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On September 11, 2012, Bob Dylan released 
his thirty-fifth studio album, Tempest, in the 
United States to critical acclaim—fifty years after 
the release of his first album. The life and writ-
ing of Bob Dylan, singer-songwriter and cultural 
icon, exemplify a type of Christian engagement 
with popular culture that is mostly antithetical. 
In the early 1960s, Dylan influenced pop culture 
and made a name for himself as a talented and per-
ceptive creator of protest songs. As he moved from 
overt, sociopolitical “finger-pointing” material to 
introspective, psychedelic “folk-rock” material, he 
retained his adversarial stance vis-à-vis the domi-

nant trends and institutions of society. His con-
version to Christianity in 1978 did not indicate a 
renuniciation of his countercultural stance. Rather, 
it was a clarifying, broadening, and deepening of 
his position. 

During the past three decades, Dylan has wo-
ven his Christian perspective like a thread through 
his songs (both recorded originals and performed 
covers). His theology is based on three sources: 
the ancient Jewish prophetic tradition, the Jesus 
Movement tradition coming out of the early 1970s, 
and the Christian tradition in folk-country-and-
blues music. Dylan’s example reminds us that en-
gagement with popular culture does not necessarily 
mean endorsement or emulation. It also reminds us 
that a transformative approach to culture does not 
necessarily mean involvement in electoral politics 
or government. Dylan remains apolitical, a stance 
that is, in itself, both an engagement with and a 
rejection of our culture. Bob Dylan’s emphasis on 
what Abraham Kuyper called antithesis is not the 
whole story for a Christian world and life view, but 
it is part of the story.

Bob Dylan’s own story began in Minnesota, as 
Robert Zimmerman, grandchild of Russian Jewish 
immgrants; from that beginning, Dylan became 
one of the most influential musical figures of the 
second half of the century. With artistic genius and 
personal charisma, Dylan authored classic songs 
such as “Blowin’ in the Wind,” “The Times They 
Are A-Changin’,” “Like a Rolling Stone,” “All Along 
the Watchtower,” “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door,” 
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and “Forever Young.” By the time he was twenty-
five, Dylan had reached a cultural level comparable 
with the Beatles, with songwriting talent rivaling 
that of John Lennon and Paul McCartney, espe-
cially in the realm of lyrics.

Moving to New York City in 1961 to join the 
folk music scene, where his talent for singing, song-
writing, and performing was soon recognized, he 
became famous by writing songs about sociopo-
litical issues (“protest songs”). Folk singers Woody 
Guthrie and Pete Seeger had long been active in 
left-liberal causes, but they wrote relatively few 
songs about contemporary issues. Members of the 
Beat Generation, the Counterculture of the late 
1950s, such as Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg, 
expressed themselves by writing prose and poetry, 
not by writing and singing songs. In other words, 
Dylan was doing something unique, especially in 
August 1963, when he sang before 200,000 people 
at the Washington civil rights march that featured 
Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech. 

	In 1965, when Dylan turned from acoustic 
folk music to electric rock music with songs such 
as “Subterranean Homesick Blues” and “Mr. 
Tambourine Man,” harbingers of the late 1960s’ 
Counterculture, he was accused by folk purists and 
protest song devotees of being a traitor, of abandon-
ing The Cause in favor of making self-indulgent 
pop music. He may have betrayed the high-society 
intelligentsia that hoped to use him as a front man, 
but he had not betrayed The Cause—racial equal-
ity, economic justice, and world peace. Rock music 
had always been down-to-earth—emanating from 
black gospel, music of the working class, at least 
slightly revolutionary. And this was a time for The 
Cause: By the mid ’60s, many young people had 

lost their early ’60s optimism, JFK was dead, the 
civil rights movement was splintering, the united 
black-white effort had mostly collapsed, many 
northern blacks were becoming more militant, and 
the U.S. military involvement in Vietnam had es-
calated. At a time when young people were becom-
ing disillusioned with the political and economic 
Establishment as well as the lifestyle of their own 
parents, Bob Dylan’s career peaked.

However, in 1966, when Dylan was as well 
known and influential as the Beatles, the Rolling 
Stones, and Elvis Presley, the incredible intensity 
of his life haulted abruptly when he crashed his 
motorcycle in a near-fatal accident that produced 
eighteen months of seclusion as well as the re-
lease of his next album. As a result, the American 
Counterculture, emerging in full force—with their 
long hair, beads, psychedelic clothes, peace signs, 
free love, eastern mysticism, communes, grass, and 
LSD—considered Bob Dylan their uncrowned 
leader, an uncomfortable role for Dylan, who just 
wanted to be a singer, husband, and father.1 Even 
though Dylan would never regain his former com-
mercial success and social influence, he did turn 
out a number of hit records in the ‘70s and was 
regularly praised by critics. 

What is more significant about Dylan in the 
‘70s is his conversion to evangelical Christianity, 
marking a new turning point in his life. While his 
1978 conversion confused and angered many fans, 
his first born-again album, Slow Train Coming, 
went platinum, with the single “Gotta Serve 
Somebody” nearly topping the charts and win-
ning him a Grammy Award. His superstar status 
having ended in the mid 1960s and his star status 
having ended in the late 1970s, Dylan was and is 
still considered a legend. Seen as perhaps the pre-
eminent voice of the generation that came of age 
in the 1960s even though his voice has been widely 
scorned as too rough and nasally, he has been de-
servedly praised as a master of phrasing and emo-
tional impact.2

Dylan and Politics
Dylan’s phrasing and emotional impact were es-
pecially useful for what could be called socialistic 
anarchism. Anarcho-pacifism was the “chief intel-
lectual inspiration” of the New Left, which arose 

During the past three 
decades, Dylan has woven 
his Christian perspective like 
a thread through his songs 
(both recorded originals and 
performed covers). 
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in the early 1960s, fathered by socialistic anar-
chists Dwight Macdonald and C. Wright Mills.3 
The New Left’s leading group was Students for a 
Democratic Society (SDS), its founding manifesto 
was SDS’ Port Huron Statement, written by Tom 
Hayden, and its “most resonant troubadour” Bob 
Dylan, according to Macdonald’s biographer: “As 
medieval Catholicism cannot be understood apart 
from Aquinas, so allusion to Dylan is obligatory 
to any study of Sixties radicalism.”4 Dylan was 
also the preeminent hero of the less-overtly-polit-
ical, more-lifestyle-oriented but still anarchistic 
Counterculture that developed in the late 1960s.5 

	That anarchistic message is clearly evident 
in Dylan’s first all-electric album, Highway 61 
Revisted, where he writes that to change the world, 
people must change themselves. 6 It could be ar-
gued that Dylan did more as a rock star than as 
a folk singer to revolutionize American society, 
as his songs stimulated self-understanding and 
change in millions of young people. Twenty years 
after Dwight Macdonald published his 1946 article 
“The Root is Man,” which called for the creation 
of small fraternal groups—organized according to 
the principles of pacifism and noncoercion—that 
would challenge the government by draft refusal, 
by evasion, by argument, and by encouraging at-
titudes of disrespect, skepticism, and ridicule to-
ward the state and all authority,7 Dylan put these 
attitudes on vinyl for purchase at their local record 
stores. 

During the mid to late 1960s, Dylan mostly 
ignored the government. When he did refer to 
it, he usually did so in a somewhat disrespectful, 
skeptical, or ridiculous manner. Dylan represented 
indifference toward, if not rebellion against, au-
thority, as his songs bear this out. In “The Times 
They Are A-Changin’” (released in 1964), he warns 
senators and congressmen that the battle outside 
would soon shake their windows and rattle their 
walls. In “With God on Our Side” (1964), he 
ridicules patriotism which claims that God is on 
America’s side during every war.8 In “Subterranean 
Homesick Blues” (1965), he says, “you don’t need a 
weather man to know which way the wind blows” 
and “don’t follow leaders.” 9 In “Absolutely Sweet 
Marie” (1966), he notes that “to live outside the 
law, you must be honest.”10 	

	This apolitical, anarchistic stance did not 
change when he became a Christian in 1978; in-
stead, it was strengthened and deepened to what 
could be described as Christian anarchy. Not long 
after his conversion, Dylan said, “When I walk 
around some of the towns we go to … I’m totally 
convinced people need Jesus. Look at the junk-
ies and the winos and the troubled people. It’s all 
a sickness which can be healed in an instant. The 
powers that be won’t let that happen. The powers 
that be say it has to be healed politically.”11 Five 
years later, when asked if some of his post-con-
version songs were signs that he had moved to the 
right, Dylan responded, “Well, for me, there is no 
right and there is no left. There’s truth and there’s 
untruth, y’know? There’s honesty and there’s hy-
pocrisy. Look in the Bible: you don’t see nothing 
about right or left … . I hate to keep beating people 
over the head with the Bible, but that’s the only in-
strument I know, the only thing that stays true.”12 
In a 1984 interview, Dylan said, “I think politics is 
an instrument of the Devil. Just that clear. I think 
politics is what kills; it doesn’t bring anything 
alive.” When asked, “So you don’t care who’s presi-
dent? It doesn’t make any difference?” he replied, “I 
don’t think so.”13 

In an interview during the most recent election 
season (2012), Dylan declined to say whether or 
not he votes and dismissed a question about wheth-
er others should vote with a perfunctory, “Yeah, 
why not vote?… We live in a democracy. What do 
you want me to say? Voting is a good thing.” When 
asked if wanted to see President Obama reelected, 
Dylan replied, “I’ve lived through a lot of presi-
dents! And you have too! Some are re-elected and 
some aren’t.” Despite repeated, tiresome attempts 
by the pro-Obama interviewer to elicit an endorse-
ment of, or at least sympathy for, Barack Obama 
out of Bob Dylan, he would have none of it. The 
interviewer finally gave up and moved on.14 Dylan’s 
reticence had nothing to do with support for Mitt 
Romney or the Republican Party and everything to 
do with his Christian spiritual perspective.

	Dylan’s anarchism is reflected in many of his 
post-conversion songs. In “Gonna Change My 
Way of Thinking” (1979), he says, “there’s only 
one authority, and that’s the authority on high.”15 
Drawing on his 1960s’ reputation, Dylan told a 
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concert audience, in 1979, “Never told you to vote 
for nobody; never told you to follow nobody.” Five 
months later, he told an audience, “They’re running 
for president now. They’re gonna save the country 
… . But you can’t save nothing unless you’re saved.” 
In another city, he said, “Jesus is for everybody. He 
came to save the world, not to judge the world. 
Education’s not gonna save you. Law’s not gonna 
save you. Medicine’s not gonna save you. Don’t wait 
too long… Salvation begins right now, today.”16 As 
an alternative, his unreleased song “City of Gold” 
(1980) declares, “There is a City of Peace/where all 
foul forms of destruction cease/where the mighty 
have fallen and there are no police/There is a City 
of Peace.”17 But his completely negative “Political 
World” (1989) declares, “love don’t have any place,” 
“wisdom is thrown into jail,” “mercy walks the 
plank,” “courage is a thing of the past,” “children 
are unwanted,” and “peace is not welcome at all.” 

Dylan then extends the skepticism in “Political 
World” to the whole fallen world. In “Everything 
is Broken” (1989), he says, “Broken hands on bro-
ken ploughs, broken treaties, broken vows / broken 
pipes, broken tools, people bending broken rules 
/Hound dog howling, bullfrog croaking, every-
thing is broken.”18 In “Unbelievable” (1990), Dylan 
looks at a fallen world’s definition of the American 
Dream: “They said it was the land of milk and 
honey/Now they say it’s the land of money/Who 
ever thought they could make that stick/It’s un-
believable you can get this rich this quick.”19 The 
very title of Dylan’s 1993 album sums up his atti-
tude toward human authority and society: “World 
Gone Wrong.”20 Then, his Grammy-winning song 
“Things Have Changed” (2000) declares, “All the 
truth in the world adds up to one big lie.”21

Dylan the Christian: A Passing Phase?
These lyrics invite us to consider the authenticity of 
Dylan’s Christian conversion and on-going faith in 
Christ. During the 1980s, two contradictory sets 
of rumors suggested that Dylan’s “Christian phase” 
was over. Either he had lost interest in religion and 
returned to his worldly lifestyle of heavy drink-
ing and carousing, or he had embraced Orthodox 
Judaism as an alternative to Christianity. While 
Dylan’s personal life may invite criticism from a 
Christian moral perspective—as is true for all of 

us—it doesn’t prove or disprove his faith commit-
ment or his status in relation to the grace of God. 
As for a return to his Jewish roots, this perception 
was sparked by events such as attending the bar 
mitzvah of one of his sons in Israel and studying 
with some rabbis in Brooklyn. These actions don’t 
prove or disprove his Christian faith. Dylan did not 
reject his Jewishness when he knelt before Yeshua, 
the Jewish Messiah. His gospel album Saved fea-
tured Jeremiah 31:31 on the inner sleeve: “Behold, 
the days come, saith the Lord, that I will make a 
new covenant with the house of Israel, and with the 
house of Judah.” 

	A year after the Orthodox Judaism rumors be-
gan, Dylan continued to sing his Christian songs 
in concert. When a Rolling Stone interviewer asked 
him, in 1984, “Are the Old and New Testaments 
equally valid?” he answered, “To me.” Dylan also 
said, “I believe in the Book of Revelation,” and ref-
ered to the coming Antichrist. Twenty-eight years 
later, he repeated the line about Revelation word for 
word to a different interviewer for the same maga-
zine.22 During his 1986 world tour, Dylan intro-
duced the song “In the Garden,” from the album 
Saved, by saying, “I want to sing you a song about 
my hero.” That was not the act of an Orthodox 

Jew. He sang both the black spiritual “Go Down, 
Moses” and his own “In the Garden,” about Jesus 
Christ, when he performed in Tel Aviv, Israel, in 
1987.23 Dylan’s concert set-lists, including his 
choice of cover songs; his cagey-yet-illuminating in-
terview remarks; and his biblical language, includ-

“Jesus is for everybody. He 
came to save the world, 
not to judge the world. 
Education’s not gonna save 
you. Law’s not gonna save 
you. Medicine’s not gonna 
save you. Don’t wait too long. 
… Salvation begins right now, 
today.”
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ing New Testament words, in his songs all attest 
to his continued Christianity.24 In 2012, he told 
Rolling Stone, “No kind of life is fulfilling if your 
soul hasn’t been redeemed.”25 

Church Out of World, Christ Against Culture
If Bob Dylan were an isolated example of an artis-
tic, intelligent Christian dabbling in theology, his 
perspective would hold limited value for the wider 
Christian community. But we can place Dylan 
in the wider context of a distinct, important ten-
dency within Christianity. In Richard Niebuhr’s 
five types of Christian response to culture, Dylan 
is clearly in the “Christ Against Culture” camp.26 
He “uncompromisingly affirms the sole authority 
of Christ over the Christian and resolutely rejects 
culture’s claims to loyalty.”27 

This is not to say that Dylan’s stance in relation 
to culture and non-Christians is one of utter nega-
tivity or complete rejection. Being in opposition to 
the world as an organized system does not mean 
opposition to every aspect of life in the world; it 
means rejection of the world’s dominant spirit and 
direction—specifically, rejection of the “‘arrange-
ment’ under which Satan has organized the world 
of unbelieving mankind upon his cosmic principles 
of force, greed, selfishness, ambition, and plea-
sure.”28 Yet God is not absent, even in such a spiritu-
ally benighted milieu. In a recent interview, Dylan 
remarked, “I see God’s hand in everything. Every 
person, place and thing, every situation.” After ac-
knowledging his use of biblical imagery and reiter-
ating his belief in the Book of Revelation, Dylan 
went on to say, “There’s truth in all books. In some 
kind of way. Confucius, Sun Tzu, Marcus Aurelius, 
the Koran, the Torah, the New Testament, the 
Buddhist sutras, the Bhagavad-Gita, the Egyptian 
Book of the Dead, and many thousands more. You 
can’t go through life without reading some kind 
of book.”29 Even though this statement could be 
one of Dylan’s characteristic interview dodges, his 
underlying point remains: Dylan sees God’s hand 
in everything—or at least the potential in every-
thing—as well as the existence of sin, falsehood, 
and evil. 

In other words, Dylan believes in what Kuyper 
called common grace. Kuyper asked, “Does Christ 
have significance only for the spiritual realm or also 

for the natural and visible domain? Does the fact 
that he has overcome the world mean that he will 
one day toss the world back into nothingness in or-
der to keep alive only the souls of the elect, or does 
it mean that the world too will be his conquest, the 
trophy of his glory?”30 Kuyper argued for the sec-
ond answer to each question. However, he did not 
sugar-coat reality or lapse into syncretistic human-
ism. His conception of common grace included 
acknowledgment of sin, the Fall, Babylon, and 
Antichrist.31 Kuyper also distinguished between 
interior and exterior manifestations of common 
grace: “The former is operative wherever civic vir-
tue, a sense of domesticity, natural love, the practice 
of human virtue, the improvement of the public 
conscience, integrity, mutual loyalty among people, 
and a feeling for piety leaven life. The latter is in 
evidence when human power over nature increases, 
when invention upon invention enriches life, when 
international communication is improved, the arts 
flourish, the sciences increase our understanding.”32 

Kuyper’s view of common grace, echoed in 
Dylan’s words, is summarized by Richard Mouw’s 
statement “God mysteriously works in positive ways 
in sinful humankind. This is how we are to under-
stand the works of beauty that might be produced 
by a promiscuous, blaspheming artist, or the acts of 
justice committed by a person who speaks disdain-
fully about religious allegiances.”33 The same might 
be said for truth-telling by someone ignorant of, or 
hostile toward, God. A song on Dylan’s new CD—
“Roll on John”—is an example of Dylan’s apprecia-
tion for art, justice, and truth flowing through hu-
manity, regardless of individual spiritual allegiance. 
Bob Dylan is a Christian; John Lennon was not. 
Yet Dylan can pay tribute to Lennon because he 
appreciates Lennon’s positive contribution of shin-
ing a light in a dark world.34 With his keen sense of 
justice and great artistic ability, Dylan himself was 
a conduit of common grace in his pre-Christian 
years of the 1960s and 1970s.

With his conversion to Christianity in 1978, in 
the context of the southern California-based Jesus 
People Movement of the late ‘60s and early ‘70s, 
Dylan turned to the biblical book of Revelation, 
which is “radical in its rejection of ‘the world.’”35 
As the so-called Jesus Freaks and their allies sought 
a restoration of the purity and simplicity of the 
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first-century Church, they emphasized contempo-
rary social ethics as well as eschatological yearn-
ing for the Second Coming. The converted Dylan 
went through intense Scripture study under the 
teaching of ministers connected with Vineyard 
Christian Fellowship, a loose-knit denomination 
that began as a Bible study in the Hollywood liv-
ing room of Larry Norman. Dylan’s study empha-
sized Revelation, the Olivet Discourse of Christ 
(Matthew 24-25), and the Old Testament pro-
phetic books, as understood by dispensational pre-
millennial theology—the kind of Bible prophecy 
popularized by Hal Lindsey in the 1970s. 

	While Niebuhr attempted to mitigate the en-
during anti-culture motif of Revelation because it 
was written in the context of Roman persecution, 
Dylan and the Jesus People did not see the book as 
dated or fulfilled.36 Dylan went so far as to spend 
considerable time between songs, during his con-

cert tour of 1979-1980, giving Bible-based insights 
and advice to his audiences. These insights, coupled 
with Dylan’s refusal to sing any of his pre-Chris-
tian songs, confused and angered fans, many of 
whom heckled or walked out, spreading the word 
of the new religious Dylan to the media and hurt-
ing ticket sales.

Many of Dylan’s mini-sermons focused on the 
End Times. In San Francisco, he said, “There’s gon-
na be a war called the Battle of Armageddon which 
is like something you never even dreamed about. 
And Christ will set up His kingdom and He’ll rule 
it from Jerusalem. I know, far out as that may seem 
this is what the Bible says.” In Albuquerque, he 
said, “I told you ‘The Times They Are A-Changing’ 

and they did. I said the answer was ‘Blowin in 
the Wind’ and it was. I’m telling you now that 
Jesus is coming back, and He is!… Jesus is com-
ing back to set up his Kingdom in Jerusalem for 
a thousand years.”37 Dylan’s belief in a future, 
literal, earthly reign of Jesus Christ followed the 
tradition of Tertullian (160-225 A.D.), father of 
Latin theology and fellow proponent of “Christ 
Against Culture.”38 Dylan songs with eschatologi-
cal and apocalyptic themes include “Slow Train,” 
“Gonna Change My Way of Thinking,” “When 
He Returns,” “Ye Shall Be Changed,” “Are You 
Ready,” “The Groom’s Still Waiting at the Altar,” 
“Caribbean Wind,” “Angelina,” “Jokerman,” “Man 
of Peace,” “Dark Eyes,” “Death is Not the End,” 
“Ring Them Bells,” “Man in the Long Black Coat,” 
and “Cat’s in the Well.”39 

	Other major themes of the “Christ Against 
Culture” type also appear in Dylan’s work. For 
example, Dylan recognizes the biblical and oppo-
sitional distinction between the Church and the 
World, a distinction foundational to the “Christ 
Against Culture” position and well-represented in 
the New Testament. The word Church comes from 
ekklesia, or ecclesia, in the Greek, meaning assembly 
of the called-out ones.40 The Church is called out of 
the World, as Christ himself declared.41 (Of course, 
this is a spiritual separation, not a physical separa-
tion.) Even earlier in God’s covenant relations with 
humankind, we see the same principle at work with 
ancient Israel, for whom the word holy means “set 
apart.” The same root gives us the words sanctify 
and saint. Jesus prayed, “Thy kingdom come, thy 
will be done, on earth as it is in heaven,” and told 
Pilate, “My kingdom is not of this world.”42

Niebuhr was correct in pointing out the promi-
nence of the anti-kosmos imperative in the writings 
of John—namely Revelation and the epistles. I 
John is particularly emphatic, declaring, “Love not 
the world, neither the things that are in the world. 
If any man love the world, the love of the Father is 
not in him.” But this is not only a Johannine topic; 
other apostolic writings also emphasize a spiritual 
divide. Paul writes, “Do not be conformed to this 
world but be transformed by the renewing of your 
mind”; and “From now on, let those … who deal 
with the world [live] as though they had no deal-
ings with it. For the form of this world is passing 

Dylan recognizes the biblical 
and oppositional distinction 
between the Church and 
the World, a distinction 
foundational to the “Christ 
Against Culture” position 
and well-represented in the 
New Testament. 
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away.” Succinctly enunciating a full gospel of both 
social justice and personal holiness—a combina-
tion not too common for Christians of our time 
and place—James writes, “Religion that is pure 
and undefiled before God and the Father is this: 
to visit orphans and widows in their affliction, and 
to keep oneself unstained from the world.” He also 
writes, “Unfaithful creatures! Do you not know 
that friendship with the world is enmity with God? 
Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the 
world makes himself an enemy of God.”43

	Clearly, the Church opposes the World (as 
an organized system dominated by fallen, un-
godly values), partly because Satan is described as 
the prince of this world during the present age.44 
Because of these contrasting loyalties, Christ set 
forth alternate ethics for an alternate society—not 
for some perfected future but for the fallen present, 
a present that makes the commands so difficult yet 
so important. 45

	In addition to references in his songs, includ-
ing dozens of cover performances of “This World 
Can’t Stand Long” in concert, Bob Dylan made 
clear reference to these “Christ Against Culture” 
verities when he preached on stage in 1979-80. He 
told one audience, “The Bible says, ‘Friendship with 
the world is the enemy of God.’ In other words, a 
friend of the world is the enemy of God. I know 
that sounds really strange, but sometimes the truth 
is hard to take. But the truth will set you free.” He 
told another audience, “You know Satan’s called 
the god of this world, that’s true, and it’s such a 
wonderful feeling when you get delivered from 
that.” He added that Satan “has been defeated at 
the cross.”46 

Spiritual Maturity and Artistic Nuance
In these attempts to engage culture as a new 
Christian, Dylan sometimes sounded superficial 
and seemed ham-fisted, often criticized for sound-
ing like a second-rate Moral Majority scold during 
his Slow Train Coming period. Even sympathetic 
fans cringed at some of his lines.47 “All that foreign 
oil controlling American soil/Look around you, 
it’s just bound to make you embarrassed/Sheiks 
walkin’ around like kings/wearing fancy jewels 
and nose rings/deciding America’s future from 
Amsterdam and to Paris” sounded jingoistic and 

bigoted. “Adulterers in churches and pornogra-
phy in the schools” seemed to be a silly sounding 
of false alarms, although the next line was better: 
“You got gangsters in power and lawbreakers mak-
ing rules.”48 One critic attributed such clunker lines 
to “sloppy writing” and Dylan’s desire to “make a 
conscious connection for the public between the 
early ‘protest-singer’ Dylan (still his best-known 
image) and the present-day, born-again Dylan.”49 
While some of this criticism is probably accurate, 
spiritual immaturity was also a factor. 

In 1979, Dylan even linked his gospel rap to 
the Iranian hostage crisis, referring to the Shah of 
Iran as having “plundered the country, murdered 
a lot of people, escaped.” He went on: “Now here’s 
what Jesus would have done. Jesus would have 
gone back. See, that’s what Jesus did.”50 He made a 
point, but such a simplistic approach whereby every 
current event is merely grist for the evangelistic mill 
is not the best example of Christian engagement 
with culture. 

Six years later, Dylan exhibited considerably 
more spiritual depth when he discussed American 
culture and the ways of the world. He told an inter-
viewer, “I’ve never been able to understand …  the 
seriousness of pride. People talk, act, live as if they’re 
never going to die. And what do they leave behind? 
… Nothing but a mask.” He condemned the com-
mercialization of the world in a way that went be-
yond Accept-Jesus-as-your-Savior-or-you’ll-be-in-
big-trouble: “Everything’s a business. Love, truth, 
beauty. Conversation is a business. Spirituality is 
not a business, so it’s going to go against the grain 
of people who are trying to exploit other people … . 
People who believe in the coming of the Messiah 
live their lives right now as if he was here.”51 

Dylan’s maturity, lacking in the 1979-80 period, 
is especially evident in his comments about songs 
on his Biograph box-set compilation. Commenting 
on “Every Grain of Sand”—one of his most beau-
tiful, hymn-like post-conversion songs—Dylan 
provides nuggets of wisdom: “The old trades are 
still the most useful, can get you out of a jam. 
Everything is crooked now and the signs all point 
you the wrong way—it’s like we’re living at the time 
of the Tower of Babel, all our tongues are confused. 
We’re building a tower to Venus. Where the hell is 
that? What are we going to find there? God?” And: 
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“Make something religious and people don’t have 
to deal with it, they can say it’s irrelevant. ‘Repent, 
the Kingdom of God is at hand.’ That scares…peo-
ple. They’d like to avoid that. Tell that to someone 
and you become their enemy. There does come a 
time, though, when you have to face facts and the 
truth is true whether you wanna believe it or not, 
it doesn’t need you to make it true.” Dylan had not 
changed his commitment to revealed truth or his 
allegiance to Christ as king, but he had developed a 
richer vocabulary and could engage a wider area of 
culture than in earlier years. 

Antithesis in the Reformed Tradition
Can we, as Reformed Christians, learn from Bob 
Dylan and others who emphasize Christ Against 
Culture? Yes, but we might first have to get past 
a conceptual constraint. In the Reformed tradi-
tion, especially among neo-Calvinists, the “Christ 
Against Culture” type is often caricatured and 
condemned because it is pitted against the pre-
ferred “Christ the Transformer of Culture” type.52 
Antagonism between the two types is more percep-
tion than reality—there are some legitimate differ-
ences in emphasis, but both are parts of genuine 
Christianity. 

Recognition of age-old conflict between the 
Church and the World is not the property of a nar-
row, offbeat portion of the Christian tradition. An 
obvious example during the late ancient period is 
Augustine’s City of God. One analyst comments, 
“The public practices of the empire are not merely 
political or merely temporal; they are loaded, for-
mative practices that are aimed at a telos that is an-
tithetical to the city of God,” even if Augustine’s 
critique of the City of Man “does not entail a sim-
plistic, wholesale rejection of Rome or other politi-
cal configurations of the earthly city.”53 During the 
past century, Dietrich Bonhoeffer referred to “The 
Great Divide,” noting that “the followers of Christ” 
are “separated from the rest of the world” in an 
ongoing process, in which we guard against false 
prophets, whose ambitions are “set on the world, 
not on Jesus Christ,” as they hope for “power and 
influence, money and fame.”54 C.S. Lewis also rec-
ognized the power that God allows Satan to exer-
cise in the world during this age: “Enemy-occupied 
territory—that is what this world is. Christianity is 

the story of how the rightful king has landed, you 
might say landed in disguise, and is calling us all to 
take part in a great campaign of sabotage.”55 

	The Church-World divide and the power of 
Satan are also recognized in the Reformed tradi-
tion. After all, it was Calvin—following Luther, 
following Augustine, following Scripture—who 
emphasized the depth of sin and the extent of the 
Fall. Obviously, total depravity carries cultural im-
plications. In a certain light, the “Christ Against 
Culture” position and “Christ the Transformer of 
Culture” position appear as opposites, but they 
need not be viewed as such. Properly understood, 
they complement one another. Culture would not 
be in need of transformation if it were not seriously 
flawed. 

Abraham Kuyper recognized this divide, 
calling it antithesis, which means contrast or op-
position—in other words, against. According to 
Kuyper, the Bible is plain about the role of Satan: 
“There is a thinking mind, a personal being, whose 
unity of plan and conception is manifest in that life 
of sin and whose mighty but disastrous endeavor 
is served by all humanity in its pursuit of sin.” In 

regard to world unity, Kuyper observes, “The simi-
larity between God’s plan and that of the world 
is therefore undeniable…. But as with counterfeit 
currency, the similarity is only in name.” He, there-
fore, warns of danger when “the church of Christ or 

In a certain light, the “Christ 
Against Culture” position 
and “Christ the Transformer 
of Culture” position appear 
as opposites, but they need 
not be viewed as such. 
Properly understood, they 
complement one another. 
Culture would not be in need 
of transformation if it were 
not seriously flawed.
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the Gospel does not act as a yeast in the life of the 
world but, contrariwise, the principle of the world 
…ferment[s] in Christ’s church.”56 

Asking if the world will get gradually better and 
more Christian, if Christ will find a Christianized 
world when he returns, Kuyper’s answer is No: “We 
are told that a great apostasy awaits us….That in the 
end this opposition will culminate in the advent of 
an appalling anti-Christian world-power which, if 
Christ did not break it, would rip this whole world 
forever out of the hands of its God and away from 
its own destiny.” Taking an apocalyptic approach, 
Kuyper notes, “Someday there will be coercion, 
when Christ descends in majesty from the heav-
ens, breaks the anti-Christian powers with a rod 
of iron, and, in the words of Psalm 2, dashes them 
in pieces like a potter’s vessel.” This Kuyper state-
ment reminds us of the opening lines of Dylan’s 
song “When He Returns”: “The iron hand it ain’t 
no match for the iron rod/The strongest wall will 
crumble and fall to a mighty God.”57 More recent-
ly, Herman Dooyeweerd, referring to “the monster-
marriage of Christianity with the movements of 
the age, which arise from the spirit of this world,” 
reminds us, “History remains the battle-field be-
tween the kingdom of God and the kingdom of 
darkness.”58

The Kuyperian emphasis on antithesis is exactly 
right. It keeps us from being naive, overly-optimis-
tic, quasi-humanistic Panglossians when we toil in 
the vineyard of the world. Yes, the kingdom has 
come, but not fully. It is not “God’s world” in the 
sense that this is as good as it gets. And while we 
are called to advance kingdom values in the present 
age—rather than just marking time for individual 
blessedness in heaven or merely seeing our time on 
earth as an opportunity to convince others to re-
peat the sinner’s prayer—it will take the personal 
return of Christ himself to fully overthrow the 
kingdom of Satan. 

There is a refreshing realism in Kuyper 
and Dylan. Both can simultaneously embrace 
the Christ-as-sovereign-of-creation concept of 
Colossians and the Love-not-the-world concept of 
I John. Without antithesis, we fall into the cur-
rent of a fallen-world stream flowing in the wrong 
direction. Without common grace/cultural man-
date, we fall into an unhealthy withdrawal from 

the rest of creation and a narrow understanding 
of Christian life that does not reflect the fullness 
of the New Testament. It might be assumed that 
analyzing Christian engagement with culture/
world is a dull subject, of importance to only a 
specialized class of theologians. But, in fact, that 
analysis is constantly being done by all Christians 
and is important for all Christians. Bob Dylan ex-
presses his worldview of sin-but-redemption and 
antithesis-but-transformation primarily through 
lyrical music, but all Christians can manifest a 
biblical perspective in a variety of ways. 

Despite his fame as a singer, songwriter, folk 
popularizer, and rock star, Bob Dylan’s most im-
portant legacy may be his attempt, however imper-
fect, to embrace, practice, and share the full gospel 
of the Kingdom of God. It is a high calling. It is a 
high calling given to each of us.
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