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THE CHRISTIAN CONFRONTS CULTURE - HIS OR SOMEONE ELSE’S

INTRODUCTION

This paper is primarily a philosophical paper written from the author’s past experiences as 

a mission agency executive and current experience as a seminary student completing a missions 

class on the graduate level.  By no means is this paper meant to be exhaustive on the subject, but 

rather a good method for the author to attempt to interact with all of the various materials that he 

has been exposed to during the semester and attempt to formulate a philosophy regarding 

missionary endeavors and enterprises.  This paper will attempt to show what needs to happen in 

preparation for missionary service, where culture is confronted.

WHAT IS CULTURE?

It is extremely important when writing on a particular subject to make sure that one’s 

readers know exactly what is being discussed to avoid assumptions when it comes to concepts or 

terminology.  Each of us can approach a subject with a particular assumption or bias.  It is no 

different with the word culture.  When we first hear the word culture, we are often taken back 

with different thoughts and opinions.  When some people think about culture, they think about 

music, arts, and literature.  This is commonly referred to as high culture.1 One writer defined 

culture as everything that is a part of one’s everyday life experience.  It includes tangibles such as 

food, shelter, clothing, literature, art, music, etc.  Intangibles such as hopes, dreams, values, rules, 

space relationships, language, body movements, etc.2
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It is also important to define Christianity because that can have a number of definitions 

some of which can be misconstrued or misinterpreted.  For the purposes of this paper, when the 

term Christian or Christianity is used, it is a reference to what is commonly referred to as Biblical 

Christianity.  Marvin Mayers gives a great definition of Biblical Christianity, “Biblical Christianity 

is a dynamic process born in a change setting, and since it introduces change in the life of 

individuals and society, it resists being bound by the narrow ethnocentrism.”3

Culture is more than ritual or a way of life, it is more than someone’s perception of reality.  

One of the best “academic” definitions of culture follows:  Culture is the integrated system of 

learned patterns of ideas, values, behavior, products, and institutions characteristic of a society.4

I like that particular definition of culture because it does not make any value judgments on 

whether a particular culture is right or wrong, good or bad.  Every culture has elements of good 

and bad within it.  The difficult task that is faced by missionaries is to be able to learn about a 

particular culture and then make evaluative judgments with regard to what is good, right or 

wrong and unbiblical.  When an individual recognizes the call of God on their life and makes the 

decision to begin the process of eventually ending up somewhere other than their native culture, it 

is then when they are faced with a mountain load of decisions with regard to how involved in the 

host culture they will become.  

A biblical backdrop on culture is found in Acts 17:22-34.  Paul found himself within 

another culture there in the city of Athens.  He took advantage of the situation that he was in and 

made the best use of it by preaching the gospel to the Athenians.  Paul saw that part of their 

culture was religious in nature.5While preaching the gospel to them and declaring to them who 

God was, Paul quoted some of their philosophers writings in order to reinforce his worldview to 
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the Athenians.6  This exchange between Paul and the Athenians definitely had some cultural 

overtones to it.  In attempting to summarize what culture is, we must remember that culture is 

created and contaminated by human beings; culture is the pen of disobedience from which 

freedom is possible only through the gospel.7  As a former mission executive, I feel that we have 

done missionaries a great injustice by not insisting and mandating more extensive cross-cultural 

training.  Going to the mission field is not just about church planting, it involves making a whole-

hearted attempt to understand and assimilate one self into the host culture without compromising 

biblical doctrine.  It involves having a heart and an attitude that are willing to learn and be 

teachable in these areas.  Too many times people go to a field with a tremendous amount of 

“baggage” and they get in their minds that they are going to reach “these people” for Christ, but 

conversely make no effort whatsoever to learn the host culture, customs and practices.  One 

author summarized the issue as follows:

“Missionary candidates must be prepared to be humble.  While they may have something 
to offer in terms of professional skills, they, too, have much to learn and receive. On 
arrival they are illiterate, unable to speak, read, or write the local language.  They are 
culturally ignorant.  They must, therefore, be ready to kill stone dead any remnants of a 
know-all, have-all attitude.  They must go with a concept of servanthood that says, ‘Thank 
God, I can help a little with the skill God has given me. But there is a lot I do not know 
and cannot do.  Please teach me, please help me.”8

The Call of God

The call of God is a subject that has engendered a fair amount of controversy in recent 

years.  As with any issue there are two sides, there are those who say that the call of God must be 

present on someone’s life before they can serve God in a specific office or capacity and there are 

those who say that the call of God is subjective and not necessary for service, God will take 

volunteers.  My objective is not to solve the debate but rather for the sake of the argument, I will 
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come down on the side of the necessity of the call of God for effective Christian ministry.  We see 

the call that was issued by God to Barnabas and Saul for a specific purpose. 9  We also notice that 

this call was issued by the Holy Spirit and that it was done within the context of a local church 

(Antioch).  Once the call was issued, the church fasted, prayed, laid hands on them and sent them.  

No time frame is given as to how much time elapsed between each element.  We also see another 

reference to the call of God later in the book of Acts, commonly referred to as the Macedonian 

Call.10  We often relate the call of God to a specific task or office as we have observed this within 

the Scriptures.  Does God call people to missionary service?  I would answer that with a 

resounding “yes”! When God calls someone to missionary service, to what are they being called 

to do? 

 Samuel Rowen provides us with some guidance with regard to the function of a 

missionary.  He states, ““The cultural definition states that a missionary is a person who crosses a 

cultural boundary in order to communicate the gospel, whether the boundary is international or 

inner-city.”11  
Selecting A Field

After an individual has discerned the call of God upon their life for missionary service, it is 

then also incumbent upon the individual to seek the will of God regarding a particular field of 

service.  This is very subjective because God works in the lives of people in many different ways 

and through many different sets of circumstances in order to accomplish His purposes.  God has 

issued a generic call of sorts for the world-at-large.12  However, the call of God can be for a 

specific geographical location as well.  In reading various materials on missions and cross-cultural 
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communication, there is very little written on this subject. Choosing a field can either be easy or 

difficult depending on one’s circumstances.  Some missiologists advocate the practice of targeting 

receptive peoples.  Van Rheenen enumerates some of the strengths behind this methodology:

Targeting receptive people has a number of strengths.  First, the receptive people’s 
perspective prioritizes those most willing to hear the gospel.  Second, it acknowledges the 
world to be ever changing and dynamic rather than static and unchanging.  Certain peoples 
are continually becoming more receptive to the gospel while the receptivity of others 
fades.  Third, this perspective correctly recognizes that God in His Holy Spirit convicts the 
world of sin and thus prepares unbelievers to hear his message.  Four, because this 
perspective recognizes that there are different levels of readiness to receive the gospel, 
mission leaders are better able to place mission personnel most strategically for greater 
harvest.” 13

 Heselgrave approaches the same subject from a different perspective.  He states that 

through a careful reading of the New Testament that Paul utilized what we would refer to as a 

“selection strategy” which is as follows:

1. Though Paul was desirous of bearing testimony among his own people and in Jerusalem 
itself, he was especially prepared and commissioned to go to Gentile peoples (Acts 26:15-
18).

2. Though Paul had a concern for all, he gave a certain priority to Jews and Gentiles who 
might be expected to respond to the gospel (Acts 18:1-8).

3. Paul had a special concern for peoples who had not heard the gospel and places where 
the church had not been planted (Rom. 15:20-21).

4. Paul gave priority to establishing churches in strategically located cities.14

 Selecting a field is important because it will ultimately determine what kind of education, 

language, and cultural training that will be necessary.  
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leading of the Holy Spirit.  See Acts 16:6-10



The Importance of Education/Training

It is essential for anyone seeking to do missionary work to seek and obtain good, quality 

sound training from both theological and practical perspectives.  This training is crucial in many 

cases whether a missionary will succeed or fail on the mission field, or if they will fail in the 

process of getting to the field.  

Theological training is important because this provides the foundational framework for 

one’s theology and practice.  It is important to know what we believe and why we believe it 

before we can ever attempt to impart or share it with others, especially those of another 

culture.15Theological training forces the missionary candidate to dig deep into the well of the 

Word of God and through that process attempt to formulate his own Biblical theology of sorts on 

different matters.  In the past, one could get by with a Bible college education, but with the 

complexity of our world, it is imperative that missionary candidates strongly consider seminary 

training.16  There are issues that one will wrestle with in seminary that were never even a thought 

during Bible college years.  Seminary will challenge you and cause you to grow, that is, if you are 

willing to put forth the effort needed.  It will also expose you to an advanced level of education in 

missions classes (such as this class) and provide opportunities for interaction with missionaries, 

mission agency executives, etc.  There is also a movement to discount any type of training and 

just get busy and get to the field.  The zeal within this movement is admirable, but yet how many 

these renegades make it to the field and then stay on the field past one term without any training?  

Education and training should be shared by any educational institutions (seminary), mission 
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original meaning of the text.  It is important to be able to craft a Christian apologetic in the 
context of the country’s non-Christian religion.



agency, and the sending church.  None of the aforementioned institutions is a sole source for 

information and training, however, each can provide a unique perspective to the balanced training 

that a missionary should receive.  Tom Steffen, in writing about missiological education for the 

21st century, makes a similar point regarding a partnership that should exist.  He states that there 

is a need to develop partnerships between local churches, mission agencies, and training institutes.  

Such an interdependent model could produce long-term, highly trained, field-experienced 

personnel backed by solid prayer and financial support.17  

My observations from the past with regard to training are some of the same ones put forth 

by the different authors I have quoted.  I believe very strongly in obtaining a good graduate level 

education, otherwise I would not be doing so myself.  In the past, I saw that mission agencies 

were attempting to instruct their prospective missionary candidates with regard to matters of 

culture, but in many cases, they were spending too much time on raising support and issues 

surrounding that dynamic and devoting very little time to the cultural matters.  In defense of some 

of the agencies that did this, they did it out of a good motive, so as to not discourage the 

missionary by dealing with some of the intricate matters of culture.  Plus, what they were learning 

at this point, they would have undoubtedly forgotten by the time they were ready to go to the 

field. Some of the agencies have gone to a two-phase candidate training, where instead of trying 

to teach everything involved in getting to the field, to taking the first phase and using that for the 

basics:  theological and doctrinal issues, pre-field ministry and raising financial support.  The 

second phase would usually be completed just prior to the candidate departing for the field and 

that would consist of intense training with regard to cultural issues and customs.  This is a wise 

move that not all agencies are doing, but it will be interesting to see if a majority of agencies 

restructure their candidate training in this manner.  
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Another essential part of a missionary’s training is that of language acquisition, if they are 

going to a country that does not speak the missionary’s native language.  If the missionary speaks 

English, he should not make the assumption that everyone either knows English or that they will 

be expected to learn it.  The opposite should occur, the missionary must be willing to be able to 

learn the host culture’s language and learn it well, to eventually communicate effectively with 

those in the host culture.  Heselgrave addresses the issue of language acquisition in his discussion 

regarding the important of learning the language of the receptor culture.  He says, “Some 

missionaries are tempted to excuse themselves from language learning by pointing to some 

missionary who appears to have been eminently successful without having learned the respondent 

language.”18  We are reminded of the ever-present fact that if we want to share the gospel with 

people and see results, we have to be able to communicate with them and that does involve 

language acquisition and cultural immersion.

The Local Church - Sending Agency

As we conclude this paper, it is important to understand that everything that has been 

discussed is essential in making adequate preparation for the mission field.  The church is the 

agency that is solely responsible for sending missionaries to the field.  No mission agency has that 

authority.  Churches are able and should partner with doctrinally sound, fundamental Baptist 

mission agencies.   One author uniquely reminds us of this fact regarding the call of God in 

conjunction with a local church. 

Not even one missionary call recorded by the Holy Spirit in the Acts of the Apostles was 
subjective or the result of individual initiative alone.  In most cases, the subjective sense of 
call is not the aspect of the call which is brought to our attention by the Holy Spirit.  In 
every case either the church or another missionary had a considerable part to play in the 
call.  God’s call is based primarily on objective external events rather than on subjective, 
internal experience.19
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18. David J. Hesselgrave, Communicating Christ Cross-Culturally (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan Publishing House, 1991), p. 354. 

19. Hesselgrave, Planting Churches Cross-Culturally, p. 96 as found in Michael C. 
Griffths, You and God’s Work Overseas (Chicago: InterVarsity, 1967), p. 20–21.



  The church is the proving ground where people are discipled, learn to serve, and where 

the church can accurately and adequately discern the gifts of an individual.  Both the missionary 

and the sending church each need to take their part seriously in the matter of missions. 

In closing, each one of these elements must be present in order for anyone who expresses 

a call of God on their life for missionary service.  They must understand what culture is and how 

they will interact in it.  They must understand the seriousness and importance of the call of God 

on their life.  They must be willing to seek the will of God in selecting a field.  They must have 

obtained adequate education and training.  They must be sent by a local church.  If any of these 

items are missing, they are headed for disaster and could possibly be another unfavorable statistic, 

shipwrecked and disillusioned with life and ministry.  Confronting the culture is a worthy task, but 

it is imperative to take the time to know what is involved before the confrontation can take place. 
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