
The powerful challenge of a secular world 

to Christian selflessness

Jesus said the way of the world was a broad road and it leads to destruction. But what are the 
signposts in our times on the world’s road that people look at and then follow in their droves? How 
does the way of the world tempt us who are followers of ‘a narrow way that leads to eternal life’, 
where the key to following the Lord is that we die to our self and ‘take up our cross daily’?

1) Look out for number one

One signpost that many follow today says “Please yourself”. We live in a day of individualism run 
riot. It is not just that people are selfish. But the very fabric of modern life is about ‘being true to who 
you are’. This ‘expressive individualism’, as it has been called, stems from the idea that it is up to 
each person to decide what is right or wrong for themselves. In past ages the standard of ‘living a 
good life’ was decided by external authorities. So in traditional or tribal cultures the family is all 
important and upholding its honour is paramount. In religious societies, some sort of code, ceremony 
or law is what counts in order to be accepted ‘by the gods’, and then by the rest of the society. In 
politicised cultures, the state is dominant and dictates and enforces what is required. ‘Conscience’ was 
shaped by these external definitions of what the ‘good’ was, and much of family upbringing, 
education, and justice was about helping individuals to conform to these standards. 

That’s’ a forgotten world – at least for those reared in the West!  Now the definition of what is ‘good’ 
and ‘right’ is left to individuals to define from within themselves.  You can see it in various ways:

a) Living out ‘what is right for me’ is seen especially in the way that we use our sexuality. 
Western law now protects this expression of ‘freedom’ as almost no other is guarded. It’s 
accepted that no one should tell another what is right or wrong for them.  

b) You also see it in the loss of community cohesion. The UK Government’s ‘Social Trends’ 
analysis states that membership of organised groups is now a minority activity, with 55% of 
Britons not belonging to any organised group. “In addition many of the 45% of people who 
are members of groups pay their dues and do very little else.”  It says that ‘Social Capital’ - a 
measure of community belonging - is declining rapidly. Most people, selfishly, ‘keep 
themselves to themselves’.

c) You see it in a loss of common civic values. There is a diminishing sense decency and of 
accountability. Many crimes are committed with little sense of wrongdoing. Neighbourhoods 
have to install CCTV because vandalism and general thuggery are rife. People don’t seem to 
care about the fear and pain they cause others.

d) In the UK you see it in the epidemic of illnesses linked to self-indulgence. Binge drinking is 
wrecking lives. Town centres are full of young people ‘having fun’, but each night numbers of 
them end up in hospital for treatment.  Obesity and associated medical complications are 
overwhelming a stretched healthcare system. Sexually transmitted diseases are at an all-time 
high. The UK Government estimates that one in ten British males use prostitutes. Drug abuse 
fuels pain. There will be children in your neighbourhood whose lives are ebbing away 
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because of a slavery to drugs. But many times you will hear people say “But it’s my life to do 
with what I want.”

e) You see it where there are now “all those lonely people”. Over one third of adults in the UK 
live alone and the proportion is rising fast. Fewer are forming stable relationships. Break-ups 
for people living together are three times higher than for those married (and that in a culture 
where many marriages fail too). Suicide rates are highest for young adults. 

f) You see it when gospel preachers report a great loss of the sense of sin and of the need of 
salvation. The modern world caricatures God as a bully. His message is treated as a form of 
judgementalism, and is rejected as being narrow minded, bigoted and authoritarian. 

a)And it surfaces in church life all the time. Pastors see it in counselling people about the choices 
they make. Few come and ask for genuine direction. Most want you to accept the course of 
action they have already decided on.  Many struggle with the church taking any form of 
action on sin. Even Christians can seem to get away with living two lives – one moment they 
assent to church teaching , and at other times each decides what is ‘right for them personally’.  
This could be a ‘personal’ choice about issues such as who they have sex with, when they 
divorce their spouse for someone else they prefer, or how palatial they make their home here 
on earth (however much the work of the gospel needs their sacrificial giving). 

Now the effect of this trend of individualism will vary from area to area, but there is no doubt it is a 
powerful component of Western secular life and culture.

2) Consumer choice

Another ‘signpost’ of the world says ‘’It's your choice’. We are all consumers and we experience 
freedom and hence express ourselves ‘authentically’ not by conforming to a set of imposed rules, but 
by making our own decisions. The consumer decision is mainly about pleasing whom? You know the 
answer! It is about ME! It is not just at the level of being taken in by widespread advertising - 
powerful, persuasive, and clever as that is. But it is subtlety about ‘me’ being at the ‘centre’.  Personal 
freedom is the idol we serve and we pay its dues by making choices to please our own interests. 

So others can become just ‘tools’ I use. They are useful to me in so far as they fulfil my needs. That 
can be true of relationships. People stay in relationships, even marriage today, only so long as ‘they 
are getting something from it’. Or it can be true of the way people get involved at church. Many 
Christians now approach commitment with a consumer mindset. “I’ll be as committed as I choose to 
be to my local church.” The main criteria by which that is judged? “The church must meet my needs 
for approval, recognition, and appreciation. Or the church must meet my needs for pastoral care, 
preaching thrills, or rapturous worship. Or it must meet my family’s needs for great child-care, 
teenagers’ activities, and recreational fun-times.”  If not, then Christians, just like everyone else, shop 
around until their personal preferences are met. Christians swop churches at an alarming rate, as if the 
kingdom of heaven is just another shopping mall or superstore.

With the world saying ‘please yourself and then make your choice’, it can beguile believers and that 
spirit of self-centredness creeps into our hearts.
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3) Your story

The final ‘signpost’ the world follows today is “Travel on your own  journey”. What does that mean? 
Well years ago people understood their life on earth as part of ‘a big thing’. Life wasn’t just ‘my little 
life' but I was part of something bigger, and the ‘meaning’ of what I believed in, shaped me.  I may 
have understood my life as part of a ‘struggle’. If I was a socialist I would talk about the class 
struggle. Or if I strongly believed in evolution I would talk about the ‘survival of the fittest’. Others 
thought more about ‘the progress of civilisation’, the ‘ascent of man’, or ‘the triumph of liberal 
democracy’ as the great goal to which all history was leading. 

It all sounds strange now! So what do we do instead? Most of us forget the ‘big picture’ and 
concentrate on making sure ‘our own story’ is about my personal happiness. We hope that the 
Government, the schools, the police, the church, and even God will guarantee that we enjoy ourselves 
in our little cocoon that immunises us from a nasty world. We construct  a ‘personal story’ that forgets 
the real beginning of Genesis, and doesn’t look beyond the next  few years to any kind of destiny, let 
alone the Judgement Day. People settle down to have as nice a time as they can afford to pay for. 
Western economic power seems to offer a lot of rewards to many people, masking the wider issues of 
life and eternity.

Why is all this so powerful?

I think there are three main reasons:

a) Huge numbers of people follow the way of the world; just as the Lord said. The population of 
the EU is nearly 500 million people. Most follow the signposts I have described and don’t 
follow the way of the Lord. Such huge numbers can seem overwhelming, and people think 
‘the majority must be right’. The views I have described are ‘taken for granted’; something 
that any ‘normal’ person would just see as ‘common sense’ today. 

b) Christianity consequently has been marginalised. Christianity sounds implausible, looks plain 
weird, or is just ‘misheard’. People assume that we are talking about ‘religion’. In religion 
‘the big idea’ is that you do enough of what you are told to do and you’ll be alright. To a 
modern person that looks so very freedom-denying. They have had lots of ‘religion’ in 
Western Europe and they now want a change. Religion also seems to have produced very self-
righteous, judgemental types who look down on others. Assuming Christianity is 
‘religion’ (and to be fair to many secular people, many believers can become more religious 
than Christian), it is rejected. It is caricatured and lampooned. Or it is just about tolerated ‘as 
long as you practice your faith in private’ and don’t bring it into ‘the public sphere’.  
Christianity feels ‘powerless’; who wants to follow that in a world where being in control is 
vitally important?

c) These ‘signposts’ appeal to our deepest instincts. We all have desires – to be loved, to be 
recognised, to feel safe, to be appreciated, and to control things. The seductive power of 
secularism is that it offers to meet those needs through its tremendous technological advances, 
through its instant entertainment, through its powerful economy, without bringing God into 
the picture. It even uses God’s good gifts – jobs, friendships, enjoyment, and health and turns 
them into idols. We may see the obvious idols of pagans. But Christians can let can 'good 
things' become 'ultimate things'. We let them subtly become God-replacements to us, and they 
become more important than they should be. The Bile shows us many examples of people 
trying to worship God and follow subtle idols! So secularism can grip us too!
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Conclusion

In the Western world these big pressure points work on people all the time. 

Is all this any different from what has always been true of life in a sinful world? Dr Lloyd-Jones, 
perhaps the greatest British preacher of the last century, in an important sermon on revival in the late 
1950s, pointed out that previous generations of preachers could preach ‘awakening’ sermons and the 
outcome, under the power of the Spirit, was that many were saved. But he asserted that in the modern 
world ‘the demon’ was in deeper (an allusion to the demon-possessed boy whom the disciples 
couldn’t deal with in Mark 9:18). He asked whether our times were the same as the past. Emphatically 
he said that they were not. Repetition of past methods was inadequate for the task. He called for 
extraordinary prayer, ‘as this sort could not come out’ by any other means. The challenge being faced 
in Western Europe was greater than in the past 1000 or more years! And he said that 50 years ago!

In the light of all this, believers can feel tempted to just be very critical of ‘the ungodly’. Or they feel 
defeated and worn out. It is easy to ‘retreat into a ghetto’ where I live my life with my believing 
friends and just wait for the Lord’s return. ‘Nothing else can much change’ is how we may think to 
ourselves. 

But it seems to me that these pressure points will demand that we live closer to Christ. We need to 
keep believing the gospel, and believe it ever more deeply so that we will not be conformed to this 
present evil age. Instead we will be transformed by the renewing of our minds so that we serve God 
acceptably and sacrificially in a ‘modern’, but desperately needy and lost world. We need to recall 2 
Corinthians 12:9, 10. Our strength comes when we acknowledge our weakness, and trust in the 
sufficiency of God’s grace. We need to recall that the Western world of 2000 year ago was won when 
believers proclaimed a crucified Saviour. It was such a shock to the unbelievers’ sensibilities then. 
The message was that Jesus won by ‘losing’, he conquered from a Roman gibbet. It sounded 
impossible. But it won the West! It is always the way. We do not fight with the weapons of this world, 
rather we proclaim him – an offence and a stumbling block, now as then, but to all who believe, the 
cross is the power of God to salvation. It is also the power to resist the clamour to put myself first, and 
the power to deny myself and gladly live for him who ‘loved me and gave himself up for me.’
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