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Session 1: Foundational Cultural Considerations


Introductory Comments: 

The Bible should be the first and final authority for all that we believe and practice. This includes what it has to say about the phenomenon known as human culture. 

3 Realities about Scripture and Culture:  

The Bible is a portrayer of cultures. 

The Bible is a sculptor of cultures. 

The Bible is an appraiser of cultures. 

Definition of culture
Culture is the distinctive beliefs, values, and customs of a particular group of people that determines how they think, feel, and behave. 

Culture envelops three manifestations common to humans: 

1. Beliefs (thinking): knowledge, logic, wisdom, what exists and does not exist
2. Values (feeling): aesthetics, what is moral, not moral, etc.
3. Customs (behavior): products and artifacts

Intertwining of the three comprise what is commonly referred to as a people’s “worldview.” Culture and worldview go hand-in-hand and are inseparable.

Culture’s function
1. It acts as a road map to life. It guides members of a society as they travel through life to analyze and describe the world around them (how to think). 

2. It acts as the road signs to be obeyed along the way. These signposts dictate what is considered excessive, what is taboo, and what is acceptable/commendable. 

Crossing Cultures in Scripture
1. Cultures in the Bible: Hebrew, Chaldean, Egyptian, Ethiopian, Hittite, Mesopotamian, Syrian, Assyrian, Philistine, Canaanite, Moabite, Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and Roman cultures

2. Some of those that had cross-cultural encounters Abraham, Sarah, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Rahab, David, Jeremiah, Jonah, Jesus, Luke, Paul, Philip, Peter, Silas, Timothy, John Mark 


The Beginning of Human Culture - Genesis 1: 26-27

1. “Darwinian Delusion” – culture is in ascent, progressively getting better
2. Christian anthropologists have been ambivalent: William Smalley, Paul Hiebert. Charles Kraft, “Neither anthropology nor theology can speak conclusively about when culture began.” Christianity in Culture, page 103

The Plurality of God
1. Elohim as the plural form of the word for “God”
2. Personal plural pronouns us and our
3. The origin of human culture is embedded in the reality of God’s plurality by strong inference. 

From Capacity to Actuality
1. The word image, has the root meaning, “to carve,” or “cut from.” The second word, likeness, refers to “similarity.” These two conjoining phrases are used, among other things, to show that a God who himself possessed culture, created mankind with it as well.
2. Man was endowed with a free self-conscious personality, a creaturely copy of the divine life. This included a cultural component. 

Culture at its Best
In their perfect, pre-fallen state, Adam and Eve lived their lives in a harmonious, unadulterated culture (its highest form). Since their minds were permeated with truth, they had perfect beliefs. Since their pattern for living was modeled after God’s, they practiced perfect values. And since they knew no evil, they exhibited perfect customs. 

      The Deterioration of Culture
Adam and Eve’s sin had universal consequences. By their act of disobedience, all of human culture has become corrupt and has been in universal decline ever since. Man’s cultural degradation is universal and comprehensive. 

       Redeeming Culture
It is only through Christ, the representation of the glory of God and the expression of his holy essence (Heb. 1:3), that an individual’s nature and his godly influence in his community, that culture can be transformed for the better (Col. 3:10, Eph. 4:24). Wrong beliefs can be corrected. Misdirected values can be altered. Abhorrent customs can be changed. 

Tower of Babel: Beginning of Cultural Diversity - Genesis 11
Oneness and Unity
Man was united in: 1) one language (v. 1, 6), 2) one location (v. 2), 3) one city (v. 4), 4) one central reference point  (the tower)(v. 4), 5) one name for themselves (v. 4), and 6) one people (v.6). 

Abuse of Unity 
Humankind’s self-centeredness and selfish intent. Their self-centeredness is evidenced by the phrase “let us make a name for ourselves” (v.4). Their selfish intent is found in the phrase, “And nothing that they purpose to do will now be impossible for them” (v.6). 

Gracious Judgment
The result of this judgment was that, for the first time in human history, mankind spoke in many languages and dialects. This resulted in people clustering together in linguistic affinities, “so the Lord dispersed them from there over the face of the earth” (v.8) (c.f. Acts 17:26). 

Culture Follows Language
It would naturally follow that once humans separated themselves from one another into distinct groups occupying distinct regions, that over time they would develop distinct cultures. It can therefore be deduced that plurality of culture followed plurality of language. Multiculturalism emerged only after the dispersion of peoples throughout the world. 

Appreciation of Cultural Diversity
The rich variety of cultural expressions mankind enjoys today is of God. And since they are of God, they should be appreciated. The grandness of God cannot adequately be captured in one cultural expression. Through the grand variety of cultures we begin to grasp the character, grace, and glory of God. 

Human Dispersion
In Genesis 10, Moses gives us a window into the direction of the dispersion of humans. This chapter, commonly called “The Table of the Nations,” chronologically transpires after the Tower of Babel event found in chapter 11. 


Abraham: Father of Blessing For All Cultures - Genesis 12:1-3

           “…and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”

Most commentators call this passage the “Call of Abraham.” It could just as readily be called the “Hope of the Nations.”  

God’s Global Rescue Plan
Abraham was chosen and given the honor of this special call to bring blessing to all nations (and thereby all cultures) by singling out this one man. This was the primary reason God called Abraham, and by extension, his biological offspring – and eventually the Church.

Importance Seen By Repetition of the Promise

To Abraham 3X: Genesis 12:3, Genesis 18:17-18, Genesis 22:18

To Isaac: Genesis 26:4

To Jacob: Genesis 28:14

Universality shown by the word “families” (the ethnic perspective)
1. The Hebrew word for “family” in Genesis 12:3 is mispachah. This word can mean a family, i.e. circle of relatives, and by extension a tribe or people.
2. Peter’s use in Acts 3:25 (patriai) = kindreds, peoples
3. Paul’s use in Gal. 3:7-9
7 Know then that it is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham. 8 And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, “In you shall all the nations (ethna) be blessed.” 9 So then, those who are of faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith.

Universality shown by the phrase “of the earth” 
1. adamah = “who inhabited earth”
2. erets = “the realm of earth’s inhabitants.” 

The Blessing
All the families of earth will be blessed by Abraham through his offspring (Genesis 22:18). This can only be a reference to Jesus Christ, the promised Messiah. Paul states it plainly:
“so that in Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that we might receive the promised Spirit through faith.” (Galatians 3:14)

       	Abraham’s honored role
Abraham was called by God to be the father of blessing to all cultures. His role passed from one generation to another through the descendants of Abraham, until the Savior, who was ethnically Jewish, accomplished his salvific work on behalf of all mankind. 




Missiological Implications of Abraham being the father of blessing for all cultures:

The “hope of all nations” (i.e. Jesus) theme given through Abraham and his descendants, threading itself through the entirety of Scripture and throughout the church age, means that no people group should be excluded from that hope, no matter how hopeless they appear to be. 

No group of people should be considered unworthy of our efforts to receive the blessing of Abraham, no matter how distant, remote, or impenetrable they are.

The spiritual blessings intended for all mankind that are found in Jesus, are designed to be enjoyed by every cultural group on the face of the earth, no matter how depraved and godless their conduct. 

Abraham, as God’s chosen one, is to be honored by all peoples because of that special calling and his subsequent faith response, no matter how anti-Semitic they are. 



Marv Newell
Missio Nexus
January 2017
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