itself would
then be the church. When considering the question whether a church has a right to exist,
everything depends on that other question: what do we think about sin? If we view it as
absolute, then there has to be a church; if for us sin is merely relative, then there is no place for
a church” (Kuyper, p. 60).

(1) Cautions for the Church Today
• I could fill pages with crazy quotes, anecdotes, and real stories of wacky churches and pastors.
You would laugh, feel cynical and superior, then cry in sadness over those who claim to love
our Savior yet appear to be in love with the world. I’m not so sure that is all that edifying. But it
is helpful to provide some warnings in general to those of us who say we believe the Bible, care
about God’s glory, and want to see the church be ‘beautiful and unusual’.
® Let’s consider the necessary cautions under each of the categories of Biblical Data
established in Part 1:
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Cautions in: Understanding Separation
• Moral Crusading - There is a Biblical
morality taught in the Scriptures, yet when
the church makes moral behavior a major
feature of its teaching, it runs the risk of
creating self-righteous, self-trusting, dogooders … and that is not the Gospel. The
Spirit of God changes people. People do not
change people. Where the Bible issues
commands, we teach, counsel, and
encourage commands. Where the Bible is
silent, we teach, counsel, and encourage
wisdom, and provide space and freedom for
personal convictions.
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Cautions in: Seeking the Welfare of the
City
• Moral Compromise - Motivated to connect
with the culture, it is so easy to become like
the culture. Even when the reasoning is to
‘reach people’, it can lead to a decreased
witness of the true Gospel. The church must
always be on guard against the kind of
ministry that ends up giving up crucial
concepts - like sin and Satan, setting man
center stage, and losing its grasp on a
‘walking in a manner worthy of the gospel’.

• Missing Worship - We are all created to
worship. Every human heart is restless and
in search of something to satisfy. If the
church fails to speak to the worship
problem, merely giving ‘good advice’ or
‘helpful tips’, the church will have plenty of
‘other gods before them’ and be living like
the culture while blinded by Bible language.

• Making the Social Central - The presence
of God’s people should contribute to the
flourishing of the culture. The danger is in
putting ‘good works’ above ‘Gospel
proclamation’. These two must never be
divorced from one another. You can ‘give a
cup of water’ without preaching a sermon,
but a church must be doing both. Every
human has a deep spiritual need that only
proclaiming Christ crucified can answer.

Cautions in: Living for Another City

Cautions in: Salt & Light

• Preaching Your Best Life Now - For the
child of God, the best is yet to come. That is
not to diminish the peace and joy of walking
with the Lord during this life, yet the church
is merely a shadow of what is to come. If the
church champions the ‘feel good’ without
equipping people to suffer, it has failed to
walk in honesty and love with the culture.
When a man-centeredness dominates
ministry style, people come expecting all
their needs to be met, their preferences
fulfilled, and the church as simply a place to
belong.

• Staying Sterile - Getting involved in the
mess of sinful people within fallen humanity
is the mission of the church. To think
anything different is to miss the
incarnational ministry of our Lord. You
cannot care for hurting people from afar, nor
can you ‘stay clean’ if you truly want the
culture to feel the grace and truth of the
Gospel. Ministry to unbelievers is not
measured by conversions or church
attendance, nor is success judged by people
becoming more like you.

• Acting Aloof and Passing Judgment - As
citizens of heaven, it can be easy to look
down on the culture and communicate
judgment on the people. The message of the
church is of the judgment of God yet to
come, not the superiority of people who
think they have it all together. Being
strangers and sojourners must not create an
elitism that creates unhelpful categories of
‘us and them’.
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• Staying Silent - In the church, one might
hear the popular phrase, “Preach the gospel,
if necessary, use words.” It’s just not true.
People are to see our good works and glorify
God in heaven. The only way they will
know to give glory to God is as we tell them
what He has done for them through the
death of Jesus. To do good and stay silent is
simply kind humanitarianism, and not the
courageous and compassionate church of
God’s redeemed people.
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(2) The Power that Makes the Church Relevant in the Culture
• For the church to have a gospel impact on the culture around it, we must be clear on where the
church’s relevance comes from. If a local church fails to understand the source of its power, it
will attempt all kinds of things, based on the culture, to reach the culture. Many a church has
succumbed to these kinds of ‘flavor of the day’ church growth strategies to guide its ministry.
They may have some nominal impact that comes from man-generated momentum, but over time
they are revealed to be without divine power for true and lasting change.
® The power of a local church’s relevance comes from it being Doxological, Word-Centered,
Covenantal, Missional, and Submitted to the Spirit. What does this kind of church look like?

Doxological

‘Doxa’ is the Greek word for ‘glory’, and when the word
‘doxology’ or ‘doxological’ is used it simply speaks of ‘praise to
God’. A doxological church is a church that sets the praise of
God above all things, and has as its goal in everything to give
glory to God. God is the centerpiece of the church’s teaching,
serving, and fellowshipping. “For from Him and through Him
and to Him are all things. To Him be glory forever. Amen”
(Romans 11:36).

What the Culture Needs to See in the Church …
• A God-Saturated Worship Service - What we do then, as we gather on a Sunday morning, for
corporate worship is of great importance. The trajectory of our time together, and every piece of
our morning, is to be pointing us Godward. That means that our goal is not entertainment, and
every person is to be a participant and not a consumer. We must be looking away from earthly
wisdom to heavenly wisdom, away from the schemes of man and to the sovereign plan of God,
away from what we can do to what God has done. The culture does not need more ideas of man, it
needs a vision of the beauty and glory of God, who alone is worthy of our praise!
• Ministries that Combat Man-Centeredness - We do not build the programs of the church around
the ‘felt needs’ of the culture, nor merely the demographics of those attending as if they are
customers or clients. If you start with man’s needs, you will have a hard time ending at the glory
of God. But, if you start with the glory of God, you will have power to address the real, honest,
deep needs of man. We have something to say to the widowed, divorced, young parent, newly
married, immigrant, and every other identity and stage of life, because the Gospel has something
to say to every sinner and sufferer on the planet that has massive implications for daily living.
• People Marveling in the Grace of God - You may not be a singer, but every child of God has
ample reason to express love, adoration, gratitude, and joy to the God who saved them. A true
church is a worshipping church, and praise to God in song is a central feature to exalting in God
and His amazing grace. You praise what you love! This is far deeper than mere emotion, and
about far more than style or preference, this is about people who know from what they have been
delivered and the One who did all the delivering.
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“If we are not going to use our Bible, it is of no use building our
churches” (P.T. Forsyth: The Church, the Gospel, and Society,
p.9). The Bible must be more than data for teaching, and it must
be more than inspiration for living. The culture needs to see in
the church a people submitted to God and hear from them “Thus saith the Lord!” As John Webster writes, “Scripture is not
the word of the church; the church is the church of the word”
(John Webster: Holy Scripture, p.44).

What the Culture Needs to See in the Church …
• Powerful & Passionate Preaching - I am not talking about ‘hell, fire, and brimstone’ preaching,
or just loud and emotional preaching, but preaching that is confident that God has spoken to man
in Holy Scripture, and we must listen. Richard Sibbes described preaching as the chariot that
carries Christ up and down the world. He and his fellow Puritan pastors believed that “preaching
is the ordinance of God sanctified for the begetting of faith, for the opening of the understanding,
for the drawing of the will and affections to Christ” (Joel Beeke: A Puritan Theology, p.684). T.
David Gordon correctly laments, “Today we are witnessing the erosion of Biblical preaching on
an unprecedented scale.” The pulpit must be at the center of the church’s witness to the world!
• Clarity in Gospel Proclamation - The church cannot be confusing on what matters most. It must
be crystal clear on its message of sin and salvation. If the message is vague, the culture has no idea
what its greatest need is, or who can help them. Jonathan Edwards once said, “I’d rather be fully
understood by ten than admired by ten thousand.” The goal of the church is to teach the Word, not
dazzle men; it is teaching that honors God, not seeks the approval of men. For a church to have
something of weight to bring to the culture, its people must understand the truth and be able to
communicate it clearly. “Biblical Christianity rests upon content, factual content. It does not
cause people to react merely emotionally in a first-order experience” (Schaeffer, p.88).
• Confessional in Conviction - We have unchanging truth that can be applied to every culture in
every age. We must be timely in how we communicate the timeless truths of a historical
commitment to God’s revelation. We do not make up the truth, nor adapt it with every shifting
move of culture, but stand with those who have contended for the faith before us. “Truth demands
confrontation; loving confrontation, but confrontation nevertheless. If our reflex action is always
accommodation regardless of the centrality of the truth involved, there is something wrong”
(Schaeffer, p.110). What we confess as Christians in the church is the orthodox doctrine of the
Holy Scriptures as recovered and defended in the Protestant Reformation!

Covenantal
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There is a great contradiction underfoot today, where there is so
much talk about community, and at the same time, so much
dismissing of the church. God created us as relational beings,
first to have relationship with Him, and second to have
relationship with one another. The church is God’s design for the
care, comfort, and enjoyment of deep meaningful relationship as
a family of families on the planet.
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What the Culture Needs to See in the Church …
• Resistance Against the Magnetic Pull of Individualism - We are all selfish by nature and by
choice. We look out for ourselves, even when it is to our own harm. Sinful from birth, we strive to
be our own little saviors in need of no one else. The church stands squarely against such thinking,
calling us weak and needy, with burdens too heavy to carry alone. “There is no such thing as a
Christian community unless it is made up of individuals who are already Christians through the
work of Christ” (Schaeffer, p.47). The church is the re-created community, formed and organized
around the gospel. The culture needs to see it as the place where broken sinners find grace at the
cross and love from their fellow man.
• Resistance Against the Unrealistic Expectations of Humans - We all have real needs … needs no
human can meet with burdens that will not be lifted until we reach heaven. “The church as
institute, therefore, cannot establish a pure and perfect hiding place to escape the realities of this
world” (Kuyper, Intro). At the Tower of Babel, men worked together trusting in their own abilities
to establish their own perfect paradise on earth. God destroyed it! There is no perfect church,
because churches are made up of sinners. The culture does not need to see a pretense of communal
perfection, but an honest place where people freely love and freely fail.
• A Covenant Commitment - Not only do we see an epidemic in the church of ‘leavers’, but we see
an epidemic of ‘consumers’. Far too many people see the church like a grocery store or restaurant,
where the minute the shelf is no longer stocked with their favorite product or the service is bad,
they move on to find another place to ‘give their business’. This creates an unsafe environment
over time, where people withhold trust, hesitate to welcome rebuke, and aren’t sure if the love
they feel now will still be there tomorrow. The culture needs to see a church with staying power,
day after day after day. So, quit dating the church … and join the church!

Missional

“It is not the church that has a mission of salvation to fulfill to
the world, it is the mission of the Son and the Spirit through the
Father that includes the church” (Jurgen Moltmann: Church in
the Power of the Spirit, p.64-65). God Himself is on the move to
reach human culture, and the church is the vehicle of that
mission. So, more accurately it is not the Church in Culture, but
God in Culture through the Church!

What the Culture Needs to See in the Church …
• An Unparalleled Compassion - Absolute truth is offensive to those living in opposition to it and
it creates a very real obstacle to reaching unbelieving people. The church is called to represent
Christ to the culture, holding out the ‘word of life’. But, let us just be careful to make sure it is the
truth that is offensive and not the messengers. We must deliver hard truths of sin and salvation,
wrath and judgment with tears in our eyes and compassion in our hearts! We neither shrink back
in fear, nor point fingers in condemnation … salvation and judgment belong to our God and Him
alone. The culture needs the true church to be uncompromising in Biblical authority and
unwavering in Biblical compassion toward a world caught in sin and weighed down in suffering.
• A Creative Community - God has gifted His people to serve the world in which they live. What
is needed is not more programs of the church, but more of the church stepping out in faith and
creativity to reach the culture. The days of the mega-church and her mega-events has proven
mostly unfruitful, and a return to believers coming together to serve in the small is what is needed.
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Believers don’t need programs of the church to reach the lost. They do need the community of the
church, the worship of the church, and the teaching of the church to walk with them and be the
God-centered place where they then introduce their friends to Jesus and His children.
• Service with the Long-View in Mind - Lives do not change overnight. The ministry and mission
of the church requires steadfastness over many years, not a quick fix, new program, or short-lived
zeal. As those who understand the eschatological picture of the Kingdom yet to come, we must
operate with eternity in our vision. Failure in our attempts at reaching the culture are never final,
and our successes are for a moment. We must maintain a spirit of hopeful optimism, neither
getting overly discouraged nor overly exuberant. God honors the faithful plodding of His people
on mission alongside Him year after year.

Submitted to
the Spirit

The institutional church is powerless without Spirit-indwelt
people walking in Spirit-led ways. Buildings, bodies, and budgets
are no measuring rod for the success of a local church, but rather
the children of God being transformed by the Spirit of God day
by day. It is the reality of a church that walks in joyful
submission to the Spirit that has a contagious effect on both
individuals and the culture in which it lives.

What the Culture Needs to See in the Church …
• Nothing Manufactured or Forced - The early church father, Hippolytus, believed that the church
was the place where the Spirit abounds. Just as the wind blows where it will, so the Spirit moves
independently of man’s bidding, but it is in the church where the Spirit abounds! This being the
case, we must be careful to not try to manufacture something ‘spiritual’ but wait on the Spirit. We
ought always to be careful to not play the Spirit in people’s lives forcing obedience but wait for
the Spirit to lead them. For this reason, the church should be cautious in calling for public
decisions, aware of the danger of peer-pressure, and mindful that the Spirit works differently in
each of those in whom He dwells. He will move … of that we can be certain!
• A Purposeful Passivity - The work of Christ has been accomplished for all who have trusted in
Him. There is nothing more that must be done for the church on its own to accomplish. The efforts
of the church in teaching, discipleship, service and mission are a secondary work to the “it is
finished” of the gospel. Therefore, as we emphasize the perfect work that has been done, and the
ongoing work to be done for the church, we do so with a patience (God will build His church), and
a passivity (God will build His church). Do not mistake this for laziness or indifference, God’s
people are called to “redeem the time”. Yet in purposefulness, we must always remember the One
who knows the beginning from the end and has already won the war! This will make for a people
who are free and at rest amidst the crazy circumstances of life.
• Always Leaning Forward in Faith - “The Spirit is an extrovert, always going forth on mission
with his word, creating an extroverted community that can at last look up to God in faith and out
to the world in love, witness, and service” (Michael Horton: People and Place - A Covenant
Ecclesiology, p.28). The church who is submitted to the Spirit will be the church who is always
pressing forward in faith. When God’s people believe the truth of God’s Word, have tasted of the
goodness of His love, and have seen the transforming power of the Gospel, they only want more!
The culture needs to see a church that is alive because they believe in a God who is alive and
active in the world He created.
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“Therefore, my beloved brothers, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of
the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain.”
1 Corinthians 15:58
• Be Ready - Peter instructs God’s people in 1 Peter 3:15-16, “always being prepared to make a
defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness
and respect, having a good conscience, so that, when you are slandered, those who revile your
good behavior in Christ may be put to shame.” It is the joyful privilege and responsibility of every
redeemed member of the church to know the Biblical Gospel and be ready to explain it to anyone
who asks you about the most important thing in your life. We must never underestimate the power
of each Christian’s testimony of what God has done to change their life. This is culture shaping!
• Be Engaged - Flannery O’Conner, the American novelist, exhorted - “Push as hard as the age
pushes against you.” An appropriate admonition for each disciple of Christ in every age in which
the church seeks to influence its culture for the glory of God. God called you out of darkness to let
your light shine before men, so that people would see His work in your life and glorify the Father in
heaven. So, be engaged in the greatest project known to man - The Redemption Story! This is the
mission of the Church in Culture … this is your mission!

¨ My Notes:

13

“The Church in Culture”

Gospel & Culture Series: Mark Spansel

¨ Bibliography … For Further Reading:

Allison, Gregg. Sojourners and Strangers: The Doctrine of the Church. Wheaton, IL: Crossway,
2012. [Great medium sized book on a theology of the church]
Beeke, Joel & Jones, Mark. A Puritan Theology: Doctrine for Life. Grand Rapids, MI:
Reformation Heritage Books, 2012. [Massive work on the ministry and doctrine of the
Puritans]
Boice, James Montgomery. Two Cities, Two Loves: Christian Responsibility in a Crumbling
Culture. Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity, 1996. [Easy read medium sized book]
Horton, Michael. Where in the World is the Church; A Christian View of Culture and Your Role
in It. Chicago, IL: Moody Publishing, 1995. [Easy read medium sized book]
Kuyper, Abraham. On the Church. Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016. [Massive volume on
the church in his collected works set]
Mohler, R. Albert. We Cannot Be Silent. Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2015. [Easy read
medium sized book]
Piper, John & Mathis, David. Think It Not Strange: Navigating Trials in the New America.
Minneapolis, MN: Desiring God, 2016. [Short book, easy read]
Schaeffer, Francis. A Christian View of the Church. Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 1985. [A volume in
his collected works set that includes four of his books on the church]
Stott, John & Fernando, Ajith. Christian Mission in the Modern World. Downers Grove, IL:
Intervarsity, 2009. [Short book, easy read, in the Intervarsity Classics set]

14

