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Meeks’ book seeks a deeper understanding of the first Christian communities by better understanding their world (13). Its first chapter is concerned with the first Christians’ social settings, which draw from the social and cultural legacies of Greece, Israel, and Rome. 
One legacy is a Greco-Roman political imagination shaped by Athens’ concept of the polis (19-20). The word describes what we Americans nowadays might plausibly call “a community”: a society with local institutions, figures cultivated for serving them, a common good, and a good measure of local autonomy for pursuing it (20).

Hellenism had spread the idea throughout the Mediterranean world and beyond, but subsequent events had transformed it in a number of ways. The imperial Roman legacy of centralization and bureaucracy (drawing on older Macedonian and Alexandrian Greek ones) generated the dream of an imperial, even cosmic, polis (23-24) even as it diminished the old sphere of local autonomy (26-27), and made Greek a language of business and administration as well as philosophy (24-25).

The sheer reach of the Greco-Roman world brought exposure to a wide variety of cultures and a cosmopolitan syncretism, pluralism, and consumerism toward religions, morals, and worldviews (25). This exchange coexisted with a pronounced class consciousness wherein people located themselves along a social ladder stretching from intellectual, familial, and political elites at one end to a bewildering jumble of walks of common life (33-34), who relied on the more powerful for patronage and social advancement (35), and who hoped for an equitable rather than equal treatment, dependant on their worth, meaning what they had to offer their community from their station in life (36-37). “In the society within which Christianity came to birth,” Meeks says, “one’s ordinary sense of what was fair … depended upon one’s place in the social pyramid” (38). Meeks cites Luke 17:7-10 as an appeal to just that sense.
Cosmopolitan mingling and encroachment upon other cultures as well as the more old-fashioned countryside (38-39) even absorbed to a degree the ways of stubborn Israel (25-26). Even opponents acknowledged that these brought benefits such as peace, prosperity, and a process of judicial appeal, not just oppression (30-31). Yet Jews did not yield their distinctions nearly as willingly as many other nations. Hellenistic Jews such as Philo translated its justice to an ideal spiritual realm (28); Zealots worked for a revolution to fulfill the prophets’ dreams of home rule and temporal justice; apocalypticists foresaw a divine inbreaking to bring about the fulfillment of God’s old promises (29-30).
Readers of early Christian literature, including the New Testament, will already recognize a number of elements in the background of many passages and habits of thinking. Jesus challenged some of these in his apostles and reinforced others, and they passed along a set of traditions that came to characterize the early and patristic Christian ethos. Keep these in mind as we review the New Testament literature and the Old Testament writings it draws upon.

Q: Where do you see the social worlds of the first Christians in the background (or even foreground) of particular New Testament passages, as for instance Meeks does in Luke 17:7-10?

Q: It is too early to expect an answer to this question, but it is worth asking anyway: What backdrop does your own particular cultural world offer the gospel and its communities of disciples? How do its similarities and differences to the worlds of the New Testament affect the hermeneutics you rely on to translate biblical teaching into your contemporary context? (Your world is probably at least as complicated as these imperial Greco-Roman ones, so no blanket answer will really be adequate.) 
