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UNDERSTANDING THE TIMES 
1 Chronicles 12:32 
 
 
1 Chronicles chapter twelve lists various individuals and groups of people who aligned 
themselves with king David. Tucked away near the end of his list, the chronicler mentioned that 
two-hundred chiefs of Issachar joined David, men who stood out because they had an 
“understanding of the times, to know what Israel ought to do”1 (1 Chronicles 12:32).  
 
We have a responsibility to represent Jesus to our world, which raises the question, “How well 
do we understand our world?” Are we people who, like the chiefs of Issachar, understand our 
world and know what to do? We will, therefore, consider a few findings reported by the Barna 
Group2 (a non-profit organization that tracks trends in the thinking and practices of Christian 
religion in the United States) that offer us some insights into evangelism in our world. 
 

Cultural and religious changes alter evangelism’s landscape 
• Barna’s report noted that people are “de-churching” at a higher rate. 

o While a high percentage of practicing Christians3 attend weekly church services 
(85%), all other adults rarely, if ever, attend (11% attend one or two times a year, 
24% attend less than once a year, 53% never attend). 

o The majority of people who reject the religious community of a church do not 
embrace some other spiritual group; 77% reported that they do not belong to any 
group where they can explore questions of meaning or faith. 

• Despite increasing numbers of people “de-churching”, fewer people experience spiritual 
hunger. 

o As one might expect, rejection of church services, and the spiritual community it 
represents, accompanies a decreased interest in spiritual things; 68% of all adults 
who are not practicing Christians reported that spirituality plays little to no role in 
their lives.  

o Even though a high percentage of people report little to no interest in spiritual 
things, 69% of all U.S. adults who are not practicing Christians report feeling 
spiritually healthy.  

o The minority of those who do express an interest in spiritual things often turn to 
things like yoga, meditation, CrossFit, or art, rather than turn to church. 

 

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
2 Reviving Evangelism; current realities that demand a new vision for sharing faith, The Barna Group, 2019. 
3 Barna uses the term “Christian” in an ecumenical sense. I use it in the same sense in this handout for consistency 
in reporting the findings of the report. 
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Christians often misunderstand evangelism’s landscape  
• While those who identify themselves as Christians almost universally understand 

Christianity carries the responsibility of sharing one’s faith (96%), one quarter believe it is 
wrong to try and persuade someone to change their beliefs. 

• In addition to conflicting understandings about evangelism, Barna’s research revealed a 
number of areas where self-identified Christians’ understandings about what matters to 
non-Christians differed in sometimes significant ways. For example: 

o Non-Christians most value someone who listens without judgment, who does not 
force a conclusion, and who allows them to draw their own conclusions. 

o While self-identified Christians also valued those qualities, they also placed 
significant importance on their confidence, their interest in others’ lives, the 
importance of exhibiting a vibrant faith, and helping others have a spiritual 
experience, things to which non-Christians gave very little value.   

o Additionally, Christians significantly undervalued the top two things non-Christians 
reported would increase their attention to Christianity. A significant percentage of 
Non-Christians reported: 

▪ Their interest would increase in Christianity if it had better evidence to 
support it. 

▪ They would pay more attention if Christianity had a better reputation. 
o Non-Christians also reported that casual, one-on-one conversations or casual group 

conversations were most encouraging while impersonal things like tracts, handouts, 
or conversations with strangers were most discouraging.  

 

Applications 
• Jesus’ sovereignty is not challenged by our changing culture; neither should we feel 

threatened. 

• Even though Jesus rules with absolute sovereignty, we have the responsibility of finding 
ways of communicating the message about him to people in ways they understand. 

• Our culture is losing its shared language of spirituality; do not assume shared 
understandings when talking to people about Jesus. 

• A surprisingly large portion of millennials and Gen X individuals reported feeling empty and 
rejected (nearly 50%); those self-reported feelings indicate the need for real, meaningful 
relationships. That insight pairs with the value non-Christians placed on casual 
conversations to point out the value of developing real, meaningful relationships with 
people. 

• Talking to people about Jesus in meaningful and understandable ways requires us to 
understand what we believe, why we believe it, and to strive for conversational 
understanding of our beliefs. 

 
 
 
 


