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NEil Powell serves as Pastor of City Church, Birmingham. He also serves as 
the coordinator of 2020birmingham, a church-planting catalyst for the city, 
and helps to lead City to City Europe and the Midlands Gospel Partnership.
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1. How would you describe the 
community you are seeking to 
reach?

City Church Birmingham is a hub 
church, meaning we don’t seek to reach 
out to a local community but to the city 
as a whole. Although we do not identify 
with a particular geographical location, 
we do focus on reaching students and 
young professionals in particular. This 
is part of a bigger strategy to make 
disciples, raise up leaders, and plant 
churches across the city. 

Birmingham is a young city by 
population; in fact, Europe’s youngest 
city (40% are under 25). It is a dynamic 
city that is fast growing and fast 
changing. Between the years 2010 and 
2020 it is anticipated to grow by 120,000. 
But the most striking thing about our 
city is that it is a diverse city. In a recent 
city council report, Birmingham was 
described as a ‘super-diverse’ city. Due 
to become a white-minority city by 2021, 
over 20% of the city is Pakistani Muslim, 
and 60% of under-18s are from ethnic 
minorities. 

Learn more at PrimerHQ.com
This interview is an appendix to issue 07 of Primer, which explores 
the meaning and the role of apologetics. Find three more interviews 
in the issue, along with articles by Dan Strange, Matthew Peckham, 
William Edgar, Jonathan Leeman and Gavin McGrath.
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Of the 50% of the population who are 
white, very few ever attend a church. 
According to the Church of England’s 
own statistics, church attendance is 
lower here than in any other major city. 
So, we are also a secular, post-Christian 
city.

2. What are the major apologetic 
challenges or questions you 
encounter?

When it comes to reaching out to our 
city with the gospel we face a particular 
challenge, Birmingham is becoming 
more religious and more secular at the 
same time! Both of these realities test 
our abilities to connect and engage in 
meaningful ways.

Among millennials, the challenge isn’t 
so much the credibility of the gospel 
(i.e. could Christianity possibly be true) 
as plausibility (why would I even be 
interested?). We live in a city where the 
vast majority of people get on with life 
without any thoughts about church. 
As someone put it ‘we all know sane, 
rational people, living much the same 
as we do yet believing radically different 
things.’ As a result, there is no particular 
reason to consider the Christian faith 
above any other claim for what might 
make us happy and fulfilled.

However, there is one time of year where 
tradition still provides an opportunity. 
Over the past ten years, numbers at our 
carols by candlelight services have grown 
year on year. We estimate a majority of 
the 700 or so who attend our three carol 
services do not attend church at any 
other time of the year. And on this one 
day, we welcome more visitors than all 
the other Sundays combined. 

How can we build on this unique 
opportunity? Well, we do what we can 
to get them back in the new year. So, at 
the end of the Carol service, we invite 
everyone to vote for their answer to a 
question that will decide the content of 
our new year preaching series. This year’s 
question was ‘What has the greatest 
power to make us happy?’ Each guest 
gets a token and is asked to place it in 
one of six boxes with an answer written 
on it: the top three answers form the 

basis of the first three sermons of the 
new year. We can’t claim that this has 
been a huge success, but it is certainly 
the case that people have subsequently 
visited us as a result of this.

Christmas aside, many in our community 
cannot see how Christianity could be 
relevant. And maybe we don’t help 
them when as Christians we only answer 
questions that people are not even 
asking. If faith seems irrelevent to them 
we need to start with the questions they 
are asking. It takes more work to preach 
to secular people. But we aim, Sunday 
by Sunday, to preach in winning ways to 
secular people. We are trying to create 
a culture that says to our congregation; 
any Sunday is a great Sunday to bring a 
friend.

3. As a church, how have you 
tried to address those issues as 
you reach out and disciple young 
believers?

One lesson I have learned from 
Tim Keller’s preaching at Redeemer 
Presbyterian in New York is to preach 
the gospel to both the Christian and the 
non-Christian at the same time. How 
does that work? Well, the agenda is set 
right at the beginning of the sermon. As 
I prepare my introduction, I’m typically 
asking myself "what question that both 
the Christian and sceptic are asking does 
this passage address?" Typically it will be 
along the lines of what Bryan Chappell 
in his book Christ-Centered Preaching 
describes as the fallen condition focus 
that we find in the text of the passage we 
are preaching.

Keller’s book Making Sense of God 
suggests various themes that could be 
the focus such as meaning, satisfaction, 
identity, hope, justice and morality. As 
we start there we help Christian and 
non-Christian alike to discover how Jesus 
really is the answer. 

Preaching in a modern city is also a 
matter of tone. We need to convey a 
posture of humility which acknowledges 
that ours is just one voice amongst 
many in our community. We can and 
must still be confident and bold in our 
proclamation of the exclusive claims of 
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the gospel, but we can do so with both 
gentleness and respect (cf. 1 Pet. 3:15).

Allied to this thought is the idea that 
we need to be both fair and generous in 
our assessment of the views of others. 
There are, essentially, only three ways 
to respond to the thought-forms of our 
generation. We can adopt one of three 
approaches in our preaching. First, 
we can walk around them. In other 
words ignore culture altogether, fail to 
engage with what the world is saying. 
I suspect this is sometimes done out 
of laziness; it just takes a lot of time 
and effort to do the double-listening, 
John Stott commended. Or its just 
lack of competence on our own part in 
understanding and critiquing culture. In 
the busy world of pastoral ministry who 
has got time to read Jordan Peterson? 
The second option to cultural ideas is to 
knock them down. We use our position 
in the pulpit to show all that’s wrong 
with the world from the perspective of 
the Bible. Now we should be doing this, 
but my concern with this is that it is 
inherently alienating. It creates offence, 
it can be aggressive and intimidating. 
The third approach, which we favour at 
City is a build on them approach. In other 
words, we seek to highlight that faulty 
beliefs are so often looking for a right 
thing in a wrong place.

Tim Keller’s lecture given at Princeton 
Theological Seminary in 2017 entitled 
‘Answering Lesslie Newbiggin’ advocated 
such a strategy when he commented 
“all our communication has to be about 
subversive fulfilment.” Show people 
that the very things they are looking for 
cannot be found from within their own 
world-view but are offered by the grace 
of God in the gospel, whether that is 
meaning, satisfaction, and so on.

As a church, we do run mid-week 
enquirer courses. And we have found 
these to be fruitful. A few observations 
and comments on what we do. First, in 
an urban context, people don’t want to 
meet in a home of someone they don’t 
know. A neutral venue is probably best 
of all. Second, it takes, often a year or 
more, certainly more than the length 
of a course, to get people clear on what 
the gospel is. So rather than running 

one course, we offer three different 
courses over a year. It’s not uncommon 
for people to do two or three of these 
courses. There is no order to the courses, 
so people join and leave when they want. 
Keller’s Reason for God is popular, so is 
Life Explored and we will be trialling Ravi 
Zacharias's Jesus Among Secular Gods 
over the coming year. 

The biggest opportunity and the greatest 
challenge for a city like Birmingham 
is sharing Christ with the Muslim 
community. Two initiatives are worth 
commenting on here. Birmingham City 
Mission has run a number of Holiday 
Bible clubs in majority Muslim areas and 
have found them to be popular. It’s not 
unusual to see 50-60 Muslim children 
attending a week-long club learning 
about Jesus. It takes great care to get the 
tone right but run by a member of our 
church family often with a volunteer 
team from City Church we have been 
delighted to share in this ministry. City 
Church has also been at the forefront of 
establishing the Open Doors Friendship 
Centre a small community hub in an area 
of high Muslim population. The centre 
is run by members of the church and 
includes English classes, computer club, 
sewing lessons, and a youth club. This 
is the only way we can share the love of 
Christ by word and deed in a community 
with no other gospel witness.
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