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1. Abstract of Mathewson, Hermeneutics, Session 17, Sociological
Critricism, Biblicalelearning.org, Bel

This lecture excerpt introduces sociological criticism as a hermeneutical approach to
biblical interpretation. Two main aspects are explored: investigating the social
backgrounds of biblical texts and applying modern sociological models to them. The
lecture uses examples from various biblical books to illustrate how understanding the
social values and dynamics of the ancient world (such as honor-shame culture and
patron-client relationships) can enhance interpretation. While acknowledging potential
pitfalls like reductionism and forcing modern models onto ancient texts, the lecturer
advocates for an eclectic approach integrating sociological criticism with other methods.
Finally, the lecture briefly previews the upcoming topic of genre criticism.

2. 22 - minute Audio Podcast Created on the basis of

Dr. Mathewson, Hermeneutics, Session 17 — Double click icon
to play in Windows media player or go to the
Biblicalelearning.org [Bel] Site and click the audio podcast link
there (Introduction & Languages = Introductory Series 2
Hermeneutics).
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3. Briefing Document

Okay, here is a briefing document summarizing the key themes and ideas from the
provided lecture excerpts:

Briefing Document: Sociological Criticism in Biblical Hermeneutics

Source: Excerpts from "Mathewson_Herm_EN_Lecturel7_Sociological.pdf" by Dr. Dave
Mathewson

Introduction

This lecture introduces sociological criticism (also called socio-scientific approaches) as a
method of interpreting the Old and New Testaments. It acknowledges the broad nature
of the field and aims to provide an overview of its main contours rather than an
exhaustive analysis. The lecture emphasizes that sociological approaches often arise out
of discontent with other traditional methods of interpretation and can offer valuable
insights into the text when implemented alongside other interpretive methods.

Key Themes and Ideas:
1. Two Main Facets of Sociological Criticism:

e Investigating the Social Background of Texts: This involves exploring the social
structures, values, and dynamics that are explicitly or implicitly referenced in the
biblical text. This approach overlaps with historical-critical methods, focusing on
the historical context behind the text, but with a specific focus on the social
dimensions.

e Applying Modern Sociological Models: This approach takes contemporary
sociological theories and applies them to the biblical text to explain events,
behaviors, and societal structures. This is a more "top-down" approach that uses
sociological frameworks to understand biblical narratives.

1. Importance of Understanding the Ancient Social World:

o Cultural Differences: The lecture stresses that the social values and dynamics of
the ancient biblical world often differ significantly from modern cultures,
especially highly individualistic ones. For example, the ancient world often
prioritized the communal over the individual, a significant difference from many
Western cultures. "The ancient world valued the communal over the
individual...the group or the family unit or the community that one belonged to
which makes it difficult for persons living in highly individualistic societies."



Bridging the Gap: Understanding these differences is crucial for accurate
interpretation. It encourages a more "incarnational view of hermeneutics," where
we ask about the social context that produced the biblical text. "The assumption
again that I'm operating with is that we want to understand the text on its own
terms in its historical and in its sociological context in light of what was shared
between the ancient author and the ancient readers to whom he wrote."

Key Social Values in the Ancient Biblical World:

Group and Family Focus: Family belonging and loyalty were highly prized, often
above individual achievement. This contrasts with modern emphasis on individual
autonomy. "So as | said what was most important was not who you were as an
individual or what you accomplished as an individual but the family that you
belong to or the group that you belong to or the community that you belong to."

Honor-Shame Culture: This was a culture where avoiding shame and maintaining
honor was paramount. Actions were evaluated in terms of their impact on an
individual's honor and the honor of their family. "You were expected to avoid
shame at all cost, you were expected to avoid bringing shame upon yourself by
acting in a way that was acceptable and honorable..." The prodigal son parable
and Jesus' disputes with religious leaders are cited as examples.

Theory of Limited Goods: This theory posits that wealth was seen as a finite
resource. If someone had wealth, it was at the expense of another person;
therefore, resentment existed between the wealthy and poor.

Patron-Client Relationship: This was a common social structure where wealthy
patrons provided benefits to poorer clients in exchange for loyalty and support.
This dynamic could also be seen in religious contexts with God as the ultimate
patron. "A patron was someone who was well-to-do financially, who was of an
elite social status, and who had the financial means... [A] client was someone who
was poor...[Patrons] would bestow benefits...in exchange for the clients, usually
for their political support.” This is seen throughout the New Testament and in
understanding the Roman Imperial structure.

Examples of Sociological Insights:

Jesus' Rejection of Physical Family Ties: Jesus' redefinition of family as those who
do God's will, in Mark 3:31-35, would have been shocking in a culture that heavily
valued kinship.



Household Conversions: The conversion of entire households (e.g., Lydia in Acts
16) becomes more understandable in light of the family unit's significance.

Paul's Use of "Household of God": Paul compares the church to a family unitin 1
Timothy 3, emphasizing care and kinship.

The Prodigal Son: The son asking for his inheritance is an act of shaming the
father in an honor-shame society. The father's response of rushing to the son is
also seen as risking his honor, illustrating the powerful social dynamics at play.

Jesus' Debates: Disputes between Jesus and Jewish religious leaders are viewed
through the lens of challenges to honor.

Revelation: Jesus' use of terms like "Jezebel" and "synagogue of Satan" in
Revelation are seen as attempts to bring shame upon his opponents.

Wealth and Poverty: The New Testament’s critique of wealth can be better
understood in light of the concept of limited goods.

1 Corinthians 11: The abuses at the Lord's Supper in 1 Corinthians are interpreted
in the context of the social stratification and patron-client relationship dynamics
in Corinthian society.

. Applying Modern Sociological Models:

Peasant Revolt: Gottwald's theory of the origin of Israel as a peasant revolt
against Canaanite elites.

Apocalyptic Literature: Apocalyptic literature is analyzed as literature of the
marginalized and oppressed, arising from social alienation and deprivation. The
lecture notes that this literature also addresses the question of “perceived crises.”

)

Jesus as a Prophet: Sociological models used to classify Jesus as a millenarian,
transformational, or charismatic prophet.

Early Church Development: Sociological theories explaining the shift of the early
church from a charismatic to an institutional movement, and how they may have
dealt with failed prophecies.

Gager's Reaction to Failed Prophecy: Early Christianity's rise may be attributed to
a reaction to failed prophecy and using proselytizing as a means of maintaining a
group’s existence.

Evaluation of Sociological Approaches:



Positive Contributions:Fresh Interpretive Insights: Sociological analysis can
provide valuable new perspectives on biblical texts.

Historical Context: It places the Bible in its specific social and historical context,
reflecting an "incarnational approach."

Potential Concerns:Reductionism: The danger of explaining everything solely
through sociological factors, neglecting theological and historical dimensions.

Anti-Supernatural Bias: A tendency to provide only natural explanations while
ignoring divine intervention.

Forcing Models: The risk of imposing modern models that don't fit the ancient
context.

Rejection of Data: Models might require rejecting parts of the biblical text to
make the model work.

Recommendation: An eclectic approach is suggested, integrating sociological
models with historical and other interpretive techniques. Sociological criticism,
when used appropriately, can be a valuable tool for interpretation.

Conclusion:

This lecture provides a useful introduction to sociological criticism in biblical
interpretation, highlighting the importance of understanding the social dynamics and

values of the ancient world. It acknowledges the limitations of solely sociological
explanations, but encourages its use in tandem with other interpretive methods for a
richer understanding of the biblical text. The next lecture will move onto the subject of
genre criticism.



4. Mathewson, Hermeneutics, Session 17, Sociological
Criticism

Sociological Approaches to Biblical Interpretation

Quiz

1.

What are the two primary avenues of sociological criticism, as outlined in the
lecture, and how do they differ?

How does the ancient world’s value of the communal differ from many modern
societies, and what impact does this have on biblical interpretation?

Explain the honor-shame dynamic and how it functioned within the society of the
biblical world.

Briefly summarize the "theory of limited goods" and its implications for
understanding social dynamics in the ancient world.

What is the patron-client relationship, and how does it function in the biblical
world?

How might the patron-client dynamic have influenced the way the Corinthian
church understood and practiced the Lord's Supper, according to sociological
criticism?

What is the significance of the sociological setting for understanding apocalyptic
literature?

According to the lecture, what are some potential benefits of applying
sociological criticism to biblical interpretation?

What are some concerns or dangers regarding the application of modern
sociological models to biblical interpretation?

10.How does sociological criticism relate to the concept of "incarnational

hermeneutics"?

Quiz Answer Key

1.

The two main avenues are: (1) investigating the social background of biblical
texts, focusing on social structures and values; and (2) applying modern
sociological models to biblical texts. The first overlaps with historical-critical
approaches, while the second applies modern theories to explain the texts.



. The ancient world valued the communal over the individual, whereas many
modern societies emphasize individualism. This difference can create a barrier to
understanding biblical texts that often emphasize group identity and loyalty.

. The honor-shame dynamic involved individuals seeking to avoid shame at all
costs, acting in ways that were considered honorable, and restoring their honor
when it was lost. This was a pervasive social value influencing behavior and
relationships.

. The "theory of limited goods" posits that wealth was seen as a finite resource,
meaning one person's gain came at the expense of another's. This likely
contributed to resentment between the rich and poor.

. The patron-client relationship was a system where a wealthy patron provided
benefits to a poor client in exchange for loyalty and public praise. This system
influenced various aspects of society, including political support and social
relationships.

. The patron-client dynamic likely led to the Corinthians replicating the social
inequalities of their society within the church. In the practice of communion, the
wealthy feasted and the poor were overlooked, reinforcing social divisions.

. Apocalyptic literature is often understood as arising from marginalized and
oppressed groups who feel alienated from society. The social setting is vital for
understanding the motivations and concerns of the literature.

. Sociological criticism can provide valuable interpretive insight, shed new light on
texts by highlighting social dynamics, and help overcome the cultural and
historical distance between the interpreter and the biblical text.

. Concerns include the potential for reductionism, anti-supernatural tendencies,
forcing modern models onto the text, and rejecting parts of the data that don't fit
the model.

10. Sociological criticism, when viewed as "incarnational hermeneutics," recognizes

that the biblical text emerged from a specific historical and social context,
emphasizing that it should be interpreted within that context.



Essay Questions

1.

Discuss the strengths and weaknesses of sociological criticism as a method of
biblical interpretation. Provide specific examples to illustrate your points.

Explore how the concept of honor-shame might change how modern readers
interpret specific passages in the Gospels.

Compare and contrast the two main approaches to sociological criticism,
highlighting their methodologies and potential contributions.

Analyze how the social dynamics of the patron-client system impacted various
aspects of early Christianity, using specific examples from the New Testament.

Consider the validity of applying modern sociological models to ancient texts.
What guidelines should interpreters use to ensure appropriate use of this
approach?



Glossary

Sociological Criticism: A method of biblical interpretation that examines the social and
cultural contexts of biblical texts, focusing on social structures, values, and dynamics.

Socio-Scientific Approach: A related term to sociological criticism, sometimes used to
emphasize the application of social scientific methods and theories to biblical studies.

Historical-Critical Approach: A traditional method of biblical interpretation that focuses
on the historical context, authorship, and sources of biblical texts.

Communal: Emphasizing the importance of the group, community, or family over the
individual. This was a key social value in the ancient biblical world.

Individualism: A focus on the unique identity and achievements of an individual, often
contrasted with communal values.

Honor-Shame Dynamic: A social system based on the pursuit of honor and the
avoidance of shame; a pervasive influence on social interactions in the ancient world.

Theory of Limited Goods: The belief that resources, especially wealth, are finite;
therefore, one person’s gain is often at the expense of another’s.

Patron-Client Relationship: A social dynamic involving a wealthy patron who bestows
benefits on a poor client in exchange for loyalty and public praise; common in the Greco-
Roman world.

Apocalyptic Literature: A genre of literature that typically records the visionary
experiences of an individual who ascends to heaven and receives divine revelation.
Often associated with situations of persecution or oppression.

Reductionism: The tendency to explain complex phenomena in overly simplistic terms,
often reducing them to a single cause.

Incarnational Hermeneutics: An interpretive approach that recognizes that the biblical
text was written in and for specific historical and social contexts, and that those contexts
are important for understanding the text.
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5. FAQs on Mathewson, Hermeneutics, Session 17, Sociological
Criticism, Biblicalelearning.org (Bel)

Frequently Asked Questions About Sociological Criticism of the Bible

What is sociological criticism (or socio-scientific approach) in biblical
interpretation, and how does it differ from historical-critical methods?
Sociological criticism is a method of biblical interpretation that examines the
social structures, values, dynamics, and cultural contexts of the ancient world in
which the biblical texts were written. It overlaps with traditional historical-critical
approaches by looking at the history behind the text but also delves deeper into
the social world, focusing on elements like social hierarchies, economic systems,
family structures, honor-shame dynamics, and patron-client relationships. Unlike
purely historical methods, sociological criticism seeks to understand how these
social factors influenced both the production and meaning of the biblical text for
its original audience, and how that might impact modern interpretation. It also
includes the application of modern sociological models to the text to help explain
behaviors and ideas within the text.

What are the two primary facets of sociological criticism? There are two main
avenues of approach. The first involves researching the social background of the
biblical text and the world it reflects. This includes examining the explicit and
implicit social structures, values, and relationships presented in the text, seeking
to uncover the social world in which the biblical text was formed and received.
The second facet involves applying modern sociological models, theories, and
studies to the text to explain the social dynamics and human behavior portrayed
within the text. This involves looking at the text through the lens of contemporary
sociological understanding, using these models to help illuminate what the
biblical authors are trying to convey.
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How does the ancient emphasis on community versus the modern emphasis on
individualism affect biblical interpretation? The ancient world, particularly in the
biblical context, emphasized the communal over the individual. Family loyalty and
the groups one belonged to (family, clan, community) were valued above
individual achievement. This sharply contrasts with modern Western cultures that
tend to prioritize individualism. This difference can create a barrier in
understanding the texts where a person's identity was defined by their group
affiliation. Recognizing the communal emphasis of the biblical world can
illuminate many passages, helping modern readers to understand the social
dynamics at play which are often overlooked.

Can you explain the significance of the 'honor-shame' dynamic in biblical texts?
The 'honor-shame' dynamic was a crucial aspect of ancient Mediterranean
societies. Individuals were expected to act in ways that brought honor and avoid
behaviors that brought shame upon themselves and their families. This dynamic
influenced many aspects of daily life and social interactions, and many actions in
the biblical text are meant to give or take away honor in some way. To understand
the biblical text, it is important to be aware of the way that different actions
would have been viewed through the lens of the honor and shame associated
with them. This cultural framework offers insights into situations such as the
actions of the Prodigal Son, Jesus's debates with religious leaders, and even the
rhetoric used in the Book of Revelation.

What is the theory of 'limited goods' and how does it inform our understanding
of the New Testament? The theory of limited goods posits that in the ancient
world, wealth and resources were believed to exist in a finite quantity; therefore,
if one person had wealth, it was at the expense of another. This perspective
explains much of the tension between the wealthy and the poor in the New
Testament. It helps clarify the context for the resentment of the poor, and how
they would view the rich who were seen as benefitting from the limited goods of
society, and may also explain Jesus's teachings on wealth and poverty as it
subverted the power structures of his day.
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What is the 'patron-client’ relationship, and how does it appear in the biblical
text? In the ancient Greco-Roman world, the 'patron-client' relationship involved
a wealthy 'patron' who provided resources and support to a poorer 'client’ in
exchange for their loyalty, social support, and public praise. The patron would
assist the client, and then the client would in turn, offer gratitude to the patron.
This system can be seen in various New Testament passages, including Paul's
relationship with the Corinthians, the structure of the early church as a family,
and the book of Hebrews' presentation of God as the ultimate patron.
Recognizing this dynamic helps us to understand not only the relationships at play
in the text, but also what the motivations behind those relationships might be,
both good and bad.

How can sociological models, specifically 'peasant revolt' and 'apocalyptic
literature' be used to interpret the Old Testament? The "peasant revolt" theory
suggests that Israel's rise was not a conquest, but a revolt by disenfranchised
peasants against the oppressive Canaanite elite. This perspective offers an
alternative understanding of the conquest narratives. Furthermore, Apocalyptic
literature (like Daniel and Revelation) is often seen as a product of marginalized
and oppressed groups who feel alienated from society. These works often emerge
from times of persecution or crisis and focus on God's ultimate victory over evil.
These models provide a lens through which scholars can study not just the texts
but also the social context in which the texts arose.

What are some criticisms and cautions when applying sociological criticism to
biblical interpretation? While sociological criticism can offer valuable insight,
several concerns arise, especially concerning the application of modern models.
These models are often criticized for being reductionistic. This approach can
reduce complex social dynamics to mere sociological interactions, and fail to
adequately account for the divine interventions or spiritual dimensions
emphasized in the biblical text. In some cases, modern sociological models are
anti-supernatural and may be inappropriately imposed on the ancient world. It is
important to always check the model for its validity against the text and to use it
with other models to gain a fuller interpretation. A model can be useful as a tool
to understand the text, but the text should not be forced to fit the model. The
best practice is to use an eclectic approach by integrating sociological analysis
with historical-critical and theological approaches for a more balanced and
comprehensive interpretation.



