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Upskilling: How to Create a Thriving Culture 
 
Imagine you are a fish: culture is the water in which you live and swim. You aren’t always fully 
aware of it, but it is vital to your existence, and when it becomes polluted or over-heated the 
consequences can be lethal.  
 
Webster defines culture as: “The set of shared attitudes, values, goals, and practices that 
characterizes an institution or organization.” And whether you acknowledge it or not, culture is 
affecting you and shaping you – either for good or for ill. But here’s the good news: you can 
make a difference in the culture around you at home, at work, and in the world.  
 
Before we look at the actions that lead to a thriving culture, let’s think about the opposite 
extreme. Picture a toxic culture filled with divisiveness, quarreling, jealousy, silos, one-upping, 
and even sexual misconduct. Such was the culture in the first-century church in Corinth. 
 
In his first letter to the Corinthians, the Apostle Paul emphasized the privileged position of this 
group of Jesus-followers. They lived in an advanced society and had education, eloquence, and 
many other advantages. They had also been gifted and blessed by God (1 Corinthians 1:5-7).  
 
But in spite of the grace and generosity of God, this group of Christians had developed a selfish, 
toxic culture. Paul’s stern “advice” to the church at Corinth is as relevant today as it was in the 
first century. So as we think about our own homes, workplaces and communities, let’s consider 
how we can apply Paul’s counsel and create thriving, life-giving cultures.   
 
It starts with “me”. 
When the cultural waters around us begin to look murky, our first tendency is to look for 
someone to blame. Once we’ve zeroed in on the “culprit,” we have a place to pin all of our angst 
about the situation, and the more we focus on the “problem-person” the less personal 
responsibility we feel. But it is a proven human tendency to attribute bad motives to others and 
honorable motives to oneself. There’s even a name for this: “fundamental attribution error.” 
 
To shift the culture around us we first need to look inside us. Change is only possible when we 
recognize and own the ways we have unconsciously contributed to the issues. We need to do the 
Holy Spirit guided work of self-assessment and recognize how our brokenness affects those 
around us. We also need to have the courage to ask a couple of honest and trusted colleagues for 
feedback about our blind spots. In almost every situation, there are things we can change that 
will help heal a sick culture, but if we don’t acknowledge that we are part of the problem, we will 
never discover how we can be part of the solution.  
 
Paul exhorted the Jesus-followers in Corinth to look inward and recognize their prideful 
attitudes so they could move to a posture of humility, acknowledging their total dependence on 
God:  
 
“Remember, dear brothers and sisters, that few of you were wise in the world’s eyes or powerful 
or wealthy when God called you.  Instead, God chose things the world considers foolish in order 
to shame those who think they are wise. And he chose things that are powerless to shame those 
who are powerful. God chose things despised by the world, things counted as nothing at all, and 
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used them to bring to nothing what the world considers important. As a result, no one can ever 
boast in the presence of God (1 Corinthians 1:26-29).” 
 
Grow up.  
As their culture disintegrated into chaos, the Corinthian Christians were quick to complain but 
slow to take positive steps toward improvement. They were stuck in their default attitudes and 
resistant towards making the kinds of changes that would redirect their culture. They needed to 
grow up. 
 
Paul said it like this: “Dear brothers and sisters, when I was with you I couldn’t talk to you as I 
would to spiritual people. I had to talk as though you belonged to this world or as though you 
were infants in Christ. I had to feed you with milk, not with solid food, because you weren’t 
ready for anything stronger. And you still aren’t ready, for you are still controlled by your sinful 
nature (1 Corinthians 3:1-3).” 
 
One of the most important steps in creating a thriving culture is to recognize what you can and 
can’t control. You have agency over yourself and your reactions, and if you are a leader, you can 
define behavioral expectations for those you lead. If you are modeling healthy communication 
and reactions, others will notice. And if you are calling those you lead to the same standards, you 
will be on the fast track to reshaping culture.  
 
But consistency is key. Talk about the behaviors you expect of yourself and others and help your 
team develop these behaviors by pointing out their missteps in real time as the situation allows. 
And regularly ask your team members for honest feedback about your behavior, so you can be 
quick to acknowledge and correct your own missteps. 
 
Shift from self to serve.  
Paul exhorted the Corinthians to shift their focus from silos and selfishness to service. Paul 
knew that service was the way of Jesus, and he explained that in serving the church, he was 
actually serving Jesus: 
 
“So look at Apollos and me as mere servants of Christ who have been put in charge of explaining 
God’s mysteries (1Corinthians 4:1).” 
 
When you begin to ask the question, “How can I serve in this situation?” your entire point of 
view changes. Instead of grabbing for recognition and power, you gradually become a life-giving 
force in your family or organization. Try this the next time you bump up against a manifestation 
of toxic culture: ask those around you how you can serve them, and then follow through to the 
best of your ability. In this way you will reflect Jesus and release his healing power into the 
situation. 
 
Replace negative storytelling with curiosity. 
Humans aren’t comfortable with ambiguity. When we don’t know the whole story behind 
someone’s behavior, we automatically start filling in the gaps with our own story. Then we 
behave as if our story is the truth!  
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The better way is to remain curious when we see troubling behavior in others. Compassionate 
curiosity leads to understanding and grace – both of which are vital for a thriving culture. Again, 
we look to Paul’s advice: 
 
“…don’t make judgments about anyone ahead of time—before the Lord returns. For he will bring 
our darkest secrets to light and will reveal our private motives. Then God will give to each one 
whatever praise is due (1 Corinthians 4:5).” 
 
Remember your calling.  
The mission of Jesus is to restore all things to God’s good and perfect design, and as followers of 
Jesus, we are called and commissioned to be agents of healing and restoration in the world. 
When we make a conscious decision to improve the culture in our families, our workplaces, and 
our communities, we are honoring Jesus by living out our calling. Each of us has a different part 
to play in bringing Jesus’ restorative power to the world, but every one of us are called to 
participate.  
 
When the cultural waters around you begin to swirl with toxicity, you have the power of Jesus 
living inside you to make a difference. It will take self-awareness and humility to tap into the 
life-giving ways of Jesus, but when you do you will experience the joy of God working through 
you.  
 
God has called you to integrate your faith into the culture of your home, your work, and every 
other part of your life. In the name and power of Jesus, you can contribute to creating a thriving 
culture everywhere you go.  
 
Discussion Questions: 
 

1. Have you ever experienced a thriving workplace culture? How about a toxic culture? 
What were the main differences? 

2. Reflecting on your past experiences with less-than-optimal workplace cultures, can you 
recognize any ways in which you might have inadvertently contributed to the issue? 

3. How are you purposefully exercising positive behaviors in your workplace? How do you 
communicate behavioral expectations to those you lead? 

4. How might a shift in perspective from “self to serve” help you become a cultural change 
agent? 

5. If you were to start each day remembering that God has called you to be and agent of 
healing and restoration, how might your workdays be different? 

 
 
 
 

Marion is the Director of Programs for 4word.  
Marion served in pastoral ministry for 17 years at three local churches including, 
most recently, Willow Creek Community Church. During her church ministry, she 
incorporated her organizational development skills with her practical knowledge of 
effective discipleship to create growth strategies that focused on the equipping and 
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Trinity International University and Wheaton College in Organizational Leadership and Missional Church 
Movement. 

4word is a global community of Christian women in the workplace. Our mission is to 
help women in the workplace reach their God-given potential with confidence. 
 

Why 4word? 
At 4word, we know you want to reach your God-given potential so you can have a 
Kingdom impact on your workplace and the world. To do that, you need 
resources for professional and spiritual growth - and a community of like-minded 
women to cheer you on!  
The problem is your time is limited and meaningful connections are hard to find. 
This can leave you feeling overwhelmed, frustrated, and isolated on your life’s 
journey. 
 

We believe you shouldn’t have to navigate work, life and faith on 
your own because God designed you for community. You are 
worthy to be surrounded by loving and supportive women who 
“get you.” 

 
We understand you face unique challenges as a Christian 
woman in the workplace, which is why we create easy-access 
opportunities for leadership development, spiritual growth, and 
connections to influential women around the globe. 

 
 

 
Our Simple Empowerment Plan: 

• Connect to a community – We offer virtual and in-person Community Groups 

specifically designed for working women – and we also have special groups for 

executive women. 

• Access relevant content – 4word’s podcast, blog, and our Community Group 

Discussion Guides are specifically geared to women in the workplace to help 

thrive on your journey. 

• Get matched with a mentor – From our pool of over 220 amazing mentors we 

connect you with the right fit for a transformational mentoring experience 

through 4word’s Mentor Program. 

 
Join the Journey to empower 10 million Christian women in the workplace to 
change the world by 2030. Click the picture below to learn more. 
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Upcoming  

 
HundredX Campaign- April 8- May 7 

 
 
May Discussion – Anxiety (Mental Health Awareness month) 
 
 
 
 

  

 

Join us in sharing feedback for good wit h

HundredX Causes!
 

By sharing your opinions on t he brands and

businesses you f requent , you can generate funds

to help support  your cause!

Scan to learn more
about HundredX

Causes
"It's great to have the ability to donate to the

causes that are close to our hearts just by giving
our opinions for companies to better their

services."
 

- HundredX Causes Participant

Coming Soon...Coming Soon...
A new way to give without spending!

https://4wordwomen.org/journey4word/
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