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Worldview                                                               Emmaus  
Andrew Lim                                  Class 8 

 
WORLDVIEWS AND CULTURE 

 
Modern culture is a mighty force. It is either subservient to 
the gospel or else it is the deadliest enemy of the gospel. 
For making it subservient, religious emotion is not enough, 
intellectual labour is also necessary. And that labour is 
being neglected. The Church has turned to easier tasks. 
And now she is reaping the fruits of her indolence. Now she 
must battle for her life. 
 

J. Gresham Machen, Christianity and Culture 

 
A person “must be twice converted, first from the natural 
to the spiritual life, and then from the spiritual to the 
natural.” The first conversion is to God. But after that we 
must be converted again, this time back to the breadth of 
our cultural calling in this present world.  
 
                                                     J. Christian Blumhardt 

                                                           _____ 
 
What is Culture 
 

+ John Frame makes a clear distinction between culture and creation. 
 

“We should make an important distinction between creation, which is one 
thing, and culture, which is something else. Creation is what God makes; 
culture is what we make. Now of course God is sovereign, so everything we 
make is also his in one sense. Or, somewhat better: creation is what God makes 
by himself, and culture is what he makes through us. The sun, moon and stars 
are not culture. The light and darkness are not culture. The basic chemistry of 
the earth, and the original genetic structure of life forms are not culture; they 
are God’s creation.” 

 
(John M. Frame, Christianity and Culture, Lectures given at the Pensacola Theological Institute, July 23-27, 2001) 

 
+ In Genesis, God made everything including man and woman. Frame points out that  
   it was only after the work of creation is over that culture began.. 
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“At the end of those six days, culture begins. Scripture doesn’t say that God 
makes or creates culture. Rather, he commands Adam and Eve to make it. 
Culture is not a creation, but a command, or, as it is often called, a “mandate.” 
God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the 
earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and 
over every living creature that moves on the ground,” Gen. 1:28. I will refer to 
that command from time to time, as many other Reformed theologians have, 
as the “Cultural Mandate.” It is very important. The first human experience 
recorded in Scripture is the experience of hearing this command. This 
command governs everything Adam and Eve would do thereafter. It defines the 
very purpose of human life.” 
 

(John M. Frame, Christianity and Culture) 
 
 

 + Culture is what we make, right after creation, in response to God’s mandate given to  
    us humans. We form culture in obedience to His desire and this mandate is meant to bring  
    Him glory. And if what we are to form is ultimately for His glory, it would have to be  
    something desirable, beautiful and of value. 

 
  + Culture has much to do with what is of value and value is much tied up with  
     taste.  
 

+ J.I. Packer and Thomas Howard make the point that "taste is a facet of wisdom,  
   it is the ability to distinguish what has value from what does not."  

 
(J. I. Packer and Thomas Howard, Christianity: The True Humanism (Berkhamsted, Herts, England: Word  
 Publishing,  1985) 

 
+ In this sense Christians cannot afford to be indifferent to culture for we are  
   called to validate through the course of our daily living, what is of value as  
   they are informed by the Word of God. 

 
 

+ T. S. Eliot writes: “Culture may even be described simply as that which makes life  
   worth living. And it is what justifies other peoples and other generations in saying,  
   when they contemplate the remains and the influence of an extinct civilisation, that it  
   was worthwhile for that civilisation to have existed.  

 
(T. S. Eliot, Christianity and Culture: The Idea of a Christian Society and Notes towards the Definition of Culture, (New  
 York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1949, p.100.) 

 
+ Donald Bloesch: “[Culture] can also be defined theologically. In this sense culture is  
   the task appointed to humans to realize their destiny in the world in service to the  
   glory of God.”  

 
(Donald G. Bloesch, Freedom for Obedience, San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987, p.54) 
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+ Abraham Kuyper in his now famous line affirms that human beings as the image- 
   bearers of God have the capacity both to create something beautiful and to delight in it. 

 
(Abraham Kuyper, Lectures on Calvinism, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1931, 157, Cited by David K. Naugle, ‘After the End of  
  Art' A Kairos Moment for Christians in the Arts.) 

 
 
The Call and Equipment for Culture-Forming 
 
The implicit call on humanity to the task of culture-forming may be traced to God’s having 
made us in His image. Implicit in endowing us with the gift of creativity is the call to be creative 
as people living in communities. 
 
 + Human beings are portrayed in Scripture as culture beings. 
 
 + Walsh and Middleton make the point that in Adam we see the early signs of culture- 
    building in his gardening and his forming a marital relationship with Eve, the beginning  
    of language as seen in the naming of the animals, and in the composition of what  
    would seem to be the very first poem - Adam's two couplets in praise of Eve. 
 
  (Brian J. Walsh and J. Richard Middleton, The Transforming Vision, Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1984, p.57)  
 
 + Culture forming is seen early the Scripture with Jubal being described as the father of  
    all who play the flute and harp and Tubal-cain pictured as the one who forges tools out  
    of bronze and iron (Genesis 4:21-22). 
 

+ We see the place of arts as a vocation in the work of Bezalel (Ex. 31:1-11; 35:30-36:1).  
 

+ 1 Kings 4: 30-31 reveals Solomon to us as a man who had high regards for learning. 
 

+ v. 30, Solomon’s wisdom “surpassed the wisdom of all the sons of the east and  
   all the wisdom of Egypt.”  

 
                      + David Naugel, in DBU Scholars' Luncheon at the Dallas Baptist University  
     on April 7th 2009 quotes W. Brueggemann to say: “Solomon composed  
     and spoke some 3000 proverbs which are wise sayings that are of great  
     insight and practical use for the conduct of daily human life. Of these  
      3000, approximately 375 of the best of them are collected in the OT book  
     of Proverbs, which clearly convey the blessings of the wise who fear the  
     Lord, and the pitfalls of the foolish who do not. By the way, formulating  
     one such saying is difficult enough (just try it!); to formulate some 3000  
     total is astounding” 

 
                      + Naugel writes:  
 

“Solomon was also a natural philosopher, and he lectured on  
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dendrology and botany, for the first part of v. 33 says that Solomon’s  
wisdom included the study of trees, including the gigantic cedars of 
Lebanon, and also the miniature wall-moss called hyssop, and 
presumably, everything else in the tree and plant kingdoms in 
between...The original and ongoing importance of the cultural 
mandate that God gave to the human race as its original commission in 
Genesis 1-2 to rule and subdue the earth, to have dominion over all 
things, to cultivate and keep the creation garden, to be the creators 
and makers of human culture and civilization in order to bless people 
and glorify God... The continuation of the original Adamic vocation of 
naming and explaining the animal kingdom, and by implication, 
everything else in all creation, a task that ascribes a great dignity and 
honor to human learning.” 
 
          (Davis Naugel, in DBU Scholars' Luncheon at the Dallas Baptist University on April 7.  2009) 

 
 
Culture-forming and the human heart 
 
God's image in us are expressed through our use of our God-given powers of thought, sense of 
creativity, capability of moral discernment, power of management, and the ability to relating    
responsively to other rational beings. 
 

+ Calvin Seerveld helps us see how intrinsic culture-forming is to the human heart. 
 

“Unless the first chapters of Genesis are simply a handy preface to God’s  
revelation to refute macro-evolutionistic theories, Christians must hear 
what the Spirit is saying there to the churches, if they want the life 
perspective of biblically straightened out believers. Culture is not optional. 
Formative culturing of creation is intrinsic to human nature, put there 
purposely God knows why.” 

 
   (Calvin Seerveld, Rainbows for the Fallen World: Aesthetic Life and Artistic Task. Dovnsview, Ontario, 

 Canada: Toronto Tuppence Press, p. 24) 
 

+ The doctrines of both creation and redemption form the bedrock to the call to culture 
   forming. God's call to us to be a part of His redemptive work in the world involves not  
   just the devotion of our hearts to His cause but indeed the deployment of our minds  
   and hands and feet with all the creativity we are able to muster. 
 

+ If indeed all truth is God’s truth, then, His mandate of redemption must involve  
   us touching every sphere of His world. We should not be restricted by any  
   dualistic dichotomy between sacred and secular. Christ is Lord of all. 
 

+ This will necessarily see our involvements in both the arts and the sciences. 
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Creativity 
   
 + Creativity is inherently a part of humanity made in God’s image. 
 

“An art work has value as a creation because man is made in the image of 
God, and therefore man not only can love and think and feel emotion, but 
also has the capacity to create. Being in the image of the Creator, we are 
called upon to have creativity. We never find an animal, non-man, making a 
work of art. On the other hand, we never find men anywhere in the world 
or in any culture in the world who do not produce art. Creativity is a part of 
the distinction between man and non-man. All people are to some degree 
creative. Creativity is intrinsic to our mannishness.” 
 

(Francis A. Schaeffer, Art and the Bible. Illinois: Intervaristy Press, 1973.p.34) 
 

 
 + We not only have the capacity to forge a thing of beauty but we impart value to those  
    things we create. It is a human privilege and joy under God to be an artist or a  
    craftsman providing that, as God did, we make things that are good and have value. 

 
+ Thomas Aquinas traces the image of God in our human ability to reflect, think, reason,  
   make use language and art. 
 

(Thomas Aquinas. Man to the Image of God, in Millard Erickson, editor, Readings in Christian Theology, Volume 2:  

  Man's Need and God's Gift, Grand Rapids: Baker, 1976, pp. 37-43.) 

 
 
Dominion 
 
 + The human person is to exercise mastery over created things. The command to  
    exercise mastery over the created order is clear: "Let them have dominion over the  
    creatures." (Genesis 1:26) 
 
 + Technological advances in our time may be seen as an aid to achieving dominion.  
    Technology is not intrinsically sinful. 
 

+ In the December of 1966, Dr Lynn White Professor of history at UCLA      
   delivered a lecture in Washington entitled The Historical Roots of Our  
   Ecological Crisis. In it he placed the blame for the present ecological crisis  
   squarely on the shoulders of the Christian whose God told them to "have  
   dominion over all the creatures". And the result is that we see nature "red in  
   tooth and claw" He proposed that Zen Buddhism with its pantheistic view of  
   the world, is a view that may yet save the world. 
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  + White may be ambivalent as to whether Zen will be fully embraced in the  
     West but nevertheless he writes: 
 

“To a Christian a tree can be no more than a physical fact. The 
whole concept of the sacred grove is alien to Christianity and to the 
ethos of the West. For nearly 2 millennia Christian missionaries 
have been chopping down sacred groves, which are idolatrous 
because they assume spirit in nature. 
 
What we do about ecology depends on our ideas of the man-nature 
relationship. More science and more technology are not going to 
get us out of the present ecologic crisis until we find a new religion, 
or rethink our old one. The beatniks, who are the basic 
revolutionaries of our time, show a sound instinct in their affinity 
for Zen Buddhism, which conceives of the man-nature relationship 
as very nearly the mirror image of the Christian view. Zen, however, 
is as deeply conditioned by Asian history as Christianity is by the 
experience of the West, and I am dubious of its viability among us.” 

 
           (Lynn Townsend White, Jr, The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis, Science, Vol 155 
           (Number 3767), March 10, 1967, pp 1203–1207. 

 
+ White, a pantheist, misunderstands the creation mandate. To "till" the land has  
   the element of care, moderateness and consideration. Did not scripture affirm  
   such a spirit when it says that not a sparrow may fall to the ground without our  
   Lord knowing it? If the land has been raped, it is not the result of an obedience  
   to the Creation Mandate  but the result of the greed of humanity. God  
   intended that we harness and manage the forces of nature so that we image  
   Him in His own lordship over all things. 

 
 

+ In 1970 Francis Schaeffer refuted White’s thesis by both questioning Zen as a coherent  
   worldview and setting forth a clear defence of the Christian position with regards to  
   the environment.  

 
  (Francis A. Schaeffer, Pollution and the Death of Man: The Christian View of Ecology, London, Hodder &  
    Stoughton, 1970) 
 

 
Note: Schaeffer’s response to White most beautifully exemplifies for us the two-fold task of 
Christian apologetics. Negatively, we refute worldviews that run counter to the Christian 
worldview. Positively, we postulate, from revealed scripture, the Christian world-view. This 
two-fold challenge is spelt out in 2 Corinthians 10:4,5. “For the weapons of our warfare are not 
worldly, but have divine power to destroy strongholds. We destroy arguments and every 
proud obstacle to the knowledge of God (the negative aspect). We then take every thought 
captive to obey Christ (the positive aspect). When this is carefully executed, it is often 
impossible to say precisely at which point defence passes into counter-attack.  
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 + John Frame alerted us to the fact that Adam’s family needed to remember that they  
    came out of dust and were not God but finite dependent creatures. They needed to  
    eat to live. Although they were made co-regents of God to have dominion over the  
    earth, they were subordinate to the earth and dependent upon it to keep them alive.  
    Frame sees this as another difference between creation and culture. 
 

Frame writes: 
 
“God creates the world, but does not depend on the world at all. The world 
depends entirely on him. But in human life, there is mutual dependence 
between ourselves and the world. The world depends on us to fill and rule 
it, but we depend on the world for our very existence. So, just as God told 
Adam to “take care” of the Garden (Gen. 2:15), Adam’s family was to “take 
care” of the earth. God wanted them both to use and to preserve. To use, 
but not to use up. So God later told Israel to rest the land after six years of 
cultivation. Man is to rule the earth, but also to serve it. He is to be a 
servant-king. That is the basis of biblical environmentalism.” 

 
   (John M. Frame, Christianity and Culture, Lectures given at the Pensacola Theological Institute, July 23-27,  
    2001) 
 

 
+ It is easy for Christians to be seen as subversive of culture. Their strong emphasis in a  
   transcultural human destiny may betray their “other worldly” agenda. Angus J. L.  
   Menuge makes the point that C. S. Lewis unwittingly holds this viewpoint when he  
   writes: 

 
      “There are no ordinary people. You have never talked to a mere mortal.  
    Nations, cultures, arts, civilizations - these are mortal, and their life is to  
    ours as the life of a gnat. “ (C.S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory, p.19) 

 
(Angus J. L. Menuge Niebuhr's Christ and Culture Reexamined in Christ and Culture in Dialogue, St. Louis:  
 Concordia Publishing House , 1999) 

 

 
+ The knee-jerk reaction against anyone perceived of being subversive to culture is  
   naturally to purge society of such a viewpoint. And precisely this is what we see in the  
   secular attempt to divest all public institutions of any religious power to influence.  
   Religion ought to be decidedly removed from the public arena as being a privatised  
   faith and relegated to the purely personal realm. 
 

(Neuhaus, Richard John. The Naked Public Square: Religion and Democracy In America. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,  
 1984)  
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Richard Niebuhr's Paradigm of Christ and Culture 
 
Christ and Culture grew out of a series of lectures H. Richard Niebuhr (1894-1962) gave to 
seminarians in 1949. It is now more than half a century since that publication and yet these 
Niebuhrian categories are still debated over in not a few quarters. 
 

+ James K. A. Smith, in his review of D. A. Carson's Christ and Culture Revisited writes:  
 
 “It's ironic that a book by a liberal theologian has so thoroughly suffused  
   contemporary evangelical self-understanding. Yet 50 years after its publication,  
   H. Richard Niebuhr's Christ and Culture remains a classic in the evangelical  
   canon.  
 

 + This is not the place to make a detail exploration into the five categories of Niebuhr.  
    For a helpful modern assessment the Niebuhr’s grid and their dangers see Christ and  
    Culture Revisited by D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, April 2008.) 
 
 
1. Christ Against Culture 
 

+ Christ Against Culture asserts opposition, total separation, and an aura of  
   antagonism.  Those who affirm this model view the world outside the church to be  
   corrupted by sin. Examples of this perspective include the Benedictine monasticism,  
   the Quakers, Tertullian, Tolstoy, and the Mennonites. Jacques Ellul is a modern  
   example. 
 
+ The Amish may seek to live without the benefits of modern technology. But they have  
   only succeeded in establishing countercultures. They are not acultural in the pure  
   sense of the word, for there can’t be one. 
 
+ It presents Christ and culture as a radical either-or choice. If we follow Christ we  
   must reject any loyalty to culture.  
 
+ The view has apparent scriptural support. John says: Do not love the world or  
    anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in  
    him (1 John 2:15). 

 
+ This approach may be guilty of a naiveté about the nature of culture. It is  
   impossible to become separated from culture. Culture permeates our lives. 

 
 
2. Christ of Culture.   
 

+ The Christ of Culture view sees Christ as the highest aspiration and fulfilment of  
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    culture. Christ is identified with humanity's finest ideals. According to Niebuhr,  
    examples of this type include early Gnostics, Abelard, 18th century rationalists such as  
    John Locke, Immanuel Kant, and Thomas Jefferson. Liberal theologians such as  
    Albrecht Ritschl fall into this perspective. Other include the Gnostics, Abelard, and  
    Schleiermacher  
 
    Some recent examples of this approach include the thoughts of writers of liberation,  
    process and feminist theologies. 
 
+ Essentially this view puts culture above Christ. Christianity serves culture. 
 
+ It has been commonly acknowledged that the National Council of Churches betrays  
   their bias for this position when they have as their slogan: "The world sets the agenda  
   for the church." This view asserts that when the culture changes, Christianity must also  
   change to maintain its relevance. This is generally the path of liberal theology. 

 
+ Underlying this one could trace a desire to be on good terms with the world.  
   But unless the truth of God's Word is seen as propositional truths with all its  
   demands this position ends up being simply a humanistic idolatrous worship of  
   human efforts to be god. This view commits as much an error as that made by  
   the separatists; only on the opposite polarity. 

 
+ But whilst this warning is rightly noted, there is no running away from the fact  
   that Christianity speaks into cultures. And to be effective here, culture-bound  
   ideas need to be translated into contemporary "languages". Christ spoke  
   effectively using terms that an agrarian Palestinian could comprehend. Paul  
   used different analogies when he spoke to the Greeks as he did the Romans, or  
   Jews.  

 
 

3.  Christ Above Culture  
 

+ This view seeks to synthesise Christ and culture. Niebuhr calls this the "church of the  
   center." Proponents of this view seek to relate the basic questions a culture asks  
   with answers from the teaching of Christ.  

 
+ Proponents of this view deem culture as good because it is founded on nature  
   which was initially created good by God. Fallen culture is still subject to God's rule  
   and good may still come out of it by God's grace.  
 
   + But though God guides and directs us to act within culture, Christ is above and  

   beyond culture. 
 

    + Aquinas saw the church as both simultaneously in and beyond the world.  
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    The church functions both to point people to heaven and at the same time  
    promote what is good and acceptable in the culture of this world. 

 
 
4. Christ and Culture in Paradox 
 

+ Following from the above position, this paradox view asserts that while both  
Christ and culture claim our loyalty, the tension between them cannot be reconciled  
by any lasting synthesis. 

 
+ This position sees the Christian as belonging to two realms (the spiritual and  
   temporal) and he must seek to live in the tension of fulfilling responsibilities to  
   both.  

 
+ In a sense this is a dualistic position. The Christian is like an amphibian living in  
   two realms. The only real solution to paradox lies in the future. 

 
Niebuhr is aware that the paradox view has two dangers: 
 

1. It may lead toward antinomianism: if we are justified by grace, not works, and  
    sin inevitably persists in the Christian, why should he not sin all the more?  

 
2. It may lead to cultural conservatism: if we should accept the temporal  
    authority of existing institutions and rulers, it would seem to be unmotivated,  
    perhaps even wrong, to call for reform.  

 
 

5. Christ the Transformer of Culture 
 

+  Proponents of this view seek to convert the values and goals of secular culture  
    into the service of the kingdom of God. Augustine, John Calvin, John Wesley, Jonathan  
    Edwards, and Karl Barth are among those who viewed this perspective positively. 

 
+ They are optimistic about the ability of Christians to inform and shape culture.  
    It rightly recognises the reality of sin, but is optimistic that cultures can be  
    transformed and converted. They held that after the Fall, things that were  
    created good remain inherently good and therefore redemption of culture is  
    possible and desirable.  

 
+ Culture is considered as distorted and perverted good, but in and of itself, it is  
    not inherently evil. Conversion makes it possible for human beings and culture  
    to move from self-centeredness to Christ-centeredness. However, it is careful  
    to dismiss the illusion that human people could by their own efforts transform  
    culture, but affirm that through God's grace this is possible. 
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+ Since Niebuhr offers no evaluation of the basic strengths and weaknesses of the  
    transformationist view, thinkers believe that he thinks it is the best model.  
 

+ But this view may credit culture with too much credence. It runs the danger of  
   staking the transformation of the world on the works of man instead of God.  
   However, this view tries to take the Scripture mandate of being both salt and  
   light to the world which may be taken to be a "cultural mandate" for the  
   people of God. 

 
+ There is the call to subdue the earth and be good stewards. Genesis 1:27-28  
    and 2:15. 
 
+ God ordained work for our hands partly to put food in our mouths and  
   partly to form a culture. 

 
Not a few evangelicals have affirmed that the Christ the Transformer of Culture view comes 
close to the teaching of Scripture. More can and should be said critically about this category, 
but for now the following observations will suffice. 
 

+ We have been given the mandate of transforming our culture. 
 

+ We may do this safely if we know the subtle difference between what it means  
    to “adapt” and what it means to “adopt”. This is the balance between involvement  
    and separation in our grappling with non-Christian culture. We have to grapple  
    with their thought forms without capitulating into them. 

 
+ The background of early church was Platonic. There were then the attending  
   danger of importing Platonism into the thinking of the church. 

 
+ In the medieval period the prevailing philosophy was Aristotelianism. History  
   reminds us that in some quarters Aristotle was imbibed uncritically. 
 
+ In the 18th century, rationalism and empiricism held sway and we see traces of  
   it in the 19th century in the works of Kant and Hegel 

 
+ In the early part of the 20th century there was a regurgitation of David  
   Hume's empiricism in the form of logical positivism, and Christian evidential  
   apologetics bought into this philosophical persuasion, 

  
+ The second half of the 20th century saw the world still reeling from the  
   philosophy of existentialism and we see the enormous stress in some church  
   teaching on the experiential at the expense of the rational. 
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+ In each century, the church has not kept her equilibrium but had tended to overly  
   identify her prevailing culture. 

 
+ There is but a thin line between what it means to adapt and what it means to  
   adopt. The early church encouraged “adapting”. They called it "spoiling the  
   Egyptians". It involved penetrating enemy territory and bringing back the  
   plunder of the ideas as one spoke to them. 

 
  + Origen writes these words:  
 

“And I may tell you from my experience, that not many take from 
Egypt only the useful, and go away and use it for the service of God; 
while Ader the Idumaean has many brethren. These are they who, 
from their Greek studies, produce heretical notions, and set them up, 
like the golden calf in Bethel which signifies "God's house." 
 
(Epistle to Gregory and Origen's Commentary on the Gospel of John, Translated by Allan Menzies, D.D. Text edited 
by Rev. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson and first published by T&T Clark in Edinburgh in 1867.)  

 
+ Loosely translated it would read: "Take away from Egypt the useful and go  
   away and use it to the glory of God. But be careful, for there are those who  
   from their Greek studies, brought back heretical notions and set them up  
   like the golden calf in Bethel, which ought to be God's house" 
 
+ We may plunder the Egyptians of our culture, but beware that you not bring  
   back the Golden Calf back with you. 

 
 

 
Matter Matters 
 
Genesis 1: "In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth".  (1:1)  
 

+ Six times in Genesis 1 God positively affirms his creation and concludes by noting  
   that it is in fact "very good" (Gen 1:25). It is as if the biblical writer looked forward to a  
   time when this will stand as a prominent distinctive of biblical faith. 

 
+ The idea of God creating the material “earth” and deeming it “very good” brings huge  
   significance to the Christian worldview where it relates to culture-forming. 
 
+ The value judgement God places on His handiwork would naturally encompass an  
   aesthetic response. 
 
+ There were and there will always be those who devalue this material world. 
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+ The early church pitted herself against Gnosticism spawned by Greek dualism  
   which looked at spirit as good and matter as inherently evil. Gnostics held the  
   belief that through a pantheon of enlightenment achieved through “gnosis”  
   (knowledge), a person could be delivered from his present incarceration in the  
   material body. It is not a sweeping generalization to assert that mainline New  
   Age philosophy has its hinge firmly attached to ancient Gnosticism.  

 
+ The early church was pitted against this persuasive philosophy and it is both an  
   encouragement and an indictment to us that the early church boldly stood her  
   ground and ultimately reclaimed the inherent goodness of God’s creation. 

 
 

+ Matter matters to God 
 

+ C.S. Lewis says it in six words – “He likes matter; He invented it.”  
 
(C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, p.65) 

 
+ God sacramentalized material things like bread and wine and imbued it with great  
   dignity and honour. 
 

+ Barbara Brown Taylor: “The resurrection is proof that matter matters to God.” 
 

+ In A Theology as Big as the City, Ray Bakke pictures God's hands as being "in  
   the mud, making people out of earth's dirt (Gen. 2:7). He cites Archbishop  
   William Temple perceiving God cleaning up the cosmos after the final  
   holocaust. Bakke considers Christianity as "the only religion that successfully  
   integrates matter and spirit with integrity."  

 
(Ray Bakke, A Theology as Big as the City, Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1997, p.34) 

 
+ William Temple in his Gifford Lectures 1932-33 writes: 
 

“It may be safely said that one ground for the hope of Christianity, that 
it may make good its claim to be the one true faith, lies in the fact that 
it is the most avowedly materialistic of all the great religions. It affords 
an expectation that it may be able to control the material, precisely 
because it does not ignore or deny it, but roundly asserts alike the 
reality of matter and its subordination. Its own most central saying is: 
The 'Word was made flesh', where the last term was, no doubt, chosen 
because of its specially materialistic associations. By the very nature of 
its central doctrine Christianity is committed to a belief in the ultimate 
significance of the historical process, and in the reality of matter and 
its place in the divine scheme.” 

 
       (William Temple, Nature, Man and God, Being the Gifford lectures 1932-33, 1934) 
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  + John Updike in his Seven Stanzas at Easter stresses the fact that the resurrected  
           body of Jesus was most materially real.  
 

Make no mistake: if He rose at all 
it was as His body; 
if the cells' dissolution did not reverse, the molecules 
reknit, the amino acids rekindle, 
the Church will fall. 
 
It was not as the flowers, 
each soft Spring recurrent; 
it was not as His Spirit in the mouths and fuddled 
eyes of the eleven apostles; 
it was as His Flesh: ours. 
 
The same hinged thumbs and toes, 
the same valved heart 
that — pierced — died, withered, paused, and then 
regathered out of enduring Might 
new strength to enclose. 
 
Let us not mock God with metaphor, 
analogy, sidestepping transcendence; 
making of the event a parable, a sign painted in the 
faded credulity of earlier ages: 
let us walk through the door. 

 
 

The stone is rolled back, not papier-mache, 
not a stone in a story, 
but the vast rock of materiality that in the slow 
grinding of time will eclipse for each of us 
the wide light of day. 
 
And if we will have an angel at the tomb, 
make it a real angel, 
weighty with Max Planck's quanta, vivid with hair, 
opaque in the dawn light, robed in real linen 
spun on a definite loom. 

 
Let us not seek to make it less monstrous, 
for our own convenience, our own sense of beauty, 
lest, awakened in one unthinkable hour, we are 
embarrassed by the miracle, 
and crushed by remonstrance. 
 

(John Updike,  Telephone Poles and Other Poems © 1961. Reprinted by permission of Alfred A.  
 Knopf, a division of Random House Inc.) 
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+ George McLeod, the founder of the Iona Community in Scotland, said, “Matter  
   matters.” Both the incarnation and the resurrection reveal God’s high view of the  
   human bodily form. 

 
 
Matter, Science and Culture-forming 
 
Scripture provides the bedrock for the rise of modern science.  

 
+ The Babylonian and the Canaanite world viewed nature as sacred, a part of the  
   gods and to be revered and accorded the proper worship. If the "romantics"     
   deified nature, the ancients were terrified of it. Sacrifices were offered to appease  
   the gods. The gods were to be placated not loved. 

 
+ In contrast the bible insists that God is distinct from His creation.  
 

+ He is the "wholly other".  
 

+ The Hebrew people continued to find the pagan nature religion, e.g. Baal  
   worship, a source of temptation. The prophet Jeremiah, for example,  
   castigated the Israelites for worshipping Canaanite gods “on every high hill and  
   under every green tree” (Jeremiah 2:20; 3:6). 

 
+ Nature was not to be viewed as sacred in the Christian worldview. 
+ Nature was not to be feared or served. God declared it "very good".  
+ Nature was dependable and indeed valuable.  
+ Nature could serve humans, making science and technology possible. 

 
  + The trees could be studied making science possible. 
  
 + Science and technology grew out of the wellsprings of the Christian faith.  
 

+ God redeems not only human souls, but the whole creation (Rom 8:18-25), and we  
   may actually look forward to a new heaven and new earth (Rev 21:1), where we will  
   see a reversal of the judgement on creation 
 

 
A false dichotomy between Christianity and culture 
 
Gresham Machen frowns upon retreating from engaging our culture. He writes: 
 

+ Are then Christianity and culture in a conflict that is to be settled only by the  
   destruction of one or the other of the contending forces? A third solution, fortunately, is  
   possible—namely consecration. Instead of destroying the arts and sciences or being  
   indifferent to them, let us cultivate them with all the enthusiasm of the veriest  
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   humanist, but at the same time consecrate them to the service of our God. Instead of  
   stifling the pleasures afforded by the acquisition of knowledge or by the appreciation of  
   what is beautiful, let us accept these pleasures as the gifts of a heavenly Father. Instead  
   of obliterating the distinction between the Kingdom and the world, or on the other  
   hand withdrawing from the world into a sort of modernized intellectual monasticism, let  
   us go forth joyfully, enthusiastically to make the world subject to God. 

 
(Gresham Machen, Christianity & Culture, The Princeton Theological Review, Vol. 11, 1913, Page 5) 

 
          + Machen disputed two views about culture that pitted it against Christianity. One such  
  view subordinated Christianity to culture and the second decried culture by making it  
 worthless in the light of Christianity. He came up with an option called “consecration”.  
 Through God’s power, Christians may penetrate every sphere of culture with the  
 Christian mind. 
 
 
The difficulties of culture-formation 
 
Perhaps the greatest impediment against Christians becoming effective culture-builders is the  
attending dualistic view of spirituality which never seems to be rid of. Our faith in God cannot 
be legislated to one narrow religious confines of life. In a sense all of life is religious. Our  
worldview colours virtually everything we do and believe. Was it not John Calvin who affirmed 
that all human persons are ultimately "incurably religious". 
 

+ Henry Zylstra articulately expressed this thought. He writes: 
 

“To be human is to be scientific, yes, and practical, and rational, and 
moral, and social, and artistic, but to be human further is to be 
religious also. And this religious in man is not just another facet of 
himself, just another side of his nature, and just another part of the 
whole. It is the condition of all the rest and the justification of all the 
rest. This is inevitable and inescapably so for all men. No man is 
religiously neutral in his knowledge of and his appropriation of reality.” 

 
(Henry Zylstra, Testament of Vision, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1958, p. 145) 

 
+ Calvin was not unaware of the fettered restriction of an un-Christian Greek  
   dualism. He did not have a low view of this world as intrinsically evil; but saw all  
   that is good as God’s good gifts to be cherished. 
 
+ Calvin looks at creation positively when he writes: “let us not be ashamed to take  
   pious delight in the works of God open and manifest in this most beautiful theatre”  
    

(Institutes. 1. 14.20).  
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+ God meant for us to enter our culture boldly with the mandate to proclaim that what  
we believe and practice privately is also applicable to all of public life. We have largely     
failed in this calling. Harry Blamires observes that "we have stopped thinking    
christianly outside the scope of personal morals and personal spirituality."  

 
(Harry Blamires, The Christian Mind (Ann Arbor, Mich.: Servant, 1963, pp.37-38.) 

 

+ Not many Christians have actively and creatively sought to affirm their beliefs outside  
   what would appear to be their private sphere of belief. It is not immediately evident  
   that Christianity actively seeks to be the transformers of our culture, penetrating it as  
   salt and light do in the natural. We go on straddling between two worlds. 
 

+ Lesslie Newbigin makes an acute observation:  
 

“What are the implications of a division of human experience into two 
parts—the enclave where alone religious certainty can be had, and the 
public world where religious experience is to be "weighed in the scale of 
reason"! We come here to what is perhaps the most distinctive and 
crucial feature of the modern worldview, namely the division of human 
affairs into two realms—the private and the public, a private realm of 
values where pluralism reigns and a public world of what our culture calls 
"facts." This dichotomy of the public and the private is something which is 
absent from traditional cultures . . . But what about the public world 
where we all meet and where all things are weighed in the scale of 
reason? It is this world that we must examine if we are to understand 
modern culture. In this world pluralism does not operate. It is the world 
of what are called "facts" (we shall have to examine that word in a 
moment; meanwhile let it stand in its ordinary meaning). In respect of 
what we call "facts" pluralism does not operate. Here statements are 
either true or false. If statements of alleged facts are in mutual 
contradiction, we do not take it as an occasion for celebrating our 
faithfulness to the principles of pluralism and freedom of thought. We 
argue, we experiment, we carry out tests until we reach agreement about 
what are the facts, and then we expect all reasonable people to accept 
them. The one who does not accept them is the real heretic. Of course, 
he will not be burned at the stake, but his views will not be published in 
the scientific journals or in the university lecture rooms. In respect of 
what are called "facts," a statement is either true or false, right or wrong. 
But in respect of what are called "values," and supremely in respect of 
religious beliefs on which these values are believed to rest, one does not 
use this kind of language. Value systems are not right or wrong, true or 
false. They are matters for personal choice. Here the operative principle is 
pluralism respect for the freedom of each person to choose the values 
that he or she will live by.” 

 
(Lesslie Newbigin, "Can the West be Converted?" Evangelical Review of Theology 11, October  
 1987, p. 359.) 
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 + If we are to be culture shapers, we will need to understand the sheer breath of  
    the Gospel’s influence on human life. The Gospel touches not just the soul of the  
    human person but indeed all that is brought to bear on what it means to be human.  
    The mission of the church is never fundamentally to just save souls but to redeem  
    culture for Christ. The church has a cultural mandate and mission. 
  

+ We need to emphasise not only the spiritual life-transforming power of the gospel to  
   save individual lives but vitally the fact that Christianity is objectively true and open to  
   epistemological validation. This we must do even if it puts us inevitably on collision  
   course with other worldviews. 

 
 
Art and function 
 

As seen earlier above, culture forming and aesthetics have an inherent correlation. As Jubal,  
Tubal-cain, Bezalel and Solomon went about their work, they quite naturally produced things of 
immense beauty. It would not seem that any of these people stopped to try to justify their 
indulgent “time-wasting” pursuit. 
 

Hans Rookmaker in his slender volume Art Needs No Justification makes the point that art need 
not be justified by some functional purposes that may be derived out of it. It is enough 
justification that God’s imprint of creativity marks out as being made in His image.  
 

+ Nicholas Wolterstorff in his book Art in Action, made the point that architecture’s  
   functionality does not make it any less an art and architecture’s artfulness does not in  
   any way make it less functional.  
 

+ Associating art to functionality does not denigrate that value of an art work.  
   Art has value all of its own with or without any utilitarian purpose in mind.  

 
(Nicholas Wolterstorff, Art in Action: Toward a Christian Aesthetic, Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing  
 Company, 1980) 

 

 
The source and seduction of beauty 

 
Art for art’s sake can never be good art. Whilst Bezalel and Oholiab (Exodus 31:1-5)  
were commended for their artistic craftsmanship, in the building of the tabernacle,  
those who used their craft to erect the golden calf were cursed. 

 
+ Far from the compulsion to have to accept creativity for creativity sake, the  
   Christian as salt and light need to expose the depraved and immoral for what  
   they are. God both is the wellspring of beauty and all beauty ultimately find  
   their source in God. 
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+ In being a Christian we make art Christian. Not in trying to make it Christian.  
   The aesthetic aspect of truth is just as much a part of God’s truth. 

 
Jacques Maritain is most helpful on this point: 

 
“Everything belongs to it, the sacred as well as the profane. It is at home 
wherever the ingenuity and the joy of man extend. Symphony or ballet, film 
or novel,  landscape or still-life, puppet-show  libretto  or opera, it can just as  
well appear in any of these as in the stained- glass windows and statues of 
churches. But, it may be objected, is not this Christian art a myth? Can one 
even conceive of it? Is not art pagan by birth and tied to sin - just as man is a 
sinner by birth? But grace heals wounded nature. Do not say that a Christian 
art is impossible. Say rather that it is difficult, doubly difficult - fourfold 
difficult, because it is difficult to be an artist and very difficult to be a 
Christian, and because the total difficulty is not simply the sum but the 
product of these two difficulties multiplied by one another: for it is a 
question of harmonizing two absolutes. Say that the difficulty becomes 
tremendous when the entire age lives far from Christ, for the artist is greatly 
dependent upon the spirit of his time. But has courage ever been lacking on 
earth? Besides, wherever art - Egyptian, Greek or Chinese - has known a 
certain degree of grandeur and purity, it is already Christian, Christian in 
hope, because every spiritual radiance is a promise and a symbol of the 
divine harmonies of the Gospel.” 
 
               (Jacques Maritain, Art and Scholasticism Chapter VIII Christian Art) 

 
 
The despairing vision of a culture without God 
 
On the opposite polarity, short of a Christian worldview humanistic art form will ultimately 
cynically express all that is hopeless. 

 
+ After 9/11 there were immediately artists calling a new movement in art; calling  
   for a departure from the trite and the cynical. Ironically the Pulitzer prize-winning  
   composer John Corigliano made what could be construed as a call to return to  
   modernism. He spoke of a return to "our titanic richness of musical resource with  
   unmistakable structural order."  
 

(Gene Edward Veith Art After 9/11) 
 

+ It came close to recognising that the disappearance of order, form, symmetry and  
   structure rendered the world nihilistic, irrational and chaotic and vulnerable. 
 

+ But as Veith rightly observes, without an durable worldview through which  
   to express truth and beauty, the call to return to sanity will come to nothing.  
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   For “how is it possible to recover truth, goodness, and beauty without a  
   worldview that allows for them?”  
   
+ But the ray of hope for Christians to touch our culture through the arts is still  
   there to reclaim and "artists who know transcendence, who know God and  
   understand Him as the source and foundation for all truth, goodness, and  
   beauty, can step into the void and find an audience hungering and thirsting for  
   what they can show them." 

 
(Gene Edward Veith Art After 9/11) 
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