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Foundations In Functional Holiness 

By Rev. Dr. J. Patrick Bowman, DBS 

Lesson 2- Cultural Challenges to the Biblical Definition of Holiness 

 

Our focus now shifts to holiness challenged by cultural norms. The question might arise 

about why these challenges are essential to understand. One answer lies in the fact that 

America finds herself in an epidemic of biblical illiteracy. According to Dr. R. Albert Mohler, Jr., 

President of The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, “This really is our problem, and it is up 

to this generation of Christians to reverse course.” How big is the scandal?  

Fewer than half of all adults can name the four gospels. Many Christians cannot identify 

more than two or three of the disciples. According to data from the Barna Research 

Group, 60 percent of Americans can’t name even five of the Ten Commandments.  

Some of the statistics are enough to perplex even those aware of the problem. A Barna 

poll indicated that at least 12 percent of adults believe that Joan of Arc was Noah’s wife. 

Another survey of graduating high school seniors revealed that over 50 percent thought 

that Sodom and Gomorrah were husband and wife. A considerable number of 

respondents to one poll indicated that the Sermon on the Mount was preached by Billy 

Graham. We are in big trouble. (Mohler) 

It is disheartening to note that many adult Christians would not fare any better than 

their secular counterparts in basic biblical understanding. Four factors bear mentioning here as 

to why this is so. The first is moving away from Sunday School programs before Sunday worship 

in favor of Children’s Church during Sunday worship. Since adult Sunday School was often 
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scheduled for the same hour as children’s Sunday School, adult participation in scripture 

education has diminished. The second factor is the dropping of mid-week Bible study in many 

churches. This trend, again, has taken away opportunities for adult Bible education. Thirdly is 

the move toward more fellowship-based small groups that center on feelings at the expense of 

scriptural input when addressing spiritual growth problems in group participants. As Dr. Mohler 

attests,  

Christians who lack biblical knowledge are the products of churches that marginalize 

biblical knowledge. Bible teaching now often accounts for only a diminishing fraction of 

the local congregation’s time and attention. The move to small group ministry has 

certainly increased opportunities for fellowship, but many of these groups never get 

beyond superficial Bible study. (Mohler) 

Stating the problem in even more glaring terms is Dr. Kenneth Berding, Ph.D., professor 

of New Testament at Biola University’s Talbot School of theology: 

I have heard people call it a famine. A famine of knowing the Bible. During a famine 

people waste away for lack of sustenance. Some people die. Those who remain need 

nourishment; they need to be revived. And if they have any hope of remaining alive over 

time, their life situation has to change in conspicuous ways. 

Christians used to be known as “people of one book.” Sure, they read, studied and 

shared other books. But the book they cared about more than all others combined was 

the Bible. They memorized it, meditated on it, talked about it and taught it to others. 

We don’t do that anymore, and in a very real sense we’re starving ourselves to death. 

(Berding) 
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A fourth factor is a lack of hearing the “big picture” Bible themes from our pulpits.  As 

Berding says, Christians used to be known as people of one book. However, Christians must also 

be known as people of the whole book. Dr. J. Carl Laney, Professor of Biblical Literature at 

Western Seminary, offers a way forward when stating, “How can pastors, seminary professors, 

and Sunday School teachers move beyond merely telling the stories of the Bible to declaring the 

great story of God’s plan for the ages? The key, I believe, is to give more attention to 

proclaiming the major Bible themes in our teaching and preaching.” (Laney)  

Holiness is one of the significant Bible themes. If the research is accurate, these themes 

are not presented in small group ministry or from behind the pulpit. If people are not reading 

the Bible on their own or participating in educational opportunities, where are they learning 

about and developing their holiness ideas?  

Culture and religion have joined forces in postmodernism, “a philosophy that says 

absolute truth, solid concrete values, does not necessarily even exist.” (Broggi)  It is no longer 

the case that a Christian worldview is the worldview of a Christian. Convictions once considered 

truth now appear diluted in the lukewarmness of relativism. As Dr. Carl Broggi, in his 

contribution to the book World Religions and Cults says, 

Postmodernism embraces relativism to the highest degree. Relativism is the idea that 

truth and moral values are not absolute but are relative to the persons or groups 

holding them. 

This means that what is right for one person, may not necessarily be right for another 

person. Therefore, truth is not really knowable. Truth is whatever you want it to be. This 

makes truth a moving target. What one believes, what one considers to be right or 
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wrong, is really left up to the individual. I’m OK; you’re OK—the famous saying brought 

to us by the psychology of the past—is an effective mantra for this viewpoint. What is 

true for you might not be true for me. In the thinking of the postmodernist, no one is 

really wrong except for those who hold to absolute truth. (Broggi)  

The rejection of absolute truth leaves us without a baseline for moral and ethic decision 

making. In an article titled Absolute Truth in a Relativistic World, Lindy Keffer gives further voice 

to the problem saying, 

Whatever happened to the truth?! In our world, the idea of ultimate truth — something 

that is true at all times in all places and has relevance for our lives — is about as extinct 

as the dinosaur. In fact, nearly three out of four Americans say there is no such thing as 

ultimate, or absolute, truth. And the numbers don’t look much better among those who 

claim to follow Jesus.  

If there is no basis for moral decisions, then whatever you choose to do is fine. Of 

course, most people like to believe that they have some basis for the decisions they 

make. So we’ve constructed our own standards: 

Science and reason Even though most people have thrown out reason as the source of 

ultimate truth, some still cling to it. “If I can’t see it, hear it, smell it, taste it, touch it and 

test it, it can’t be true,” they say. 

Popular opinion You only have to look as far as your TV to know that society thinks 

popular opinion is a good basis for making decisions. Otherwise, why would our 

advertisements tell us to “catch the wave” or make the “choice of a new generation”? 

All these ads appeal to the idea that “everyone is doing it” and that you should, too. 
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Feelings Emotions are perhaps the most popular basis for making choices today. After 

all, how can anyone argue with how you feel? If feelings are a good standard for 

decision-making, then you’ll never have to come up with a better defense than, “I did it 

because I felt like it.” (Keffer) 

Holiness has never appealed to science, popular opinion, or feelings for validation. How 

can it? Its nature is supernatural, wrought with callings to self-denial and sacrifice, and 

therefore unpopular to most. This condition makes it a challenge for those leaders that 

embrace and teach biblical holiness, as the imperative it is, to gain a hearing. Peter’s 

admonition to believers in 1 Peter 1:13-16 is a portion of scripture often resisted by those who 

reject absolutes: 

Therefore, prepare your minds for action, keep sober in spirit, fix your hope completely 

on the grace to be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ.   

As obedient children, do not be conformed to the former lusts which were yours in your 

ignorance,  but like the Holy One who called you, be holy yourselves also in all your 

behavior; because it is written, “YOU SHALL BE HOLY, FOR I AM HOLY.”  

We will never be free of cultural challenges to holiness on this side of heaven. The way 

forward leaves us with several strategies to consider. Ed Stetzer, Billy Graham Distinguished 

Chair of Church, Mission, and Evangelism at Wheaton College and Executive Director of the Billy 

Graham Center at Wheaton College, identifies three ways Christians will address cultural issues 

in the coming years. Christians will be cultural engagers, cultural defenders, and cultural 

creators. (Stetzer) Initially published in 2015, Stetzer points to the failings of evangelical 

strategizing to make a difference in the culture. Concerning cultural engagers, he reminds us, 
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Christians need to recognize that holiness is separation from sin, not separation from 

sinners. Put another way, holiness does not mean separation from people in the culture 

around us, but separation for [sic] the sin in culture around us. 

Our churches need to better understand when we need to reflect and when we need to 

reject the culture in which God has placed us. (Stetzer) 

When it comes to cultural defenders, Stetzer offers a stance of winsomely defending 

essential issues of human flourishing that Christians are concerned with. He elaborates, 

They will defend certain positions, arguing that it is better for human flourishing to 

value certain things in any culture. These people will participate in important work and 

start organizations that carry it out, as well as supporting those who are already 

involved. 

Thought the work or organization may not be inherently “Christian,” culture defenders 

will engage with them for the sake of the gospel. I imagine this may be the most difficult 

work, but people’s religious liberty will have to be defended, the greater good will have 

to be advanced, and truth will need to be said. (Stetzer) 

In discussing cultural creators, Stetzer makes a distinction between culture creation and 

evangelical culture creation. He uses the analogy of movies made by Christians for a mostly 

Christian audience versus movies made by Christians for a general audience, and the impact of 

each on the broader culture. 

The purpose [of this broader appeal] is to create art that crosses religious boundaries, 

yet communicates particular constructs that reflect those of the Christian artist. 
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These types of projects are being produced in several genres of art, including music, 

theater, and film. The idea is that Christians, having been changed by the power of the 

gospel, espouse a worldview that creates culture. As believers, they engage in activities 

that shape the culture around them. (Stetzer) 

Stetzer ends the article with a call to support these approaches to cultural issues and 

involve oneself as directed by the Lord. In each of the three approaches, the gospel was a 

central component of carrying the out. Gospel inclusion is vital because cultural challenges to 

holiness and other major biblical themes leave us with no other choice than to obey another 

biblical imperative. Made explicit in Paul’s second letter to Timothy, this imperative fortified a 

young pastor who faced cultural challenges of his own. 

I solemnly charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the 

living and the dead, and by His appearing and His kingdom: preach the word; be ready in 

season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and instruction. 

For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have 

their ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their 

own desires,  and will turn away their ears from the truth and will turn aside to myths.  

But you, be sober in all things, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your 

ministry. (2 Tim. 4:1-5) 
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