Lecture #3: Cultural Mandate 

Three Considerations in Our Cultural Mandate

Dr. John Barber

I. Christianity absorbing Culture.

A. A great problem in many nations, the US is no exception, is that of identifying the patterns of one’s culture with Christianity. Christianity is not:

1. Cultural respectability. Many people are of the mind that simply because they are “good” people who pay their taxes and attend church, that this makes them Christian. Salvation is not to be confused with respectability. 

a. Paul was a respectable Jew but gave up it, along with much else in his life, in order that he might gain Christ (Phil 3:1f). 

b. A further point of interest, and this is common in America, are children who have been raised in Christian homes and who can say as adults, “I never knew a time when I was not a Christian.” Praise God for godly parents who raise their children in the fear and the admonition of the Lord. But is the radical nature of conversion such that a person can really say that they never knew a time when they were not a Christian? 

2. Cultural identity. Polls indicate that upwards of 80 percent of Americans claim to be Christian. If this were true, American culture would look quite different. 
a. The cause of this association is based in the erroneous notion that to be American is to be Christian, though in recent years this idea is on the decline rather dramatically (but the 80 percent figure still shows the stability of this association). Again, see Phil 3 and Paul’s abandonment of even his cultural identity as a means to gain favor with God. 

3. Works righteousness. Many people believe that their good works are enough to get them into heaven. But the Bible immediately challenges this false notion (Ephesians 2:1f). 

4. How do East Africans see these three problems in their own cultural situations and churches today? 

B. We must also guard against identifying culture patterns in the Bible as applicable to Christians today.

1. Portions of Ephesians 5 and 6 teach God’s will for three levels of human relationships: husbands and wives (5:22-33); parents and children (6:1-4), and masters and slaves (6:5-9). 
2. Note that at the time Paul wrote these words, the New Testament was not complete. It would not be recognized as Scripture until years later when the Church, under the leading of the Holy Spirit, settled on the canon of Scripture (the 66 books of the Bible). So when Paul refers to “Scripture” (see Romans 10:11; Gal. 4:30) he is referring to the Old Testament. Paul regularly quotes Scripture to substantiate his teachings as wholly inspired of God. 

3. An analysis of the three areas of human relationships cited above shows Paul quoting the 10 Commandments in the first two cases (5:31; 6:2-3), but he does not quote the OT in any way with respect to the relationship of masters and slaves.

4. This indicates that Paul sees only the first two areas of relationships as normative for Christian life today. In other words, marriage and family relationships are creation mandates. But the third area is not a creation mandate. Regarding masters and slaves, Paul is dealing with a cultural phenomenon, not a creation mandate. His point is to make the best out of a bad situation (see also Philemon where Paul asks the master to receive back Onesimus as a “brother”). 
5. So, not only must we be careful to distinguish cultural respectability, cultural identity, and works righteousness from true Christianity, but also we must discriminate between cultural patterns, which the Bible teaches as being normative for us today and cultural patterns that are tied to specific times in history but are not normative. 

6. Beyond the obvious issue of slavery, how can East Africans apply this last, important distinction to their cultural and religious environments?
7. See also Acts 15 and the important issue of circumcision as a further example of a cultural/religious practice that was discontinued among Gentile believers. 
II. Christianity, the Liberator of the Conscience.
A. There are many practices that many churches and individual believers forbid but which are not forbidden by Scripture. 
1. Some simple example includes styles of dress and foods. Depending on the Christian community, there may be many more categories that could be mentioned including the moderate use of alcoholic consumption. 
2. Without taking a position on these issues, I only want to draw our attention to 1 Cor. 8 and Paul’s discussion on meat sacrificed to idols. Here we find that some immature believers were concerned that to eat such meat engaged them in idolatry.
3. Paul’s main point is that there is no such thing as an idol; they are only wood and stone. Thus our consciences are at liberty to eat the meat. However, should there be present a “weaker brother” who has not yet grown beyond the point of superstition (v. 9-13), one should defer to him or her and not eat. 
4. A theological term that arises in connection with Paul’s discussion in 1 Cor. 8 is adiaphora. It comes from the Greek, ἀδιάφορα— “indifferent things.” Adiaphora in Christianity refer to matters not regarded as essential to the faith, but nevertheless as permissible for Christians or allowed in church. What is specifically considered adiaphora tends to depend on the specific theology of a Church in view.

5. In our day much is said about foods, especially in America, where a growing movement is a foot and that teaches abstinence from meat. People say that since God created Adam to eat food from the ground, and we are restored in Christ through salvation, and thus to our pre-fall condition, that the consistent Christian will eat only foods that come from the ground, as did Adam. 
6. The argument is flawed on more levels than I will take the time to innumerate. However, the Bible, rather than restrict our diets, permits foods of all sorts (Acts 10-11; Col. 2:16; Gal. 4:9-10), bearing in mind that our bodies are the temple of the Holy Spirit—a fact that ought to caution us against over indulgence regarding food. 

7. The world imposes many rules on us. But Christianity liberates our conscience. Nonetheless, our freedom ought not to be used as an opportunity for the flesh. If the choice is between acting according to our freedom of conscience and offending a brother or sister, we must decline the use of our freedom and think more highly of others (“Love your neighbor as yourself”). 

8. What practices do East African Christians discourage, which might be considered adiaphora?
B. Another problem is that some Christians and churches generally allow certain practices upon which the Bible is silent. 
1. If you were to attend a Christian conference in Italy, lunch would be “served” to you. You would not walk “cafeteria style” in order to get your food.

2. The reason for this pattern in Italy is due to the strong and long influence of the Roman Catholic Church which, for centuries, has encouraged people to come, sit, and watch the priests perform the rituals of religion for them, while the people sit, not as participants, but as spectators. 
3. Now, one could challenge this practice citing the “Protestant work ethic”—the idea that God expects us to be responsible agents who are able to do for ourselves and for our families according to our hard work, faithful walk with Christ, and God’s blessings. But the fact is that I, for one, cannot point to a specific text in the Bible, and say “Serving food to participants at a Christian conference as though we were attending a restaurant is a wrong practice.” So I have personally made the decision to treat this practice as adiaphora among the Christian community in Italy. 

4. What practices do East African Christians encourage, which might be considered adiaphora?
III. Christianity against Culture.
A. Clearly, there are cultural practices that are dead set against the Bible. 

1. Consider everything from Internet sex, to child sacrifice, and the castration of women. The last two examples are still happening in parts of East Africa (indeed in many places of the world). The Church must rise up and take a strong stand against these diabolical practices. 

2. Here is an example of Christianity against culture, one of a different nature than those cited immediately above. Some years ago, a theory of missions emerged, which taught that missionaries ought to lead people to Christ, but leave the culture of the indigenous population fully intact. 

3. This has resulted in Muslims becoming Christians, but who face Jerusalem 5 times a day to pray. Problematically, this is a prime example of “works righteousness” stated above. No doubt, many cultural practices are adiaphora and should be left untouched. But many cultural practices must be challenged by bringing the truth of God to bear in love as a means to transform traditions and customs that run counter to the Word of God. 
4. An example of the type of thing I am discussing takes us back to the ancient catacombs in Rome. Few archeological finds have been more misunderstood than the catacombs. While most modern Christians think that the catacombs were underground churches that also provided means of escape from the world of culture lying above, the intricate network of underground galleries were not built as Christian meeting places at all but as burial chambers.
 

a. Let’s focus on the art of the catacombs. In Roman culture the spirit of what was painted or sculpted was believed to reside in the art. In other words, the god and the corresponding painting or sculpture was thought to be one and the same. Christian antiquity borrowed the Roman theory holding that the buried believer’s spirit resided in the art of the catacombs. To facilitate this connection many families asked artists to create biblical figures (Jonah, for example) to look like the deceased. Thus, Jonah did not merely denote the deceased in the allegorical sense, but the deceased was thought to participate in the active presence of the art and therefore in the action of Jonah. Christians believed in the power of Jesus to resurrect their friend, but the art acted as a type of “insurance policy” to insure his or her safe arrival in heaven. So strongly did many loved ones believe that their dead aunt or uncle lived in the art of the catacombs that after the funerary meal (refrigerium) had ended it was not atypical for someone to leave behind a small piece of bread for the dead just in case they were hungry! It is only a small step from here to the full iconological view of the East that art provides a living medium for the human-Divine encounter. 
b. Obviously, in time, Christians ended the practices in the catacombs, largely because they recognized them as against the teachings of Scripture (though other pressures played a part as well).
5. What practices in African couture does the Church of Africa need to address forcefully, if not condemn? 
� Pagans and Jews were known to eat the refrigerium (a funerary meal that came after burial) underground, a practice adopted by Christians.
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