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Combatting The Culture 
Introduction. Our world certainly seems to be changing, and a few recent 

events confirm this. Churches, mosques, synagogues, and temples came under 
significant attack in 2019. Netflix in Brazil aired a documentary about Jesus being gay 
and Mary Magdalene smoking marijuana. The new Star Wars movie is the first one to 
include a gay kiss.


Now you can debate when the collapse of the gospel’s influence in the West 
began, but there is little doubt we are witnessing a massive shift away from the cultural 
consensus that existed even a few generations ago.


David, in Psalm 11:3, asked, “If the foundations are destroyed, What can the 
righteous do?” As views on work, politics, sexuality, family, parenting, drugs, finance, 
and other values change, how do you respond? What do you do when your world no 
longer shares your value system, and is disappearing before your eyes? There are four 
approaches existing in churches — some are helpful and some aren’t.


I. Ignore It 
A. Some churches appear to be oblivious to culture. Walk into a church like this, 

and you won’t be able to tell whether it’s 2019, 1999, or 1969 for that matter.

1. The sermons are theoretical and not at all practical, nor do they engage the 

realities of the world people inevitably will walk back into Monday morning.

2. The prayers and songs are uninspiring and stale. Nothing feels fresh, alive, 

and vital. The gospel has power (Hebrews 4:12), but with some churches, it’s 
always the same old, same old — and the church appears irrelevant.


B. What happens if you’re oblivious to the culture around you? If you’re indifferent 
to the culture, it should be no surprise that the culture will be indifferent to you. 
This approach produces irrelevance. And irrelevance will not produce a 
congregation that is healthy, growing, and reaching others.


II. Escape It 
A. Unlike churches that are indifferent to the culture, churches that hide from the 

culture are aware of what’s going on around them. But they’re really scared — 
so they hide.


B. You’ll hear Christians in this camp vow to never do anything “secular.” 
Sometimes they set up their own networks as a safe cocoon from others. They 
find GodTube and Faithbook. They only watch “Christian” movies like God Is 
Not Dead, The Passion Of The Christ, Fireproof, and Courageous. They have 
“Christian” alternatives to everything, including even schooling their children.


C. I understand wanting to protect yourself and your family from evil, but this 
approach stifles the mission of the church. Effectively it’s a retreat and runs in 
the opposite direction of the church’s mission to advance (Mark 16:15; Acts 6:7; 
8:4). We have been given a spirit of power and love (2 Timothy 1:7), and we are 
not among those who draw back (Hebrews 10:39). Because of this retreat, many 
in this camp don’t actually know any non-Christians. And you can’t reach the 
world you don’t know, understand, or love.
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III. Criticize It 
A. This has become a very popular approach over the last few decades, perhaps 

peaking when the Supreme Court legalized same-sex marriage a few years ago.

B. Having a government that doesn’t embrace the Bible’s values puts Christians in 

some great company — the company of Jesus and His followers.

1. Jesus spent zero time asking the government to change during His ministry. 

In fact, people asked Him to become the government, and He replied that 
His kingdom is not of this world (John 6:15; 18:36).


2. Paul appeared before government officials regularly. Not once did he ask 
them to change the laws of the land. He did, however, invite government 
officials to have Jesus personally change them (Acts 26:27).


3. Paul constantly suffered at the hands of the authorities, ultimately dying 
under their power, but like Jesus, he didn’t look to them for change. Rather 
than asking the government to release him from prison, Paul wrote letters 
from prison talking about the love of Jesus Christ (Ephesians 5:2).


C. Instead of looking to the government for help, Paul and Jesus looked to God. 
None of us in the West are suffering nearly as radically as Jesus and Paul 
suffered at the hands of a government. In fact, our government protects our 
freedom to assemble and even disagree with others. Plus, it gives us tax breaks 
for donations.

1. Maybe the future North American church will be more like the early church, 

coming together to pray, encourage, and break bread (Acts 2:42, 46-47).

2. Maybe we will pool our possessions (Acts 4:34-35), and see the image of 

God in women (Acts 9:36). And love our wives radically and deeply with a 
protective, self-giving love that makes us joint workers (Acts 18:26).


3. Maybe we will be willing to lose our jobs, our homes, our families, and even 
our lives because we follow Christ (Acts 17:5-9).


D. That might just touch off a revolution like it did two millennia ago. Perhaps the 
government might even take notice, amazed by the love that radical followers  
of Jesus display. I hope so.


IV. Employ It 
A. Of all the approaches I’ve noticed, this is the most encouraging. In an age when 

so many churches push away people they don’t agree with, the field is ripe for 
Christians willing to embrace their neighbors.


B. Does that mean we have to agree with everything they do? Of course not! Does 
that mean we have to do what they do? No! But the church is uniquely 
positioned to offer a radically beautiful alternative to the culture in so many key 
issues, like our sexuality, how we handle our money, what we do with our 
bodies, and in basic disciplines like repentance, confession, and self-control.


C. When culture truly becomes post-Christian, it’s not that people are rejecting 
spiritual teachings; they don’t even know what those teachings are. And they’re 
surprisingly open to a new way to live, an intriguing counter-cultural viewpoint 
— if the Christians they meet are loving and generous people.
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1. In an age where sex is anything you want it to be, Christians can instruct that 
sex is sacred and show a way out of the sexual confusion that is so 
prevalent in societies all over the world.


2. In a culture where greed and debt have become the norm, Christians can be 
generous and teach that life isn’t measured by what we accumulate. 
Teaching young families to save and give is deeply biblical. 


3. In an era when the family is morphing and even fragmenting before our eyes, 
Christians can offer support and train kids and teens, and extend friendship 
and tangible support to parents and adults who are alone.


D. We can be a bridge or a barrier to reaching people. By our actions and our 
words, we make what we’re sharing accessible and understandable. This helps 
people today feel comfortable and engaged. It makes us more hospitable, 
effective, and compelling.


E. So what does it practically mean to employ the culture?

1. Fall in love with Christ’s mission.


a) The reason change is so difficult in churches is because members fall in 
love with methods, not with the mission (Matthew 20:28; Luke 19:10).


b) Methods can and should change with every generation or even more 
frequently. But the mission, which is the hope found in Christ Jesus, 
never changes. The more you focus on the mission, the easier it is to 
change the methods.


2. Exude your passion.

a) It’s amazing to me how little passion many Christians exude. We have the 

most amazing mission on planet earth. And we have a generation of 
young adults in front of us who want to give their lives to a cause that’s 
bigger than themselves (Psalm 73:24-25).


b) Yet it’s easy to believe that the only way to reach the next generation is 
by spending money on lights, gear, sound, and a gym.


c) You don’t need a polished church to reach the next generation nearly as 
much as you need a passionate church (1 Corinthians 10:31). Because 
when it comes to reaching the next generation, passion beats polish.


3. Stop fighting and complaining.

a) I have no statistics on this, but my guess is in-fighting has killed more 

churches than moral failure. It’s hard to convince the world that God 
loves it when we constantly fight with each other.


b) If our congregation is fighting (Galatians 5:13-15) or is full of people 
whose passion is complaining (Philippians 2:14), there should be zero 
mystery as to why it isn’t growing.


4. Pay attention to first-time guests.

a) I’ve never heard of a church whose members claimed they were 

unfriendly. In fact, most church members are stumped as to why people 
don’t like their church because they’re so “friendly.”


b) But being a “friendly” church can often mean you’re friendly to each 
other, not to guests. That’s got to change.


c) Make sure guests feel genuinely appreciated, welcomed, and that their 
questions are answered (Romans 12:13; 3 John 5).
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5. Invite someone to worship.

a) It is amazing how often most of us neglect personally inviting our 

unchurched friends to church.

b) Many actually say yes when asked. If everyone invited one person next 

weekend, think of what could happen. 

c) We should be encouraging each other to invite friends. You can start by 

inviting someone yourself (Matthew 28:19-20; John 4:29).

6. Become friends with people who aren’t Christians.


a) The sad reason why it’s impossible for some churches to have visitors is 
because many Christians don’t actually know any non-Christians. 
Change that. Be a friend.


b) Hang out with that guy at work. Go to the diner and have lunch. Throw a 
party for the neighbors in your backyard. Talk to the other parents at your 
child’s school. Get out of the Christian bubble and into the world Jesus 
died for. Live the mission and love the community (Matthew 9:10; Luke 
7:36-48). The only way you can love a community is to actually be in the 
community. You can’t love people you don’t know.


Conclusion. Maybe we can all use next year to reach some people who haven’t 
heard about how deeply Jesus loves them and wants to be their Good Shepherd. Tell 
them about the sacrifice of Christ for their sins. Maybe you can even use one of the 
stories we began with to start a spiritual conversation.


I am deeply indebted to Carey Nieuwhof for the use of his material.
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