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This illustrates the interrelationship between biblical truth, theology, and cultural context. Note first that biblical truth is larger and higher than any theology. No matter how refined one’s theology may be, it can never be as comprehensive as the totality of biblical truth. Humans have limited knowledge, but God is omniscient; humanity is fallen and fallible, but the Bible is holy and infallible. It follows that every theology is smaller than the totality of biblical truth. 


Area 1 is where biblical truth overlaps with one’s theology but not the cultural context. Here theology reflects biblical truth in opposing cultural practices like abortion or widow burning. Another example is the legal framework for the gospel recognized in Western theology—e.g., “The Four Spiritual Laws.” This has biblical support but fails to resonate with many non-Western cultures. 

Area 2 is where biblical truth overlaps with the cultural context without being addressed in one’s theology, such as honor/shame, or as in Western theology’s “excluded middle.” This is where blind spots occur, as detailed below. 

Area 3 is where one’s theology and the cultural context overlap with biblical truth, as in a high view of the family. 

Area 4 is where elements in a theology overlap with a cultural context but not with biblical truth. For example the “prosperity gospel” overlaps with America’s culture of consumerism but not biblical truth. 

Area 5 is where elements in a theology overlap with neither biblical truth nor a cultural context, as when a missionary unwittingly carries excessive Western individualism into a community-based, “collectivistic” culture. In a “collectivistic” context, groups largely shape personal identity and the community’s needs are generally prioritized over individual concerns. 

Area 6 is where cultural beliefs or values are inconsistent both with biblical truth and a particular theology. Since every culture is fallen, any number of beliefs and values fall in this category. An example in American culture is (abortion) a woman’s alleged “right” to kill her unborn child. 

What about the blind spot regarding honor and shame? 
Take a closer look at Area 2—where blind spots occur. Why? 
[bookmark: _GoBack]When crossing cultures, we are naturally less familiar with the local customs and worldview. Since cultures have sinful elements we are naturally suspicious of unfamiliar values and ways of thinking. If we never read the Bible through alternate cultural lenses, we will assume that our own historical theology is comprehensive and flawless, without recognizing that it too has been contextualized within our own Western culture. 

Just as all cultures contain sinful elements, so all retain facets of God’s revelation. We should expect every culture to help us see biblical truth that our own culture minimizes or overlooks (as in Area 2). A non-Western lens can help us discover the rich H/S dynamics throughout the Bible. Sadly, this is almost totally ignored by Western theologians; the indexes of systematic theology books have multiple references to guilt but almost none for shame.
The same is true of familial piety (respect for father/elders), respect for ancestors, and collective identity. All of these not only were significant facets of the cultures in which the Bible was written; they also are present in many Majority World cultures today— both reached and unreached. 

For Example: law-guilt versus honor/ shame. 
Are legal categories central and honor/ shame peripheral? An Eastern worldview sheds light on a number of passages. In Romans for example, Paul gives unmistakable priority to honor/ shame when he writes, “You who boast in the law dishonor God by breaking the law. For, as it is written, ‘The name of God is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you’” (Rom 2: 23,24). In Greek, the verb in verse 23 is ἀτιμάζεις (dishonor); “breaking the law” is a noun set within a preposition (διὰ τῆς παραβάσεως τοῦ νόμου). Verse 24 reinforces the interpretation. Law breaking is simply a means of the essential problem—not giving God “face.” Unrighteousness in Romans 1 is not defined in terms of law breaking but rather in overt honor/ shame language (1: 18–28). Sin is “fall[ ing] short of the glory of God” (3: 23). Those who are justified “will not be put to shame” (9: 33; 10: 10,11). The faith that justifies gives glory to God (4: 20). Being justified, one “[ boasts] in hope of the glory of God . . . and hope does not put us to shame” (5: 2–5). Indeed, God does everything for the sake of his glory (cf. Rom 15: 8,9). Rather than setting law and honor in tension, those engaged in contextualization and theological study do better to find how they are interrelated."
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