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Session #1:  

Christian Community In Historical Context 

Mark 10:17 — As Jesus started on his way, a 
man ran up to him and fell on his knees before 
him. “Good teacher,” he asked, “what must I 
do to inherit eternal life?” 18 “Why do you call 
me good?” Jesus answered. “No one is good—
except God alone. 19 You know the 
commandments: ‘Do not murder, do not 
commit adultery, do not steal, do not give 
false testimony, do not defraud, honor your 
father and mother.’” 

 

Many Interpretations  

 One Intended Meaning 
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20 “Teacher,” he declared, “all these I have 
kept since I was a boy.” 21  Jesus looked at him 
and loved him. “One thing you lack,” he said. 
“Go, sell everything you have and give to the 
poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. 
Then come, follow me.” 22  At this the man’s 
face fell. He went away sad, because he had 
great wealth.  

Many Interpretations  

 One Intended Meaning 

GO FIGURE: 

Which interpretation have you been taught? 

Which interpretation is the correct one? 

What criteria do we use to decide between  
competing interpretations of biblical texts? 

Many Interpretations  

 One Intended Meaning 

• Jesus gave the man a whole lot of stuff to DO. 

• Jesus himself applied the lesson learned from 
the encounter to “the rich” [plural]. 

• Jesus changed the 10th commandment to “Do 
not defraud.” 

James 5:4 — Look! The wages you failed to pay the 
workmen who mowed your fields are crying out 
against you. 

Points of Interest 
[From Context & Language Alone!] 
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GO FIGURE: 

Which interpretation have you been taught? 

Which interpretation is the correct one? 

What criteria do we use to decide between  
competing interpretations of biblical texts? 

ANSWER: The correct interpretation is 
the one that makes the most sense of 
the Bible in ITS OWN historical, literary, 
and cultural context. 

Cultural Basics 

 GRID = The Social Pecking Order 

 GROUP = Relationship Of Individuals 

To The Groups To Which They Belong 

Pick A Pencil: 
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Ancient Mediterranean “Cultural Basics” 

GRID 

HIGH 

LOW HIGH GROUP 

Mediterranean 
Antiquity 

Modern 
America 

Early 
Christianity 

a. Weak-Group Thinking — My 
Dreams, My Desires, My Goals  

“[In a weak-group society] the person 

perceives himself or herself to be unique 

and responsible for his or her own 

actions, destiny, career, development, 

and life in general and perceives other 

persons to have similar responsibilities 

along with the further responsibility of 

leaving the other person alone to do what 

he or she must.  

a. Weak-Group Thinking — My 
Dreams, My Desires, My Goals  

The individual person is above the group 

and is free to do what he or she feels right 

and necessary, normally using other 

persons, objects in the environment, and 

groups of people in the society to facilitate 

individually oriented personal goals and 

objectives" (B. Malina).  
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Individualism is...  
 

“a rather peculiar idea within the 
context of the world’s cultures.” 

  
(Clifford Geertz) 

 INDIVIDUALISM = Weak-Group Thinking: 
The Individual Takes Priority Over The 
Group 

 COLLECTIVISM = Strong-Group Thinking: 
The Group Takes Priority Over The 
Individual 

 Individualism Versus Collectivism 

KEY IDEA: The Group Comes First 

 KEY IDEA: In the social world of the 

early Christians the survival and health 

of the group took priority over the 

needs and desires of the individual. 
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Strong-Group Church 
Cultural Option or Biblical Mandate? 

Is strong-group church (1) just one 

among many ways of doing church, 

depending on the culture we’re in, OR 

(2) a biblical mandate for how we 

should do church in every culture?  

Strong-Group Church  
A Biblical Mandate 

1. Jesus chose the strongest group of his 

culture—the family—as the model for 

relationships among his followers.  

2. New Testament ethics assume strong-

group family values. 

3. Strong-group values are deeply woven 

into the very fabric of the Gospel. 
 

FOCUS ON THE FAMILY 

 KEY IDEA: Family was the group 

to which persons in Mediterranean 

antiquity expressed primary 

relational allegiance. 
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The person perceives himself or herself to be a 

member of a family and responsible to the family for 

his or her actions, destiny, career, development, and 

life in general. The individual person is embedded in 

the family and is free to do what he or she feels right 

and necessary only if in accord with family norms and 

only if the action is in the family’s best interest.  The 

family has priority over the individual member, and it 

may use the members of the family to facilitate family 

oriented goals and objectives. (Bruce Malina) 

FOCUS ON THE FAMILY 

THE MEDITERRANEAN FAMILY 

Patriarch + Wife 

My Wife + Me My Sister + Husband 

Wife + Son Daughter + Husband 

Grandchildren 

[On My Son’s Side] 

Grandchildren 

[On My Daughter’s Side] 

Son Daughter 

1. The bloodline determines family membership. 

2. Males can pass on family membership. 

3. Females cannot pass on family membership. 

THE MEDITERRANEAN FAMILY 

“The birth of a daughter is a loss”  
[Sirach 175 BC] 
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As Jesus was saying these things, a woman in 
the crowd called out, “Blessed is the mother 

who gave you birth and nursed you.”  

 

He replied, “Blessed rather are those who hear 
the word of God and obey it.” 

[Luke 11:27-28] 

THE MEDITERRANEAN FAMILY 

Patriarch + Wife 

My Wife + Me My Sister + Husband 

Wife + Son Daughter + Husband 

Grandchildren 

[On My Son’s Side] 

Grandchildren 

[On My Daughter’s Side] 

Son Daughter 

THE MEDITERRANEAN FAMILY 

As Jesus was saying these things, a woman in 
the crowd called out, “Blessed is the mother 

who gave you birth and nursed you.”  

 

He replied, “Blessed rather are those who hear 
the word of God and obey it.” 

[Luke 11:27-28] 

THE MEDITERRANEAN FAMILY 
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1. The bloodline determines family membership. 

2. Males can pass on family membership. 

3. Females cannot pass on family membership. 

4. Spouses belong to different families. 

5. Siblings belong to the same family. 

THE MEDITERRANEAN FAMILY 

ANCIENT FAMILY RELATIONS 

1. Marriage is contractual not relational. 

2. KEY IDEA: The closest same generational 
family bond in the New Testament world was 
not the bond of marriage — it was the bond 
between siblings. 

3. Correspondingly, the most treacherous act of 
human disloyalty in an ancient family was not 
disloyalty to one’s spouse — it was the 
betrayal of a sibling. 

Evaluating an Institution  

VERSUS Appreciating a Metaphor  

1. The above description of the patrilineal family does 

not tell us what family SHOULD BE (≠ 

PRESCRIPTIVE). It tells us what family ACTUALLY 

WAS (= DESCRIPTIVE). The sibling metaphor 

(“brother/sister”), as used in the New Testament, was 

taken from what family ACTUALLY WAS. 

2. Our study does not address the question “What 

should MY  FAMILY be like?” It addresses the 

question “What should OUR  CHURCH be like?”  

 



10 

THREE KEY PRINCIPLES 

Principle #1:  In the New Testament world the 

group took priority over the individual. 

Principle #2:  In the New Testament world a 

person’s most important group was his/her 

blood family. 

Principle #3:  In the New Testament world the 

closest family bond was not the bond of 

marriage. It was the bond between siblings.   


