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Sermon Summary: Being culturally engaged is both wonderful and wonderfully tricky. The wonderful side
is bringing a blessing to the world in keeping with God’s will (Genesis 12:1-3). Most of us love the idea of
doing good works, being helpful, serving the marginalized and assisting the suffering. But that’s the easy
part of cultural engagement—when there’s a clear need, and we can fill it. The harder, trickier part is
when our vision and values clash with the culture.
We are citizens of heaven living on earth. Resident aliens. We are in this world but not of it. So what parts
of the culture should we affirm and what parts should we prophetically critique? What should we try to
change, and what new creation should we seek to bring? It’s all part of our cultural challenge. Our ancestors in the faith wrestled with what to do with meat sacrificed to idols; with circumcision and Jewish
dietary laws, and with social changes implied by the gospel. If in Christ there is no longer any Jew or Greek,
slave or free, male or female, what does that mean for how we live?
In our day we wrestle with things like legalized marijuana (Can Christians partake? If not, how do we
disciple/discipline our members?), gambling, gun control, and gay marriage. Remember the Christian
baker who didn’t want to make a cake for the wedding of a same-sex couple? It went to court. Was that
the right stand to take? What would Jesus do?
We learn some key truths in John 2, where Jesus turned water into wine at the wedding in Cana. First, we
learn that Jesus engaged the culture. He was fully human. He ate the same food, drank the same drink,
learned the same trades, went to the same synagogues, and celebrated the same holidays as everyone
else. In John, all his key signs were performed at cultural events. And not just Passover and the Feast of
Tabernacles. In John 10, he celebrated Hannukah, a non-biblical holiday. Yet Jesus brought innovation and
distinction to his cultural engagement. He kept the Sabbath—but not like the Pharisees. He travelled
freely—but to places like Samaria and Caesarea Philippi (a center of pagan worship). Jesus live a
“questionable life” in all the best ways—as we should. His posture was not one of separation from the
culture, nor over-identification with it, but rather transformation. He was there to create and redeem.

Second, Jesus brought the goodness. When the wine ran out (a social disaster in that honor-shame culture)
Jesus created a new cultural good: Wine. Very good wine. And in abundance. This is the spirit of our cultural
engagement too. We bring the goodness—and as God empowers it, we bring extra blessing and innovation.
Examples abound of where this is happening in our world. International Justice Mission pioneered new ways to
stop human trafficking, by working with governments, training law enforcement, and creating widespread advocacy. They are a world leader today, even for non-faith based works in this area. Pixar makes good movies. They
aren’t a Christian company but several of their top people are. That’s why they make what they make. When
Willowdale does Night to Shine, we pull out all the stops. When we do Good Neighbors home repair, we take
pains to do excellent work. In our personal lives too we can find ways to bring goodness in abundance, even if
that’s just an abundance of humility, grace, good attitudes, and encouragement.
In John 2 we also see that Jesus signaled the kingdom. That was the real point and beauty of his work. Wine is a
symbol of joy, and a wedding feast is a symbol of the kingdom of God. Here in this world the joy runs out; but in
the kingdom of God the joy runs deep. Jesus’ very first public work and “sign” was a message about the gospel.
And what a welcome sign it was. The first “messiah,” Moses, turned water into blood as a sign of judgment.
But the second and greater Messiah, Jesus, turned water into wine as a sign of blessing. We do good deeds to
send similar signals: “Let your light shine before people that they may see your good deeds and glorify you Father in heaven” (Matthew 5:16).
Of course, a wedding can only take place after purification is made. And so Jesus had the Jewish purification jars
filled to the brim, as if to say, “I am not only offering the wine of the heavenly wedding feast, but I am fulfilling
the purification requirements for the marriage in the first place. You’ll have no need for holy water anymore—
because my blood will purify you from all unrighteousness. So now you may enter into the joy of your Lord.”

Discussion Guide
1. Read John 2:1-11.
2. Which posture toward culture did you grow up with: Separation, identification, or transformation? Explain.
3. Put on your “cultural critic” hat for a moment and assess:
 Which posture is true of most of the Christians you know today?
 Where do you think Christians as a whole are failing by being too separatist from the culture?
What about being too identified with the culture?
 When we speak of being “transformational” in the culture, are there any cautions to keep in mind?
What are some of the pitfalls we must be aware of and prayerfully avoid?
4. What do you think it means to be “in the world but not of it”? Explain that phrase as if you were talking to a
new Christian. Besides John 2, what are some other examples of Jesus showing us how to engage culture?
5. In his book, Culture Making, Andy Crouch says, “The only way to change culture is to create more of it.”
Are there ways in which you could see yourself being a more creative culture-making agent? What’s one
sphere of influence where you could bring the goodness with greater intentionality?
6. What additional insights or challenges did you take from this sermon? How can you translate that into
“faith and good deeds”?

