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The Lord’s Great Commission to the
church and to all His disciples down
through the ages is an all-embracing man-
date. Jesus commands all Christians to go
into the world and to proclaim the Gospel
with the goal of conversion of the listeners
to saving faith in Jesus Christ. It was, and
is, a truly all-encompassing commission
(“all nations”) with an all-encompassing
message (“Teaching them to observe all

things whatsoever I have commanded
you” [Mt 28:19-20, emphasis supplied]).

Both the Old and New Testaments ex-
hort believers to proclaim the whole of
God’s revelatory word and to warn of the
dire consequences failure to do so pro-
duces. Proverbs 29:18 says, “Where there
is no vision, the people perish.” The word
“vision” (hazon) encompasses the entirety
of God’s truth revelation and embraces the
totality of His revelation. Through His
prophet Isaiah, God warned the people of
His changeless, eternal truth standards
and of how they would be used to mea-
sure the people’s morality when He said,
“I will take the measuring line of justice
and the plumb line of righteousness to
check the foundation wall you have
built”(Isa 28:17, NIV). In the final days of
Judah’s apostasy and idolatrous rebellion,
God sent Jeremiah to sound the warning
and to issue the plea, “Stand ye in the
ways, and see, and ask for the old paths,
where is the good way, and walk therein,
and ye shall find rest for your souls” (Jer

6:16). In taking his leave of the leaders of
the church at Ephesus, the Apostle Paul
drew attention to the all-encompassing
nature of his evangelistic ministry when
he said, “Wherefore I take you to record
this day, that I am pure from the blood of
all men. For I have not shunned to declare
unto you all the counsel of God” (Ac 20:26-
27). Clearly, the Apostle Paul was con-
vinced that he would have been gravely
irresponsible and guilty had he neglected
to proclaim “all the counsel of God.”

The Current Crisis
Today, at the brink of a new century

and a new millennium, we stand in the
midst of a profound moral and spiritual
crisis. At this critical juncture of Ameri-
can and world history, a truly biblical re-
sponse to the Great Commission
imperatives that includes a spirit-led proc-
lamation of the entirety of God’s revela-
tion is needed. Such a response involves
proclaiming God’s Word. It means in-
forming, exhorting, and convicting the
people of their desperate need for repen-
tance, regeneration, and revival. Without
God’s standard of righteousness people
will live wild, pagan, unrestrained lives
that devastate themselves, their progeny,
and their fellow citizens.

America faces an appalling crisis of the
mind, the heart, and the spirit. Its homes
and communities are at risk. Evidence of
decay is present. People from all walks of
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life are now concerned with these problems.
They believe something is terribly, tragically,
perhaps terminally wrong. Former Senator
Mark Hatfield has observed:

I see the social fabric of the country
being torn apart, being neglected,
being abused…the number of
abused children that’s on the in-
crease—the number of teenage preg-
nancies, the amount of runaways
that we have to confront—missing
children—all of these are evidence
that something is wrong in the so-
cial fabric, beginning with the fam-
ily and moving out into the
community.1

George Gallup, Jr., surveys the vast
amounts of information at his disposal
and concludes, “I would venture to say
that the great problems of our time are not
economic and political, but they are reli-
gious and moral…. We are in a moral cri-
sis of the first dimension.”2

Indeed! We are faced with crippling epi-
demics of alcohol and drug abuse, mind-
less violence, and a rampant materialism
which often becomes nothing less than
idolatrous worship of the “good life” of
material affluence. We are beset with sexual
immorality and pornography-fed violent
sexual crimes against women and children
both inside and outside the home.3

Our civilization’s profound, founda-
tional moral crises are spiritual and philo-
sophical in origin, as several prominent
commentators have noted. For example, in
1946 Carl F. H. Henry called “the secular
philosophy of humanism or naturalism”
modernity’s dominant influence.4  In 1949,
T. S. Eliot warned of the West’s inevitable
choice between a reassertion of Judeo-
Christian values in culture or its acquies-
cence to an emerging pagan, humanistic
culture.5  In his commencement address at
Harvard University in June, 1978, Soviet

exile Alexander Solzhenitsyn stressed the
West’s moral bankruptcy, saying,

The humanistic way of thinking,
which has proclaimed itself our
guide, did not admit the existence
of intrinsic evil in man, nor did it see
any task higher than the attainment
of happiness on earth. It started
modern western civilization on the
dangerous trend of worshipping
man and his material needs…as if
human life did not have any higher
meaning.6

In 1988, Carl F. H. Henry described the
drastic extent to which twentieth-century
philosophies and educational theories have
succumbed to a man-centered, rather than
God-centered, focus and orientation.7

These humanistic philosophies have be-
come increasingly solipsistic, finding their
source of truth within man, either individu-
ally or collectively. Man rather than God
“now defines ‘truth’ and ‘goodness’” in
most universities.8  Students are “indoctri-
nated in the notion that reality reduces fi-
nally to impersonal processes” and thus
“find no reason for affirming transcenden-
tally-binding ethical imperatives.”9  Henry
observed that

a barbarian spirit is lowering over
the West and that humanitarianism
is now evaporating from secular hu-
manism. In our generation, the West
is again approaching the plight of its
pagan past, when human existence
at the center of world civilization
was characterized not only by moral
corruption but by spiritual degen-
eracy as well.10

Clearly, from 1946 onward, America’s
moral and spiritual descent gathered mo-
mentum. Due to dramatic societal and
educational shifts, by the 1980s the nation
had become aggressively secular. Today
the situation has worsened. The U. S. has
become “a pagan society which denies
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God and has its own idols and own pan-
theon of new gods.”11

The downward spiral of sin outlined by
Paul in Romans has become a present real-
ity. As “their foolish hearts were darkened,
professing themselves to be wise, they be-
came fools” and they “changed the truth of
God into a lie and worshipped and served
the creature more than the Creator” (Ro 1:21-
25). Consequently, “God gave them up into
vile affections” and “gave them over to a
reprobate mind” (Ro 1:26-28).

Several years ago, Carl F. H. Henry
described the inhabitants of such a spiri-
tually bereft, narcissistically-besotted cul-
ture in lyrical phrases that should
continue to haunt us:

Around us today lives a multitude
of seething and tormented minds,
souls lashed by furious winds and
waves of a drug culture . . . . They
are disinherited spirits, cognitive
wanderers, feeble characters whose
dutiful selfhood has almost expired,
and whose agitated hearts seem
steeled against truth. Except for an
eerie sense of ultimate catastrophe,
a bewildering chaos chills their
sense of future. Because they are
alienated from the supernatural,
they are unstable struts of an inse-
cure society in an uncertain time,
bereft of a shiftless center. They
readily accommodate this feeling of
exile from spiritual realities. Their
religious impulses are more a mat-
ter of superstition than a power that
exerts internal or external influence.
They speak now and then of right
and wrong, but never of absolutes.
They live in a world no longer sure
of definitions. Some occasionally
churn up the vocabulary of values,
but their values take on the sense of
mere wants and desires. Their rheto-
ric cannot conceal the homicides,
violence, drug addiction, alcohol-
ism, and broken family patterns that
. . . scar the surface of society.12

This culture is our mission field. These

hurting millions are our neighbors. They
are our co-workers. They are our church
members and our relatives.

Christians should draw encourage-
ment, however, from the fact that the cur-
rent situation is no worse than the one that
confronted the first-century church. They,
too, lived in a world dominated by pagan,
idolatrous philosophies and lifestyles.
Most of them had been a consenting part
of that world until their conversion. They
had to develop a new life, a new mind, a
new worldview.13  They were commanded
not to “let the world around you squeeze
you into its mold, but let God remold your
minds” (Ro 12:2a, J. B. Phillips transla-
tion), and they obeyed. After all, these
were the Christians who “turned the
world upside down” (Ac 17:6). If they tri-
umphed in their time and place, so can
present-day believers, with God’s power,
guidance, and assistance.

The Christian Mindset
But how and where do Christians begin

their counter-offensive? The place to begin
is with a renewed understanding of “the
utterly radical nature of the essential mes-
sage of Christianity” and with the convic-
tion that the “kingdom of God embraces
every aspect of life: ethical, spiritual, and
temporal.”14  By essential Christianity, I
mean the orthodox, “mere” Christianity of
C. S. Lewis found in the Nicene Creed (A.
D. 325, 381).15  Beyond these basics, Paul as-
serts that we must possess a comprehensive
understanding of Christian truth and its
applicability to every area of life through the
renewal of our minds (Ro 12:1-2; Eph 4:23;
Ro 8:5-10; Col 3:1-2). The New Testament
does not limit such thinking to intellectuals
like Paul. Peter was accused of many things,
but he was never accused of being an intel-
lectual. Yet he writes in 1 Peter 1:13-15 (RSV):
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Therefore gird up your minds, be so-
ber, set your hope fully upon the
grace that is coming to you at the
revelation of Jesus Christ. As obedi-
ent children, do not be conformed
to the passions of your former igno-
rance, but as he who called you is
holy, be holy yourselves in all your
conduct.

This mindset must be embraced by every
Christian.

What is a Christian mind or outlook?16

It has been defined as a “Christian out-
look that controls our life and our think-
ing.”17  More specifically, it is a

. . . mind trained, informed,
equipped to handle data of secular
controversy within a framework of
reference which is constructed of
Christian presuppositions, presup-
positions (for example) of the super-
natural, of the pervasiveness of evil,
of truth, authority and of the value
of the human person.18

Further, it includes specific beliefs
about the Trinity, sin, salvation, the
church, and the end of earthly history.19

The Christian’s Response:
Salt and Light

To be truly effective in changing lives
and changing society, individuals must
first be changed themselves. Conversion
to Christ must precede “the renewing of
your mind.” Conversion does not make
that renewal automatic. Paul’s criticism of
“carnal . . . babes in Christ” (1 Co 3:1)
stands as eloquent testimony to spiritual
growth and maturity being anything but
automatic. Those who are carnal must un-
derstand, however, that they fail Christ
and the human race, for Jesus said His dis-
ciples are “the salt of the earth” and “the
light of the world” (Mt 5:13-16). Since the
world is corrupt, Christians are com-
manded to be salt, the agent that preserves

from decay. Since the world is in darkness,
Christians are to be light, to illuminate the
pathway to life. Salt is essentially defen-
sive in nature; it stops decay. Christians
who are fulfilling their role as salt retard
evil by their presence. They act as “a moral
disinfectant” in a deteriorating, contami-
nated world.20  To be salt, Christians must
remain pure. If the salt loses its flavor, then
it is good for nothing. Light cannot cease
to be light, but it can be obscured by dis-
obedient believers.

These words of Jesus “are a perpetual
rebuke to all Christians who suppose [ei-
ther] that they can, like hermits, withdraw
from the world, or that, entering it, they
can conceal their true allegiance.”21  Jesus
leaves no room here either for monastic
withdrawal or syncretistic cultural accom-
modation. As Martyn Lloyd-Jones so aptly
writes, “The true Christian cannot be hid,
he cannot escape notice. A man truly liv-
ing and functioning as a Christian will
stand out. He will be like salt; he will be
like a city set upon a hill, a candle set upon
a candlestick . . . .”22  The Christian must
be in the world, for salt must make con-
tact with what it preserves or purifies, and
light must be seen. Though Christians
must remain in contact with the world,
they must not adopt its ways (Jas 1:27).

Christians who are salt and light pro-
voke two responses from the world.23

Many in the unregenerate world will find
the salt irritating and the light disconcert-
ing. That is why this particular passage is
preceded by a passage warning of rejec-
tion and persecution (Mt 5:11-12). After all,
the Beatitudes portray an entirely oppo-
site value system from that of the world.
Those who follow Christ will evoke the
same response He did from unbelievers,
and John states that when the light
(Christ) came “into the world…men loved
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darkness rather than light, because their
deeds were evil” (Jn 3:19). Paul warned
Timothy that “all who desire to live a
godly life in Christ will suffer” (2 Ti 3:12).
But Jesus also mentions a second re-
sponse. Some will see believers’ good
works and will glorify God.24

Being salt and light will not be easy, for
many of the most powerful sectors of
American society isolate religion to the
realm of personal piety. Stephen Carter’s
The Culture of Disbelief explains some of
the many ways in which American cul-
ture has come to belittle religious devo-
tion, to humiliate believers, and to
discourage religion as a serious activity.25

This sort of opposition is disheartening,
but Christians are “salt” and “light” for
precisely this kind of world—a society
teeming with immorality and seething
with secularist hostility.

The Christian’s Rights and Duties
The Baptist Faith and Message affirms

this call to involvement with the world
when it states that “every Christian is
under obligation to seek to make the will
of Christ supreme in his own life and in
human society.” The confession also says
Christians not only “should oppose, in the
spirit of Christ, every form of greed, self-
ishness and vice,” but “should seek to
bring industry, government, and society
as a whole under the sway of the prin-
ciples of righteousness, truth and broth-
erly love.”26  This statement clarifies one’s
responsibilities as a Christians and rights as
a citizen. When Christians bring religious
and moral convictions into public policy
and political debates, they are keeping
faith with the best of Christian tradition.
Far too often in recent decades believers
have allowed themselves to be driven
from the public square by false under-

standings and misleading applications of
church-state separation and religious lib-
erty.

President John F. Kennedy once said,
“The great enemy of truth is very often
not the lie, deliberate, contrived and dis-
honest, but they myth, persistent, persua-
sive and unrealistic.” One such
“persistent” myth that has afflicted us as
a nation is the belief that you cannot, or at
least should not, legislate morality. Noth-
ing could be more false. As a practical
matter all governments legislate morality.
Government must legislate morality in
order to fulfill its God-ordained purpose
of punishing evildoers and rewarding
those who do right (Ro 13:1-7). Indeed,
God requires Christians to hold govern-
ments responsible for punishing evil and
protecting its citizens. Laws against mur-
der, theft, rape, and racism are the legisla-
tion of morality. When Christians seek to
make murder, theft, rape, and racism ille-
gal, they are not so much trying to impose
their morality on murderers, thieves, rap-
ists, and racists as they are trying to keep
murderers, thieves, rapists, and racists
from imposing their immorality on their
victims. That is not only the Christian’s
right, but his or her responsibility.

But what about the separation of
church and state? Of course, the Consti-
tution of the United States provides for a
balance between morality and public vir-
tue and an appropriate separation of
church and state. This delicate constitu-
tional balance, solidified and anchored by
the First Amendment, is endangered at
present, and will not be put right unless
people of faith insist upon it. The First
Amendment states, “Congress shall make
no law respecting an establishment of re-
ligion, or prohibiting the free exercise
thereof.” All the restrictions are on the
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government, not individuals. The govern-

ment must not establish a religion, nor in-
terfere with the free exercise of religion.

To say the First Amendment’s guaran-
tees of religious freedom and separation of
church and state were intended to restrict
the political participation of people of faith
or to disqualify their religious convictions
and beliefs from consideration in the pub-
lic arena of ideas is to distort the First
Amendment. Religious conviction was not
deemed unnecessary by the Constitution’s
framers. For instance, John Adams empha-
sizes the role of religion and morality in
our nation’s life by saying, “We have no
government armed in power capable of
contending in human passions unbridled
by morality and religion. Our Constitution
was made for a moral and a religious
people. It is wholly inadequate for the gov-
ernment of any other.”

Religious conviction has profoundly
influenced America throughout its history.
Christians were an integral part of the
anti-slavery, the child labor reform, and
the civil rights movements. Christians in
previous eras believed their moral convic-
tions left them no choice but to be in-
volved in addressing these issues. They
found no contradiction between such ac-
tion and their commitment to the church/
state separation.

Clearly, as American citizens Christians
have the right to be involved in the legis-
lative arena. As obedient Christians, they
have the responsibility to be involved.
Christians must positively impact society,
not just enjoy its benefits.

The Christian’s Compassion
Christians who fulfill their rights and

duties minister to hurting people. Paul
Warren, a Christian psychiatrist, relates
the story of Philip, a 14-year-old boy who

had unsuccessfully attempted suicide.
Lying in a hospital bed, Philip told his
story. His mother was a very dedicated
corporate executive. His father was a suc-
cessful diplomat. Philip had many won-
derful toys—many wonderful things. He
attended the best private school in Dal-
las. He had been promised the latest
luxury “in” car when he was 16. Asked
why he would try to kill himself in the
midst of living this materialistic “Ameri-
can dream,” he responded, “I decided that
when you grow older, you lose heart. Life
becomes empty. And the way I feel right
now…there is a hole right here in the
middle of my heart, and I can’t seem to
find a way to fill it.”27

If Christians are going to be the light of
the world, then they must furnish the
Philips of this world with a remedy for
the “hole” in their hearts. They must share
God, who loves them, died for them, and
provided an abundant life in which per-
sons are not merely the sum of their pos-
sessions. Human beings are more than
what they acquire. Salvation, meaning,
and purpose are found in the one who
said that “he that loseth his life for my sake
shall find it” (Mt 10:39b).

It is not enough to talk about loving
others. As Francis of Assisi said, “Preach
the Gospel all the time. If necessary use
words.” How is that to be done? Perhaps
one of his prayers provides an answer:

Lord, make me an instrument of thy
peace,
Where there is hatred, let me sow
love,
Where there is injury, pardon,
Where there is doubt, faith;
Where there is darkness, light
And where there is sadness, joy.

Divine Master,
Grant that I may not seek to be con-
soled, as to console.
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To be understood as to understand;
To be loved as to love;
For it is in giving that we receive;
It is in pardoning that we are par-
doned;
It is in dying that we gain eternal
life.28

It is not enough to believe the right
things. It is not enough to say the right
things, nor is it enough to do the right
things. In order to comply completely
with Christ’s command to be the light of
the world, one must do the right thing
with the right motive. As Jesus reminded
the church at Ephesus, Christians must do
what they do because they love Jesus and
want to please Him (Rev 2:1-6). Christians
hate sin and its effects, yet love sinners
because Christ loves them. Christians
serve others because Christ serves them.
Any other motive is not worthy of Christ.
As John Stott asserts,

The church has no light without love.
Only when its love burns can its light
shine. Many churches . . . today have
ceased truly to exist. Their buildings
remain intact, their ministers minis-
ter and their congregations congre-
gate, but their lampstand has been
removed. The church is plunged in
darkness. No glimmer of light radi-
ates from it. It has no light, because it
has no love . . . .

So the church today, like the church
of Ephesus, has a work to be done,
a fight to be fought and a creed to
be championed. But above all, it
has a Person to be loved, with the
love we had for Him at first, a
“love undying.”29

Conclusion
Civic renewal will only result if four

conditions are met. First, individual Chris-
tians must renew their commitment to
Christ. They must be salt and light. Sec-
ond, committed believers must then lead
renewal in their local churches. Third, re-

newed churches must then join with other
committed congregations, regardless of
denominational affiliation, to effect
change. Fourth, this interdenominational
force must attempt to convince others of
the correctness of the Christian position.
Such is the democratic process, not a vio-
lation of the appropriate separation of
church and state.

How do believers reach the hearts and
minds of others with that message? Us-
ing the most effective and modern com-
munication technologies, Christians
“contend for the faith” (Jude 3). They ap-
ply its timeless truths to all the crises that
wrack America in ways that can be heard
and understood. They must communicate
“a reasonable explanation of the hope that
lies within us” (1 Pe 3:15). Says Stott,

It is comparatively easy to be faith-
ful if we do not care about being con-
temporary, and easy also to be
contemporary if we do not bother to
be faithful. It is the search for a com-
bination of truth and relevance
which is exacting. Yet nothing else
can save us from an insensitive loy-
alty to formulae and shibboleths on
the one hand, and from a treason-
able disloyalty to the revelation of
God on the other.30

It is never valid for Christians to im-
pose a dichotomy between being a wit-
ness or being salt and light. They must do
both. It is wrong to seek to feed the hun-
gry and not tell them about the Bread of
Life. It is misguided to seek to clothe the
naked and not tell them about the whole
armor of God, and it is in error to seek to
house the homeless and not tell them that
in the Father’s house there are many man-
sions. In other words, it is wrong to preach
the gospel of light without being also the
salt that preserves and the light that pen-
etrates the darkness.
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