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I have a great appreciation for vehicles with air conditioning. Living in Alabama, we regularly experience 
incredible heat waves with large doses of humidity. It’s why our state is so good in college football – these 
poor players have to do two-a-days in this mess!

For the first few years in our marriage, our “family Lexus” was my wife’s Chevy Aveo. Her daddy got it for her 
{brand new!} before we got married. I inherited that $215/month payment the day we exchanged vows. 
Living in an 800 square foot piece of paradise, I was of course glad for my wife to have the good car. We 
both had commutes, but hers was way longer. The Aveo may not have had power windows, but that air was 
cold! I went back and forth working at a steel mill, so it made sense for me to drive the truck with no air and 
a roof whose inner top hung down like the tent of an Arabian desert prince. I didn’t mind showing up sweaty 
to work – I was about to bask in 140 – 170 degrees anyway.

Not surprisingly, money was tighter those first few years. But we would manage to save up and splurge 
once a year {usually for our anniversary} at Ruth’s Chris Steakhouse. Naturally, we drove the family Lexus, 
which at this point was not only identifiable by its short, grey cuteness but also its missing gas cover. At this 
Ruth’s Chris, every car got valeted. We would unashamedly pull up beside BMWs, Corvettes, Ferraris and big 
fancy trucks and I’d toss the keys to the valet with a grin and a “Don’t scratch it” that made everybody laugh.

Probably for most Americans, the idea of culture or being cultured is by default associated with fine dining, 
art museums, fancy cars or at least being able to {according to Rudyard Kipling} “walk with kings—nor lose 
the common touch”. Years ago, I read a little book by Henry Van Til that totally revolutionized my 
understanding of culture. This little masterpiece, entitled The Calvinistic Concept of Culture, started off 
with the basic biblical premise that culture is rooted in who we are as people. As believers, we see most 
clearly who we are in the Bible. Our experience verifies this to be true. All cultural endeavors flow from our 
view of the world – the good, the bad and the ugly. From what we view as beautiful, desirable and worthy of 
our aspirations. From what we turn away from as unworthy of our life and time. In other words, culture is 
rooted in the fundamental spiritual condition of man as either a child of God or a child of the devil. As Van 
Til so famously quipped, “Culture is religion externalized”. Our Savior said the same in John 8:42-45 where 
He directly relates what we do to who our spiritual father is.

The idea that culture is religion externalized may strike some as an odd statement in a day where such 
things as “Christianity is a relationship, not a religion”, but such statements usually gain popularity by 
trying to redefine words that already have a good meaning. The spirit behind such modern statements is 
usually commendable, however shallow the thinking may tend to be. The truth is, religion is a relationship, 
but it is one bounded by truths, realities and rules. Just like marriage vows. Just like an employee hand-
book. Just like all of life. You see, religion is far more precious and fundamental than a sort of yucky, 
self-righteous externalism that such popularized slogans try to attach to it. It is actually far more 
fundamental – and inescapable – to life. If it is true that culture is religion externalized – that we can work 
our way out from a person’s religion to their culture – can we work our way backwards from culture to 
religion? Let me explain.
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I have a dear friend who happens to be an atheist. He is an incredibly kind-hearted man who helped me 
through much of my college days and was always available to pour into me. It was easy to love him and 
express kindness towards him, so we struck up a friendship. We could talk about anything – including 
faith. He made the comment once that he was not religious because he didn’t officially associate with any 
recognized religious group or denomination. In other words, he actually agreed with the modern quip 
about religion vs. relationship – religion was all external “stuff” that we do. I gently told him I disagreed 
and that I thought he was intensely religious because I knew for a fact he believed passionately in many 
things. My point was this. Redefining religion as an externally recognized group may provide a comfort-
able mental distance from things people don’t like. But it doesn’t change the fact that all people are 
religious because religion is determined by a person’s ethical source and behavior, not their mental 
associations. All people have a source for right and wrong, good and bad, beautiful and ugly. Once you 
find the source of a person’s ethics and behavior, you’ve found their god.

For us as Christians, our God is the God of the Bible. God is our source of law – our source for right and 
wrong, reality and truth, beauty and righteousness. We start with and from Him {as revealed in Scripture} 
and work our way out. For the atheist, he is forced to start ultimately from his own mind. From human 
reason. This puts the “debate” of whether or not people are religious to rest, firmly establishes that all men 
are religious {all men have a source of personal ethics} and moves the discussion to where it more 
properly belongs. What is the source of our personal ethics: reason or Revelation?

Since religion is ultimately defined by the reality that all individuals have a “code of conduct” or personal 
ethics – and obviously then a source from which these ethics come – I hope you are now able to begin to 
see the importance of being culturally earnest. Cultural endeavors aren’t just the “fine things” of life. All 
things have a culture. An environment of attitude, a manner of expression and a way of doing things. 
Families, businesses and churches all have cultures. And those cultures are all ultimately rooted in our 
view of God, truth, beauty and worth.

And this is why the Christian must be earnest about culture. Culture gives us the ability to express the 
love, purity, grace and beauty of God in every area of our lives. In all our endeavors. It allows us to turn all 
the meaningful areas of life into channels of blessing, joy and salvation. To show to the world why and 
how it is that Christ’s birth brings “glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace, good will to men.” 
Our choices are plain: we will either build cultures of life or cultures of death. Light or darkness. Blessing 
or curse.

Maybe now we see a little more clearly just how important it is – and how much fuller is the command – 
to go into all the world baptizing in the name of Father, Son & Holy Spirit while preaching Christ. It turns 
the ethical heart of who we are into a pure flame of life. And it builds the most beautiful homes, churches, 
schools, art museums and halls of justice.


