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Foreword

REV. DR. PATRICK FUNG
GENERAL DIRECTOR, OMF INTERNATIONAL


As far back as I can remember I have used chopsticks. I don’t admire them or abhor them—I don’t think much about them either way. I just use them.

Eating with chopsticks is part of Chinese culture. It was not a problem until I went to the mission field and noticed the local people eating with their hands. I struggled with this, since I was taught that eating with one’s hands is unhygienic, uncivilized, and uncultured. I was judging another culture through my own cultural lens.

Of course, culture comprises much more than just eating habits. Cultural differences cover political, economic, social, racial, and linguistic dimensions, along with many more. But all cultures dictate value judgments. To many from Western cultures, challenging an opinion may indicate trust, openness and result in a better outcome. To other cultures, it may result in shame and dishonor, broken relationships and loss of face. As global Christians, appreciating and understanding other cultures is an important Christian principle.

Anthropologists emphasize the need to take every culture seriously. For Christians, however, anthropology can never be the end in itself. It must be the means to Christian witness. We need to understand the cultures of other peoples so that we can present the truth of Christ in ways that respect their culture even as they challenge underlying cultural values when necessary. As people embrace the truth, uncritical rejection or acceptance of old ways is unwarranted. All cultures need to be judged, not only according to ethnic preferences but also according to God’s unchanging character of truth, love, justice, and mercy.

The Lausanne Covenant helpfully describes the tension inherent in culture. “Because man is God’s creature, some of his culture is rich in beauty and goodness. Because he is fallen, all of it is tainted with sin and some of it is demonic.”1

The Bible is rich in stories about culture—the good, the bad, and the ugly. In this book, Marvin Newell helps us look at the Scriptures from the lens of crosscultural encounters. As he puts it, the Bible is:


	A portrayer of cultures


	A sculptor of cultures


	An appraiser of cultures




First, the Bible often describes cultures uncritically. The narratives, including many of the prevalent immoral practices of the time, do not indicate God’s approval as much as his mercy and patience. Second, the Bible shapes cultures. Instead of deception, it honors truth; instead of sexual perverseness, it roots sexuality in faithfulness. Third, the Bible judges all cultures, without exception, against God’s standard.

Dr. Newell meticulously examines many of the major stories in Scripture from the perspective of cultural encounters in all their diversity. The wonderful story of Abraham and the Hittites in Genesis 23 shows how Abraham’s sensitivity in a crosscultural setting had far-reaching consequences, not only for himself but also for the generations that followed. The moving story of Ruth tells how its title character not only declares her crosscultural commitments but also becomes a true insider of her adopted culture and is highly valued by the community. The tragic story of King David and Uriah in 2 Samuel 11 shows the danger of high power distance when decision making becomes unchallenged and there is no accountability. The inspiring story of Nehemiah, who led a despised and displaced cultural minority, speaks powerfully to today’s persecuted minorities and migrant refugees. With these stories and many more, this book points us back to the biblical theology of culture.

Ultimately, our goal cannot only be to gain insights about a diversity of cultures. Rather, all cultures, with all their diversity—glorious and inglorious—need to be redeemed by the salvation of Christ, who is the Lord of all. For “in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven” (Col 1:19-20).

Crossing Cultures in Scripture helps us to both decode the Bible stories from the biblical cultures and to encode the Bible stories for different cultures today, so that God’s message remains relevant and universal. All the stories point to one greater story—the story of Jesus Christ. We have a great message to tell the culturally diverse peoples of the world!






Preface


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. Not only does it guide us in understanding cultural origins and expressions, but it also goes a step further: it doubles as a guide to our experiences in crosscultural engagements. It’s amazing how many of these engagements are found throughout Scripture. They are so numerous that the Bible itself is a textbook on cultural understanding.

There is also a place for the social sciences in understanding cultural dynamics. These we might miss if we solely refer to Scripture. The social sciences assist in uncovering blind spots, helping us gain a more authentic reading of Scripture. Anthropology, sociology, and the broad range of subjects found in the disciplines of intercultural studies (linguistics, world religions, communications, etc.) contribute to understanding scriptural texts written long ago in distant cultures. But these disciplines are imperfect and should never take precedence over the teaching of Scripture on any subject, including culture.

Thus the need for this book. I have yet to discover an entire text devoted to what may be called a biblical theology of culture. This book is an attempt to be just that. Although it doesn’t examine every crosscultural encounter, it does bring to light the major biblical stories and events that are crosscultural in nature.

And there’s no lack of material. Scripture is permeated with crosscultural accounts. Many of our favorite biblical narratives recount crosscultural encounters. Story after story can be found that are pregnant with principles and lessons on crosscultural engagement.

When we take a focused look at Scripture through the lens of cultural understanding, three realities emerge:


	The Bible is a portrayer of cultures. It unashamedly depicts and describes, many times uncritically, how separate communities and whole societies lived out their beliefs, values, and customs—the very elements that define culture. Some aligned closely with divine-sanctioned standards and ideals, and others did not.


	The Bible is a sculptor of cultures. It helped shape and influence numerous cultures for the better. And it still does this today. Where Scripture is regarded as authoritative, many social evils embedded in the customs of communities have been either discontinued or adjusted to reflect standards of morality and social well-being God always intended for humans to enjoy.


	The Bible is an appraiser of cultures. Its supracultural values are meant to be the accepted moral standard for all cultures found everywhere through all time. No culture is exempt; no community of humans is excused. The standards and values of Scripture stand in judgment on any cultural practice or expression that ignores or opposes the divine values given therein. The objective norms and standards of Scripture trump the subjective and selective opinions of humans.




Thus we can see why it’s important to start with Scripture when seeking to understand the origin, nature, and dynamics of culture and crosscultural engagement. Crossing cultures is best experienced—and with a lot fewer embarrassing mistakes—when Scripture is acknowledged as the first and primary point of reference.
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Introduction to Culture


Culture is like air. Although air surrounds us, we don’t pay much attention to it until it’s absent or has a smell. The same can be said about culture. People are immersed in it but don’t think a lot about it. They live their lives feeling that things are the way they are because that’s the way they ought to be. Every “ethnic group” or community of individuals possesses something in common that’s invisible but manifests itself in a group personality that we call culture.

Culture is an integral part of humanness. It is paradoxical in that, on the one hand, it thoroughly permeates our environment, but on the other hand it’s intangible. It’s like the story of two young fish swimming along who happen to meet an older fish swimming the other way. The older fish nods at them and says, “Morning, boys. How’s the water?” The two young fish swim on for a bit. Then one asks the other, “What’s water?”1


WHAT IS CULTURE?

Have you ever stopped to consider what culture actually is—what comprises what we label as “culture”? Answering that question is a good starting point for a book focused on the phenomenon of culture found throughout the Bible. But before we plunge into Scripture and examine cultural accounts and anecdotes, a standard definition of culture is necessary. So, for our purposes, the term culture is used in this book in a rather uncomplicated way: culture is the distinctive beliefs, values, and customs of a particular group of people that determine how they think, feel, and behave. Although sophisticated definitions that capture nuances related to culture have been championed, this more basic definition is intended to help us understand the essence of culture.

Notice from the definition that culture envelops three manifestations common to humans: beliefs (thinking), values (feeling), and customs (behavior).2 The intertwining of the three comprises what is commonly referred to as a worldview. Culture and worldview are inseparable; they go hand in hand.




CULTURE IS UNIVERSAL

Culture is a universal phenomenon. It’s impossible for an individual to be cultureless. Most people are born and raised within a distinct cultural environment that is home to them. It dictates how to make sense of the world around them. This sensing relates to both the visible, empirical environment where they live and the invisible, spiritual world that they sense as also being around them.

On another level, there’s no such thing as a people group or ethnic entity without a common culture. Every ethnic group in the world possesses its distinct culture. This is common to societies; whether among the inhabitants of a megacity like Tokyo or tribal people deep in the jungles of Papua New Guinea, all people groups possess culture.

But that wasn’t always thought to be the case. Some during the era of Western exploration and imperialism, when pioneers, traders, and missionaries first encountered new and novel peoples, naively believed that those people had no culture. Furthermore, they felt it was incumbent upon them to teach those people culture. What they really meant was that they felt compelled to teach those strangers their own home culture. But what wasn’t true then isn’t true now: that other peoples do not possess culture simply because they think, feel, and behave differently.




CULTURE’S FUNCTION

Culture is innate to humanness. 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). It guides them in what conduct is virtuous and what is not (how to behave). It directs them in what to like or dislike, what to consider beautiful or ugly, what brings pleasure or pain, and what is good taste, good dress, and good food (how to feel). Culture is an invisible template for living that makes up a people’s worldview.

In addition to functioning as a road map, culture doubles as the road signs to be obeyed along the way. These signs dictate what is considered excessive, what is taboo, and what is acceptable or commendable. If any member of the group exceeds the speed limit or takes a detour in regard to a particular societal belief or behavior, other members of the society rally to slow her down or bring her to a stop. This explains why there’s community resistance when an individual or group of individuals takes the initiative to convert from the prevailing religious belief of the group to another belief system.




CULTURAL TRADITION

It’s interesting how culture is something every person feels but few stop to think about. Take a typical cultural group—maybe even your own—and ask why the members do something the way they do. The usual answer is “because this is the way we’ve always done it.” They feel comfortable with that answer because it’s based on group tradition. Cultural traditions give stability, momentum, and balance to a society. Because of this, people usually don’t feel the need to justify why they do what they do.

The role of tradition in culture is essential to the well-being of its members. Tradition is to a cultural group what walls are to a house. Without well-defined structural traditions, community life falls apart. This is clearly illustrated in the musical and movie Fiddler on the Roof.

Take the story of Reb Tevya in Fiddler on the Roof. Tevya is a poor milkman who is also an important patriarchal figure in his hometown of Anatevka. An opening scene in the musical finds Tevya reflecting on the importance of tradition to everything precious in his small village. Tevya asks, “How do we keep our balance?” He then answers his own question with one bellowing word, “Tradition!” “Because of traditions,” he continues, “we’ve kept our balance for many, many years. Here in Anatevka, we have traditions for everything: how to sleep, how to eat, how to work, how to wear clothes. For instance, we always keep our heads covered, and we always wear a little prayer shawl. This shows our constant devotion to God. You may ask, how did this tradition get started? I tell you . . . I don’t know. But because of our tradition, every one of us knows who he is and,” he adds pointing emphatically upward, “what God expects him to do.”3


We encounter quite a few instances of cultural tradition in Scripture. Many of those traditions were good, stabilizing customs that kept societal balance. But when tradition turned into traditionalism,4 thus taking precedence over the clear command of God, it became a stumbling block to God’s will and design for humankind. At times, Jewish religious leaders fell into that trap. That was precisely why Jesus took issue with the scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 23),5 constantly hammering home to them the importance of not putting traditionalism above the law and love of God.
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Nearly every Thursday evening since the beginning of March the Kinodas have studied the Bible. Although their family religion is a mixture of Buddhism and Shinto (which includes the worship of their deceased ancestors and local deities), because the teachings of both of these religions are very nebulous, neither husband nor wife can delineate what they actually believe, but are simply blindly following the traditions of their ancestors. Both husband and wife are sincere in their study of the Bible, although on the part of Mr. Kinoda it is more of an intellectual pursuit whereas his wife seems to be seeking truth.

JONATHAN LUETHY,
VETERAN MISSIONARY TO JAPAN
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CROSSING CULTURES IN SCRIPTURE

The Bible is a book rich in cultures. Think for a moment of some of the cultures that have expression in Scripture: Hebrew, Chaldean, Egyptian, Ethiopian, Hittite, Mesopotamian, Syrian, Assyrian, Philistine, Canaanite, Moabite, Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and Roman, to name most of them. Here’s the amazing part: God worked in and through his servants crossing through these cultures to bring his grand story of redemption to us.

The Bible is full of crosscultural encounters that have lessons for us today. An astounding number of biblical characters grew in their understanding of God, the world, and themselves through, as Nelson Jennings puts it, “getting lost” in the wilderness wanderings of crosscultural experience.6 Notable persons such as Abraham, Sarah, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Rahab, Ruth, David, Daniel, Jonah, Nehemiah, Jesus, Philip, Peter, Barnabas, and Paul stand out as individuals who worked their way through crosscultural contacts and experiences. Some, like Joseph, Daniel, and Paul, had prolonged experiences.

Thus it’s evident that there is much to learn from the cultural encounters found throughout Scripture and portrayed in the lives God used to unfold his redemptive story. The many accounts of individuals who crossed cultures as part of his design for their lives convey cultural lessons for us today that help inform our crosscultural encounters as well. The anecdotes and teachings throughout Scripture related to culture—from Genesis to Revelation, from Eden throughout eternity—should not be ignored. Indeed, they have an increasing value to us who live in an increasingly multicultural world and wish to study the art of crossing cultures as portrayed throughout Scripture.
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Eden

The Beginning of Human Culture



GENESIS 1:26-27

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.” So God created man in his image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.


In our day, there is much confusion and a plethora of wrong assumptions about the origin of human culture. Secular anthropologists would have us believe that as humankind evolved, more complex and developed cultures emerged. Therefore, cultural origins developed as humans evolved from their primate state into humanness. As humans continued in developmental ascent, they experienced progressive cultural ascent as well. This is the prevailing view of the majority of secularists, who would dismiss any reference to God in cultural consideration.

But that view is a far cry from what Scripture tells us about culture. For those who take the Bible seriously, it isn’t difficult to discover the divine account of the origin of human culture. The book of Genesis is the book of origins. Explanation for the beginning of everything in the universe is found there—including humankind and culture.

Since, as we have already seen, culture is innate to human beings, and since there has never been a person who didn’t possess culture, human culture had to have been an integral part of Adam and Eve’s created makeup. But a question arises: “How is that so? How was culture ingrained in humankind’s first parents? How is it that culture was part of Adam from the very moment he was created?” We don’t need to look far in Scripture to discover how that came about. Genesis 1:26-27 gives us the answer.




THE PLURALITY OF GOD

Considering the plurality in the nature of God is the place to start, and God’s plurality is unmistakable in this passage. It is first evident in the word used for God. In these two verses, Moses, the writer, refers to God with the name Elohim three times. Elohim is a plural form of the word for “God.” Moses wanted the reader to know a basic truth about God’s personhood, and that truth would eventually develop through Scripture into the fuller doctrine of the Trinity. He wanted his readers to know that God is one, yet there is plurality in his oneness.

A second evidence of God’s plurality comes from the phrases “let us make man in our image, after our likeness” (Gen 1:26). Again, these phrases are striking because of their reference to a divine plurality by the repeated use of the personal plural pronouns “us” and “our.” The prestigious position of humans over the previously described created order can’t be missed (Gen 1:1-25). The creation of humankind is of such importance that Moses portrays God as conferring in his plurality about this final and crowning creative act.

Although it defies full explanation, the plural unity of God is revealed throughout the Bible. Biblically based Christianity is unique in this view of monotheism. It sees God as a plural unity consisting of three distinct persons, yet one. Although it’s a complex doctrine to understand, its origins come from Scripture, beginning with the very first verse at Genesis 1:1, where God is mentioned in the plural (Elohim) at the very outset of his creative work.

“So,” you might wonder, “how does the plurality of God relate to the beginning of human culture?” The answer is that the origin of human culture is embedded in the reality of God’s plurality by strong inference. God, who created humankind, is a plural unity comprising three distinct persons; therefore, it follows that there must exist a relationship among the three personalities in order for them to function perfectly in a community of unity. This relationship would comprise what can be considered a divine culture between them.

In the previous chapter, it was stated that human culture comprises the distinctive beliefs, values, and customs of a particular group of people that determine how they think, feel, and behave. Now, it would be presumptuous to think that, within his nature, God as plural unity must also contain distinctive beliefs, customs, and values. He is so utterly other from humans that we dare not limit him to those traits. But since a perfectly functioning relationship exists between the members of the godhead in a divine culture, it can be said that God had the capacity to bequeath culture upon humankind at the moment he created Adam.




FROM CAPACITY TO ACTUALITY

But just because God had the capacity to bequeath culture on humankind, how do we know that he did? As we look again at Genesis 1:26, it becomes clear. The double modifying phrase “in our image, after our likeness” signifies that he did. These two phrases aim to assert with emphasis that humans are closely patterned after their maker. The first word, “image,” has the root meaning “to carve” or “to cut from.” The second word, “likeness,” refers to “similarity.”1 These two conjoining phrases are used, among other things, to show that a God who himself possessed culture created humankind with it as well.2

It can be asserted that the unseen spiritual and inner side of the image of God that was bestowed on humankind’s spirit, or immaterial part, included a degree of culture. God not only had the capacity in and of himself in keeping with his nature to impart culture to humans, but he also actually did it. He did it when he created humankind in his image and likeness. Humankind was endowed with a free, self-conscious personality, a creaturely copy of the divine life. This included a cultural component.




CULTURE AT ITS BEST AND ITS DETERIORATION

As a result of this divine act, it can be inferred that in their perfect, pre-fallen state, Adam and Eve lived 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. Theirs was an unimaginably rich, full, and satisfying culture at its very finest. It was absolutely perfect! No humans since then have experienced the high degree of cultural perfection that Adam and Eve lived and practiced. The zenith of cultural perfection was theirs.
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The Christian diagnosis of humanity’s fatal flaw is radical. Sin has alienated us from God and we cannot put it right ourselves. But the solution is equally radical. God in Christ has taken the burden of sin upon himself on the cross, so that through repentance and faith in Christ we can receive a new, supernatural life as an unmerited gift.

JOHN LENNOX,
AGAINST THE FLOW
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But subsequently, humankind’s concrete essence of divine likeness was shattered by sin. Genesis 3 relays how this tragic degradation came about. Adam and Eve’s fall from perfection included a cultural degeneration and its subsequent sliding deterioration. Humankind’s perfect, divinely given culture was shattered. This was by far the most far-reaching crossing of cultures in the history of humankind, and one from which Adam never recovered. It affected him physically, mentally, spiritually, and psychologically.

Perhaps up to 800 years3 of Adam’s 930 (Gen 5:5) were spent watching human culture deteriorate from the perfection that he and Eve once enjoyed. He experienced the heartbreak of a murdered son and of another being a castaway (Gen 4:15-16). His heart was grieved as he witnessed his descendants sliding deeper into a culture of “sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, envy, drunkenness, orgies” (Gal 5:19-21). What a contrast to that perfect pre-sin wholesome culture of “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Gal 5:22-23)!

Consequently, perhaps the saddest omission in all of Scripture is found in Hebrews 11:4, where the writer begins his historical lineage of people of faith, not with Adam, whom we would have expected to be mentioned first, but with his son Abel. In his honesty, the writer had to pass over the first generation of humankind and move on to the second. Could it be that Adam’s resultant disheartened mood and depressed state of mind after losing his unspoiled culture disqualified him as an example of a person of faith?

Regardless of the impact on Adam and Eve themselves, their sin had universal consequences. By their act of disobedience, all of human culture has become corrupt and has been in decline ever since. There is no place on earth (“under heaven”) or any society anywhere (“given among men”) where this is not the case (Acts 4:12). The myth of the “noble savage” tucked away somewhere in a remote corner of the earth, enjoying some kind of social utopia, is just that—a myth. Humankind’s cultural degradation is universal and comprehensive.

I witnessed this firsthand during my fifteen years of ministry on the island of Papua, Indonesia. During those years, I never encountered people of a newly reached tribal group (several of which our mission pioneered) who were not anxious to free themselves from their degraded cultural practices. The light of the gospel brought them hope. It redeemed not only the individuals but also their community’s beliefs, values, and customs. And they were grateful.




REDEEMING CULTURE

It is only through Christ, the representation of the glory of God and the expression of his holy essence, that through an individual’s nature and his godly influence in his community culture can be transformed for the better (Heb 1:3; Col 3:10; Eph 4:24).4 One of the beauties and benefits of the gospel is that degenerate human culture can be transformed. Wrong beliefs can be corrected. Misdirected values can be altered. Abhorrent customs can be changed. It has been demonstrated throughout history that a groundswell of redeemed believers in a society can have a transforming impact for the better on a deviant culture.





CROSSING TAKEAWAY

So, contrary to modern cultural assertions and secular humanist assumptions, humankind is not in cultural ascent. Rather, it’s just the opposite. We are in a downward spiral that is sadly taking us further away from the perfect beliefs, values, and customs that were once ours through Adam.

Those lost perfect cultural elements were God’s original ideal for human existence—for Asians, Africans, Americans, Arabs, Europeans, and everyone else. Only by the light of the gospel penetrating into and transforming these cultures do humans gain a tiny glimpse into their perfect cultural past.
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  The Tower of Babel


  The Beginning of Cultural Diversity


  

    

      GENESIS 11


      

        And the LORD said, “Behold, they are one people, and they have all one language, and this is only the beginning of what they will do. And nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them. Come, let us go down and there confuse their language, so that they may not understand one another’s speech.” So the LORD dispersed them from there over the face of all the earth, and they left off building the city. Therefore its name was called Babel, because there the Lord confused the language of all the earth. And from there the LORD dispersed them over the face of all the earth. (Gen 11:6-9)


      


      I grew up in South Jersey on a small farm halfway between Burlington and Mt. Holly. In the fifties and sixties, the semirural environment in which I was raised was almost totally monocultural. Most everyone around me was Caucasian. That’s just the way it was back then, although it isn’t anymore. All my associations were in my white community.


      There was a tiny community of African Americans not far away that lived separately in an enclave called Bucktoe. The only place we intersected was at school, where they were clearly the minority. They mostly kept to themselves, and we to ours.


      When it came to religion, most everyone was a member of one of the variegated expressions of Christianity. Churches of all flavors were everywhere. There were no Buddhists, Hindus, Muslims, or any other “foreign” religious adherents. No temples, mosques, synagogues, or shrines of any sort were to be found. Those were somewhere overseas in distant countries that visiting missionaries told us about and showed in their slides.


      When it came to communicating, everyone around me spoke English. Rarely, if ever, did I hear another language spoken in public places like malls, stores, or schools. There was no need for bilingual signs, because everyone, like me, was monolingual. In short, growing up I knew only a monocultural, monoreligious, monolingual way of life.


      That all changed when, in our twenties, my wife and I boarded a plane to become missionaries in a country on the other side of the world. Thankfully we had some crosscultural training (but minimal cultural exposure) before arriving in Indonesia. Once there, we immersed ourselves in the ways and customs of the people. We gradually learned the richness of becoming bilingual and bicultural. Slowly but surely, we adjusted to a radically different worldview.


      

        [image: image]


        

          Your crosscultural sojourn means you will never again feel at home in a monocultural environment.
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      The tables were turned. We were now the ones in the minority, both racially and religiously. And we grew to appreciate that. Becoming bicultural and bilingual enriched our lives. Over time, we came to value the richness of cultural diversity. We would never be the same; our crosscultural sojourn meant we would never again feel at home in a monocultural environment.


    


    

    

      GENESIS AND HUMAN UNITY


      Since, as we have seen in the previous chapter, Scripture informs us that human culture began with Adam and Eve, the next logical question is “When did cultural diversity begin? When did human culture diversify?” The Scriptures are not silent on this important matter. Genesis 11 tells us when and how it happened. With the grand dispersion of the peoples after the divine judgment at the tower of Babel, cultural diversity followed. How do we know that? By looking at what Moses recorded about that pivotal event in human history.


      Before the nations scattered across the globe, the entirety of humankind lived together in cultural unity and homogeneity. This certainly was true of humankind directly after the flood (Gen 6–9), and there’s no indication that it wasn’t true of civilization in the years leading up to that global deluge.


      In Genesis 11 we read that humankind was living contrary to God’s purposes and plans. The command to humans was to “fill the earth” (Gen 1:28; 9:1), meaning to spread out over the entire globe to inhabit the lands God had created for them. Instead, in direct disobedience, all of humanity congregated in one locale. Humankind was united in one language (Gen 11:1, 6), one location (Gen 11:2), one city, one central reference point (the tower), one name for themselves (Gen 11:5), and one people (Gen 11:6). Taken together, it shows humankind in a comprehensive connectedness resulting in a strong monocultural, monolingual society. Humanly speaking, humanity was at its best and could achieve far more synergistically than it could if divided.


    


    

    

      THE ABUSE OF UNITY


      What was wrong with that ancient interconnectedness that forced God to step in and set it back for millenniums? It wasn’t the tower, contrary to colorful Sunday school lessons that focus on that part of the story. It was humankind’s self-centeredness and selfish intent. Their self-centeredness is evidenced by the phrase “let us make a name for ourselves” (Gen 11:4). Their selfish intent is found in the sentence “And nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them” (Gen 11:6). As a united people, they were gaining a capacity that rivaled their need for God. The whole enterprise of building that megacity reeked of arrogance, human pride, and independence from the Almighty. It was to be a civilization based on secular humanism, with achievements that excluded any thought, remembrance, or need of God. It was to be a one-world society with tolerance of anything non-divine as its core value.


    


    

    

      GRACIOUS JUDGMENT


      But God stepped in and brought an end to this human rebellion. This time his judgment didn’t entail destroying humankind or its building project. It was a judgment of grace. Instead of destroying, he separated and scattered. He did this supernaturally by confusing “their language, so that they may not understand one another’s speech” (Gen 11:7).


      The result of this judgment was that, for the first time in human history, humankind 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 all the earth” (Gen 11:8). But this wasn’t a haphazard dispersion. The apostle Paul tells us that God’s guiding hand superintended so as to make “mankind to live on all the face of the earth, having determined allotted periods and the boundaries of their dwelling place” (Acts 17:26).
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          Therefore God confused their language and scattered them all over the face of the earth, in essence creating the ethnic and linguistic divisions that we find today. Diversity entered in, and so did dissension.


          TODD JOHNSON AND CINDY WU,


            OUR GLOBAL FAMILIES
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      A corollary lesson is found in this commentary by Paul. God’s providential guiding of people’s movements meant that he superintended the direction of each resultant linguistic entity so that as they scattered, they ended up inhabiting the geographical territories that he willed for each. With that being the case, it can be deduced by extension that all people groups today (“allotted periods”) dwell where they are (“boundaries of their dwelling place”) because God has placed them there. Consequently, all ethnicities should value the homeland they inhabit, since God has willed for them to dwell in their locale.


    


    

    

      CULTURE FOLLOWS LANGUAGE


      But a huge assumption is being made here that needs to be addressed: Did the multiplicity of languages have a direct correlation to the multiplicity of cultures? The answer must be yes. Once humans separated themselves from one another into distinct groups occupying distinct regions, over time they developed distinct cultures.


      Ever since the pioneering work of Benjamin Whorf (1897–1941) in linguistic relativity, most scholars concede that language shapes culture and worldview.1 Language is the audible expression of emotions, concepts, and thoughts of the mind. Over time, these audio expressions manifest themselves in distinctive beliefs, values, and customs—the very components that make up culture. A community affirms those beliefs, values, and customs by corporately living them out and transferring them to the next generation. A cultural identity develops. 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 humankind enjoys today is of God. And since these expressions are of God, they should be appreciated. Duane Elmer put it this way:


      

        Thus in the process of learning about other cultures, affirming our various ethnic heritages and honoring (if not celebrating) diversity, we enlarge our appreciation of God, who in authoring diversity was trying to tell us about himself. Perhaps we are most like God when we also look around and affirm as good peoples and traditions different from our own and diligently seek to appreciate the beauty God has chosen to express in others.2


      


      The grandeur of God can’t be captured adequately in one cultural expression. Through the many and various cultural expressions, we begin to grasp and more deeply appreciate the character, awesomeness, and multifaceted nature of God.


    


    

    

      HUMAN DISPERSION


      In Genesis 10, Moses gave 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 described in chapter eleven. Somehow, Moses had access to the record of the post-Babel geographic locations of the descendants of Noah’s sons. He recorded in chapter ten what happened after the judgment of the tower of Babel.


      Moses started with the peoples who are less relevant to the main story line of his history of the Hebrew people and then drew a progressively tighter circle until he got to the Jews. Notice how each descendent of Noah received a summary statement:


      

        	

          Sons of Japheth. “From these the coastland peoples spread in their lands, each with his own language, by their clans, in their nations” (Gen 10:5). These peoples are primarily identified as the forefathers of the Indo-Europeans.


        


        	

          Sons of Ham. “These are the sons of Ham, by their clans, their languages, their lands, and their nations” (Gen 10:20). These peoples are primarily identified as the forefathers of African peoples and original Arabian inhabitants who predated Ishmael and his descendants.


        


        	

          Sons of Shem. “These are the sons of Shem, by their clans, their languages, their lands, and their nations” (Gen 10:31). These peoples are primarily identified as Middle Eastern peoples, including the Hebrews.


        


        	

          Synopsis of all three. “These are the clans of the sons of Noah, according to their genealogies, in their nations, and from these the nations spread abroad on the earth after the flood” (Gen 10:32).


        


      


    


    

    

      CROSSING TAKEAWAY


      In his graciousness, God has enriched humankind with cultural diversity that began after the Babel event. That judgment on humankind (speaking in multiple languages) became the avenue for cultural diversity. The races have been separated ever since.


      We need to appreciate that the rich variety of cultural expressions we enjoy today is of God. Furthermore, it’s exciting to see how God is orchestrating the present-day acceleration of the intermixing of cultures and races—through globalization and migration—for his divine purposes. Certainly the main reason is that “the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD as the waters cover the sea” (Hab 2:14).
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Abraham

The Father of Blessing for All Cultures



GENESIS 12:1-3

Now the LORD said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. And I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”


Genesis 12 is fundamental to a biblical understanding of culture. It’s where Moses relayed how hope and blessing can come to every expression of human culture found on earth. The deep-seated need for personal and cultural redemption, common across all cultures, will not go unattended. The thousands of cultures that developed after the dispersion following Babel will not be subjected to perpetual deterioration. God has a strategy to renew (some would say “redeem”) them.

The central message of Genesis 12:1-3 is that the loving God who created humankind, endowed it with culture (Gen 1), and then instituted cultural diversity (Gen 11), planned to bring blessing to the varied and numerous ethnicities that would develop. Even as their core beliefs, values, and customs eroded, God was orchestrating a plan to redeem them and bring newness. What’s even more amazing is that, in the end times, God will bring these myriads of cultures to perfection in Christ while at the same time allowing them to maintain their unique cultural expressions. That thought will be elaborated on later, when we explore the book of Revelation.

In this passage, Moses told how the repair of cultures would come about. It would originate with one man, Abraham.1 So, at this juncture in his historical account, Moses included information in reference to all the nations (Gen 10). He then narrowed his narrative to focus solely on one man and his descendants who, through a God-directed history, would bring hope and blessing to every culture found on earth. The bedrock of that plan is found in these three verses. 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

Moses didn’t want the reader to miss the main point of why 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. Help for humankind was on the way.

The global implications of God’s promises to this one individual are astounding and truly unique. In all of human history, God hasn’t given this promise to any other person. What he’s saying to Abraham is this: each and every cultural grouping of humankind found in every corner of the earth will be blessed through him.

Stop and think for a moment about the extent of this promise. Missiological and linguistic research has discovered that there are approximately 16,770 “people groups” in the world today.2 The meaning of the term “people group” was refined by the Lausanne Strategy Working Group in 1982 and hasn’t been significantly changed since then. That statement defines a people group as

a significantly large grouping of individuals who perceive themselves to have a common affinity for one another because of their shared language, religion, ethnicity, residence, occupation, class or caste, situation, etc. or combinations of these . . . the largest group within which the Gospel can spread as a church planting movement without encountering barriers of understanding or acceptance.3


In most every case, a people group has a distinct, stand-alone culture. That’s why this promise to Abraham is so astonishing. Is it possible for one individual to bring blessing to more than 16,700 cultures? Humanly speaking, that seems unfeasible. If it weren’t for God orchestrating world events, it would be.

How do we know this was God’s intent when he called Abraham? By examining the final phrase of this passage: “And in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”

Importance seen in repetition of the promise. God went to great lengths to make it clear to Abraham and his direct descendants that they were to be a blessing to all “families” on the earth. He did it by giving this commission five times over three generations: three times to Abraham, once to his son Isaac, and finally to his grandson Jacob. These almost identical statements can be called “the blessing passages.”

To Abraham:


I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed. (Gen 12:3)

The LORD said, “Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do, seeing that Abraham shall surely become a great and mighty nation, and all the nations of the earth shall be blessed in him?” (Gen 18:17-18)

And in your offspring shall all the nations of the earth be blessed, because you have obeyed my voice. (Gen 22:18)



To Isaac:

I will multiply your offspring as the stars of heaven and will give to your offspring all these lands. And in your offspring all the nations of the earth shall be blessed, because Abraham obeyed my voice and kept my charge, my commandments, my statutes, and my laws. (Gen 26:4-5)


To Jacob:

Your offspring shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread abroad to the west and to the east and to the north and to the south, and in you and your offspring shall all the families of the earth be blessed. (Gen 28:14)


By the repetition of his promise to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, it becomes clear that God doesn’t want the universal purpose of his calling of this one family to be missed. They were called and set apart to bring betterment and hope to all the world’s peoples and thereby to all cultures on the earth.

The ethnic perspective: universality shown by the word families. A question naturally arises: What did Moses mean to convey when he used the word families? What size of grouping of humankind did he intend the reader to understand? Would it be as broad as geopolitical countries? Or was it to be smaller communities such as distinct ethnic groups? Or would his influence expand down even further into tribes, bands, clans, and even individual families?

The answer to these questions isn’t difficult to discover when we examine the grammar. The Hebrew word for families in Genesis 12:3 is mishpakhah. This word can mean a family—that is, circle of relatives—and by extension a tribe or people. It’s interesting to note how the different English versions translate this word.


	ESV: families


	KJV and NKJV: families


	NIV: peoples


	NASB: families


	HCSB: peoples, with a footnote saying it could also be clans




The Genesis 18:18 and 22:18 passages use a different word altogether: the Hebrew word goy. This word is used in the sense of massing—hence, a grouping of people (figuratively, a troop of animals or a swarm of locusts).4 The point is that these passages are referring to Abraham being a blessing to all the divisions of humankind: clans, families, and peoples, depicting individual cultural groupings. God was saying to Abraham that he would be a blessing to every cultural entity.

This conclusion is reaffirmed by the Greek words selected by Peter and Paul when each quoted this verse in Greek centuries later. Peter used the word patriai for “families” when he said in his sermon found in Acts 3:25: “You are the sons of the prophets and of the covenant that God made with your fathers, saying to Abraham, ‘And in your offspring shall all the families of the earth be blessed.’”

Patriai is a unique word in that it’s found only here in the New Testament. The King James Version translates it as “kindreds” and the New American Standard and English Standard Version as “families.” The New International Version translates it “peoples.” All of these English translations indicate individual cultural groupings.

Paul, on the other hand, used a different word when he quoted and translated Genesis 12:3, found in Galatians 3:7-9: “Know then that it is those of faith who are the sons of Abraham. 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 be blessed.’ So then, those who are of faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith.”

The word that Paul used for the Hebrew mishpakhah is the Greek ethnē. This is the word from which we get “ethnic” and “ethnicity.” All ethnic groups have their distinct cultural identity. It follows, then, that Abraham would be a blessing to each and every ethnic grouping of humankind. The blessing coming through him and his descendants would impact every ethnic group. It would be a universal blessing, available to peoples of all cultures.

The geographic perspective: Universality shown by the phrase “of the earth.” God told Abraham that he would be a blessing to “all the families of the earth.” In saying this, God was making it clear that every geographical region on earth would experience his blessing. His blessing wasn’t just local or regional, but global.

In these five blessing passages, Moses used two different words for “earth.” In Genesis 12:3 and 28:14, it’s the word adamah. This word generally means “soil” or “ground,” but can be expanded to mean “whole inhabited earth.”5 It’s interesting to note that it has its root in the word adam, meaning “man” and was the proper name of the very first man, Adam. It’s as if God was saying to Abraham that his influence would impact every other adam (man) found throughout the earth.

In the other three passages (Gen 18:18; 22:18; 26:4) Moses used a different word for “earth.” It’s the Hebrew word erets, which translates to mean “the whole earth (as opposed to a part), the realm of earth’s inhabitants.”6 There’s no significant difference in the meaning of the two words. They’re meant to signify the global impact Abraham and his descendants would have on the rest of humankind. Their blessing would be felt everywhere—permeating the entire inhabited world. Their influence would be universal.




THE BLESSING

Just what is the benefit or blessing that Abraham would universally impart, allowing every culture to have the potential of receiving? The Hebrew word barak is used in all five of these passages. At its root, it means to kneel in an act of adoration, carrying the idea of a benefit. Abraham has the high privilege of dispensing good on all others who in adoration humbly receive it.

So, just what is that good? All the families of the earth will be blessed by Abraham through his offspring (Gen 22:18). This can only be a reference to Jesus Christ, the promised messiah. Paul stated 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” (Gal 3:14).

That’s what Peter conveyed to the Jews in his sermon, and it’s recorded in Acts 3:25. Not every individual of all the families of earth will automatically receive the blessing. But those who will be so blessed are those who, because of faith in Christ, will receive spiritual blessings.

These blessings would include, among other things, redemption, forgiveness of sin, peace with God, a path to sanctification, the removal of shame, the gaining of honor, and ultimately eternal life. All these spiritual blessings would be showered on those who believe in the most important and unique offspring of Abraham, Jesus the Christ. They would be people of barak, the blessing, who live in adoration of God and in turn experience the benefits of being rightfully related to him.

How does that work? Well, when individuals in a given culture receive these spiritual blessings, they begin to impact and change their greater culture for the better. When that group of individuals becomes large enough, normative beliefs, values, and customs are challenged. Over time, many are either changed or discarded. This is a benefit of the blessings of the gospel—being countercultural in a positive way. Stephen Bevans’s revised version of Models of Contextual Theology describes “The Countercultural Model” as follows:

This is a model that takes context (experience, culture, social location and social change) with utmost seriousness. It recognizes that human beings and all theological expression only exist in historically and culturally conditioned situations. On the other hand, however, it warns that context always needs to be treated with a good deal of suspicion. If the gospel is to truly take root within a people’s context, it needs to challenge and purify that context.7


Just what kind of degenerate cultural practices can the gospel challenge and change? Consider the following list of practices that are or have been culturally sanctioned at locales throughout the world:


	suttee (wife burning)


	infanticide


	foot binding


	body mutilation


	abortion


	human sacrifice


	voodoo


	black magic


	white magic


	evil eye


	polygamy


	polyandry


	wife swapping


	homosexuality


	religious prostitution


	child brides


	female circumcision


	honor killing


	punishment by amputation


	female suppression


	facial tattoos (to ward off evil spirits)


	creation worship


	slavery


	unbridled consumerism


	creation abuse


	exploitation


	incest


	genocide


	cohabitation


	forced child labor




The liberating effect of the gospel brings changed lifestyles that can promote peace and prosperity when a culture is freed from deviant practices. Thus there is both a personal-level blessing and a community-level blessing experienced by those who embrace new life in Christ, the fulfillment of Abraham’s blessing.
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Israel was to be God’s missionary to the world—and so are we by virtue of our identity as Abraham’s spiritual descendants! The mission has not changed.

WALTER KAISER
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ABRAHAM’S HONORED ROLE

God called Abraham to be the father of blessing to all cultures. Werner Mischke, commenting on these verses, states, “God, as the ultimate source of all honor and glory, is sovereignly including Abraham in the honor-laden role of co-benefactor—to bless all nations through his family.”8 That co-benefactor 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 humankind.

In a sense, the channel of blessing to all nations was passed on to the church. Over time, that church has expanded to include ethnicities representing myriads of cultures. Following in Abraham’s train, we are now honored to bring blessing to the nations through our transmission of the good news of Jesus—the ultimate blessing to all peoples.

One of the best statements that sums up the message of this passage is found in The Mission of God Study Bible, which states:

From the very beginning of His interactions with Abraham, God had sought to bless not just Abraham’s direct descendants, but “all the peoples on earth.” Through Israel, Abraham’s descendants, God would allow the nations to see what it looked like to be Yahweh’s people. Through Christ, a descendant of Israel, God would extend Israel’s blessing to the whole world. Through the church, brought together and held together by Christ, God would continue to bless all people as the church would share Christ’s message of salvation everywhere.9





CROSSING TAKEAWAY

God’s global intent is to redeem individuals and, by extension, bring blessing to every cultural expression found on earth. He orchestrated a plan rooted in one man, Abraham, and continued it through his descendants. He chose this man from among all the peoples on earth to be the father of blessing to all cultures. From Abraham’s offspring would come a savior, the messiah, who would, through his death for the payment of sin, bring redemption to those who, like Abraham, believed. The spiritual blessings found in Christ would reach every cultural group on the face of the earth.

As individuals experienced biblically adjusted beliefs, values, and customs, so would the larger culture of which they are a part. Depraved cultural practices would be challenged. Some would be changed, others discarded. Individuals would experience life for the better and the assurance of eternal life in the hereafter. The blessings God intended all along for humankind would be experienced. All these are made possible through Abraham and his seed.
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