
  



 
“The Sojourn Network ‘How-To’ books are a great combination 
of biblical theology and practical advice, driven by a 
commitment to the gospel and the local congregation. Written 
by the local church for the local church — just the job!”  

Tim Chester, pastor of Grace Church Boroughbridge, 
faculty member of Crosslands Training, and author 
of over 40 books 

“This series brings pastoral wisdom for everyday life in the 
church of Jesus Christ. Think of these short, practical books as 
the equivalent of a healthy breakfast, a sandwich and apple for 
lunch, and a family enjoying dinner together. The foundational 
theology is nutritious, and the practical applications will keep the 
body strong.” 

Dr. David Powlison, Executive Director of CCEF; 
senior editor, Journal of Biblical Counseling; author 
of Good and Angry: Redeeming Anger and Making All 
Things New: Restoring Joy to the Sexually Broken  

“Most leaders don’t need another abstract book on leadership; 
we need help with the ‘how-to’s.’ And my friends in the Sojourn 
Network excel in this area. I’ve been well served by their practical 
ministry wisdom, and I know you will be too.”  

Bob Thune, Founding Pastor, Coram Deo Church, 
Omaha, NE, author of Gospel Eldership and co-
author of The Gospel-Centered Life  



“I cannot express strong enough what a valuable resource this is 
for church planters, church planting teams and young churches. 
The topics that are addressed in these books are so needed in 
young churches. I have been in ministry and missions for over 
30 years and I learned a lot from reading. Very engaging and very 
practical!”  

Larry McCrary, Co-Founder and Director of The 
Upstream Collective 

“There are many aspects of pastoral ministry that aren’t (and 
simply can’t) be taught in seminary. Even further, many pastors 
simply don’t have the benefit of a brotherhood of pastors that 
they can lean on to help them navigate topics such as building a 
healthy plurality of elders or working with artists in the church. 
I’m thankful for the men and women who labored to produce 
this series, which is both theologically-driven and practically-
minded. The Sojourn Network “How-To” series is a great 
resource for pastors and church planters alike.” 

Jamaal Williams, Lead Pastor of Sojourn Midtown, 
Louisville, KY  
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Dear Church Leader,  
In his famous Kenyon College Commencement speech, 

David Foster Wallace imagines two fish swimming along one 
day when they pass an older fish swimming the other 
direction. “Mornin’ boys, how’s the water?” the older fish 
asks. They go their separate ways until one younger fish turns 
to the other and says, “What the hell is water?”  

It’s a marvelous speech, and the parable serves as a 
general wake-up call to pay attention to the world around us. 
It’s also an excellent metaphor for Christians in culture. Too 
often, conversations around faith and culture treat “the 
culture” as something outside ourselves; in reality, it’s the 
water in which we swim.  

This little book aims to help us pay attention to what 
culture is and how it works. It also aims to help pastors and 
church leaders who are seeking to guide their congregations 
on what I’m calling “redemptive participation” in culture. I’ll 
note up front that I’m deliberately not using the language of 
“engaging culture.” This is true for two reasons. First, it’s an 



overused cliché; and second, the phrase itself envisions 
culture as something outside or apart from the Christian or 
the church.  

Culture is, rather, something Christians are constantly 
swimming in, being shaped by, and — if we’re lucky — 
helping to shape.  

What follows, then, is this: 
1.  Philosophy, Part A: Theology of Culture in 

Creation and the Fall. To begin, I’ll sketch out a basic 
biblical argument of what culture is and how culture works. 
This will include understanding culture-making as a human 
capacity given at creation and twisted in the fall. We’ll also 
look at culture-making as an aspect of image-bearing, and 
how fallenness twists this gift into idolatry.  

2.  Philosophy, Part B: Theology of Redemptive 
Participation in Culture. Here, I’ll extend our philosophy 
of culture by looking at a variety of ways we might participate 
in God’s redemptive work in our culture. This includes a brief 
summary of Richard Niebuhr’s work Christ and Culture and a 
few other biblical reflections on God’s redemptive cultural 
work.  

3.  Principles: Understanding Our Current Cultural 
Backdrop. Once I develop a basic theological/philosophical 
framework, I’ll build a more contextualized perspective with 
principles to understand our cultural moment. In particular, 
I’ll focus on two aspects of fallenness that have a profound 
impact on our culture today.   

4. Process: Pastoring in a Disenchanted, 
Consumeristic Age. In chapter 4, I’ll turn to a variety of 
practical implications for the church in our world. Specific 



 

 

attention will be paid to thinking through our preaching, 
worship, and how the church can be a counter-cultural force. 
Hopefully, this will provide a multitude of points to more 
specifically process how you will live and lead your church as 
a redemptive participant in our culture.  

5.   Practices: Appendices. At the end of the book, 
you’ll find several appendices that provide further reflections. 
Appendix 1 offers some further reflections on the dangerous 
liaison between contemporary worship and consumer culture. 
Appendix 2 is about Tony Robbins and attempts to thread 
the needle to draw out what’s good in culture while also 
paying attention to idolatry in culture. Appendix 3 offers a 
framework for thinking about the arts and the church. 
Appendix 4 attempts to thread another needle, looking at a 
specific cultural moment and arguing for how the gospel 
invites us to be equal-opportunity offenders.  

When Christians talk about “engaging culture,” what they 
often mean is “How do we stay relevant to the trends and 
fashions of media and culture?” Or perhaps they mean (and I 
say this with a dose of cynicism), “How do I make use of pop 
culture for preaching and evangelization?” Fair warning: I 
believe this is a shallow reading of culture and a poor way for 
pastors to attempt to serve their congregations with fidelity. 
And while I will provide some resources on pop-culture 
exegesis (see Appendix 3), I think the content emphasized 
here is far more important for the church’s mission. We must 



understand the world we inhabit in order to bear effective and 
coherent witness in the midst of it.  

I hope this resource will serve as a good starting place for 
conversations among pastors and church leaders. I hope it 
will push us to thoughtfully consider our own cultural 
expressions in the church. While I am skeptical of “world 
changer” language, I am hopeful about the evangelistic 
possibilities made available through “faithful presence” and 
efforts to love our cities well. I hope this book offers some 
helpful guideposts to that end.  

 
Sincerely,  
Mike Cosper 
 



On a most basic level, culture is what happens when people 
(or even a single person) lives and acts in the world. Culture 
is the imprint and evidence of human activity. As Harold Best 
says, “To be human is to be cultural.”1 It is an unstoppable 
and God-gifted phenomenon. 

Genesis chapters 1–2 lay the groundwork for any discussion 
of culture and culture-making. God’s own work involves two 
different, but interrelated, actions. First, he creates something 
from nothing. Second, he brings order to chaos. God’s first 
act of creation is driven by pure imagination — imagining 
what is possible without reference to what is. In this sense, 

                                                                 
1 Harold Best, Unceasing Worship: Biblical Perspectives on Worship & the 

Arts (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 174. 



 

God’s creative work is wholly unlike our own; we cannot 
create something from nothing.   

The second action, visible in both Genesis 1 and 2 is the 
work of bringing order to disorder. It is like the work of a 

potter who begins with only an 
unshaped lump of clay: with each 
passing gesture, God provides 
more detail, more layers, and more 
complexity. First, there is light and 
darkness, then land, sea, and sky. 
Then there are various creatures 

crawling, flying, and swimming along. Then, at last, comes 
humanity. We’ll return to this in a moment. 

But first, sticking with Genesis 1, verse 28 gives us what 
has often been called the Creation Mandate: “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.”  

This mandate makes humanity unique amongst the rest 
of creation. Humanity has the God-spoken responsibility to 
be fruitful — to fill, subdue, and rule over creation — each 
of these priorities has a specific purpose, and each of them 
are interrelated.  

Being fruitful and multiplying is, of course, the command 
to procreate. This is important to any discussion of culture 
because the family is the primary unit of community on earth. 
By this, I don’t simply mean the nuclear family 
(dad/mom/kids/dogs), but rather the larger expression of 
family — one generation to the next, the passing down of 
knowledge, the ways of survival, the care of children and 



 

elderly, while establishing tradition along the way. Family in 
this sense connects humanity to history and to wisdom. 
Larger communities, like tribes and cities, are made up of 
these smaller communities, which contain a myriad of 
traditions, values, and histories.  

Filling, subduing, and ruling over the earth all flow from 
“being fruitful and multiplying.” Filling comes first. It is the 
procreative, multiplying family of humanity who will gradually 
expand in numbers and territory to fill the earth. Subduing 
the earth comes next, enabling us to make sense of creation 
and to understand the possibilities that creation represents. 
What we might call “scientific discovery” is a kind of 
subduing: discovering how creation works and how it might 
be used to advance humanity. Ruling is third. This is the 
natural result of humanity fulfilling the initial aspects of the 
mandate, and thereby humanity takes its place as the crown 
of creation caring and ruling for the world under the greater 
rule of God. 

N. T. Wright connects the creation mandate to worship: 
“We see a large, slowly developing story: of the good creator 
God making a wonderful world, and putting a human in 
charge of it to rule it wisely and to gather up its grateful 
praise.”2 In this sense, humanity entails priesthood, 
overseeing a creation that by its very nature, “Declares the 
glory of God” (Psalm 19:1).  

We obey this mandate as we follow in God’s own creative 
footsteps. But rather than attempt to create something from 
nothing, we follow God in his second gesture — one of 

                                                                 
2 N. T. Wright, After You Believe: Why Christian Character Matters (New 

York, NY: HarperOne, 2010), 84. 



 

creating order from disorder. This is what God is doing in 
each successive day of creation: separating one kind of matter 
from another, one realm from another, calling forth various 
creatures, and distinguishing them.  

It is also what happens most specifically in the creation 
of humanity: “Then the Lord God formed the man of dust 
from the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of 
life, and the man became a living creature” (Genesis 2:7). 
Here, we see specifically that God’s creation of humanity is a 
wholly different kind of work than the creation of light, 
heaven, and earth. Rather than being spoken into being from 
nothing, humanity comes as God forms Adam from the dust 
and breathes life into him.  

This distinction is crucial because it lays out the paradigm 
of all human creativity and culture-making. We take creation, 
manipulate it, breathe life into it (metaphorically speaking) by 
imagining it as something else and make something new. 
Robert Capon described this beautifully in The Supper of the 
Lamb:  

Man’s real work is to look at the things of the world and 
to love them for what they are. That is, after all, what 
God does, and man was not made in God’s image for 
nothing. The fruits of his attention can be seen in all the 
arts, crafts, and sciences. It can cost him time and effort, 
but it pays handsomely. If an hour can be spent on one 
onion, think how much regarding it took on the part of 
that old Russian who looked at onions and church 
spires long enough to come up with St. Basil’s 
Cathedral. Or how much curious and loving attention 
was expended by the first man who looked hard enough 



 

at the insides of trees, the entrails of cats, the hind ends 
of horses and the juice of pine trees to realize he could 
turn them all into the first fiddle. No doubt his wife 
urged him to get up and do something useful. I am sure 
that he was a stalwart enough lover of things to pay no 
attention at all to her nagging; but how wonderful it 
would have been if he had known what we know now 
about his dawdling. He could have silenced her with the 
greatest riposte of all time: Don’t bother me; I am 
creating the possibility of the Bach unaccompanied 
sonatas.3 

This is how all culture is made. We, like God, take 
creation, imagine it anew, and work with it — and it becomes 
something else. This is — at least in part — what it means to 
be made in God’s image.  

This new-making is cumulative. It’s how societies and 
technologies evolve. One person’s new-making is another 
person’s starting-place; and thus, 
culture advances from the Stone-
Age to the Iron-Age to the age of 
iPhones and satellites. In the end, 
when we see ourselves as creative 
image-bearers, forever curious, 
forever new-making, we can see 
that culture is the natural result of people being people. 
Embedded in our nature is the urge to cultivate things, to 
make things, and to make them new again. 

                                                                 
3 Robert F. Capon, Supper of the Lamb: A Culinary Reflection (New York: 

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1979), 19. 



 

This is how the creation mandate of filling and subduing 
creation is meant to be carried out. When you look closely at 
the creation story, you’ll see the world itself is wilderness; the 
only order that’s been brought forth so far is the garden where 
God has placed Adam and Eve. Their task was to begin this 
culture-making work and to eventually turn the whole earth 
into a garden — a cultivated dwelling place shared by God 
and humanity.  

Imagine what could have been. Imagine a world where the 
bond between God and humanity was unbroken. Where all 

of this culture-making work was 
properly ordered, not in any way 
stained by pride, idolatry, 
insecurity, or shame. Imagine a 
world marked by a free exchange of 
creativity and ideas, unhindered by 

competition or by a lustful desire for wealth and power. 
Imagine and weep at how tragic the consequences of the fall 
were for the world that could have been.  

Yet, this plan was disrupted by the entry of sin into the world. 
What’s key to notice, though, is sin doesn’t fundamentally 
change the way culture-making works. Rather, it changes the 
orientation of culture’s operation.  

We can see this orientation shifting in all the movements 
of the Cultural Mandate. Our being fruitful is disrupted by 
many forms of brokenness. For example, in the family: 
adultery, abuse, abandonment, and various forms of abortion 



 

have existed throughout history. Our filling the earth is 
twisted into an ideology of conquest and is at the same time 
disrupted by war and policies of genocide. Our subduing the 
earth is twisted into the hyper-rationality of certain 
approaches to science, and is twisted by various practitioners 
of magic, alchemy, sorcery, and more, both in the past and 
now, in cultures that remain largely pre-modern. What’s held 
in common is the ideal of “mastery” — that we can control 
all of creation. Our ruling the earth is twisted into the careless 
destruction of the earth. One modern example is abusive, 
capitalistic practices (like mountaintop removal mining, 
which decimates ecosystems) stripping the earth of its 
resources without regard for its flourishing. When scarcity 
drives decision-making, we rule for our benefit at the 
oppression of the other.  

Similarly, the culture-making work that follows from 
Genesis 2 is corrupted. After eating of the forbidden fruit, 
God curses humanity and curses their work in Genesis 3:17–
19: 

Cursed is the ground because of you; 
    in pain you shall eat of it all the days of your life; 
thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you; 
    and you shall eat the plants of the field. 
By the sweat of your face 
    you shall eat bread, 
till you return to the ground, 
    for out of it you were taken; 
for you are dust, 
    and to dust you shall return. 



 

In the aftermath of the curse, the creation that was 
already wild is now also hostile. It will resist our efforts to 
tame and subdue it. It will challenge our capacity to carry out 
our mandate. Creation’s own orientation is altered from being 
the humble servant of humanity, amiable to its rule, to being 
hostile. “Thorns and thistles” are both literal hindrances to 
our work and also metaphorical hindrances for the way all 
work is cursed.  

Likewise, our own orientation turned away from God. If 
we pay close attention here, we see the way idolatry actually 
works. We were meant to be these “priests of creation,” 
filling, subduing, and ruling the earth in such a way to honor 
and glorify the God who made us. In our fallenness, the 
orientation towards God is broken, but the functional nature 
of humanity is unchanged. We still gather up praise. We still 
work and act in such a way as to bring glory to something.  

And so, we turn to idols. In one of Scripture’s most 
famous passages on idolatry (Isaiah 44:13–20), we see all of 
the complex dynamics of idolatry and culture-making at work:  

The carpenter stretches a line; he marks it out with a 
pencil. He shapes it with planes and marks it with a 
compass. He shapes it into the figure of a man, with the 
beauty of a man, to dwell in a house. He cuts down 
cedars, or he chooses a cypress tree or an oak and lets 
it grow strong among the trees of the forest. He plants 
a cedar and the rain nourishes it. Then it becomes fuel 
for a man. He takes a part of it and warms himself; he 
kindles a fire and bakes bread. Also he makes a god and 
worships it; he makes it an idol and falls down before 
it. Half of it he burns in the fire. Over the half he eats 



 

meat; he roasts it and is satisfied. Also he warms himself 
and says, “Aha, I am warm, I have seen the fire!” And 
the rest of it he makes into a god, his idol, and falls 
down to it and worships it. He prays to it and says, 
“Deliver me, for you are my god!” 

They know not, nor do they discern, for he has shut 
their eyes, so that they cannot see, and their hearts, so 
that they cannot understand. No one considers, nor is 
there knowledge or discernment to say, “Half of it I 
burned in the fire; I also baked bread on its coals; I 
roasted meat and have eaten. And shall I make the rest 
of it an abomination? Shall I fall down before a block 
of wood?” He feeds on ashes; a deluded heart has led 
him astray, and he cannot deliver himself or say, “Is 
there not a lie in my right hand?” 

It’s important to notice this isn’t just about idolatry. It’s 
also about culture-making. The carpenter makes an idol, but 
he also makes a fire, and fire has good culture-making use. He 
bakes bread and roasts meat. The fire is a good, a discovered 
gift and utilized by skills passed down to him. These cultural 
skills and ways to live, eat, and make, all provide good things 
for his survival and flourishing. Furthermore, his skill with the 
wood and the artwork he crafts from it (informed by his 
tradition, i.e., culture, to have a sensibility for art) reveals the 
capacity for a deeper kind of flourishing. 

However, the idol (this artwork from wood) shows the 
fallenness of culture-making. Rather than flourishing, it leads 
to death. Notice verse 19 says, “Half of it I burned in the fire; 
I also baked bread on its coals; I roasted meat and have 



 

eaten.” Isaiah goes out of his way to demonstrate three times 
the good of the carpenter’s skill with wood. And then, “Shall 
I make the rest of it an abomination?”  

Isaiah’s metaphor here offers some guideposts for 
cultural discernment. It’s hyperbolic, of course, but the 

people of God need to be able to 
see clearly that objects of creation 
can be used for good and for evil. 
The same person who makes 
something good (a fire) can make 

something evil (an idol), but in no way does the evil discount 
the good. Isaiah doesn’t end his sermon by saying, 
“Therefore, we must no longer make fires.”  

This distinction is crucial when we begin to turn our eyes 
towards contemporary culture. The abuse of a cultural object 
does not justify its outright rejection. Likewise, we might be 
thankful for the artifacts created by someone whose 
motivations were idolatrous — the work of some artists, or 
some technological innovators — even while we’re disturbed 
by his or her idolatry.  

Something similar is going on in the book of 1 
Corinthians when Paul tries to navigate the tensions in the 
church around meat sacrificed to idols. Paul has no qualm 
with those who want to eat the meat to the glory of God. He 
also has no qualm with those who choose not to eat because 
of the associations they have between the meat of pagan 
sacrifices and the pagan religion. He does, however, take issue 
with those who cast aspersions on others for differences in 
consciences and convictions. There is a vital role for 



 

discernment, conscience, community, and grace to play in 
cultural participation. 

In summary, we can make the following statements about 
culture-making and cultural artifacts: 

1. Culture is the impact of humanity living, working, 
and dwelling in creation.  

2. Culture-making is a feature of being made in God’s 
image and honorable to God. 

3. Culture-making happens when humanity carries 
out the creation mandate in: 
a. Being fruitful (building families and 

communities). 
b. Filling the earth (expanding human society). 
c. Subduing (understanding the creation, a.k.a. 

various forms of what we might call 
“invention” or “scientific discovery”). 

d. Ruling (loving caretaking of the creation). 
4. Culture-making also happens when humanity 

follows the model of Genesis 2 — seeing 
something in creation or in culture and then 
making it new, re-creating in a sense (see the Capon 
quote above).  

5. Fallenness corrupts culture-making by re-orienting 
both aspects of culture-making described above, 
turning these impulses into the causes of chaos, 
destruction, and dehumanizing practices of all 
kinds which dishonor God.  

  



 

 


