WORD & WORLD
READING THE BIBLE IN CONTEXT · ISSUE 2 · DECEMBER 2016

READING THE BIBLE
IN CONTEXT
The Africa Study Bible: God’s Word
through African Eyes
JOHN JUSU AND MATTHEW ELLIOTT

The Bible, Communism, and
Totalitarianism in 1960s Latin America
SAMUEL ESCOBAR

A Case Study on the Bible and Authority
CHARLIE HADJIEV

Ethics, Context, and the Biblical Text
MYRTO THEOCHAROUS

The Sacred Task of the
Bible Interpreter:
The Method of a
Chinese Christian
K K YEO

P U B L I S H E D B Y I F E S : A M O V E M E N T O F S T U D E N T S S H A R I N G A N D L I V I N G O U T T H E G OO D N E W S O F J E S U S C H R I S T. L OC A L L Y. N AT I O N A L L Y. G L O B A L L Y.
ifesworld.org

Join the conversation at f b.com/groups/ifeswordandworld

EDITOR’S NOTE
“We hear them declaring the wonders of God in our own tongues!” (Acts 2:11, NIV).
This is what Jews from across the diaspora exclaimed when they heard the apostles speaking in their
own languages, filled with the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. This is also what we hope that students across
the world say as they hear the wonders of God in their own languages, through members of IFES
movements and through the Bible.
Language is reflected and expressed through practices, customs, places, and culture. How do we
hear the wonders of God in our own tongues? This issue of Word & World explores reading the
Bible in context. Authors from six countries on five continents deal with one kind of context: national
and cultural.
The theme for this issue coincides with the upcoming release of the Africa Study Bible, which pairs the
New Living Translation with comments by authors from around Africa. With the partnership of IFES,
the Africa Study Bible is due out in early 2017 as a book and an app from Oasis International. Two
of the project’s leaders, John Jusu and Matthew Elliott, talk with Word & World in an interview about
coordinating more than 350 authors to help us all hear God’s word in fresh ways, learning from how
the Scriptures are received in Africa.
The remaining contributions explore how to read the Bible in other cultural contexts. Samuel Escobar
relates what it was like to read the Bible in the early days of his ministry with IFES in Latin America
as the ideologies of Marxism and right-wing totalitarianism prevailed. Charlie Hadjiev also deals with
political context, demonstrating the difference that this makes when someone looks to the Bible to
help them understand how to relate to authority.
Myrto Theocharous emphasizes the oppression that privileged contexts of interpretation have
exercised over underprivileged contexts, calling for equality and reconciliation between different
communities of Bible readers. K K Yeo deals with the task of biblical interpretation as a MalaysianChinese reader, a sacred task enabled by the Holy Spirit.
Included in this issue are materials for group discussion and a list of further readings. Join the virtual
conversation at fb.com/groups/ifeswordandworld.
May the Holy Spirit enable us, and many more, to hear the wonders of God declared in our own tongues.

Robert W Heimburger, Editor
wordandworld@ifesworld.org
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Students in a Bible study at Rwanda’s 2014 Evangelism conference.

AFRICA STUDY BIBLE: GOD’S WORD
THROUGH AFRICAN EYES
An Interview with John Jusu and Matthew Elliott
Could you give an example of how reading with African eyes allows new insights to emerge from the Bible?
Consider the text on the Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus is preaching, “You are the light of the world, and the salt
of the earth.” 1 Well, I (John Jusu) spoke to a theologian from the southern region of Africa, and he explained that the
Western commentaries on this topic did not make sense to him. These commentaries explain that salt preserves and
adds flavor. But he told me that to him, light gives direction and reveals our path, and therefore salt should follow the
metaphor and also give direction.
I asked him to explain, and so he told me a story: “In my village, when there is drought, the monkeys know where there
is water. But, they will not lead humans to that water. So, the people will trap a monkey and tie it up. Then, they will feed
it salt. After a day or two, the monkey will become very thirsty. At this point, the humans will release the monkey. Then,
the monkey will not care if the human beings are following it or not; it will make straight for the source of water in order
to satisfy its thirst.”
Here is the lesson: If your Christianity does not make people thirsty for the water of life, then it is worth nothing.

How did the Africa Study Bible come about?
In 2005, after ten years working in Africa, our leadership at Oasis International was convinced there was a great need
for Bibles that fit the African context, bringing the power of Scripture to the continent in a new and culturally relevant
way. Over the next years, we explored a number of options with major Bible publishers. Eventually, our board decided
to embark on a landmark study Bible project that would eventually be named the Africa Study Bible (ASB).
In 2011, leaders from Anglophone, Francophone, and Lusophone Africa and from across the continent, gathered in
Accra, Ghana to form the final vision. They framed the content and features as well as the emphasis on discipleship and
application. Under the direction of Dr. John Jusu and our editorial committee, a preview in the form of the Gospel of John
was created in 2012.
For the next two years, a small staff concentrated on forming the writing team and in 2014, as writing began to pour
in, the translation, review, and editorial team grew and eventually numbered over thirty, mostly part time. Our final

1

Matthew 5:13-16.
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writing team includes over 350 individuals from fifty nations. We are on track to release the Bible in English in early
2017, including a full Bible app, with the Gospel of John already available on iOS and Android.

What motivated the development of a study Bible for Africa?
Over four hundred million Protestant Christians in Africa do not have a Bible written to meet the needs of their own
cultures. Discouraged by the lack of an African voice in Bible commentaries and study Bibles, many African leaders have
affirmed that the time is ripe for Africans to bring their own insights and reflections on the Bible to their continent and
the world.
People are not growing because they are not able to come directly to the fountain and drink. The Bible feels like
something they cannot understand, because it is explained to them using language and context that does not match
their daily lives. That is why the Africa Study Bible is so necessary. This Bible will be the first study Bible that features
African pastors and scholars writing for the African experience. African proverbs, stories, history, and insight are
incorporated into the notes to teach people how to apply the Bible in their own context, rather than how a Western
book or teacher applies the Bible to their context. For example, the Africa Study Bible will teach a village preacher to
share their wisdom in a way that resonates with their hearers’ daily experience. Filling the need for communicating
God’s truth in a more effective and culturally relevant way was in the editors’ minds from the start.

Since Africa is such a large, diverse continent, what is it that defines an African way to read the Bible?
Africa is quite a diverse continent, but there are similarities, common issues, and a shared cultural core that make
Africans authentically African. Our socialization processes are often similar and the overall ethos of community values
is unique. Reading the Bible as story and the traditional responsibility to pass on our wisdom, in this case our Christian
heritage, is one shared idea. The manner in which we pass this heritage – in the form of stories, proverbs, and real-life
events – is another thread that runs across Africa. Reading the great stories and re-telling them over and over again
defines our approach to reading the Bible. We could go on about similar problems, crisis, colonialism, and even health
crises that create common needs and perspectives on suffering. In the midst of our diversity, there is a common core
that makes us both members of our own nations and members of Africa. The ASB attempts to speak with this voice.

Would an Africa Study Bible written in, say, Arabic, French, Hausa, or Yoruba be very different from this
study Bible written in English?
About half the notes of the Africa Study Bible were written in French, Arabic, Amharic, and Portuguese then translated
into English. Translation of the Africa Study Bible into French has already begun with Portuguese to follow. So this Bible is
not “written” in English. With authors from 50 countries, you can rightly say the study Bible was written in Arabic, French,
Hausa, and Yoruba. The editors’ job was to take this diversity and make sure it spoke a common language that could be
understood by all.

Would you agree that we always read the Bible in a context? If so, would it be better if other study Bibles
name their context, which is often the North Atlantic?
In general, words are understood in context as one thing in one place might mean something very different in another
context. So we must be context sensitive. This does not just apply to the Bible but to all forms of communication. You
can better understand what a person is saying if you understand the context in which they are speaking. Let us give an
example: In some cultures, reading that Jesus ate with his disciples speaks volumes about the humility of Jesus even
more than Jesus washing the feet of the disciple because feet washing is not a culturally understood event in these
contexts. So it is always good to understand the cultural context of a piece of communication to be able to appreciate
what is happening. So the ASB aims to both contrast and compare African and biblical culture to help us understand
the Bible better. For other study Bibles, there is cultural influence, but many of those biblical resources are looking
for the meaning of the text, not applying the text. A Greek word’s meaning is the same around the world. But the
ASB concentrates on applying truth to a specific culture, so it is different than most study Bibles. Therefore, a study
Bible should be named according to its purpose, not its culture. In our case, the purpose is to apply truth and make it
understandable for Africa – and the world through African eyes.

What is your understanding of biblical hermeneutics, or of how we interpret and apply the Bible?
God’s word is divine, authoritative and eternally true. Notwithstanding, our interpretation of that truth, our
hermeneutic, can be flawed because we are sinners being saved by grace. We must note that although some of the first
methods were developed by Africans, in modern times hermeneutical principles and theories were developed within
a cultural milieu and context that was not African. We received these traditions which were promoted in Bible schools
and this helped us greatly to understand the Bible. But Africa is now of age, and we can start to re-examine these
theoretical and interpretive frameworks in view of both believing in the power of God’s Word and being African. We
need to learn from the Western historical-critical method, but also more fully integrate our understanding of things like
story, ancestors, and wisdom. A great example might be our approach to suffering. In the West they struggle more with
the question, “Why do we suffer?” In Africa we want to know, “How do we suffer well?”
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Where would you situate the approach of the Africa Study Bible among movements in biblical
hermeneutics, such as feminist, postcolonial, rhetorical, narrative, structuralist, poststructuralist, socialscientific, or canonical criticism of the Bible?
Should it be in any of these categories? Each of these is a fragment or perspective for understanding truth, a very narrow
fragment at that! This taxonomical approach to understanding reality is less about integration and more about finding truth
for your group or special interest. Interestingly, writers and editors of the Africa Study Bible came from all these traditions
and the editors tried as much as they could to integrate their thoughts into a coherent whole so that Africa can hear God’s
voice from a holistic perspective and not from any of specific category. It is very hard to achieve, but our aim was to be
holistic, seeking a “historical biblical orthodoxy.” We would say we aimed to find a common core of orthodoxy proclaimed
by, for example, Thomas Oden in his recent works on both Africa and the Church Fathers and in his biography. 2

What topics did you deal with that are not often dealt with in study Bibles? I notice articles on tribes,
ancestors, witches and diviners, leadership in Africa, the African diaspora, the similarities between the
cultural worlds of the Bible and Africa, missions as Africans, Christianity’s African roots, African Christian
ethics, polygamy, reading and applying the Bible in modern day Africa, and how Africa has contributed
to Christianity, among others.
This is true, the topics addressed in our Articles and Learn Notes came out of our initial discussion in 2011. In addition
to those topics, we also addressed widows and orphans, slavery, suffering, money and possessions, parenting,
marriage, cults, land and labor, politics, witchcraft and witchcraft accusations, etc. All the issues chosen were done so
with great intentionality due to the specific needs of the church in Africa.

Were there books of the Bible that really came alive when read from an African perspective?
Here is one good example: nations in Africa were divided up by Europeans, not necessarily along traditional ethnic and
tribal lines. As a result, different ethnic interests within a nation have caused war, poverty and great hardship. Now
take the book of Joshua and think about living as twelve tribes within one nation. This is the reality the nations of Africa
are living in today. Africans can help teach the church what Joshua means to nations made of tribes that each hold
traditional tribal lands.
I, John, could not find a book that did not connect directly to my life as an African. Every book in the Bible speaks to
one or more African issues – from family issues in Genesis to the hope of the suffering Christian in Revelation, God has
spoken to us in Africa. It is not the book, but reading the book in our own context that creates the connection.

What was the most challenging aspect of creating the Africa Study Bible?
The coordination of the many moving parts of the ASB has been a learning process. Our more than 350 authors worked
in difficult conditions, often with limited access to good internet and recent technology. In most instances, they are
already burdened with great responsibility as leaders in their country. The realities of Africa often make simple tasks
more difficult. Further, working with this large and diverse writing team slowed the process and made quality control
more difficult. Most authors had never written for a project of this nature, so extensive coaching and revisions were
often required. We underestimated the requirements for this interaction. However, especially in areas of our weakness,
we saw God provide in perfect ways. Where we are weak, he is strong.

As you created the Africa Study Bible, are there ways you wish the project could have gone farther in
shifting the norms of study Bibles?
If we knew what we do now in 2011 would we have done some things differently. Yes! But overall, the story of the ASB is
a story of God making our path straight and overcoming our weaknesses and lack of knowledge.
It is our desire that an integrative hermeneutic emerges from the ASB that allows people to approach the text from a less
biased framework, not forcing the text to fit our own framework. That was one of my, John’s, greatest challenges – writers
forcing portions of Scripture to conform to their own interpretive frameworks even when it was clearly not in that text.
So both Westerners in Western study Bibles and Africans need to learn to read the Bible in a way that impacts culture
but does not make our own culture the framework for interpretation. If we set a good example in this, I will be happy.

2	Thomas C Oden, How Africa Shaped the Christian Mind: Rediscovering the African Seedbed of Western Christianity (Downers Grove, Ill.:
InterVarsity Press, 2007); series ed., Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2001-); A
Change of Heart: A Personal and Theological Memoir (Downers Grove, Ill.: IVP Academic, 2014).
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What would you like to see happen in the lives of those who use the Africa Study Bible, especially
university students?
We hope to see disciples of Jesus in Africa grow to really understand how to apply the Bible to their daily lives. We hope
too that Christians around the world will understand the Bible better because African wisdom and perspective brings
them closer to God’s truth.
IFES leaders were a core part of our writing team, and they are wonderful students of God’s Word. So first, a big thank
you! A common proverb in Africa is “when elders speak, the gods have spoken.” We wish that the young people of Africa
will appreciate God’s voice in the rich wisdom of the African elders which has been captured and passed on to them in
this Bible. Many have grown without the benefit of the wisdom of African elders. Our hope is that they will listen to them
as they share their experiences of what God has done for them through the stories and proverbs. We further hope
that the Bible might provoke a type of thinking in the minds of University students – that which will give them pride to
be African and the desire to share their own testimonies of growth in their own stories as they contribute to the rich
cultural and spiritual heritage of Africa. We hope it will equip them to be life-long students of God’s word who correctly
apply the word of God to their unique context.

Do you have any final comments?
The ASB is a testimony to our great God. It was an effort beyond any of our ability, far beyond what we understood
seven years ago when we started. So, Soli Deo Gloria, God did it. We hope it will be a fragrant and acceptable offering to
God that blesses all who read it.
Published under a Creative Commons (Attributions – No Derivatives) licence.

ABOUT THE AUTHORS
John Jusu, Africa Study Bible Supervising Editor, was born in Sierra Leone. He earned his master’s degree in Christian
education, Master of Philosophy degree and PhD in education. He has served as Dean of the School of Education, Arts
and Social Sciences and teaches in the Educational Studies Department at Africa International University in Kenya. John
also works with Overseas Council as the Regional Director for Africa. He and his wife Tity have three children in addition
to twenty-four children rescued from distressed situations for whom they offer fulltime care.
Matthew Elliott serves as president of Oasis International and project director for the Africa Study Bible. Matthew
earned a bachelor’s degree in economics and master’s degree in New Testament at Wheaton College in the United
States as well as a Masters of Theology and a Doctorate of Philosophy in New Testament studies from the University
of Aberdeen in Scotland. He was ordained at the College Church in Wheaton, Illinois, under Dr. Kent Hughes. He is the
author of Faithful Feelings: Rethinking Emotion in the New Testament (IVP/Kregel) and Feel (Tyndale House). Matthew, his
wife Laura, and their three children reside in the Chicago area.
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Staff study together at COMPA Mexico’s National Staff Conference in 2015.

THE BIBLE, COMMUNISM, AND
TOTALITARIANISM IN 1960’S LATIN AMERICA
Samuel Escobar
One of the joys of being a former IFES staff is to meet people that you came to know when they were university
students and are today, some decades later, graduates active in the service of Christ. I had that kind of experience
a few weeks ago as I read the list of contributors to the Latin American Bible Commentary that my former IFES
colleague René Padilla is editing. Some of the names of authors reminded me of the time they were university
students in the 1960s and discovered the joy of studying Scripture using the inductive Bible study approach, and
also developed appreciation for good Bible exposition in the classic IFES tradition.
It was in the 1960s that as IFES staff we came to learn the truth that the Bible has to be understood always in context 1.
By this I mean that the questions we asked from God’s Word were the questions that came from students of that
generation to which we ministered. In the 1960s the Latin American culture with which we were confronted was
influenced in different degrees by the Western thinkers that Jacques Ellul has described as “the masters of suspicion”,
namely Marx, Freud, and Nietzsche. But due to the impact of the Cuban revolution that triumphed in 1959 the most
influential was Marx. So evangelism in the universities had to respond to questions that came from Marxism. There was
in the intellectual atmosphere a strong sense of the meaning of history and it was marked by the utopian expectations
about socialism as a way of life that was the aim towards which the social revolution had to point out. That was the
source of the questions to which we evangelists among students had to respond in those days. That was the context in
which we had to read and expound our text.
Issues such as oppression, poverty, liberation, revolution, social classes, and land reform, were what university students
debated those days. We were forced to go to Scripture to find questions not only to respond in Bible study groups
but also to counsel students about their life and career expectations. The Bible commentaries we had in Spanish
were translations from British or American authors for whom Marxism and those questions were not an issue. I found
with surprise that the only Bible Dictionary that existed in Spanish, translated from an 1890 American edition, did
not include words such as “poverty”, or “oppression”. And the Bible has so much to say about these issues! But I also
rejoiced when E A Judge’s book The Social Pattern of Christian Groups in the First Century was published by InterVarsity
Press in 1960. And with René Padilla we were thankful when the same publisher included our Latin American contextual
reading of Scripture in the book Is Revolution Change? edited by Brian Griffiths in 1972. René’s chapter was “Revolution
and Revelation” and mine was “The Social Impact of the Gospel.”

1	I deal more extensively with this issue in my article “Doing Theology on Christ’s Road,” in Jeffrey P Greenman and Gene L Green,
eds., Global Theology in Evangelical Perspective (IVP Academic: Downers Grove, Ill., 2012), 66-85.
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The fruit of our contextual reading of the Bible was included in books we published for university students. Pedro
Arana from Peru had been an active student leader, and when he graduated as a chemical engineer he became an
IFES traveling secretary in Peru, Venezuela, Ecuador and Colombia. He went to study theology at the Free College in
Edinburgh where he had a chance to revise the text of evangelistic lectures he had presented to university students
in those countries during the 1960s. Spanish editor José Grau published them in Barcelona in 1971, under the title
Progreso, técnica y hombre (Progress, Technique, and Man) 2. Before that, in 1967 Pedro had published a collection of
my own evangelistic lectures under the title Diálogo entre Cristo y Marx (A dialogue between Christ and Marx) 3. This
book was used as an evangelistic tool in universities during the Evangelism in Depth program in Peru (1967), and ten
thousand copies were sold during that year. When authoritarian regimes were established after military coups in
Argentina and Chile this little book had to be hidden or destroyed. After his doctoral studies in Manchester under F F
Bruce, our IFES colleague René Padilla contributed two chapters to the book ¿Quién es Cristo hoy? (Who is Christ today?),
another evangelistic book which had to be reprinted 4.
René Padilla and I started to develop a Christological outline that would allow us to build a basic Christian social ethics
using incarnation, the cross, and resurrection as a theological frame for our contextual theological effort. While I was
doing my doctoral work in Spain, I was invited to present a short paper at the World Congress on Evangelism in 1966
convened by Billy Graham in Berlin. My paper was one among several others in the section on “Obstacles to Evangelism”,
and my specific subject was on totalitarianism as an obstacle. While my three colleagues from other parts of the world
identified totalitarianism with communism, in my own paper I pointed out that in Latin America it was the totalitarianism
of the military and the extreme political right which constituted an obstacle. From John Stott’s expositions about the Great
Commission in the gospels, I was specially touched by his exposition of John 20:19-23, with its emphasis that in this short
version of the commission we have not only a command but also a model for mission. Coming from a different context, I
could find there some of the points with which René and I had been working in Latin America. Encouraged by that and my
conversations with Stott, when I was asked to present a paper in the Bogotá Congress on Evangelism in 1969 that was a
follow up to Berlin, my paper summarized the work we had been doing with René during that decade 5. Referring to the
acceptance it received, René Padilla has said that it “threw into relief the fact that a significant sector of the evangelical
leadership in Latin America was fertile soil for social concerns from a biblical perspective.” 6
By the 1970s things had started to change. I still remember my surprise when in the Autonomous University of México
I presented an evangelistic lecture in 1973, and at the question time one of the students said: “My generation is not
interested anymore in changing the world following Marxist formulas. What we want is to realize the incredible potential
we humans have in ourselves. What has Christ to offer in relation to that?” As I started to answer him he quoted Carlos
Castañeda, who was at that point a best-seller. This Peruvian-American anthropologist was popularizing the teachings
of “Don Juan”, a native American magician who offered a mystical religious experience that many young people were
exploring in California and also in Latin America. So we had to go back to Christ’s words in John 10:10, “I came that they
may have life and have it abundantly”, and to read contextually the teachings of Jesus and the Old Testament prophets,
so critical about a religious experience without true faith and the kind of new life that faith in Christ brings.
My context today in Spain is different again. The culture presents signs of the decline of the established Roman Catholic
Christendom. For instance, among young people between 18 and 29, the percentage of those that call themselves
practicing Catholics has gone down from 15.2% in 2007 to 10.4% in 2009. On the other hand, 70% of these young people
say that they pray at one or other point in their lives. Postmodernity marks the intellectual atmosphere. Within this context,
GBU, the student movement related to IFES, decided to use a special illustrated edition of the book of Ecclesiastes as an
evangelistic tool. They consider that they succeeded in attracting students to Bible studies based on it, and some came to a
living faith in Christ through that portion of Scripture. Yes, this text has become especially relevant in today’s context.
Published under a Creative Commons (Attributions – No Derivatives) licence.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Samuel Escobar, a native of Peru and a leading Latin American theologian, worked with his wife Lilly for 26 years on
IFES staff in Latin America and is past honorary president of IFES. For three years (1972-1975) he was General Director
of IVCF Canada. He taught missiology at Palmer Theological Seminary in Philadelphia, USA, from 1985 to 2005, and
he is also past president of the United Bible Societies. His books include A Time for Mission: The Challenge for Global
Christianity, new ed. (Nottingham: Inter-Varsity Press, 2011). Presently he teaches and writes in Spain.
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Students with BCSU Bulgaria study the word.

A CASE STUDY ON THE BIBLE AND AUTHORITY
Charlie Hadjiev
To say that understanding the historical context of a given biblical passage is important for interpretation is such
a commonplace notion, that it is hardly worth dwelling upon at length. However, it is only recently that we have
begun to appreciate more fully the crucial significance the context of the reader plays in that same interpretative
process. Context is like the air we breathe: it is always there, we rarely think of it, and we cannot exist outside it.
It is so natural to who we are and what we do that it is usually invisible to us. Due to that semi-invisible quality,
we might be under the impression our context doesn’t play a large role in our reading habits and interpretative
decisions. In fact, nothing can be further from the truth. Context impacts our interpretation of the Bible more
significantly than we often realize. It not only suggests to us the questions we ask but also influences the answers
we come up with.
Let me illustrate this with the help of a specific example, one which is both theologically complex and practically
significant. What does the Bible say about the way we should react to authority?
How we answer that question will be influenced by a number of factors. One is whether we are in possession of power.
Those who have power naturally think that power should be obeyed. Pastors are more likely to want to stress verses
like Hebrews 13:17: “Have confidence in your leaders and submit to their authority, because they keep watch over you
as those who must give an account” (NIV). Church members who have been victims of abusive leadership will probably
look for guidance elsewhere.
Our social and political circumstances also impact our thinking. Those who live in safe, well-ordered societies, will
generally regard government as something good. It provides order, security, and justice. Admittedly, these malfunction
every now and then. Nevertheless, in the grand scheme of things the benefits far outweigh the occasional flaws.
Obedience to authority in such contexts is tantamount to furthering the common good. Disobedience leads to
disruption and chaos. Therefore, it is natural for Christians from such communities to go to passages like Romans 13:1-7
when discussing their attitudes to authority.
1
Let every person be subject to the governing authorities; for there is no authority except from God, and those
authorities that exist have been instituted by God. 2 Therefore whoever resists authority resists what God has
appointed, and those who resist will incur judgment. 3 For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Do you
wish to have no fear of the authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive its approval; 4 for it is God’s servant
for your good. But if you do what is wrong, you should be afraid, for the authority does not bear the sword in vain! It
is the servant of God to execute wrath on the wrongdoer. 5 Therefore one must be subject, not only because of wrath
but also because of conscience. 6 For the same reason you also pay taxes, for the authorities are God’s servants, busy
with this very thing. 7 Pay to all what is due them – taxes to whom taxes are due, revenue to whom revenue is due,
respect to whom respect is due, honor to whom honor is due (NRSV).
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Within modern-day liberal democratic societies, for example, Paul’s advice here makes perfect sense. 1
However, not all societies are democratic and liberal. There are oppressive and evil governments. Not all rulers are
“terror to bad conduct”, some of them are “bad conduct” par excellence. In many situations the advice: “Do you wish to
have no fear of the authority? Then do what is good, and you will receive its approval” is not going to work. How does
one read the Bible in such contexts?
One of the passages that afford guidance on the subject is the first chapter of the book of Exodus (1:15-21). Pharaoh
orders the Hebrew midwives to kill all male children born to the people of Israel and to let only the girls live. In
Egyptian thinking Pharaoh was not just the king, but the mediator between the human and the divine spheres. He
was responsible for maintaining the order of the created world. Disobedience to his authority was an act of ultimate
evil because it constituted a blow against the very fabric of creation (a bit like modern-day treason, but with cosmic
consequences attached).
The midwives disregard the royal command and let the male children live. When summoned by the king and
questioned about their behavior, they do not confess openly their unwillingness to comply. Instead they create the
impression they strive in good conscience to carry out the deadly royal injunction, but are prevented from doing so
by the Hebrew women. The women have already given birth by the time the midwives arrive on the scene, making
the murderous act impossible. So the midwives not only disobey their government but also use deception to conceal
their disobedience and escape the consequences. To put it starkly, they commit a crime and then lie to cover it up.
For this they are congratulated by the narrative and blessed by God himself: “because the midwives feared God he
gave them families” (1:21).
Many people live in the contexts where the story of the midwives will be a lot more helpful in shaping their attitude and
responses to authority than Paul’s advice in Romans. Context not only suggests the questions we ask of the Bible but
also guides the answers we get from it.
There are practical implications of all this for a fellowship, such as IFES. A global Christian network like ours facilitates
the exchange of experience, ideas, and teaching across borders and continents. This in and of itself is enormously
enriching and inspiring. Yet it comes with its own particular challenges. A biblical reading born and bred in one context
does not always connect to or translate well in another. Sometimes it can impose upon Christians from other places
attitudes and ideas that are not simply irrelevant, but positively harmful. Contextually conditioned interpretations
elevated to the status of universal truths do not build up and strengthen the Church. 2
The difficulty is that our context is like the air we breathe. We do not see it and often do not factor it in. That is why it is
so easy for us to assume that what is right in our own context must be right in every context. To us it appears natural,
self-evident. What is natural for us is not necessarily natural for others. Learning to read the Bible aware of our context
poses before us the dual challenge of humility and caution: humility, so that we do not arrogantly presume our opinions
to be automatically applicable to all, and caution, so that we do not accept uncritically all the stuff that comes to us from
other lands and exotic places.
Published under a Creative Commons (Attributions – No Derivatives) licence.
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1	The Roman Empire, of course, was not a modern democratic society. For the purposes of this paper, however, I will have to leave
aside the question, important as it is, of the original, historical meaning of this passage. Was Paul giving universally valid advice
on the subject or simply guidance bound to the particular historical situation of his first readers?
2	I do not want to give the impression that every single reading is so contextually bound that it has no capacity to transcend
its context and speak to other cultures. To go down that road would be as extreme as claiming all your contextual teachings
as universally applicable. Within the space of this paper, however, it is not possible to explore further the complexity of
this dilemma.
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ETHICS, CONTEXT, AND THE BIBLICAL TEXT
Myrto Theocharous
INTRODUCTION
In a sense, there is no non-contextual reading of the biblical text. All interpretation is contextual because every
interpreter is informed by experiences in specific religious, social and economic contexts. However, when people refer
to the need for “contextual” interpretation they often mean the need for the text to be indigenously interpreted in
non-Western contexts. This need was felt by African leaders and motivated the production of the Africa Study Bible:
“The research clearly showed that meanings of words and expressions in modern English from the United States or the
United Kingdom were not always clear for English-speaking Africans.” 1
As the quotation shows, the need for “contextual interpretation,” as this expression has come to be used, arises when
the interpretation of a particular context (Context A) is imposed or uncritically adopted by another context (Context
B) in ways that cloud the meaning of the text for Context B, silence the interpretive voice of Context B and eliminate
its particularities. In this sense, contextual biblical interpretation is not simply about application of a pure universal
meaning recovered by Context A into Context B but about context B contributing to the production of the meaning of
the text.
On the occasion of celebrating the achievement of the Africa Study Bible, I would like to share a few thoughts regarding
contextual biblical interpretation, by no means exhausting the topic, but with the hope of triggering some reflection on it.
WHAT IS A CONTEXT?
First of all, context or the environment within which people exist is not static. It is a fluid and rather porous reality.
Television, cinema, translated books, Facebook, and Twitter make it possible for cultural elements to leak between
contexts, so we must maintain an awareness that foreign cultural elements become continually absorbed. Context,
therefore, is not a fixed entity and since context is difficult to pin down, contextual interpretation will be just
as challenging.
Moreover, context is not a homogenized entity, and so it is impossible for an interpretation to speak for or to every
person and every community within one’s context. While there may be stereotypical elements that represent a
contextual unit, the truth is that diversity exists within each context. For example, the Greek context looks different in
Protestant, Catholic or Orthodox circles. The experience of a Greek Jew or a black Greek is extremely different from the

1

Africa Study Bible, 91.
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experience of other Greeks, and some of these people’s Greekness is often questioned by dominant groups. Therefore,
“the ambivalence of ethnic identity makes the idea of contextual theology ambivalent.” 2
Sometimes an impression exists that contextual interpretation should be engaged in preserving a romantic, traditional
view of one’s context, rather than responding to contemporary rapid changes within that context. As Ott comments,
“contextualization must be focused more on understanding and responding appropriately to rapid social change
now, and less on preserving or transforming the ‘traditional culture’ of the past.” 3 Greek contextual interpretation,
for example, that is based on or propagates a purist ideal of Greekness is not in touch with Greek realities. The Greek
polymorphous context must be faced head on, with eyes fearlessly wide open to how things are, not to how things
should be according to some group’s aspirations that may nevertheless be far from actual realities on the ground. The
complexities of context require us to consider the ethics of contextual interpretation.
THE ETHICS OF CONTEXTUAL INTERPRETATION
As already mentioned, a purist understanding or presentation of context is misleading and is in fact perpetuating the
faults contextual interpretation is striving to correct in the first place. Instead, contextual interpretation should be active
in critiquing dominant narratives that are oppressive and dismissive of silenced particularities, not only outside one’s
context, but primarily within (Context B1 vs. Context B2).
Additionally, ethical contextual interpretation should assume responsibility for the effects its reading has on its
audience. In other words, the interpreter is ethically accountable for his or her reception of the text and should be
aware of the fact that that reception is not neutral but it feeds into particular ideologies. So what may be a harmless
reading in one context, may be highly flammable in another. Even the most “impartial” reading of a text that claims to
be engaged in neutral critical-historical interpretation is still a reception and should be critiqued as such. Does it receive
a “tamed” text in a way that preserves the status quo, choosing a silent consent to one’s context, or does it unleash into
the present those challenging voices in the text that were emancipatory, justice-driven, prophetic, and socially critical? 4
It is no news, for example, that a negative judgment on the formation of Judaism arises from Julius Wellhausen’s model
of the history of Israel as a development from pure and vibrant prophetic forms into a deteriorated lifeless cultic
system of the priestly source. 5 In other words, the contextual interpreter must be alert to national ideologies his or
her scholarship may be feeding and welcome the critique and exposure of its blind spots from different communities.
Ideologies are present at all levels of scholarship beginning from the most basic “scientific” practice of translation or text
criticism or simply selecting one’s data.
Another ethical dimension of contextual interpretation concerns the relationship between contexts. First, we must not
deny the reality of contextual unevenness. Certain contexts are excluded from the global conversation for economic
reasons. One example is lack of resources for research. Editors will often require that in order to get published one
would need to interact with this or that monograph and in many cases these sources are extravagantly priced and
not available in one’s country. For many scholars it is necessary to fly out of their country in order to get hold of some
of these works, and while this is easier within Europe, at the present time, it is extremely difficult for other countries
facing visa restrictions and expensive ticket prices. The same applies for participation in international conferences.
Scholarship, therefore, can be an economic privilege.
Contexts enjoying this privilege, instead of helping to level the field of opportunity among contexts, will often engage
in what has been termed the “McDonaldization” 6 of ministry or theology. Albeit with innocent motives, Context A will
flood Context B with large amounts of books and other resources of a particular theology they wish to propagate. This
method is considered more effective than the actual engagement of local theological contexts. Rather than partnering
on an equal level with indigenous efforts, this method is keener on exporting its own trusted product to the world.
This is part of a broader model of transplanting one’s own church and ministry models into the global context. 7 The
difference is subtle, but it essentially views Context B as consumers rather than partners or contributors.
However, the fostering of egalitarian reciprocal relationships between contexts is a far superior ideal than the
dissemination of a supposedly effective product. (See, for example, Paul’s goals for church relations in 2 Corinthians
8:13-15.) The latter is often done at the expense of the former. Ott appeals to the recipients of these exports who

2	Craig Ott, “Globalization and Contextualization: Reframing the Task of Contextualization in the Twenty-first Century,”
Missiology 43 (2015): 52.
3

Ibid., 51.

4	See Walter Brueggemann, “Futures in Old Testament Theology: Dialogic Engagement,” Horizons in Biblical Theology 37 (2015): 32-49.
5

Marvin A Sweeney, Tanak: A Theological and Critical Introduction to the Jewish Bible (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 2011), 6-7, 50-52.

6	The term was invented in 1993 by George Ritzer in The McDonaldization of Society (8th edition; London: Sage Publications Inc.,
2014). Ott applies it to ministry, “Globalization and Contextualization,” 45.
7

Ott, “Globalization and Contextualization,” 43-58.
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must become discerning rather than expect exporters to change their approaches. 8 He speaks of a “glocalization” or a
“hybridization” model which means critically assimilating global elements into the local and rejecting others. The local
remains dominant and in control. 9
Contextual interpretation is not nationalistic interpretation. Scholarship is often produced to compensate for a sense
of inferiority in one’s identity and overpraises the contextual while demonizing the foreign. This does not foster equality
in the relationship between contexts either. Instead, an approach of unity and reconciliation should be a priority.
Contextual interpretation should not cause or perpetuate the isolation of the interpreters from the global conversation
nor raise up walls between contexts. Contextual reading should be reconciliatory and this does not mean that Context
B offers no critique of Context A. Among other things, critique should be precisely about whether the interpretations
of Context A were reconciliatory or power-abusive with respect to other contexts. While one is serving their local
community and strives to be sensitive to their contextual issues they are simultaneously citizens of the world and heirs
of a context that has not developed in a vacuum but was partially formed by global forces. Therefore, contexts are and
should be interdependent and inter-accountable.
The particular and the universal are also interdependent. African theology, for example, is not produced to be relevant
only within its particularity. One must be cautious of the impression that African scholarship deals with African issues
and is therefore relevant and useful only for Africans. While particularity is significant and in fact unavoidable it is
informative and contributes to universal knowledge. Understanding the human condition is only possible through the
path of particularity and its embrace. Only by heeding particularities can one possibly discern universal patterns.
THE CONTEXTUALITY OF THE TEXT
The text we read is also contextually produced and we are all aliens to it. The act of translating, not simply in language
and idiom, but also applying the text to our present context is a serious and difficult process. Are cultural elements
of the text meant to be eternally applicable or are we to distinguish the cultural from the universal? Can one
differentiate between the two with ease? Are we to follow Rudolph Bultmann’s demythologizing attempts that strip
the culturally bound from the pastoral message of the word in order to make the message relevant for the present
day? 10 And who decides what is universal? 11 Is the presence of demons, for example, a cultural element or a universal?
Shouldn’t demythologized readings of the text also be scrutinized for elements of the demythologizer’s cultural or
ideological context?
The complexity involved in engaging with the “otherness” of the text should perhaps caution against standing over the
text as surgeons by an operating table, letting our culture determine what is valuable in it. At the same time, we are not
deniers of our times, unthinkingly applying the text without intelligent appropriation. A dialectic must be maintained as
we bring our culture under the text’s exposing light while also casting our own light on the text, a “fusion of horizons”
as Hans-Georg Gadamer would say. Simultaneously, we are to “hear what the Spirit says” to other churches in other
contexts and remain inter-accountable.
CONCLUSION
In the light of the above considerations, one may begin defining what contextual interpretation is or should be.
Contextual interpretation often means that interpreters of Context B will be alerted to certain elements in the text that
are overlooked by Context A. It does not necessarily presuppose a different method of reading the text that is alien to
the one practiced by Context A. Sometimes it simply means throwing another set of eyes on the same text and allowing
neglected parts that concern interpreters from Context B to come to the surface. As the editors of the Africa Study
Bible write, “Often, African cultures are much closer to the culture of the Bible than the cultures of North America and
Europe. This is a key area where the African church can speak about the significance and impact of Scripture to the
worldwide church.” 12
Usually this alertness to certain overlooked elements of the text will arise out of an awareness of local needs and issues
that are less pronounced in Western contexts. An agricultural society, for example, will have a more direct relationship
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Ibid., 47-48.
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Ibid., 48-49.

10	See the discussion of this method juxtaposed with Karl Barth’s methods in Konrad Schmid, “What is the Difference Between
Historical and Theological Exegesis?” on Academia.edu, an English translation by Peter Altmann of his “Sind die Historisch-Kritischen
kritischer geworden? Überlegungen zu Stellung und Potential der Bibelwissenschaften,” JBT 25 (2011), 63-78. See also Paul
Ricoeur’s evaluation of Bultmann in Essays on Biblical Interpretation (ed. Lewis S. Mudge; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980), 36-46.
11	See the particular emphasis on Satan in the Application Notes symbol on page A14 of the Africa Study Bible: “these symbols
remind readers of the safeguard of faith and of the great power of God’s word to defeat Satan.”
12

Africa Study Bible, A15.
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to the soil, the cycle of seasons and various threats to the crops than an urban society that does not participate in the
daily anxieties of farming. 13 Often this kind of context will be much closer to issues the biblical text wrestles with and
the interpreter’s questions may align much more closely to the questions the text is addressing.
Contextual interpretation is in fact an imitation of what the text was doing in the first place. The biblical writers wrote
with respect to what people needed to hear in order to repent, to survive, and to live well in their specific contexts.
They saw in the received testimony of their community what other writers or previous generations were not able to see,
or simply overlooked. As they mediated between text and context, this testimony was kept alive and active through
the ages.
Published under a Creative Commons (Attributions – No Derivatives) licence.
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Students have Bibles on hand at a KGK Japan Conference.

THE SACRED TASK OF THE BIBLE INTERPRETER:
THE METHOD OF A CHINESE CHRISTIAN
K K Yeo
I am a second generation Chinese in Malaysia, raised in a Confucian family, and I came to know the lordship of
Christ in an Anglican high school where the Scripture Union sponsored a Christian fellowship on campus. Since
then my affiliation with student campus ministry has emerged in various forms, mostly involving teaching the Bible
for university students. I believe in the dynamic and mutually edifying biblical readings held in tension between
the academia and the church as they answer my question as a young Christian: What has the Bible to do with the
Chinese people and their cultures? For the last thirty years of searching for a Chinese expression of the gospel and
a biblical reading of the Chinese cultures, I have come to realize how crucial this cross-cultural enterprise is not
only for the sake of Chinese Christians. It is also crucial for the robust faith of the global church which needs to
hear and learn from brothers and sisters in the Majority World.
In my 1998 book, What Has Jerusalem to Do with Beijing?, I show two ways to do Chinese biblical interpretation: 1
1) Indigenous reading: I use biblical texts to dialogue with perennial themes in Chinese cultures such as the language
of yin-yang philosophy and the Confucian moral understanding of Tian Ming (Mandate of Heaven) as well as li (law/
propriety) and ren (love) to convey the biblical notions of God, humanity, rest, the will of God, and so forth. Nobody can
communicate intelligibly in culture-free theological axioms; nor can Christian faith be meaningful in a cultural vacuum.
So, I seek to express biblical truth in the language of my people.
2) Contextual reading: I use the biblical texts to read Chinese cultures. For example, Paul’s preaching in Athens can be
heard as speaking to Athenian philosophers as well as Chinese philosophers, and the message of hope in the book of
Revelation speaks to the Chinese Christians who lived through the Cultural Revolution.
My reading of the Bible has evolved from a Chinese Christian interpretation to a Christian Chinese interpretation. Both
terms pay attention to the dynamic relationship between interpretation and Chineseness (culture, philosophy, text,
ways of life, and so on), but the former seeks to express Christian theology culturally and indigenously, while the latter
also commits to that task yet ultimately reads cultures biblically.

1	K K Yeo, What Has Jerusalem to Do with Beijing? Biblical Interpretation from a Chinese Perspective (Harrisburg, Penn.: Trinity Press
International, 1998).
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To illustrate a cross-cultural interpretation, I have formulated three interactive rhetorical planes of meaning that are
contained and carried through nine media (angles) of writing, writer, reader, etc. 2
The first rhetorical plane (triangle) of meaning concerns the linguistic world of the reality signified in relation to the
biblical author as language user:

SIGNIFIED
(REALITY)

SIGNIFIER

BIBLICAL AUTHOR

(LANGUAGE)

(RHETOR AS LANGUAGE USER)

As an interpreter I find this plane complex because I am constantly translating between Greek, Hebrew, and Chinese
as I read the Bible. The way to translate God’s name in Exodus 3 or logos in John 1 into Chinese has long been a thorny
issue. The challenge can be overcome as we pay attention to how potential meanings in the biblical texts are emerging
as the biblical language interacts with the language of the biblical readers and as the biblical world interacts with the
world of the readers. 3 For example, does logos in John 1 refer to Greek understandings of logic, speech, argument,
structure of the universe, or all the above and more? Did the author of John’s Gospel mean by logos the Hebraic
understanding of wisdom (hokmah) as Yahweh’s creative and redemptive wisdom (Proverbs 8)? In what sense does the
word logos in John 1 take on both the Greek and Jewish understandings of personified wisdom and truth?
The second plane is traditionally understood as biblical exegesis, meaning a Bible reader’s concern with the historical
meaning of the text:

AUDIENCE

(CONTEXT) E.G. CORINTHIANS

MESSAGE

(TEXT) E.G. 1 COR.

AUTHOR

(RHETOR) E.G. PAUL

My method here is to expand the traditional understanding of exegesis in light of rhetorical method. That is, the biblical
writer as rhetor addresses the audience’s contextual issues and/or expresses the good news of God in the indigenous
language of the audience.

2	See K K Yeo, “Culture and Intersubjectivity as Criteria of Negotiating Meanings in Cross-cultural Interpretations,” in The Meanings
We Choose, edited by Charles H. Cosgrove (Edinburgh: Sheffield/T&T Clark International, 2004), 81–100.
3	See my recent discussion of the name of God in “Introduction: Trinity 101: Kaleidoscopic Views of God in the Majority World,” in
Gene Green, Steve Pardue, K K Yeo, eds., Trinity Among the Nations: Doctrine of God in the Majority World, Majority World Theology
Series 2 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2015), 1-17; and the translation of logos into Chinese in “Chinese Christologies: Images
of Christ and Chinese Cultures,” in Francesca Murphy, ed., The Oxford Handbook on Christology (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2015), 393-407.
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Because there is a fluidity of meaning between the historical meaning and the contemporary meaning of the sacred
text, the third plane of meaning is needed to strike a homerun and achieve a complete interpretation of the Bible.
The third plane involves interaction among the modern interpreter’s understanding of the first two triangles and her
modern audience:

KAIROTIC MESSAGE

MODERN INTERPRETER

MODERN AUDIENCE

(HERMENEUT, PROCLAIMER)

Behind the human writers of the biblical texts is the divine author whose meaning is so rich, multilayered, and
expansive that only his Spirit can 1) incarnate linguistically in the first languages as well as in the translated vernaculars
and 2) enlighten modern interpreters in our languages and understandings so that the biblical text continues to show
its sacred power to speak God’s message across space and time.
I attribute the continuity of meaning from the second plane to the third plane to the Holy Spirit. Of course, the divine author
can still work without a human interpreter. But since the Holy Spirit is pervasive and blows as it wills, the biblical interpreter
is called to this sacred task. Though the Union Version of the Chinese Bible is not a perfect translation, and we have
revisions made over the years, this translation has spoken words of life and salvation and hope to the Chinese readers.
In real life situations one’s reading of the Bible is a complex process that constitutes at least three of these planes,
which confluence and interact among each other:

SIGNIFIED
(REALITY)

SIGNIFIER

BIBLICAL AUTHOR

(LANGUAGE)

(RHETOR AS LANGUAGE USER)

AUDIENCE

(CONTEXT) E.G. CORINTHIANS

MESSAGE

AUTHOR

(TEXT) E.G. 1 COR.

(RHETOR) E.G. PAUL

KAIROTIC MESSAGE

MODERN AUDIENCE

MODERN INTERPRETER

(HERMENEUT, PROCLAIMER)
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Thus, to pursue a complete interpretive process, one should envision the nine triangles in three planes interacting
among each other. Every biblical text is simultaneously rhetorical (in the sense of aiming at persuasion), interactive (in
the sense of communicative), hermeneutical (in the sense of meaningfully uttering to new audiences), and theological
(in the sense of its substantive theological content in God’s speech-act in the world, from ancient to modern).
Returning to our John 1 example, can I as a modern Bible interpreter adequately translate logos as the Chinese word
dao? Does the word dao in the Chinese Bible Union Version mean the Daoist cosmic dao, the Confucian personhood/
character dao, or a combination of both and more? Has the Chinese translation restricted the original meaning from
John’s Gospel, thereby betraying that meaning? And, is there a real possibility that the Chinese dao translation—
despite its limitation and its differences from Greek and Hebrew—in fact represents a richer rendition of logos than
the English translation “Word”? In advocating cross-cultural interpretation, the answer to the last question is “yes.” The
robust meaning of dao in Chinese cultures allows us to appreciate the multi-dimensional aspects of Jesus the logos/dao
in the Gospel:
1) Jesus is the Creator of the cosmos, the primordial Truth that holds the universe together;
2) Jesus is the personified wisdom whose character or incarnated personhood becomes the life and light of humanity
and created world;
3) Jesus is the rhetorical logos whose speaking and dialogue reveals God (I am that “I AM”) and provides communication
between God and human beings.
Living in the liminal spaces of the “in-between” has not been comfortable to many Chinese Christians. Nevertheless,
they are not called to inerrant readings of the Bible, though that is one goal, but to biblical faithfulness. This requires a
trust in God that his Spirit will “work all [interpretations] for the good” (cf. Rom 8:28) as we humbly listen to each other,
becoming a global church. “Now we know only in part, then we will know fully, even as we have been fully known” (1 Cor
13:12). We need to study the Bible using all the exegetical and hermeneutical resources at our disposal, in ecumenical
humility and hospitality.
Published under a Creative Commons (Attributions – No Derivatives) licence.
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
READING THE BIBLE IN CONTEXT
Readings: Matthew 5:13-16; John Jusu and Matthew Elliott, “The Africa Study Bible: God’s Word Through African Eyes”
John Jusu and Matthew Elliott say that they started working on the Africa Study Bible because they were discouraged by
a lack of African voices in commentaries and study Bibles.
1. How do you hear the Matthew passage in your culture or country?
2. If someone in your group is familiar with a different culture or country, how would the Matthew passage be heard in
that context?
3. When you or one of your leaders uses a commentary, a study Bible, or another resource to study the Bible, where
do those resources come from? Is there a lack of resources written by people from your country or culture?
4. How do resources written in your context enhance your understanding of the Bible?
5. How do resources written in a different context enhance your understanding of the Bible?

THE BIBLE AND IDEOLOGY
Reading: Samuel Escobar, “The Bible, Communism, and Totalitarianism in 1960s Latin America”
Samuel Escobar relates his experiences of proclaiming the good news of Jesus in Latin America, where in the 1960s
communism and right-wing totalitarianism were dominant ideologies.
1. What ideologies are common in your country?
2. What ideologies are common in your university?
3. Are the ideologies of today different from the ideologies common fifty years ago?
4. What opportunities does your ideological context provide for proclaiming the good news?
5. What challenges does your ideological context raise for proclaiming the good news?

THE BIBLE AND POLITICAL AUTHORITY
Readings: Exodus 1:15-21; Romans 13:1-7; Charlie Hadjiev, “A Case Study on the Bible and Authority”
Charlie Hadjiev says that our political context shapes how we read passages of Scripture that deal with authority.
1. Who has political authority in your country? How do they use that authority?
2. Which passage is easier to relate to in your country, the Exodus passage or the Romans passage?
3. Which passage is harder to relate to in your country?
4. What can you learn from these passages about how to respond to authority?

THE BIBLE AND CULTURAL INFLUENCE
Reading: Myrto Theocharous, “Ethics, Context, and the Biblical Text”
Myrto Theocharous warns about how ways of reading the Bible in one place can be forced upon believers in another place.
1. Has church life in your country been strongly influenced by Christians from another country? If so, how has this
influence been helpful? How has this influence been hurtful?
2. Or, have Christians from your country had strong influence on church life in other countries? If so, how has this
influence helped others? How has it hurt others?
3. When has your background gotten in the way of hearing God’s word?
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4. When has your background allowed you to hear God’s word in ways that people from other background might not hear it?
5. As brothers and sisters in Christ come from many countries, how can we relate better as one body with many
members (1 Corinthians 12:12-31)?

THE BIBLE, CULTURAL LENSES, AND THE HOLY SPIRIT
Readings: John 1:1-18; K K Yeo, “The Sacred Task of the Bible Interpreter: The Method of a Chinese Christian”
K K Yeo talks about how we read the Bible through our cultural lens – and how the Bible reads or interprets our culture.
1. How do you understand the logos in John 1 in your language and culture?
2. In what ways do you read the Bible through the lens of your culture? As you read the Bible, how do you carry with
you your culture’s assumptions and practices?
3. In what ways do you let the Bible interpret your culture? As you read the Bible, how does it affirm what is good in
your culture and challenge what is not good?
K K Yeo also says that the complicated process of transferring meaning from the Bible to the reader happens thanks to
the Holy Spirit.
4. How does the Holy Spirit enable us to read the Bible?

HEARING THE BIBLE READ ALOUD
Listening: Have one person read a Bible passage while the others listen without looking at a Bible.
Through much of the history of the church – and in much of the world today – the Bible is heard more often than it is
read. The public reading of the Bible in church was and often is the main way that the Bible is received.
1. How does hearing this passage read aloud change the way that you receive it?
Have the passage read aloud at least once again.
2. What do you notice as you hear the passage repeated?

HEARING THE BIBLE THROUGH AUDIO AND NEW MEDIA
Listening: Listen to a Bible passage on an audio recording or through another technology.
Hearing the Bible is not just an experience from the past. It is growing today through audio recordings and other
technologies in what some call a return to orality.
1. Which do you do more often, hear the Bible or read the Bible?
2. When you hear this passage on audio or through another technology, how does this change the way that you hear
God’s word?
Listen to the passage at least once more.
3. What do you notice as you hear the passage repeated?
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