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The Culture Behind the Bible
Anna Horen, presenter

Recap: Definitions
Social location: a collection of social demographics, such 
as race, economic class, gender, ability, sexual 

orientation, age, religion, geographic location. No two 
social locations are exactly alike, but generally shared over 
a broad swath of society.

Culture: the sum of attitudes customs and beliefs that 
distinguish one group of human beings from another. Is 

transmitted through language, material objects, ritual, 
institutions, and art, from one generation to the next.
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Recap: Definitions, con’t
Social systems: the way we relate to one another.  Four main areas:

Kinship: held together by commitment.

Economics: held together by the exchange of goods and services (commerce).

Politics: vertical organizational structure of society; held together by power; 

expressed in collective action.

Religion: overarching order and meaning of existence. held together by influence, 

commonly understood reasons for why things are the way they are.

Ethnocentrism: judging another culture solely by the values and standards of one’s 

own culture. It is a view that holds one’s own culture as normative and the other as 

different. “Difference” usually seen as a negative.

Recap: High Context vs Low Context Societies

What is assumed vs what is explicitly stated.

In AMC, much is assumed, little is explained. It 
is a high-context society.

Contemporary US society is low-context. Less 

is assumed, more explanation.

The peril of unexamined assumptions.
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The Characteristics of AMC
Mainly an agrarian culture: tied to the land.

Rise of cities and the city-state.

Tension: Urban folks viewed as leeches by agrarian folks since they do not 

grow their food. Includes the temple elites.

Tension: Those who amass land resented by those who worked it 

(sharecroppers or slaves).

The four areas of social systems are much more intertwined than our own 

society.

Social systems operated locally, governed by relationships within the area.

Most importantly, it is a high-context society. Much is assumed.

Little explanation in Scripture.  Problematic for our interpretation.

The AMC Social System
A communal society; no concept of the individual. True of all societies 

prior to the 14th century AD.

A social system of interlocking families/clans.

Family/clan loyalty is the highest virtue.

Identity and worth are entirely derived from the community.  You are 

what everyone in your family and community thinks you are.

Rigid social structure: everyone “knows their place.”

Little sense of upward mobility.

Overreaching is shameful. 

Very different than the U.S.!
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Exercise: Personal Identity

A clip from “My Big Fat Greek Wedding:”  
https://youtu.be/3zabG9P99UA?list=PLIs11AeyTbWCLQjhCc68Y8s6hyG_aZ0GC

What did you observe about identity?

A Mazda commercial:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t5UjmHOl4pU

What did you observe about identity?

From what do you derive your identity?

The Core Values of AMC: Honor and Shame

Honor: the claim to worth along with the social 

acknowledgment of that worth.  

The claim to honor requires a grant of 

reputation by others before it becomes honor 

in fact.

If a claim to honor is not validated, the person 

is a fool, and his actions are foolish.
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Two Kinds of Honor
Ascribed honor:

Derived from birth

Genealogies set out the basis for ascribed honor.

Ascribed honor can be granted by a person of power:

God, King, aristocrats

Can claim honor for others and force 

acknowledgment of that honor. Ex: knighthood,

or Jesus sitting at the right hand of God.

Two Kinds of Honor, con’t

Acquired honor:

Gained by excelling over others, in morals 

and virtue.

Primarily gained through social interactions:

Shrewdness in dealing with outsiders.

The game of challenge/riposte (response).
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Honor: A Zero-Sum Game
A world of limited good.

Honor is a limited good; it can only be won if someone else 

loses.

Challenge/response is extremely important:

Challenge is always public,

Challenges to honor MUST be responded to, or honor is 

automatically lost,

Challenge/response game can only be played among equals.

Competition, suspicion of motives are normative.

Shame: Positive and Negative
Negative shame is the reaction to a loss of honor.

A diminishment of required validation of one’s honor status; a loss of 

reputation.

Feeling of personal diminishment vis-a-vis the community: negative shame.

Positive shame:

How women gain validation since honor only applies to men.

Women’s behavior affect the honor status of their men.  Women must be 

under the control of men at all times.

The ideal woman brings honor to the males of her family.

Positive shame: internalized strictures on behavior. A well-brought up 

woman will shrink from anything that violates those norms.
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Jesus and Honor
The Rich Young Ruler, Luke 18:18-19:

“A certain ruler asked him, ‘Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?’ 

Jesus said to him, ‘Why do you call me good? No one is good but God alone.’”

On Love, Luke 6:27-28, 32:

“‘But I say to you that listen, love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, 

bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you.’”

“‘If you love those who love you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners love 

those who love them.’”

On Hospitality, Luke 14:11-14:

“‘For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves 

will be exalted.’ He said also to the one who had invited him, ‘When you give a 

luncheon or a dinner, do not invite your friends or your brothers or your relatives or 

rich neighbors, in case they may invite you in return, and you would be repaid. But 

when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, and the blind.  And 

you will be blessed, because they cannot repay you, for you will be repaid at the 

resurrection of the righteous.”

Jesus and the “Honor Game”
The Rich Young Ruler, Luke 18:18-19.

Healing of the Paralytic, Mark 2:1-12:

“…When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, ‘Son, your sins are 
forgiven.’ Now some of the scribes were sitting there, questioning in their hearts, 

‘Why does this fellow speak in this way? It is blasphemy! Who can forgive sins 

but God alone? At once, Jesus perceived in his spirit that they were discussing 
these questions among themselves; and he said to them, ‘Why do you raise 

such questions in your hearts? Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, “Your 

sins are forgiven”, or to say, “Stand up, take your mat and walk”? But so you 
may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins’ - he said tot 

he paralytic - ‘I say to you, stand up, take your mat and go to your home.’”

Important to understand that confrontations with Pharisees, scribes, Sadducees, 
were tests of honor.  Only those favored by God can make claims above their 

station. Our understanding of these conflicts may be tainted by latent anti-

Semitism in the Christian Church.
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Next Week:

Relationships in AMC: competitive, anxious, 

suspicious.  Balance is highest virtue.


