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Introduction 
How do we understand reality is a question we don’t normally ask ourselves, because we 
assume everyone sees things the way we see them.  Like colored glasses, the lens through 
which we see the world color everything we see.  This is also true of how we read the 
Scriptures and how we understand God.  We see the things that fit our lenses and miss or 
misunderstand the things that don’t.  


A message for all peoples 
The Gospel message must meet the needs of every cultural, language, and ethnic group.  
Since our view of God and the Scriptures is deeply effected by our cultural lenses, it is the 
thesis of this teaching that we need to broaden our theological lenses to include the 
fundamental issues which are central to other cultures.  


I will primarily be using information gleaned from the booklet by Jayson Georges, The 3D 
Gospel, Ministry in Guilt, Shame, and Fear Cultures, Time Press, 2016.  Some phrases may be 
direct quotes, others may be summary statements with some of my own thoughts.  Parts are 
fully my thinking, But the general sense of the content should be seen as attributable to this 
source.


Overview of the three basic cultural groups 
1. Guilt-innocence

This has been the cultural view of the European-based nations since the Reformation/
Enlightenment time.  Of the three, this is the latest arrival on the scene and is the product of the 
union of Christianity and Greek thought.  It’s roots go back to Augustine and became the core 
of Christian thinking in the Reformation through Luther, Calvin, and the Reformers.  Both 
Augustine and Calvin in their formative years were plagued by guilt and sought relief from their 
guilt, so their theological thinking went towards alleviating their sense of guilt.  By the time of 
the Reformation, the RC church had basically developed a self-perpetuating religious system 
based on sin and guilt which kept the people in bondage to guilt.  As a result, the removal of 
guilt became a central tenet of reformation faith.  Meanwhile, the Greek influence led to the 
development of the rule of law as the replacement for the rule of kings or monarchs.  Since the 
kings and monarchs were closely tied to the RC church, in many ways the reformation was as 
much a socioeconomic revolution as it was a theological revolution.  The combination of these 
religious and societal changes produced a legal system for the emerging nations based on the 
rule of law and a new theology for their churches based on forgiveness of sin.  


“Right and wrong” are the foundational pillars in guilt-innocence cultures.  Rules and laws 
determine what is right and wrong, and these laws define acceptable behavior.  (Sidebar:  
Elements of our culture are currently attempting to redefine the rules and laws of right and 
wrong and it is causing all kinds of social and cultural angst).  Doing “right” keeps you 
innocent.  Doing “wrong” makes you guilty.  These rules and laws are set by families, schools, 
churches, government, and corporations.  Everyone is expected to abide by the rules.  After all, 
no one is above the law!  Lady justice is to be blindfolded.  Children are socialized to internalize 

Page 1



the codes of conduct and live by internal controls.  Interestingly, individualism is admired and 
fostered and children are taught to be autonomous and self-sufficient.  There needs to be a 
balance between individualism, self expression, self fulfillment and the rights of others.


The Renaissance and Enlightenment produced a philosophical system that defines and 
explains a person’s essence apart from their relationships or their community.  Attach that filter 
to the Scriptures and Jesus’ salvation as forgiveness of sin and you have today’s popular 
version of Christianity.  Church is an activity.  Your life and where you live are determined 
primarily by your job.  


2.  Shame-honor

Shame-honor culture today is primary to Asia, or everything from the Middle East to the pacific.    
This is the largest cultural group in the world.  


It is the primary culture of the Scriptures.  It is rooted in relationships and the benefits afforded 
from those relationships.  This culture has a strong group orientation.  Honor, and also status, 
is gained by upholding the values of the group and living in ways that benefit the group as a 
whole, even at the expense of self-sacrifice.  Survival depends of establishing and expanding a 
network of relationships, as these connections are vital to every aspect of life.  Relational 
harmony, saving face, and preserving connections are essential.  Concern to balance 
obligations by reciprocation in gifts and hospitality protects you from a social debt of shame.  
Each person has roles which need to be fulfilled to maintain honor.  Shame and lesser honor 
may be the result of things outside our control, such as a class structure, physical 
abnormalities, or family history.  Who you are determines your identity more than what you do.  


3.  Fear-power

Fear-based cultures are primarily found in the Southern Hemisphere.  Today those cultures 
have become strongly influenced by western values.  The more European or urban, the more 
likely they will lean towards guilt-innocence, but in their core, I suggest they still retain at some 
level the fear-power framework.  The conquest by the RC dominated nations of Spain and 
Portugal (Latin America, with which I am most familiar) introduced a guilt-based theology into 
the culture, resulting in formal religion being RC, but much of the daily practice still being 
rooted in occult practices.


The functional religion of fear-power cultures is predominantly animism.  Animism gives 
predominance to the spirit realm over the material realm.  They generally perceive three levels 
of reality:

• The seen/material world (people, houses, physical objects, etc.)

• The unseen of this world (angels, spirits, curses, ancestors, etc.)

• The unseen other world (God, heaven, hell)

The spirits that inhabit the unseen physical world can be manipulated for personal benefit 
through magic rituals.  Therefore, practices that placate the spiritual powers define acceptable 
human behavior, rather than living by external truth, laws, or ethical standards.  Difficulty, 
physical disasters, illness, and accidents are caused by the spirit realm.  Therefore, fear of the 
middle realm is a constant bondage.  Harmony with this realm is to be desired above all else.  
We find an example of this thinking in Isaiah:  "Because you have said, "We have made a 
covenant with death, And with Sheol we are in agreement. When the overflowing scourge 
passes through, It will not come to us, For we have made lies our refuge, And under falsehood 
we have hidden ourselves.""  (Isa 28:15, NKJV). The Mexican drug cartels have as their “Mary” 
la Santa Muerte, the holy death.  Their covenant with her is for their protection in their world of 
danger.
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Summary of Cultural perspectives 
Is there one “right” cultural lens?  No, there is not.  Should we try to change the lens of a 
culture or people?  No, but we can broaden or modify it and apply the truth of Scripture to 
each one.  It is my position that we need to expand our understanding of the Gospel and 
recognize that it address all three, and that any one by itself is inadequate for godly living.


Reflections on culture and Scripture

1. Jesus claims to deity are virtually all rooted in shame-honor and fear-power language.  "The 

blind see and the lame walk; the lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear; the dead are raised 
up and the poor have the gospel preached to them."  (Mat 11:5, NKJV). The “battles” 
between Jesus and the Jewish leaders centered around issues of identity, i.e. shame-honor 
questions.


2. Shame-honor shows up first in Genesis 3 before guilt-innocence.  The serpent questioned 
Eve’s identity and suggested she needed improvement in her identity.  Her desire for a 
different identity led to eating of the wrong tree.


3. Reformation theology tends to camp out in Paul as He is the one who works on issues of 
justification and “legal” standing before God, Romans being the primary place they go to.  
However, in doing so, they misinterpret Romans.  Romans is fundamentally about Jew/
Gentile relationships, not justification.  Paul is simply attempting to show that we all end of 
at the same place—in need of Jesus.


4. It’s hard to make theology from Jesus!  Much of “theology” as we know it today is actually 
trying to fit biblical teaching into Greek philosophical frameworks.  Jesus doesn’t fit their 
categories. 


5. The Kingdom of God is the central theme of Jesus’ ministry.  This is fear-power language 
and practice.  Jesus’ message and actions all state emphatically that the rulership of death 
and evil is broken and the rulership of God is being restored to the cosmos.


6. The Acts of the Apostles is thoroughly fear-power oriented.  The apostles continued the 
proclamation and imposition of the Kingdom of God.  Even other men could do what Jesus 
did because the reign of death and fear was broken.  Jesus had overcome death and the 
grave!  Yes, turn from your sins and guilt, but enter into life!


The narrow lens of reformation theology 
1. It is sin-forgiveness focused

2. It fails to address identity, leaving humanity as sinners in terms of who they are.  Forgiven, 

but unchanged.  We can see where that left us.

3. It’s view of God has been that he is distant and scary.  He is angry with sinful humanity and 

needs to be feared.

4. It fails to address spiritual oppression (the intersection of the spirit realm with the earthly 

realm).  In fact, as theology developed along the lines of logic and reason, the spirit realm 
became of less and less importance, and eventually it was removed from the picture 
entirely in liberal theology.


5. Pentecostalism began to break the mold.  It began to bring power into the equation, but 
unfortunately it tried to do it as a “patch” to the  guilt-innocence system.  I would suggest 
that Pentecostalism never developed its own theology rooted in fear-power thinking.  
Therefore, it has generally been viewed as irrational and “out there” by theologians.  


6. The so called third wave, John Wimber, Peter Wagner, et al, began the process of bringing 
the power element into mainstream theological thinking.  The “now but not yet” motif of the 
Kingdom of God became normative in many circles.  The kingdom of God became central 
to the thinking of some theologians.  This has been a very positive development


7. What I believe has not been adequately developed, and which I hope to develop, is the 
restoration of the shame-honor and fear-power lenses as the central lenses for 
understanding the Scriptures.  And of those two, I believe that the key component is the 
shame-honor lens with its focus on identity and relationship.


Page 3



8. I basically see it evolving this way.  Identity and image (shame-honor) of God need to 
become the central of our theology.  Out of our identity as restored sons and daughters of 
God we operate as agents of the Kingdom (fear-power) to co-labor with Jesus to set the 
captives free.  The entry way into both of these is forgiveness and cleansing from sin (guilt-
innocence). 


Random thoughts on modern trends 
1. God as a loving Father, which seems to be an introduction of psychological thinking into 

theology, has been a positive, helpful trend.

2. The recognition of shame as a condition of humanity that is harmful and destructive has 

produced good results.

3. Understanding that wholeness and health are included in salvation has provided excellent 

motivation to move us into more wholesome theology.  

4. Modern scholarship has benefited tremendously from the advent of computerized search 

and study.  As believers all over the world now have access to virtually unlimited study and 
research resources, the insights that are being mined from Scripture are revealing much of 
what has been missed in our theological pursuits.


5. The world is now accessible to virtually everyone via the internet.

6. We need to develop a theological framework that is universal and addresses the cultural 

values of all people.


My quest and proposal 
It is my belief that reformation based theology no longer speaks adequately to the world in 
which we live, if it ever truly did.  We need to develop a comprehensive theology that address 
all three cultural systems.  It is my contention that the shame-honor cultural system is the 
central theological system of the OT, and therefore the NT as well.  It needs to be restored to 
the center of our theological thinking as well.  My passion is to try to develop a system rooted 
in the Scriptures which addresses all three systems as they intersect with our current post-
Christian culture.  


In the next three classes I will attempt to view the death, burial, resurrection, and ascension of 
Jesus as addressing each cultural framework.
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