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CHRIST AND CULTURE POSITION PAPER 

Christ and Culture, by H. Richard Niebuhr, is the classic book on the topic of the relationship 

between the Christian faith and the cultural world in which the believer lives. This paper will 

give an overview of Niebuhr's five models of Christ and culture, and then discus my position on 

the subject. 

 

I. Niebuhr’s Typology 

 

The first view, “Christ against culture,” consists of those who see Christianity and the 

surrounding culture in a life or death struggle, and believe that Christians are obligated to reject 

culture for the sake of Christ. The strength of this position is the sincere desire to follow Christ 

above all things, even the preservation of one's own life. Its weakness is the tendency toward 

legalism and viewing sin as part of the culture instead of embedded in the human heart. 

 The second model of Christ and culture is the “Christ of culture” approach. This is the 

approach of those who accommodate Christ and culture to one another. These people 

interpret culture through Christ, regarding those elements in it as most important 

which are most accordant with his work and person; on the other hand they 

understand Christ through culture, selecting from his teaching and action as well 

as from the Christian doctrine about him such points as seem to agree with what is 

best in civilization. So they harmonize Christ and culture, not without excision, of 

course, from New Testament and social custom, of stubbornly discordant 

features.1 

 

Niebuhr points out that this approach has been beneficial because there have been times when 

                                                 
1 H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York: HarperCollins, 1951), 84. 
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Christ was accommodated to culture and was thereby commended to people who might not 

otherwise have heard of him. Unfortunately it is done at the risk of presented a distorted Christ to 

fit the culture. 

 The “Christ of culture” model is like the “Christ against culture” approach in that it 

minimizes the extent of sin and reduces the sum total of the Christian life to obedience 

(moralism). These first two views have historically been rejected by the majority of the church in 

favor of several approaches that seek to give appropriate weight to both Christ and culture. 

Niebuhr discusses three of these mediating views. 

 The first of the three mediating views is the “Christ above culture” view, which attempts 

to synthesize Christ and culture. The classic example of this is Thomas Aquinas. In this view, 

both culture and Christ are from God, and what culture begins is complimented and completed 

by Christ. Culture becomes a training ground for the Christian life. The benefit of this position is 

that it brings unity to the human life. It also takes account of the importance of both Christ and 

culture. The biggest critique of this view is that in bringing an absolute Christ together with a 

relative culture, the institutions of the culture are viewed as absolutes from God, rather than 

particular and relative applications of absolute truth. 

 The second of the mediating views is called “Christ and culture in paradox.” This group 

rejects the combination of Christ and culture found in the synthetic approach. Nevertheless, it 

sees “the need for holding together as well as distinguishing between loyalty to Christ and 

responsibility for culture.”2 Luther is a clear example of this type, and he thought that the culture 

informs us of what should be done in secular life, but Christianity deals with the motivation and 

                                                 
2 Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 149. 
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purpose. The culture teaches men how to be doctors; Christianity teaches men to do it well for 

the glory of God and love of neighbor. Nature and grace are not to be mixed, but both have 

claims on our lives. This position is often critiqued for encouraging “antinomianism” and 

“cultural conservatism.” It also tends to highlight God as redeemer but neglect God as the creator 

of a good creation. It also tends to think of cultural institutions negatively as restrainers of sin 

rather than positively as created institutions. 

 The third mediating view that Niebuhr proposes is the “Christ transforming culture” 

approach. In this approach, nature has been perverted because of sin, and Christ has come to set 

straight what has gone wrong in humanity. The Christian approaches the culture with the goal of 

redirecting the institutions of culture toward God and his glory. While this view helpfully 

balances God as creator and redeemer, it can lead to an overly optimistic attitude and human-

centered busyness as Christian try to build the kingdom of God themselves. 

 

II. My Model 

 

The basic premise that drives my view of Christ and culture is that there are two fundamental 

orientations of mankind: toward the Living and True God and toward idols. Each human being is 

oriented toward the worship of God or the worship of idols. The mission of the church is to 

proclaim the gospel and call people to repent of idolatry and turn to God (Matt. 28:18-20; Acts 

26:17-18). People who worship God are to then turn and express their faith by worshiping God 

in their various vocations. 

 The worship of God as opposed to idols may be expressed in through culture by a 

subjective difference, an objective difference, or both, depending on the cultural context.3 A 

                                                 
3 David VanDrunen makes this distinction between subjective and objective distinctions between believers 
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Christian engages in cultural activities in a subjectively different way than his non-Christian 

neighbor when, because of his faith, he does the same activities in a different manner, as when 

the Christian who cleans floors for a living cleans his floors with integrity (which their non-

Christian coworker may or may not do) and for the glory of Christ (which the non-Christian 

coworker will not do). 

 A Christian engages culture in an objectively different way when the actual content or 

activity of their engagement is different because of their Christian faith. This is exemplified, for 

example, by a scientist who is a Christian and therefore takes as his starting point the biblical 

account of creation in his science. The actual content of his vocation, and not just the manner in 

which he engages in it, it affected by his Christian faith. 

 There are three factors that determine a Christian's relationship to culture. The first is how 

explicitly their particular cultural engagement is related to their worldview. The airplane 

mechanic's vocation will be more subjectively affected by their Christian faith because 

worldview is implicit in their work. The ethicist's vocation will more likely be objectively 

different as well because ethics is a vocation explicitly related to worldview. That is to say, for 

the ethicist, not just the manner but the content will be affected by their Christian faith. 

 The second factor that determines how Christians relate to culture, which is more or less 

related to the first, is the character of the sin and idolatries in the particular culture. The Christian 

may never participate in the sin and idolatry which are present in every human culture. Some 

cultures—and even particular subcultures, institutions and relations within a culture—are so 

                                                 
and unbelievers in David VanDrunen, Living in God's Two Kingdoms: A Biblical Vision for Christianity and Culture 

(Wheaton: Crossway, 2010), 31. D. A. Carson make the point that the way believers live out the difference between 

Christ and culture may depend, to a large extent, on the particular culture. See D. A. Carson, Christ and Culture 

Revisited (Grand Rapids: Eerdmens, 2008), 65. 
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strongly steeped in sin and idolatry that a Christian cannot participate without compromise. In 

others, there is more room for a Christian to live and worship Christ in the midst of the culture 

despite its sins and idolatries. 

 A third factor in how a Christian relates to culture is his perception of the meaning of 

particular aspects of culture. The Christian must always refrain from participating in anything 

they perceive to be sinful, despite the fact that they may be wrong about a particular aspect of 

culture.4  

 These factors highlight the fact that “to be in the world and not of the world” includes 

both presence (“in the world”) as well as distinctness (“not of the world”) with regard to culture. 

In light of this, each of Niebuhr's models reflects a facet of biblical truth. While the “Christ of 

culture” approach as a central category is flawed because it distorts (if not destroys) the gospel 

message, it is also true that because of common grace and the fact that man is made Imago Dei, 

there are by nature some faint glimmers of truth in the best of each culture that can be used as a 

point of contact for the gospel.5 

 The “Christ against culture” approach, is likewise skewed and is problematic if it is 

viewed as the normative approach to the issue of Christ and culture. Nevertheless, there have 

been times in the history of the church when the cultural idolatry has become dominant. When 

this results in persecution and ultimatums to abandon the gospel, the “Christ against culture” 

model can be a biblically faithful response.6 

 The “Christ above culture” model, while it also has its problems, captures a part of the 

                                                 
4 cf. Rom. 14, 1 Cor. 8. Of course there is always the challenge to continue to grow in discernment so that 

we are able to distinguish between what is truly sinful and what is morally indifferent. 
5 D. A. Carson, Christ and Culture Revisited, 61. 
6 D. A. Carson makes this point in Christ and Culture Revisited, 60. 
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truth in the sense that humans seek ways to attain a unity of knowledge. While we must not 

change the gospel or deny the sufficiency of Scripture, we need to create a biblically faithful a 

synthesis of all of our knowledge. For example, if we think of the world as round when we read 

Gen. 1:1, there is a sense in which we are synthesizing Christ and culture. However, in contrast 

to the Roman Catholic view, we must be semper reformanda (always reforming) with regard to 

our views on the basis of Scripture. 

 While all of these models have an aspect of the truth about them, my particular view is 

probably an attempt to find a middle way between a two-kingdom model (Niebuhr's “Christ and 

culture in paradox”) and a transformationalist model (“Christ transforming culture”). As 

mentioned above, there seem to be times when the “Christian” way of participating in a culture 

may not be objectively any different than the non-Christian way of participating in the culture (as 

the two-kingdom model emphasizes). On the other hand, there are circumstances when the 

Christian way of participating in the culture may be different than the non-Christian way of 

participating in the culture (as the transformationalists emphasize). 

 In the end, my view is that the most faithful approach to culture is one that gives priority 

to making disciples without denigrating faithful Christian living, keeps in mind that Christians 

are both present and distinct in culture, and allows for the particular combination of cultural and 

spiritual factors to determine the relationship between Christ and culture. 
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