


Praise for The Gospel After Christendom

At a time when some say Christianity has become culturally obsolete, this 
book, the best introduction to cultural apologetics on the market, provides 
demonstrations—rational, artistic, and practical—that the story of God 
with and for us, the gospel of Jesus Christ, is as necessary as ever for the 
pursuit of truth, goodness, and beauty, the sum and substance of human 
flourishing in all areas of life.

—Kevin J. Vanhoozer, research professor of systematic 
theology, Trinity Evangelical Divinity School

Boy, do we need this book! In an era where cultures collide and Christianity 
is often dismissed in many of them or worn with a facade that is not the real 
thing, we need an approach that is culturally aware and says the gospel is 
better than the variety of things currently being offered to people. These 
chapters point the way for all of us to accomplish the calling God gives 
believers to represent God well in a challenging world. It calls for boldness 
and care in a way that listens to others’ longings and engages with a biblical 
response full of grace and truth. Well done.

—Darrell L. Bock, executive director of cultural engagement 
at the Hendricks Center, and senior research professor of New 

Testament studies at Dallas Theological Seminary

Many fellow believers are used to preaching Christ in non-Christian and 
anti-Christian cultures. American Christians are not. We need to be. Read 
this book to discover how.

—Michael Horton, J. Gresham Machen Professor of Systematic 
Theology and Apologetics, Westminster Seminary California

This volume brings together some of today’s most creative Christian think-
ers to tackle the problem of how to make the case for faith to cynical, 
secular Westerners who think they’ve already heard it all. The result is 
both an encouragement and a challenge to twenty-first-century believers.

—Molly Worthen, author of Spellbound: How Charisma Shaped 
American History from the Puritans to Donald Trump
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Christian witness requires, among other spiritual capacities, a kind of bilit-
eracy. We must be f luent in the truth of the Scriptures and in our cultural 
contexts. The Gospel After Christendom is an essential primer in this f luency 
that enables powerful gospel proclamation, and I highly recommend its 
collected wisdom.

—Jen Pollock Michel, author and speaker

Apologetics has perennially endeavored to persuade about the Christian 
hope. The best approach has been Cultural apologetics, meaning recogniz-
ing whole persons, their history, and their circumstances. This anthology 
introduces us in a superb manner to the need for the vindication of the 
Christian faith in a post-Christendom world. It a must-read for anyone 
concerned to explain the faith to outsiders and insiders alike in these per-
plexing times.

—William Edgar, professor emeritus of 
apologetics, Westminster Seminary

It’s no secret that Christianity has receded significantly in the West. So 
what does faithful witness look like in this age? Collin Hansen, Skyler 
Flowers, and Ivan Mesa convene the brightest Christian minds to offer 
theologically rich, biblically faithful, and pastorally wise direction to help 
God’s people discern the times. Neither cynical nor naive, this resource will 
both encourage and challenge any believer who earnestly desires revival and 
gospel advance. Every pastor should have this book on his shelf.

—Daniel Darling, director of the Land Center for Cultural 
Engagement at Southwestern Seminary, author of several 
books, including, The Dignity Revolution, Agents of Grace, 

and the forthcoming In Defense of Christian Patriotism

This wonderful book represents so many great things all at once: a practi-
cal handbook on evangelism, a treasure trove of both biblical and cultural 
insight, a powerful apologetic for cultural apologetics itself, and the fruit 
of the joyous collegiality we’ve found together at the Keller Center. I can’t 
think of another book I’d rather have close to hand when thinking about 
engaging western culture with the beautiful message of Jesus Christ.”

—Sam Allberry, associate pastor, Immanuel Nashville; author, 
Is God Anti-Gay? and Why Does God Care Who I Sleep With?
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In an increasingly unpredictable world, which throws up phenomena from 
“culture wars” to “vibe shifts,” Christians need more than ever to under-
stand the deep currents at work in our culture. The Gospel After Christendom 
explains what cultural apologetics is, the various ways in which it can be 
pursued, and the kinds of big questions that it can address. Readers will 
find elucidating, encouraging, and helpful chapters from experts in a vari-
ety of areas who are continuing the legacy of Tim Keller in understanding, 
and speaking the gospel into, our cultural moment.

—Dr. Sarah Irving-Stonebraker, associate professor 
of history at Australian Catholic University and author of 

Priests of History: Stewarding the Past in an Ahistoric Age

Culture is a moving target. Thus, Christians must be deliberate, nim-
ble, and shrewd in the practice of cultural apologetics. The Gospel After 
Christendom is a helpful resource in developing the grace and dexterity to 
effectively evangelize in the culture, while maintaining the courage and 
convictions to reject the idols of the culture.

—Justin E. Giboney, president of AND Campaign

Just like the weather, culture is changing rapidly, and Christians are quickly 
discovering how challenging it is to navigate the emerging cultural climate. 
The Gospel After Christendom is an excellent resource to help them chart a way 
forward. Drawing from a diverse group of Christian thinkers, it not only 
frames the key issues but also offers practical wisdom for cultural engagement. 
I encourage pastors and Christian leaders to pick up a copy and explore how 
Christianity can thoughtfully and faithfully engage in cultural apologetics.

—Stephen O. Presley, PhD, associate professor of church 
history, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

The label may be relatively new, but from the time Paul first set foot in 
Athens, if not before, Christians have engaged in cultural apologetics. It 
is perennially necessary, but especially important for the church’s witness 
in the West today. This book helpfully covers the what, why, how, and 
where of cultural apologetics with material that is fresh, insightful, and 
eminently practical.

—James N. Anderson, Carl W. McMurray Professor of Theology 
and Philosophy, Reformed Theological Seminary, Charlotte
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For many of us, the word apologetics started to leave a bad taste in our 
mouths, since it too often ref lected Enlightenment assumptions and 
sensibilities while also generating a tone and attitude that seemed more 
combative than loving, more arrogant than thoughtful. Our apologetics 
must be holistic (head, hands, and heart), culturally informed, and gospel 
saturated. Consequently, I am especially thankful for this volume, which is 
both substantive and generous in content and tone. There is much here for 
all of us as we seek to give a reason for the hope that lies within us.

—Kelly M. Kapic, Covenant College

Cultural apologetics is not new; it retrieves a historic, holistic, and hopeful 
approach to Christian witness. This volume helps us reckon with the cross-
pressures of our secular age, its apathy and activism, hubris and despair. 
These authors show us how to listen more carefully and testify more con-
vincingly to the beauty, goodness, and truth that is found in Christ alone.

—Justin Ariel Bailey, dean of chapel and 
professor of theology, Dordt University

This book is a marvelous primer in an age-old practice with a catchy new 
name: cultural apologetics. It takes us behind the arguments and proofs 
often debated by those assessing the intellectual merits of Christianity 
and explores the more basic, instinctual, imaginative, and affective lives of 
those seeking goodness, truth, and beauty. It offers a witness designed not 
merely for the head but for the heart and hands as well—helping us address 
the inclinations and assumptions of our post-Christian age and reorient our 
loves in the way of Jesus Christ.

—Douglas A. Sweeney, Beeson Divinity School, Samford University

What an outstanding guide to the practice of cultural apologetics! The Gospel 
After Christendom equips church leaders to live as wise cultural climatolo-
gists, adapting their witness to the unchanging glories of Jesus to face the 
challenges of ever-changing cultural contexts. The authors are well aware of 
the challenges of our current moment, but they do not give in to pessimism 
or panic. The result is a resource that is clear and yet kind, uncompromising 
but still meek, concerned with current challenges and still rich with hope.

—Timothy Paul Jones, PhD, C. Edwin Gheens Professor of 
Christian Family Ministry and chair of apologetics, ethics, and 

philosophy, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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For Timothy J. Keller (1950–2023),
cultural apologist par excellence

and mentor to us all
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1

Introduction

We Need Cultural Climatologists

COLLIN HANSEN

Back in 2016, I asked the noted sociologist James Davison Hunter 
a few questions about that season’s tumultuous political cam-

paigns. Who better to answer than the scholar who popularized the 
phrase “culture war”?1 His response startled me. He waved off my 
questions and said he doesn’t forecast the weather.

He studies climatology.
The message stuck with me. We need more cultural climatol-

ogists today. We need people not just responding to the immediate 
events in our daily newsfeed (“the weather”) but also studying and 
assessing the deeper-rooted values, ideologies, narratives, and pat-
terns at work in our culture (“the climate”).

At the Keller Center for Cultural Apologetics, we don’t nec-
essarily think cultural apologetics is the only—or even always the 
best—way to defend the Christian faith. But we do think the cli-
mate is ripe for cultural apologetics. This practice connects us to vital 

	 1.	 James Davison Hunter, Culture Wars: The Struggle to Control the Family, Art, Education, 
Law, and Politics in America (New York: Basic, 1991).

Introduction
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2

sources of biblical, theological, and historical wisdom so we can share 
and apply the gospel in compelling ways for our secular age.

Indeed, we’re living amid the largest religious transformation 
in American history. Some forty million Americans have left the 
church in the last twenty-five to thirty years.2 Many other Western 
countries have already seen similar declines. But that’s not the only 
challenge. Since the decline and fall of Christendom, as church 
attendance cratered across many Western nations in the twentieth 
century, believers in Western countries now face a strange mixture 
of apathy and antagonism toward the gospel. Many of our neighbors 
view Christianity as yesterday’s news but also as the source of today’s 
problems.

This is a new challenge. A big challenge. And many church 
leaders have no idea what to do. We hope this book will help.

It’s All CulturalIt’s All Cultural

For many, apologetics is associated with arguments over rational, 
philosophical proofs. It’s a matter of the head instead of the heart, a 
debate over facts instead of feelings.

But no matter what kind of apologetics you practice, you’re 
arguing according to a certain set of rules, in a particular language, 
attuned to what you expect to resonate in your time and place. In 
other words, it’s always cultural, never purely timeless.3 And it’s never 
purely rational.

We need to recover apologetics as a matter of the heart and hands 
as well as the head. We need to recover apologetics as a project for 
the whole church and not just for those who enjoy arguing. Cultural 
apologetics isn’t a new academic discipline. It’s a means to reconnect 

	 2.	 Jim Davis and Michael Graham, with Ryan P. Burge, The Great Dechurching: Who’s 
Leaving, Why Are They Going, and What Will It Take to Bring Them Back? (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan Reflective, 2023).

	 3.	 Mark Allen and Joshua D. Chatraw, The Augustine Way: Retrieving a Vision for the 
Church’s Apologetic Witness (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2023).
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the church to the best biblical and historical resources for presenting 
and defending the faith “once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 3).

In the Gospels, we see Jesus commonly deploy illustrations 
from everyday life that connect with his neighbors in an agricultural 
society. In the book of Acts, Peter’s sermon at Pentecost and Paul’s 
sermon on Mars Hill convey the same gospel message but strike 
different notes based on their respective hearers: the Jewish diaspora 
and Greek philosophers (Acts 2:14–41; 17:16–34). Justin Martyr’s 
First Apology in the second century and Augustine’s City of God in 
the fifth century speak timeless truth in timely ways for dramatically 
different moments in the history of the Roman Empire.4

From these biblical and historical examples, you can see there’s 
nothing new about cultural apologetics. No matter your strategy, you 
can’t avoid culture, because culture itself is another way to describe 
what we mean by religion. Everybody worships—someone or some-
thing. Missiologist Lesslie Newbigin argued that culture is really 
just another way we describe religion, how we pursue meaning and 
understanding from life.5

Religion isn’t downstream from culture. Culture is downstream 
from religion, the inevitable human pursuit of meaning and eternity. 
And we see that pursuit everywhere we turn, from dense academic 
texts down to catchy television jingles. Everything from hip-hop 
music to arthouse films conveys our society’s deepest longings. 
Watch a sporting event, especially in person, and you’ll learn a cul-
ture’s hopes and fears.

In this book, we provide tools to develop your climatology skills. 
Rooted in the gospel, we want to help amateur and experienced apol-
ogists correct and connect to their cultures so they can better help 
non-Christians see their sin and seek the Savior.

	 4.	 Justin Martyr, The First and Second Apologies, trans. Leslie William Barnard (Mahwah, 
NJ: Newman, 1997); Augustine, The City of God, trans. Marcus Dods (New York City: 
Modern Library, 1994).

	 5.	 Lesslie Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks: The Gospel and Western Culture (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986).
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Bridge of Hope
Apologetics can never be purely rational because the head never 

reasons alone. Culture shapes which desires we indulge and which 
we reject. In the Augustinian tradition, cultural apologists recognize 
desire as a key motivator for faith.

Social psychologist Jonathan Haidt has described the relation-
ship between intuition and reason as an elephant and its rider. Reason 
may steer, but intuition will only move when motivated. What the 
heart wants, the head will rationalize. Our intuitions follow our aspi-
rations: What kind of person do I want to be? Or, to ask the same 
question another way, who’s my tribe? We might imagine ourselves 
as independent, rational actors who weigh arguments with careful 
consideration of objective truth. More often, we’re activated by tribal 
instincts that filter which beliefs we’re willing to entertain—let alone 
which beliefs we would allow to transform our lives. Until we want 
to change, until we can envision ourselves in a new community, we’re 
not likely to lower our rational defenses.6

Cultural apologetics, then, helps non-Christians want the gospel 
to be true even before they may fully understand this good news. We 
offer the beauty of the lordship of Christ as opposed to the ugliness 
of the lordship of the principalities and powers (Eph. 6:12).

Against pervasive cultural nihilism across the West, we offer 
hope. In Christ, we find fulfillment to our desires for beauty, jus-
tice, peace, truth, and goodness.7 Most people will find that hope in 
the context of church community, where they see the effects of the 
gospel in changed lives.8 The church can provide an alternative cli-
mate, a life-giving atmosphere that challenges the dark clouds of the 
surrounding cultural weather system. Christians themselves are the 

	 6.	 Jonathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and 
Religion (New York: Vintage, 2012).

	 7.	 Ted Turnau, Popologetics: Popular Culture in Christian Perspective (Phillipsburg, NJ: 
P&R, 2012).

	 8.	 Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989); 
Alan Kreider, The Patient Ferment of the Early Church (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2016).
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best bridge between hope and non-Christians. The world sees Jesus 
in how the body of Christ lives together with grace, in truth, for love. 
Thus, cultural apologetics seeks spiritual and moral renewal in the 
church as testimony to the gospel’s transforming power.

Paul Gould defines cultural apologetics as the “work of 
establishing the Christian voice, conscience, and imagination within 
a culture so that Christianity is seen as true and satisfying.”9 In this 
noisy culture, with seemingly infinite voices competing for attention, 
the church captures the imagination of non-Christians when we love 
them and each other. This is what Jesus prayed in John 17:23—the 
world will know the Father sent him when we are one.

Of course, no one will conclude just from watching our life 
together that Jesus is the Son of God, that he died and rose for sin-
ners, and that he’s coming again soon to renew the heavens and the 
earth. We must tell them this good news, warn them to repent of 
their sin, and call them to believe. When they can see the gospel’s 
effects in us, non-Christians can better recognize this news as good. 
Surely they will see us fall short; they will see us fail; they will see 
us sin. We don’t offer them perfection. We point them to the same 
blood of Christ that washed away our sin. Those who know they 
have been forgiven are full of love for fellow sinners (Luke 7:47).

Compelling Community
Love, however, is not the most common perception of the church 

today by outsiders. Shortly before the 2016 presidential election, I 
met with a group of Christian students at Cornell University. They 
had invited me to Ithaca to speak on the history of the Religious 
Right—not exactly a powerful force on their Ivy League campus. 
Still, the topic was relevant because of how Christians in far-f lung 
corners of the United States could affect their reputation and mission 
in upstate New York.

	 9.	 Paul M. Gould, Cultural Apologetics: Renewing the Christian Voice, Conscience, and 
Imagination in a Disenchanted World (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2019), 21.
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I asked these students what their classmates associate first with 
Christianity. I couldn’t believe their answer. Since then I’ve repeated 
the question with audiences around the country. And every time I 
hear the same thing.

Westboro Baptist Church.
So, I said with some bemusement, let me get this straight: When 

students at one of the nation’s most prestigious universities consider 
the world’s largest religion, they think about an overgrown family 
cult in Topeka, Kansas. How can this be?

No matter how persuasive our cultural apologetics may be, we 
shouldn’t always expect a positive response. Indeed, Jesus promised 
us tribulation (John 16:33). Peter warned us that honorable conduct 
wouldn’t guarantee favor from non-Christians (1 Pet. 2:12). At the 
same time, Paul emphasized that negative perceptions of the church 
can stem from immoral behavior in the church (1 Cor. 5:1; Rom. 2:1). 
Sometimes we get what we deserve.

I attribute some of the church’s perception problems to a super-
ficial understanding of culture—too much weather, not enough 
climate. Weather often gravitates toward focusing on what’s wrong 
with others. Climate focuses on the conditions that affect everyone, 
inside and outside the church. Maybe we don’t see more evangelistic 
fruit because the church doesn’t look much different from the world. 
What is compelling about our community?10 Instead of living for 
Christ, we’re often conforming to the world. Even in many evangel-
ical churches, the gospel has become an accessory to middle-class 
mores. We might vote a certain way to “save the culture,” meaning, 
to oppose the evil of our political opponents. But what about our own 
cultural captivity to consumerism or convenience or comfort? How 
does the church stand out by offering fear and loathing in a world 
already full of it?

Consider the difference with a community that shows love 

10.	 Mark Dever and Jamie Dunlop, The Compelling Community: Where God’s Power Makes a 
Church Attractive (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2015).
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even to outsiders, even to enemies (Matt. 5:44). Consider a com-
munity that counts others more important than themselves (Phil. 
2:3). Consider a community that realizes we only find life when we 
lose it (Matt. 10:38–39). The culture of that community commands 
attention even from a skeptical world. That community will help 
non-Christians see the transforming power and hope of the gospel. 
That community will shock the world by admitting its own f laws 
and mistakes instead of covering them up.

One Storm to AnotherOne Storm to Another

It’s easy to forecast the weather as cloudy with a 100 percent chance 
of culture war. But climatology tells us we’re in the eye of the civ-
ilizational hurricane. We’ve passed through one destructive storm. 
Now, we enter another. For hundreds of years, Christian values 
supplied the beloved and fiercely defended foundation of Western 
civilization—tolerance, minority rights, equal justice, and much 
more. But Christianity has been forgotten (at best) or blamed (at 
worst) in what philosopher Charles Taylor describes as the “subtrac-
tion story” of secularism—we could have everything we want if we 
just subtracted Christianity.11

Secularism, however, hasn’t delivered a stable new foundation 
for the West. The so-called Enlightenment, too, has fallen despite 
attempts to ground universal values without help from religion.12 
Cultural apologetics helps us observe how secularism remains a 
spiritual project searching for a common good. Sociologist Christian 
Smith writes,

To make everything new, to leave behind the past, to be unbound 
by any tradition, to enjoy maximum choice, to be free from any 

11.	 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge: Belknap, 2007).
12.	 Jonathan Rauch, The Constitution of Knowledge: A Defense of Truth (Washington, DC: 

Brookings Institution, 2021).
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constraint, to be able to buy whatever one can afford, to live how-
ever one desires—that is the guiding vision of modernity’s spiritual 
project. It is spiritual (not merely ideological or cultural) because 
it names what is sacrosanct, an ultimate concern, a vision for what 
is most worthy in a sense that transcends any individual life. It is 
spiritual because it speaks to people’s deepest personal subjectivi-
ties, their most transcendent vision of goodness, their definition of 
ultimate fulfillment. It is spiritual because as a deep cultural struc-
ture it occupies a position in the modern West homologous with 
salvation in God that was prized in the premodern Christendom 
that modernity broke apart. And it is spiritual because, by being 
sacred, it is worth protecting, defending, policing, fighting for, 
perhaps dying for, even killing for.13

In every way, our secular age remains very religious (Acts 17:22). 
No less than the chair of the department of human evolutionary 
biology at Harvard University argues that Christianity has shaped 
our very psychology in the West. Joseph Henrich says Christian val-
ues, applied over centuries, made us WEIRD: Western, educated, 
industrialized, rich, and democratic.14 But we can’t see this Christian 
inf luence on our culture because secularism tried to recast these 
religious values as universal truths. So explains the award-winning 
historian and podcast host Tom Holland. He told me, “The genius 
of the modern West in recent centuries has been that it has been able 
to export its profoundly Christian values, concepts like human rights, 
the notion of consent—all these things are deeply rooted in the seed-
bed of Christian history and Christian theology.”15 A key example is 

13.	 Christian Smith, To Flourish or Destruct: A Personalist Account of Human Goods, 
Motivations, Failure, and Evil (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 269–70.

14.	 Joseph Henrich, The WEIRDest People in the World: How the West Became Psychologically 
Peculiar and Particularly Prosperous (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2020).

15.	 Tom Holland, interview with Collin Hansen, Gospelbound, podcast audio, March 10, 
2020, https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/podcasts/gospelbound/the-revolution-the-west​
-wishes-it-could-forget/.
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the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which owes much 
to Christian assumptions but doesn’t mention God.

Indeed, Christianity is a revolution that remade the world. Holland 
asks, “How was it that a cult inspired by the execution of an obscure 
criminal in a long-vanished empire came to exercise such a transform-
ative and enduring influence on the world?”16 In Holland’s narrative, 
the church has become a victim of its own success. Christianity is so 
pervasive that Western culture doesn’t even know it’s there. When 
Christians in Hong Kong protest for democracy, or when Christians 
in India fight caste-based racism, they’re seen as acting for universal 
progress and not merely a Christian worldview. “If they cast them as 
Christian values,” Holland told me, “then they’d come to seem more 
culturally contingent to people in India or wherever. If you say, well 
no, they’re universal, then you can export them.”17

We need cultural apologetics, then, to show that what we cherish 
about our culture depends on Christianity. As we’re learning today, 
when you lose Christianity, you also lose Enlightenment. Dark is the 
second wall of the hurricane we’re entering. We need apologists fired 
with the love of Christ who will light the lamps that have gone out 
across the West. We need in our day what Augustine did with City of 
God as the Eternal City and its empire crumbled in the fifth century.

At the Keller Center, and in this book, we seek to support such 
efforts. Even now you can see f lickers of hope, such as Christopher 
Watkin’s Biblical Critical Theory,18 Rebecca McLaughlin’s The Secular 
Creed,19 and Andrew Wilson’s Remaking the World.20 Much more 
work remains to be done, as you’ll see in the ensuing chapters.

16.	 Tom Holland, Dominion: How the Christian Revolution Remade the World (New York: 
Basic, 2019), 12.

17.	 Tom Holland, interview with Collin Hansen, Gospelbound.
18.	 Christopher Watkin, Biblical Critical Theory: How the Bible’s Unfolding Story Makes Sense 

of Modern Life and Culture (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 2022).
19.	 Rebecca McLaughlin, The Secular Creed: Engaging Five Contemporary Claims (Austin: 

The Gospel Coalition, 2021).
20.	 Andrew Wilson, Remaking the World: How 1776 Created the Post-Christian West 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2023).

9780310175476_GospelAfterChristendom_int.indd   99780310175476_GospelAfterChristendom_int.indd   9 6/11/25   4:12 PM6/11/25   4:12 PM



T he   G ospel      A f ter    C hristendom        

10

We hope this book will inspire cultural apologists in local 
churches, in their neighborhoods, in their classrooms, and in their 
workplaces. The best cultural apologists know the names of their 
neighbors. Those neighbors, living quietly amid anxieties they can-
not name, need to know the thundering darkness of our current 
weather doesn’t have the last word. Dawn will break; God’s king-
dom is just over the horizon. They need to know a happy ending is 
coming—when they turn from sin and trust in Christ.

From Thick to ThinFrom Thick to Thin

This book aims to help you discover theological, pastoral, and prac-
tical resources that define and shape cultural apologetics. Along 
with editors Skyler Flowers and Ivan Mesa, I have convened leading 
scholars and practitioners who serve as fellows at the Keller Center 
for Cultural Apologetics. We will seek to define cultural apologetics, 
explain its biblical and historical grounding, and demonstrate how it 
is important for the church today.

Our fellows don’t agree on everything you will read in this vol-
ume. They emphasize complementary aspects of cultural apologetics 
and sometimes differ in the details of a formal definition for this 
discipline. Such disagreement makes for lively annual retreats in 
New York! But this diversity of viewpoints, still united in the gospel, 
has enriched our gathering. In their differences, with complemen-
tary gifts and vocations, our fellows push, stretch, and reinforce one 
another spiritually and intellectually. Such was Tim Keller’s vision 
for the center from its beginning, shortly before his death in 2023. 
“I’m so grateful for the ministry of the Keller Center,” he wrote us. 
“A major part of what I’ve tried to accomplish in recent years is to 
encourage younger writers, scholars, and ministers who are doing 
exactly what the church in the United States needs to do in order to 
reach people for Christ. There are many such men and women out 
there, and they need lots of support. I’m delighted that the Keller 
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Center will carry this work on for me.” This center, and its fellows, 
share Keller’s desire above all else that many would come to know 
Jesus Christ as he is revealed and offered in the gospel.

Part 1 lays the conceptual foundation of our approach to cultural 
apologetics. Trevin Wax begins by considering the twenty-first-
century Western cultural context and offers cultural apologetics 
as a way that the church might reach the West again (chapter 1). 
Christopher Watkin follows by demonstrating that cultural apolo-
getics isn’t a modern invention but a methodology displayed in the 
pages of Scripture itself (chapter 2). Joshua D. Chatraw continues this 
line of thinking through church history, offering numerous historical 
examples—notably Augustine—who have shaped Christianity’s cul-
tural apologetic (chapter 3).

Part 2 turns to the task of cultural apologetics. Alan Noble opens 
with our posture, which is neither accommodation nor aggression 
(chapter 4). Daniel Strange helps us enter the narratives of a cul-
ture, discover their idolatrous co-opting of the Christian story, and 
demonstrate how the Christian story offers a glorious fulfillment of 
these hopes and desires (chapter 5). Gray Sutanto builds a holistic 
theological anthropology that attends to how humans know God and 
suppress that knowledge in sin (chapter 6). Gavin Ortlund concludes 
the section by showing how to expose unbelief as not merely untrue 
but also unlivable and how the gospel answers this despair (chapter 7).

Part 3 drills down into various topics cultural apologists will 
encounter, namely, the pursuit of truth, goodness, and beauty. Against 
many skeptics and detractors, Christianity offers moral goodness in a 
vision for f lourishing, according to Rebecca McLaughlin (chapter 8). 
Rachel Gilson presents a picture of Christianity’s inherent beauty—
compelling just as it is comprehensible and commendable (chapter 9). 
Derek Rishmawy concludes with a reminder that the Christian story 
is the grounding reality for all of life (chapter 10).

Finally, part 4 visits the places where cultural apologetics can 
be deployed. Beginning with its proper home, Bob Thune turns 
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our attention to the church, institutionally and organically, as it 
proclaims and embodies the gospel (chapter 11). James Eglinton 
advances the church’s work by considering how Christians might 
create spaces for engaging non-Christians to safely learn and explore 
Jesus’s claims (chapter 12). To conclude our volume, Sam Chan draws 
on the resources of preceding chapters to demonstrate for Christians 
how cultural apologetics can enrich their everyday conversations over 
cultural texts (chapter 13).

In this book you’ll see that cultural apologetics ranges between 
academic discourse and everyday experiences. From thick books to 
thin veneers of social graces, cultural apologetics helps Christians 
live what they believe and proclaim: the gospel that is true for all and 
good for individuals in unique ways.

Look past the ten-day forecast. Study the climate. Through 
every weather pattern, the Word of the Lord stands forever (Isa. 
40:8). On the other side of this cultural hurricane, you’ll find the 
peace and calm of a kingdom that will never end.
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1
A Tool for Evangelism

TRE VIN WA X

In his 1896 lecture “The Will to Believe,” American philosopher 
William James (1842–1910) described religious beliefs as either 

“live” or “dead” wires. A live hypothesis is a real possibility for some-
one. For example, James said, if he were to ask you to believe in the 
Mahdi (someone claiming to be the messianic figure in Islam who 
is to appear at the End Times to rid the world of evil and injustice), 
you’d probably not even know what was being asked. There’s no 
“electric connection with your nature.” No spark of credibility at all. 
It’s a dead wire for you. But if he were to ask an Arab (even if not one 
of the Mahdi’s followers), the possibility would be live. “Deadness 
and liveness in a hypothesis are not intrinsic properties,” James said, 
“but relations to the individual thinker.”1

The possibility of a religious belief is either a live or dead wire. 

	 1.	 William James, The Will to Believe, and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy (Auckland, 
New Zealand: Floating, 2010), 14–15.
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“A living option is one in which both hypotheses are live ones.” For 
many in James’s time, the choice between being a Muslim or a the-
osophist was basically a “dead option,” but the choice between being 
“an agnostic or a Christian” was alive. (And many of his contempo-
raries opted for agnosticism over traditional Christianity.)

Today we’re witnessing both a rise in secularism and a cor-
responding decline in the percentage of people who belong to 
religious organizations or claim religious faith. Around forty million 
Americans have left the church in the last twenty-five years.2 Other 
countries have seen similar declines. Such a massive shift in religious 
demographics cannot help but alter a society’s underlying beliefs, 
desires, and hopes. There was a time when the decision not to adhere 
to a religious tradition was rare and atheism implausible. Today, the 
plausibility structures have shifted to the point where it’s more unu-
sual in some places to believe in God or to attend church than to not.

For centuries in the West, much of human life was understood 
within the conceptual framework of a society influenced by Christianity. 
Belief in an unseen realm, or the assumption of heaven or hell after 
death, or the reality of human sin and the need for divine salvation—
these were so widespread as marks of “common-sense thinking” that 
the evangelistic task was relatively straightforward: Show that Jesus is 
the One who overcomes the powers of evil and brings deliverance from sin. 
Show that Jesus is the only Way to eternal life because he took on himself 
the punishment for our sin. Show that we’re sinners in need of a Savior, 
and Jesus is the Son of God who meets us in our need and accomplishes our 
redemption. With the fading of a Christian framework in society, these 
cultural touchpoints can no longer be assumed. An evangelist’s work 
becomes more complex. We often have to start further back—whether 
we’re talking about God’s existence, distinguishing between cultural 
conceptions of sin and what the Bible says about human depravity, or 
making a case for the goodness and beauty of the church.

	 2.	 Davis and Graham, with Burge, The Great Dechurching.
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In a world where shared cultural assumptions have been lost, 
what does it mean to call someone to follow Jesus? In a world where 
religion is personalized and privatized, often relegated to the realm 
of chosen values and not public truth, many people will assume when 
we share the gospel that we’re merely recommending a new type 
of religious experience, something to help achieve inner peace or 
cope with the vicissitudes of our modern world. And if Christianity 
continues to decline, it’s possible at some point that calling someone 
to follow Jesus will make about as much sense as asking the average 
American in 1896 if they’ll follow the Mahdi. If secularism slowly 
remakes Christianity into a less plausible option, a “dead wire” for 
most people, how should we respond?

Cultural apologetics is one way of addressing these concerns, a 
way both new and old of preparing the soil for the gospel seed. It’s 
old because the approach has an ancient pedigree, something we can 
trace back through the centuries of church history. It’s new because 
we’ve often overlooked this tool in recent decades, as we’ve been 
slow to realize many of the cultural touchpoints we once assumed 
no longer exist, and we’ve sometimes opted for a one-size-fits-all 
approach to making a case for the gospel. It’s an old tool in the 
toolkit, but it needs to be dusted off and repurposed for today’s world.

Cultural Apologetics as a ToolCultural Apologetics as a Tool

This approach begins with a particular posture toward the cul-
ture. The missionary theologian Lesslie Newbigin (1909–98) urged 
Christians toward a missionary encounter between the gospel 
and whatever culture we are trying to reach.3 We want to present 
Christianity in a way that is comprehensible, commendable, and 

	 3.	 See Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989); 
Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks: The Gospel and Western Culture (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1988); Michael W. Goheen, The Church and Its Vocation: Lesslie Newbigin’s 
Missionary Ecclesiology (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2018).
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compelling in our context. Likewise, we don’t want to appeal only to 
the mind but also to the heart and to the imagination as we cultivate 
the soil and pray for its receptivity to the seed.

In this light, cultural apologetics is a form of preevangelism. It 
requires us to listen carefully and then enter the story of a culture 
so we can “renarrate” someone’s outlook on the world. We shine the 
light of the gospel in a way that affirms their God-given deepest 
longings and aspirations while exposing the misdirection that leads 
to lies, half-truths, and unhappiness. Cultural apologetics does this 
twofold work: showing how the gospel fulfills the deepest longings 
of the people in a society and exposing the lies people in that society 
believe. Often the longings and lies are connected. It’s the longing 
for transcendence, for a relationship with God, when misdirected, 
that leads us to believe lies and to fall for falsehoods.4

Cultural apologetics is about discovering what makes people in a 
culture “tick.” Why do they believe what they believe? What is plausible 
in this society? What is their view of the good life? We can discern these 
sensibilities in films; in television series; in books, songs, musicals, 
and even YouTube tutorials; and especially in one-on-one conver-
sations. This manner of apologetics examines the culture and then 
looks for ways to bring the truth of the gospel to bear into a mission-
ary encounter with that culture.

If traditional apologetics is about making arguments to defend 
Christian truth, cultural apologetics is about making arguments 
that showcase Christianity’s beauty and goodness, using cultural 
touchpoints as an opportunity for gospel witness. It’s a precursor to 
evangelism. It sets the stage so the gospel’s beauty can be accentuated.

In what follows, I offer four reasons why cultural apologetics 
should no longer be a neglected tool but a necessary way of engaging 
people in a secularizing world.

	 4.	 This is the construct of my book This Is Our Time: Everyday Myths in Light of the Gospel 
(Nashville: B&H, 2017).
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1. Because We Want to Respond Wisely 1. Because We Want to Respond Wisely 
to New Social and Cultural Narrativesto New Social and Cultural Narratives

Returning to William James’s analogy of dead and live wires, we 
may wonder, Is Christianity—traditional Christianity and its creeds 
and confessions and congregations and cathedrals—a plausible option for 
radically secular, never-churched people? Is it a live wire, a possibility for 
most people? Or is it increasingly a dead wire?

Asking this question gets to the root of anxiety among Christians 
today. The reason many Christians worry about Christendom’s 
decline and the loss of traditional moral values is that it seems to 
make evangelism and discipleship more challenging. Likewise, the 
loss of cultural Christianity is met by the rise of new social and cul-
tural narratives—different visions of the good life and how we find 
fulfillment.

Expressive Individualism
One of the dominant visions of life today can be summed up by 

the term expressive individualism, an outlook described in Habits of 
the Heart by Robert Bellah and several other American sociologists. 
Bellah defines it this way: “Expressive individualism holds that each 
person has a unique core and feeling of intuition that should unfold 
or be expressed if individuality is to be realized.”5 In other words, 
every person is unique, and the way we come into our own as human 
beings, the way we fully realize our humanity, is when that feeling 
of what we are inside, that spark of uniqueness, can unfold publicly.

There’s another way of describing expressive individualism, 
which comes from the philosopher Charles Taylor’s work in The 
Malaise of Modernity and A Secular Age.6 He says we live in the “age 

	 5.	 Robert N. Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American 
Life, new ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 334.

	 6.	 Charles Taylor, The Malaise of Modernity (Toronto: House of Anansi, 1991); later 
published as The Ethics of Authenticity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1992); Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2007).
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of authenticity.” Many of us Christians react positively to the word 
authenticity because we tend to pit it against hypocrisy (and Jesus was 
right to chastise hypocrites!), but this isn’t the way Taylor uses the 
word. The opposite of authenticity in Taylor’s telling isn’t hypocrisy 
but conformity. To be authentic means you refuse to conform your 
life to any vision that comes from outside yourself. Here’s Taylor’s 
definition:

The understanding of life which emerges with the Romantic 
expressivism of the late-eighteenth century, that each one of us has 
his/her own way of realizing our humanity, and that it is impor-
tant to find and live out one’s own, as against surrendering to 
conformity with a model imposed on us from outside, by society, 
or the previous generation, or religious or political authority.7

In other words, in the age of authenticity, the dominant questions 
are these: How can I find my true self and express my inner essence to the 
world? How can I make sure the presumptions of my family, my society, 
my religion—all these cultural expressions—don’t get in the way of me 
being me?

These definitions help us understand what is meant by expres-
sive individualism, but most of the people we talk to every day have 
never heard these academic terms. They’re more likely to capture 
the ethos in slogans like “You be you,” “Be true to yourself,” “Follow 
your heart,” or “Be yourself.” These sayings, in one way or another, 
capture the essence of expressive individualism.8 Countless self-help 
books reinforce this idea.

	 7.	 Taylor, Secular Age, 475.
	 8.	 Several recent books trace the development and inf luence of expressive individualism. 

See Trevin Wax, Rethink Your Self: The Power of Looking Up Before Looking In (Nashville: 
B&H, 2020); Carl Trueman, The Rise and Triumph of the Modern Self: Cultural Amnesia, 
Expressive Individualism, and the Road to Sexual Revolution (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 
2020); Graham Tomlin, Why Being Yourself Is a Bad Idea: And Other Countercultural 
Notions (London: SPCK, 2020).
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Other Cultural Narratives
Expressive individualism is just one example of a cultural narra-

tive that has risen in recent decades. We could point to various other 
outlooks on life.

Naturalism. Some see the world in purely naturalistic terms, 
adopting either a perspective that is atheistic and possibly hostile 
to religious faith or a secular mindset that, while open to some type 
of religious experience, interprets everything within an immanent 
frame, ruling out the truly transcendent.9

Freedom. In the United States, the value we place on freedom 
and the right to pursue happiness has shifted from a holistic, positive 
sense of becoming free for something (free to achieve a particular 
hard-won vision for success in life) to a negative sense of primarily 
breaking free from something (usually, the constraints imposed on us 
from close relationships, religious groups, family expectations, and 
so on).10

Identity Politics. Another social narrative that gives meaning to 
people in society today is seen by the upsurge in identity politics. 
Within an immanent frame of reference, there is no transcendent 
community or transcendent meaning. Thus, when someone iden-
tifies with a “tribe” and engages in identity politics, they seek to 
become part of a “chosen people” who are on a mission bigger than 
themselves, a cause that endows meaning and significance to their 
life. Anyone, any tribe, who opposes their mission, is opposing them 
personally and obstructing their pathway to finding (or making) 
meaning and significance.11

Intuitional Religions. The agnostic-versus-Christian hypothesis 
that William James saw as a live wire for educated people in 1896 

	 9.	 Phil Zuckerman, Living the Secular Life: New Answers to Old Questions (New York: 
Penguin, 2014).

10.	 See Timothy Keller, How to Reach the West Again: Six Essential Elements of a Missionary 
Encounter (New York: Redeemer City to City, 2020), 39.

11.	 See Mary Eberstadt, Primal Screams: How the Sexual Revolution Created Identity Politics 
(West Conshohocken, PA: Templeton, 2021).
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has been replaced by what Charles Taylor describes as the “nova 
effect”—an explosion of different options for belief and meaning in 
a secular age. It’s not just this position or that; it’s this choice among 
that, and that, and that, and that—myriad beliefs and practices, many 
“remixed” in some way, as pointed out by Tara Isabella Burton, who 
has also chronicled the shift from “institutional” religion to “intui-
tional” faiths.12 It’s no surprise, then, that pastors and church leaders 
today feel as if they must answer not only the question of “Why 
Christianity?” but also of “Why not whatever?”

Jesus Is Better
If we’re to be good missionaries, we cannot ignore a chang-

ing cultural context. Perhaps we’ve gotten accustomed to relying 
on aspects of cultural Christianity or Christendom in the past to 
smooth the way for gospel presentation. We can no longer do so. In 
our world today, we shouldn’t assume biblical literacy. We shouldn’t 
assume a favorable atmosphere for the gospel. We shouldn’t assume 
the plausibility of Christianity’s moral vision. We shouldn’t assume 
that the methods we’ve used in the past will continue to bear fruit the 
same way in the future. Missionaries must adapt to conditions on the 
ground, and so should we.

Cultural apologetics is one way of adapting our mentality and 
our methods to these new conditions, helping us make a holistic case 
for Christianity. Our response to these cultural narratives will not 
be to merely point out the f laws and failures in what our neighbors 
believe but also to show them why these outlooks on life are ulti-
mately unsatisfying and why only Jesus brings salvation, both for this 
life and the next.

12.	 Tara Isabella Burton, Strange Rites: New Religions for a Godless World (New York: 
PublicAffairs, 2020).
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2. Because Caring for Your Neighbor Implies 2. Because Caring for Your Neighbor Implies 
Curiosity About the NeighborhoodCuriosity About the Neighborhood

Another reason why the discipline of cultural apologetics matters 
today? Because culture matters. There is no such thing as a non-
contextualized gospel presentation. When we proclaim the gospel, 
we are always presenting a divine and powerful message in cultural 
terms. As we see in 1 Corinthians 1, the message will be a stumbling 
block to some (Paul preaching the message to Jews) and will sound 
like foolishness to others (Paul preaching the message to Greeks).

Depending on the cultural context, some aspects of Christian 
teaching resonate with people and others sound foolish. Not long ago, 
I had a conversation with a church planter in Germany whose min-
istry is directed to both highly secular people and immigrants from 
the Middle East. Sometimes, during just one day of conversations, 
he’ll witness the same aspect of Christianity acting as a stumbling 
block for different reasons. The Christian view that any sex outside 
of marriage is sin is an obstacle for a secular German, yet for the 
immigrant Muslim, Christian compassion for all kinds of sexual sin-
ners is the obstacle. In the first conversation, the pastor must explain 
why Christian teaching on sexuality is good and not hateful toward 
those who identify as LGBT. In the second conversation, the pastor 
must turn around and explain why Christian teaching on human sin 
and God’s love is good and why God’s mercy toward us rules out any 
sense of superiority or hatred toward other sexual sinners.

As more and more cultures collide in the West, we will not be 
able to fall back on the same apologetic method for Christianity as 
if all or most people are the same. One way we learn to love our 
neighbors effectively is to seek to understand them—what they hope 
for themselves and loved ones, what they think about the world, and 
what they want the world to be. To care about your neighbor means 
you’ll give some attention to the neighborhood—the norms, the val-
ues, the presuppositions, the culture of the world we live in.
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Cultural apologetics means we give attention to the culture not 
because we want to be “cool” or “relevant” or make the gospel palat-
able to every society. We care about culture because culture is part 
of human life. We can’t really love our neighbors (real people in 
real places) if we don’t care about the cultural inf luences and arti-
facts that affect “real people” or distinguish one “real place” from 
another. We can’t love our neighbor without having some idea of 
our neighborhood. And cultural apologetics helps us understand the 
world around us so we can share the gospel in comprehensive and 
compelling ways.

3. Because We Address the Whole Person—3. Because We Address the Whole Person—
the Imagination Alongside the Intellectthe Imagination Alongside the Intellect

Jesus is the only way to God, but there are many ways to Jesus. As 
we call people to faith in Christ, we must be attentive to multiple 
realities and ways of engaging the heart. C. S. Lewis (1898–1963) 
was one of the last century’s foremost Christian apologists, and he 
relied on more than one tool in the toolkit when making a case 
for Christianity. We encounter not only his reasoned and rational 
defenses for Christian truth claims but also his imaginative retell-
ings of Christianity’s story. Lewis referred to “stealing past watchful 
dragons” to describe how stories, particularly fantasy, can bypass 
the defenses of our intellect and skepticism.13 By engaging readers’ 
imaginations, these stories convey deeper truths and moral lessons 
without triggering the resistance that might arise if presented more 
directly.

Ken Myers, longtime host of the acclaimed Mars Hill Audio 
Journal, distinguishes traditional from cultural apologetics. 
“Traditional apologetics is concerned with making arguments to 

13.	 C. S. Lewis, “Sometimes Fairy Stories May Say Best What’s to Be Said,” New York Times 
Book Review, November 18, 1956, 3, https://www.nytimes.com/1956/11/18/archives 
/sometimes-fairy-stories-may-say-best-whats-to-be-said.html.
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defend Christian truth claims,” he says, “and has often addressed 
challenges to Christian belief coming from philosophical and other 
more intellectual sources.”14 In contrast, cultural apologetics refers 
to “systematic efforts to advance the plausibility of Christian claims 
in light of the messages communicated through dominant cultural 
institutions, including films, popular music, literature, art, and the 
mass media.” By defining cultural apologetics in this way, Myers 
emphasizes the role of imagination and the need for deeper under-
standing of inf luential cultural artifacts. He goes on: “So while 
traditional apologists would critique the challenges to the Christian 
faith advanced in the writings of certain philosophers, cultural apol-
ogists might look instead at the sound bite philosophies embedded in 
the lyrics of popular songs, the plots of popular movies, or even the 
slogans in advertising.”

There are many roads to Jesus. For some, the journey will begin 
with an exploration of Christianity’s truth claims. For others, it 
will begin with a sense of dissatisfaction and curiosity, as someone 
is drawn to the beauty of Christianity in the world. Some might 
find the church’s communal life warm and inviting, what Lesslie 
Newbigin called the “hermeneutic of the gospel,” where the gospel 
is put on display. More than a few will look to Jesus when life goes 
crazy in periods of sorrow and suffering. Still others may find their 
imaginations ignited by the epic stories in our world that showcase 
the beauty of the story of redemption, all the echoes that find their 
resonance in the gospel’s symphony. Cultural apologetics is one way 
of recognizing that we bring the whole gospel to the whole human 
person. We cannot argue someone into the faith, as if conversion 
were merely the rational winning of a debate. We woo people into 
the faith, as we rely on the Spirit to showcase Jesus’s beauty in ways 
that appeal to all aspects of our being.

14.	 Ken Myers, as quoted in Paul M. Gould, Cultural Apologetics: Renewing the Christian 
Voice, Conscience, and Imagination in a Disenchanted World (Grand Rapids: Zondervan 
Academic, 2019), 20. The quotes in this paragraph are taken from the same source.
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4. Because the Goodness and Beauty 4. Because the Goodness and Beauty 
of Jesus Are Worthy of Displayof Jesus Are Worthy of Display

Make no mistake, the gospel is good, and Jesus is beautiful. Cultural 
apologists want to do justice to that beauty, to answer the question 
of not only why Christianity is true but why it is good. The French 
philosopher Blaise Pascal (1623–62) laid out a path for cultural apol-
ogetics several centuries ago: “Men despise religion, they hate it and 
are afraid it might be true. To cure that we have to begin by showing 
that religion is not contrary to reason. That it is worthy of veneration 
and should be given respect. Next it should be made lovable, should 
make the good wish it were true. Then show that it is indeed true.”15

What we see here is a beautiful intersection of truth, goodness, 
and beauty (more on this in later chapters). Traditional apologetics 
helps to clear away the obstacles, to show that Christianity isn’t con-
trary to reason but is worthy of respect. Cultural apologetics goes a 
step further, demonstrating the beauty of the gospel, presenting it in 
such a way that the person with a heart stirred by the Spirit will wish 
it were true. “Show it to be lovable,” Pascal says. Don’t just present 
proofs and rational arguments, important as they may be. Highlight 
the beauty.

One way we highlight the beauty is by remembering the church’s 
centrality. Don’t underestimate the power of relationships. The 
church is where Easter comes alive. A renewed fellowship of people 
who follow Jesus together is indispensable in the conversation about 
Christianity’s plausibility. Charles Taylor points out the power of 
relationships in a world with so many religious options:

This kind of multiplicity of faiths has little effect as long as it 
is neutralized by the sense that being like them is not really an 
option for me. As long as the alternative is strange and other, 

15.	 Blaise Pascal, Pensées and Other Writings: A New Translation, trans. Honor Levi (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1995), 12.
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perhaps despised, but perhaps just too different, too weird, too 
incomprehensible, so that becoming that isn’t really conceivable 
for me, so long will their differences not undermine my embed-
ding in my own faith.

Unless something happens that suddenly makes another person’s faith 
option seem viable. And that happens usually through relationship. 
He goes on:

This changes when through increased contact, interchange, even 
perhaps inter-marriage, the other becomes more and more like 
me, in everything else but faith. . . . Then the issue posed by the 
difference becomes more insistent: why my way, and not hers? 
There is no other difference left to make the shift preposterous or 
unimaginable.16

Rodney Stark made a similar point about early Christianity. 
Conversion is more likely when “people have or develop stronger 
attachments to members of the group than they have to nonmem-
bers.”17 This is still true. Both personal evangelism and corporate 
fellowship are vital if we’re to show the world that following Christ is 
a real and viable option in a radically secular world.

A Few CaveatsA Few Caveats

Why care about cultural apologetics? Because we love Jesus and our 
neighbors. This tool deserves to be pulled from the toolkit and used. 
Of course, as we engage in this method, we should mention a few 
caveats, since every tool has its positive and negative sides.

16.	 Taylor, Secular Age, 304.
17.	 Rodney Stark, The Rise of Christianity: How the Obscure, Marginal Jesus Movement 

Became the Dominant Religious Force in the Western World in a Few Centuries (1996; repr., 
San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1997), 18.

9780310175476_GospelAfterChristendom_int.indd   279780310175476_GospelAfterChristendom_int.indd   27 6/11/25   4:12 PM6/11/25   4:12 PM



P art    1 :  W hat    I s  C ultural        A pologetics          ?

28

One caution in prioritizing cultural apologetics is that the culture 
part can dwarf the apologetic part. By so emphasizing study of the 
culture or the society you’re called to reach, you may become under-
developed in studying the Scriptures. You can lose sight of the reason 
you’re engaging in the task in the first place: to foster a missionary 
encounter with others. And not just an encounter or dialogue but 
a gospel-shaped missionary moment where, yes, you find areas of 
common ground on which to build, but then you tackle the areas of 
conflict, where the gospel’s offense must remain.

Another risk in prioritizing cultural apologetics is that you so 
focus on understanding the people you’re trying to reach that you 
tailor the presentation of Christianity only to the needs and questions 
they already have. You try to fit Christianity into another framework 
of thought, showing how it answers and fulfills people’s longings. As 
a starting point, this is fine. I’ve heard it said we’re to listen carefully 
for the questions being asked in each generation and then show how 
the gospel answers those questions. That’s good, but it doesn’t go far 
enough. Faithfulness to the gospel means we don’t merely answer 
the questions people in society are asking—we also raise questions 
people should be asking but aren’t. The gospel upends all earthly and 
cultural scripts and frameworks, at least at some level. The gospel 
presses different questions. The risk with cultural apologetics could 
be that the cultural trends and questions drive everything and the 
challenge that Christianity poses to the world gets muted.

One last caveat, perhaps the most important: We mustn’t be so 
faithless as to think the gospel needs cultural Christianity or cultural 
apologetics to remain the power of God unto salvation. The church 
before Christendom wasn’t propped up by cultural Christianity, and 
Christians in many parts of the world today walk with God just 
fine with no need for cultural crutches. Yes, Christendom may be 
an asset to Christianity in terms of plausibility structures, making it 
a live wire in a sociological sense. But theologically, we must never 
assume cultural Christianity supplies the electricity. It’s the Spirit 
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who makes the gospel spread like wildfire, blowing when and where 
he pleases.

Conversion is always impossible without supernatural inter-
vention. Cultural Christianity may be one of the tools God uses 
to smooth the path so some will understand the basics of biblical 
truth before being confronted with Christ’s specific claims. But God 
doesn’t depend on Christendom, and we shouldn’t either. Whether 
we labor in fields where Christianity seems as far-fetched a possibility 
as becoming Zoroastrian, or whether we labor in areas that still bear 
the fragrance of commonly held Christian values, our call to evange-
lism and missions remains the same—even if certain methods must 
change based on cultural context.

No matter what approaches we suggest or methods we use, we 
mustn’t forget that in the end, the primary reason anyone believes the 
implausible testimony that Jesus of Nazareth walked out of his grave 
isn’t because of live or dead wires, traditional or cultural apologet-
ics, or our expertise in sharing the gospel. The reason is the Spirit’s 
awakening.
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