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1

INTRODUCTION

We live in perplexing times. There is conflict in every cor-
ner of our globe—from Washington to London, Hong 

Kong, Iran, and everywhere in between. Besides all this ten-
sion in various places, our world has seen a huge set of cul-
tural shifts in the past several decades. Those shifts touch on 
many areas of life. Among them have been seismic alterations 
in lifestyle choices that used to be taken for granted. Our 
own culture is not what it used to be. Through civil discourse 
(and sometimes public use of foul language), people debate 
marriage, sexuality, and choices regarding the preservation of 
life. Charges and changes are everywhere. The church, sens-
ing a cultural war, has met this challenge and undertaken the 
battle. But has our strategy been right? Is it even biblically 
aligned? 

Cultural intelligence requires that we understand what 
is happening around us and how to engage these changes 
well. To examine this need is the point of this book. Has the 
church’s approach to doing battle been effectively defined 
and practiced? Have we missed the exact nature of the bat-
tle and misdirected our mission? We seek to answer those 
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questions and look again at how the church can engage in a 
biblically rooted way. 

We proceed in six parts. First, we consider how we got 
where we are and examine the dislocation that the changes in 
our culture have produced (introduction). Next, we consider 
what Scripture says about engagement in the spaces and places 
where God has us (chapter 1), and then observe how Paul 
talked about culture versus how he spoke to it ( chapter!2). In 
his life and words are major lessons in an intelligent approach 
to culture. Next, we discuss how to have difficult conver-
sations with people who do not agree with how we see the 
world (chapter 3). We will also consider the things we do 
that prevent beneficial conversations as well as what we can 
do to have a chance at better cultural conversations. Then we 
look at the biblical call to love (chapter 4). Finally, we explore 
two ways to read Scripture and identify which one needs to 
become a regular part of our “Bible-to-life” teaching (chap-
ter 5). To have an additional approach to reading the Bible 
can help us engage culture in balance with what Scripture 
shows as an effective way to live—and do so with respect to 
how God has made us. 

The World Both Bigger and Smaller, More Complex

Our world has changed significantly in my lifetime, which 
spans back to the early 1950s. It has gotten simultaneously 
bigger and smaller. Given our vastly wider array of options 
now, our choices have become more complex, intensifying 
the pressure we feel. Cultural engagement has also become 
more of a challenge personally, but especially for the church. 
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From its first-century beginnings, the church was com-
manded to exemplify a countercultural way of life. In our 
American context, the culture war was launched in reaction 
to events in the 1960s and heightened in the 1970s. It is still 
with us, raging fiercely in all corners of our society. 

Today’s younger generations have not experienced the 
same degree of upheaval; rather, they were born into a rapidly 
changing world and have lived in the middle of it ever since. 
That one difference in their point of exposure has produced a 
separate set of sensitivities—sensitivities that are surfacing and 
adding to the tensions between the generations in the church. 

How We Got Here

Virtually everyone recognizes that access to information has 
expanded, as have the options for making life choices that 
society no longer questions as it once did. So, what exactly 
happened, and what do those changes mean for the church?

Two innovations of the 1960s sculpted the challenging 
world we now occupy. 

The first innovation, dating back to the summer of 1962, 
was the Telstar satellite. It provided the first live video link 
between the United States and Europe, bringing communi-
cation and information access to a new level. I remember my 
TV show being interrupted with “breaking news,” and then 
I sat fascinated with the idea that a broadcast in one location 
could be affected by transmitting a signal into space from 
another location. Spaces and places were being changed. 

Now flash forward to today. This kind of communica-
tion happens billions of times every day. No longer is satellite 
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transmission the exclusive purview of big corporate net-
works. It is personal, and can be done from the palm of one’s 
hand. Our big world is tightly linked, and we have been 
brought closer to one another than ever before. 

As a result of this technology, we all became more aware 
of a wide world. It was harder to live in a protective bub-
ble that crowded out most options. Such expanded connec-
tion and communication meant more people were aware of 
an array of options across their lives. Increased travel also 
opened up new vistas. Those who could not travel physically 
could do so digitally. 

As perspectives grew, so did “perspectives as a matter for 
discussion.” Our world became bigger and smaller all at once.

A second major innovation was the development and con-
sequent availability of the Pill. This pharmaceutical invention 
changed relationships between the sexes. All of a sudden, sex 
could be had with little risk of pregnancy, minimal cost, and 
no personal investment. Where fear of pregnancy no longer 
reigned, freedom of choice became an option. An array of 
personal choices and alternative means of sexual expression 
became possible. Some of these choices existed before the Pill, 
but this drug altered the consequences, and millions opted in.

The result of such developments, and others like them, 
is that people have been exposed to more possibilities and 
have many more alternatives to choose from. In saying this, I 
am not evaluating those choices. I’m only observing the way 
information and options have intensified in our tightly con-
nected, bigger-yet-smaller world. 

Think of it: Who has not heard of or known someone 
who’s lived with his or her future spouse before marriage or 
declared a same-sex preference? Who hasn’t been in a debate 
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about immigration, the cost of health care, the implications 
of Islam, or whether it is un-American to kneel during the 
National Anthem because of injustice? Where does one even 
begin to have conversations about such things with the hope 
of a positive outcome? How can we discuss topics like these 
without the conversations blowing up in our faces?

The Loss of the Judeo-Christian Net

Another factor producing all of this change is the removal of 
the Judeo-Christian net that once encircled much of Western 
culture. It existed a few generations ago to the degree that 
even if someone did not walk into a church or have exposure 
to Judeo-Christian teaching on a regular basis, he or she still 
understood its core values and, more often than not, gave 
those values some level of respect. Even if a person did not 
believe the Bible to be completely inspired (that is, divinely 
authored), it was considered a valuable source of wisdom 
about life.

There is no such net to catch people today as they “fall” 
into the life choices our culture makes available. In fact, things 
have changed so much that the church has had to wrestle with 
how to communicate to a decidedly distinct culture. 

When the Judeo-Christian net existed, one could argue 
that something was true “because it is in the Bible,” and 
people would treat the remark as worthy of consideration 
because the Bible was viewed as a reliable source. Now, the 
situation has changed so much that one needs to argue that 
something is in the Bible because it is true. That is a distinctly 
different kind of argument and, in many ways, a much harder 
argument to make. 



CULTURAL INTELLIGENCE6

Gone are the days where culturally one can use Scripture 
as an imprimatur for an idea’s validity. Now one has to make 
the case that what is being presented fits an authentic and 
effective way of life. 

The church is still learning how to engage in this way. 
Arguing this way is not to step away from Scripture, how-
ever. It means making the case for Scripture by explaining, 
“What God has said, he has inspired for good reason.” Then 
the church has to spell out what that rationale is.

The reality of this change has rocked the church. Some 
Christians long for a return to the past in hopes of recover-
ing what has been lost—a goal at the heart of the culture war 
many of us have fought for decades. However, Scripture has 
made it clear from the beginning that people of faith would 
always be a remnant within society and that to follow Jesus 
would mean experiencing pushback from the world (John 
14:17; 15:18; 17). A disciple has always been warned to pre-
pare for the reality of bearing a cross (Luke 9:23–25). Jesus 
spent the entire second half of his ministry making this clear 
to the Twelve, his original disciples, and nothing he said indi-
cated that it would change until God fixes it all at the end of 
time. In other words, we have come out of an exceptional 
era that was probably never as good as we now remember 
it––and there is no going back anyway.

Still, none of these challenges or changes alters the need 
for the church to image God in the world. That is the assign-
ment God gave those he calls to him. It is why the church 
bears the description “the body of Christ.” We are called to 
be an incarnation of God’s presence in the world, his audio-
visual in a unique set of individuals and a special commu-
nity. How we engage in showing God’s grace and character 
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matters. The content of what we believe matters, but so does 
our tone. 

The church lives in a constant tension as it seeks to share 
the gospel, what is called the “good news.” Sharing its mes-
sage involves both challenge and hope. The challenge engages 
the way people live when they make choices independently 
from God. The hope-filled good news is that God offers a 
flourishing life to those who seek a relationship with him. As 
they accept his provision, they experience total forgiveness 
in Christ. 

God intended for believing individuals, church commu-
nities, and the church as a whole to engage in a multilayered 
effort. Yet those of us in the West have tended to engage only 
at the individual level. We speak in very personal terms about 
our God. Many of our hymns are written in the first-person 
singular. Meanwhile, we could also be speaking about what 
a flourishing life means for our church community and how 
people can interact together as a God-honoring body whose 
standard of life stands distinct from the choices of the world. 

The call for cultural adeptness has never been greater, 
nor has the need to view engagement far beyond individual 
concerns. So, what theology of engagement will lead us to 
interact culturally with skill and in line with God’s call? How 
can we think about and live in the spaces and places God has 
us from day to day? How do we effectively engage the issues 
around us at individual, community, and even societal levels? 

How This Primer Is Distinct: The Relational Layer

Most books on cultural engagement focus on either mod-
els of engagement, such as Richard Niebuhr’s Christ and 



CULTURAL INTELLIGENCE8

Culture, or specific topics, such as Faith in the Voting Booth, 
the work by National Association of Evangelicals president 
Leith Anderson (with Galen Carey), or A Practical Guide to 
Culture by John Stonestreet. My own previous writing in 
this area, How Would Jesus Vote?, attempted something simi-
lar. And Andy Crouch’s Culture Making took on the issue of 
contributing positively to culture and what helps form posi-
tive culture. 

Such works are helpful, but this primer has a different 
purpose. We are considering how to approach all such ques-
tions with wisdom and skill by considering what Scripture 
says about engagement, as well as thinking about how cul-
ture and theology interact. We are asking especially what this 
looks like relationally, often when a believer’s way of life is 
challenged in a conversation. 

In particular, this primer considers our tone and the rela-
tional dimensions of such interaction. This is crucial because 
as culture and Scripture engage, we typically only think of 
the idea side of the topic without asking the subsequent 
questions: How do I actually interact with someone whose 
ideas are different from mine? How do I participate in diffi-
cult conversations? What does Scripture say about engaging 
those who do not share my faith? 

There are six key biblical texts that discuss engagement. 
One of them is the most prominent “battle” text on this topic 
in the New Testament. What do these texts say about how 
to reflect our faith as we engage? How do they define our 
calling? One of the things we will see is that a misdirected 
and poorly defined mission is counterproductive to our call. 
Another thing we will see is that a targeted mission makes 
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adept engagement—that is, cultural intelligence—possible, 
even when it includes a challenge to society.

As we begin, let me define culture and make an important 
observation. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, 
culture consists of “the customs, arts, social institutions, 
achievements, and values of a particular nation, people, or 
other social group.” It is like the air we breathe. It surrounds 
us constantly. We interact with it always. 

Now the observation: The singular word culture is a 
misnomer. What we experience are cultures, and their move-
ment in relationship to one another is like plate tectonics. 
They rub against each other, sometimes resulting in distur-
bances. There certainly are tensions. This is life in a fallen 
world filled with options, some of them good, some of them 
bad, and some of them simply different. It takes intelligence 
and sensitivity to negotiate the combination of cultures and 
pluralisms we experience, especially as Christians. This book 
introduces how to think about engagement in a way that 
hopefully reflects Scripture, honors and images God, and 
loves our neighbor.

Finally, I am using cultural intelligence in a nontechnical 
way. The technical meaning is about how to understand cul-
ture with skill, how to be intelligent about culture(s). This 
book is more concerned with how to begin to get there, 
about cultural sensitivity, which sets the table for moving into 
developing cultural intelligence. It is a prolegomenon about 
engagement and how to get in a better position to live with 
the pluralism we all face. One cannot get to being intelligent 
about culture(s) without being willing to engage, listen, and 
many times, learn.
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1
A Theology of Cultural Intelligence

Cultural intelligence requires knowing our calling as well 
as the real nature of our battle. The spiritual nature of the 

conflict means we must utilize both a spiritual perspective 
and divinely appointed resources. It also means appreciating 
what is going on with the people around us who have made 
different choices. In the section that follows, we will con-
sider six of the most significant texts on the cultural places 
and spaces we find ourselves occupying, as well as how the 
resources we have enable us to engage wisely.

Six Key Texts

Ephesians 6:10–18

The key text is verse 12: 
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For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the 
rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers of this 
darkness, against evil, spiritual forces in the heavens.

Christians fight a battle in a fallen world. Scripture often 
speaks of the world as being opposed to the things of God 
and, as a result, opposed to believers. John 15:19 reads, “If 
you were of the world, the world would love you as its own. 
However, because you are not of the world, but I have cho-
sen you out of it, the world hates you.” 

In a battle, it is essential to understand the calling and the 
mission. For decades the church fought a culture war where 
we often made other people the enemy. But this core biblical 
text on engagement reminds us that our real battle is spiri-
tual. It requires spiritual resources, and we are armed with 
those in response to the conflict.

Ephesians 6:10–18 is the most explicit battle text among 
the New Testament letters. In fact, the Greek word for battle 
(or as verse 12 calls it, our “struggle”) entails hand-to-hand 
combat, and the context involves arrows being shot during 
the struggle. It is a life-and-death fight. 

Verse 12 of this text says we are in a wrestling match that 
needs armor. The metaphor is mixed, with arrows also com-
ing from afar. In the passage, Paul is telling the Ephesians 
to stand strong as they resist the devil (vv. 11, 13). Ground 
has already been won. That ground is spiritual and is tied to 
things such as our theology and our character. That ground 
resides in the church and with the believing people of God. 
We need to hold our ground, not take over new territory. 

This is what the text mentions as armor: truth, righteous-
ness, the gospel of peace, faith, salvation, and God’s Word. 
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Commentators debate whether this is about truth in the 
abstract or truth applied; whether it is about righteousness as 
justification or righteousness applied. Given what has been 
said in the letter of Ephesians to this point, it is probably all 
of this rather than either/or. 

Both a guide to the battle and a description of the battle 
are present in this text. Strength is to come from the Lord 
(v.!10), and we are to equip ourselves with what he provides: 
his armor (v. 11). 

If we were to state the key verse emphatically, it would 
read: “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but 
against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic 
powers of this darkness, against evil, spiritual forces in the 
heavens” (v. 12). I emphasized “not” because on the other 
side of it is a fourfold description of the enemy that makes 
our opponent and the nature of the battle clear. Our mission 
is not to defeat or crush people. It is to stand with spiritual 
resources against an unseen enemy. These spiritual enemies 
are so invisible that people may not even realize they exist. 

To repeat an essential point, the rest of the text names 
our resources: truth, righteousness, the gospel of peace, faith, 
salvation, the Word of God, and prayer (vv. 13–18). There 
is nothing about circumstances here. There is nothing about 
political ideologies here. The resources are our theology, our 
faith, and the quality and character of our lives as believers. 

People are not the enemy. They are the goal. When Jesus 
sent forth his disciples with the Great Commission in Matt 
28:18–20, he said to go into the world and make disciples. 
He did not say, “Go into the church and be disciples,” or 
“Withdraw from public space.” He sent the church into the 
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public space, armed for battle with spiritual resources that 
only God and the gospel provide through Christ.

Now, let’s think through our battle metaphor. We are mem-
bers of the GIA (God’s Intelligence Agency). Our assign ment 
is to rescue people, as special forces do. We are to seek to res-
cue people from the clutches of unseen enemies. Those people 
walk “according to the ways of this world” (Eph 2:2)—a real-
ity that should not surprise us. It is unrealistic to expect people 
who are not connected to God to live in ways he directs. This 
is why the gospel is so important in this struggle. The gospel 
equips people with ability and capability that they otherwise 
do not possess. 

What does a member of the GIA do, and what is the mis-
sion? The mission is to so faithfully and relationally live out the 
truth of God that a way of rescue is made apparent. To so faith-
fully represent the truth of God that our lives and words dem-
onstrate a flourishing, alternative way of life—his way of life. 

Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to res-
cue people out of the clutches of destructive spiritual forces 
so sinister that people may not realize they are in any kind 
of danger. This is an enormous part of the challenge. People 
are in extreme danger, yet they don’t know it or see it. 
Understanding that our special-forces operation involves 
the rescue of people in harm due to sinister forces they often 
don’t recognize totally changes how I engage. If I see the per-
son across from me not as an enemy but as one who needs to 
be recovered, as lost and needing to be found, I will engage 
differently.

This is not mission impossible, and this tape will not 
self-destruct in five seconds. This is the call of God, where 
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we possess the resources to fight the battle he describes in 
the way he prescribes. Those resources are contained in and 
deployed through the truth we live out day by day individu-
ally among our neighbors, as the body of Christ before the 
world, and as believers engaging the world in ways that are 
distinct from how the world engages. 

In the culture-war approach, we have all too often grown 
misguided in the mission, making people the enemy. In that 
faulty execution of our assignment, we’ve not only failed to 
accomplish the call of making disciples, but we have actu-
ally damaged the church by robbing it of its good news. Our 
challenges to culture, which were intended to attract, have 
sometimes been expressed so hard and so heartlessly that the 
recipients have been repelled instead. This is especially the 
case when we do battle in the same ways the world battles, 
or when we neglect to live in contrast to the world. As soon 
as we shed the relational distinctives that are the church—
the call to love our enemies and to live authentically with 
integrity and grace—we look like any other special-interest 
group. Then people will choose cultural options with their 
own special interests in mind. 

The damage to the church’s reputation and the cause of 
Christ is immense when the mission is as ill-defined as we’ve 
made it. Masses of our own young people look at how we 
older generations engage culturally, and they reply, “No, 
thank you!” 

Our assignment is to engage in this spiritual battle using 
the spiritual resources we’ve been given so that, by the dis-
tinctive way we live and love, others will be drawn in. That 
distinctiveness is most evident when we love our enemies as 
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