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STORY TIME INTRODUCTION: WHY WE’RE READING STORIES 

Stories can be excellent teaching tools because they’re more engaging than commentaries or 
informational teaching usually is. A lot can be packed into a story without it feeling like hard 
work to assimilate it.  
 
I’m trying to accomplish a certain kind of work by giving you these stories, and that is to 
provide you with some cultural background information to help get you inside the head of an 
ancient Israelite. There’s an excellent book called Misreading Scripture with Western Eyes by 
Randy Richards and Brandon O’Brien1 that illustrates very well how far removed we are in 
modern America from the cultures in which the Bible was written. The authors point out a 
variety of differences between “Western” thinking and “Eastern” thinking (both of these are 
generalizations because not everyone is the same, of course). The things they bring to our 
attention are still huge differences in our modern era. When it comes to the Bible, we’re not 
only talking about geographical distance, though. We’re also talking about events that 
happened a very long time ago. It takes work to get at the proper interpretation of a book 
that was written for us but wasn’t written to us. 
 
The authors strongly make the point that we project our own assumptions and values onto 
the Bible when we read it, which affects what we think the interpretation can and cannot be. 
Naturally, this will affect application, too.  
 
One of these assumptions is that Westerners instinctively consider wealth to be an unlimited 
resource. Everyone can get more money if they work hard enough. In other cultures, it’s 
assumed that if one person has a lot of money, everyone else has less to divide amongst 
themselves. It’s limited. Our assumptions affect how we interpret passages about money and 
wealth. Some passages about modesty (1 Cor 11:5-6, 1 Tim 2:9) ought to concern economic 
modesty (not flaunting wealth) as much as sexual modesty. Instead, we assume sexual 
modesty is a much greater concern.2  
 
Another example: When we read about Peter being given a vision about a sheet full of 
animals coming down and then he’s told to eat them, we normally emphasize his self-
righteousness. He doesn’t want to eat those because he’s a good Jew. He’s concerned about 
what others will think of him. There’s confusion about whether Christians had to keep the 
law. All of those are excellent things to consider, but we should perhaps also figure nausea 
into the equation! How would you feel if someone told you to eat a plateful of puppies, bats, 
and cockroaches? We don’t consider these to be food and so it turns our stomach, just like it 
would have with Peter. 

                                                             
1 Richards, E. Randolph and O’Brien, Brandon J. Misreading Scripture With Western Eyes. Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press. 
2 Ibid, page 44-45. 
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Interpretive problems arise when another language has more words for something that we 
only have one word for. An example is the word “love.” (The Greek has four different words: 
agape, phileo, eros, storge.) Men have a hard time saying “I love you” to each other in our 
culture, maybe partly because it’s the same English word as the one for erotic love. They may 
not have trouble if we had a different word for brotherly love. Or how about “dancing?” It’s 
all one word to us, but there are so many kinds of dancing. Some traditions think it’s all 
sinful, but if we had different words for different types of dancing, we would never think 
that. If a culture has many words for something, it’s likely to be important to them, and vice 
versa. 
 
The medieval church superimposed certain presuppositions onto scripture when they 
assumed that the Latin word for “do penance” was equivalent to the Greek word for 
“repent.” They thought this was what Jesus had in mind when he said people must repent. 
These kinds of mistakes undermine Christianity at its core. It’s worth taking time to learn 
what is meant by words that are used.3  
 
Sometimes there are surprising differences in the ways we think that are different from 
other cultures. For most North Americans, space is to be guarded, protected, and preserved. 
For the ancient and non-Western world, space is to be used. Some cultures don’t have a 
word for “private.” They treat each other’s homes like we would treat the common areas of 
a college dorm. They build homes very close together even when there is space on either 
side to spread out. We crave privacy; they avoid it. As Americans, we think we can’t grow in 
the Lord without our personal, private, quiet time. Non-Westerners like to point out that 
“alone” is seen as a negative thing in scripture. Our cultural value for privacy does not come 
from the Bible, so we shouldn’t impose it on the text.4 
 
Yet another huge difference between Western and Eastern cultures is collectivism versus 
individualism. In many cultures, a person’s identity doesn’t come from distinguishing himself 
from the community, but in knowing and faithfully fulfilling his place there.5 
 
It’s most likely that Paul’s letters were composed as a group, with those around him actively 
contributing. This may explain why there are style variations from one letter to another.6 We 
hardly pause to consider that Paul was part of a collectivist culture and that it’s not all about 
him. 
 
Paul’s vision of the church is that everyone is responsible to everyone else. In the West, 
choosing our church and the level to which we get involved there is purely optional, usually 
according to preference. It’s more like a health club. As long as it provides the services I 

                                                             
3 Ibid, page 76 
4 Ibid, page 77-79. 
5 Ibid, page 97. 
6 Ibid, page 102-103. 
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want, I’ll stay, but if I disagree with the vision or get offended or don’t feel I’m being fed, I 
can leave.  Becoming part of the family of God, though, should be seen in an Eastern context, 
because that’s the context in which it was written. It carries an underlying assumption of 
responsibility to each other. We’re bound to them by the Spirit, more than just blood. 
 

So why go to church? Why worship with a group? Because, in some way we may not fully 
understand, the Spirit indwells the group in a way the Spirit does not indwell the individual.7 

The church MUST begin to think more in terms of “We” than “Me.” 
 
Individualist cultures tend to think in terms of right and wrong (innocent or guilty). 
Collectivist cultures tend to be honor/shame cultures. We view things as either/or, 
good/bad. We’re always trying to polarize things into two opposing categories. Eastern 
thought, instead, tends toward harmonization— both/and. Here we teach our kids to be 
individuals and stop listening to the group. Others teach their kids to listen to the wisdom of 
the group. We all want our kids to know what is right, but here we tell them to listen to their 
hearts, while other cultures tell their kids to listen to the community.  
 
When people publicly questioned Jesus, it was a contest. The winner was determined by the 
audience (community). If you could silence your opponent, you win—you gain honor and 
they lose it. Jesus needed to be publicly disgraced for the leaders to get their honor back.8 
Consider this whenever an event or conversation is public in the Bible. Also consider 
Nicodemus asking his questions privately and thus being more sincere. 
 
Sometimes the rules in the Bible don’t work the way we want them to. Paul tells the 
Galatians that if they let themselves be circumcised, Christ is of no value to them at all (5:2) 
and then he circumcises Timothy. We hate it when rules seem to mean different things to 
different people, since we highly value treating everyone equally. But what do we do when 
the Bible says God doesn’t show favoritism, but that he has mercy on whom he wants to 
have mercy? We have to get out of the Western mindset.  
 

What constitutes vice and virtue can change from one place to another.9  

 
We assume that rules/laws must apply all the time. If a rule has been broken and if it doesn’t 
apply to everyone, it’s unfair. In ancient worldviews, relationships defined the reality and 
there were certain expectations (rules) that came out of that. The rules only showed the 
outworking of the relationships, they didn’t define it. 
 
Here are a few more examples of culture differences that we are likely to bring into our 
interpretive assumptions:  
                                                             
7 Ibid, page 109. 
8 Ibid, page 129-130. 
9 Ibid, page 154-155 
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• “We are profoundly influenced by our culture to recognize certain behaviors as 

virtues and other behaviors as vices.”10 In the West, we often like to rank vices, or to 
emphasize vices and deemphasize virtues. We like virtue better when it’s 
spontaneous (like acts of heroism), not habitual discipline (which may seem 
inauthentic to us). 
 

• “As much as our culture pushes us to be leaders, the Bible urges us to become 
followers.”  Leadership is something Westerners hold in high esteem; submission is a 
biblical virtue.11  

 
• Westerners think saving is a virtue. Many others in the Christian world would 

consider it to be greed.  
 

• Tolerance is a high virtue in America, but it’s not biblical (Mt 7:13-14). 
 

• Self-sufficiency is another American virtue that is not really biblical. 
 

• Western Christians, especially North American Christians, tend to read every scriptural 
promise, every blessing, as if it necessarily applies to us—to each of us and all of us 
individually. More to the point, we are confident that us always includes me 
specifically. And this may not be the case.12   

 
• A lot of preaching is focused on the felt needs of listeners, which communicates that 

the value of the Scriptures (and ultimately the gospel itself) is what it can do for me. 
This means that even though we don’t blame the church for creating the American 
preoccupation with me, it has certainly reinforced it. If we are encouraged to think 
about our relationships with God and the church in terms of  what’s in it for me, it’s 
only natural that we approach the Bible the same way. 

 
These are things that I’d like for you to have in mind as I read the stories to you in future 
weeks. I hope to bring them to life for you and help you see that Bible people were real 
people like us, and that shocking things were often happening that we often don’t catch 
because of familiarity or cultural differences.  
 
One lifetime will not be enough for any of us to learn all of the cultural background facts that 
would help us get inside an ancient Israelite’s head, but everything helps, and I think this will 
be an enjoyable way of going about that task.  

                                                             
10 Ibid, page 178. 
11 Ibid, page 186. 
12 Ibid, page 193. 


