
The City of God
(Gatherings and 

Community)

QUESTIONS:
1. Initial review of reading material:

What did you enjoy about the reading 
material? What was new or stood out  
to you?

In terms of our ‘gatherings’ (worship 
services and other church meetings) Keller 
focuses a lot on making them accessible to 
skeptical people. How do you think RHC is 
doing in this area, and what could we  
do differently?

2. The Church as the Kingdom / City 
 of God:

How does the view of the church as the 
outpost of the Kingdom affect the way that you 
see the purpose of:

 i. Your life 

 ii. RHC

3. Gatherings (worship services and  
 other church meetings)

4. Community:

Keller shows that Christian community is 
a key part of what the church is, not just 
something that some of it’s members do. 
How does this change our view of our roles 
as individuals in RHC? 

The gospel is shown to bring down our 
walls and deal with our self love - both of 
which are hindrances to community. Has 
the gospel done this work in your life?

What do you find hardest about community 
in Singapore?

How can we go about fostering this kind of 
community here?

What other aspects of community are there 
which we want to see worked out at RHC?

Keller’s article does give a lot of time to the 
‘unbelievers’ view of the service. What are 
the other aims of our  
worship services?

www.rhc.org.sg

1. Paragraph on the Kingdom of God
2. Excerpt from “Gospel and Culture“ by Tim keller
3. Page 1-15 of “Integrative Ministry“ by Tim Keller

Pre-reading:



The Kingdom and the Church 
 
Jesus answered, “My Kingdom is not an earthly kingdom. If it were, my followers would fight 
to keep me from being handed over to the Jewish leaders. But my Kingdom is not of this 
world (John 18.35) 
 
The Kingdom of God is the presence of the future–a foretaste of heaven. It is a foretaste–an 
advance sample–of what life will be like when dwelling in God’s exquisite presence in heaven. 
The kingdom is the inbreaking of heaven: the dynamic rule and reign of God has come and 
presently is touching the earth. All that heaven will be–freedom from sickness, deliverance 
from oppression, joy in forgiveness, etc.–experienced now in Christ Jesus. The Kingdom has 
come in Christ and is advancing throughout the world and the Kingdom will be fully 
established upon the return of Christ. 
 
Presently, the kingdom of God spiritually reigns in the hearts of those who have made Christ 
Lord of their lives and is manifested in and through them by the Holy Spirit’s presence, 
preaching of the Gospel, healing of the sick, and release from demonic bondage, etc. (Luke 
4:16-20, 43). The Kingdom of God advances by conquering men and women’s hearts through 
the power of the Cross: the Holy Spirit changes us from self-centered slobs to Christ-centered 
servants (John 3:3; 2 Cor. 5:14-15). 
 
What is the relationship of the church to the kingdom? On the one hand, the church is a “pilot 
plant” of the kingdom of God. It is not simply a collection of individuals who are forgiven. It is a 
“royal nation” (1 Peter 2:9), in other words, a counterculture. The church is to be a new 
society in which the world can see what family dynamics, business practices, race relations, 
and all of life can be under the kingship of Jesus Christ. God is out to heal all the effects of 
sin: psychological, social, and physical. 
 
On the other hand, the church is to be an agent of the kingdom. It is not only to model the 
healing of God’s rule but it is to spread it. “You are . . . a royal priesthood, a holy nation . . . 
that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful 
light” (1 Peter 2:9). Christians go into the world as witnesses of the kingdom (Acts 1:6-8). To 
spread the kingdom of God is more than simply winning people to Christ. It is also working for 
the healing of persons, families, relationships, and nations; it is doing deeds of mercy and 
seeking justice. It is ordering lives and relationships and institutions and communities 
according to God’s authority to bring in the blessedness of the kingdom. 
 



Gospel and Culture 
 

1. Light - gracious, radical service In Matthew 5:14-16- Jesus tells his disciples they are to 
be a ‘city on a hill’ whose ‘good deeds’ are a light that will lead non-believers to praise the 
Father in heaven. To be a ‘city’ means to be a community. You can’t be a city on your own! 
But why does Jesus call us a ‘city’ rather than just a fellowship? Christians are called to be an 
alternate city within every earthly city, an alternate human culture within every human culture, 
to show how sex, money, and power can be used in non-destructive ways, re-shaped by the 
gospel. 

Regarding sex, the alternate city must avoid both the secular society's idolization of sex and 
traditional society's fear of it. It is a community which so loves and cares practically for its 
members that chastity makes sense. It teaches its members to conform their bodily being to 
the shape of the gospel—abstinence outside of marriage and fidelity within. Regarding money, 
the Christian counter-culture should encourage a radically generous commitment of time, 
money, relationships, and living space to social justice and the needs of the poor, the 
immigrant, and the economically and physically weak. Regarding power, Christian community 
should be visibly committed to power-sharing and relationship-building between races and 
classes that are alienated outside of the Body of Christ. The practical evidence of this is that 
our churches are increasingly multi-ethnic, both in the congregations at large and in its 
leadership. 

Yet Jesus’ call is not simply to be an enclave off to ourselves. It is the ‘good deeds’ of this city 
that will win non-believers to respect and praise of God. The Greek words for ‘good deeds’ 
usually means not moral behavior in general but deeds of compassion and service. Here is 
where the relevants and the counter-culturalists are surely right. Jonathan Edwards wrote that 
there is no ethical demand made in the Bible more clearly or more emphatically than that we 
love, give to, and care for the poor. The early church was known to be more committed to and 
effective in help for the poor than was the Roman government or other cultural institutions. 
Unless that is true for us today as well, we should not expect cultural impact. The time must 
come when it is widely known that secularism tends to make people selfish, and religion and 
morality makes people tribal, but that the Christian gospel turns people away from both their 
selfishness and their self-righteousness to serve other in the way Jesus gave himself for his 
enemies. 

Just as Israel was told to ‘seek the peace and prosperity’ of the great pagan city of Babylon 
(Jer 29:4-7) so Christians should be well know as people who seek to serve people whether 
they believe Christianity or not. We are called to be a beautiful city of light inside every city. 
And the citizens of the city of God should be the very best citizens of their earthly city as well. 
Until this is the case, the ‘cultural impact’ that the Bible speaks of in Mt 5:13-16 and 1 Pet 
2:11-12 will not happen. 

The world will rightly distrust any claim by the church to a voice in public affairs, remembering 
that past abuses when the church had more power. We have no right to speak to our culture 
until we can show that we have learned our lesson: that we understand the difference 
between bearing witness to the truth and arrogant oppression in the name of truth. We must 
show that we understand that witness "marturia" means not dominance and control but 
suffering. 



 

2. Salt - faithful, cultural presence 

In Matthew 5:13 Jesus also calls believers to be ‘salt of the earth’. Before refrigeration salt 
was a preservative. It kept meat ‘renewed’ so that it did not go bad. It was also used as a way 
to keep wounds from festering. Salt, however, cannot do its work unless it is distributed. 
Jesus is saying that individual Christians can influence and keep society from deteriorating, 
socially and culturally. 

This metaphor is therefore a counter-point to that of light. The light metaphor is grander in its 
promise. Blind people can come to see! The salt metaphor, however, is more modest in what 
it holds out for us. Christian living (like salt in the meat) is quite important to keep culture from 
degrading, but here we are being warned not to necessarily expect fundamental social 
transformation. Salt is a more negative metaphor as well. Salt in a wound kept it from 
festering, but it was also painful. This means that Christians are to stand for truth and guard 
orthodox belief and practice, but there will inevitably be opposition. (cf. 1 Peter 2:12.) The salt 
metaphor is different in another way as well. Salt must spread out and penetrate to be 
effective. Christians then do not only effect the world as a counter-cultural community (‘light’) 
but also as dispersed individuals who take the Christian message and world view into every 
circle and sector of society. 

The salt metaphor leads me to borrow a phrase from James Hunter that I think strikes the 
right balance in our relationship with culture. Hunter speaks of Christians’ faithful presence. 
Unlike the pietists and counter-culturalists, we are not to be culturally absent. But unlike the 
conservatives and the relevants, we should be more chastened than to talk about cultural 
redemption. We should avoid that kind of triumphalism. We should not be as pessimistic 
about cultural change as the counter-culturalists or as optimistic as the political activists. 

A reading of Randall Collins’ The Sociology of Philosophies shows that the most powerful 
cultural- changing ideas do not usually arise so much from the grassroots and the masses or 
from the elites at the very center of politics and power. Usually, cultural change comes from 
the ‘outer elites’—the artists, academics, businesspeople, and others who are newer, younger, 
well- networked but who are less established in traditional centers of power. 

Neither a grassroots-popular movement nor a political movement, then, is likely to see any 
cultural change. Cultural change can occur if Christians stop being too eager to gain influence 
or too cynical to use power at all. It can occur if Christians are more eager to serve the 
common good than rule it, and yet who are not so self-righteous about our society that they 
refuse to do the hard work of inhabiting every room in our cultural house. 

Within and between these two metaphors, of salt and light, we discern this balance which we 
name ‘cultural presence’ rather than cultural absence, cultural indifference, or cultural 
redemption. The salt image means we are to have Christian influence on the broader culture 
and ‘renew’ it—invigorating and shaping it in some fashion. Yet the city and light images 
stress the importance of the church itself as a very distinct and beautiful mini-society. These 
metaphors hold out the possibility of bringing some significant Christian influence into a 
society but they do not seem to hold out the prospect of any kind of ‘take over’ or 
Christianizing of society as a whole. 
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