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Part 4: City Vision 
 

Adapted from Chapters 11 to 14 of Center Church  
(Redeemer City to City and Timothy J. Keller, Center Church 

(Grand Rapids: Zondervan 2012)) 
 
 

Throughout the Bible, the cities are portrayed as having a dual nature – 
they are depicted as places of perversion and violence, but are also 
shown to be places of refuge and peace. There is constant comparison 
between Babylon, the city of man, and Jerusalem, the city of God. Jonah 
was sent to a great city and, likewise, the apostles and early Christian 
missionaries viewed cities as vitally important to their ministries. Part 4, City 
Vision, introduces us to God’s heart for cities and how this translates into a 
call for churches. 

 
 

“Cities have more of the image of God per square inch than any other 
place on earth.” Tim Keller 
 
1. Defining the City: The Bible sees a city’s essence not in the size of its 
population, but rather in its density. Living in such close proximity 
encourages three key features to present themselves.  
 

• Safety and stability. Cities have been more able to resist hostile 
forces and were therefore able to develop systems of law and order 
before their rural counterparts. Cities often become safe havens for 
minority groups and individuals needing to flee various forms of 
persecution.  

• Diversities. Because these minorities find places of refuge in cities, 
cities quickly become culturally and racially diverse, as well as a hub 
for music, art, shopping, jobs, and endless amounts of information.  

• Productivity and creativity. There are more “person-to-person” 
interactions on a daily basis in a city than anywhere else. This sparks 
creativity and stimulates new ideas in a much faster manner. 

 
2. The City Through the Old Testament: There are a number of ways that 
cities are depicted in the Old Testament. In Genesis 4, Cain founds a city 
as the result of his search for security.  The founding of this city starts the 
process of creating culture – music, tools, agriculture, art, architecture, 
etc. Abraham looked forward to the city of God, and Jerusalem – the 
realization of that hope – was appointed to be a witness to the 
surrounding nations and to foreshadow the future city of God. As 
mentioned before, there is a constant comparison between Babylon and 
Jerusalem: the city of man versus the city of God; a place that glorifies self 
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versus a place that brings God glory; a place that receives eschatological 
judgment versus a place that receives eschatological salvation. Yet even 
while portraying Babylon in this matter, God calls the Jews in exile to love 
the city, seek its peace, and grow in numbers. 

 

“God called the Jewish exiles to embrace the tension of the city for the 
sake of God’s glory – and this is exactly what today’s Christians are called 
to do as well.” Tim Keller 
 
Consummation: Cultivating the City: Chapters 21 and 22 of Revelation 
paint a picture of a “garden-city” as God’s future redeemed world – a 
garden-city with a river running through it and the tree of life. This is the 
same garden seen in Gen. 2:8-10 – which also had a central river and the 
tree of life – but has been further cultivated into God’s garden-city. The so-
called “cultural mandate” in Gen. 1:28 was given as a call to inaugurate 
culture and civilization that would honor God. Every vocation, then – be it 
making art, teaching, engineering, or anything else in between – is in 
some way responding to this call to cultivating culture.  “God’s intention 
for human endeavor is that it raise up civilizations – cities – that glorify him 
and steward the endless wonders and riches that God put into the 
created world”. 

 
 

“Cities are like a giant heart – drawing people in and sending them out.” 
Tim Keller 
 
1. Globalization and Renaissance: Paul and other Christian missionaries 
gave so much attention to the great cities because they recognized how 
quickly the Christian message could spread in and through them and 
affect the culture. The cities today are of even more importance – there 
are now more than 20 cities with populations of over ten million people, 
most of which are developing within the “Third World,” and it is estimated 
that “the next three decades will see over half a billion people move into 
in both size and influence – is due largely in part to globalization. 
Globalization accomplishes two main things:  
 

• Globalization connects cities to the world, which has dramatically 
expanded the reach and influence of urban culture, and,  

• Globalization connects cities to cities, which enhances their power 
and influence, as each global city is a portal to others. 

 
2. The Challenge of Ministry in Cities: Because cities have seen such an 
intense growth in recent years, the Christian mission is presented with a 
few great challenges. As it has always been, Christians and churches are 
needed wherever there are people, but such rapid growth means that 
people are moving into cities much fast than the Church is. On top of this 
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issue of mobilization, when moving to foreign cities, ministry tools need to 
be translated into different languages, but we are not responding fast 
enough. Lastly, when missionaries are sent to live and minister in growing 
cities, they are rarely experienced with what it takes to conduct life and 
ministry in a city.  
 
3. The Opportunity of Ministry in Cities: There are four groups of people in 
cities who must be reached:  
 

• The younger generation. If the Church chooses to neglect cities and 
instead stays in primarily in the suburbs, “it risks losing an entire 
generation of [the] society’s leaders”.  

• The “cultural elites.” These people have an immense influence on 
how human life is lived in a society and they spend a great majority 
of their lives in city centers.  

• Accessible “unreached” people groups. One of the benefits of rapid 
city growth is that people groups that were formerly hard to reach 
are included in the masses of those migrating to the cities. They are 
often more open to Christianity in this new environment than they 
were before, and this provides an opportunity for the Church to 
serve them with support, community, a spiritual family, and – most 
importantly – the Gospel.  

• The poor. An urban church that serves the poor testifies to its validity 
and leads pagans to glorify God (as in Matt. 5:16 and 1 Pet. 2:12). 
Furthermore, once the aforementioned “cultural elites” come to 
Christ, one aspect of discipling them in the faith includes reorienting 
them to use their resources on behalf of the poor and the city.  

 
 

“By his grace, Jesus lost the city-that-was, so we could become citizens of 
the city-to-come, making us salt and light in the city-that-is.” Tim Keller 
 
1. How the City Works on Us: The term “agglomeration” deals with the 
social and economic benefits of being located physically near to one 
another. For the average city-living Christian, this has two primary 
advantages: 
 

• You are uniquely linked with many people who are like you. Being 
around people similar to us who may be more skilled or advanced in 
various areas challenges us to constantly strive to be our very best.  

• You are uniquely linked with many people who are unlike you. This 
diversity in close such proximity means that subcultures and 
minorities instinctively band together for support. Being surrounded 
by such inevitable diversity challenges us in the views and beliefs we 
are comfortable in and, therefore, gives us the opportunity to gain 
new ideas, new knowledge, or newfound commitment.  
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2. What Should Christians Do About Cities?: There are a few things 
Christians in cities can be proactive about: 
  

• Christians should develop appreciate attitudes toward the city. For 
city ministry to be effective, Christians must appreciate the city they 
are in. Many of the people we want to reach do love the city, and if 
the church members do not share this love, barriers can quickly be 
erected. Another problem that arises if the church is filled with 
people who dislike urban living is that of “turnover” – church 
members come and go frequently and the church loses its “staying 
power” or permanence.  

• Christians should become a dynamic counterculture where they live. 
Living in the city is not enough. “Christians are called to be an 
alternate city within every earthly city” and create a culture of 
service instead of selfishness.  

• Christians should be a community radically committed to the good 
of their city as a whole. Countering a city’s culture is not enough, 
either; the church needs to commit to serving the city sacrificially. 
“Christians must work for the peace, security, justice, and prosperity 
of their neighbors, loving them in word and deed, whether or not 
they believe the same things we believe”. 

 
3. Seven Features of a Church for the City: Churches who are ministering in 
ways that successfully contextualize and honor the city often exhibit seven 
key features: 
 

• Respect for urban sensibility. If ministers are unable to function inside 
an urban culture and instead choose to build a separate community 
within the city, they are thwarting their ability to reach out, convert, 
or integrate with the people in their surrounding neighborhood.  

• Unusual sensitivity to cultural differences. Effective leaders are 
acutely aware of the different people groups in their area and 
should constantly surprise with their understanding of varying 
cultures.  

• Commitment to neighborhood and justice. Those ministering in the 
urban setting must constantly be studying and learning about their 
local communities in order to strengthen the health of their 
neighborhoods and make them better places for people to live (in 
the same spirit as Jeremiah 29). Church members should be 
neighbors instead of only consumers, and we should not be so 
focused on ministering to the city that we neglect our immediate 
neighbors in the process.  

• Integration of faith and work. The preaching and other ministries in 
an urban church need to provide members to form a network of 
believers in their vocational field and help them work through the 
theological, ethical, and practical issues that arise in their work.  

• Bias for complex evangelism. Urban evangelism is much more 
complex than its rural or suburban counterparts because of the vast 
variety of subcultures in such a small area. Successful urban 
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evangelism, then, needs to start from a familiarity with the various 
cultures’ hopes, fears, worldviews, and objections to Christianity.  

• Preaching that both attracts and challenges urban people. There is a 
challenge for the urban preacher to present his message in a way 
that “edifies believers and engages and evangelizes nonbelievers at 
the same time”.  

• Commitment to artistry and creativity. Urban churches should have 
high standards for skill in various ministries. Urban churches should not 
only view artists as people with skills to use, however, but also as 
worshipers, hearers, and valued members of the community. 

 

 

 
1. See discussion questions included at the end of Chapters 11 to 14 in 
Center Church. Here are selected questions: 
 
2. How would you describe your own attitude toward cities? Indifferent? 
Hostile? Romanticized? Positive? 
 
3. How can you and your Community Group at RHC work to “seek the 
peace and prosperity of the city”? What does this look like in our context? 
 
4. From Acts 17 through to the end of the book of Acts, Paul has 
strategically traveled to the intellectual (Athens), commercial (Corinth), 
religious (Ephesus), and political (Rome) centers of the Roman world. What 
are the centers of power and influence in our local context? How do you 
see our community seeking to strategically reach these different centers 
of cultural influence? 
 
5. Tim Keller says that the words culture and cultivate come from the same 
root and writes that “Every vocation is in some way a response to, and an 
extension of, the primal, Edenic act of cultivation.” Discuss how different 
vocations are a response to our call to cultivate culture. How does the 
creation mandate transform our understanding of work and vocation? 
 
6. If our future will be largely an urban culture, what changes should the 
church be making today to prepare and adapt? 
 
7. Which of the following city-prone groups do you feel most passionate to 
reach: the younger generation, the “cultural elites,” accessible 
“unreached” people groups, or the poor? Is that group present in your 
setting right now? How is urbanization affecting them? Take a moment to 
reflect on what it would be like to minister meaningfully to the group you 
have identified. 
 
8. How is agglomeration evident around you? Which types of trades, skills, 
inventors, or culture makers are concentrated most highly in your area? In 

Questions for thought or discussion: 
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what ways can your ministry seek face-to-face opportunities to minister to 
and through this population – that is, to become an “agglomerizing” 
church? 
 
9. Which of the seven features of a church for the city do you think RHC 
currently exhibits, and which do we currently not? How might those 
outside RHC answer this question? How can we personally be involved in 
making RHC more of this kind of church for the city? 

 
 


