
FULL GOSPEL: CULTURAL MANDATE

H. Richard Niebuhr, a theologian, was the first to pen the differing views that Christians have about how
Jesus relates to the culture around us.  These views are meant to shed light in the often nuanced ways
that we participate in the world around us, and it’s important to be able to pick up on these nuances
because it helps us to understand background contexts and intents — particularly about our identity
and purpose.  As you will see, many of the views come from how we think we need to respond to what
the culture around us is doing.  And for each view, we’ll also look at it using a contemporary part of
culture [i.e. technology] as an example of how the view functions.

Ready? 
  
Christ against Culture 
Most of us who have been immersed in the Christian culture and all that is Christianese, we’re
conformed to the idea that all of the world around us is broken, which in fact it is, but we’re nuanced to
believe that because it’s broken, it’s inherently evil.  The feeling is that there’s a suspicion against the
culture of the world because of its sinfulness and that we shouldn’t have anything to do with it.  We
seclude ourselves from and don’t participate in it.  So, when I’m presented with a new technology, for
example, I’m not buying it.  Literally.  I won’t engage with it at all because all technology is inherently
evil.        

Christ of Culture 
Syncretism is the perspective that there’s nothing we can do about the culture around us and therefore,
if we can’t beat them, then join them.  A follower of Jesus has no comment or constructive criticism of
the culture around it, but instead, fully participates in it without adding any influence over it.  One
wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between the culture in the Church and the culture in the world,
no difference from a follower of Jesus and a non-follower of Jesus.  So, when I’m presented with a new
technology, for example, I’m absolutely going to purchase it for my own advantage, without a thought
of any of the consequences it may affect on me.      
       
Christ above Culture 
This view has the follower of Jesus engage with the culture around it by making the totality of culture
highlight or include Christ.  So, all of art, all retail, all businesses, all technology, every single aspect of
the culture needs to be about Jesus.  Its people only makes artwork with a picture of Jesus in it, all apps
are Christian apps, all education is Christian education, and we only patronize Christian businesses.  

Christ in Culture 
While the previous view is a moderate version of suspicion, this one is the moderate version of
syncretism.  It tells the Christian to be in the world but not of the world - we live in parallelism with the
culture, experiencing a constant tension with the culture.  When presented with a part of culture, like
new technology, then we’ll consider each aspect of it, and take precautions to know if that particular 

Cultural Mandate
Knowing how we are to engage with the culture around us is

key to seeking its renewal
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Christ transforming Culture 
Let me interject for a moment and say that each of the differing perspectives, while understandable in
its respective reasoning, is coming from a point of view where the Disciple of Jesus doesn’t understand
his/her role in the culture.  Or better put, the people of God’s role for the culture.  His people
participate and fully engage with the culture around them in order to extend the rule and reign of Jesus
into every aspect of culture for two reasons: to glorify God and to allow all those around them to
flourish.

How do we feel about the culture? Sacrificial love.

How do we respond to the culture? Redeem and create it.      

All of this leads to understanding the first part of the Full Gospel, of God’s story, in a deeper way and
understanding our cultural mandate to transform culture to glorify God and establish the flourishing of
all people.

So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.
And God blessed them. And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and
have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that
moves on the earth.  [Genesis 1:27-28]

What do I mean by the cultural mandate?  We see that when God created human beings, he gave
them a specific identity and a specific purpose.  Both of these things to every single person.  Our
identity is set in being made in God’s image - we are His image-bearers.  Our purpose is to be fruitful
and have dominion - we are His representatives.  O.K.  Let’s break this down a bit.  The problem with
this original intent is that we often limit it to saying that God wants all of us to have children and take
care of the earth.  Have a family and work.  That’s what we uniquely do as God’s image-bearers.  It
includes it, but that’s not all of it.  If it is, one, it excludes those who can’t do this (be married and/or
bear children), and two, it just doesn’t sound all that worthwhile - sort of more like just keep to yourself
and take care of your own.  The identity has a key piece in defining the purpose better.  Because we are
God’s image-bearers, our cultural mandate is to create culture.  And we create culture in two distinct
ways: by developing the social world, network, framework around us and by harnessing the natural
world in a way that something emerges that allows the human heart to flourish - in other words, to
organize and release the potential of the raw elements that reflects the very image of God.   

aspect can be engaged with and others not.  We can’t beat the culture, but we can choose and pick
which parts to join and not join in.
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most valuable, desirable, or important–then the culture will be built around it.  For example, if money
then social culture, relationships, friendships, and how we engage with our neighbors will all be tied
around finances.  We’ll only associate ourselves with certain people of a certain economic status.  We’ll
only engage in activities that help our bottom line.  We’ll make all decisions and spend our time and
resources only to improve our financial gain.  And because of how we create culture, our purpose, is
wrapped tightly to our identity, all of a sudden, money has the final say in who we are.  If we don’t have
it, we’re not valuable.  If we don’t have it, we’re not loved.
  
Or, let’s take something that is depicted as something inherently good to have - a good family life.  The
most wholesome and life-giving one you can imagine - spouse of your dreams, the two kids, a dog,
white picket fence, the whole lot.  Nothing bad about it.  But, when family is the thing that takes the
worship seat, again, culture is built around it.  All social networking will revolve around bettering your
family and your family alone.  There will be an inclusion and exclusion game played to determine which
social engagements will make our family thrive - which play dates with which other children will better
my child’s social welfare and not threaten our family.  Decisions of where to live, what job to choose,
what extracurriculars my child will be involved in, what to spend money on - all of this will be
determined solely to maintain that ideal family picture.  And what’s worse is that, if any of these things
were to be skewed - not the ideal spouse and you start having tension in your marriage; not the perfect
children you intended to have and you find out one of them has a learning disability; not the ideal
house and you discover that you can’t afford to live in the ideal family home; all of these things will
begin to unmake you as a person.  Why?  Because you worshipped family.  

Culture-makers.

And because we are all created in God’s image and given the purpose to create culture around us, all
of us do this.  It’s our cultural mandate.  We create social constructs around us and we create culture
around us.  In one shape or another.  Our ability and capability are actually not dependent on whether
or not we acknowledge or are even aware of God.  It’s like saying that a certain person is not bearing
the image of God just because he or she doesn’t know God.  The thing about culture is that because
we are by default culture-makers, culture will inherently be built around us – we can’t help but do this.
Every single one of us.  The only difference is what determines what we actually cultivate.  And in
essence, culture, in general, is the expression of the thing we hold as most valuable, most beautiful,
most important.  Simply put, what we worship is what the culture we create is oriented around.  We 

can predetermine the very thing that is
esteemed above everything else by looking at
any given culture. Culture can glorify God or it
can dash Him to to the ground; it can allow
everyone to flourish or it can segregate and
deem only some as worthy and others obsolete;
it can contribute into people reaching their
potential or it can bring destruction upon
humanity. We know instantly when money is put
in the center of our affection, because the
culture we build around it will reflect just that.
We know when an idealized body type is the
most desirable thing for people because the
culture will show that appearances is supreme. 
 We know when a certain way of doing family life
is the thing we worship most because how we
create culture will display it.  And money,
physical beauty, and relationships are not evil
things.  They’re actually all very good things.  But,
when any of them is worshipped--deemed as the 

Object of Worship

Culture Created

Relationship between worship and culture 
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The good and bad part of the whatever thing it is that you worship isn’t the point — the point is that the
worship seat of each of us, therefore the worship seat of every culture, is meant to be God.  So that, as
His image-bearers, we create culture around the worship of God in a way that glorifies Him and
establishes the flourishing of all people.  So, how does any of this relate to the viewpoint of Christ
transforming Culture?  Well, it has everything to do with it.  

Culture Transformed
Because we can’t help but create culture around us, who and what we worship matters.  It matters in
determining how and why and what decisions we make.  It matters in determining what we invest our
resources and time and energy into.  It matters in whom we choose to associate ourselves and engage
in conversations with.  You see, because we can’t help but create culture, we’ll do it in a manner that
reflects what’s at the center of our worship.  And having God at the center of our worship, as individuals
and as a collective of people, we begin to do our default of creating culture but in a way that reflects
who God is, His nature of community and of grace and truth, His loves and His hates, His heart for
renewal and reclaiming through the way of sacrifice.  
  
Social Networks
Because we can’t help but create culture, we’ll establish or participate in social networks by default.  We
can’t help but form and shape families, neighborhoods, teams, cities and towns, schools, social clubs
and parties and friendships.  And when creating these social frameworks is aligned with God and His
heart and His very nature, we begin to create families and friendships in a way that He does.  Imagine a
neighborhood where Jesus’ influence is supreme and one another’s safety and well being is deemed
more important than my own.  Or parties are planned in a way where it’s inviting and hospitable to the
disenfranchised in the community because Jesus constantly noticed and welcomed the marginalized.  

Betsy would say that she’s not any good at most things but for maybe cooking.  Making sure there’s a
pot of chili cooking on the stove in case an unexpected guest arrives.  When I was asking her to share
about how the Kingdom of God is coming into her personal world, she just sort of shrugs her shoulder
and dismiss it that it’s not a big deal.  

“What do you mean?” 

“Oh, we make sure to have our home open for folks from the mainland who can’t really afford travel
unless they had a place to stay.  And most of these people are friends and families we’ve known for
years who don’t really know Jesus, and so, we’re their best connection to Him.  I stay up well past my
bedtime just to have faith conversations with them - just to make ourselves available to have honest
conversations with them.”  

What Betsy is failing to mention is that she allows herself, her time and energy and resources, to be
inconvenienced by visitors for the sake that it creates a social gathering and a safe place for people to
have honest conversations about their spiritual life.  Creating a social framework.

“Well, and it’s not much, but I just love the girls in this (at risk teen pregnancy center), and I just
volunteer to drive them to their meeting space.  And then once I’m there, I love to just be in the
background and help make crafts with them.  You know, whatever they need.”  She waves her hand and
rolls her eyes as if she was shooing herself off.  But, the thing you need to know about Betsy is that
she’s not this silent as a mouse kind of person - she has a warm loving huge personality where people
instantly fall in love with her.  When she’s driving those young women, she’s not just silently driving;
she’s asking questions about their lives and people, for some reason, always seem to spill their guts out
to Betsy.  And likewise, making crafts doesn’t mean that she’s just cutting away at paper; she’s fully
engaged and listening to every girl’s life story and also being vulnerable and sharing her own painful
ones, all the while unashamedly weaving Jesus into her stories.  And not in a way that’s cumbersome, 
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but with the perfect mix of dialogue - the kind where there’s a true exchange of stories.  Betsy’s a wiz at
this.  Creating a social framework where people feel so valued.

I looked at her sort of get a little shy.  “What?”

“Well, again, it’s nothing big, but we just try to have our neighbors over for dinner once a month, just so
that we get to know all of them - I mean, we all live in the same place!  And, what we’re gonna try to do
is to get a permit from the city to block off our cul-de-sac and do a big block party!  Won’t that be fun! 
 Just for a way so that it’s not just us getting to know our neighbors but everyone can!  Oh, I just pray
that Jesus will show up and give us opportunities to share with them.”  

I know many a people who say that they’re just asking the Lord for opportunities to talk to people about
Jesus but never really follow through with it when the opportunity presents itself.  But, when Betsy says
this, she means it.  She means every word of it.  A neighborhood block party.  For the hopes that it’ll
glorify God and establish the flourishing of the people around her.  Creating culture.    
  
Organizing the raw into complex
Taking dominion over the whole earth is basically taking the raw elements of creation and transforming
it into something organized and purposeful.  And you can take any structure of society to see this.  Take
music for example.  It’s taking the raw materials of sounds and organizing and developing it in a way
where a beautiful song is created.  Or books.  It’s taking the raw materials of phonics and letters and
piecing them all together in a way where we arrive on things like War and Peace.  Or take education: it’s
a collection of the raw materials of thoughts and facts and ordering them in a way where there’s a
system of language and methods by which to message it out and learn.  Or law is harnessing the raw
materials of ideas of morality and transforming it into code of ethics to bring order to society.  And it
can go on and on.  Economy.  Government.  Painting.  Film. 
 
And what happens when, out of our worship of God, it starts to affect how we harness raw materials
and transform it into something complex?  What happens when glorifying God and establishing the
flourishing of all people affect the way in which we create a financial system, make a movie, write a
song, or run our businesses?  Take a business plan for instance.  When God motivates us and aligns us
to what’s important to him and what He loves, then our plans for leadership (the qualities that we want
to see in our entrepreneurs of integrity and generosity), strategy [of making quality products geared to
renew the culture and not exploit it], and operations (of managing the company in a way that flourishes
and invests back into the location that it’s in and in the lives of its employees) all fall in line with Him.  Or
when we write a love song, we produce quality music not so much with the intent that it needs to make
it to the top chart so we over sexualize relationships altogether, but rather, we write about how God
thinks and feels about love and how he dignifies people.

There’s a craft beer tasting room in my neighborhood, and I remember the first time I walked into that
establishment - it had just opened up about a week prior - industrial decor, plain walls, plastic crates for
seats - definitely just starting up.  After getting a 4 ounce taster, I sat and noticed just how plain the
walls were.  For wall decor, they had just a couple photographs up printed on metal: two profile pics of
children from third world countries, and another photo of a laundromat.  Interesting decor to say the
least, and it intrigued me enough to strike up a conversation with the lady at the front.  Little did I know
then, but Holly, and her husband, Tim, are business culture-makers in the Kingdom of God.  Their local
craft beer tasting joint, Grace in Growlers publicizes that, apart from the overhead costs, all profit goes
to non-profits that highlight getting people out of poverty.  They used to live the dream life in SoCal,
traveling to exotic places around the world, enjoying the best that life can offer.  And they attended one
of the largest established churches in the world.  But, they stopped and said, “This isn’t how life is
supposed to work.  Something’s wrong.  We’re not living like we’re a part of Jesus’ Kingdom.”  So, they
left everything they knew, moved to a small town in Hawaii, opened up a craft beer place, and now 
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work seven days a week to make money that they’re not ever going to use on themselves.  They’re
giving it all away because they were struck by the way Jesus has compassion on those in need.  And if
you’re working seven days a week, guess what you can’t do anymore?  No more traveling to exotic
places.  No more living it up and taking for yourself all the luxuries that life offers you.  Instead, they
give generously to their sponsors via Compassion International, and in what little free time they have,
they spend it at a local laundromat, getting to know the houseless population there, and allow that
whole community to have clean clothes for free. 

Establishing social networks and organizing the raw into the complex are how we, as followers of Jesus,
take part in transforming culture. 
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