




Backgrounds of 
Early Christianity 
Second Edition 

EVERETT FERGUSON 

WILLIAM B. EERDMANS PUBLISHING COMPANY 

GRAND RAPIDS, MICHIGAN 

t, 
1., 

" ',~V 
''') 

, . ~ '-, .. ,. -. 



© 1987, 1993 by Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. 

255 Jefferson Ave. S.E., Grand Rapids, Michigan 49503 

All rights reserved 

First edition 1987 

Second Edition 1993 

Printed in the United States of America 

00 99 98 97 96 95 7 6 5 4 3 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

Ferguson, Everett, 1933-

Backgrounds of early christianity / Everett Ferguson. - Second ed. 

p. cm. 

Includes bibliographical references and index. 

ISBN 0-8028-0669-4 (paper) 

1. Christianity - Origin. 2. Rome - History - Republic, 510-30 B.C. 

3. Philosophy, Ancient. 4. Judaism -History - Post-exilic period, 

586 B.C.-21O A.D. I. Title. 

BR129.F47 1993 

270.1-dc20 93-1584 

CIP 



,-
i 

, Ci n : 
! , , -' 

To My Wife Nancy, 

with whom I have shared all things, 

including the studies and travel 

that have entered into the writing of this book. 

~~'~"'V::fV 
d __ .:' ii, .;}2 





CONTENTS 

PREFACE 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

ABBREVIATIONS 

GENERAL BIBLIOGRAPHY 

INTRODUCTION: PERSPECTIVES ON PARALLELS 

1. POLITICAL HISTORY 

I. INTRODUCTION 

II. NEAR EAST BEFORE ALEXANDER 

A. Persian Empire 
B. Greece 

III. ALEXANDER THE GREAT 

A. Macedonia 
B. Life of Alexander III (356-323) 
c. Alexander's Influence 

IV. THE HELLENISTIC KINGDOMS 

A. The Diadochi 

B. Ptolemies - Egypt 
C. Seleucids - Syria 

V. ROME 

A. The Roman Genius 

B. Rome and the West 

vii 

xv 

XVll 

XVlll 

xix 

1 

5 

5 

6 

6 

7 

10 

10 

10 

13 

15 
15 
15 
17 

19 

19 

21 



Vlll CONTENTS 

C. Rome and the East 22 
D. The Later Republic: Civil Wars 23 
E. Augustus (31 B.C.-A.D. 14) 25 
F. The Early Empire 30 
G. The Later Empire 38 

VI. ADMINISTRATION OF THE EMPIRE 39 
A. Cities 39 
B. Provinces 41 
C. Client Kingdoms 43 

2. SOCIETY AND CULTURE 45 
I. INTRODUCTION 46 

II. THE ROMAN MILITARY 46 
A. Legions 46 
B. Emblems, Weapons, and Dress 48 
C. Auxiliaries 51 
D. Praetorian Guard 51 
E. Other Units 52 

III. SOCIAL CLASSES 52 
A. The Senatorial Order 53 
B. The Equestrian Order 53 
C. Municipal Aristocracies 54 
D. Plebeians and Other Free Persons 54 
E. Freedmen 55 
F. Patron -Client Relationship 55 

IV. SLAVERY 56 

V. ROMAN CITIZENSHIP 59 
VI. ROMAN LAW 61 

VII. SOCIAL MORALITY 63 
A. Marriage and Family 65 
B. Place of Women 70 
C. Exposure of Children 73 

VIII. ECONOMIC LIFE 74 
A. Trade and Travel 78 
B. Coinage 82 
C. Taxation 87 

IX. ENTERTAINMENT 88 
A. Theatres 88 



CONTENTS ix 

B. Athletics 91 

C. Arenas 93 
D. Circuses 94 
E. Gymnasia and Baths 94 
F. Banquets 96 

G. Music 98 

X. EDUCATION 100 

XI. LITERATURE AND LANGUAGE 104 

A. Authors 104 

B. Rhetoric 109 

C. Literary Forms and Genres 111 

D. Making of Books 117 

E. Reading and Studying of Books 122 

F. Inscriptions and Papyri 123 

G. Language 124 

XII. ART AND ARCHITECTURE 126 

XIII. CLUBS AND ASSOCIATIONS 131 

A. Greek Clubs 131 

B. Roman Colleges 132 

C. Egyptian Associations 133 

D. The Statutes of an Association 134 

E. Conclusion 136 

3· HELLENISTIC-ROMAN RELIGIONS 137 

I. ANCIENT GREEK RELIGION 138 

A. The Epic Age: Homer 139 

B. Hesiod 146 

C. The Archaic Period 149 

D. Signs of Dissolution in the Classical Age 153 

II. ANCIENT ROMAN RELIGION 155 

A. Deities 155 

B. Religious Personnel 157 

C. Religious Observances 158 

D. Soul and the Dead 159 

E. Characteristics of Roman Religion 160 

III. RELIGION IN HELLENISTIC-ROMAN TIMES: 
GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS 161 

IV. DOMESTIC AND RURAL RELIGION 166 



x CONTENTS 

A. Greek 166 
B. Roman 168 

V. CIVIC CULTS 170 
A. Priesthood 172 
B. Ritual Prescriptions 174 
C. Sacrifice 176 
D. Votive Offerings 180 
E. Prayers and Hymns 181 
F. Festivals 183 
G. Other Features 185 

VI. RULER CULT 185 
A. Antecedents and Presuppositions 186 
B. Historical Developments 190 
C. Forms of the Imperial Cult 197 

VII. PERSONAL RELIGION 199 
A. Oracles 199 
B. Dreams and Divination 206 
C. Healing Cults 207 
D. Magic and Maledictions 212 
E. Imprecations and Oaths 219 
F. Demons and Superstition 220 
G. Astrology, Astral Religion, and Fate 222 
H. Death and the Afterlife 228 

VIII. GREEK MYSTERIES AND EASTERN RELIGIONS 235 
A. Local Mysteries 236 
B. Eleusinian Mysteries 237 
C. Dionysiac Mysteries 243 
D. Egyptian Deities: Isis, Osiris, and Sarapis 249 
E. Phoenician Deities: Astarte and Adonis 260 
F. Syrian Deities: Atargatis and Others 261 
G. Phrygian Deities: Cybele and Attis 264 
H. A Persian Deity: Mithras 270 
I. Mystery Religions and Christianity 279 

IX. GNOSTICISM, HERMETIC LITERATURE, CHALDAEAN ORACLES 282 
A. Origins of Gnosticism 288 
B. Characteristic Features 290 
C. Gnosticism in the New Testament 292 
D. The Hermetica 294 



CONTENTS xi 

E. Chaldaean Oracles 296 

X. LATER DEVELOPMENTS: MONOTHEISM AND SUN WORSHIP 296 

4· HELLENISTIC-ROMAN PHILOSOPHIES 299 

I. INTRODUCTION 300 
A. Philosophy as Religion 300 
B. Philosophy as Ethics 301 
C. Popular Philosophy 303 
D. Philosophy and Individualism 304 
E. Philosophy in Its Social Setting 305 

II. SOPHISTS AND SOCRATES 306 
A. Sophists 306 
B. Socrates (469-399 B.C.) 307 

III. PLATO AND THE ACADEMY TO THE FIRST CENTURY 310 
A. Life of Plato (429-347 B.C.) 310 
B. The Dialogues 312 
C. Plato's Thought 313 
D. Plato's Influence 315 
E. The Old Academy 315 
F. The Skeptical Academy 316 
G. The Eclectic Academy 317 

IV. ARISTOTLE AND THE PERIPATETICS 318 
A. Life of Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) 318 
B. Aristotle's Thought 318 
C. Aristotle's Influence 322 
D. Theophrastus (370-285 B.C.) 322 
E. Strato 323 
F. Later History and General Character 323 
G. Aspects of the Peripatetic Legacy 324 

V. SKEPTICISM 325 
A. Pyrrho (c. 360-c. 270 B.C.) 326 
B. Aenesidemus 326 
C. Sextus Empiricus (c. A.D. 200) 326 
D. Influence of Skepticism 327 

VI. CYNICISM 327 
A. Beginnings of Cynicism 327 
B. Cynic Characteristics 329 



XlI CONTENTS 

C. Dio of Prusa (A.D. 40 to after 112) 331 
D. Lucian of Samosata (c. A.D. 120 to after 180) 331 

VII. STOICISM 333 
A. Early Stoa 333 
B. Stoic Physics 335 
C. Stoic Logic and Epistemology 337 
D. Stoic Ethics 337 
E. Middle Stoa 339 
F. Later Stoa: Roman Stoicism 342 
G. Stoicism and Christianity 346 

VIII. EPICUREANISM 348 
A. Epicurus and His School 348 
B. Lucretius (94-55 B.C.) 350 
C. Epicurean Physics 350 
D. Epicurean Epistemology 352 
E. Epicurean Ethics 353 
F. Estimate and Comparisons 354 

IX. ECLECTICISM 356 
A. Characteristics 356 
B. Cicero (106-43 B.C.) 357 

X. NEOPYTHAGOREANISM 360 
A. Pythagoras 360 
B. The Pythagorean Revival 360 
C. Apollonius of Tyana and Philostratus 361 
D. Numenius 363 

XI. MIDDLE PLATONISM 364 
A. Characteristics 364 
B. Plutarch (c. A.D. 50-after 120) 366 

XII. PLOTINUS AND NEOPLATONISM 367 
A. Life of Plotinus (A.D. 205-270) 367 
B. Plotinus' System 368 
C. Later Neoplatonists 369 

5· JUDAISM 373 
I. JEWISH HISTORY, 538 B.C. TO A.D. 200 376 

A. The Persian Period 376 
B. The Greek Period 379 
C. The Maccabean Period 383 



CONTENTS 

D. The Roman Period 

II. JEWS IN THE EARLY ROMAN EMPIRE 

III. JEWISH LITERATURE AND OTHER SOURCES 

IN THE HELLENISTIC AND ROMAN PERIODS 

A. The Old Testament in Greek 
B. Jewish Literature in Greek: Fragments 
C. Apocrypha 
D. Pseudepigrapha 
E. Dead Sea Scrolls 
F. Apocalyptic Writings 
G. Philo 

\ H. Josephus 
I. Rabbinic Literature 
J. Archaeological Sources 
K. Pagan References to Jews 

IV. PARTIES AND SECTS 

A. Pharisees ~ 

B. Sadducees 
C. Qumran Community, Essenes, and Therapeutae 
D. Zealots 
E. Herodians 
F. Samaritans 

V. BELIEFS AND PRACTICES 

A. One God 
B. Israel, the Chosen People 
C. Torah, Tradition, and Scripture 
D. Jewish Mysticism 
E. Proselytes and Godfearers 
F. Messianism and the Glorious Destiny 
G. Afterlife 
H. Festivals and Holy Days 
I. Daily Devotions 

VI. ORGANIZATION AND INSTITUTIONS 

A. Temple and Priesthood 
B. Sanhedrin 
C. Community Organization 
D. Rabbis 

E. Synagogue 

xiii 

388 

403 

406 

407 
413 
414 
422 
436 
446 

450 

__ 456 

461 

470 
479 

480 

480 

486 

487 
497 
499 
499 

502 
503 

50 4 

50 5 
510 

512 

517 
519 
521 

527 

527 
527 
533 
536 
538 

539 



xiv CONTENTS 

6. CHRISTIANITY IN THE ANCIENT WORLD 

I. LITERARY REFERENCES TO CHRISTIANITY 

IN NON-CHRISTIAN SOURCES 

II. ARCHAEOLOGICAL REMAINS BEARING 

ON EARLY CHRISTIAN HISTORY 

A. Inscriptions 
B. Papyri 
C. Coins 

III. SOME CLAIMED ARCHAEOLOGICAL REMAINS 

OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

A. Rotas-Sator Word Square 
B. "Cross" at Herculaneum 
C. Talpioth (Jerusalem) Ossuaries 
D. Tomb of Peter 

IV. ATTITUDES OF PAGANS TOWARD CHRISTIANS 

V. THE LEGAL STATUS OF CHRISTIANITY 

VI. HINDRANCES TO THE ACCEPTANCE OF CHRISTIANITY 

VII. RELIGIOUS RIVALS 

A. Judaism 
B. Pagan Religion and Philosophy 
C. Gnosticism and Rival Versions of Christianity 
D. Jewish Christianity 

VIII. FACTORS FAVORABLE TO CHRISTIANITY 

A. External Circumstances 
B. Hellenistic Judaism 
C. Religious Quest 

IX. WHAT WAS UNIQUE IN CHRISTIANITY? 

INDEX OF SUBJECTS 

INDEX OF SCRIPTURE REFERENCES 

MAP OF THE ANCIENT WORLD 

547 

548 

549 
549 
551 
552 

553 
553 
554 
554 
555 

556 

565 

571 

572 
572 
573 

575 
576 

579 
579 
580 
581 

582 

585 

606 

612 



PREFACE 

THIS book has grown over a long period of time: from the first introduction 
to the material during student days at Abilene Christian University, through 

an association as student and graduate assistant at Harvard University under 
A. D. Nock (whose influence is felt through his lecture notes, writings, and 
personal observations), through many years of teaching a graduate course in 
Backgrounds of the New Testament and Early Christianity, to the process of 
trying to produce the manuscript. As I release it now for publication, I am 
keenly aware of my limitations. No person can be the master of such a huge 
body of primary material, much less the enormous secondary literature. A book 
that touches on so many areas of specialized scholarship is certain to contain 
many mistakes, and even where it reflects the current consensus, later scholar
ship will often make revisions. Yet a comprehensive guide will help the student 
to attain a grasp of the field more quickly than would be possible without an 
introduction. 

This volume is intended as a textbook, not as a history of the ancient 
world nor an interpretive synthesis of culture, philosophy, and religion. The 
reader should not confuse the analytical approach in the presentation with the 
reality of the time. The approach adopted may give a false sense of compartmen
talization - for example, between Hellenism and Judaism - when in fact there 
was much interaction between the influences discussed separately in this book. 
Perhaps enough is said in various places in the book to avoid a wrong impres
sion, and books cited in the bibliographies written with other approaches will 
redress imbalances in this presentation. 

This book aims to introduce as many of the primary sources as possible, 
but is not a substitute for them. To paraphrase the apostle Paul, "Five words in 
an original source are worth a thousand words in a secondary source." By 
frequent reference to New Testament texts, I hope to make evident the relevance 

xv 



XVI PREFACE 

of the material introduced here, but the emphasis throughout will be on the 
wider body of material and not Christian literature itself. The student will be 
in a stronger position by coming to the New Testament from a broad acquain
tance with its surrounding world than by simply making excursions into the 
non-Christian sources in search of parallels to Scripture. 

Since I consider Judaism the principal context of early Christianity, the 
chapter on Judaism is the longest. But first-century Judaism was heavily Hel
lenized, and most students come to this study less well informed on the larger 
Greco-Roman environment; moreover, my intention is to provide the back
ground for Christianity not only in the New Testament but also in its early 
centuries when it moved further from its Jewish roots into the wider Greco
Roman world. Hence, there is what may appear a disproportionate attention to 
some matters (e.g., philosophy) not so directly relevant to the New Testament 
texts. 

The bibliographies move from the more general works listed at the begin
ning of each chapter to the more specialized works at the end of each subsection. 
In an effort to avoid repetition, I have made some arbitrary classifications. The 
specialized bibliographies are often only supplementary to more basic treat
ments in the general works; therefore, on particular topics the general bibliog
raphies should not be neglected. The order of listing is chronological, with 
ancient sources first. Since this is a textbook for students, the bibliographies are 
largely limited to English works. Foreign language works are included when 
they are standard reference works, when J am particularly indebted to a given 
work, or when they include information usable by someone with little or no 
knowledge of the language. The specialized bibliographies are placed at the end 
of the respective sections so that the student can add later works. 

Harold Attridge, Randall Chesnutt, Carl Holladay, William Lane, A. J. 
Malherbe, Richard Oster, and David Scholer read various parts of the manu
script; but they are not to be held responsible for the obtuseness of the author. 
Lee Redd prepared the Scripture index. The typing of the manuscript by Mrs. 
Lee Stent was supported in part by the Research Council of Abilene Christian 
University through the generosity of the Cullen Foundation. 
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INTRODUCTION: 
PERSPECTIVES ON PARALLELS 

THIS volume will call attention to a number of similarities between Chris
tianity and various aspects of its environment. Many more could have been 

included, and probably many more than are currently recognized will become 
known as a result of further study and future discoveries. What is to be made 
of these parallels? Do they explain away Christianity as a natural product of its 
environment? Must they be explained away in order to defend the truth or 
validity of Christianity? Neither position is necessary. 

Perhaps the first thing to observe is that there are only a limited number 
of options in any given historical setting. Only a certain number of ideas are 
possible and only a certain number of ways of doing things are available. We 
need not wonder at similarities, which need not be necessarily a sign of bor
rowing, in one direction or the other. Many things in a given historical and 
cultural setting will be arrived at independently by more than one group, simply 
because there is not an unlimited number of options available about how to 
do something. For example, how many ways are there to select leaders in a 
community? We could list inheritance, election, appointment by one or a few 
in authority, or chance (e.g., casting lots). Any additions made to the list will 
not greatly extend the range of possibilities. That two groups use the same 
method does not necessarily mean that one is copying the other. 

Even where there is a direct dependence, one must determine its kind and 
significance. Early Christianity obviously had a great dependence on the Old 
Testament and its Jewish background. It did not deny this, but even exaggerated 
the relationship in order to claim fulfillment of the biblical message. This 
dependence was greater than the dependence on Greek sources, yet it does not 
affect the central features of Christianity. 

The kind and significance of the parallels may be further clarified by 
commenting on the cultural parallels. That Christians observed the same cus-

1 



2 INTRODUCTION: PERSPECTIVES ON PARALLELS 

toms and used words in the same way as their contemporaries is hardly note
worthy in itself. Those things belonged to the place and time when Christianity 
began. The situation could not have been otherwise for Christianity to have 
been a real historical phenomenon, open now to historical study. To expect the 
situation to have been otherwise would require Christianity to be something 
other than it is, a historical religion. Indeed, if Christianity did not have these 
linguistic and cultural contacts with the first-century Mediterranean world the 
presumption would be that it was a fiction originating in another time and 
place. 

What about parallels in doctrine and practice? It is possible to emphasize 
the similarities of Christianity to elements in its environment, and one may 
stress these items either to argue for the providential preparation for Chris
tianity or to give a naturalistic explanation of Christianity as another syncretistic 
religion of the time. Conversely, it is possible to deny significant similarities in 
an effort either to defend Christianity's uniqueness or to make it out as a fraud. 
Either approach, from whatever motivation, seems to me to be misguided. My 
own studies have led me to be more impressed with the differences. Where 
major similarities are found, the present state of knowledge more often than 
not fails to document the similarity to the non-Christian environment as early 
as the item is attested in Christianity. On the other hand, it should not disturb 
the believer if the situation were reversed. Christian faith does not depend on 
uniqueness (see comments on pp. 582-83). Questions of parallels are historical 
questions, not faith questions. Where there has been major discussion of contact 
between Christianity and elements of its environment - mystery religions, 
Stoicism, Gnosticism, Pharisees, the Dead Sea Scrolls - I have given more 
attention to detailing differences. As an illustration of the standpoint from 
which I would view the material, one may consider the presentation of Jesus as 
Redeemer in relation to Gnostic thought (p. 289). Either way the priority is 
decided, we are dealing with a historical question that no more affects the 
faith-claims for the significance of Jesus than does the recognition that Messiah 
was a pre-Christian Jewish category. Even as Christians used the already existing 
title of Messiah to interpret the significance of Jesus, and in the process ftlled 
the concept with a new content because of the experience of Jesus, so they may 
have used imagery from Gnostic thought in order to interpret him, and again 
in the process modified the concept according to what was proclaimed about 
Jesus. The origin of the Gnostic idea of a Revealer/Redeemer is still not decided 
to everyone's satisfaction; the point is that the answer should be decided on 
historical grounds and not because of theological commitments. Christian mis
sionaries approaching persons influenced by Gnostic thinking may very well 
have employed a Revealer/Redeemer concept congenial to that milieu in ex
plaining the significance of Jesus, even as the category of Messiah (pp. 517-19) 

was useful in presenting Jesus to Jews. What is important is to determine what 
the categories meant to different persons so that we know more precisely what 
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was being said in assigning Jesus to a given category. If the Gnostic category of 
Redeemer was employed, then we know more about the content of this image; 
if Christian preaching was itself a significant ingredient in the development of 
Gnosticism, then we know something else about the religious history of the 
ancient world. 

Where genuine dependence and significant parallels are determined, these 
must then be placed in the whole context of thought and practice in the systems 
where the contacts are discovered. Although Christianity had points of contact 
with Stoicism, the mysteries, the Qumran community, and so on, the total 
worldview was often quite different, or the context in which the items were 
placed was different. Originality may be found in the way things are put together 
and not in the invention of a completely new idea or practice. So far as we can 
tell, Christianity certainly represented a new combination for its time. l 

I have no special quarrel with those who see the historical situation 
differently from the way I do, either in whole or in specific parts. I hope that 
the facts are here presented objectively enough for the work to be useful to all 
students at the introductory level and to all teachers, whatever interpretive 
framework they choose to adopt. The purpose of this textbook on the back
grounds of early Christianity is to illumine the historical setting in as many of 
its ramifications as feasible so as better to understand the real world in which 
people lived. The student then can use the available materials to determine what 
Christianity was in its early days. The better one sees and knows the background, 
the more clearly that person can see the cutting edge of Christianity. 
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INTRODUCTION 

THE time span for the study of the Hellenistic-Roman backgrounds of early 
Christianity is broadly from 330 B.C. to A.D. 330, from Alexander to Con

stantine. The Greek element predominated in political influence from 330 to 
30 B.C., from Alexander to Augustus; hence it is known as the Hellenistic Age. 
Rome ruled the Mediterranean world from 30 B.C. onward, the interest here 
being from Augustus to Constantine. Each of these two major periods can be 
subdivided culturally into two parts, with breaks, in a round date, at 200 B.C. 

and A.D. 200. For the first century and a half of the Greek period, the Greek 
culture was creative and expansive, penetrating the eastern Mediterranean as 
the dominant influence. After about 200 B.C. the native cultures of Egypt, 
Palestine, Syria, and Asia began to reassert themselves and the Greek element 
began to retreat. The Roman influence was expansive for the first two centuries 
of the Roman empire, preserving Hellenistic culture in the near east. The climax 
of Roman administration came in the second century A.D. Thereafter the 
Roman world was plagued with internal economic problems and external pres
sure from barbarian peoples on the frontiers, bringing on a severe crisis in the 
third century. The empire was saved by the soldier emperors from Illyria and 

5 
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received a new lease on life after the reform under Diocletian and reconstruction 
under Constantine. 

The sources we will draw from are not, however, limited to this time span. 
The starting points for Greek religion and philosophy fall earlier than 330 B.C. 

There is a cultural continuity within Greco-Roman times that justifies drawing 
upon information over so many centuries. Nevertheless, one must be careful 
about chronology and not assume, unless with good reasons, that an idea or 
practice only attested at a later date did exist at an earlier time. The focus of 
this book will be the first century B.C. and the first two centuries A.D. In order 
to achieve a proper focus on those centuries surrounding the beginning of the 
Christian era, we must consider a wider background, both before and after this 
period. 

NEAR EAST BEFORE ALEXANDER 

Persian Empire 

The connection between Old Testament history and Hellenistic history is pro
vided by the Persian empire. 

Cyrus (538-529) was king of Anshan and vassal of Media from about 550. 
After a successful rebellion he gained control of the Median empire and founded 
the Achaemenid dynasty. In 539 he took Babylon and from 538 dated his years 
as "king of Babylon and king of the countries." Reversing the policy of earlier 
conquerors in the near east, the Persians permitted conquered peoples to main
tain their cultures in their homelands. Accordingly, Cyrus allowed the Jews in 
Babylon to return to Judea and rebuild the temple (Ezra 1:1-4; 2 Chron. 36:22-23; 
see p. 376). The Persian empire was the first in the near east with a great degree 
of tolerance and decentralization of government. 

Cambyses (529-522) enlarged the empire in 525 by doing what few have 
accomplished, conquering Egypt. 

Darius (522-486) was the real organizer and consolidator of the Achae
menid empire. He ruled long enough to give stability and a consistent admin
istrative policy to the extensive domains which by the time of his successor 
stretched "from India to Ethiopia" (Esth. 1:1), the largest empire in the middle 
east up to his time. 

Xerxes (485-465) was the Ahasuerus of the Book of Esther. He had to 
subjugate Egypt again and invaded Greece in 480-479 (about which more 
below). 

Artaxerxes (464-424) was the king under whom Nehemiah served as cup
bearer. His long reign foreshadowed the future in being filled with struggles 
against Greeks, Syrians, and Egyptians. 
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The last five rulers saw a progressive disintegration of the Persian empire. 
We may recall one event of this last century of the Achaemenid empire - the 
expedition of the eleven thousand Greeks whose exploits in 401-399 were told 
by Xenophon in the Anabasis. The Greeks were hired as mercenaries by Cyrus 
the Younger to overthrow Artaxerxes II (404-358). Cyrus' army won the battle 
but lost its leader. With Cyrus dead the Greek mercenaries had no more reason 
to be in Persia and through many hardships marched back home. Xenophon, 
a journalist who was elected general by the troops, told their story in such a 
memorable way that the Greeks became aware of the internal weaknesses of the 
power they had feared for so long. Hopes began to be aroused that Persia could 
be conquered. That story, however, must follow a look at fifth-century Greece. 

Greece 

Although the Persian empire combined a minimum use of force with a maximum 
of respect for local customs, the universal law "thou shalt pay taxes" was still in 
force. The Greek cities of Ionia revolted against Persia, and Athens sent ships to 
help. The Greeks burned Sardis. Meanwhile the Persians under Darius took Thrace 
and undertook a punitive expedition to Marathon. The Athenian victory at 
Marathon under Miltiades in 490 B.C. led the Persians to plan a major expedition. 
The big Persian invasion under the great king Xerxes came in 480. Themistocles, 
with the help of his interpretation of the oracle from Delphi that "Zeus would give 
a wooden wall" for the protection of the Athenians, persuaded the Athenians to put 
their confidence in a navy.! The Persian advance was slowed by the valiant Spartan 
resistance under their king Leonidas at the pass of Thermopylae, but the Persians 
swept on, confirming the views of those Greeks who had argued for accepting the 
inevitable and yielding to Persia. The Athenian Acropolis was burned, as most of 
the Greek troops waited on ships in the bay of Salamis. The Athenian navy won the 
decisive battle in the narrow straits between the island of Salamis and the mainland. 
The Persian defeat was made complete in the land battle at Plataea in 479. The 
victory was accomplished by the Greek alliance pulling together for one and 
one-half years - no mean accomplishment for any alliance among the indepen
dent-minded Greek city-states. Herodotus, "the father of history," tells the story; 
in general he is reliable except for his numbers. 

The defeat of Persia had far-reaching implications. There was pious grati
tude to the gods. There was a tremendous increase of energy and the oppor
tunities to release it in the rebuilding that the destruction of the war necessitated. 
Greek monumental sculpture in the fifth century was dominated by the theme 
of the Persian wars, interpreted symbolically as the victory of civilization over 
barbarism. 

1. Herodotus 7.141ff. 



8 BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

Athens took the decisive lead among the Greek cities. Although Sparta 
was strong with a disciplined army, the need to keep watch on a large number 
of serfs (helots) limited her involvement in foreign affairs. Athens with her navy 
began the "liberation" of the Greek cities held by Persia. The Athenian alliance 
became in fact the Athenian empire, and great wealth and power came to Athens. 
The fifth century thus became a strange, new time. It is remembered as the 
classical period of the Athenian democracy. The middle of the century is some
times called the Age of Pericles, because he was the leading political figure and 
the embodiment of the new activity. Seldom has so much genius in so many 
areas of human activity been concentrated in one place in such a short period 
of time. This period marked the beginning of the Greek culture capable both 
of becoming a vehicle of thought and of being exported to other peoples. 
Especially notable was the educational revolution, which took place unseen, and 
is associated with the rise of the Sophists (see pp. 306ff.). 

A new view of humanity appeared among Greek thinkers of the fifth 
century - they became conscious of a human being as human. The Sophist 
Protagoras best expressed this thought as "The measure of all things is man."2 
If we may generalize this statement outside its context, it expresses what we 
may regard as the distinguishing characteristic of Greek culture. In Homer 
human being had appeared as individuals, as victims of fate and facing death. 
In classical thought human beings overcame fate. The heritage of Greece, there
fore, was essentially secular. Yet it was a religious secularism, for one cannot 
draw a line between the sacred and profane in ancient Greece as sharply as 
moderns do. There were few public buildings and events in Athens that were 
not religious. Yet, in keeping with the emphasis on man, the ideals of life were 
health, beauty (the Greeks had an uncommonly high regard for the male phy
sique), respectable wealth, and enjoyment of youth with friends. 

Social organization in Greece was according to the family, tribe, and city. 
The polis (city) was an independent state comprising a town and its surrounding 
country. The individual took turns ruling and being ruled (if the government 
was an oligarchy, the turns were within a more limited number). By the fourth 
century the city-state was not working so well, but the Greeks did not want to 
be united, preferring to fight each other "every baseball season." They were 
especially fond of competition - in athletics, in literature and music, even 
among doctors in their diagnoses of patients. 

The democrats looked to Athens for leadership, the oligarchs to Sparta. 
The Athenian alliance, however, amounted to an empire ruled by a city. 
Theoretically, a city could withdraw from the alliance, but attempts to do so 
were met with retaliation from Athens. A showdown between Athens and Sparta 
came in the ruthless civil wars known as the Peloponnesian wars. Sparta's defeat 
of Athens was sealed in 404. Democracy continued after 403, but there were no 

2. Plato, Crarylus 386a; Theaetetus 15la. 
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more allies to rob from, and Athens settled down to live in greater poverty and 
misery. Thucydides has left us the story of the Peloponnesian wars. He has less 
sense of the supernatural than most ancient writers, and his search for historical 
causation has made him a model historian. 

By the time Alexander the Great appeared on the Greek scene in the fourth 
century two changes had taken place that were to make his conquests significant. 
One was the intellectual change. No longer were poetry, athletics, and cameolike 
beauty the leading ideals. Such would have had little appeal to Jews and Egyp
tians; but now as a result of the Sophists (teachers of public speaking - see pp. 
306-7) there was a concern with natural law and the practical sciences of math
ematics, medicine, and astronomy. Along with this went another change: an 
increase in individualism. Aeschylus' epitaph speaks of his part in the Persian 
wars: "Marathon may tell of his well-proved valor." If he had died one hundred 
years later, his dramas would have been mentioned, not his civic life. 

These changes may be epitomized in Isocrates (436-338 B.C.), an overly 
clever and long-winded but perceptive Athenian orator. He was a genuine 
descendant of the Sophists. Being a publicist as well as a teacher, he used the 
speech form as the vehicle for communicating his ideas; after his time the public 
lecture had decisive importance in Hellenistic culture and thus in education. 
He taught a way of life - moral, good, and useful- a humanistic education 
as opposed to the abstract discipline of philosophy. His school taught not 
metaphysics but letters and history. The basis for Hellenism was laid in his 
dictum that education and not birth is what makes the true Greek: 

And so far has our city [Athens) distanced the rest of mankind in thought 
and speech that her pupils have become the teachers of the rest of the world; 
and she has brought it about that the name "Hellenes" suggests no longer a 
race but an intelligence, and the title "Hellenes" is applied rather to those 
who share our culture than to those who share a common blood. (Panegyricus 
50, trans. George Norlin in Loeb Classical Library) 

Isocrates' own horizons may have been somewhat limited, but his words were 
an unconscious prophecy that was put into practice in Roman times. As a result, 
the apostle Paul in writing to the Romans could consider the cultural division 
in humankind to be "Jews and Greeks" or, more comprehensively, Jews, Greeks, 
and barbarians (Rom. 1:16, 14; cf. Gal. 3:28; Col. 3:11), and the Hellenized popu
lation of Phoenicia could be called "Greek" (Mark 7:26 - culturally, not ra
cially). This situation required a broader diffusion of Greek culture, and before 
that occurred any religious or philosophical movement would have been re
gionally or racially limited. 

Isocrates made several attempts to get the Greeks to fight Persia and not one 
another. His last appeal to Philip II of Macedon to unite the Greeks pointed the 
way by which his observation quoted above was to receive broader realization. 
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ALEXANDER THE GREAT 

Macedonia 

Macedonia had a kingship of the Homeric type. A rural, aristocratic way of life 
with conservative traditions continued there longer than in Greece. De
mosthenes, in his efforts to rouse the Greeks against Philip of Macedon, called 
the Macedonians "wild beasts" and the country "a place where one could not 
even buy good slaves in the old days" (Third Philippic 31). The Macedonians 
were extravagant in their joys, fights, drinking, and sorrows. But their monarchs 
began to introduce Greek culture, and Philip II brought Aristotle to educate his 
son Alexander. 

Philip II (359-336 B.C.) made war less amateurish. He fought year-round, 
winter as well as spring (cf. 2 Sam. 11:1 for the older practice), which was 
something like using chemical weapons now. He became ruler of all Greece 
after the battle of Chaeronea in 338 B.C. He did not change the internal organi
zation of the Greek cities, and his legal position was that of a general at the 
head of a league to fight the weakened Persian empire. The kind of ruler liable 
to be assassinated, he suffered that fate in 336 B.C. 

Life of Alexander III (356-323) 

Alexander inherited his father's monarchy (although the Greek cities were 
theoretically allies) and his plans to invade Persia. When Thebes revolted, Alex
ander demolished the city with such fierceness that no other "ally" attempted 
the same. He crossed the Hellespont in 334 and after the battle of the Granicus 
he quickly accomplished the "liberation" of the Greek cities of Asia Minor. The 
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next major battle at Issus left the western part of the Persian empire open to 
him. He proceeded to take Phoenicia, Palestine, and Egypt - the city of Tyre 
offering the most stubborn resistance on the way. At the battle of Gaugamela 
(331) in Mesopotamia Alexander dealt the fmal blow to Darius II and then 
proceeded to occupy the Persian capitals and claim their treasures. With the 
death of Darius II he took the title of "Great King." Alexander pushed his 
conquests to the Indus River before his army's restlessness forced him to turn 
back. He died of a fever in Babylonia. 

In his conquests Alexander recognized and accepted what he found. He 
came to preserve and not to destroy, so he retained the governmental systems 
he found. He had a notable interest in reconciling native worship with the fact 
of conquest, but he showed his Greek feeling by founding Greek cities. These 
became centers for the diffusion of Greek culture, even though there was no 
systematic effort at Hellenization. They were somewhat like the later Roman 
colonies in being founded for strategic and economic purposes, especially to 
provide a manpower pool. Alexander determined the temples to be built and 
the Greek deities to be worshiped along with the native deity. 

Alexander had a passion for Homer. The invasion of Asia Minor was 
recounted as another Trojan War, and the first thing Alexander did at Troy was 
to pay an act of homage to Achilles, who was initially his heroic prototype. Later, 
Heracles, a hero who became a god in virtue of his achievements, filled this 
role. Alexander was also connected with Dionysus, whom the Greeks believed 
came from Asia and who became "the god" of the Greek expansion into the 
middle east, receiving the greatest amount of personal devotion in the Hellenis
tic kingdoms. Alexander held a Dionysiac celebration at Nysa where, according 
to the tradition, Dionysus was born. This religious emphasis was characteristic 
of Alexander. He gave his own adhesion to Zeus, and religious acts (e.g., seeking 
omens) were not antiquarian features for him. The recognition of Alexander 
himself as a deity will be considered in the section on ruler cult (pp. 190-91). 

Alexander, moreover, had a romantic flair for the striking gesture. He 
often acted on impulse: as the ancient accounts say, "a desire seized him." Such 
acts, plus his personal courage and ability as a strategist, account for much of 
the personal devotion his troops gave to him. 

One striking gesture that attracted later attention (down to modern times) 
was a banquet at Opis where different races sat at one table, made joint libations 
to the deities, and prayed for the unity of the empire. W. W. Tarn has advanced the 
thesis that Alexander, dreaming of a world-state, believed in a universal brother
hood of man, being perhaps the first to do so. It seems, however, that only Persians, 
Greeks, and Macedonians were included, as no Babylonian priest was present 
although the banquet was in Babylonia. Political motivations were probably 
uppermost in his mind. At any rate, unity for Alexander was to be practical as well 
as ideal, but often actions have greater significance than one anticipates, and some 
Stoics later were to generalize from Alexander's actions. Alexander did treat Greeks 
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ALEXANDER THE GREAT AS DIVINE HERO 
The conquests of Alexander spread Greek culture throughout the eastern 

Mediterranean world. (Archeological Museum, Istanbul) 
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and Persians on an equal level, a policy that brought a severe strain on the loyalty 
of his soldiers. He had the Macedonian officers marry Persian wives; but the effort 
to fuse the Persian and Macedonian military classes failed, for after his death only 
one general kept his Persian wife. Alexander himself stepped into the role of the 
Persian monarch and so introduced the eastern idea of an absolute monarchy into 
the Hellenistic world, an idea uncongenial to the Greeks, who looked upon 
themselves as those who had made him their leader. 

Alexander's Influence 

Concerning the old debate whether the great person or the circumstances of 
the time are more important in historical causation, we may say that both are 
necessary. Things are done by a great person, not by abstract trends. But the 
circumstances have to be right. Alexander would not have done anything a 
hundred years earlier; on the other hand, if he had died in childhood, the world 
would have been quite different. The great person serves as a catalyst of the age. 
Alexander ushered in the Hellenistic Age, but the ingredients of that age were 
already there. He accelerated the pace of change. 

The Greek superiority that first made itself felt through military conquest 
and civil administration soon brought more important cultural changes. Salient 
features that followed the conquests of Alexander were these: (1) The movement 
of Greeks abroad. Greek colonies had been planted all around the Mediter
ranean world since the eighth century B.C., as Greece always had a surplus 
population; but the number of Greeks abroad now significantly increased, and 
they were in positions of influence. There were too few Macedonians, and 
Greece provided the reserve manpower. (2) The accelerated speed of the con
quest by Greek culture. Greek culture was already penetrating the eastern Med
iterranean before Alexander's time, but his conquests carried it farther inland 
and hastened its acceptance in more areas and by more people. The closer 
contact between Greeks and others produced significant impacts on the peoples 
of the near east, not least the Jews, which we will see in later topics. This may 
be described, at the beginning, as a transplanting rather than the transformation 
of cultures, but in time the real differentiation became a way of life, culture not 
descent. (3) The emergence of one world economically. Alexander established 
one currency, silver coins based on the Attic standard. Instead of hoarding the 
Persian wealth he took its silver, coined it, and paid his soldiers. Extraordinary 
prosperity ensued. (4) The further spread of the Greek language. Herodotus in 
the fifth century already assumed everyone could understand Greek, if it was 
spoken loudly enough and sternly enough. The form of Greek that emerged is 
called koine (common) Greek, and is largely based on the Attic dialect. (5) A 
body of ideas accepted by all. A far larger proportion of the non-Greek popu
lation acquired a modicum of Greek ideas. (6) A higher level of education. 
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Literacy became more general, and education spread. Both abstract thought 
and practical intelligence were enhanced in a greater proportion of the popu
lation. This change coincided with the spread of Greek language and ideas, so 
that the level and extent of communication and intelligibility became signifi
cant. (7) The spread of Greek deities and cultus. This too had already begun 
but now occurred in a more thorough sense than before. Greek deities were 
identified with native deities and vice versa (e.g., the old Semitic deities of 
Palestine were given Greek names). (8) The emergence of philosophy as repre
senting a way of life. This was prepared for in the influence of the Sophists and 
Socrates and will be considered in the chapter on philosophy (pp. 300-305). (9) 

The framework of society around the polis. City life was civilized life to the 
Greeks. Cities - rather than temple-states, villages, or the countryside - be
came the bases of society. The Greek gymnasia emphasized public life, and such 
institutions spread with the founding of Greek cities in the east. The city 
remained the basis of social and economic life through the Roman empire. 
Alongside this social development was the decline in the political importance 
of the city-states. The human horizon was expanded from the city-state to the 
oikoumene (the inhabited, civilized world). Yet there was no diminution in local 
pride. The new thing, however, was an oikoumene speaking the koine. (10) 
Increase of individualism. Individualism may seem a paradox alongside univer
salism, but the two are corollaries. The breaking of traditional patterns of 
inherited conduct in the enlarged world of the Hellenistic age threw people 
back upon themselves and gave opportunity for individual expression. Chosen 
things became more important than inherited things. As one example, personal 
religion stems from the philosophical individualism of Socrates (see pp. 304-5, 

307-10). 

It is hard to imagine Christianity succeeding in any other environment 
than that which resulted from the conquests of Alexander the Great. 
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THE HELLENISTIC KINGDOMS 

The Diadochi 

Alexander's generals at first attempted to maintain a regency for Alexander's 
half-wit brother and the son of his wife Roxanne, still unborn at the time of 
his death. But by the year 305 the fiction of unity was over. The Hellenistic Age 
began in a complicated series of alliances, intrigues, perfidy, and wars, and such 
remained characteristic of it. 

The more important of Alexander's successors were Antipater and his son 
Cas sander, who gained control of Macedonia; Lysimachus, who ruled in Thrace; 
Ptolemy I, who secured Egypt; and Antigonus I, whose base of operations was 
Asia. The battle of Ipsus in 301 put an end to the efforts of the most powerful 
of these, Antigonus I, to gain the whole domain for himself. By 280 three 
dynasties descended from Alexander's generals were well established: the 
Ptolemaic in Egypt, the Seleucid from Persia across Syria to Asia, and the 
Antigonid now controlling Macedonia. A fourth dynasty, unconnected with 
Alexander, the Attalids of Pergamum, grew up in Asia at the expense of the 
Seleucids. The breakup of Alexander's empire delayed the universalizing ten
dency he anticipated until the Romans fulfIlled it. 

The position of king (a title the successors took) - what it meant to be 
a king - in the Hellenistic kingdoms is important for the development of the 
ruler cult and will be considered in that connection (pp. 185ff.). 

By the end of the third century B.C. the shadow of Rome was falling across 
the eastern Mediterranean. Rome fought its First Macedonian War in 215 as 
incidental to the Second Punic War and in 212 entered into alliance with Per
gamum. The last of the Hellenistic kingdoms to be absorbed by Rome was Egypt 
in 30 B.C., at which time the Hellenistic Age passed into the Roman. Before 
telling the story of Roman expansion we need to say something of two of the 
kingdoms that, because of their contacts with Jews and Palestine, are of special 
importance for the backgrounds of early Christianity. 

Ptolemies - Egypt 

Each Egyptian king in the Hellenistic Age wore the name of the dynasty's 
founder, Ptolemy, son of Lagus, a Macedonian noble. 
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Ptolemy I (Soter I) 
Ptolemy II (Philadelphus) 
Ptolemy III (Euergetes I) 
Ptolemy IV (Philopator) 
Ptolemy V (Epiphanes) 
Ptolemy VI (Philometor) 
Ptolemy VII (Neos Philopator) 
Ptolemy VIII (Euergetes II) 
Ptolemy IX (Soter II) 
Ptolemy X (Alexander I) 
Ptolemy XI (Alexander II), the last fully 

legitimate Ptolemaic king 
Ptolemy XII (Auletes) 
Ptolemy XIII and Cleopatra VII 
Ptolemy XIV and Cleopatra VII 
Ptolemy XV (Caesar) and Cleopatra VII 

304-283/282 
28S-246 
246-221 
221-20S 
20S-180 
180-14S 

14S-144 
144-116 
116-108/107, 89/88-81 
108-89/88 
80 

80/79-S1 

SI-47 
47-44 
44-30 

Because of the rival claimants to the throne, there is not full agreement 
among scholars on the numbering and dates after Ptolemy VI. 

Ptolemy I Soter (367-283) became satrap (governor) of Egypt in 323 and 
took the title of king in 304. Besides establishing the political basis (legal, 
military, and administrative) for his kingdom, he began its cultural development 
by founding the library in Alexandria. Ptolemy II Philadelphus (308-246) suc
ceeded to effective rule in 28S. He carried forward the financial and cultural 
enterprises begun by his father, completing the laying out of the city of Alex
andria and the library, and building the museum (a scholarly academy dedicated 
to the Muses). By 200 Alexandria was the greatest city of the Mediterranean 
world and was surpassed later only by Rome. The Ptolemies made Alexandria 
the intellectual and spiritual center of the Greek world, and this became their 
greatest contribution to later history. Through its impact on Jewish and Chris
tian intellectual life, Alexandria significantly influenced religious history. 

The Ptolemies founded or developed only three Greek cities - Alexan
dria, Naucratis, and Ptolemais. Outside of the Greeks and the Egyptian priestly 
class (its power broken), a few privileged Macedonians stood on one end of the 
social scale and the mass of the Egyptians on the other. The Ptolemies adhered 
to a strong central government with a tightly organized system of administra
tion. The dynasty accumulated great wealth, so much as to be both famous and 
envied for it. Herondas (third century B.C.) said: 

For all that is and will be, can be found in Egypt: 
Riches, stadiums, power, fine weather, 
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Reputation, theatres, philosophers, gold, young men, 
The sanctuary of the kindred gods, the king, 
A just one, the museum, wine, every good thing, 
Whatever you want, and women. (Mime 1.26-32) 

(For the sources of Ptolemaic wealth see p. 76.) 

At times the Ptolemies controlled Palestine, Cyprus, some Aegean islands, 
and parts of Asia Minor. Despite their wealth, however, they did not maintain 
a strong military base at home. Once the immigration of Greeks ceased, the 
military power of the Ptolemies soon decayed. For a century, the Greeks in 
Egypt did not mix with the Egyptians. During the second century B.C., however, 
there was a native revival, paralleled by a policy on the part of the kings of 
promoting Egyptian culture. Internal revolts and invasions from Syria brought 
such a crisis that only Roman intervention in 168 B.C. in order to preserve the 
balance of power in the east saved the dynasty. The Greeks were thereafter on 
the defensive. The coming of Roman rule under Augustus in the next century 
prevented Hellenism from being absorbed. 

Seleucids - Syria 

Seleucus I Nicator (c. 358-280 B.C.) was the son of the Macedonian Antiochus. 
The names Seleucus and Antiochus alternate through the Seleucid dynasty. 

Seleucus I (Nicator) 
Antiochus I (Soter) 
Antiochus II (Theos) 
Seleucus II (Callinicus) 
Seleucus III (Soter) 
Antiochus III (the Great) 
Seleucus IV (Philopator) 
Antiochus IV (Epiphanes) 
Antiochus V (Eupator) 
Demetrius I (Soter) 
Alexander Balas 
Demetrius II (Nicator) 
Antiochus VI (Epiphanes) 
Antiochus VII (Euergetes, also Sidetes) 
Antiochus VIII (Grypus) 
Antiochus IX (Cyzikenus) 

312-281 

281-261 

261-246 

246-225 

225-223 

223-187 
187-175 

175-163 
163-162 

162-150 

150-145 

145-139, 129-125 

145-138 

1391138-129 

125-96 

115-95 
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Seleucus obtained the satrapy (territory) of Babylonia after Alexander's death, 
but was not able to gain secure control until 312, from which year the Seleucid 
era of dating begins. He had conquered the lands to the east but lost India 
before 303. This was more than compensated for by gains to the west: northern 
Syria and Mesopotamia in 301, Cilicia in 296, and Asia Minor except for the 
native kingdoms and some cities by 281. Between 250 and 227, with the gradual 
establishment of the Greco-Bactrian and Parthian kingdoms, everything east of 
Media was lost to the Seleucids. Antiochus III the Great (223-187) began a revival 
and expansion. He defeated the Ptolemaic forces at Paneion near the source of 
the Jordan in 200, and by 198 occupied the Egyptian province of Phoenicia and 
Syria; but he was defeated by the Romans at Magnesia in Asia in 190, and the 
peace of Apamea in 188 excluded Seleucid power from western Asia Minor. 
Antiochus IV Epiphanes (175-163) almost conquered Egypt, but was checked by 
Roman intervention. Decline set in, and the death of Antiochus VII Sidetes in 
129 entailed the final loss of Babylonia and Judea, reducing the Seleucids to a 
local dynasty in north Syria. The Seleucid empire had three nerve centers
Ionia (Sardis), Syria (Antioch), and Babylonia (Seleucia) - but was fmally 
reduced to the middle region. 

The Seleucid territory included many ancient temple states of Syria and 
Asia. These were territories centered in a temple, some possessing large amounts 
of land, where the priest held a dominant position in political and economic 
affairs. They dated back to a pre-Aryan social system based on matriarchy; 
originally they probably all worshiped the great fertility goddess and the com
panion god who was sometimes her son and sometimes her consort. The feature 
that so struck the Greeks was the crowd of temple slaves and sacred prostitutes 
who ministered for part of their lives to the fertility worship of the goddess. 
Artemis of Ephesus, for example, was originally the fertility goddess whose 
temple had been annexed to a Greek city and who was superficially Hellenized 
through identification with the Greek nature goddess Artemis. To external 
observers Judea, despite differences more obvious to Jews and Christians than 
to third-century Greeks, would have appeared (politically and sociologically) as 
simply another one of these temple-states so common in Asia and Syria. 

The Seleucids promoted Hellenism in parts of their territories through 
Greek cities and settlements. That Zeus and Apollo were the two chief deities 
of the Seleucids shows their cultural identification with Hellenism. In contrast 
to the Ptolemies, they built large numbers of new cities and refounded old ones. 
In Greek theory a collection of houses, no matter how numerous, was a polis 
only if it possessed municipal self-government and certain organs of corporate 
life (citizens divided into tribes, a council chosen from those tribes, responsible 
magistrates, its own laws and finances, a primary assembly of the citizens, and 
local subdivisions of the city land). Founding a city often meant giving these 
forms of corporate life to an existing village. For early Christian history the 
greatest of these Seleucid foundations was Antioch on the Orontes. Unlike 
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Alexandria, it was not a center of learning in Hellenistic times; it was a great 
trade center with a reputation as a pleasure city. 

Another type ofSeleucid foundation was the catoecia ("settlement"), espe
cially for military veterans but also including free peasants with hereditary rights. 

The Attalid kingdom of Pergamum replaced Seleucid power in Asia north 
of the Taurus mountains during the third and second centuries B.C. The Attalids, 
consistent friends of Rome, shielded the Greek cities of Asia from the nomadic 
Galatians (a Celtic people) and copied the Ptolemies' cultural policy in main
taining the Pergamum library. The native kingdoms of Asia Minor (Cappadocia, 
Pontus, and Armenia) were only superficially Hellenized during the Hellenistic 
Age. Deeper in Bithynia the warlike Galatians remained largely untouched by 
Hellenism until the Roman period. 
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ROME 

The Roman Genius 

Polybius, the second-centurY-B.C. Greek historian, devoted a book to the source 
of Roman strength. He decided that the reason for Rome's achievement was 
internal. Her constitutional system was a perfect balance of the monarchic 
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(consul), oligarchic (senate), and democratic (assemblies) elements. And the 
cement that held it together was the fear of the gods expressed in due perfor
mance of the traditional rites. 

The quality in which the Roman commonwealth is most distinctly superior 
is in my opinion the nature of their religious convictions. I believe that it is 
the very thing which among other peoples is an object of reproach, I mean 
superstition (deisidaimonia), which maintains the cohesion of the Roman 
state. (Histories 6.56) 

In other words, Roman power was due to Roman piety.3 This balance and this 
cement were in time to crumble, but Rome had a remarkable power of en
durance. 

Rome was originally a city-state, but different from the Greek city. Citi
zenship in Rome was infinitely expansible. For example, freed slaves became 
citizens, unlike in Greece. Greek cities only extended citizenship in cases of 
emergency, and for it to become effective one had to take up residence in the 
city. Rome more readily extended citizenship to those in other cities, such as in 
the region of Latium (the Latin league). It had a great ability to absorb alien 
populations - human and divine. The Persians too had sought to absorb con
quered peoples; they allowed a freedom of development but did not create a 
unity. The Romans could take borrowed things and make them their own as 
the Persians did not. Rome was a borrower - culturally and religiously - but 
it could put its own stamp on things. The Latin phrase is significant: when one 
became a citizen, he was "made a Roman." Rome could do this with cultures 
too - first the Etruscan and later the Greek. We can see this in Rome's absorp
tion of foreign cults. Through its ceremony of evocatio, Rome called upon the 
gods of an enemy city to change sides, promising that the Romans would give 
more dutiful service to the deities than the people from whom they had been 
accustomed to receive homage. The appeal must have been effective: Rome 
always seemed to win. Peoples from all over the Mediterranean world eventually 
flowed into Rome. It was the great melting pot of the ancient world, yet in the 
end nothing was melting but the pot. Before that happened, however, the city 
of Rome became the basis of an empire with great elasticity, infused with Rome's 
own spirit and political wisdom. 

For all of Rome's ability to absorb, the traditional ways of doing things 
remained the standard. There was a prominent feeling that what Rome did was 
rooted in the eternal order of right. 

3. Cicero, Concerning the Response of the Soothsayers 9.19: "We have excelled neither 
Spain in population, nor Gaul in vigor, nor Carthage in versatility, nor Greece in art, nor, 
indeed Italy and Latium itself in the innate sensibility characteristic of this land and its 
peoples, but in piety, in devotion to religion, ... we have excelled every race and every 
nation." 
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Rome's political genius exceeded its deficiencies in imagination, a quality 
in which the Greeks excelled. Legal formulation or definition was Rome's great 
strength. Everything in Rome depended on right or jurisdiction. The magistrates 
had imperium, or complete power. Ius (the ordinary Latin word for force, "civil 
law") and fas ("religious law," what had divine sanction apart from the state) 
were combined in the ruling bodies. Rome might look like a theocracy, but it 
was not, for all was legal. If for Greece the measure of all things was man, for 
Rome the measure of all things was law. For the east the measure of all things 
was the king, and it will be seen that for the Jews the measure of all things was 
God.4 

Rome had a reasonably continuous policy. Long generations of rulers set 
themselves to one task - the growth of Rome. Their ideal was great statesman
ship, not the search for the good, the true, and the beautiful, as in Greece. True, 
the Romans were great builders and knew road building as a device for strategy 
(Rome built on the earlier road systems of the Persians and the Macedonians 
in the near east and perfected roads for strategic purposes), but the real greatness 
of Roman policy lay in the government's interest in people. Moral authority of 
a high standard was preserved for a long time in the senate, until demoralization 
came in the first century. 

Conquest brought new problems. Rome, like Sparta at the end of the 
Peloponnesian War, found it difficult to maintain discipline away from home. 
A permanent court had to be created in Rome in 149 B.C. to deal with charges 
by provincials against Roman officials for extortion. Governors enriched them
selves. This was not true of all governors by any means, but it was said that a 
governor must make three fortunes while in office: one to pay the debts incurred 
in obtaining the office, one to buy acquittal from the charges that would be 
brought for his administration, and one to finance retirement. 

Rome and the West 

By the end of the fourth century B.C. Rome had consolidated its hold south of 
the Po River. Carthage was Rome's chief rival in the western Mediterranean. A 
sea power, Carthage used mercenaries on land; Rome's strength was in its citizen 
soldiers. Rome fought three major wars with Carthage, known as the Punic 
Wars ("Punic" from the Phoenician settlers of Carthage). As a result of the First 
Punic War (262-241 B.C.) Rome acquired Sardinia, Corsica, and Sicily. During 
the Second Punic War (218-201 B.C.) Hannibal launched an invasion of Italy 
from Spain by crossing the Alps. His invasion brought great suffering and 
anxiety. Rome, however, found its own great general in Scipio Africanus, who 

4. Cf. A. D. Nock, "Religious Attitudes of the Ancient Greeks," Proceedings of the 
American Philosophical Society 85 (1942):480 (Essays, 547). 
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finally defeated Hannibal in Mrica. Rome now came to control northern Italy, 
southern Gaul, and Spain. The Third Punic War (149-146 B.C.) brought the final 
defeat of Carthage, and all of the western Mediterranean was now in Roman 
hands. 

Although not brought about by deliberate policy, the Latin language and 
culture were planted in Spain, Gaul, Britain, the Rhineland, and North Africa. 

Rome and the East 

The Etruscans appear to have had connections with Asia Minor, so Rome in 
effect had her near east right at home in central Italy. Rome's contacts with (and 
eventual conquest of) the Etruscans gave it an early experience in taking over 
near eastern institutions and infusing them with its own natural temper. 

The campaigns in southern Italy from 280-275 B.C. by Pyrrhus, king of 
Epirus in Greece, on behalf of the Greek colony of Tarentum engaged Rome in 
military conflict with Greece. The fall of Tarentum in 272 B.C. brought Greek 
slaves to Rome. Thereafter Rome would be significant in the Greek world, and 
Greek ideas were to penetrate Rome. 

At the conclusion of Rome's four Macedonian Wars (214-205,200-196, 

171-167, 150-148 B.C.), Macedonia was made a Roman province (148 B.C.). In 
146 B.C. the Greek leagues were dissolved into their component city-states and 
the city of Corinth was destroyed. 
~ .. ---. 

Rome was already involved farther to the east. In 188 B.C. the Seleucid king 
Antiochus III was driven from Asia, with Rome's friend Eumenes of Pergamum 
the chief benefactor. In 168 Rome ordered Syria to withdraw from Egypt. The 
envoy of the senate, C. Popilius Laenas, drew a circle on the ground and told 
Antiochus IV not to step out of it until he had given his pledge to withdraw 
from Egypt.5 By enforcing his will on Hellenistic monarchs, the Roman envoy 
made a profound impression. A few days before this the consul L. Aemilius 
Paullus had dealt Macedonia a decisive defeat in the battle of Pydna. Thus within 
a week Rome had defeated Macedonia, taken Egypt under its protection, and 
forced Syria to submit to its wishes. A new power now overshadowed the three 
chief segments of Alexander's empire. 

Attalus III bequeathed the kingdom of Pergamum to Rome in 133 B.C., 

and in 129 Rome organized the province of Asia, leaving the rest of Asia Minor 
under native client kings (about whom more later). Syria was made a province 
in 63 B.C. and Egypt in 31 B.C. (see below). 

Rome is the Greek word for strength. Roman power was respected in the 
east, if not always admired, and from the second century (in keeping with the 

5. Polybius, Histories 29.27; Appian, Roman History 11.11.66; Livy 45.12; Plutarch, Moralia 
202F. 
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practice of worshiping power) the personified city of Rome was honored as a 
goddess there. 

Rome thus took over the political and cultural heritage of Alexander west 
of the Euphrates and became his real successor. It accomplished politically his 
vision of one unified world. Rome brought security and roads to the near east. 
It did not bring a new culture. It made no effort to Latinize, and Greek remained 
the effective language. The Greek culture prevailed in the eastern Mediterranean, 
whereas culture in the west owed and still owes its stamp to the Roman conquest. 
The educated man from the second century B.C. spoke Greek and Latin. As 
Roman military might and political administration moved east,· Greek culture 
flowed west and came to prevail even in Rome. Horace stated the situation 
epigrammatically: "Captured Greece took captive her savage conqueror and 
brought civilization to rustic Latium" (Ep. 2.1.156). 

The Later Republic: Civil Wars 

The Roman Republic knew social upheaval and civil war for a century from 
133 B.C. The turmoil began with the land reform measures of Tiberius Gracchus, 
which were extended to a broader program of social and political reform by his 
brother Caius Gracchus. Both brothers lost their lives as a result of violence 
stirred up by senatorial reaction against their proposals, the former in 132 and 
the latter a decade later. The Gracchi's proposals were not extreme according 
to later developments, but this opening conflict in a century of strife showed 
that reformers needed more secure support than the fickle urban proletariat 

. could provide in the Popular Assembly, and the physical force by which ex
tremists among the aristocracy put them down revealed what the decisive 
weapon would be. 

The wars against Iugurtha in Numidia and the Teutons invading from the 
north at the end of the second century B.C. brought Marius to leadership. He 
was placed in command by the people, an encroachment on the senate's right 
of military control. Marius opened the army to voluntary enlistment apart from 
a property qualification and so introduced a professional standing army. Now 
the poorer people served, and their loyalty was to the commander, upon whom 
they were dependent for pay and promises of land on retirement, rather than 
to the state. The intervention of Marius' army in civil strife in Rome in 100 B.C. 

showed the potential for military solutions to political problems. As the next 
century progressed, Rome's internal and external difficulties increased. Large 
numbers of troops were required for extended campaigns, and long campaigns 
abroad weakened the economic system. When men were away from Rome for 
a long time together, they acquired new ideas. 

The Civil Wars began in 90 B.C. with a rebellion by a confederacy of Italian 
peoples. L. Cornelius Sulla's part in putting down the rebellion made him the 
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champion of the senate. His troops seized Rome in order to suppress opposing 
political elements. When Sulla retired from Rome to prepare for war in the east, 
Marius led an army into the city, but he died early in 86. 

Meanwhile Mithridates VI, king of Pontus, had been expanding his con
trol in Asia and posed a serious challenge to Roman authority in the eastern 
Mediterranean. His invasion of Greece in 87 precipitated the First Mithridatic 
War. Mithridates had made the most of dissatisfactions with Rome in the east, 
but Sulla was able to win a decisive military victory, forcing the king to evacuate 
his conquered territory in Asia Minor and the Greek cities that supported him 
to pay a heavy tribute. 

Sulla returned to Italy in 83 and by 80 had put an end to the civil war by 
disposing of the armies that had supported Marius. Sulla exacted bloody ven
geance on supporters of the Marian party and imposed heavy fmancial exac
tions. He had himself appointed dictator in order to put the republican consti
tution back in working order. He laid down the office in 79 and retired from 
Rome to allow the restored government of the senate to function. No one else 
was to do that. 

The old Roman constitution had its checks and balances, but the new 
government was not able to cope with the altered political forces. In the ensuing 
period Pompey established himself as a military leader and statesman by sweep
ing the Mediterranean of pirates, ending the threat of Mithridates VI, and 
bringing the remaining Seleucid territories within Roman control and settling 
their administration. The so-called First Triumvirate came into the open with 
the first consulship of C. Julius Caesar in 59.6 Pompey and Crassus had been 
rivals, but the alliance of Pompey with Caesar's rising star brought Crassus into 
the partnership to safeguard his own interests. Pompey held command in Spain 
and was in charge in Rome. Crassus held the Syrian command, but his death 
in 53 removed an important balancing factor within the coalition. Caesar's 
conquest of Gaul brought him prestige but also hatred from those who feared 
his power. The senate maneuvered Pompey into a position of opposition to 
Caesar. Civil war returned to Rome when Caesar crossed the Rubicon River and 
invaded Italy in 49 B.C. Pompey's troops were not ready for battle, and he 
removed them across the Adriatic to Greece. The decisive battle at Pharsalus in 
Thessaly in 48 left Caesar master of the Roman world, though he had to fight 
battles against pockets of resistance until 45. His assumption of a perpetual 
dictatorship in February 44 convinced the champions of the Republic, who 
resented Caesar intensely, that they must act quickly. C. Cassius and M. Brutus 
planned the assassination that occurred on the Ides (15th) of March, 44 B.C., 

but some of Caesar's own staff officers as well as some whom he had aided were 
in on the plot. 

Cicero could hope that Caesar's death meant the restoration of the old 

6. For a modern treatment of Caesar see Michael Grant, Julius Caesar (London, 1969). 
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Republic, but such was not to be. "The tyrannicides had planned the murder 
of Caesar well, but they had planned nothing more."7 Octavian, nephew of 
Caesar and adopted by the latter in his will, Mark Antony, Caesar's chief 
lieutenant, and Lepidus, former consul and governor of Gaul and Spain, formed 
a "Second Triumvirate." The triumvirs gained control of Rome and began a 
massive proscription of the senatorial and equestrian classes. Brutus and Cassius 
had gathered armies in the Balkans and Syria, but Antony and Octavian disposed 
of them in the battle of Philippi in 42 B.C. 

Conflict was inevitable between Octavian and Antony. The latter's affair 
with Cleopatra VII, the last of the Ptolemaic rulers, in Egypt gave Octavian all 
the propaganda he needed to stir up national sentiment in Rome against Antony. 
The clash was treated as a war against Egypt, and so it was, although much 
more. The defeat of Antony and Cleopatra at Actium in 31 B.C. caused both to 
commit suicide in Egypt (30 B.C.). The Ptolemaic dynasty was extinguished and 
the last of the Hellenistic kingdoms was now in Roman hands. The Roman civil 
wars were finally at an end, but so too was the Republic. Rome had been an 
imperial republic for some time; now only the empire remained. It was for 
Octavian to establish a new constitution. 
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Augustus (31 B.C. - A.D. 14) 

Octavian (later called Augustus) had absolute power. He secured election as 
consul every year, but this was not the basis of his power. He was a despot by 
universal consent, yet he realized that this was not a satisfactory position. He 
understood the new situation and its needs: there had to be a strong hand 
(Rome had to have a central policy for the frontiers and could not continue 
just to meet emergencies); there could be no overt absolutism, which would 

7. Max Cary, A History of Rome (2d ed.; London, 1954), 422. 
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alienate the conservative forces in Rome; there had to be a rebuilding of morale 
and the support of the governing class had to be gained (the support of the 
governed is a luxury, but an empire cannot be governed by a democracy or by 
one man alone); and there was a need for order and stability (people were tired 
of change and the years of war and uncertainty). 

The new ruler's official version of the constitutional settlement reached 
in 27 B.C., his res gestae (the acts or things of note), is a combination of political 
testament and propaganda. It tells the truth, with some exaggeration, but not 
the whole truth. The res gestae says that Octavian's position rested on his 
exceeding everyone in auctoritas - a word that means a combination of innate 
power and prestige and refers to one whom the people naturally followed. 
Concerning the new arrangements, it continues: 

When I had extinguished the flames of civil war, after receiving by universal 
consent the absolute control of affairs, I transferred the republic from my 
own control to the will of the senate and the Roman people. For this service 
on my part I was given the title of Augustus by decree of the senate.8 

"Augustus" was an ancient word suggesting the numinous and something 
more than human, but no precise category. By this epithet Octavian has con
tinued to be known. A Roman name had three parts: praenomen (personal 
name of which there were very few and so usually abbreviated), nomen (the 
gens or family name), and the cognomen (nickname) - as M(arcus) Tullius 
Cicero. In a full designation the name of the father would be inserted between 
the nomen and cognomen. Thus the ruler's name had been C(aius) Julius C f 
[filius, son, of C(aesar)] Octavianus. After 27 his official name was Imp(erator) 
Caesar divi f(ilius) ["son of a god," in this case the now deified Julius Caesar] 
Augustus. In every respect this was not a normal Roman name and was indica
tive of the unique position he held. 

What were the reasons for ostensibly restoring an outmoded and ineffec
tive Republic? There was the problem of how one with superior power legalizes 
his position. Augustus had to provide for a transmission of power. With a legal 
arrangement he could channel patronage and answer his critics. Moreover, he 
had to consider the sentiments of the people. But there was no doubt who was 
in control. In 27 B.C. Augustus was voted a very large military command, com
prising about three-fourths of the legions, to be held for ten years. And he 
continued to be elected consul until 23 B.C. It was not very republican to hold 
office this long; and by doing so he was squeezing out other men from gaining 

8. The text of the res gestae is most completely preserved in an inscription in the Temple 
to Rome and Augustus in Ancyra; Eng. trans. in the Loeb Classical Library in the volume 
with Velleius Paterculus, History of Rome; commentaries by E. G. Hardy, The Monumentum 
Ancyranum (Oxford, 1923) and P. A. Brunt and J. M. Moore, Res Gestae Divi Augusti (London, 
1967); E. S. Ramage, The Nature and Purpose of Augustus' "Res gestae" (Stuttgart, 1987). 
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administrative experience and was extending the power of the office beyond its 
content. 

The final legal definition of the new constitutional arrangement was made 
in 23 B.C. Augustus was allowed to have proconsular power over the provinces 
without living there and without the title of proconsul. This was known as the 
imperium maius of the provincial army. Further, he received the right of inter
ference in any province. Augustus gave up the office of consul and was invested 
with the tribunicia potestas, the power of the tribunate. To protect the power 
of the people, the Republic had elected ten tribunes - a troublesome office to 

EMPEROR AUGUSTUS, 
from Prima Porta 
Augustus as a general 
gives an address. The 
Eros at his feet alludes to 
the claim that the Julian 
family was descended 
from Venus. (Braccio 
Nuovo, Vatican Museum) 
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the aristocracy, for a tribune held veto power and could initiate legislation, and 
an offense against a tribune was considered an offense against the gods. The 
office had been kept under control until the time of the Gracchi. Augustus was 
now given the power of the board of tribunes. Since the power (in distinction 
from the privileges) of the office had never been clearly defined, it was elastic 
enough to be extended as far as Augustus desired, while keeping the republican 
forms. Augustus' legal position now rested on the tribunate and the imperium 
of the provincial army. 

A habit developed of calling Augustus the princeps, the chief citizen, and 
the government the principate. This is descriptive terminology; it occurs on no 
monument as an official title of the emperor. It had harmless and benevolent 
connotations, but as princeps senatus (from 28 B.C.) he had the right of speaking 
first in debate. A new system was developing. Several efforts have been made 
to define it, but it changed with the passing of time and with the viewpoint (in 
the provinces it was monarchy and they liked it, and at Rome it was a continua
tion of what was flexible in the old constitution). In a sense the new government 
was a delegated absolutism. There is much to be said for the view that Augustus 
introduced a revolutionary tyranny. On the other side, his achievements were 
great and he well answered the needs of the time. 

Without any delegated authority, Augustus would still have been master of 
the world: he exceeded all in auctoritas, extraconstitutional power; all the clientele 
of the opposing families were swept into his allegiance after Actium; he had the 
army and the money; and he had the resources of Egypt. So clear was the new 
reality as a permanent fact that all took an oath of allegiance to Tiberius in A.D. 14, 
as they had to Augustus, without another word about a successor. 

Augustus was careful to act in the right ways as a citizen, but he accepted the 
halos of artists and writers (who did an important service in promoting the new 
reign), and in the east he stepped into the place of earlier monarchs. There was a 
great emphasis on peace: his rule ushered in the pax romana. After the wars of the 
preceding period a genuine sense of gratitude was expressed toward Augustus for 
the restoration of peace. He promoted this virtue of his reign, given monumental 
expression in the ara pads (altar of peace) in Rome, whose reliefs are a noble 
expression of the ideals of the principate. Security and safety made possible travel, 
trade, and renewed economic development and prosperity. Augustus took the 
office of pontifex maxim us in 12 B.C. as part of his program of restoring the religion 
of the Republic. Some historians have considered this as merely keeping up 
appearances, but there was a very real accomplishment by Augustus in this regard. 
The Roman gods were not yet dead, and Roman religious emotions were still 
strong. Further, Augustus initiated significant building activity, boasting that he 
found Rome a city of brick and left it a city of marble.9 

Philo of Alexandria was special pleading in contrasting Augustus with 

9. Suetonius, Augustus 28.3. 
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Caligula, but his words represent the contemporary provincial estimate of 
Augustus: 

This is he who exterminated wars both of the open kind and the covert 
which are brought about by the raids of brigands. This is he who cleared the 
sea of pirate ships and filled it with merchant vessels. This is he who reclaimed 
every state to liberty, who led disorder into order and brought gentle manners 
and harmony to all unsociable and brutish nations, who enlarged Hellas by 
many a new Hellas and hellenized the outside world in its most important 
regions, the guardian of the peace, who dispensed their dues to each and all, 
who did not hoard his favors but gave them to be common property, who 
kept nothing good and excellent hidden throughout his life .... He was also 
the first and the greatest and the common benefactor in that he displaced the 
rule of many and committed the ship of the commonwealth to be steered by 
a single pilot, that is himself, a marvellous master of the science of govern
ment .... The whole habitable world voted him no less than celestial honors. 
These are so well attested by temples, gateways, vestibules, porticoes .... They 
knew his carefulness and that he showed it in maintaining firmly the native 
customs of each particular nation no less than of the Romans, and that he 
received his honours not for destroying the institutions of some nations in 
vain self-exaltation but in accordance with the magnitude of so mighty a 
sovereignty whose prestige was bound to be enhanced by such tributes. That 
he was never elated or puffed up by the vast honours given to him is clearly 
shown by the fact that he never wished anyone to address him as a god. 10 

As the rule of Alexander marks one turning point for our period, so the 
rule of Augustus marks another. He did not look at himself as the first of a 
series of emperors. He was a man undertaking a constitutional experiment that 
depended on a delicate balance. Although he refused the discredited office of 
dictator, he could still act arbitrarily. He was repeatedly frustrated in his plans 
to transmit power to his sons, but the new order endured for a remarkably long 
time. Concerning Alexander's supposed despondency after his conquests over 
what to do with the rest of his life, Augustus was quoted as saying he was 
surprised "that Alexander did not regard the right ordering of the empire he 
had won a greater task than winning it" (Plutarch, Moralia 207D). The saying, 
even if unhistorical, well states their respective achievements. 

The contributions of Augustus of significance for early Christianity in
clude peace, economic prosperity, improved communications, stable govern
ment, and a sense of renewal. The literature of the Augustan age celebrates the 
birth of a new age (pp. 104-5). There was a strong sense of a new beginning, an 
old era of upheaval and warfare ended and a new era of peace and prosperity 

10. Embassy to Gaius 145-54, trans. F. H. Colson in Loeb Classical Library, Philo 1O.75ff. 
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beginning. Christian authors later concurred in the sentiment, but saw in it an 
even deeper meaning, for Jesus had been born under Augustus' reign (Luke 2:1). 
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The Early Empire 

Tiberius (A.D. 14-37).1l Tiberius was the son of Augustus' second wife Livia by 
a previous marriage. He seems not to have been considered for the succession 
until all other possibilities had been exhausted. Augustus' manipulation of the 
private lives of those near him is seen in his requiring Tiberius to marry his 
daughter Julia, the talk of Rome for her infidelities. As stepson, son-in-law, and 
then adopted son of Augustus, he came to power at fifty-five years of age. 
Although a brilliant military commander, Tiberius had grown bitter and mel
ancholy by the time he became emperor. He did not approve of the cult of the 
ruler (pp. 193-97), but he took an interest in astrology (pp. 222-27). 

Tiberius disliked the trappings of power, and although he professed a 
desire for the senate to have freedom, its own debasement under the long rule 
of Augustus and Tiberius' isolation from it (from A.D. 26 he lived on Capri and 
did not attend another meeting of the senate) strained relations between them. 
This isolation plus the oppressive practices of Sejanus, the prefect of the prae
torian guard (pp. 51, 54), gave to the senatorial class the black picture of Tiberius 
that is reflected in Tacitus. Tiberius allowed Sejanus to exercise effective power, 
but Sejanus finally overreached himself and Tiberius in a counterplot had him 
executed in A.D. 31. 

11. Robin Seager, Tiberius (London, 1972); Barbara Levick, Tiberius the Politician (Lon
don, 1986). 
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Sejanus was anti-Jewish; Pontius Pilate, governor of}udea at the time of 
Jesus' crucifIxion, was one of his appointees. Pilate's dealings with the Jews may 
reflect the varying fortunes of his sponsor in Rome (see pp. 392-94). During 
this time the Jews were expelled from Rome, with four thousand Jewish youth 
sent to Sardinia to fIght brigands (Tacitus, Annals 2.85). 

Although Tiberius alienated the senate at home, he was vigilant in foreign 
affairs. His reign brought stability to the frontiers, and he brought better order 
to the provinces by leaving men in office longer (the practice in the Republic 
was to change provincial governors annually). Pilate's ten years in Judea exem
plifIes this policy. 

Gaius Caligula (A.D. 37-41).12 Gaius was the grandson of Tiberius' brother 
Drusus. He acquired the nickname Caligula ("little boots") from the soldiers 
among whom he grew up while his father Germanicus was on campaign in 
Germany. 

Gaius began with the favor of the senate, but he had grown up in an 
atmosphere of family tragedy and suspicion and this perhaps had something 
to do with the signs of mental derangement that appeared before his assassi
nation. He foolishly depleted the treasury and became convinced of his divinity, 
demanding divine honors. 

His reign was marked by conflict with the Jews. When his friend 
Agrippa I was returning from Rome to take possession of the kingdom as
signed to him in northeast Palestine, he stopped in Alexandria. This became 
the occasion of an anti-Jewish riot in the city: an idiot was paraded through 
the city in royal robes to mock Agrippa, statues of Gaius were set up in the 
synagogues, and there was burning and pillaging in the Jewish sections of the 
city.l3 The prefect of the city, Flaccus, was arrested and later executed for the 
outrage, but a Jewish embassy to Rome under Philo did not receive a friendly 
welcome. Gaius was a personal friend of Agripp a's , but he had no appreciation 
for Jewish religion and customs. When the Jews in Jamnia tore down an altar 
erected to him in A.D. 40, he ordered a statue of himself set up in the temple 
in Jerusalem. Petronius, the. legate in Syria, knew what this would mean to 
Jewish sensibilities and successfully stalled on the order (see pp. 394-95 for a 
fuller account). Jews were not the only people relieved when in A.D. 41 Caligula 
learned he was not a god. 

ClaudiusjA.D. 41-54).14 Claudius was Gaius' uncle. The praetorian guards 
who kiltedCfaius found Claudius hiding in some curtains in the palace and took 
him as their candidate for princeps. The negotiator between the praetorians and 

12. E. Mary Smallwood, Documents Illustrating the Principates of Gaius, Claudius, and 
Nero (London, 1967); A. A. Barrett, Caligula: The Corruption of Power (New Haven, 1989). 

13. Philo, Against Flaccus. See p. 450. 
14. M. P. Charlesworth, Documents Illustrating the Reigns of Claudius and Nero (Cam

bridge, 1939); A. Momigliano, Claudius, the Emperor and his Achievement (Oxford, 1934; repro 
Cambridge, 1961); B. Levick, Claudius (New Haven, 1990). 
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the senate was none other than Agrippa I, whom Claudius rewarded with an 
enlarged kingdom throughout Palestine. Involvement with the military was a 
fateful precedent for the future: Claudius himself knew the value of keeping the 
army behind him. An early injury had left him with an ungainly limp, and he 
drooled saliva: such gave his contemporaries the idea that he was a half-wit. He 
had spent the years during which he had been overlooked in the imperial family 
(he was fifty at the time of his accession) reading and studying. Modern scholars 
are now making a case for him as a statesman and more than the figurehead 
that earlier generations considered him. 

The Jewish question still had to be dealt with. Claudius confirmed the 
privileges of the Jews in Alexandria, warning the Greeks there to maintain the 
peace and the Jews to be content with what they had and not to seek more 
privileges. IS Because of disturbances "at the instigation of one Chrestus 
[Christ?]," he expelled Jews from Rome (Suetonius, Claudius 25.4; cf. Acts 
18:2).16 

Claudius' major venture in foreign affairs was the addition of Britain to 
the empire. In domestic affairs he set higher standards for Roman citizenship 
yet also opened it up to worthy men in the provinces. He sought to make the 
business of the senate more efficient, but his own activities in public projects 
in Italy further eroded the distinction between areas administered by the senate 
and those by the princeps. The growth of an imperial bureaucracy run by 
freedmen centralized administration. The senate resented the power of these 
men but had only themselves to blame because they considered such tasks 
demeaning for men of their social rank. The three most powerful freedmen 
were the secretaries Palas, who handled imperial financial accounts, Narcissus, 
who had charge of official correspondence, and Callistus, who dealt with peti
tions. Besides these men, Claudius' fourth wife, his niece Agrippina (marriage 
to a niece was supposed to be illegal in Rome, but customs change, especially 
for a ruler), had great influence over affairs. 

Nero (A.D. 54-68)P According to the ancient rumors, Agrippina had 
Claudius poisoned when he was of no further use to her in order to secure the 
throne for her son Nero. The accession was without difficulty: he was pro
claimed by the praetorian guard and presented to the senate for its approval. 

Nero's rule began with the quinquennium (the five good years), when 
affairs were under the control of Seneca, whose brother Gallio had been gover
nor of Greece (Acts 18:12), and Burrus, the prefect of the praetorian guards, 
advisors of the sixteen-year-old Nero. Paul's description of the Roman state in 

15. See H. I. Bell, Jews and Christians in Egypt (London, 1924), 23-29 for the papyrus 
copy of Claudius' letter to the Alexandrians; see pp. 551-52. 

16. F. F. Bruce, "Christianity under Claudius," BJRL 44 (1962):309-26. 
17. G. WaIter, ed., Nero (London, 1957); B. H. Warmington, Nero: Reality and Legend 

(London, 1969); Michael Grant, Nero (London, 1970); M. Griffin, Nero: The End of a Dynasty 
(New Haven, 1985). 
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EMPEROR NERO 
Nero began the 
persecution of 
Christians in 
Rome. (Capitoline 
Museum, Rome) 

Romans 13 was written during this period. Agrippina was removed from influ
ence and finally murdered, on Nero's orders, in A.D. 59. Nero increasingly took 
the direction of affairs into his own hands. Burrus died in 62 (there were 
suspicions of poisoning), and Seneca retired, finally receiving a command to 
take his life in 65. Their influence was replaced by that of the new praetorian 
prefect, Tigellinus, who brought out Nero's worst disposition and instituted a 
despotism. 

Nero also had his wife Octavia killed in 62 so he could marry Poppaea, 
described by Josephus as a "worshipper of God," perhaps a proselyte. His other 
associations with things Jewish and Christian were not so pleasurable. The great 
fire of Rome in 64 was blamed on the Christians, now recognized as distinct 
from the Jews and marked for disfavor (pp. 556-57). Tradition puts the martyr-
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EMPEROR 
VESPASIAN, 

from Ostia 
Vespasian was con

ducting the siege 
of Jerusalem in 

A.D. 69 when the 
legions in the east 

proclaimed him 
emperor. (National 

Museum, Rome) 

dom of Peter and Paul in Rome in the aftermath. The great Jewish revolt in 
Palestine broke out in 66 (pp. 396ff.), and Vespasian was placed in charge of 
suppressing it. 

The unpopularity of Nero's love of things Greek and his dilettante par
ticipation in athletic and artistic competitions (he was touring Greece during 
the first year of the Jewish revolt) were nothing compared to the response to 
the reign of terror he instituted. Revolts broke out among the legions in the 
west, and when the praetorian guards rebelled in Rome, Nero fled the city and 
finally committed suicide, still only thirty. With his death ended the Julio
Claudian dynasty: all of the emperors from Augustus to Nero were in one way 
or another related to the Julian and Claudian senatorial families, with other 
families of equal rank having been steadily eliminated. 

Civil War: 68/69.18 The confusion following Nero's flight brought on civil 
war. The legions and generals discovered the "secret of empire," that "the 
princeps could be made elsewhere than at Rome" (Tacitus, Histories 1.4). Four 
different men in succession came to the purple within the space of one year: 

18. P. Greenhalgh, The Year of the Four Emperors (New York, 1975). 
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Galba, governor in Spain; Otho, former governor of Lusitania; Vitellius, com
mander of the legions in Germany; and Vespasian. Vespasian gained the support 
of the east, and leaving his son Titus to continue the Jewish War, made his 
march on Rome in late 69, arriving in the city himself in 70. One of the first to 
declare for Vespasian was the governor of Egypt, Tiberius Alexander, an apostate 
Jew and nephew of Philo. 

Vespasian (A.D. 69-79).19 Vespasian inaugurated the Flavian dynasty. He 
came from a small town in the Sabine hills of Italy. His grandfather had been 
a centurion in the army, so he represents the rise of the governing class of the 
Italian towns to the highest influence in Rome. Vespasian changed the character 
of the senate by drawing new members from the municipal aristocracy of Haly 
and the west. His chief order of business was the restoration of order - fman
cial stability, confidence in the central government, tidying up the provinces. 
From his time emperors were known by and knew their armies. He and Titus 
celebrated a triumph in Rome in 71 for the successful suppression of the revolt 
in Judea. Vespasian's frugal and old-fashioned virtues were a needed respite in 
Rome. He treated the cult of the emperor lightly and, when he was dying, joked 
about the practice of declaring a dead emperor divine: "I think that I am 
becoming a god" (Suetonius, Vespasian 23). 

Titus (A.D. 79-81).20 A fever cut short the life of the popular Titus. His 
reign was remembered for two events: first, the eruption of Vesuvius, which 
destroyed Pompeii and Herculaneum in 79 and gave him the opportunity to 
demonstrate his generosity; second, the extravagant opening of the Colosseum, 
begun by his father and completed by his brother Domitian, and his further 
expenditures on games and shows, another feature of his reign and a reason for 
the favor in which the populace held him. 

Domitian (A.D. 81-96). Domitian's reign was characterized by the exile and 
execution of quite a number from senatorial families, so his memory was formally 
condemned by the senate after his assassination. Domitian insisted on the title 
dominus et deus ("lord and god"), and Christian tradition remembered him as a 
persecutor and the emperor under whom the Book of Revelation was written. 

"Five Good Emperors." Nerva (A.D. 96--98)21 was a transitional figure. The 
senate liked him, but the army, which resented the murder of Domitian, did 
not. Nerva, childless and in his sixties, adopted the commander of the army of 
Upper Germany, Trajan. What was probably an emergency measure to give 
military support to the new ruler became the method of settling the succession 
followed by the next three rulers. 

19. M. McCrum and A. G. Woodhead, Select Documents of the Principates of the Flavian 
Emperors (Cambridge, 1961); B. W. Henderson, Five Roman Emperors: Vespasian, Titus, 
Domitian, Nerva, Trajan, A.D. 69-117 (1927; repro New York, 1969). 

20. B. W. Jones, The Emperor Titus (New York, 1984). 
21. E. Mary Smallwood, Documents Illustrating the Principates of Nerva, Trajan, and 

Hadrian (Cambridge, 1966). 
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EMPEROR TITUS 
The toga emphasizes 
Titus' posture as "first 
among equals" in rela
tion to the senate. (Brac
cia Nuovo, Vatican 
Museum) 

This practice of adopting one's successor gave Rome a series of good 
emperors under whom the empire reached its highest development. The prov
inces were prosperous and generally well governed, the empire itself enjoyed 
internal peace, and a flourishing cultural development left imposing monumen
tal remains throughout the Mediterranean countries. 

Trajan (A.D. 98-117) came from Spain, and with him the provinces became 
full partners in the rule of the empire. He gave the empire its largest territorial 
extent through his successful campaigns, which pushed the frontiers in the north 
and east to the Danube and the Euphrates. 
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EMPEROR 
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at Ephesus 
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The colossal statue 
corresponds to 
Domitian's claims 
to divine honors. 
According to Chris
tian tradition the 
Book of Revelation 
was written during 
his reign. (Izmir 
Museum) 

Hadrian (A.D. 117-138)22 introduced a policy of stabilization on the frontier 
and at home. He was a lover of things Greek. He spent much time traveling in the 
eastern provinces, and many material remains testify to his interest in the Greek east. 
Under Hadrian occurred the second major Jewish revolt in Palestine (pp. 400ff.). 

Antoninus Pius (A.D. 138-161) enjoyed a peaceful and largely uneventful 
reign. The empire was prosperous. There was no discordant note. The emperor 
gathered around himself men of letters and philosophers. His character, repre
sented by the epithet Pius, conferred on him by the senate and suggesting an 
amiable personality, made a great impression on the age. 

Marcus Aurelius (A.D. 161-180)23 had to face the problems that were to 
bring disasters to the Roman world in the next century. Soldiers returning from 
Mesopotamia brought with them the plague, which had lasting consequences 
for the political and economic development of the empire. It was still going 
when Germans and Sarmatians invaded the empire. Marcus was devoted to 
duty and principle; much of his time was occupied with wars on the northern 
frontier, fought with inadequate reserves of troops. 

22. Stewart Perowne, Hadrian (London, 1960). 
23. Anthony Birley, Marcus Aurelius: A Biography (New Haven, 1987). 
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Although later Christian authors joined the general chorus of praise for 
the Antonine Age, Jews and Christians both had good reasons for reservations 
about the second century as an age of peace and justice. Jewish disturbances in 
Egypt, Cyrene, and Cyprus in 115 during Trajan's rule destroyed much property 
and took many lives and had to be ruthlessly suppressed. Hadrian's plan to 
rebuild Jerusalem as a Roman colony, Aelia Capitolina, with a temple to Jupiter 
and himself on the site of the Jewish temple perhaps contributed to the Bar 
Kokhba revolt in 132, not put down until 135 (p. 400). There were sporadic 
persecutions of the Christians under the second-century emperors, with more 
martyrs made under Marcus Aurelius than under any emperor before the 
Decian persecution of the third century (see p. 569). 
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The Later Empire 

The return to hereditary succession with Marcus' son Commodus (A.D. 180-192) 

turned out badly. War followed his assassination. Septimius Severus fmally won 
out and inaugurated the Severan dynasty, under which Syrian influence became 
prevalent in Rome. 

The second century, which had brought the high-water mark in the mate-
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rial culture of the empire, also saw its share of emergencies, with pressure from 
enemies on the frontier, strains on the economy, and religious conflict within 
the empire; but these problems became a flood during the third century. The 
movement of peoples from central Asia exerted ever more pressure on the 
northern frontiers, and Parthia (where the Sassanid dynasty had replaced the 
Arsacid in 230) gave trouble on the east. A drop in purchasing power of money 
and the debasement of the currency ruined the middle class. The third century 
was a bad time for the Roman world. Nevertheless, the empire showed astound
ing powers of recovery. It is extraordinary that the system survived some of the 
strains that it did. 

Decius and the Illyrian soldier-emperors began to stabilize the situation. 
With Diocletian and Constantine the constitutional realities changed the princi
pate into the dominate: all pretense of partnership with the senate was gone, 
and the emperor ruled as supreme lord in name as well as in reality. The 
remarkable thing is that the empire held together as long as it did. Constantine's 
rejuvenation gave the empire a century and a half lease on life in the west and 
laid the basis for the Byzantine state, which remained an important power in 
the eastern Mediterranean for the next millennium. 

ADMINISTRATION OF THE EMPIRE 

Cities 

The Roman empire, as far as power and government were concerned, was a 
collection of cities.24 The cities were what counted for something, and most 
people wanted to have a home in the city (even though many of the nobility, 
who could afford to be snobbish, often expressed strong preference for the 
peacefulness of their country estates in contrast to the noise and confusion of 
the city). The city was where things happened, where the opportunities were. 
The civilization of the Roman empire was an urban civilization to a greater 
extent than any time in the west up to the modern age. 

We may classify the cities of the empire according to the privileges they 
possessed. At the top of the scale were the coloniae civium romanorum (colonies 
of Roman citizens). These were mostly towns in which military veterans were 
settled. They were sometimes granted partial or complete immunity from taxa
tion. Each was a little Rome, Rome away from home. Some of the Roman 
colonies mentioned in the New Testament are Philippi, Corinth, Antioch of 
Pisidla,Iconium, Lystra, and Troas. Next in importance were the other towns 

24. For the appearance of cities and a descriptive catalogue, see P. Grimal, Roman Cities 
(Madison, Wis., 1983); J. E. Stambaugh, The Ancient Roman City (Baltimore, 1988). 
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that possessed the Roman franchise, the municipia or oppida civium romanorum 
(towns of Roman citizens). The "Latin" towns came next, where the Roman 
franchise could be obtained by holding a magistracy in the town government. 
Other cities possessed no official privileges, but among them were a few that 
still called themselves "free" (Ephesus, Smyrna, Tarsus, and Antioch of Syria), 
meaning their internal affairs were governed by their own laws, or "federate" 
(Athens, Tyre, and Rhodes), although this was anachronistic under the empire. 

The form of municipal government in the cities of the west tended to 
copy that at Rome. Under the Republic the highest officials were the two consuls 
elected annually. Their ordinary one-year term of office was often abridged 
under the empire by the choice of supplementary consuls (suffecti) for part of 
a term in order to advance more men favored by the emperor. Under the empire 
the chief post in the city of Rome, filled by former consuls, was city prefect 
(praefectus urbi). Next in rank to the consuls were the praetors, normally twelve 
chosen each year. The praetors were judges, but after their term of office they 
filled other administrative posts. Quaestor was the lowest office that gave entry 
to the senate. Twenty quaestors were chosen each year; they had financial 
functions. All of the above offices were fIlled by men from the senatorial class 
(p. 53). Of the lesser offices fIlled by those who were not senators, we may 
mention the six aediles, who had charge of various public works and public 
services. One such aedile, named Erastus and mentioned on an inscription at 
Corinth, has been identified as possibly the same as Erastus, the "city treasurer," 
mentioned in Romans 16:23 (written from Corinth).25 

Roman towns in the west normally had two chief magistrates, duovirs, on 
the pattern of the two consuls in Rome. Inferior to them were two aediles, who 
superintended buildings and public works. Financial administration might be 
in the hands of quaestors. There was also a local council (curia) of former 
magistrates (called decuriones) like the senate in Rome. In the west there was a 
zealous imitation of Roman constitutional forms; in the east loyalty to Rome 
was expressed by extending divine honors to the emperor (see pp. 193ff.). 

In contrast to cities of the west, those in the eastern Mediterranean show 
much more variety in their local government, because they could keep older forms 
of municipal organization rather than imitate Rome.26 The best-known city in this 
regard is Athens, which may be taken as a sample of the Greek cities. Aristotle's 
students collected the constitutions of the Greek cities as a basis for his study of 
politics; of that collection only the constitution of Athens is preserved.27 The 

25. ERASTUS PRO AEDILITATE S. P. STRAVIT. "Erastus in return for the aedileship 
paved it [the pavement adjoining the theatre] at his own expense." For a survey of opinions 
and literature, see David W. J. Gill, "Erastus the Aedile," Tyndale Bulletin 40 (1989):293-30l. 

26. Victor Ehrenberg, The Greek State (2d ed.; London, 1969), describes the typical 
features. 

27. J. E. Sandys, Aristotle's Constitution of Athens (2d ed.; London, 1912); A. H. M. Jones, 
Athenian Democracy (Oxford, 1957). 
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assembly (ekklesia, the usual term for the political assemblies of citizens in Greek 
cities; see Acts 19:39, 41) of citizens in Athens provided a kind of direct democracy 
for many legislative and judicial decisions. The senate or council (boule) contained 
five hundred members. The elaborate and complicated arrangement involved a 
large number of different officials. Athenian democracy presumed an equal right 
to govern as well as an equal right to choose, hence there was frequent use of the 
lot in choosing men for functions that did not require technical skills (those who 
did exercise such functions, like generals, were elected). Each of the ten tribes into 
which the citizens were divided selected ten candidates by lot. One from the ten 
candidates of each of nine tribes was chosen by lot, and these nine served as archons, 
the principal magistrates. The tenth tribe supplied the clerk. The court of the 
Areopagus at one time was limited to jurisdiction in capital crimes, at other times 
it was the principal governing body in Athens; during the first century it appears 
to have regulated educational and religious affairs.28 Originally it met on the hill 
northwest of the Acropolis ("Mars Hill"), but in Hellenistic times it met in the 
Agora below (Paul in Acts 17:19, 22 appeared before the court, not on Ares' hill). 

Greek cities in the east (notably Alexandria) were often subdivided into 
politeumata (corporations; cf. the Greek of Phil. 3:20). The politeuma was a 
self-governing division of the city based on nationality. The Greek politeuma 
had a religious center, a council and magistrates, division of citizens into tribes, 
and other features of a Greek polis. The Jews in Alexandria, it seems, also formed 
a politeuma.29 This method of organization supplied a means of incorporating 
a large body of aliens into the city without making them full citizens. 

Provinces 

The Augustan settlement in 27 B.C. involved cooperation between the emperor 
and the senate in the administration of the provinces.3D The peaceful and 
civilized provinces where no legions had to be quartered - about ten in number 
- were administered by the senate. A provincial governor had the title of 
proconsul (Acts 19:38), that is, "in the place of consul" or functioning with the 
power of a consul in that provincia (which was originally a sphere of authority 
and later a geographical term). The proconsuls were chosen by lot out of the 
former magistrates at Rome. The emperor could manipulate this process in 
various ways, for of course he could not be indifferent to the persons who 

28. That the Areopagus held the real power in Roman times is stated by M. Nilsson, 
Geschichte der griechischen Religion (Munich, 1950), 2:296. For the early history, see R. W. 
Wallace, The Areopagos Council, to 307 B.C. (Baltimore, 1988). 

29. This is the correct explanation for the privileges of Jews in Alexandria and not full 
citizenship as indicated by Josephus - see V. Tcherikover, Hellenistic Civilization and the Jews 
(Philadelphia, 1961), 296-332. 

30. Suetonius, Augustus 47; Strabo, Geography 17.3.25 (840); Dio, Roman History 53.12. 
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qualified for such important positions. Former consuls were assigned to Asia 
and Africa, and the other senatorial provinces were governed by former praetors. 
There was normally an interval of five years for praetors and ten years for 
consuls between their magistracy in Rome and receiving a provincial governor
ship. The summit of a senatorial career was to serve, after becoming a consul 
in Rome, as proconsul of Asia or Africa. As we have seen, Augustus' maius 
imperium gave him the right after 23 B.C. to intervene anywhere. As new prov
inces were created, none went to the senate. 

The imperial provinces were the military provinces (e.g., Syria), where by 
reason of the lack of progress toward internal civilization legions were stationed. 
Augustus stepped into the position of proconsul but did not so call himself. He 
was assisted in the more important provinces by a senator as his legate (legatus), 
drawn from the ex-consuls and ex-praetors, who functioned as governor. In 
senatorial provinces a quaestor was appointed over financial affairs; in the 
military provinces an official of equestrian rank (see pp. 53-54), called a procu
rator, did this work. 

The smaller, troublesome provinces (such as Judea) that were under im
perial control received for governor a member of the equestrian order who had 
a command of auxiliary troops, but not ordinarily legions. Following the ter
minology employed after Claudius these men have been called procurators, for 
they were primarily finance officers. In the period before Claudius, however, 
their title was prefect, and the Greek term (hegemon) in the New Testament 
represents the Latin praefectus. The Pontius Pilate inscription from Caesarea 
now confirms that the official Latin title of Pilate as governor of Judea was 
praefectus.31 Although prefect emphasizes military command and procurator 
financial responsibility, the office combined military, financial, and judicial 
authority. In ordinary circumstances the governor of Judea was not subject to 
the legate in Syria, but in special circumstances the latter (as a higher-ranking 
official) could intervene. 

Standing outside the usual provincial organization was Egypt, which was 
a special representative of the class of imperial provinces governed by an 
equestrian with the title of prefect. It was treated as the personal property of 
the emperor (who in this respect as in other things stepped into the position 
of the Ptolemaic kings, as they had into the position of the Pharaohs). The 
governor was the only equestrian with a legionary force; other governors of this 

31. TIBERIEUM 
[ - POjNTIUS PILATUS 
[PRAEFjECTUS IUDA[EAjE 
[FECIT DjE[DICAVITj 

"Pontius Pilate, prefect of Judaea, built and dedicated the Tiberieum [a building in 
honor of Tiberi us )." Jerry Vardaman, "A New Inscription Which Mentions Pilate as 'Prefect; " 
fBL 81 (1962):70-71; Jack Finegan, The Archaeology of the New Testament (Princeton, 1969), 
80. Josephus, War 2.9.2 [169) and Tacitus, Annals 15.44 use "procurator" for Pilate. 



POLITICAL HISTORY 43 

rank had only auxiliary troops. Egypt was so important that Augustus forbade 
any senator to set foot in the country without his permission. With its strategic 
defensibility, wealth, and importance for the food supply of Rome it would have 
been an ideal place from which to challenge the emperor's authority. 

An intermediate organization outside the usual administrative machinery 
of the provinces was the concilium (Gk. koinon). Consisting of representatives 
of the cities or tribes in a province who met regularly (annually in most cases) 
in the capital of the province or other chief city, it became a channel to Rome 
for expressing the views of the local ruling classes. An important function of 
these provincial assemblies came to be the promotion of the imperial cult (pp. 
197-99). Although not a part of the recognized chain of authority, the concilia 
came in practice to exercise a great deal of influence. They became an instrument 
of empire, not by imperial action, but by what the provincials made of them. 
The Asiarchs of Acts 19:31 were members of the koinon of Asia. It is notable that 
these men are described as friendly to Paul, but the Asiarchs personally did not 
necessarily have priestly duties in the imperial cult. The regular meetings of 
provincial leaders in the capital of a province are thought to have provided a 
pattern for the church councils that we know began meeting in Asia Minor in 
the second century. 

Roman rule was unpopular in the eastern Mediterranean in the half 
century before the establishment of the principate. Rapacity of tax collectors 
and immunities of Roman citizens from accountability to local authorities were 
factors in this dissatisfaction. But a definite change of attitude is evident by the 
second century. Good government and peace were a large part of the explana
tion. 

Client Kingdoms32 

Rome preferred to leave the government of areas in the east where Hellenization 
had not advanced very far in the hands of native rulers, who could rule their 
own people best and by reason of their dependency could serve Rome's interests 
without Rome assuming responsibility. These rulers are known as client kings 
because they stood in the relation of clients (see pp. 55-56) to the Roman 
emperor and held the title of king only with Rome's sanction. Herod (Matt. 2:1) 

and his descendants (Acts 12:1; 25=13) who ruled in Palestine occupied this status. 
Galatia was ruled this way until it became an imperial province in 25 B.C. The 
client kings were left free in internal administration, levied taxes for their own 
use, and maintained armies under their own control. They could not pursue 
their own foreign policy and were limited in their right to mint coins. Their 

32. P. C. Sands, The Client Princes of the Roman Empire (Cambridge, 1908); David C. 
Braund, Rome and the Friendly King: the Character of Client Kingship (London, 1984). 
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duties were to supply auxiliaries and military aid on demand for the Roman 
army, maintain order and security on the frontiers, and pay taxes to Rome. 
These kingdoms also served to protect trade routes, as buffers between barbar
ians and the empire proper, and in general to advance Rome's purposes. 

In the course of time the client kingdoms disappeared and were incor
porated into the provincial structure. The uniformity of the status of towns 
became more general, and the provinces drew closer in status to Italy. 
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INTRODUCTION 

THIS chapter will.focus on the firs~ century. Where direc.t e:idence is absent 
or meager, we will employ the eVIdence of closest proXimIty. Nevertheless, 

our concern will be with the general circumstances rather than with chrono
logical exactitude. 

THE ROMAN MILITARY 

Military power had brought the various provinces under Roman rule. Not only 
did the Roman army create the empire but it was also one of the most important 
cultural factors. The military safeguarded Roman peace and so made possible 
social and cultural developments, and provided mobility both geographically 
and socially for its members. The army was important in the spread of various 
eastern religions and observed its own official religious ceremonies. l Although 
most military personnel were on the frontier, knowledge of them provided an 
ever present frame of reference from which writers could draw illustrations 
(e.g., 2 Tim. 2:3-4). 

The Legions 

The legions were composed of citizen soldiers. With the extension of the citi
zenship the provinces came to provide many of the legionaries, and by the time 
of Tiberius the main strength of the army lay in its non-Italian element. Prob
ably many recruits obtained citizenship on induction. From the end of the 
second century B.C. the army became a largely volunteer force of professional 
soldiers. 

1. A. D. Nock, "The Roman Army and the Roman Religious Year," HTR 45 (Oct. 
1952):187-252 (Essays, 2:736-90); John Helgeland, "Roman Army Religion," ANRWIJ, Princi
pat, 16.2 (Berlin and New York, 1978), 1470-1505; Eric Birley, "The Religion of the Roman 
Army: 1895-1977," ibid., 1506-41. 
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TOMBSTONE 
OF A CEN
TURION 
Marcus Favonius 
Facilis was sta
tioned in Britain 
in the mid-first 
century. Centuri
ons, indicated by 
the stick and 
sword, were the 
backbone of the 
Roman army. 
(Courtesy Col
chester and Essex 
Museum) 
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The nominal strength of a legion was 6,000 men, about 5,300 infantry 
and 700 cavalry and technical specialists, but for various reasons the legions 
were normally of smaller size. Under Tiberius there were twenty-five legions. 
The distribution at his time (according to Tacitus, Annals 4.5) placed eight on 
the Rhine, three in Spain, two in Egypt, four in Syria, two in Africa, and six in 
the Danube provinces. Seven commands were held by men of consular rank 
who constituted the greatest men next to the ruling family, the elite in peace 
and men to be reckoned with in civil war: two commands on the Rhine, one 
in Spain, one in Syria, and three in the Balkans (Pannonia, Dalmatia, and 
Moesia). 

A legion was divided into ten cohorts of six centuries (one hundred men) 
each. It was commanded by a legate (normally of senatorial rank), with six 
tribunes serving as staff officers. The most important tactical officers in the 
legion were the sixty centurions (six in each of the cohorts), each of whom 
commanded a century. These were the professionals in the army, commonly 
promoted from the ranks. A centurion entered the equestrian order (see pp. 
53-54) on his retirement. Centurions, as the most important professionals sta
tioned in an area for a long time, meet the reader frequently in the Gospels and 
Acts (e.g., Matt. 8:5; Mark 15:39; Acts 10:1; 21:32; 27:1, etc.). 

Augustus set the term of service in the legions at twenty years, but this 
was raised to twenty-five under the Flavians. He set the pay for ordinary soldiers 
at 225 denarii a year (Tacitus, Annals 1.17); Domitian raised it to 300 (Suetonius, 
Domitian 7.3). Part of the pay was held in deposit to be received on honorable 
discharge. In addition there were special donatives from the emperor and a 
substantial separation allowance. Before his enrollment the new recruit swore 
an oath (sacramentum) ofloyalty that was renewed annually. Augustus' reforms 
were directed toward having the soldiers look to the central government and 
not their generals for rewards of service. 

When not engaged in war, the legionaries performed many civil service 
functions, notably in construction and maintenance, including the Roman 
roads, which had the strategic function of permitting the rapid movement of 
troops. As in a modern army, there were many specialists, so not all of the 
legionaries were fighting men. A nonliteral use of the word legions occurs in 
Mark 5:9 and Matthew 26:53. 

Emblems, Weapons, and Dress 

The eagle (aquila) was the principal legionary emblem and the object of special 
veneration. It was silver or gold, mounted on a pole, and carried by one man. 
The standards, rectangular ensigns on staffs, carried the name or special emblem 
of the legion. A "chapel" in each camp housed the eagle and standards and 
statues of gods and of the emperor. 
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COPIES OF ROMAN STANDARDS 
The emblems of the Roman legions and their use in religious ceremonies were 

offensive to Jewish sensibilities about idolatry. (Museum of Roman Civilization, Rome) 

The main weapons of the foot soldier were the short sword and the lance 
(pilum; John 19:34). The lance was about three and one-half feet long with an 
iron point on a long stem joined to a shaft of light wood. The neck where the 
tip was fastened to the shaft was left soft so as to bend easily on striking a shield, 
thus preventing its being pulled out and used against the Romans and making 
the shield in which it lodged unmanageable. The wooden shield was oval, 
covered with leather. After throwing the pilum, a soldier drew his sword. The 
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MODEL OF ROMAN SOLDIER 
A soldier's equipment included a crested helmet, breastplate, belt with 

short sword, shield, and lance. (Worms Museum) 
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long broad sword (spatha) was the characteristic weapon of the cavalry; it was 
worn on the right side, suspended from the left shoulder by a sword belt. 

The tunic was girt with a military girdle with the sword attached (cf. Eph. 
6:lOff.). When soldiers were in dress uniform they wore no breastplate or helmet. 
The breastplate or cuirass was made of bands of metal over a kilt of leather or 
metal-plated strips, and the helmet was of metal. 

Auxiliaries 

The legions were supported by auxilia of about equal number. The auxilia 
originated in specialized troops, such as cavalry, slingers, and archers. They were 
normally recruited from native populations, but some units were employed in 
other areas. Auxiliaries served for twenty-five years and on discharge received 
Roman citizenship for themselves and family. This practice plus the transfer of 
troops did much to spread Roman culture and to mix races. 

A regiment (cohort) of auxiliary troops was either five hundred or one 
thousand men strong and was commanded by a prefect of equestrian rank (pp. 
53-54) who was a professional soldier. The cavalry regiment was known as an 
ala and a foot regiment as a cohors. Auxiliaries might be attached to legions or 
assigned to the governor in areas of trouble where legions were not stationed. 
One ala of cavalry and five cohorts of infantry were stationed in Judea. Since 
legions would not normally be stationed in a province like Judea, the cohors 
italica of Acts lO:1 presumably was an auxiliary unit in spite of being associated 
with Italy (the name may have nothing to do with its origin). Acts 21:31 and the 
following narrative mentions the chiliarch (lit. "commander of a thousand" but 
signifying the tribune) of the speira (cohort), and Acts 23:23ff. mentions some 
of the auxiliary troops in Judea. 

Praetorian Guard 

Nine or twelve cohorts of five hundred or one thousand men (at different times 
in the first century) formed the bodyguard of the princeps. Each was com
manded by an equestrian with the title of tribune, and together they were 
commanded by the prefects of the guard, normally two in number (praefecti 
praetorio). The office of praetorian prefect was among the most important posts 
in Rome. The praetorian guard (Phil. 1:13) held a higher status and received 
higher pay than other soldiers. 
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Other Units 

Three urban cohorts, commanded by tribunes and responsible to the city prefect 
(praefectus urbi), provided a police force and military garrison for the city of 
Rome. The vigiles were a paramilitary fire brigade and police force for Rome. 
Drawn from freedmen, they were organized in seven cohorts of one thousand 
men under tribunes and commanded by an officer of equestrian rank (praefectus 
vigilum). 

Service in the navy ranked lower than legionary service and no class of 
naval officers was created. Augustus ordered two Italian naval bases - Misenum 
and Ravenna. 
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SOCIAL CLASSES 

Roman society was stratified but not closed. Military service, among other 
things, made possible a certain upward social mobility, and the favor or disfavor 
of the emperor affected the standing of many families. Class or rank conscious
ness is very evident in the snobbery of the upper classes and in the fawning 
deference shown by the lower orders. The aristocracy was composed of the 
senatorial and equestrian orders. Ownership of land was the principal source 
of wealth and social standing. Nevertheless, social class was not always the same 
as social status. Wealth, education, and ability could confer status and influence 
apart from social class. 
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The Senatorial Order 

Augustus set the roll of senatorial families at six hundred. There was a minimum 
property qualification of 250,000 denarii (see p. 85 for the value of a denarius) for 
admission to the senate. Membership in the senate was actually obtained by filling 
one of the principal magistracies of Rome (quaestor, praetor, consul). The sign of 
senatorial standing was a broad purple stripe (latus clavus) on the toga. It is possible 
to classify the senators in other ways than by the offices attained, however. In terms 
of birth and prestige the patricians represented the oldest nobility of Rome, 
ostensibly going back to the time of the kings. In addition to these were the nobilis, 
descendants of anyone who held the consulship; at the end of the Republic there 
were only about twelve such families. The monarchy came from two of these 
patrician consular families, the Julian and Claudian. Besides prestige and birth, 
another classification is that of wealth and education. Many noble families were 
impoverished, and their sons took wives from wealthy townspeople. Under the 
empire one could go a long way with a combination of wealth and education. And 
as new members of the senatorial and equestrian orders were recruited from Italy 
and then the provinces, proximity to Rome became another basis of pride. 

Although the senate itself played little part in the government of the 
empire, the senatorial class was important for providing the chief civilian and 
military administrators. A young man of a senatorial family proceeded through 
a cursus honorum (order or sequence of positions). He started his official career, 
following completion of his education at about the age of twenty, with a minor 
post in Rome. Then followed military service as one of the six tribunes of a 
legion, usually spent as a staff officer to acquire military experience rather than 
in the field. The office of quaestor and a seat in the senate came next. Since the 
quaestor was a finance officer, he might be assigned to a province rather than 
serve in Rome itself. After a time out of office, ornamental offices might be held 
until the age of thirty. For some then came the office of praetor, involving 
judicial work. Ex-praetors became provincial governors, legionary commanders, 
or judges, depending on their interests and talents. A few men were rewarded 
with a consulship followed by governorship of a major province. Such would 
be the climax of a full senatorial career. 

Under the empire there was a steady change in the composition of the 
senate as the emperors raised wealthy equestrians and plebeians, members of 
the Italian and provincial bourgeoisie, and finally the military aristocracy into 
the highest positions. 

The Equestrian Order 

The knights (equites) were a much larger group, with a property qualification 
of only 100,000 denarii. Their name is derived from earlier times when a man 
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who could outfit his own horse for war was so named. The political distinction 
from senators was not always social or even economic. The knights were often 
wealthy, educated, and related to senatorial families. A few sons of knights in 
each generation went into the senate, and those sons of senators who chose not 
to follow a political career became knights. 

Besides being born into the order, one could advance to the equestrian rank 
(signified by being placed on the roll of equites) through acquiring wealth or 
through promotion in the army. Since business and trade were considered beneath 
the dignity of senators, many knights amassed great wealth in these pursuits. If 
one had the right talents, he could become more important than ifhe were in the 
senate, and besides the senate could be expensive, boring, and dangerous if the 
emperor was suspicious. Among the posts open to equestrians were the following: 
military - as legionary tribune or commander of auxiliary detachments, of fleets 
at Ravenna and Misenum, or of a cavalry detachment; financial (procurators) -
in management of mines or other imperial or state properties, or as finance 
officials in the provinces; bureaucratic and administrative (prefectures) - as 
secretariats of state in Rome, in command of the fire and police brigade in Rome, 
in charge of the food supply in Rome, in command of the praetorian guard, as 
governors of smaller provinces, or as governor of Egypt. The equestrian order 
flourished because it was less exposed to an emperor's jealousy and faced no 
barrier in pursuing commercial enterprises. Equestrian rank was granted rather 
freely in the second half of the first century. Within the order there were consid
erable gradations in wealth, birth, and rank according to offices held. 

Municipal Aristocracies 

At the top of the municipal aristocracies around the empire were the decurions, 
the members of the municipal senates. There were usually one hundred in the 
towns of the west and in the colonies or towns that copied Rome in the east. 
The municipal councils in the east varied in size from thirty to five hundred. 
Decurions had to be rich. They paid heavily for the prestige of civic magistracy 
and a leading role in the affairs of their community. Their benefactions included 
financing public buildings that would commemorate their name (temples, 
fountains, baths, theatres, etc.), providing food in times of emergency, and 
providing public entertainments. They had an economic and social reason for 
maintaining public order and supporting the ruling power. 

Plebeians and Other Free Persons 

Roman citizens who did not belong to the senatorial or equestrian orders, or 
in other cities those citizens who did not belong to the order of decurions, were 
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called plebeians. When Tiberius transferred all elections to the senate, the politi
cal importance of plebeians vanished. The state policy of subsidized idleness to 
keep the people of Rome contented debased their position. 

Besides the aristocracy at the top, free persons might be classified as 
citizens, residents, transients, and rural folk. Peregrini, citizens of any city other 
than Rome, to whom Rome gave special recognition, and meties, resident aliens 
in Greek cities who were given a recognized status distinct from other foreigners, 
were not properly called social classes, but occur frequently in the sources as 
significant in the population of larger cities and commercial centers. 

Freedmen2 

An important role in all phases of life was played by freedmen. As former slaves, 
they remained in a relationship with their previous owners in which there were 
mutual responsibilities. Circumstances determined whether the freedman re
mained in the household of his former owner with responsibility for part of its 
work or went into the world to conduct a business under a financial arrange
ment with his previous master. In Rome the freed slave of a citizen had citizen
ship. Typical Roman magistracies and priesthoods were closed to freedmen, but 
their sons could reach equestrian rank. Some freedmen by skill and hard work 
became wealthy and advanced to important positions. The vulgarities of a newly 
rich freedman are exaggerated in Petronius' Satyricon. Claudius used freedmen 
of his household to handle the highest bureaucratic functions of the empire. 
Felix, governor of Judea (Acts 23:26), was a freedman of the imperial household 
and brother of Palas, one of Claudius' secretaries (p. 396). 

The status of slaves and other aspects of slavery are treated in a separate 
section below. 

Patron-Client Relationship 

Recent studies have emphasized the importance of the clientele system in 
Roman society.3 A regular code of etiquette governed the duty (obsequium) of 
a client to his patron. He presented himself daily at early morning at the house 
of the patron to offer his salutations and requests. He was responsible for 
assisting the patron in political and private life and for showing respect by 
walking in his funeral procession. The patron's importance was gauged by the 
number who attended his morning audience. For his part the patron gave a 

2. A. M. Duff, Freedmen in the Early Roman Empire (Cambridge, 1958); S. Treggiari, 
Roman Freedmen during the Late Republic (Oxford, 1969). 

3. R. P. Saller, Personal Patronage under the Early Empire (Cambridge, 1982). 



BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

small dole of gifts or money. He rendered assistance in need, welcomed the 
client from time to time to his house and table, and offered legal protection as 
needed. The relationship operated on all levels and in various groupings: be
tween former masters and freedmen, rich and poor, generals and conquered 
peoples, aristocrats and collegia or clubs. Everyone from slave to aristocrat felt 
bound to display respect to someone more powerful than himself, up to the 
emperor. 

The interactions between patrons and clients and between members of a 
household (pp. 65-74) represented the principal vertical relationships in society; 
friendship was the ideal horizontal relationship. 

Phoebe, the servant of the church at Cenchraea, is described as a patroness 
(Rom. 16:2), one who gives aid and who had the resources to do so. 
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SLAVERY 

Slavery was a basic element in ancient society. Much of the initiative as well as 
the work done belonged to this class. Slavery was very extensive in both the 
Hellenistic and Roman periods, as the large number of prisoners of war made 
slaves cheap in Hellenistic Greece and republican Rome. However, the stable 
conditions of the early empire made home-bred slaves the main source of 
supply, an expensive procedure. Nonetheless it is estimated that one in five of 
the residents in Rome was a slave. A proposal in the senate that slaves be required 
to wear a distinctive dress was defeated lest the slaves learn how numerous they 
were (Seneca, De clementia 1.24.1). 

The condition of slavery might result from war, piracy and brigandage, 
exposure of a child, sale of a child or self to pay debts, condemnation in the 
law courts, or birth to a slave mother. An individual acquired slaves by purchase 
from slave dealers, by inheritance, or by home breeding (a child took the status 
of the mother). Most slaves seem to have come from the eastern part of the 
empire, but Germans, Gauls, and Britons were important new sources in the 
early empire. By and large the slaves were denationalized and simply became a 
part of Greco-Roman civilization. 

The legal status of a slave was that of a "thing." Aristotle defined a slave 
as "living property" (Politics 1.2.4-5, 1253b); "the slave is a living tool and the 
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tool a lifeless slave" (Nicomachean Ethics 8.n). Varro's description is similar: 
slaves are "articulate instruments" (On Agriculture 1.17.1). The slave had no legal 
rights and was subject to the absolute power of the master. The Greeks defined 
four characteristics of freedom, which were denied to the slave: the right to be 
his own representative in legal matters, to protection from illegal seizure, to 
work where he pleased, and to freedom of movement. Of course, everything 
depended on the kind of master, and daily life was often better than the legal 
theory, especially for household slaves. There was some effort under the early 
empire to mitigate a master's absolute control over slaves. 

The work of slaves covered the entire gamut of activities in the ancient 
world, with few exceptions. Their circumstances varied all the way from the 
privileged imperial slaves (familia Caesaris or Caesariani) to the convicts sen
tenced to the mines. Slaves of the state, of townships, and of the emperor did 
the work that now falls to the civil service, including some of the highest 
administrative functions in the bureaucracy. Their inscriptions show that the 
imperial slaves were proud of their status, and rightly so for the many necessary 
functions they discharged. The administrative machinery of the empire devel
oped in part from institutions of the Republic and in part from the household 
of the emperor. At the other end of the slave social scale were the mine workers, 
who had incredibly bad working conditions and long hours (Diodorus of Sicily 
5.38). They were not expected to live long. In between the extremes were a 
multitude of varied functions: temple slaves who took care of the sacred pre
cincts and assisted in the ceremonials of religion; agricultural slaves on the great 
estates of wealthy Italians; domestic slaves who tended to household affairs and 
cared for the children; pedagogues and teachers (see pp. 101-2); industrial slaves 
who were skilled craftsmen; agents of their masters in widespread business and 
commercial transactions (for slaves could be managers in agriculture, business, 
and trade as well as workmen). The practice of using slaves in responsible 
positions was due to the preference of free men to hire out rather than be 
accountable to another man and the preference of the wealthy to use a trusted 
slave instead of a person not accustomed to obeying orders. 

Slavery seems not to have had the adverse economic consequences on free 
labor sometimes attributed to it. It became expensive enough that it did not 
replace free peasant labor on farms or depress wage rates of craftsmen. Incen
tives in the form of wages or commissions were given to skilled slave laborers, 
and owners of slaves often hired them out at the going rate for free workers in 
order to make a larger profit rather than undercut the free laborers. 

The reference to "wages" paid to slaves introduces a curious feature of 
ancient slavery that was an important means by which a slave could secure 
freedom. The peculium was money or property that legally remained in the 
possession of the owner but was available to the slaves for their own use. Slaves 
could, and did, save funds allotted to their use and purchase their own freedom. 
The expectation of manumission was an effective incentive for good service. 
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A popular form of manumission was sacral manumission. The slave's 
freedom was purchased in a pagan temple in the name of the deity and with 
funds furnished to the deity by the slave. The deity served as an intermediary, 
negotiating the purchase in the place of the slave, who could not enter into a 
legal contract. The slave became free and the fact was recorded in the temple's 
records (see p. 202). Some have thought this to provide the background to the 
redemption language for the atonement in the New Testament, but the pertinent 
passages (e.g., 1 Cor. 6:19; 7:22-23; Gal. 3:13; 4:5) employ different terminology 
(the general words for any kind of purchase) from that employed in the in
scriptions for sacral manumission.4 It was not a "fictitious sale," and the slave 
did not become a slave of the deity. The same function of intermediary was 
served by a friend or free relative, an association, or an informal dinner club. 

The most frequent form of manumission was by the master, especially in 
his will. It might also be done formally before a magistrate or informally before 
friends. Manumission was often conditional, entailing continuing responsibili
ties to the former owner, who remained the patron of the freedman. 

Slaves (douloi) and slavery (douleia) are frequently mentioned in the New 
Testament. Most famous is the runaway slave of Philemon who is known by 
the common name for a slave, Onesimus ("beneficial"). Christianity gave in
structions for the existing social structure (see Philem. 5-9; Col. 3:22-4:1; 1 Tim. 
6:1-2; 1 Pet. 3:18ff.) but directed attention to higher concerns (1 Cor. 7:21-24). 
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ROMAN CITIZENSHIP 

The Romans through their experience of alliances in Italy gradually discovered 
the notion of dual citizenship and applied it to the provinces of their overseas 
empire. An infmitely expansible concept of citizenship became an instrument 
of promoting loyalty to Rome and the sign of unification of the empire within 
one system of law. Under the empire it became normal for provincials to make 
use of the citizen status without surrendering their connections with their 
original homes and so to break down the principle that no one could be a citizen 
of two cities (so Paul was a citizen of Tarsus - Acts 21:39 - and a citizen of 
Rome - Acts 22:26-27). Beginning with the pax Augusta the connection of 
citizenship with Italian birth and later with Latin culture was gradually loosened. 
Concurrently it became a "passive citizenship" in the sense that it was sought 
as an honor and not for its political significance. 

Claudius greatly extended Roman citizenship, but probably not as indis
criminately as some of the ancient authors charged (Seneca, Apocolocyntosis 3); 
rather, he continued the steady advance of the policy begun under Caesar and 
Augustus. Claudius revoked the citizenship of a man who did not know Latin 
(Dio Cassius, Roman History 60.17-4), and he regarded the two languages of 
Greek and Latin as "our tongues" (Suetonius, Claudius 42.1). The requirement 
of a knowledge of Latin would have been hard to enforce, but the report does 
suggest that Claudius tied extension of citizenship to a preparation for receiving 
it. However, this official policy is not necessarily contradictory to Dio's further 
information that Claudius granted citizenship indiscriminately. He adds that 
subordinates allowed it to be bought, accepting bribes to include names on the 
list of candidates for citizenship (Roman History 60.17.6-8). This provides the 
setting in which the tribune Claudius Lysias secured his citizenship (Acts 22:25-
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28). It was normal on becoming a citizen to take as one's nomen (see p. 26) the 
name of one's patron or the emperor under whom one received it. 

Citizenship could be obtained in the following ways: (1) birth to citizen 
parents - a "birth certificate" was issued certifying the citizen status; (2) manu
mission of slaves of citizens at Rome; (3) as a favor for special service to the 
empire - probably in this way Paul's family obtained it so that he was a born 
citizen (Acts 22:28); (4) on discharge from service in the auxiliaries or on 
enlistment in the legions in cases of emergency recruitment, special classes of 
the preceding. 

The privileges and advantages of citizenship included the following: (1) 
voting - but one had to be in Rome to exercise this right, and there was a grant 
of citizenship "without the franchise"; (2) freedom from degrading forms of 
punishment, such as scourging (Acts 16:22ff.; 22:25ff.; c£ Cicero, Against Verres 
2.5.161-70) - the traditions of the different kinds of death experienced by Peter 
and Paul reflect their different status, the former by crucifixion upside down and 
the latter by beheadingS (a swifter and therefore considered a more merciful form 
of execution suitable for citizens); (3) right of appeal to Rome and thus exemption 
from ultimate jurisdiction of the local authorities and the Roman governor 
(which privilege Paul exercised; Acts 25=10-12).6 Under the Republic citizenship 
had carried certain duties, especially the possibility of military service, but under 
the principate such duties were increasingly severed from citizenship. 

The Flavians and Antonines continued the policy of extending citizenship. 
Whereas in the first century the initiative was normally with the emperor, in 
the second century cities and not individuals petitioned for citizenship. By the 
second century, too, the content of citizenship had been reduced as concerns 
public duties and honors. The status of a Roman citizen was more a matter of 
honor and titular distinction, carrying no special privileges and leaving a man 
in daily life and with local duties where he was, although it still brought men 
directly into the sphere of Roman law with the right of appeal. The Constitutio 
Antoniana of Caracalla (212) climaxed the development by giving citizenship to 
all the free inhabitants of the empire. The dominant motive was the majesty of 
Rome, but its effect was to strip citizenship of any specific content. 
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ROMAN LAW 

The Roman law is a subject of such magnitude and technicality that we cannot 
adequately introduce it here; we will mention only some aspects of its working 
that are relevant for early Christian history. 

The sources of Roman law were the following:7 laws and statutes enacted 
by vote of assembly of the people (the last one in A.D. 97); resolutions of the 
senate (senatus consulta - under the Republic they lacked the force of law but 
from Augustus onward became a means of development of law); edicts of 
magistrates (governors and praetors); constitutions of emperors (edicta - say
ing what must be done, decreta - judicial decisions in lawsuits, rescripta
responses to requests or an embassy, and mandata - instructions issued to 
officials); and replies of jurists when consulted. Of course, usage or custom 
provided an unwritten source of law. Imperial decisions may have died with 
the emperor who issued them, especially those emanating from emperors whose 
memory was condemned by the senate (damnatio memoriae), such as Nero and 
Domitian, unless they were explicitly renewed by his successor. Since law, how
ever, is built up by precedents, such decisions often served as guides to later 
judges. During the second century and later, jurists began to collect and organize 
the laws, judicial decisions, and other components of the legal system in a way 
to guide future officials. Some of these important jurists were Salvi us Julianus 
(second century), Gaius (second century),8 and Ulpian (early third century). 
This activity reached its climax in the great codes of Theodosius9 and Justinian 
in the fourth and sixth centuries. lo . 

The Roman provincial governors (of all ranks) held the imperium, which 
gave them almost unlimited power of life and death over provincials, restricted 
only by the laws against extortion and treason. Only the holder of the imperium 
could impose the death sentence, and the governor could not delegate this power 
(John IS:31 agrees with this, but c£ p. 534). The governor was accountable only 
to the emperor and senate. The administration of justice was highly personal, 
and cases were heard wherever the governor was. 

Major offenses were defined in a number of detailed statutes that pre
scribed procedures and punishments. These laws together constituted the ordo 
judicio rum publicorum, which was binding in Rome. The many crimes not 

7. See Cicero, Topica 28, and Gaius, Institutes 1.2. 

8. W. M. Gordon and o. F. Robinson, tr. and int., The Institutes of Gaius (Ithaca, 1988). 
9. C. Pharr, The Theodosian Code and Novels, and the Sirmondian Constitutions (Prince

ton, 1952). 
10. Th. Mommsen, P. Krueger, and A. Wilson, The Digest of Justinian, 4 vols. (Philadel

phia, 1985); R. W. Lee, The Elements of Roman Law with a Translation of the Institutes of 
Justinian (4th ed.; London, 1956); J. A. C. Thomas, The Institutes of Justinian: Text, Translation, 
and Commentary (Amsterdam, 1975); Peter Berks and Grant McLeod, tr. and int., Justinian's 
Institutes (Ithaca, 1987). 



62 BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

covered in the ordo, those extra ordinem, were left to the jurisdiction of magis
trates in the exercise of their imperium. Public law in Rome and Italy did not 
apply automatically in the provinces, where Roman officials were not bound to 
follow the ordo, even in crimes it covered. For these and other crimes they might 
(or might not) follow the precedents of their predecessors or local customs. 
This personal dispensing of justice was known as cognitio (judicial examination 
or inquiry). Many areas of minor jurisdiction were left to local courts; Roman 
officials became involved mainly in matters affecting public order (e.g., Acts 
18:12-16; 19:40; 21:31ff.). A Roman governor by virtue of his imperium could 
enforce public order at his own discretion without reference to specific legisla
tion (the power of coercitio). Otherwise, the laws and legal customs of local 
peoples remained in force. 

According to the normal working of things, the judicial process was ini
tiated by the drawing up of charges and penalties and the formal act of accusa
tion (delatio) by an interested party. The Roman system had no public pros
ecutor or inquisitorial initiative. Apart from manifest offenders, enforcement 
of the law depended on private initiative, hence the place for a delator, a private 
prosecutor. An illustration would be the role of Jewish officials in the trial of 
Jesus; their deliberations (the Jewish "trial") would have been to determine what 
charges could be sustained before the Roman governor. The case would be heard 
by the responsible magistrate in person seated on his tribunal (Gk. bema; cf. 
John 19:13; Acts 18:12), perhaps assisted by his council (consilium) of friends and 
officials. The principle of the accused meeting the accusers face to face (Acts 
25:16) is confirmed in Appian, Civil War 3.54 and Digest 48.17.1. The magistrate 
took whatever action he deemed just and proper. As a safeguard against abuse 
of the system of delatio, the law provided for calumnia, by which a person 
bringing a false charge was subject to the same punishment he sought against 
the accused. 

Neither the praetor nor governor was necessarily a legal expert, hence the 
importance of those "learned in the law" (iuris prudentes) for consultation. Nor 
were there professional lawyers; those who pleaded a case were rhetoricians (as 
was Tertullus in Acts 24:1-8, a rhetor). 

One practice recognized by Roman law and common in Roman society 
was used by Paul to express an important theological principle - adoption 
(Gal. 4:5; Rom. 8:15,23; 9:4; Eph. 1:5).11 Adoption was far more frequent and 
important in Roman society than it is today. The person adopted (at any age) 
was taken out of his previous condition, all old debts were cancelled, and he 
started a new life in the relation of sonship to the new paterfamilias, whose 
family name he took and to whose inheritance he was entitled. The new father 
now owned the adoptee's property, controlled his personal relationships, and 

11. Francis Lyall, "Roman Law in the Writings of Paul- Adoption," fBL 88 (1969):458-
66; A. Watson, The Law of Succession in the Late Roman Republic (Oxford, 1971). 



SOCIETY AND CULTURE 

had the right of discipline, while assuming responsibility for his support and 
liability for his actions - all just as with natural children born into the home. 
Adoption was a legal act, attested by witnesses. 
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SOCIAL MORALITY 

Several features of the social organization contributed to the debasing of moral
ity. Slavery gave occasion for cruelty and sexual license. The punishment of 
criminals, notably through sentencing to the mines and execution by crucifIx
ion, showed the brutality of the times. The gladiatorial contests and wild beast 
fights, discussed below, reflect a brutal and cruel outlook. The Roman policy 
of "bread and games" to keep the populace content prevented initiative and 
emphasized sensual satisfactions. 

Paul's judgment on Gentile morality in Romans 1:18-32 fmds considerable 
confirmation in other sources of the time. Both Jewish and Christian writers 

agreed that 1~~. Gr~-,~:g~I!."~9!ld ~_,!s"5h~~a(;:Jeri~Qby"moral cQJrllption. 
The Jewish apologists said that the low morality sprang from idolatry.12 Sex 
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sins were prevalent, and nearly all of the catalogs of sins in the New Testament 
have many synonyms for licentiousness (e.g., 1 Cor. 6:9; Gal. 5:19; Col. 3:5). The 
numerous words in the Greek language for sexual relations suggest a preoc
cupation with this aspect oflife.B Homosexuality was a common result in Greek 
society, which considered the noblest form of love to be friendship between 
men. Some of the greatest names in Greek philosophy regarded it as not inferior 
to heterosexual love, but it was practiced primarily among males between their 
early teens and early twenties. 14 All kinds of immoralities were associated with 
the gods. Not only was prostitution a recognized institution, but through the 
influence of the fertility cults of Asia Minor, Syria, and Phoenicia it became a 
part of the religious rites at certain temples. Thus there were one thousand 
"sacred prostitutes" at the temple of Aphrodite at Corinth.15 Dio Chrysostom 
(Discourse 7.133-37) is the only Gentile author known to have attacked brothels 
on moral grounds. 

Much of the confirmation for the dismal picture of Roman morality 
comes from the writings of Martial and Juvenal in the late first and early second 
century A.D. They undoubtedly found elements in society doing those things 
they talked about, but as satirists, they also must have recognized elements that 
appreciated the caricature. So their evidence points both ways. Paul himself 
corrects a one-sided understanding of his condemnation by pointing to the 
moral sense and ethical theories of the Gentiles in Romans 2:12-16. Some of the 
philosophers did attain high levels in their moral and ethical teaching, and we 
will consider this in the chapter on philosophy. 

Inscriptions on grave monuments have been an important source for 
giving a just estimate of moral virtue in the ancient world. Whereas Martial 
and Juvenal reflect a particular upper-class viewpoint, the grave inscriptions 
provide a broader perspective. The praises of the kindness and faithfulness of 
husbands and wives in these records are a reminder that many people lived lives 
of quiet virtue. Not all were given to the sexual sins that appear to have been 
so prominent in the society. 

Rhetoric and popular philosophy inculcated public duties according to 
one's responsibilities to different groups in society. [Ps.] Plutarch, in The Edu
cation of Children 10 (Moralia 7E), for instance, outlines "how a man must bear 
himself in his relations with the gods, with his parents, with his elders, with the 
laws, with foreigners, with rulers, with friends, with women, with children, with 
slaves."16 Quite frequent was the grouping of duties in three pairs: husbands-

13. On sexual morality see Epictetus, Enchiridion 33.8. 
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wives, parents-children, and masters-slavesP One may compare the pattern of 
instruction in the household codes of the New Testament (Eph. 5:21-6:9; Col. 
3:18-4:1; Titus 2:2-10; 3=1; 1 Pet. 2:16-3:7) and early Christian literature (Polycarp, 
Philippians 4-6).18 

That moral instruction came from philosophers and teachers is a reflec
tion of the separation of religion and ethics in Greco-Roman paganism. Cultus 
had little to do with morality except in cases of grave offense, and priests did 
not function as moral guides. This distinction between religion and morality, 
strange to those of the Judeo-Christian heritage, will be seen further in the 
chapter on Hellenistic religions (p. 165). 
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Marriage and Family 

The family consisted of the entire household, including husband, wife, children, 
sometimes other relatives, and slaves. It was the basic unit of society in all of 
the cultures that provide the background for early Christianity. The family was 
united by common religious observances (see Chap. 3, esp. pp. 165ff.) as well as 
by economic interdependence. 
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Greek law required that marriage be preceded by a betrothal agreement. 
A father's pledge of his daughter to a prospective bridegroom was formal with 
witnesses on both sides and her dowry agreed upon. In Rome by the end of the 
Republic this betrothal became a looser system - an informal business arrange
ment in writing before witnesses, which was easily renounced by either party 
and did not necessarily lead to marriage. The dowry was considered the 
daughter's share of the parental estate. 

Under the Roman Republic three forms of marriage brought a woman 
under the power (manus, hand) of her husband: confarreatio (a religious cere
mony and the most solemn and elaborate form), coemptio (a sale of the woman 

VASE DEPICTING GREEK WEDDING, 5th c. B.C. 

The lower register shows the departure of the couple to the groom's house, 
the central element in the ceremony, while a man above throws away a sandIe 

as a good omen. (National Archaeological Museum, Athens) 
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FRAGMENT OF SARCOPHAGUS WITH SCENE 
OF ROMAN WEDDING, 2d C. A.D. 

The couple join hands, the man holds a scroll (the marriage contract), and the 
goddess Juno (between the couple) joins them in marriage. (British Museum) 

to her husband), and usus (living together uninterruptedly in the man's house 
for one year). There was also marriage without manus, based on mutual consent. 
In this case the woman remained a part of her father's family instead of entering 
the husband's. This became practically the only type of marriage under the 
empire. 

The bride was prepared for the wedding by a bath and clad with special 
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garments (cf. Eph. 5:26-27; Rev. 21:2). The ceremony included the placing of 
crowns (wreaths) on the heads of both bride and groom. Essentially, the wed
ding in Greece and Rome was the conducting of the bride in a torchlight 
procession to the bridegroom's house. This scene is the way a marriage is 
depicted on classical Greek vases. In the formal Roman marriage ceremony the 
couple clasped hands, formulas of marriage were pronounced, and the marriage 
contract was read before witnesses and signed by them. This scene, in which 
the goddess Juno appears between the couple to unite them, appears in Roman 
representations of a wedding. After this and the wedding meal the bride was 
formally removed from the arms of her mother, escorted to the new home, and 
carried over the threshold. As is typical, Greek art focuses on the dramatic and 
Roman art on the legal aspect of the wedding. 

Jewish marriages according to rabbinic sources show many formal simi
laritiest(i-tlie Greek and Roman practices. The marriage was a contract between 
families. It was effected in two stages: the betrothal (or "acquisition" of the 
bride) and the wedding proper (taking the bride into the husband's home). The 
betrothal had the legal force of marriage and could be broken only by divorce 
(cf. Matt. 1:18-19). It was accomplished by the bridegroom paying the bride-price 
(or a part of it) or delivering a deed. Jbe customary written contract (ketubah) 
included the husband's duties to his wife and the sum due her in the event of 
a~divorce or his death. The bridegroom moving into his father-in-Iaw's house 
tolive with the bride without further ceremony was also recognized but dis
couraged in rabbinic writings. The wedding ceremony was held under a canopy 
(huppah). The bride was prepared by bathing, anointing, and clothing with 
special adornments. She was then escorted from her father's house to the ac
companiment of song, dance, musical instruments, and (since usually in the 
evening) torchlight. The essential element of the wedding was the introduction 
of the bride into the groom's house, where the huppah was set up. Seven blessings 
were pronounced on the couple and the marriage contract was read, followed 
by seven days of festivity. 

Consent to live together constituted marriage in all societies, and the pro
creation of children was its explicit object. Marriages were registered in order to 
make the children legitimate. Girls were normally married young, in their early 
teens;19 men much later, Greek men in particular about thirty.2o Jewish men, 
however, were expected to marry at eighteen (Aboth 5.21).21 Jewish religious 
teachers praised marriage, and it was considered the normal state of human life. 
Frequent was the saying, "He who has no wife lives without joy, blessing, or good."22 

19. Roman girls typically were married at 12-15; see M. K. Hopkins, "The Age of Roman 
Girls at Marriage," Population Studies 18 (196411965):309-27. 

20. Hesiod, Works and Days 696-98; this remains the Greek custom. 
21. lQSa i.1O puts the age at 20. 
22. Genesis Rabbah 17.2; b. Yebamoth 63a; Midrash Psalms 59; quoted in H. Montefiore 

and R. Loewe, eds., A Rabbinic Anthology (repr.; Cleveland, 1963), nos. 1430, 1432, 1437. 
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The prevailing type of marriage in Jewish, Greek, and Roman society was 
monogamous. Extramarital sexual relations, however, were readily available (at 
least in Greek and Roman circles), with prostitution and adultery common. 
Moreover, since consent was necessary for the marriage, the ,withdrawal of 
consent'made divorce easy. We know more about the practice of the upper 
Classes, but the indication is that the privilege of divorce was often exercised. 
Divorce required little formality. A simple oral or written notice was sufficient, 

, tYone,or,both parties. In Rome and Greece, by the first century, the xp,arriage 
could be terminated by the woman as well as by the man, unlike the situation 
in Jewish law where the right of divorce belonged only to the husband (cf. Mark 
1():U-12 with Matt. 5:32). (See pp. 484-85 for the dispute in Judaism over justi
fiable causes for divorce.) Under Augustus the divorce was witnessed and 
brought within recognition of the law. The dowry could be a deterrent to 
divorce, for it returned to the woman in case of a divorce. 

Augustus in 19/18 B.C. had legislation passed bringing the family under 
the laws of the state. His aim was not to regulate public morals but to increase 
the birthrate through encouraging marriage and stable family life. Men between 
twenty-five and sixty and women between twenty and fifty were given every 
encouragement to be married, and special benefits were offered to the fathers 
and mothers of three or more children. ,Bachelors were limited in the inheri
tances they could receive; penalties were placed on the childless; and widowed 
and divorced women were required to remarry within stipulated times. Juris
diction in cases of adultery was taken from the family and became the responsi
bility of a public court. The wronged husband had to divorce his wife before 
witnesses and then bring a prosecution against her within sixty days. If he did 
not divorce her, she was immune from prosecution, but a member of the public 
could prosecute the husband. If he failed to prosecute the woman after the 
divorce, a member of the public could prosecute her. If adultery was proved, 
the wife and her lover were banished to different islands for life. The law did 
not allow the woman to prosecute her husband for his infidelities; adultery was 
(in the eyes of the law) possible only for a man with a married woman. A man 
could be prosecuted by another man, however, for a liaison with an unmarried 
girl (unless she was a registered prostitute or a recognized concubine) or a 
widow and for homosexuality. The law probably did not improve morals, al
though it did increase blackmail. The grant of imperial exemptions minimized 
the effect on the birthrate. 

The dominant fact about children in the ancient world was their high 
mortality rate. They were regarded as important for the security of the com
munity and of their parents. The Romans viewed children as particularlyvulner
able, physically and mentally weak. Puberty was commonly regarded as bringing 
not only physical changes but also the ability to reason; modern parents tend 
to draw the opposite conclusion about adolescence. The decisive dividing line 
between childhood and adulthood (and the most important social event) was 
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marriage for a girl and being registered as a citizen (at seventeen) for a boy. 
Little attention is given in the literature to the separate personality of children, 
even as in much of the art they are treated as little adults. When under the 
empire the formal distinction between child and adult lessened, educational 
attainments became the criterion for distinguishing the child and the adult. 
Childhood (including play activities) was viewed primarily as a preparation and 
training for adult life. 
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Place of Women 

Although the picture of classical Greek women kept in seclusion has been 
overdrawn, their sphere was definitely the home. The degree of their confine
ment resulted from the importance of not allowing any suspicion to fall on 
young girls or wives in order to protect the legitimacy of children. A separate 
part of the house was designated the "women's quarters" and was off-limits to 
others. Women managed the household, and in that sphere they were supreme. 
The description of the place of women in the Pastoral Epistles matches very 
closely the Greek conception (note esp. 1 Tim. 5:14; Titus 2:3-5). 

In an oft-quoted statement, Apollodorus (mid-fourth century B.C.) de
scribes the situation: "We have courtesans [hetairai J for pleasure, handmaidens 
for the day-to-day care of the body, wives to bear legitimate children and to be a 
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trusted guardian of things in the house" ([PS.] Demosthenes 59.122). The hetairai 
(lit., female companions) were not simply prostitutes, but many were.23 They 
provided companionship and entertainment for men at dinner parties, which 
wives did not attend. Their entertainment might be musical, acrobatic, conver
sational (some were well educated and cultured), as well as sexual. Slave girls were 
kept in well-to-do homes for various household functions. The wife was to bear 
legitimate children, but she was also trusted with the management of affairs in the 
husband's absence and in this capacity often carried great influence. 

Macedonian women had greater independence and importance in public 
affairs. This coincides with the greater prominence that women held in the 
Macedonian churches (notice esp. the women associated with the Philippian 
church - Acts 16:14-15; Phil. 4:2-3). Under the influence of the Macedonian 
princesses women came to have greater freedom in the Hellenistic Age. 

The old Roman ideal was for women to pass from subjection of father to 
husband. "Never, while their men survive, is feminine subjection shaken off; 
and they themselves abhor the freedom which the loss of husbands and fathers 
produces" (Livy 34.1.12). Nevertheless, the Roman woman from the first enjoyed 
a higher status than the Athenian woman. "Roman history supplies a picture 
of women attaining gradually more and more liberty, higher legal status, and 
greater power and influence."24 Women from noble families in the first century 
came to excel in vice and immorality as well. 

Jewish women were not as restricted in public appearance as Greek women 
but did not have the freedom of first-century Roman women. The Jewish 
woman was the mistress of the home, but was not qualified to appear as a 
witness in court and was exempt from fulfilling religious duties that had to be 
performed at stated times (because her first duties were to her children and the 
home and she might not be in the required state of ritual purity). The prayer 
from the Jewish prayer book often cited as evidence ofJewish misogyny, "Blessed 
art thou, 0 Lord our God, who has not made me a woman," must be understood 
in this context as referring to woman's inability to fulftll all the commands of 
the law, which was the highest privilege recognized by rabbinic Judaism. It must 
be balanced by many statements in rabbinic literature giving a positive estimate 
of women.25 Household duties of the Jewish woman included grinding flour, 
cooking, laundry, making beds, and spinning wool. She was supposed to main
tain an attractive appearance for her husband. The husband was required to 
provide her with food and clothing, maintain regular sexual relations (cf. 1 Cor. 
7:5), provide for the children, and was forbidden to strike her. The woman's 
influence in the family was considered greater than the man's. 

23. A male satirist's view of their life and attitudes is found in Lucian's Dialogues of 
the Courtesans. 

24. C. T. Seltman, Women in Antiquity (New York, 1956), 174. 
25. See, for example, the references in note 22. 
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The modern interest in women's studies has brought to the surface much 
information, directed attention to women's concerns, and has begun to tell 
history from women's perspectives. The life of women was often difficult be
cause of unequal treatment. The exposure of female babies, malnutrition due 
to inadequate diet, and childbearing at an immature age meant women's life 
expectancy was shorter than men's with the result that there were smaller 
numbers of women in the society. This in turn, by the first century, led some 
to be more considerate of women. 

Women in the early Roman empire in practice were more prominent than 
some ancient texts would indicate. Wealth and social position made some 
women patrons and gave them considerable power and influence apart from 
the social theory of the time. Many others as well acted with great independence. 
Women frequently held civic offices. Especially in religion were women prom
inent, often serving as priestesses and doing so not only in cults of female deities. 
Women, moreover, were found in a wide variety of occupations. In addition to 
expected roles - wives, mothers, prostitutes, midwives, wet nurses - they are 
found as physicians, musicians, artists, winners of athletic events, selling grocer
ies, and in all sorts of manufacturing and commercial activities. Virtues of 
women commended in inscriptions and literature included being chaste, loyal 
to the husband, hardworking, able to manage the household, and training the 
children. A son eulogized his mother as follows: 

My dearest mother deserved greater praise than all others, since in modesty, 
propriety, chastity, obedience, woolworking, industry, and honor she was on 
an equal level with other good women, nor did she take second place to any 
woman in virtue, work, and wisdom in times of danger.26 
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Exposure of Children27 

The Hellenistic world lived under the shadow of too many mouths to feed. 
W. W. Tarn has presented evidence that from 230 B.C. onward the one-child 
family was commonest in Greece.28 Families of four or five children were very 
rare. There was a certain desire for two sons, in case one should die or be killed, 
but seldom did families raise more than one daughter. A daughter was an 
economic liability, because a dowry had to be supplied at her marriage. The 
first child of a marriage, if healthy, was almost never exposed. 

The answer to overpopulation was infanticide. Abortions were often at
tempted, but not infrequently were fatal to the mother; they were made illegal 
under Septimius Severus. More frequent was the exposure of the newborn child. 
The unwanted child was simply left to die on the trash heap or in some isolated 
place. Sometimes slave traders would take the child to be reared in slavery. Girl 
babies might be taken to be reared for a life of prostitution (see Justin, Apology 
1.27). Infanticide was not viewed in the same moral light by Greeks and Romans 
as it was by Jews and Christians. The modern debate on abortion has raised 
anew the question of when human life is a person entitled to the protection of 
the law: at conception (the traditional Judeo-Christian view), with the ability 
to live outside the womb (the view sanctioned by the U.S. Supreme Court), or 
at birth (the view of many people). The Greeks and Romans put that moment 
even later. The newborn was not considered a part of the family until acknowl-

27. H. Bennett, "Exposure of Infants in Ancient Rome," Classical ]oumal18 (1923):341; 
A. Cameron, "The Exposure of Children and Greek Ethics," Classical Review 46 (1932):105-14. 

28. W. W. Tarn, Hellenistic Civilization (repr.; Cleveland, 1961), 100-103. 
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edged by the father as his child and received into the family in a religious 
ceremony.29 Thus, they did not consider exposure murder but the refusal to 
admit to society. Jewish law, on the other hand, prohibited abortion and expo
sure,30 a position adopted also by Christians.31 Otherwise no moral voice was 
raised against infanticide until Musonius Rufus and Epictetus. In the second 
century the city of Thebes made the practice illegal, perhaps the only people 
except the Jews to do so until Christianity intervened. 

A papyrus from Egypt, notable for its date (1 B.C.) as well as for its 
contents, illustrates the pagan attitude. Hilarion writes from Alexandria to his 
wife Alis at home in the interior: 

I beg and entreat you, take care of the little one, and as soon as we receive 
our pay I will send it up to you. If by chance you bear a child, if it is a boy, 
let it be, if it is a girl, expose it.32 (P. Oxy. 744) 

Even apart from such practices, miscarriages were common and infant 
mortality was extremely common. If a newborn survived infancy, there was 
a good prospect of a long life, but life expectancy in the ancient world was 
much lower than in modern times largely because of the high infant mortality 
rate. 

ECONOMIC LIFE 

The subject of economic conditions in the Roman world is too large and 
complex for an adequate sketch here. Even the standard syntheses given in the 
bibliography are in need of correction and supplementation, so that only spe
cialists have a command of the subject. Fortunately, this subject does not enter 
directly into the understanding of early Christianity (although obviously pro
viding an important part of the larger background), so we will attempt only a 
few generalizations, along with a characterization of Palestine and the lands 
adjacent to it. We will then treat in some detail three aspects of economic life 
significant for our purposes: one for its influence on the development and 
spread of Christianity - travel- and two for their bearing on the interpreta
tion of certain passages - coinage and taxation. 

The olive, the vine, grain, and sheep were the basis of the agricultural 

29. H. J. Rose, Religion in Greece and Rome (New York, 1959), 30-31, 189-90. 
30. On abortion, see Josephus, Against Apion 2.202; b. Sanhedrin 57b. On exposure, 

see Philo, Special Laws 3.110-19; Virtues 131-32; Sibylline Oracles 3.765; Tacitus, Histories 5.5. 
31. Didache 2:2; Justin, Apology 1.27; Epistle to Diognetus 5; Athenagoras, Plea 35; 

Minucius Felix, Octavius 30-31. 
32. For the word cf. also Acts 7:19, 21. 
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ROMAN GLASS 
Blown glass was developed commercially about the beginning of the 

Christian era and provided an alternative to pottery for many household vessels. 
(Archaeological Museum, Nimes) 
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economy of the Mediterranean world. The food supply of Rome under the early 
empire increasingly came from Egypt and Africa. 

There was no large industry in the ancient world, and the major limitation 
on its economic development was the absence of a technology for mass pro
duction. The traditional industries continued - notably ceramics (which in the 
mid-first century saw the rise of terra sigillata from Gaul as a rival to the more 
expensive Aventine ware), mining (esp.lead, silver, and iron), textiles (wool and 
silk), and small handicrafts. One new industry emerged near the beginning of 
New Testament times - blown glass. Glass had been in use for centuries, but 
the technique of glass-blowing was not invented until the first century B.C., 

probably in Phoenicia. It provided cheap glass products in abundance, and soon 
Italian manufacturers took the lead in producing glass products, fragments of 
which show up in archaeological finds with regularity. 

Those with money could invest in commercial enterprises, although in
terest rates were high by modern standards. Invested funds made possible the 
extensive trade noted in the next section. 

Mediterranean cities were built around a marketplace (Gk. agora, Lat. 
forum). In those cities influenced by Hellenistic town-planning the marketplace 
was a large open area, rectangular in shape, given over to public monuments 
and statues. It was surrounded by a covered porch (stoa), which had shops and 
offices behind. Life then, as now, in Mediterranean countries was lived mostly 
outdoors, and the town marketplace was the center of life - a marketplace of 
conversation and ideas as well as of economic activities (cf. Acts 17:17). 

The Hellenistic and Roman periods present a startling contrast between the 
low wages paid the poor and the great liberality of the rich. The wealthy would give 
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to public works and respond to needs in time of crisis, but they would not pay 
adequate wages. Public benefactions memorialized the name of the giver in a way 
that high wages did not. The general indications are of prosperity after Augustus, 
reaching a climax in the early second century. But not all regions shared equally in 
this prosperity: the provinces of Asia and Africa flourished more than others. The 
cities of Asia particularly seem to have prospered under the Roman peace, and in 
their gratitude they were foremost in promoting the imperial cult. 

The land of Egypt under the Ptolemies was divided into two categories: 
king's land in the narrower sense of land in hand, and king's land in grant. The 
latter fell into four classes: temple lands - the king cultivated and allotted what 
produce was required to the temple; cleruch land - assigned to military settlers, 
originally mercenaries with Greeks predominating; gift land - extensive estates 
conferred on officials; and "private land" - house and garden cultivated by 
peasants. Every parcel of land in Egypt contributed a fixed amount to the king 
as a first charge. In the event of a poor crop the loss fell on the cultivator alone, 
the allotted amount of tax having to be paid regardless. Many staples were royal 
monopolies - olive oil, papyrus, mines, and quarries; those businesses that 
were not, paid for licenses or rendered a part of their product to the king. It is 
no wonder that the dynasty acquired great wealth. Ptolemaic Egypt was a 
thoroughgoing system of state nationalization. The registration and supervision 

AGORA, Ephesus 
Commercial and political life of Greek and Roman cities 

centered around the marketplace of forum. 
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RECONSTRUCTED STOA OF ATTALUS, Agora, Athens 
Attalus II, king of Pergamum (159-138 B.C.), built this stoa as a gift to Athens on the 
east side of the Agora. Reconstructed by the American School of Classical Studies, it 

houses the Agora Museum. 
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were thorough, requiring a whole army of administrative and financial officials. 
In regard to the native population, the basis of the system was that each man 
had his "own place," which he could not leave except by official permission. 

The land within the Seleucid empire fell into three categories: king's land, 
temple land, and city land. The Seleucids fought the temporal power of the 
priest -kings in the temple states. They adhered to a percentage system of taxation 
and never amassed the wealth the Ptolemies did. On the whole the Seleucid 
territories were better governed from the standpoint of the people than was Egypt. 

Palestine in the first century was less prosperous than some other regions, 
but Josephus tries to present the country as quite productive. He accurately 
depicts the Jewish population there as primarily engaged in agriculture: 

Ours is not a maritime country; neither commerce nor the intercourse 
with the outside world has any attraction for us. Our cities are built inland, 
remote from the sea; and we devote ourselves to the cultivation of the pro
ductive country with which we are blessed. (Against Apion 1.60, trans. from 
Loeb Classical Library) 

The chief products of Palestine were the staples of olives, wine, and cereals 
(wheat and barley). The Jordan valley was noted for its groves of date palms 
and balsam trees. Sheep and goats, but few cattle, were raised, and fishing was 
common where it was possible. The parables and teaching of Jesus give an 
accurate portrayal of the life of the common people in Palestine. 
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Trade and Travel 

Epictetus exclaimed, "Caesar has obtained for us a profound peace. There are 
neither wars nor battles, nor great robberies nor piracies, but we may travel at 
all hours, and sail from east to west" (Discourses 3.13.9). 

Trade flourished under the empire. Roman ships and overland traders 
reached India, Ceylon, and China. The quantity and extent of trade is staggering 
to those who do not realize the highly developed commercial activity of ancient 
times. Revelation 18:11-13 provides a thorough list of the goods transported over 
the Roman trade routes. 
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During the Hellenistic Age the island of Delos in the Aegean, sacred to 
Apollo and Artemis (who were born there), was the principal port between 
Rome and the east, with (among other things) a flourishing slave market. After 
the destruction of Delos by Mithridates in 88 B.C. commercial activity centered 
at Puteoli, Italy (cf. Acts 28:13). After Trajan deepened and enlarged the harbor 
of the Claudian port at Ostia, it began to replace Puteoli as the principal port 
for Rome. Excavations at Ostia, a site in some ways more informative than the 
more popularly known Pompeii, have greatly enlarged the knowledge of com
mercial activity under the empire. 

The principal trade routes of the Roman world may best be studied from 
a map.33 There were four main linles of comITll:l_l'l.icati2.!}J>e~e.~!l.Rom~;m9 the. 
eastern Mediterranean, the first .two primarily by sea and the other two primarily 
oyTancF (1) the sea route from Ostia or Puteoli to Alexandria, which was used 
by the merchant ships taking advantage of the prevailing westerly winds on the 
Mediterranean as they went to Egypt to pick up grain; (2) by land on the Appian 
Way to Brundisium and then by ship to Corinth. andbeyon9.i. (3) the same as 
(2) .to Corinth and then to Ephesus ~I!.d. frgm there by land to the interior; (4) 
by land to Brundisium, across the Adriatic to Dyrrachium, and then by the 
Egnatian Way across Macedonia, crossing to Asia at the Hellespont or Bosporus 
and continuing by land. Each of these routes could be reversed except the first; 
the prevailing westerly winds forced ships going from east to west to take a 
more circuitous route, staying close to shore, as represented by the route de
scribed in Acts 27:1-8. The route most frequented by travelers and most impor
tant in the early history of Christianity was (3), the great central route that made 
Ephesus and Corinth such significant transit points and so places from which 
Christianity radiated to other areas. Antioch and Alexandria were the great 
commercial centers of the east, the point of contact for Syria and Egypt respec
tively with the Roman world. 

Travel followed the trade routes. Sea travel was dangerous but frequent. 
There was a literary convention among classical authors to speak against travel, 
especially by sea, but there is an abundance of evidence of contrary practice. 
Merchants obviously traveled: an inscription from the second century A.D. 

records that a man from Hierapolis in Phrygia sailed around the southern coast 
of Greece seventy-two times on journeys to Italy.34 So also did the military, 
government officials, and all sorts of other people. Sea transportation was 
mainly on the commercial cargo vessels, but travelers were always able to find 
a ship to carry them in any direction along the coasts of the Mediterranean, as 
we can see from Paul's experience. Most of the ships stayed close to land and 

33. E.g., Westminster Historical Atlas to the Bible, ed. G. E. Wright and F. V. Filson (rev. 
ed.; Philadelphia, 1956), Plate XIII; W. M. Ramsay, "Roads and Travel (in N.T.)," A Dictionary 
of the Bible, ed. James Hastings, Extra Volume (New York, 1909), between pp. 384 and 385. 

34. Inscriptiones Graecae 4.841 (CIG 3920). 
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coasted from port to port (cf. Paul's travels in Acts 20:13-15; 21:1-8; 27:2ff.), 
although large grain ships did take to the open sea, especially when they could 
catch the winds in the direction of their destination. Since Egypt was the 
principal granary for Rome in the first century, Alexandrian grain ships often 
were on the seas between Egypt and Italy (Acts 27:6; 28:11). Sea travel was fairly 
cheap: from Alexandria to Athens was only two drachmae for a family. But there 
was no life or accident insurance, and the fare did not include meals. Any cabin 
accommodations were exclusively for the crew. On the local routes the ships 
did not normally sail at night, and passengers would sleep in port or on the 
beach. Sailing was normally suspended during the winter (Acts 27:9-12; cf. 2 Tim. 
4:13), from about November 10 to March 10, and the only really "safe" season 
was between May 26 and September 14. In order to maintain the grain supply 
in Rome the emperor Claudius guaranteed a profit and insurance against loss 
by storm for traders bringing grain to Rome in winter, and that may account 
for the willingness of the captain and shipowner in Acts 27:11-12 to take the risk 
involved in reaching a better harbor for the winter. The narrative in Acts 27-28 
and Lucian, The Ship or the Wishes 1-15 are principal sources on sea travel in the 
early empire.35 The Roman peace and suppression of piracy gave greater safety 
to sea travel. 

The Roman contribution to land travel was a more positive one. The 
estimated fifty-three thousand miles of Roman roads from Scotland to the 
Euphrates had a strategic and communications value for Rome and her army, 
but commerce and travel over these roads had an incalculable cultural impact 
of far greater significance. The remains of the Roman roads testify to the 
permanence of their construction. The bridges on these roads were great 
achievements as well, and some of them still bear traffic. Although the people 
preferred land travel to sea travel, it was not free from its own dangers - bad 
weather in winter and robbers in the more remote districts (2 Cor. 11:26) - but 
it was more reliable. 

Of the many Roman roads two well-known ones are definitely connected 
with New Testament narratives. The Via Appia ran south from Rome to Capua 
and angled across Italy to Tarentum and Brundisium on the Adriatic coast. 
Begun in 312 B.C., it was considered by Rome's historians as the city's oldest 
road. Although in rough condition, stretches of the Appian Way are still in use. 
It was the route on which Paul's party made their approach to Rome from 
Puteoli (Acts 28:15-16). The Via Egnatia was begun c. 145 B.C., soon after Mac
edonia was conquered. It ran from Dyrrachium on the west coast of Greece to 
Neapolis on the northeast coast and eventually to Byzantium. Roman armies 
moved across it in the struggles between Caesar and Pompey and between 
Octavian and the Republic forces of Brutus and Cassius. Roman roads were 

35. See James Smith, The Voyage and Shipwreck of St. Paul (4th ed., repr.; Grand Rapids, 
1978). 
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EGNATIAN WAY, Philippi 
The Egnatian Way was the main Roman road across Macedonia. 

It runs alongside the forum at Philippi and is paralleled by a modern highway. 
Note the chariot ruts in the stone. 

named for their builders or their destination, and an inscription confirms that 
this road takes its name from the proconsul of Macedonia. It would have been 
the route taken by Paul from Neapolis to Philippi, Amphipolis, Apollonia, and 
Thessalonica (Acts 16:12; 17:1). He left the road when he was smuggled off to 
Beroea (Acts 17:10) rather than follow it on to Pella and the west. 

Paul's mission activity at Derbe, Iconium, and Pisidian Antioch was on 
the main Roman road that led from Antioch of Syria and Tarsus to Apamea, 
Laodicea, and Ephesus (Acts 13:14, 51; 14:20-21; 15:41-16:2). Troas (Acts 20:5-6; 
16:n; 2 Cor. 2:12; Ignatius, Polycarp 8) was important to sea traffic through the 
Dardanelles between the Aegean and Black Seas and to land traffic between Asia 
and Macedonia (usually shortened by sea between Troas and Neapolis; Acts 
16:n). 

The traveler was not so fortunate in the accommodations for the night as 
he was in the quality of the roads on which he traveled by day. Not that inns 
were lacking, but their reputation (in quality and morals) was notorious. The 
wine was often adulterated (or after the patron was drunk on good wine, bad 
was substituted), sleeping quarters were filthy and insect and rodent infested, 
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innkeepers were extortionate, thieves were in wait, government spies were listen
ing, and many were nothing more than brothels. The literary complaints are 
supplemented by the graffiti from taverns in Pompeii (kissing, gambling, and 
fighting). There were some excellent inns in Italy, but they seem to have been 
the exception. The upper classes avoided the public accommodations and stayed 
with friends when they traveled. The moral dangers at the inns made hospitality 
an important virtue in early Christianity. Hospitality occupies a prominent place 
in Christian literature (Rom. 16:23; 1 Pet. 4:9; 2 John 10; 3 John 5-8; Heb. 13:2; 
1 Clement 10-12; Didache 11-13) because of the needs of missionaries and mes
sengers of the churches and other Christians who happened to be traveling. The 
churches provided an extended family, giving lodging and assistance for the 
journey. Christians here followed and expanded a Jewish practice of caring for 
their own away from home (c£ Mark 6:10). Many synagogues had guest rooms 
attached for the use of Jews on a journey.36 

All in all there was more frequent and easier travel during the Roman 
empire than at any other period of human history before the nineteenth century. 
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Coinage 

Herodotus (1.94) attributed the invention of gold and silver coinage to the 
Lydians. Archaeological evidence shows that coinage made its appearance in 
western Asia Minor in the seventh century B.C. -lumps of metal stamped to 
guarantee weight and quality. The first coins that can be localized with greater 
accuracy were issued by the Lydian kings from Sardis around 600 B.C. They 
were staters (the most common surviving denomination is one-third of a stater) 
of electrum, which was found in Lydia as a natural alloy. Croesus replaced 
electrum with gold and silver staters and made changes in the animals stamped 

36. As mentioned in the inscription of Theodotus quoted on p. 540 and found in 
excavated synagogues at Ostia, Stobi, Khirbet Shema, Hamat Tiberias, etc. 
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on the coin. After 516 Persian coins were issued: the gold stater is the daric (Ezra 
8:27, etc.); silver is the siglos. 

The first Athenian coins were struck in silver about 580 B.C. Athens 
doubled the old stater, creating a new standard coin, the tetradrachm. About 
525 the silver Athenian "owls" were introduced: a helmeted head of Athena on 
the obverse and her owl on the reverse with the first three letters of the city's 
name. During Athens' fifth-century hegemony the Athenian "owls" became the 
most popular coins of the Aegean, still impressive prizes of numismatic collec
tions at major museums. Mythological scenes of gods and heroes were the most 
common representations and for a long time the only motif on Greek coins. 

Alexander the Great had an extensive coinage. The obverse of his stater 
has a helmeted Athena and the reverse a Victory. His tetradrachm used the head 
of a young Heracles (from whom the Macedonian kings traced their descent) 
on the obverse and a seated Zeus on the reverse. In literature Alexander was 
presented as a new Heracles, and in legend he was the son of Zeus by his mother 
Olympias. At least an allusion to Alexander in person evidently was intended 
by the appearance of Heracles, even though this hero was common on Greek 
coins before this time. Alexander's successors at first kept his types but added 
their own names. Then they put idealized heads of the deified Alexander with 
the ram's horns, the emblem of the Egyptian god Ammon (see p. 190), on the 
obverse of their coins. After taking the title basileus ("king"), some of Alex
ander's successors began to put their own heads on their coins. Whereas images 
of human beings cannot be found on Greek coins before Alexander, they are 
not uncommon outside of the Greek world. Persian coins had an image sym
bolizing the idea of kingship, and the fifth-century satraps put their own por
traits on coins. The prancing horseman on the coins of Alexander's father, 
Philip II, is a symbolic portrait of the king. Since previously only deities and 
heroes had appeared on the obverse of Greek coins, the individual portrait 
introduced into the Hellenistic world by Alexander's successors is evidence of 
the developing ruler cult of the Hellenistic monarchs, which will be considered 
more fully in the next chapter. 

Nearly as popular as gods and heroes were sacred animals - the "bee" 
and "stag" of Artemis on the coins of Ephesus, the winged Pegasus at Corinth, 
the eagle of Zeus, etc. Sometimes the coins give us the appearance of temples 
and other data useful in historical reconstruction. 

If there was any coinage in use in early Rome, it was rough lumps of 
bronze of irregular weight and without any mark of value. By the beginning of 
the third century B.C. appeared a series of bronze bars with roughly regulated 
weight and devices on both sides. Then came bronze pieces in circular form 
with a mark of value. The earliest coinage proper begins in 269 B.C., silver 
didrachms in imitation of Greek coins. About 211 B.C. Rome introduced a new 
silver coinage, the denarius (equal to ten bronze asses) and the sestertius (two 
and a half asses), which were to remain standard coins for Roman currency. 
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A special issue of gold coins struck in Greece in honor of Flaminius, who 
defeated Philip V of Macedon in 197 B.C., are the first coins to carry a portrait 
of a living Roman. Julius Caesar was the first politician in his lifetime to be 
portrayed in Rome. The troubles of the late Republic provided a setting for 
regularly portraying and honoring living men and current events. Under the 
Second Triumvirate the tendency for the obverse to have a portrait and a title 
became almost a rule whereas types for the reverse achieved even greater variety. 

Rulers used coins for propaganda purposes, making known the govern
ment policies and ideology or commemorating significant events. In the absence 
of modern means of communication this was the most effective way of reaching 
the largest number of people with the messages the government wanted to 
convey. From the time of Caligula the emperor's titles as well as portrait appear 
on the obverse of principal coins. From Claudius the reverses not only proclaim 
achievements of the emperor but make members of his family known and 
emphasize the emperor's qualities and policies by the personification of virtues. 
Since the titles provide a closely dated sequence for the coins and because of 
the events commemorated on the various issues, Roman coins have become an 
exceedingly valuable historical source. Numismatics provides important infor
mation about the culture and official ideology of the Roman world. 

The currency needs of Palestine were supplied in the fifth and fourth 
centuries B.C. by Persian coinage and after Alexander by that of its Hellenistic 
rulers. The shekel of the Old Testament was a designation of weight, only later 
a coin. It is unresolved whether Jewish coinage began with John Hyrcanus I 
(134-104 B.C.), Aristobulus (104-103 B.C.), or Alexander Jannaeus (103-76 B.C.), 
probably not earlier. (Coins previously attributed to Simon, Hyrcanus' prede
cessor, are now recognized as belonging to the Jewish revolt against Rome.) 
Alexander Jannaeus put his name and title in Greek on the reverse with a 
Hebrew inscription on the obverse. The Hasmoneans avoided images and pagan 
symbols and used the cornucopia, anchor, and pomegranate on their coins. The 
Herodian kings used Greek inscriptions, and Agrippa I and Agrippa II even put 
their own likenesses on some coins intended for their non-Jewish areas. Local 
mints in Palestine issued only bronze coins; the imperial mints issued gold and 
silver coins. The "thirty pieces of silver" from the temple treasury (Matt. 26:15) 
would have been tetradrachms from Antioch or Tyre, accepted as equivalent to 
the shekel. The Phoenician mint did not follow the Athenian standard, as did 
other mints in the Hellenistic Age; their heavier staters were accepted as equiv
alent to "holy shekels" by the Jews. The silver shekels issued during the Jewish 
revolt have a chalice on them, bronze coins the lulab and ethrog; other symbols 
are pomegranates, amphora, vine, or palm tree, the emphasis being on the 
temple and the annual festivals. Rome commemorated the suppresion of the 
revolt by issuing coins inscribed "Judaea capta." A tetradrachmn of the second 
revolt has the Tabernacle and Ark of the Covenant. A cluster of grapes was a 
prominent symbol on coins of Bar Kokhbah, as were musical instruments, in 
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addition to types known from the first revolt. Legends on the coins of both 
revolts proclaimed "freedom" and "redemption." 

Matthew 10:9 lists the metals used in coins in the order of their value in 
New Testament times - gold, silver, and copper (bronze). A comparative chart 
of the value of Roman and Greek coins with the New Testament references to 
them will permit the reader to see the force of certain passages. The fluctuating 
value of currencies and changes in purchasing power make it unprofitable to 
give equivalents in modern currency (but see n.38 below). 

Roman Currency 

quadrans [bronze] 

4 quadrans 1 as (assarion-
Matt. 10:29; 
Luke 12:6) 

2 semis 1 as 

2 asses 1 dupondius 

4 asses 1 sestertius 
[silver; bronze 
under empire] 

16 asses 1 denarius [silver] 
(Matt. 20:2; 
22:19)38 

25 denarii 1 aureus [gold] 

240 aurei 1 talent 

Greek Currency 

2 lepta (Mark 12:42)37 

60bols 

4 drachmae 
(tetra
drachmn) 

100 drachmae 

1 drachma 
(Luke 15:8) 

1 stater 
(Matt. 17:24-27; 
26:15; Exod. 
30:13)39 

1 mna 
(Luke 19:13) 

6,000 drachmae = 1 talent 
(Matt. 25:14ff.;40 
18:23-35)41 

Jewish 

1 shekel 

37. Note the exceedingly small amount of the gift. The lepton was the smallest coin in 
value in circulation. Two lepta together did not equal the value of a sparrow (Matt. 10:29). 

38. The denarius represented an average pay for a day laborer according to the parable 
of Matt. 20. Cf. Tobit 5:14 for a drachma a day and Tacitus, Annals 1.17, for a soldier's pay as 
less than a denarius a day. The denarius and the drachma, the basic silver coins of the Romans 
and Greeks respectively, were roughly equivalent in value. 

39. The didrachm is equivalent to the half-shekel, but note that the Septuagint took 
the didrachm as equal to the shekel; Exod. 30:13. See p. 530. 

40. The mna and talent were sums of money and not coins. Note that the talent in 
Matt. 25 is a sum of money, not one's abilities. 

41. Realizing the value of the sums of money involved makes this parable a powerful 
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DENARIUS OF TIBERIUS 
Tiberius was emperor during the ministry of Jesus, and such a coin as this 

would have been the "tribute money" of Matt. 22:19. (British Museum) 

The "tribute money" of Matthew 22:19 would have been the silver denar
ius, many of which have been found. The obverse has the head of the emperor 
wearing a wreath and the inscription "Augustus Tiberius Caesar, son of the 
deified Augustus." The reverse depicts a seated female (Livia, Tiberius' mother, 
as pax or Roma?) with the inscription "Pontifex Maximus." Such coins were a 
daily reminder to subject peoples that in return for Roman peace and prosperity 
they owed taxes. 
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Taxation 

Augustus undertook to acquire an exact knowledge of the resources of the 
empire through a periodic census (cf. Luke 2:1) similar to but distinct from that 
of Roman citizens under the Republic. He also did excellent work in supervising 
tax collection and trying to make taxation equitable. 

Direct taxes, tributa, were collected by the governor of a province and his 
staff. The main tax in every province was the tributum soli, a tax on agricultural 
produce paid by those who occupied the land; owners of other forms of prop
erty were liable to a tributum capitis (a head tax; cf. kensos or census in Matt. 
17:25; 22:19). Of indirect taxes, vectigalia (cf. telos in Matt. 17:25), the frontier 
dues (portoria) were the most important. They were collected solely for revenue, 
not to control production or trade. The publicani, contractors employed to 
collect indirect taxes, agreed to furnish a certain sum to the government; 
amounts collected above this sum were the profit of the tax-raisers. This system 
of collecting taxes - paying Rome for the privilege of collecting - encouraged 
corruption under the Republic.42 

The translation of the telonai ("tax collectors") in the Gospels as "publi
cans" has confused them with the Roman tax-raisers.43 Augustus began the 
gradual suppression of the tax-raisers by taking direct taxes out of their hands. 
The Roman publicani came from the class of knights and had been financial 
masters of the empire. The telonai in the east, in contrast, were local men of 
wealth and influence who contracted with their city or district to gather the 
taxes it paid to Rome. It seems that, as in Egypt, the Palestinian telonai were 

42. E. Badian, Publicans and Sinners: Private Enterprise in the Service of the Roman 
Republic (Oxford, 1972). 

43. Fritz Herrenbriick, Jesus und die Zollner: Historische und neutestamentlich
exegetische Untersuchungen (Tiibingen, 1990). 
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not the actual collectors and had no authority to compel payment but took the 
matter up with officials. Zacchaeus' words in Luke 19:8, "bring false charges," 
suggests he could be an informer to the officials but could not on his own 
authority imprison or confiscate property. These men may have been paid on 
a percentage basis. The telonai's morals were neither better nor worse than other 
businessmen's. The contemptuous references to them is due more to their 
equivocal position between their fellow-Jews and the Romans and nationalistic 
feeling than to any general estimate of them as dishonest. The telOnai met by 
name in the Gospels, Zacchaeus and Matthew, were at Jericho and Galilee 
respectively, and so probably were involved in assessing taxes on the trade routes 
that crossed the country. Matthew certainly, and probably Zacchaeus, was in 
the employ of Herod Antipas and not directly of the Romans. 

Rabban Gamaliel II said, "By four things does the empire exist: by its tolls, 
bathhouses, theatres, and crop taxes,"44 that is, taxation and entertainment. 
That was a subject's version of the Roman "bread and circuses." 

ENTERTAINMENT 

Early Christian moralists and apologists criticized three types of "spectacles" in 
the pagan world: those of the theatre, the arena (amphitheatre), and the circus. 
Tertullian is typical in his reference to "the customary pleasures of the mad
dening circus, the bloodthirsty arena, and the lascivious theatre."45 We will 
discuss the entertainments at these places and then turn to other social settings 
- gymnasia, baths, and banquets. 

Theatres 

Greek drama, according to the usually accepted theory, began in the festivals of 
Dionysus. The theatre of Dionysus in Athens set the pattern in that a temple 
of Dionysus frequently adjoins the theatres of the Greek world, and an altar of 
Dionysus customarily occupies the center of the orchestra. The Greek theatre 
was essentially a round area (orchestra) for the chorus and actors with tiers of 
seats built against a hillside extending around as much as two-thirds of the 
orchestra. The stage building came later as a retiring room for the actors (Gk. 
skene, from which we get scene, means tent) and yet later formed the background 

44. The Fathers According to Rabbi Nathan 28. 
45. Against Marcion 1.27; cf. Apparel of Women 1.8. Tertullian and Novatian wrote 

treatises On the Spectacles, and Chrysostom preached a sermon "Against the Circus, Games, 
and Theatre" (MG 56.263-70). Cf. Clement of Alexandria, Instructor 3.11,5, and 9 and 2.1, 2, 
4, and 7; Lactantius, Divine Institutes 6.20. 
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GREEK THEATRE, Epidaurus 
The largest and one of the most nearly perfect of the Greek theatres, Epidaurus well 

preserves its fourth-century plan and is still used for theatrical productions. 

GREEK THEATRE, Ephesus 
The crowd in Ephesus gathered here to protest Paul's preaching (Acts 19) 
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or "stage-setting" for the performance. The Roman theatre differed from the 
Greek in that it was an enclosed structure with the skene rising to the full height 
of the auditorium and joined to it at the side. The orchestra was a half-circle 
added to the seating with the acting taking place on the stage. The back of the 
skene in Roman theatres was often richly decorated with tiers of colonnaded 
niches filled with statuary. 

The theatres were often the largest place for a public gathering inside a 
city, and so were important centers of public life (cf. Acts 19:29ff.). The dramas 
themselves were popular and well attended. 

The Greeks loved competition in all areas, and at the great festivals the 
playwrights competed among themselves. In these contests were produced the 
great tragedies and comedies of Sophocles (496-406), Euripides (c. 485-406), 
and Aristophanes (c. 450-385). The "new comedy" of the Hellenistic Age rep
resented the masses of the Greco-Roman world with their interests in self and 
family, rather than as citizens of the classical city-state. Its leading figure was 
Menander (342-291), quoted by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:33; his presence in the 
educational curriculum made him a readily recognized source of quotation. 

By the time of Christianity the great age of Greek drama was long past. 
The most popular theatrical performances were the farces and mimes, parodies 
of everyday life. Herondas in the third century B.C. achieved some skill in 
character portrayal, but much of the popular amusement acting descended to 
the vulgar and sexual to get its laughs. The immoralities exhibited on the stage 
became a common subject of criticism. Under the empire the pantomime -
in which a dramatic plot was enacted by a masked and costumed dancer sup
ported by an actor, chorus, and various instruments - became popular.46 

From the Hellenistic Age forward traveling groups of Dionysiac artists 
went from city to city to produce plays. These professional actors, sacred to the 
god Dionysus, enjoyed international protection from the rulers. A few actors 
would take all of the parts; hence the word for actor (hypokrites) has given us 
our word hypocrite, one who acts a part (Matt. 6:5). The masks worn by actors 
for their different roles became the symbol for the stage, often decorating 
theatres and Dionysiac altars and identifying actors in statuary and inscriptions. 

Although Latin authors (e.g., Plautus [251-184] and Terence [195-159]) 
successfully adapted Greek models, the Romans preferred other types of enter
tainment, and many surviving Greek theatres show the architectural modifica
tions made to permit gladiatorial and wild animal contests, principally the 
addition of a low wall around the orchestra in front of the first row of seats. 
Josephus (Ant. 19.8.2 [344-51]) places the onset of Herod Agrippa's fatal illness 
(Acts 12:19ff.) in the theatre at Caesarea where he was celebrating spectacles in 
honor of the emperor. 

46. Lucian, The Dance. 
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Athletics 

The Greeks always prized male good looks and much admired the physically perfect 
male specimen - especially evident in the athlete. Athletic contests accompanied 
Greek religious festivals; in fact, these games often occurred in contexts that seem 
startling today: in Homeric times they were held as part of the funeral com
memoration in honor of a fallen hero. The games at the great sanctuary of Zeus in 
Olympia are well known from the ancient Greek custom of dating events by the 
olympiads and from their modern revival. But athletic competition was a feature 
of other important festivals in the Greek world - the Nemaean games to Zeus, the 
Isthmian games near Corinth in honor of Poseidon, the Pythian at Delphi to 
Apollo, and the Panathenaic to Athena in Athens. The religious games began with 

GREEK STADIUM, Aphrodisias 
The stadium for foot races illustrates Heb. 12:1, "Surrounded 

by witnesses, ... run the race." 
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sacrifice and prayer, and the contestants made vows to the deity (such as prayer 
before football or the national anthem before baseball). During Hellenistic and 
Roman times a favorite form of benefaction by rulers and wealthy men was the 
institution of games for entertainment (including the contests in the arena and 
circus; see pp. 93-94), and conversely cities flattered rulers by instituting games in 
their honor. Professional athletes in Hellenistic and Roman times came to receive 
the financial reward and adulation that they do today. 

Physical training was an important part of Greek education and centered 
in the gymnasium (see below). Foot races were held in the stadium (Gk. stadion, 
a distance of about two hundred yards). Several of these stadia still survive with 
their starting and finish lines (cf. the mark or goal in Phil. 3=14). The Greek 
stadia accommodated spectators on the grassy slopes on each side of the flat 
running surfaces. 

The major sports were running, boxing, the pankration (an all-out com
bination of boxing, wrestling, and kicking in which no holds were barred except 
for biting and gouging), and the pentathlon (which included running, long
jumping, throwing the discus, throwing the javelin, and wrestling). 

The Greeks exercised and competed in the nude. They oiled their bodies 
before the competition and afterward scraped the dirt and sweat off with the oil by 
means of a curved metal instrument called a strigil. The nudity shocked Jewish 
sensibilities (this was part of the objection to the building of a gymnasium in 
Jerusalem; 2 Mace. 4:7-17), and the Romans too were slow to accept Greek athletics. 

The proximity of the Isthmian games to his readers may account for Paul's 
extensive use of athletic terminology (foot race and boxing) in 1 Corinthians 
9:24-27. But Paul and other New Testament writers frequently employ athletic 
metaphors (e.g., the foot race in Heb. 12:1; 2 Tim. 4:7; the crown in 2 Tim. 2:5). 

Such metaphorical language was part of the stock-in-trade of popular philos
ophers and moralists and need not indicate any extensive firsthand acquaintance 
by Paul or others with the games. 
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Arenas 

Whereas Greeks preferred the exercises of the gymnasium and stadium, 
Roman interest in sport went to the events at the amphitheatre and circus. In 
the Roman west are found the remains of many enclosed permanent am-

COLOSSEUM, Rome 
The Flavian Amphitheatre, dedicated under Titus in A.D. 80, was 188 meters by 156 

meters with a height of 57 meters. Note the facilities, now exposed, that were 
beneath the floor of the amphitheatre. (Courtesy Philip Gendreau) 
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phitheatres or arenas. The earliest known is that at Pompeii from the first 
century B.C. Best known is the Colosseum (the Flavian Amphitheatre) at Rome 
begun by Vespasian and enlarged by Titus. The three tiers of seats would hold 
an estimated fifty thousand spectators. The floored arena covered dens for 
beasts. The Colosseum was a multipurpose structure that could be used for 
plays, gladiatorial combats, or wild animal shows; it could even be flooded for 
mock sea battles. The amphitheatres of the west testify to the lust for blood 
under the empire. The spectacles of gladiatorial combat - man against man, 
man against animal, and animal against animal- drew huge crowds and 
replaced Greek drama and athletics in popularity.47 Schools trained pro
fessional gladiators, and enormous numbers of criminals and wild animals 
were required to satisfy the bloodthirsty populace. The cruelty of the games 
had a debasing effect on moral sensibility. The Christian emperors enacted 
legislation to regulate these cruelties. Gladiatorial fights were first banned in 
325, but this was not fully applied until the 430S. 

Circuses48 

The circus, or hippodrome as it was called in the Greek east, was an enclosure 
for chariot racing. An important sport among aristocratic Greeks, it became the 
major professional entertainment in Roman times. The earliest example is the 
circus maxim us in Rome, estimated to have held 255,000 persons. Business firms 
supplied the horses, chariots, and drivers. Charioteers were able to acquire huge 
sums of money and became popular heroes. Public officials or wealthy.citizens 
would fmance the races for the entertainment of the people and enhancement 
of their own prestige. The chariot races and the games became important 
political functions where the emperors granted favors and the populace of a 
city demonstrated on behalf of their demands. Professional teams were iden
tified by their color (Reds, Whites, Blues, Greens) and became the focus for 
political factions on into Byzantine times.49 Four horses pulled a light two
wheeled chariot (quadriga); as many as twelve teams could participate in a race. 

Gymnasia and Baths 

With these structures we turn from spectator to participatory entertainment. 
The gymnasium was characteristic of the Greek world and the baths of the 

47. M. Grant, Gladiators (London, 1967); A. Cameron, Bread and Circuses: The 
Emperor, and the Roman People (London, 1974). 

48. J. Humphrey, Roman Circuses and Chariot Racing (Batsford, England, 1984); idem, 
Roman Circuses: Arenas for Chariot Racing (Berkeley, 1986). 

49. A. Cameron, Circus Factions (Oxford, 1976;. 
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CIRCUS MAXIMUS, Rome 
The racing of chariots drawn by four horses was a major 

form of professional entertainment. 

95 

Roman world, but under the empire hybrid or combination structures devel
oped (as in the Harbor Bath Gymnasium at Ephesus built under Domitian) so 
that the gymnasia had swimming pools and the baths had exercise facilities. 
Both were general cultural and social institutions and did not have only athletic 
or recreational functions. Both were primarily for citizens or the at least mod
erately well-to-do. 

Some gymnasia included an extensive complex. The main feature was a 
running ground with accompanying facilities. Usually there was also a courtyard 
covered with sand and surrounded by porticos and rooms; this was the palaestra 
(sports ground) for wrestling. The rooms in a gymnasium complex included 
bathing rooms, dressing rooms, and storage rooms. There could also be a lecture 
hall, for the gymnasium was the center of activities for the ephebes (pp. 101-2). 

Since athletics were especially under the patronage of Hermes and Heracles, 
statues, altars, and cult emblems to them were regularly present. 

Baths ranged from small private establishments to the huge public 
complexes built by Caracalla and Diocletian in the third century A.D. in 
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Rome.50 Every town seems to have had one or more bathing establishment, the 
erection of which was a favorite form of public benefaction. Essential were the 
pools for bathing, usually several for different temperatures of water. The usual 
order was a warm water pool, hot bath, warm again, and finally a cold plunge. 
The Romans were skilled at constructing furnaces and hypocausts (under
ground ducts) with hot air flues for controlling the heat in the warm and hot 
rooms. Some baths were able to take advantage of natural hot mineral springs 
as at Bath in England and Hierapolis in Asia Minor (perhaps the tepid waters 
alluded to in the letter to neighboring Laodicea, from which they are visible, in 
Rev. 3=16). The larger establishments had large halls, smaller game or conversa
tion rooms, gardens, swimming pools, dressing rooms, and palaestrae. 

The atmosphere was somewhat that of a country club combined with a 
community center. Here one came to meet with friends, converse, and have a 
snack of food and drink. Here one could read, exercise, get a massage, listen to 
philosohers or poets, as well as bathe. Some baths had special hours reserved 
for women, and a few cities had a women's bath. In general a reputable woman 
did not appear at the baths when men were present, but conventions on this 
varied, and not all women were concerned. 

Banquets51 

Turning to the home or small group entertainment, we find the banquet or dinner 
party one of the most important and widespread social occasions. Greek and 
Roman banquets had established conventions. At the Greek dinner the guests 
elected a president, who determined the mixture of wine and water and presided 
over the evening's entertainment. Table wine in the ancient world was always taken 
diluted with water. Average mixtures would have been from two to four parts of 
water to one part of wine. If a stronger mixture was desired, the beverage may have 
been taken half and half; the wine was taken straight only if early drunkenness was 
desired. 52 The Roman banquet's established rules about rank and honor deter
mined one's place in the dining room. There were three couches (hence the name 
for the dining room, triclinium), and one ate reclining (the general custom of the 
ancient world). Food was served from a table in the middle of the room. Slaves 
brought in the food and attended to everyone's needs. 

Two atypical banquets from classical literature illustrate the wide range 
of entertainment possible: Plato's Symposium with its high philosophical dis-

50. See Lucian (?), Hippias or The Bath, for a description of a luxurious one; I. Nielsen, 
Thermae et Balnea: The Architecture and History of Roman Public Baths (Aarhus, 1990). 

51. W. J. Slater, ed., Dining in a Classical Context (Ann Arbor, Mich., 1991). 
52. Everett Ferguson, "Wine as a Table-Drink in the Ancient Word," Restoration Quar

terly 13, no. 3 (1970):141-53. 
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BANQUET, wall painting from Pompeii 
Diners recline around a triclinium. A slave removes a guest's shoes while 

another offers a cup of wine. Another guest has overindulged and is led away. 
(Courtesy National Archaeological Museum, Naples) 
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courses and Petronius' Banquet of Trimalchio (mid-first century A.D.) with its 
broad satire on the efforts of the "new rich" to put on a show and succeeding 
only at being vulgar. Banquets were made the literary setting for writings detail
ing an author's antiquarian learning: Plutarch's Table Talk and Dinner of the 
Seven Wise Men and Athenaeus' Learned Banquet are especially valuable for the 
information from earlier writers that the participants quote. 53 The popularity 

53. J. Martin, Symposion: Die Geschichte einer literarischen Form (Paderborn, 1931); E. S. 
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of the banquet setting for literary works is further exemplified in the pseud
epigraphal Epistle af Aristeas (pp. 424-25). 

Wine was served after dinner; if the evening was to be spent primarily in 
conversation - political, philosophical, or just social - the wine would be 
weak. The guests might play games, or be entertained by dancers (cf. Mark 
6:21-22), acrobats, or jugglers. An author might recite a recent composition, or 
musicians might play (see further below). Female companionship might be 
provided by hetairai. Again, the percentage of the wine had something to do 
with the intimacy of the entertainment. 

Music 

Music was found at banquets and other entertainments, at weddings and funer
als, at official occasions, and as an accompaniment to sacrifice and other ritual 
acts in cultic practice. These uses in the Greek and Roman cultures were also 
present in the Jewish (Sir. 32:3-6; 50:16; Matt. 11:q; 9:23; Luke 15:25). 

First Corinthians 14:7-8 (see also Rev. 18:22) lists the three principal in
struments of the day: aulas (pipe, often but not very accurately translated flute), 
kithara (the harp or zither), and trumpet. The last was mainly used in war and 
to herald public announcements, so in everyday life the aulas and the kithara 
were the main instruments. The aulas was a wind instrument, giving an oboelike 
sound. A common form was the double aulas, with two pipes coming from the 
mouthpiece. It was associated with orgies, sacrifices, frenzy, and exciting the 
emotions. A smaller instrument, the syrinx, had different lengths of pipes and 
was popular with shepherds and rural folk. The kithara was a stringed instru
ment often used to accompany singing. The philosophers associated it with 
harmony, gaiety, and artistic sensitivity. It was invented, according to legend, by 
Hermes, but became Apollo's attribute. Athena invented the aulas, but she threw 
it away because it distorted her face to play it. According to this story Marsyas 
(a satyr) picked it up and invented a form of music on it. He challenged Apollo 
with his kithara to a musical contest. Apollo defeated him and took advantage 
of the agreement that the winner could do as he liked with the loser in order 
to flay Marsyas. The story reflects the higher evaluation given to stringed music, 
but there is no evidence that in popular estimation or in general use the pipe 
was inferior. Stringed instruments were played either with the fingers (psallo) 
or with a plectrum. There were, moreover, various kinds of percussion instru
ments. 

Many ancient cities had in addition to a large theatre a small music theatre 

Steele, "Luke 11:27-54 - A Modified Hellenistic Symposium?" IBL 103 (1984):379-94; Dennis 
Smith, "Table Fellowship as a Literary Motif in the Gospel of Luke," IBL 106 (1987):613-38. 
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CONTEST OF APOLW AND MARSYAS, marble relief,330 B.C. 

The judges decided the music of Apollo on the lyre to be superior to the music of 
Marsyas (a satyr) on the pipe. (National Archaeological Museum, Athens) 

known as the odeion. It had the same general features as the drama theatres, 
but being smaller it was normally enclosed. 

Athletics and music played an important part in classical Greek education, 
but by the Christian era both were in decline in the ordinary curriculum. 
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SCHOOL SCENE, grave relief, A.D. 185 
The heavy clothes and shoes mark this scene as from the northern borders 
of the Roman world, but the stern teacher and tardy student evoke universal 

memories of school days. (Rhineland Museum, Trier) 

EDUCATION 

The Greek word for education was paideia, which meant "training, discipline." 
It was translated into Latin as humanitas, which expressed the ideal of Hellenistic 
education - the formation of the human person. 

Most schools were small and private, the work of a single teacher who 
received a fee from his pupils, except in some of the cities where rulers or wealthy 
citizens endowed educational institutions. The teaching profession in classical 
antiquity was a humble, even despised occupation, because it meant running 
after customers asking for money and working long hours. The school year was 
basically what it has remained in Europe, from October to June. The classroom 
was usually a shop near the town center. 

Both Greco-Roman and Jewish education may be classified according to 
a three-stage system - primary, secondary, and advanced. 54 Children normally 
began school at the age of seven. Primary education was mainly in reading and 
writing, but might include some simple arithmetic. Teaching methods empha
sized memorization and copying. People are capable of enormous feats of 

54. Cf. Apuleius, Florida 20: "In the feasts of the Muses the first cup is poured by the 
literator, who teaches us to read. Then comes the grammaticus, who adorns us with different 
sorts of knowledge. Finally the rhetor places in our hands the weapons of eloquence." 
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memorization when this skill is cultivated. The ancients highly valued memory 
as an indication of intelligence and even morality, and had more confidence in 
memory than in writing, perhaps a survival of earlier times when this was the 
only or principal means of preserving and transmitting information. By the 
time of the early empire, writing was assuming a greater importance. Discipline 
in the schools was stern. Children were accompanied to and from school by a 
pedagogue ("custodian"), who was usually a slave charged with looking after 
his charge's morals and general welfare (cf. Gal. 3:23ff.). The pedagogues gener
ally had a reputation for treating the children harshly. 

Children from the upper classes (by the age of eleven or twelve) received 
"secondary" education in the classics under a grammaticus ("grammarian"). 
Cicero and Quintilian advocated a well-rounded education in the liberal arts 
(by the first century B.C. already established as the seven that medieval education 
inherited - grammar, rhetoric, dialectic, geometry, arithmetic, astronomy, and 
music), but the student was fortunate who acquired much more than mathe
matics and music in addition to literature. The method of instruction was for 
the teacher to read aloud a passage and then explain it in detail (textual criticism, 
meaning of words and idioms, references to mythology and history, points of 
grammar, figures of speech, and moral lessons to be learned). The students then 
read the passage aloud and were questioned on it. Recitations and exercises 
taught spelling, grammar, correct usage, and rules of composition. 

The prominence of physical education in classical education at all levels was 
not just a matter of sport but of moral training and was related to the ideal of the 
perfect physical specimen and the characteristic competitiveness in Greek life. 

Advanced education involved a parting of the ways, although the different 
options were not mutually exclusive. The Greek citizen-aristocrats entered the 
ephebeia, the only educational institution of the ancient world that was always 
publicly supported. Associated with the city gymnasium, it was a kind of fin
ishing school for young men. In addition to its emphasis on physical education, 
some attention was given to rhetoric and philosophy and there was access to 
the library of the gymnasium. At the age of eighteen, one year (generally) was 
spent as an ephebe. This institution originally had been for military training, 
but during the Hellenistic Age this aspect fell into the background and it became 
a training ground for public life. The members participated in festivals and 
processions, became aware of their cultural and political heritage, and gained 
experience in public life, inasmuch as the ephebeia was organized like a minia
ture city. The ephebeia had greater social than intellectual significance, for 
graduation from it was essential for full acceptance into the social and political 
life of the Greek cities. 55 

55. For the efforts of Alexandrian Jews to gain acceptance for their children into the 
ephebeia see Tcherikover and Fuks, Corpus PapyroTum Judaicarum (Cambridge, 1957), 1:38-39, 
59, 61, 64, 75-76. 
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Whether or not he had finished the ephebeia, a young man could choose 
a profession - philosophy, medicine, or law. This involved placing oneself 
under a philosopher, doctor, or lawyer, and learning the field from him. 

The most common form of advanced education, also available to one who 
entered a "profession," was in rhetoric. It was something of the ancient equiv
alent of the college arts degree. We can hardly exaggerate the influence of 
rhetorical education on ancient culture and literature. Isocrates (p. 9) had 
championed the oratorical tradition against the philosophical type of education 
advo~ated by Plato. Quintilian provides an attractive summary in Latin of the 
rhetorical educational ideal at the end of the first century. Since reading was 
done aloud, the spoken word had a great influence on literature. Speech was 
the queen of studies. (See further under Rhetoric in the next section.) Since 
one might have to speak on any subject and could find useful illustrative 
material from a wide range of subjects, rhetorical education included some 
philosophy, astronomy, history, and so forth. The teaching of both rhetoric and 
philosophy was usually accomplished in one of three ways: by wandering popu
lar lecturers, by private teachers established in the cities, or in institutions of 
learning in educational centers such as Athens and Alexandria. 

Education was voluntary, but elementary schools at least were widespread. 
The indications, especially on the evidence of the papyri, are that the literacy 
rate of Hellenistic and early Roman times was rather high, probably higher than 
at any period prior to modern times. Girls as well as boys were often included 
in the elementary schools, and although education for girls was rarer than for 
boys, it could be obtained. The key for everyone was to get what you could on 
your own. Thus, most boys learned a trade through an apprenticeship or con
tinued their father's work, and most girls learned household tasks at home. 

Jewish education superficially followed the same stages as Greco-Roman 
education, but with a significantly different content. The aim of Jewish educa
tion was a religious one, the knowledge and practice of the Torah. Instead of 
studying Homer and the dramatists, students learned the Scriptures and the 
oral traditions of the scribes.56 The third-century rabbi Judah b. Tema sum
marized the stages of education in Pirke Aboth 5:21: "At five years of age [one 
is ready] for Scripture; at ten, for Mishnah; at thirteen for [keeping] the com
mandments; at fifteen for Talmud; at eighteen for marriage; at twenty for 
pursuing [a trade]." 

The home was the center of religious education and an elementary edu
cation in reading and writing. Jewish primary schools seem not to have been 
widespread outside Jerusalem until the second century A.D. The primary school 
was known as the beth sepher (or sopher) - "house of reading" or "of the 
scribe." It was taught by a sopher, or scribe, or in poorer communities by the 

56. Josephus, Against Apion 2.178, emphasizes the thorough knowledge of their law by 
all Jews. 
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~azzan, the synagogue attendant (p. 546), whose salary was paid by the syn
agogue. Classes met inside the synagogue. The Jewish child was expected to be 
able to read the Hebrew Scriptures, to memorize a standard translation in his 
own language if not Hebrew (called a Targum), and to recite certain parts of 
the liturgy. There was a great emphasis on memorizing Scripture. 

Secondary schools are thought to have existed from the second century 
B.C. They were known as beth midrash ("house of instruction") or beth talmud 
("house of learning [oral law]") and were concerned with the study of the oral 
law. This might take the form of commentary on Scripture (midrash) or of a 
topical arrangement of the legal requirements (mishnah). Thirteen was prob
ably the more common age for beginning this study. Few would undertake it, 
but it too was supported by the synagogue in an adjoining building. 

Advanced study required that one attach himself to a great scholar (Acts 
22:3) or, after the destruction of Jerusalem, to go to one of the academies, such 
as the one at Jamnia. At this level the student learned advanced scriptural 
interpretation and rabbinic legal opinions (talmud). This study would prepare 
one for ordination as a rabbi or religious scholar, one entitled to make legal 
decisions within the Jewish community. 

Greco-Roman rhetorical education is evident in the methods of Jewish 
instruction. Memorization was quite important in both systems of education. 
Quite un-Roman was the Jewish requirement that every boy, rich or poor, scholar 
or unlearned, acquire a trade (so Paul, Acts 18:3).57 Jewish women were dis
couraged from engaging in legal studies, but most Jewish boys would have studied 
until age thirteen so that there was probably a higher degree of learning among a 
larger number of Jews than among any other people of the ancient world. 
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LITERATURE AND LANGUAGE 

Authors 

This section is a discussion of the principal Latin and Greek authors and writings 
of the period from Augustus to Marcus Aurelius. Other authors are discussed 
in connection with religion or philosophy, and some of those listed below are 
discussed more fully in these sections. Jewish literature is introduced in Chap
ter 5 on Judaism. 

The period at the close of the Republic and beginning of the Principate 
formed the "Golden Age" of Latin literature. The model of Latin prose ever 
since has been the orator Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43 B.C.). Known for his 
orations, his letters are an important source for Roman social customs. However, 
Cicero falls properly outside the limits intended for this section and we will 
treat him more fully in Chapter 4 (pp. 357ff.). 

Augustus' minister Maecenas saw that it was a good idea to mobilize some 
of the better emerging poets as propagandists for the Augustan establishment 
among the educated classes. Maecenas patronized the arts on behalf of the new 
order. These literary men were not insincere or hirelings, but neither were they 
writing innocently. 

Virgil (Publius Vergilius Maro, 70-19 B.C.) gave classic expression to the 
values and destiny of Rome. The Eclogues and Georgics reflect rural life and 
literary conventions. His great national epic, the Aeneid, recounts the legend of 
the settlement of Rome by Aeneas and his Trojan companions, taking its point 
of departure from Homer's Iliad. Book 6 contains the "future prophecy" of 
Rome put into the mouth of Anchises. Whereas Greek cities thought of them
selves as founded once for all by one man who was their lawgiver, Rome looked 
upon itself as the product of the ages and the labors of many men. The heroes 
of the republican years are given, and the account climaxes with Augustus. 
Anchises proudly granted that Greece had taught arts and sciences to the Ro
mans, but Rome was appointed to rule the world and impose the habit of peace. 
Virgil's Eclogue 4, written in 40 B.C., shows the almost "messianic" aura that 
surrounded the expectations of people in the Augustan Age. 
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Now is come the last age of the song of Cumae; the great line of the centuries 
begins anew. Now the Virgin [Justice) returns, the reign of Saturn returns [a 
new golden age); now a new generation descends from heaven on high. Only 
do thou, pure Lucina, smile on the birth of the child, under whom the iron 
brood shall first cease, and a golden race spring up throughout the world! 
Thine own Apollo now is kingl 

And in thy consulship, Pollio, yea in thine, shall this glorious age begin, 
and the mighty months commence their march; under thy sway, any lingering 
traces of our guilt shall become void, and release the earth from its continual 
dread. He shall have the gift of divine life, shall see heroes mingled with gods, 
and shall himself be seen of them, and shall sway a world to which his father's 
virtues have brought peace. 

But for thee, child, shall the earth untilled pour forth .... [There follows 
a description of prosperity and abundance.) 

Enter on thy high honors - the hour will soon be here - 0 thou dear 
offspring of the gods, mighty seed of a Jupiter to be! Behold the world bowing 
with its massive dome - earth and expanse of sea and heaven's depth! Be
hold, how all things exult in the age that is at hand! (Eel. 4.4-52, trans. H. R. 
Fairclough in Loeb Classical Library) 

Christian writers were later to see in the reference to a "child" a pagan prophecy 
of Christ.58 If Virgil had a specific child in mind, it was probably the child of 
Pollio the consul, but the words may have been applied later to some child in 
the imperial family. 

Horace (Quintus Horatius Flaccus, 65-8 B.C.) lacks the elevated tone of 
Virgil. He was alert, liked comfort, and was mildly skeptical, but his sympathies 
were won for the ideals of the Augustan regime. In a period of disturbance 
people had begun to take religion more seriously, and Horace seems to be an 
example of this. Yet religiosity and precise belief are quite different. Horace's 
poetry includes Satires, Epistles, and the carmen saeculare (a hymn to Apollo 
and Diana written at the command of Augustus for the Games of 17 B.C.). His 
Odes (Carmina) established him as the leading Latin lyric poet. The first six 
odes of Book 3 are the best commentary we have on the social and political 
policies of Augustus. 

Livy (Titus Livius, 59 B.C.-A.D. 17) belongs with Virgil and Horace in 
sympathies and influence. Livy was a prose writer whose History of Rome from 
its founding to 9 B.C., large parts of which are lost, is a principal source for 
Roman history. Livy was lacking in critical skill and political penetration; his 
main interest was the ethical aspect of history. He stresses the continuity be
tween the past and his own time, and in the preface praises the Republic and 

58. S. Benko, "Vergil's Fourth Eclogue in Christian Interpretation," ANRW II, Princi
pat, 31.1 (Berlin, 1980), 646-705. 
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its virtues. Livy is important for what he has preserved and for showing the 
interpretation and outlook given in the Augustan Age.59 

The literary quality of works of the Julio-Claudian Age is not so high. We 
should mention Gaius Velleius Paterculus (c. 19 B.C. to after A.D. 31), whose 
Roman History is an important source for information on Augustus and espe
cially Tiberius, whom he holds in admiration, and Lucan (Marcus Annaeus 
Lucanus, A.D. 39-65), whose Civil War treats the struggle between Pompey and 
Caesar in epic poetry. Of value for understanding this period of time is Valerius 
Maximus, who during Tiberius' reign compiled a handbook of illustrations for 
rhetoricians.6o Seneca is of major significance and will be treated in Chapter 4 
(PP·342 -43).61 

The greatest authors of the "Silver Age" flourished urider the Flavians 
and Trajan. Pliny the Elder (Gaius Plinius Secundus) died at the eruption of 
Mt. Vesuvius in A.D. 79 when his interest in scientific knowledge brought him 
too close to the noxious fumes and he died of asphyxiation. His thirty-seven
volume Natural History is an encyclopedia of the lore of ancient times. His 
nephew Pliny the Younger (A.D. 61-114) became governor of Bithynia under 
Trajan. His ten books of letters, written with a view to publication, are an 
important source for social history.62 The tenth book contains letters ex
changed with Trajan, including the important account of his dealings with 
Christians (10.96,97). Those letters and his Panegyric are major sources of 
information for the reign of Trajan. 

Other writers include Martial (Marcus Valerius Martialis, c. A.D. 40-104), 
who wrote Epigrams, a realistic reflection of life in his society (his language is 

59. Of less significance for Christian origins is Albius Tibullus (48-19 B.C.), friend of 
Horace and perfecter of Latin elegaic poetry, who wrote mostly of love and longing for 
country life. Two writers who were outside the mainstream of ideas Augustus wanted prop
agated were Sextus Propertius (last half of the first century B.C.) and Ovid (Publius Ovidius 
Naso,43 B.C.-A.D. 18). They were also writing about love, and not married love at tlIat. Ovid 
said tlIat tlIough his verse was licentious, his conduct was orderly. He was married three 
times. His Ars Amatoria is a parody of a didactic poem. It was partially responsible for his 
being banished from Rome, but also involved was some association with a scandal in tlIe 
imperial family that touched high politics as well as morals. Ovid's Metamorphoses is a 
storehouse of mythology, and his Fasti is a calendar of Roman religious festivals. Also 
belonging to the Augustan Age was Vitruvius, our principal source for architecture. 

60. R. Hodgson, "Valerius Maximus and tlIe Social World of the New Testament," 
CBQ 51 (1989):683-93. 

61. Others writing during this time were Columella, a principal source for agriculture; 
Phaedrus, a writer of fables; Aulus Persius Flaccus (A.D. 34-62), whose satires show Stoic 
influence from his friend the philosopher Cornutus; Petronius (consul and adviser to Nero 
but finally forced by him to commit suicide), whose Banquet of Trimalchio satirizes Neronian 
society and provides an unexampled store of "vulgar Latin"; and Quintus Curtius Rufus, 
rhetorician and historian writing under Claudius. 

62. A. N. Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny: A Historical and Social Commentary 
(Oxford, 1966). 
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often obscene), and Juvenal (Decimus Iunius Iuvenalis, c. A.D. 50-130), author 
of Satires, the greatest in the Latin language. He speaks as a moralist.63 

The greatest of the Roman teachers and writers on rhetoric was Quintilian 
(Marcus Fabius Quintilianus, c. A.D. 35-100). His work is important not only 
for ancient techniques of constructing and delivering a speech but for Quintil
ian's own good sense and educational philosophy. 

The Silver Age produced two outstanding historians. Cornelius Tacitus 
(c. A.D. 55-120), through his Histories and the Annals, is the major source for 
the history of the empire in the first century. Other works are the Agricola, an 
encomium on his father-in-law, and Germania, a description of Germany. Taci
tus wrote from the standpoint of the senatorial aristocracy, which had suffered 
the most under the emperors, but in general we may rely on his factual accuracy. 
Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus (c. A.D. 69-140) was a friend of Pliny the Younger 
and government official under Hadrian.64 Parts of his Lives of Illustrious Men 
have survived. More significant was his Lives of the Caesars, from Julius to 
Domitian. The work had great influence on biographical writing and is impor
tant to historians for the anecdotes, details of personal life, and official docu
ments he drew on. He indiscriminately used material from enemies and friends 
of the emperors. 

Authors of the Antonine period of interest to this study are Aulus Gellius 
(c. 123-165), whose twenty-volume Attic Nights is a miscellaneous collection of 
material on a wide variety of subjects; Marcus Cornelius Pronto (c. 100-166); a 
rhetorician from North Africa (honored by Gellius) whose correspondence with 
Marcus Aurelius has survived; and Apuleius (born c. A.D. 123 in North Africa), 
whose Metamorphoses ("The GoldenJ\sSlJ,65 a tale of sex, violence, magic, and 
religion, is one of the best introductions to the culture of the second century. 
Latin cultural leadership was moving from Rome to the provinces, especially 
North Africa. 4' 

Greek writers of the early empire did not attain the literary excellence of 
Latin authors; the golden age of Greek literature had come in the fifth century 
B.C. Some of the important Greek sources for this period - Dio Chrysostom, 
Epictetus, Plutarch, and Marcus Aurelius - can be better treated in the chapter 
on philosophy. However, some important historical sources come from other 
Greek authors. Between 60 and 30 B.C. Diodorus Siculus wrote a world history 

63. Of less significance are the poets Valerius Flaccus (d. c. 93 A.D.), author of Argo
nautica; Silius Italicus (d. about 101) whose Punica about the Second Punic War is the longest 
Latin poem; and Publius Papinius Statius (c. 45-96), whose Silvae celebrate events in the 
personal lives of his friends. Sextus Julius Frontinus (c. 30-104) wrote on Greek and Roman 
military science. 

64. Barry Baldwin, Suetonius (Amsterdam, 1983); A. Wallace-Hadrill, Suetonius: The 
Scholar and his Caesars (New Haven, 1983). 

65. J. Tatum, Apuleius and the Golden Ass (Ithaca, N.Y., 1979); F. Millar, "The World of 
the Golden Ass," IRS 71 (1981):63-75. 
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from earliest times to Caesar's Gallic wars, compiling his information from 
various sources.66 Dionysius Halicarnassus, who taught in Rome from 30 to 
8 B.C., covered Roman history from the founding of Rome to the First Punic 
War in Roman Antiquities, but his ignorance of early Roman conditions miti
gates the value of his work. Arrian (Flavius Arrianus), who wrote the history of 
Alexander the Great (Anabasis), flourished in the second century A.D. He was 
a pupil of Epictetus, whose teachings he preserved in the Discourses. Appian of 
Alexandria, a second-century historian with ethnographic interests, treated the 
Roman conquests according to races and regions in his Roman Things. Stretch
ing the chronological limits of this section, we include the Roman History of 
Dio Cassius,67 which covered events from the beginnings to A.D. 229. Most is 
missing, but part of what is missing is known from later epitomizers. 

Strabo of Amaseia in Pontus (64 B.C.-A.D. 21) wrote a Geography in seven
teen books that describes the countries and peoples of the Roman world. He 
gives useful information on the cities of New Testament times. Pausanias (c. A.D. 

150), in his Description of Greece,68 sketches the history and topography of 
important sites, describes their monuments, and includes information on my
thology, customs, superstitions, and cult practices. His is the ancient version of 
a travelers' guidebook, valuable to the archaeologist and historian of religion. 

Lucian of Samosata (c. A.D. 120 to after 180),69 though raised in an 
Aramaic-speaking environment, made himself a master of Attic Greek. He was 
a rhetorician who set himself to entertain society. He combined comedy and 
the dialogue form and was proud of this new literary creation.7o These satirical 
dialogues provide such insights into the common assumptions and customs of 
ancient society that his writings frequently appear in the bibliographies of this 
book. Since many of his satires deal with the philosophical schools or philo
sophical themes, more on Lucian will be found in Chapter 4 (pp. 331-32). 

The Pseudo-Longinus treatise On the Sublime is a work on style from the 
first century A.D. and is one of the greatest works in antiquity on literary 
criticism. Aelius Aristides (117 or 129-189)71 was a practicing rhetorician, enthusi
astic for Rome and the blessings of the Antonine Age. Fifty-five of his speeches 

66. K. S. Sacks, Diodorus Siculus and the First Century (Princeton, 1990). 
67. P. M. Swan and J. W. Humphreys, eds., An Historical Commentary on Cassius Dio's 

"Roman History," American Philological Association Monograph Series, 11 vols. (Atlanta, 
1988-). 

68. P. Levi, Guide to Greece (New York, 1971-); C. Habicht, Pausanias' Guide to Ancient 
Greece (Berkeley, 1985). 

69. Barry Baldwin, Studies in Lucian (Toronto, 1973); J. Hall, Lucian's Satire (New York, 
1981); C. P. Jones, Culture and Society in Lucian (Cambridge, Mass., 1986); R. B. Branham, 
Unruly Eloquence: Lucian and the Comedy of Traditions (Cambridge, 1989). See also p. 3310.50. 

70. See Double Indictment and "You're a Prometheus in Words." 
71. C. A. Behr, Aelius Aristides and the Sacred Tales (Amsterdam, 1968); P. W. van der 

Horst, Aelius Aristides and the New Testament (Leiden, 1980); C. A. Behr, P. Aelius Aristides: 
The Complete Works, 2 vols. (Leiden, 1981, 1986). 
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survive; they represent the Atticizing style of the second century. One group of 
these speeches are the "Sacred Discourses," or "Sacred Tales," important for 
religious ideas in the early empire. Aristides was a leading representative of the 
"Second Sophistic" of the second and third century, Greek rhetoricians who 
spoke on historical themes. They received the name from Flavius Philostratus, 
whose Lives of the Sophists tells about them.72 

Artemidorus in the late second century wrote On the Interpretation of 
Dreams (see pp. 206-7), a treatise containing rich information on ancient su
perstition, folklore, and symbolism. Another kind of learned work is that of 
Ptolemy (Claudius Ptolemaeus) of Alexandria on astronomy in the mid-second 
century. It provided the mathematical calculations on which the geocentric 
theory of the universe was established throughout the Middle Ages. His Geog
raphy too was the standard work on the subject before modern times. 
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Rhetoric 

The handbooks produced by the Greek and Latin rhetoricians promise to en
large significantly our knowledge of the forms and composition of Christian 
literature. Greek rhetorical theory was a development from Aristotle's Rhetoric. 
Not much of the theoretical work of Hellenistic rhetors survives, but Dionysius 
of Halicarnassus (age of Augustus), On Literary Composition, and the textbooks 
by Hermogenes (second century A.D.) are significant. Greek rhetorical theory 
is best preserved by Latin authors: from the first century B.C. the anonymous 
Rhetorica ad Herennium and Cicero's many works (e.g., De Inventione, Parti
tiones Oratoriae, Topica, and De Oratore), and from the late first century A.D. 

72. For the social setting of the "Second Sophistic," see G. W. Bowersock, Greek Sophists 
in the Roman Empire (Oxford, 1969). 
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Quintilian, Institutio. These give a good understanding of rhetoric as taught at 
the beginning of the Christian era. 

The steps taught in speech preparation were: invention of ideas, arrange
ment, diction, style, memorization, and delivery. From Aristotle oratory was 
divided into three types: judicial or forensic, with its setting in the law courts, 
where accusations and defenses were designed to convince the judges; delibera
tive, with its setting in the citizen assemblies, where persuasion and dissuasion 
were applied to political decisions; and epideictic or demonstrative, with its 
setting in ceremonial occasions, where praise and blame were employed to 
celebrate common values. These types were employed in other settings, and it 
was recognized that the categories had to be treated with flexibility and were 
not exhaustive. The parts of a speech could be outlined as four (proem or 
exordium, narratio [statement of the facts], proof [probatio], and peroration), 
five (exordium, statement of the facts, proof, refutation [refutatio], and perora
tion), or six (introduction, statement of facts, division [divisio], proof, refuta
tion, and conclusion). Cicero described the duties of the orator as to inform, 
to delight, and to motivate. Since Aristotle three kinds of arguments were 
recognized: an appeal to ethos or character, to pathos or the emotions, and to 
logos or the reason. 

In rhetorical education use was made of the declamation. The student 
was assigned a thesis, an abstract general theme, or a hypothesis, a particular 
person or situation, on which to develop a speech. The initial stage of instruction 
in rhetoric involved the study of preliminary exercises, the progymnasmata. 
Collections of these exercises survive, notably the one of Theon of Alexandria 
(second century) and the one ascribed to Hermogenes. They dealt with such 
literary forms as myth os (fable), diegema (narrative), chreia (moral anecdote), 
gnome (maxim), anaskeue and kataskeue (refutation and confirmation), 
enkomion (encomium), synkrisis (comparison), and ekphrasis (description). 
These school exercises had a greater effect on literature than did the theoretical 
works on oratory. 
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Literary Forms and Genres 

The literary forms mentioned in the preceding paragraph, and others, could be 
employed in constructing larger works of literature. The New Testament 
Gospels, for example, contain chreiai, pronouncement stories, miracle stories, 
parables, and other literary units; New Testament letters sometimes incorporate 
hymns, prayers, confessions, and other liturgical materials. Literary forms are 
such smaller units with common features that provide a recurring pattern. A 
literary genre is a broader category, referring to a group of texts that exhibit 
common features of structure, style, content, and function. There were many 
such forms and genres in the ancient world, and literary critics often differ on 
their classifications. 

The New Testament contains four principal genres of literature: Gospels, 
Acts, Epistles, and Apocalypse. The following subsections will deal with the 
comparable literary genres in the Greco-Roman world to the first three of these. 
Apocalypses will be discussed in the next to last chapter as part of Jewish 
literature. 
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Biographies 

Greco-Roman biographical writings are grouped into the following main cate
gories: (1) The encomium type, praising an individual (e.g., Tacitus, Agricola); 
(2) the Peripatetic biographies, aiming at literary unity, broadly chronological, 
and allowing character to be revealed through a person's actions (Plutarch's 
Lives were a new achievement in this tradition by their interest in personality); 
(3) the "Alexandrian" biographies, which made an attempt to weigh conflicting 
evidence and accumulated material topically within a broad chronological 
framework marked by notices of birth and death (Suetonius' Lives of the Caesars 
represents a development of the literary form); and (4) the popular or romantic 
life (e.g., Life of Aesop). 

Greco-Roman biographies were mainly concerned with ideal types as a 
means of moral instruction and so do not meet modern standards of historical 
realism. Personality was considered fixed at birth, so any attention to chronology 
was not for the purpose of tracing individual development. The subjects of 
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biography were generally men prominent in public life. Philosophers used 
biographies to teach about the founder of their school and its beliefs and to 
make a defense of their positions. 

There has been much discussion of the extent to which the Gospels may 
be treated as biographies. In terms of literary classification, the Gospels as overall 
works must be considered biographies, because they are concerned with the 
"life of Jesus" and only Hellenistic culture offers a comparable type of literature, 
but the label must be applied in such a broad sense as hardly to be helpful for 
interpretation. The pericopes in the Gospels bear closer stylistic resemblance to 
rabbinic stories than to any other body of literature, with the difference that 
rabbinic stories were not told primarily to portray the person involved but in 
order to make an edifying or legal point. A fair characterization would be that 
the Gospels are Hellenistic biographies in form and Jewish in content. The 
distinctive purpose of the Gospels - to deepen faith (Luke 1:1-4; John 20:30-31), 

what has been called "explanatory evangelism" - makes them different from 
Greco-Roman biographies. Even in Christianity, in spite of the large number 
of apocryphal "Gospels," few if any works were produced that are fully com
parable to the canonical Gospels. 
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Histories and Novels 

The Greek word historia meant "inquiry" but came to be restricted to research 
on the past, whether distant or immediate. It covered reporting not only about 
events but also about the world and its peoples, including works of genealogy, 
travel descriptions, local history, and chronography. Works that more nearly 
correspond to what is today called "history" may be classified as historical 
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monographs on a particular period, general histories of a nation, and antiquar
ian accounts from the distant past to more recent times. Ancient authors dis
tinguished history (historia - the narrative of actual events), fiction (plasma 
- the invention of what did not happen but could happen), and myth or legend 
(mythos or fabula - a story that could not happen but might reveal a truth or 
serve another useful purpose), but in practice did not always observe the dis
tinctions. 

The period from the second century B.C. to the second century A.D. 

produced a large number of historical writings. Most took some period of 
Rome's history as a subject. In addition to the historians noted in the section 
on authors above, mention should be made of Polybius (c. 200-after u8 B.C.), 

whose Histories tell of Rome's rise to preeminence, Sallust (c. 86-35), who wrote 
of Rome's recent wars, and Josephus, whose works on Jewish history are dis
cussed in Chapter 5. An important work on historiographical theory was Lucian 
of Samosata's How to Write History. 

There was a wide diversity in historiographical practice in the Greco
Roman world. There were those who advocated a rigorous theory of historical 
accuracy and criticized works where it was absent. Stress was laid on eyewitness 
participation, interviewing eyewitnesses, access to sources of guaranteed relia
bility, travel to the scene of events, and checking details with contemporary 
documents. 

Historians often included speeches by participants in their narrative in 
order to dramatize events, allow expression of the viewpoints of the participants, 
and give opportunity for interpretation of the events. Practice again seems to 
have been diverse, some historians using speeches for their own rhetorical 
compositions (Dionysius of Halicarnassus), some editing or epitomizing actual 
speeches (Thucydides, Polybius), and others taking a middle path by allowing 
rhetorical embellishment of what was appropriate to the occasion (Lucian),73 

Literary parallels to the Book of Acts have been sought also in the Greek 
novels,?4 Complete surviving representatives of this genre include Chariton, 
Chaereas and Callirhoe (first century A.D.); from the second century A.D., Xeno
phon, Ephesian Tale; Achilles Tatius, Leucippe and Cleitophon; and Longus, 
Daphnis and Chloe; and from the fourth century Heliodorus, Ethiopian Tale. 
Latin novels include Petronius, Satyricon (first century A.D.) and Apuleius, 
Metamorphoses (second century A.D.). These fictional prose narratives did not 
constitute a rigid genre but had common themes. The Greek novels are tales of 
travel and adventure, usually set in the plot of two lovers from the upper class 

73- For contrasting views on the speeches in Acts see M. Dibelius, Studies in the Acts 
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Hope, ed. R. Banks (Grand Rapids, 1974), 53-68. 
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who are separated, suffer many hardships, and are finally reunited. Speeches are 
particularly prominent. The apocryphal acts of apostles, produced in the second 
century when the novels were most popular, and the Pseudo-Clementine Rec
ognitions offer closer parallels to the Hellenistic novels than do the canonical 
Acts. 

Bibliography 

History 

Grant, Michael. The Ancient Historians. London, 1970. 
Bengston, Hermann. Introduction to Ancient History: Berkeley, 1970. 
Crawford, Michael, ed. Sources for Ancient History. Cambridge, 1983. 
Fornara, C. W. The Nature of History in Ancient Greece and Rome. Berkeley, 1983. 
Herner, Colin J. The Book of Acts in the Setting of Hellenistic History. Tiibingen, 1989. 

Pp. 63-100, 415-27. 

Novels 

Reardon, B. P., ed. Collected Ancient Greek Novels. Berkeley, 1989. 

Perry, B. E. The Ancient Romances: A Literary-Historical Account of Their Origins. 
Berkeley, 1967. 

Anderson, G. Eros Sophistes: Ancient Novelists at Play. Chico, Calif., 1982. 
Hagg, Thomas, The Novel in Antiquity. Berkeley, 1983. 
Anderson, G. Ancient Fiction: The Novel in the Graeco-Roman World. Totowa, N.J., 

1984· 

Letters 

Much study has been given in recent years to the relationships between New 
Testament letters and ancient practices in writing letters. In addition to the large 
number of literary letters published by ancient authors (e.g., Cicero, Seneca, 
Pliny the Younger, Philostratus, and Libanius) and of private and official letters 
found among the papyri of Egypt, there exist a few rhetorical handbooks on 
letter writing. The most important of these works on epistolary theory are 
Pseudo-Demetrius of Phalerum, On Style (between the third century B.C. and 
the first century A.D.); Pseudo-Demetrius, Epistolary Types (between 200 B.C. 

and A.D. 300 in its present form); and Pseudo-Libanius, Epistolary Styles (fourth 
to sixth century A.D.). From these theorists and the comments of other authors 
we learn that the ideals for letter writing were brevity, clarity, suitability to the 
circumstances and mood of their addressees, and style appropriate to the subject 
matter. 

Letters functioned to convey information, make requests or give com
mands and instructions, and to maintain personal contact. Some of the most 
important types of ancient letters for early Christianity, according to recent 
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study, are the following: letters of friendship, family letters, letters of praise and 
blame, letters of exhortation and advice (subdivided as letters of paraenesis, 
advice, protrepsis, admonition, rebuke, reproach, or consolation), letters of 
mediation (or recommendation), and finally accusing, apologetic, and account
ing letters. The types of letters were influenced by social relationships
whether between friends (equals), between patron and client (superior and 
subordinate), or between members of a household (combining elements of 
both). In early Christianity most letters reflect a familial relationship, an indica
tion of the understanding of the church as a household. At the same time, the 
position of Paul as a founding apostle of his churches and later the position of 
bishops of churches gave to their letters some of the characteristics of official 
letters. 

The form of Greek and Latin letters in general was as follows: 
(1) Opening or Prescript. This was composed of three parts: the sender, 

the addressee, and an expression of greeting (often expanded by a wish for good 
health). Various qualifications might expand on the identification of the sender 
and addressee. The simplest and most common greeting was "Hail" (chairein). 

(2) Body. The letter might begin with an expression of thanksgiving or of 
prayer to the gods. Or there might be a mention of a favorable remembrance 
of the addressees, prayer for them, or disclosure of the sender's circumstances. 
Such transitional statements provided the basis of the relationship between the 
sender and the recipient or the occasion for writing. Such preliminary remarks 
were optional and often the author went directly to the body proper. The 
message of the letter might be long or short and serve many different purposes 
- making a request, introduction of a friend, consolation, exhortation (parae
nesis), advice, congratulations, or personal apologetic, to name a few of the 
principal types. Style varied with the nature and contents of the letter. The body 
of the letter might be rounded out with a summary statement, a summons to 
act, request for further communication, or notification of a coming visit. 

(3) Closing. The conclusion might consist of a final greeting, a repeated 
wish for the health or welfare of the recipient, wishes for persons other than 
the addressee, or a prayer sentence. The word farewell (errosthe) normally stood 
at the end. Sometimes a date was given. 

Acts 15:23-29 and 23:26-30 are typical Hellenistic letters in form. Second 
and Third John too are typical in structure and motifs. 

Paul modified the conventional vocabulary of the opening and closing of 
Greek letters, and of course the content of his letters was distinctive. Some 
elements in the Pauline letters, such as doxologies and benedictions, and the 
wordings of his greetings (peace) derive from Jewish letters. The emphasis on 
grace in the opening and closing is characteristic of Paul. The distinction be
tween epistles (written for publication or stylistic effect) and letters (informal 
communications in a specific situation) is not adequate for understanding Paul's 
letters, for they partake of both public, authoritative features and immediate, 
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personal communication. The Pauline letters developed into distinctive features 
two elements that might or might not be present in a Hellenistic letter: 

(1) Thanksgiving. The transition between the opening and body of a Greek 
letter, which might take the form of a thanksgiving or prayer, was expanded by 
Paul into a main section. In his statement of thanksgiving for the addressees 
Paul summarized and announced the principal concerns of the letter. 

(2) Paraenesis. Some Greek letters made requests or gave exhortations to 
the recipient. An extended section of some Pauline letters is the practical or 
ethical instruction that followed the doctrinal exposition in the body of the 
letter and preceded the closing. The arrangement of material into a doctrinal 
argument followed by a practical application, although unparalleled in private 
letters, is paralleled in philosophical/moral literature. Paul sometimes wove 
paraenesis into his entire letter (1 Thess.). For the paraenetic style, see p. 302. 

He particularly liked the verb parakalo ("beseech"), an intimate word for ex
hortation and encouragement. 

Where Paul breaks open or departs from his typical letter form indicates 
his special concerns: for instance, the absence of a thanksgiving at the beginning 
of Galatians, and the expression of confidence in his readers (e.g., Philem. 21; 

Rom. 15=14-15), not typical of Greek letters of the time. A special function of the 
letter, especially as Paul employed it, was as a substitute for the writer's pres
ence,75 The comments on amanuenses below apply especially to letters. 

Aspects of letters could be appended to a written speech (Hebrews) or 
woven into a treatise (1 John). 

The government maintained a postal service for administrative, military, 
and diplomatic communications, but private citizens had to depend on slaves, 
employees, or friends to serve as couriers. Paul sent letters through his associates, 
who supplemented the written message with oral information (Eph. 6:21-22; 

Phil. 2:25-30). 
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Making of Books 

Literature in the pre-Christian centuries employed the papyrus scroll; from the 
fourth century A.D. it was commonly preserved on the parchment codex. The 
New Testament writings were produced near the time of the beginning of this 
change in book production. 

The preparation and use of the Egyptian papyrus plant for a writing 
material is described by Pliny the Elder in Natural History 13.68-83. The use of 
papyrus for writing in Egypt was two millennia older than Alexander's time, to 
which Pliny attributes it, but its widespread use dates from his time. 

Parchment was made from skins of sheep or goats, and vellum from the 
skins of calves. (Present usage does not make a distinction between these terms, 
using parchment primarily but sometimes reserving vellum for a higher grade 
of writing material.) The skins were washed, scraped to remove hairs, rubbed 
with pumice stone to make them smooth, and dressed with chalk. Pliny tells 
the story of the rivalry of the Pergamene and Alexandrian kings over their 
libraries. Eumenes II, king of Pergamum in the third century B.C., tried to 
kidnap the librarian of Ptolemy from Alexandria. Whereupon Ptolemy put the 
librarian in prison and placed an embargo on the export of papyrus. This led 
Eumenes to develop an alternative writing material, parchment (the name is 
derived from Pergamum). Discoveries of parchment from an earlier period 
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WRITING MATERIALS, wall painting from Pompeii 
The woman holds a stylus and wax tablet for household accounts and the man a 

scroll for literature. (Courtesy National Archaeological Museum, Naples) 

indicate that if there is any truth in this story it was only that parchment was 
first put to general use for literary purposes in· Eumenes' time. 

The universal form of a book in ancient times was the roll (Lat. volumen). 
Papyrus rolls were made by gluing sheets of papyrus together. A sheet rarely 
exceeded thirteen inches by nine inches, but ten by seven and one-half inches 
was more common. Pliny says twenty would be glued together for a normal 
roll. The extreme limit for a normal Greek literary roll would be thirty-five feet, 
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but we know of rolls much longer. The columns of writing were independent 
of the sheets: two to three inches wide (giving eighteen to twenty-five letters) 
with one inch of space between. A column would normally hold twenty-five to 
forty-five lines. Writing was on one side only (Rev. 5=1 indicates either lack of 
paper or fullness of the message by being written on both sides). The scroll was 
unrolled with the right hand and rolled up with the left; the beginning of the 
work was on the outer part of the roll and the conclusion on the inner part. 

The Jews wrote the Old Testament Scriptures to be kept in their syn
agogues on leather scrolls. These wotdd unroll from right to left (since Hebrew 
is written that way) and for long scrolls would be wound on two rollers. 

Third John 13 refers to the writing implements of reed pen and ink made 
from carbon soot, and 2 John 12 to paper (charles or papyrus) and ink. 

The codex or book form (liber, libellus) originated with binding wax
covered wood tablets together with rings or leather cords. The word codex is 
from caudex, a trunk of a tree, and then a block of wood. Household and small 
business accounts and records would be kept on such wax tablets, inscribed 
with a stylus. Children also used them for school exercises. Parchment replaced 
the wax tablet for some uses, including the first draft of literary works. Second 
Timothy 4:13 refers to "books" (rolls, which might be Scriptures) and "parch
ments" (membranai, which might be Paul's notebooks or perhaps Christian 
writings) ,76 

Martial notes in his Epigrams the first certain appearance of the parchment 
codex in the book trade about A.D. 84. He seems to celebrate a new departure. 
Every indication is that the codex originated in Italy and spread from there. Its 
use for books would seem to be an adaptation from its use by businessmen and 
lawyers. 

A half-century after Martial Christians were publishing their works in 
Egypt on papyrus codices. All of the great papyri finds of New Testament 
manuscripts of this century (Chester-Beatty, John Rylands, Bodmer) are from 
codices. In Egypt the papyrus was the most convenient writing material. The 
codex proved its usefulness to Christians - it was more compact because it 
permitted writing on both sides; it gave easier reference; and it was better suited 
to a collection of volumes. Papyrus 46 contains Paul's letters in one handy 
volume, whereas his letters would have filled two cumbersome rolls. The 
Gospels or the Gospels and Acts occur together in other codices. Whatever may 
have been the original reasons for the adoption of the codex, this form proved 
providential for a "library of sacred books," a canon, and Christians seem to 
have been mainly responsible for making it the standard in the book business. 
In contrast to the great predominance of codices in Christian literature of the 

76. The meanings suggested are often reversed, but I judge that, if any distinction is 
intended, the usage of the words favors the interpretation in the text. 
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early centuries, in the second and third centuries most pagan literature con
tinued to appear on scrolls. 

The one-chapter epistles in the New Testament would have fit a single 
sheet of papyrus. The longest New Testament books - Matthew, Luke, and Acts 
- would reach the maximum scroll length, thirty-two or thirty-five feet. 

Professional scribes were available for literary works in the ancient world. 
Paul and other New Testament writers employed such amanuenses (e.g., Rom. 
16:22; 1 Pet. 5:12), who in some cases may have been given a certain freedom in 
drafting a letter within the instructions given by the author concerning subject 
matter and approach. This practice may account for some stylistic and other 
differences between letters in the Pauline corpus. The author wrote a final 
greeting and signed the letter in his own hand (cf. Gal. 6:11). Manuscripts survive 
written in a careful book hand with an author's scrawled conclusion at the end; 
a Pauline letter may have looked something like that. 77 

What constituted publication in an age without printing presses? What 
constituted the difference between a work intended for the public (of which 
there might be only one copy, although scribes were available to make multiple 
copies of works intended for sale) and an author's worksheets or private pro
ductions (of which there might be more than one copy)? One distinguishing 
feature was prefixing a formal dedication. Authors even kept several standard 
types of dedications on hand for use when needed. The formal dedications to 
Theophilus in Luke and Acts mark these works for the book trade and are one 
indication of the author's familiarity with the literary conventions of the Hel
lenistic world; they are the only books in the New Testament with this feature, 
which shows that they were intended for a wider audience than that of the 
Christian communities and reflect a higher level of culture. Another way of 
making a work "public" was by recitation. The reading of literature to a circle 
of one's friends was a type of entertainment in the ancient world. By this means 
the Gospels and letters (including Revelation) of the New Testament became 
"public" - although only within the circles of the churches and of course by 
reading in the context of Christian assemblies and not in the formal way of 
Hellenistic recitations. 
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PAPYRUS LETTER, dated August 
24, A.D. 66 
A Pauline letter probably looked 
like this, with the book hand of the 
amanuensis and the author's cur
sive additions (Gal. 6:11). (Courtesy 
University Library, Cambridge) 
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Reading and Studying of Books 

The availability of papyrus and slaves made it possible for books to be produced 
in the Hellenistic Age on a scale previously unknown. Learning was prized, and 
there were publishers and booksellers in the major cities to satisfy the desire 
for reading. Silent reading was virtually unknown; even in private one read 
aloud (cf. Acts 8:30). Authors catered not only to the learned in the artificial 
and archaizing "Alexandrian Poetry" (the Hymns of Callimachus are a notable 
example) but to the popular audience in satiric and moralizing poetry and 
amusement literature (e.g., the mimes and diatribes; see p. 302). This period 
also saw the development of the Hellenistic romance or adventure novel. 

Kings established libraries, the greatest being at Alexandria, the center of 
scholarly study in the ancient world. By the first century B.C. the library at 
Alexandria had perhaps seven hundred thousand rolls in its collection when it 
was partially destroyed during the time Caesar was besieged there. Its final 
destruction apparently belongs to the Arab conquests. Most of the cities of the 
Greek world had libraries. 78 

Zenodotus of Ephesus, one of the librarians at Alexandria, invented textual 
criticism by comparing manuscripts. The Alexandrian scholars handed down 
the texts of the Greek classics and introduced accentuation. They laid the 
foundation of philology. 

To the first century A.D. belongs the earliest work of Hellenistic allegory 
to survive, Heraclitus' Homeric Questions. It is a collection of the opinions of 
grammarians in which embarrassing passages of Homer were allegorized into 
either psychological or scientific statements. The allegorizing of Homer and 
Hesiod was much older, flourishing already in the fifth century B.C. It was 
practiced both by grammarians like Theagenes of Rhegium (to defend morally 
offensive passages in Homer) and by philosophers who sought to find their 
teachings in the hallowed tradition of ancient literature. The Stoics (Chrysippus 
and Cornutus) especially developed allegory for this purpose (see p. 336). 

78. Jeno Platthy, Sources on the Earliest Greek Libraries with the Testimonia (Amsterdam, 
1968). 
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Inscriptions and Papyri 

The inscriptions and papyri are specialized areas of study in themselves. They 
have become independent disciplines more recently than the study of the 
authors of the classical and Hellenistic periods, the knowledge of whom was 
never completely forgotton, as a result of the archaeological discoveries of the 
last two centuries. We highlight their importance for the study of early Chris
tianity by this separate section but do not attempt to do more than make the 
student aware of their existence and of the works to consult in pursuing their 
study further. The inscriptions and papyri have a twofold importance for the 
student of early Christianity: (1) they provide much of the source material for 
the history, customs, and daily life of the times, and (2) they provide primary 
data for the meaning and usage of words in early Christian literature. 

The inscriptions have the advantage over literary texts of bringing the 
observer into direct contact with the original and making the reader contem
porary with the writing: there is no intermediate period of transmission and 
the possibility of scribal errors introduced later into the texts (any errors are 
those of the stonecutter himself). Two major classes of inscriptions are epitaphs 
(grave monuments) and official decrees (by governments or associations). The 
former are a rich source of religious attitudes as well as often providing data 
for sociological study. The latter provide basic constitutional, legal, and 
economic information. The inscriptions have the disadvantage that they pre
sented what individuals or officials wanted to be known and not necessarily 
what really was. (The bibliography includes the older standard collections and 
some of the works that report new finds.) 

Most of the papyri finds have come from Egypt, where the dry climate 
has been conducive to the preservation of this writing material (see pp. 117-19). 
The papyri have often preserved earlier copies of the text of literary works than 
were otherwise known. Of special interest at this point, however, are the non
literary or documentary papyri. These have been classified as official or private. 
The official documents preserved on papyri include government edicts, public 
announcements, reports of meetings, judicial proceedings, petitions and appli
cations, contracts, receipts, accounts, and official correspondence. The private 
documents also include business contracts, receipts, and accounts; but in addi
tion they include wills, marriage contracts, divorce agreements, invitations, 
school exercises, and private correspondence. The nonliterary papyri thus pro
vide primary data for the study of governmental administration, economic 
affairs, family life, and many other topics. The large number of private letters 
provide the form of the typical letter (pp. 115-16) and the vocabulary and syntax 
of ordinary people. Indeed, a special value of the papyri is that they often put 
us in contact with the common people, not the intellectuals and upper classes 
represented in literature. 

The papyri are dispersed in so many libraries and even private collections 
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that the bibliography is not an attempt to list published collections; rather, 
reference works to the Greek language, such as Liddell and Scott's Greek Lexicon, 
will provide a more complete listing. 
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Language 

Although the first century was a more important period in the history of the 
Latin language than of the Greek, Greek remained the dominant language in 
the eastern Mediterranean and the principal language of commerce throughout 
the Roman world. Following the conquests of Alexander the Great, throughout 
the east Greek was the official language, the language of communication be-
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tween those of different races, and the language of settlers in the Greek cities. 
Although Palestine was multilingual in the first century - Greek, various 
Aramaic dialects, Hebrew, and some Latin - Greek was clearly the language of 
choice in order to disseminate a message as widely as possible.79 Therefore, all 
the New Testament was written entirely in Greek. Attic Greek had developed 
into the so-called koine (common or everyday) Greek of the Hellenistic Age. 
This in turn became the Byzantine, and finally modern Greek. 

When the knowledge of Greek was confined primarily to that of the 
classics, the New Testament seemed to represent a peculiar Greek that was 
accounted for as "Holy Spirit Greek," a form of the language specially inspired 
by the Holy Spirit for purposes of revelation. When Greek contemporary with 
New Testament times became available through the inscriptions and papyri, 
this attitude changed. Scholars such as Deissmann stressed that the language of 
the New Testament was essentially that of the times. A reaction set in, as many 
argued for the distinctiveness of New Testament Greek as a manifestation of 
"Jewish Greek." The New Testament has been much influenced by the Septu
agint, the Greek translation of the Old Testament. This plus the fact that all but 
perhaps one of the New Testament authors was a Jew has given a certain Semitic 
cast to parts of the New Testament, at least to the extent of a preference for 
certain constructions even when these are paralleled in other Hellenistic sources. 
These distinctive features to the grammar and vocabulary in the New Testament, 
however, may often be the result of bilingualism and not constitute evidence 
of a distinct Jewish Greek dialect. The extent to which the New Testament 
belongs to a special category of koine Greek remains under debate, but on 
linguistic grounds it may be said that it fits well into the language known from 
other sources in the first and second centuries. The New Testament avoids much 
of the ordinary language of Hellenistic religion and did not appropriate pagan 
religious terms.so 

The Attic Greek of fifth-century-B.c. Athens was being recognized already 
in the second century B.C. as the standard for the language. This attitude gave 
rise to Atticism (the imitation of earlier Attic forms), which flourished in the 
second and again in the fourth century A.D. 
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ART AND ARCHITECTURE 

With the Hellenistic Age the classical restraint in art was abandoned. It has been 
said that all the tendencies of the age were in its sculpture: lack of repose, 
self-consciousness, romanticism, realism even to ugliness, and individualism 
(much portrait statuary).81 But it was not an age of decadence in sculpture: the 
winged Victory of Samothrace alighting on the prow of a ship (c. 200 B.C.), the 
Aphrodite from Melos (Venus d'Milo) from the second century B.C., and the 
frieze from the altar of Zeus at Pergamum (second century B.C.) depicting the 
war of the Gods and the Giants, which is the largest monumental sculpture of 
Greek art to survive, belie any such idea.82 This was the golden age of portraiture, 
but Hellenistic sculptors never wholly abandoned the idealization of their sub
jects, a feature distinguishing their work from the real-life work of Roman 
artists. Much of Greek sculpture is known today only from inferior, later Roman 
copies. Roman skill in portraiture was not matched by technical excellence in 
other aspects of statuary, such as balance. 

Very little of Hellenistic painting survives. For this the art student must 
turn to the Roman period. Much decorative wall painting of houses was pre
served in Pompeii, and much of this goes back to Hellenistic models. One of 
the great pieces from Pompeii is the mosaic representing the confrontation of 
Alexander the Great and Darius in battle. The work appears to be true to an 
original painting composed not long after Alexander's death. Mosaic may have 
been an invention of Alexandria, but that city's great contributions were in the 
smaller arts. 

Rome imposed a certain restraint on the exuberance of Hellenistic art. 
One may compare the noble dignity of the figures of Augustus' Ara Pacis (Altar 
of Peace, dedicated in 9 B.C.) with the confusion of figures in the Altar of Zeus 
from Pergamum. Part of the Roman interest in portraiture stems from the 
practice of preserving images of deceased ancestors in the home and of placing 
portraits of the head of the family in the house that was under his control. The 
former were first waxen masks, but later marble or stone busts became popular. 
One of the most remarkable sculptural creations of the early empire, and a 
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FRIEZE FROM ALTAR OF ZEUS, Pergamum, 180-159 B.C. 

The goddess Athena conquers the giant Alkyoneus as part of the depiction 
of the struggle of Greek civilization against barbarism. Ge, the earth mother, is 
subjected under Athena's feet, while Nike flies to crown the victorious Athena. 

(Pergamon Museum, Berlin) 
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valuable historical source besides, is Trajan's column in the Forum of his name 
on which a continuous spiral relief depicts the emperor's two Dacian wars. The 
finds at Pompeii and Herculaneum have shown the extent to which paintings 
were used as room decoration in private houses, often covering complete rooms 
as wallpaper might today. 

In architecture the Doric and Ionic forms had reached perfection in the 
Parthenon and Erechtheum respectively on the Acropolis of Athens (fifth cen
tury B.C.). From the fourth century B.C. and after preference was for the Ionic 
(e.g., the temple of Artemis at Ephesus) and its offshoot the Corinthian (Tholos 
at Epidaurus and the temple of Zeus in Athens). 

The Greeks knew how to erect columns and the Romans knew how to 
bridge space. Thus may we briefly characterize the major architectural glories 
still to be seen at classical sites: columns around Greek temples, marketplaces, 
and public buildings; arches supporting Roman aqueducts, bridges, theatres, 
triumphal monuments, and at city gates. The Roman success with the arch was 
extended to vault structures such as the Pantheon and the Colosseum (Flavian 
Amphitheatre). Classical sites around the Mediterranean show what were the 
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important public buildings: every city had its temples, marketplaces, theatre, 
town hall, and gymnasium or baths. The architectural achievements of the early 
empire in particular were considerable. 

Private houses in the eastern provinces were one-family dwellings up to 
four stories high. The dining room on the top floor was the only large room 
and often opened on a terrace. This is the "upper room" of Acts 1:13; 9:37, 39; 
20:8; Mark 14:15. Dining rooms, especially those under Roman influence, had a 
table in the center for food and three surrounding couches for the diners to 
recline, from which the room takes its name - trielinium. The main couch was 
opposite the entrance. 

The house (domus) of the wealthy most often followed the plan of the 
Hellenistic and Italian peristyle house, that is, the rooms were built around a 
central garden court with a colonnade around the court (some attractively 
restored at Pompeii). The houses at Pompeii have an atrium, an entrance area 
open to the sky with an impluvium to catch rainwater, but this feature is thought 
to have been obsolete by the mid-first century except in similar small country 
towns. The country villas were enlarged versions of the same plan, with farm 
buildings as well as the living quarters built in a rectangle around a large open 

FRIEZE FROM ALTAR OF PEACE, Rome, built by Augustus 
The calm and order of the figures in this procession represent the ideals 

of the Augustan Age and the contrast of Roman art with the restless 
energy of Hellenistic art. 
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ROMAN AQUEDUCT, Segovia, built under Augustus 
The most spectacular of the aqueducts, the Segovia aqueduct rises 

to a maximum height of 28.29 meters. 
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central area. The masses lived in tenement houses of five or six stories, either 
towerlike with apartments on top of each other as in Alexandria (or modern -day 
Athens) or forming large blocks (insulae) as in Rome and Ostia with shops or 
warehouses at street level and numerous apartments on each of the upper floors. 

The earliest known Christian meeting places were private houses adapted 
for church use (as Dura Europus, mid-third century) or assembly halls modeled 
on domestic or commercial (warehouses) architecture and modified for the 
needs of worship (such were the earliest churches in Rome). With the Constan
tinian peace, church buildings became public monuments, and the basilica type 
predominated. The basilica style (a long rectangular open assembly area with 
a semicircular extension [apse] as a focus of attention) was widely used in 
Hellenistic and imperial times for both private and public purposes: as audience 
halls in homes of the wealthy and of imperial officials, as law courts and 
exchange buildings on the forums, and as gathering places in the larger baths. 
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CLAY LAMPS 
Clay lamps such as these from the Herodian period in Palestine burned olive oil to 

light houses. (Milan Archaeological Museum) 

Because of this variety of function and design, considerable debate continues 
as to the specific origins of the basilica style in church architecture. The Christian 
basilica was one variant among many within this general type of structure.S3 
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CLUBS AND ASSOCIATIONS 

Greek Clubs 

Club life was as highly developed among the Greeks as it is in modern American 
society. Voluntary associations had been recognized in law by Solon.84 The 
earliest societies for which epigraphical records survive (fifth century B.C.) were 
groups of orgeones ("sacrificing associates").85 They were essentially religious in 
character, existing for the cult of some deity or hero, and at first limited to 
citizens (with membership often hereditary). Next in the records comes the 
kind of society named a thiasos (some of which can be traced back to the fourth 
century). They too were primarily religious but with a far more developed social 
side. The members (thiasotai) were largely foreigners, and thiasoi seem some
times to be almost national clubs. The next stage in the development of Greek 
associations is represented by the societies of eranistai (from eranos, a dinner), 
which flourished from the mid-third century B.C. to imperial times. The reli
gious element was not absent, but more and more the social and economic basis 
replaced the religious. The number of clubs grew tremendously after 300 B.C., 

and freedom of association was deeply ingrained in Hellenistic life. 
Often the societies were composed of those with a common interest (as 

the athletic guilds) or common occupation. The latter are sometimes called 
trade guilds, but should not be thought of in terms of medieval guilds or 
modern labor unions. They were local groups, primarily or even exclusively 
religious and social, and did not set economic policies. Women sometimes 
formed clubs of their own; at other times they are found in the same club with 
men. Children too were sometimes admitted. Slaves and freedmen frequently 
formed their own associations. 

Some societies limited the number of members; others had no restrictions. 

84. The jurist Gaius cited the law of Athens that any deme, brotherhood, cult associa
tion, dining club, social club, or body organized for commerce is lawful so long as a specific 
law does not forbid it; Justinian, Digest 47.22.4. 

85. W. S. Ferguson, "The Attic Orgeones," HTR 37 (April1944):61-l40. 
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Few seem to have contained less than ten members or more than one hundred, 
the average membership being thirty to thirty-five. Admission to a club was 
gained by the vote of the members. The new member paid an entrance fee and 
swore to observe the society's regulations. 

In contrast to the practice in Roman colleges (see below), only one leading 
person was in the rule in Greek clubs. There is almost invariably a priest or 
priestess among the officials. Greek associations were characterized by the very 
large number of officials and the wide variety of titles employed for them, almost 
as if the intention was to give everyone a special position. 
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Roman Colleges 

We may distinguish three periods in the history of Roman private associations: 
(1) to the middle of the last century of the Republic the right to form private 
associations of all kinds was not limited by any special law; (2) until the end of 
the third century A.D. the right of association was regulated by strict laws, and 
the trade and professional collegia gradually assumed a certain official character; 
(3) under the despotism inaugurated by Diocletian the trade and professional 
associations became public institutions with enforced membership, while asso
ciations with a primarily religious character gradually disappeared. 

The most common general term in Latin for associations was collegia. 
Foreigners in particular initially formed associations in Rome. The purposes of 
these associations with their characteristic terms were economic (stationes), 
religious (cultores) or social (tenuiorum). Religion was characteristic of all of 
them, because even the economic stationes were groups of foreign merchants 
who maintained their national identity in part by preserving their adherence 
to the native deity of their city or country. Funerary obligations were assumed 
by all associations except the purely commercial organizations. 

Since private associations were often a source of political groupings and 
intrigue, the late Republic and early empire saw several laws aimed at outlawing 
or keeping a firm control on all nonofficial groups. An association had to be 
licensed, and an unlicensed one was properly illegal. An exception to this were 
the funerary associations, which were not strictly speaking collegia but were 
cooperative burial societies. These societies were tacitly permitted by the Julio
Claudian emperors without a license and were recognized by law as collegia no 
later than 133 and probably under the Flavians. Their full title was collegia 
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tenuiorum religionis causa (associations of the poor with a religious basis). 
Membership provided a kind of poor man's burial insurance and a certain social 
life (a monthly meeting was permitted) in return for the payment of the dues. 
The college was under the patronage of a deity (often the emperor), whose 
name it took. The association either owned its own burial plot or contracted 
for the expenses of burial. It has been conjectured that it was as such a collegium 
that the church at Rome came to own burial property in the catacombs from 
the end of the second century (most of the catacombs were private property, 
but it seems that San Callisto was in the hands of the church; Hippolytus, 
Refutation of All Heresies 9.7). This fact cannot be established, but a private 
religious association did provide one category of sociological understanding by 
which the church could be interpreted to the pagan world, and Tertullian 
(Apology 39) accommodates his presentation of Christian assemblies to what 
was recognizable from the burial clubs. 

The Roman associations followed the pattern of civil organization more 
closely than did the Greek. There was a statute (lex collegii), the titles of officials 
were those of magistrates, usually two men held the leading position, and there 
was an ordo (a kind of senate) of former chief officers alongside an assembly 
of the members who elected the officers. 
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Egyptian Associations 

Texts containing the "constitution and by-laws" of certain Egyptian associations 
of Hellenistic and Roman times reveal some organizational differences between 
Egyptian and Greco-Roman associations. A Greek or Roman association was 
commonly formed with the idea that it was to last indefinitely, but these Egyp
tian statutes are limited to one year's duration, although they were capable of 
renewal. The idea of a corporate body was not developed in Egypt, and asso
ciations possessed no rights or duties beyond those of individual members. The 
meeting place was a public temple, not a private shrine or other building 
belonging to the association or a member as would have been common in 
Greece. The only officials were a president and his assistant, both of whom were 
empowered to enforce the regulations of the society. The laws of the society 
were of the nature of a contract to which the members bound themselves. In 
this last feature and in many of the other provisions the Egyptian clubs were 
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like their Greek counterparts: dues and contributions for special occasions, 
monthly banquets, assistance to fellow members, assuming burial responsibili
ties, and fines for violating the rules of conduct. 
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The Statutes of an Association 

The Greek pattern of club life was widely influential. The following statute gives 
a vivid picture of club life during the early empire. Excerpts are quoted here 
from Inscriptiones Graecae IF 1368, dated shortly before A.D. 178, which contains 
the minutes of a meeting of the Society of Iobacchi in Attica and a complete 
copy of its revised statutes. 86 

No one may be an Iobacchus unless he first lodge with the priest the usual 
notice of candidature and be approved by a vote of the Iobacchi as being 
clearly a worthy and suitable member of the Bacchic society. The entrance 
fee shall be fifty denarii. ... The Iobacchi shall meet on the ninth of each 
month and on the anniversary of its foundation and on the festivals of 
Bacchus and on any extraordinary feast of the god, and each member shall 
take part in word or act or honorable deed, paying the fixed monthly con
tribution for the wine. If he fail to pay, he shall be excluded from the gather
ing .... When anyone has lodged his application and has been approved by 
vote, the priest shall hand him a letter stating that he is an Iobacchus, but not 
until he has first paid to the priest his entrance fee, and in the letter the priest 
shall cause to be entered the sums paid under one head or another. No one 
may either sing or create a disturbance or applaud at the gatherings, but each 
shall say and act his allotted part with all good order and quietness under the 
direction of the priest or the arch-bacchus. No Iobacchus who has not paid 
his contributions for the monthly and anniversary meetings shall enter the 
gathering until the priests have decided either that he must payor that he 
may be admitted. If anyone start a fight or be found acting disorderly or 
occupying the seat of any other member or using insulting or abusive lan
guage to anyone, the person so abused or insulted shall produce two of the 
Iobacchi to state upon oath that they heard him insulted or abused, and he 
who was guilty of the insult or abuse shall pay to the Society twenty-five light 
drachmas .... And if anyone come to blows, he who has been struck shall 

86. Translation by Marcus N. Tod, Sidelights on Greek History (Oxford, 1932), 86-91. 
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lodge a written statement with the priest or the vice-priest, and he shall 
without fail convene a general meeting, and the Iobacchi shall decide the 
question by vote under the presidency of the priest, and the penalty shall be 
exclusion for a period to be determined and a fine not exceeding twenty-five 
silver denarii. And the same punishment shall be imposed also on one who, 
having been struck, fails to seek redress with the priest or the arch-bacchus 
but has brought a charge before the public courts. And the same punishment 
shall be imposed upon the orderly officer if he failed to eject those who were 
fighting .... And no one shall deliver a speech without the leave of the priest 
or the vice-priest on pain of being liable to a fine of thirty light drachmas to 
the Society. The priest shall perform the customary services at the meeting 
and the anniversary in proper style, and shall set before the meeting the 
drink-offering for the return of Bacchus and pronounce the sermon .... And 
the arch-bacchus shall offer the sacrifice to the god and shall set forth the 
drink-offering on each tenth day of the month Elaphebolion. And when 
portions are distributed, let them be taken by the priest, vice-priest, arch
bacchus, treasurer, bucolicus, Dionysus, Core, Palaemon, Aphrodite, Pre
teurythmus; and let these names be apportioned by lot among all the mem
bers. And if any Iobacchus receive any legacy or honor or appointment, he 
shall set before the Iobacchi a drink-offering corresponding to the appoint
ment .... The orderly officer shall be chosen by lot or appointed by the priest, 
and he shall bear the thyrsus of the god to him who is disorderly or creates 
a disturbance. And anyone beside whom the thyrsus is laid shall, with the 
approval of the priest or of the arch-bacchus, leave the banqueting-hall; but 
if he disobey, the "horses" who shall be appointed by the priests shall take 
him up and put him outside the front door and he shall be liable to the 
punishment inflicted upon those who fight. The Iobacchi shall elect a trea
surer by ballot for a term of two years, and he shall take over all the property 
of the Bacchic Society in accordance with an inventory, and he shall likewise 
hand it over to his successor as treasurer. And he shall provide out of his own 
pocket the oil for the lights on each ninth day of the month and on the 
anniversary and at the assembly and on the customary days of the god .... 
And he shall be allowed the treasurer's drink-offering and shall be free from 
the payment of subscriptions for the two years. And if any Iobacchus die, a 
wreath shall be provided in his honor not exceeding five denarii in value, and 
a single jar of wine shall be set before those who have attended the funeral. 

This description seems to provide the background for the disturbances in the 
church at Corinth. The Greek converts were still being Greeks and treating their 
Christian assembly as they did their meetings in honor of pagan deities. 
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Conclusion 

Clubs and associations afforded opportunities of common worship, enjoyment 
of social intercourse, and in some cases the satisfaction of holding office. These 
societies further promoted a spirit of comradeship and mutual aid in time of 
difficulty. Most of them tended to funerary responsibilities and provided tomb
stones. Associations formed the natural organization for foreigners and foreign 
worship entering a city. Clubs were associated with a deity, often met in a temple, 
offered libations and sacrifices, and ate meat from idol temples. The religious 
element in these social gatherings thrusts again to the forefront the problem 
Jews and Christians faced in ancient society. First Corinthians 8-lO is but the 
major surviving literary witness to the problems of social intercourse in an 
idolatrous society. Political, economic, and family life and public entertainment 
were organized around the pagan deities; so also were the ordinary social 
groupings. Early Christian churches would have appeared to pagans very much 
like the religious associations of worshipers of various foreign deities in their 
midst, even without their priestly and sacrificial aspect.S? 

87. Robert L. Wilken, "Toward a Social Interpretation of Early Christian Apologetics," 
Church History 39 (1970):449-56; revised as "Collegia, Philosophical Schools, and Theology," 
in The Catacombs and the Colosseum, ed. Stephen Benko and John J. O'Rourke (Valley Forge, 
1971),279-86; idem, The Christians as the Romans Saw Them (New Haven, 1984), 31-47. 
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ANCIENT GREEK RELIGION 

I do not intend to provide a complete survey of early Greek religion here. l 

Criteria for inclusion are (1) what forms the common background of the later 
development and (2) what remained important in the Hellenistic Age. The main 
features of Greek religion took shape well before the time of Alexander the 
Great. We will survey these in this section, but first some quotations of a general 
nature. "The religion of ancient Greece had no creed and, although certain 
actions were irreligious and therefore generally condemned as displeasing to 
the supernatural powers, there was nothing like a code or system of morality 
which must be accepted by everyone who worshipped Athena or Zeus."2 "Greek 
religion was decidedly a thing of every day" life;3 otherworldliness did not form 
the main trunk of the tree. The deities that were worshiped were those presiding 
over the affairs of life, and there was a very material view of gifts to the deity. 
Moreover, religion was essentially a corporate or community matter. 

To the ancients the essence of religion was the rite, which was thought of 
as a process for securing and maintaining correct relations with the world of 
uncharted forces around man, and the myth, which gave the traditional 
reason for the rite and the traditional (but changing) view of those forces.4 

For these things we must begin with Homer. 

1. My indebtedness to A. D. Nock goes beyond his lectures on Greek and Roman 
religion and his writings on the subject. 

2. H. J. Rose, Religion in Greece and Rome (New York, 1959), 9. 
3. Ibid., 12. 

4. A. D. Nock, Conversion (Oxford, 1933), 161. 
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The Epic Age: Homers 

The study of Greek religion in the Hellenistic Age need not begin with the 
earliest evidence, that of the Minoan-Mycenaean civilization, but it must go 
back to the Homeric epics. Homer lies at the foundation of the Greek tradition, 
and his prominence in the educational curriculum until the end of antiquity 
means that he is fundamental for Greek religious thought in the Hellenistic and 
Roman periods. Homer exerted such a pervasive influence on literary culture 
that Homeric religious thought had a place in the Greek development not unlike 
that of the Scriptures in Jewish and Christian education. Nevertheless, Homer 
was no Moses and his poems were not inspired Scripture, so the cultural 
background was primarily secular. 

The Iliad and the Odyssey originated in the traditional ballad literature of 
the heroic age recited for entertainment. The Iliad is the story of the Trojan 
war: between the Greeks (under Agamemnon, king of Mycenae) and the city 
of Troy; the Odyssey relates the adventures of one of the heroes on his return 
from the war. We may consider Homer to be the substantial author; he based 
his epics on a stock of oral ballads about the gods and wars, and assumed that 
most of the divine stories were known. The Homeric poems are a deliberate 
attempt to reproduce conditions of about 1200 B.C. at the final stage of My
cenaean civilization just before the Dorian invasions brought the interruption 
of a "dark age" in the Greek cultural development. Homer himself may be dated 
somewhere around 800. He marks the new intellectual beginnings that led into 
classical Greece. 

The Gods. The Greek gods were the most anthropomorphic of the gods 
of any people with the exception of those in Scandinavian mythology. The gods, 

5. C. A. Trypanis, The Homeric Epics (Warminster, England, 1977). 
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BUST OF THE BLIND HOMER 
The epics of Homer lay at the foundation of Greek education, 

culture, and religion. (Capitoline Museum, Rome) 
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ZEUS 
Zeus, the ruler 
and the sky god, 
is identified by 
his scepter and 
thunderbolt. 
(British 
Museum) 
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of course, did have some important differences from human beings: they were 
ageless and deathless; they were not limited by physical restrictions and so could 
take any shape and go anywhere quickly and invisibly; and they could do things 
(morally speaking) that humans should not do (their mode of operation was 
amoral). Yet in Greece the "measure of all things" was man: it has been said 
that the difference between Greek and Israelite religion was that the Greeks 
worshiped "the holiness of beauty" whereas the Jews worshiped "the beauty of 
holiness." 

The deities were already thought of as belonging to all people (cf. Odyssey 
9.552,269-78), although others call them by different names. Generally each of 
the deities has his or her own special function. However much they may have 
human characteristics, they remain superior to humankind. They give gifts, and 
one must remember that he or she is human and they are the gods. 

The gods formed something of a divine society living around Zeus on Mt. 
Olympus. Theirs was the highest layer in the social system; their society was a 
reflection of the organization of society in the heroic age, which formed an 
earthly counterpart of the divine community. Olympus was a generic term for 
a high mountain, but it was associated with a large range in north Thessaly 
around which clouds are gathered most of the year. The gods were thought of 
as dwelling either on top of the mountain or in the sky. 

The deities in Homer are the same as those met later in Greek history, 
except that Demeter and Dionysus come in only seldom and do not have the 
prominence they have later. It is somewhat arbitrary to list "The Twelve 
Olympians" at any given period, but a "classical" listing would be those in the 
chart on the facing page.6 To these may be added Hades (Pluto), another 
brother of Zeus, who as god of death and the powers of the underworld was 
obviously not an Olympian but ranks with them in importance. Deities whose 
abode was the earth or underworld are called chthonian (note 1 Cor. 8:5 for 
a possible allusion to the Olympian deities, "gods in heaven," and to chthonian 
deities, "gods on earth," unless the latter refer to or include deified rulers; see 
pp. 185ff.). 

The gods can do things for you if you know how to address them, but 
some things have to be as they are. The gods were active in Homer, but there 
was a power to which even they were subject - fate (moira). The Homeric fate 
was not determinism, but that portion which comes to you, one's "lot" in life. 
One's fate included evil, but one could bring even more on himself. Life deals 
certain circumstances, but in the classical Greek understanding there were al
ways alternatives. 

6. The Homeric Hymns (not by Homer) include other deities and heroes but are a 
good place to begin for the traditional views of the deities: see A. N. Athanassakis, The 
Homeric Hymns (Baltimore, 1976); A. Stassinopoulos and R. Beny, The Gods of Greece (Lon
don, 1983); and C. R. Long, The Twelve Gods of Greece and Rome (Leiden, 1987). 
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Greek Roman 
name Name Description 

Zeus Jupiter Father of gods and men in a patriarchal sense (the 
center of family life, authority, and discipline). The sky 
and weather god represented by the thunderbolt. (Acts 
14:12) 

Hera Juno Wife of Zeus, associated with marriage and women. 
Poseidon Neptune God of sea, water, and earthquakes (viewed as caused 

by underground rivers). Subduer of horses and brother 
of Zeus. Symbol the trident. 

Apoll07 The "all-Greek boy" who was the ideal type of young 
manly beauty, associated with music, archery, proph-
ecy, medicine, flocks and herds, law, civilization, and 
later the sun. Lyre and bow his attributes. 

Artemis Diana Twin sister of Apollo, chaste goddess of the countryside 
and wild animals, who also presided over childbirth.s 

Athena Minerva Virgin goddess of wisdom, fine and skilled arts, pro-
tectress of Athens. She sprang forth fully armed from 
the head of Zeus. 

Hermes Mercury Messenger of the gods who presided over roadways 
and all who used them (robbers as well as travelers) 
and so honored by stone piles (herms). God of 
herdsmen, conductor of souls to Hades, divine rogue 
and trickster who embodied the Greek respect for clev-
erness. (Acts 14:12) 

Ares Mars God of war. 
Aphrodite Venus Goddess of love, beauty, and fertility - the personifi-

cation of the sexual instinct and mother of eros. 
Demeter Ceres Grain goddess. 
Dionysus Bacchus Wine god. 
Hephaestus Vulcan God of fire and so of crafts. 

7. Andrew M. Miller, From Delos to Delphi: A Literary Study of the Homeric Hymn to 
Apollo (Leiden, 1986). 

8. These features account for the identification of the Ephesian goddess (a nature 
goddess of fertility) with Artemis (Acts 19:24-35); neither was associated with sexual pro
miscuity, as was Aphrodite. For Artemis of the Ephesians, see R. Oster, "Ephesus as a Religious 
Center under the Principate, I. Paganism before Constantine," ANRW II, Principat, 18.3 
(Berlin and New York, 1990), pp. 1661-1728. 
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APOLLO, 
from Miletus 
This Roman 

copy of a Greek 
original of the 

3d c. B.C. shows 
Apollo, god of 
order and cul
ture, with his 

characteristic at
tribute, the lyre. 

(Archaeological 
Museum, 
Istanbul) 
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Morality. The gods were protectors of the moral order when particularly 
needed. Here the Odyssey generally represents a later stage of thought than the 
Iliad. Some things just were not done: perjury, incest, violation of hospitality. 
Perjury was an insult to the god, for his name was taken in vain. The sexual 
affairs of Zeus were a matter of genealogy, not lust, in order to bring some 
system into the divine society. These affairs became a point of sharp criticism 
by later pagan philosophers as well as Christian apologists and were a frequent 
subject for allegorical interpretation. Zeus was the protector of strangers and 
suppliants (cf. Odyssey 9.269-78). An order of justice (nemesis) stands behind 
human beings. On the human level Homer still represents a shame culture 
(what was "not done") as distinct from a guilt culture (the sense of sin in a 
Jewish or Christian sense). In general the standard was public opinion and not 
a code of conduct. 

Religious Observances. Although Homer describes the heroic age when one 
would fight with anyone, he expresses the belief that all people have need of 
the gods (Odyssey 3.48). The ritual of sacrifice and the animals employed are 
in general what one finds in the later period. The sacrifices were offered to make 
wished-for things happen or unwanted things to go away; a bargaining spirit 
has long pervaded the Greek relations with the divine. There was no priestly 
class; the ordinary individual performed the sacrifice. One specialized function
ary was the mantis, a diviner or soothsayer, who told the inquirer what was 
expedient. His word was not so much foretelling the future, because it was 
conditional. Favorable signs were important in propaganda. 

It is important to note the distinction between cultus (or worship) and 
tendance (services performed or homage offered). In cultus one gave offerings 
either to receive favors in return or to make the bad go away. In ten dance, such 
as the observances honoring the dead, giving was a matter of benefiting the 
dead by providing for their needs without fear of evil or hope of blessings. It 
became a matter of kindness and respect so that food offerings to the deceased 
at the grave site may be compared to the placing of flowers on a grave today. 

The Soul and the Afterlife. Proper burial was considered very important, 
because without it the soul of the deceased would wander around as a per
manent "displaced person" and always be at unrest. This concern was based on 
an aspect of fear, but what was done for the dead thereafter primarily sprang 
from kindness. 

What seems to have been a common view was that the dead continue 
engaging in the same activities as on earth. So in the Homeric poems the persons 
involved were unable to avoid the associations of this life. Thus, as Nilsson has 
observed, it is better to think in terms of associations than of concrete concepts. 
One thought of the afterlife, therefore, in terms of the life with which one was 
familiar, keeping in mind that these terms should not be taken too literally or 
too specifically. 

In Homer the important people in this life continued to be so in the next. 
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His heroes had a great desire to be remembered. Arete (later, virtue) was the 
excellence of a man, and time (honor) was the reward for this excellence. 
Remembrance conferred a kind of immortality on the hero. 

The Iliad opens with a reference to "souls [psychaiJ hurled down to 
Hades." For Homer the soul was not one's personality or real self; nor was it 
the organ of will, intelligence, and desires. Rather, it had some association with 
the breath, making one inactive when it leaves; it is what is left apart from the 
physical shell. He describes souls as having the same height, build, etc. of the 
person, so that one is recognizable, but there was nothing to embrace (Iliad 
23.62-107).9 Death meant passing into a mere shadow of existence in which the 
soul could do no more than engage in a kind of pale reflection of its earthly 
activities. 

Nearly all persons go to Hades - a dreary place where, although "life" 
continues, what makes life worth living is gone. There is no future reward or 
punishment. There was the idea of an Elysium where the temperature remains 
the same year round and the weather is always good, but only a few - the very 
good - go there; and they are translated directly and do not die. Similarly, very 
few are punished in the afterlife. In the Odyssey (11.489-91) Achilles expresses 
the view that he would rather be a slave on earth than lord of the underworld. 
The fear of the unknown was strong. 

Hesiod 

Hesiod (about the eighth century B.C.) is next to Homer in time and in impor
tance for the Greek tradition, but his writings are in many ways the antithesis 
of the Homeric poems. Homer describes the monarchy of late Mycenaean times; 
Hesiod describes the oligarchy of his own time. Homer's stage is the whole 
Greek world; Hesiod's scene is local (his native Boeotia). In the Homeric poems 
the author is in the background; Hesiod is personal and writes in his own name. 
Homer narrates myths (epic poetry); Hesiod writes didactic poetry. Morality is 
incidental in Homer; it is stressed in a strong way in Hesiod. 

Justice. Hesiod had two passions: justice and work. Justice is human moral 
duty. The word refers to retributive justice, that which counters wrongdoing. 
Justice is presented as the hallmark of Zeus, and Hesiod is almost like an Old 
Testament prophet in presenting social justice as the will of god. He had a sense 
of personal vocation: the Muses had called him to the task and breathed on 
him a kind of inspiration. Hesiod spoke on behalf of the small farmers in 
relation to the ruling class. His principal writing, The Works and Days, lays down 
various agricultural precepts and discusses auspicious and inauspicious days for 

9. This old conception may be relevant to Acts 12:13-16, although phrased in Jewish 
terms as an "angel." 
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most often repre
sented with a 
dub and lion 
skin, referring to 
his killing of the 
lion - one of his 
twelve labors, 
which were allego
rized as a victory 
of good over evil. 
(Capitoline 
Museum, Rome) 
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ONE OF THE 
DIOSCURI, 3d c. A.D. 

The divine twins were popular as 
guardians of sailors (Acts 28:11). 
This fragment was found in the 

Wallbrook Mithraeum in London. 
(Museum of London) 

many events. These are set in the framework of a universal order of justice and 
include many moral counsels. Prosperity or misfortunes would be the result of 
righteousness or unrighteousness. 

Origins. Hesiod was also concerned with guilt, impurity, and the causes 
or reasons for things. His Theogony is the earliest explicitly religious poem 
produced by the Greeks. Here he shows an interest in cosmogony (origin of the 
world) and attempts to systematize the account of the gods and arrange them 
in a family tree. The gods of popular worship were still not thought of as 
identical with the creators of the world. 

Heroes. JO The cult of the heroes appears in literature for the first time in 
Hesiod. Heroes was a courtesy title that referred to someone who was supposed 
to have existed but after death remained powerful enough to protect those on 
earth and thus was someone worthy of homage. The hero cult was originally 
the cult of a deceased person who belonged not to a single family but to a people 
generally. The word was used in a wider sense to include lesser or local gods. 

10. L. R. Farnell, Greek Hero-Cults and Ideas of Immortality (Oxford, 1921); A. D. Nock, 
"The Cult of Heroes," HTR 37 (1944):141-74 (Essays, 2:575-602). 
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Heroes were worshiped in particular localities; their power was associated with 
their remains and the place of their burial. They belonged to the chthonian 
(underworld) deities. 

The Delphic maxim "Know thyself" originally meant to recognize that 
you were a human and not a god and by its admonition shows the ambition 
was present to become more than human. Some of the Greek heroes attained 
the status of the great gods, winning entrance to Olympus (e.g., Heracles 
[Greek], Hercules [Latin])ll and becoming widely worshiped (e.g., Asclepius; 
see pp. 207ff.). The Dioscuri ("sons of Zeus"), Castor and Pollux, were perhaps 
originally heroes who gained more than usual celebrity; they were especially 
popular with seamen as protective deities (cf. Acts 28:11) and saviors from danger 
and disaster. Some features of the cult of heroes continued in the cult of saints 
under Christianity (p. 170). 

The Archaic Period 

Sanctuaries. l2 The first Greek temples appeared in the archaic period. They were 
not large and were used on special occasions only. Although Greek deities were 
universal, their cult was attached to definite places. Shrines were located at places 
that were already "holy" and were not necessarily located for the convenience 
of worshipers. Temples were set within a temenos, a sacred precinct set aside 
for a deity, frequently with a spring (for purifications) and a grove of trees. The 
altar was placed in front of the temple; it was the one indispensable item at a 
shrine, since it was necessary for sacrifice, the central act of worship.l3 The 
Greeks attached no special sanctity to an altar; usually a new one was better for 
a special sacrifice. The Greek temple (naos; Lat. cella) housed the deity's image 
and possessions; it was not a place of assembly for worshipers but the home of 
the deity (cf. Eph. 2:20-21; 1 Cor. 6:19). One went to the temple for votive 
offerings (gifts made in fulfillment of a vow; see pp. 180-81), not usually for 
private prayer. The cult images were life-size or larger. In the seventh century 
larger temples and cult images emerged. Many small shrines still existed but 
were seldom opened, usually only for special observances. 

Religious Observances. A large percentage of the population was com
mitted to taking an active part in religious observances (in contrast to Rome). 
If one did participate in the corporate ceremonies, the gods would not let him 

u. The twelve labors of Heracles were interpreted by Hellenistic philosophers to refer 
to winning immortality through suffering and overcoming the passions - see the Hercules 
tragedies of Seneca, Hercules Furens and (authorship questioned) Hercules Oetaeus. 

12. Evi Melas, Temples and Sanctuaries of Ancient Greece (London, 1973); R. A. Tom
linson, Greek Sanctuaries (New York, 1976); Vincent Scully, The Earth, the Temple, and the 
Gods: Greek Sacred Architecture (New Haven, 1979). 

13. C. G. Yaris, Greek Altars: Origins and Typology (St. Louis, 1949). 
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down. Every house had its own small shrines, regular prayers, and sacrifice, in 
addition to the observances of the clan and city. Priesthood did not involve 
separate status or character (see pp. 173ff. for activities of priests). 

The principal acts of individual piety were votive offerings (pp. 180-81) 
and purifications (pp. 173-75). It was not proper to make a petition to the deity 
without bringing a sacrifice, and the granting of a petition called for a gift, so 
many of the great temples had treasury rooms to hold the gifts to the deity. In 
order to present an offering one had to be ritually pure. In addition, purifica
tions might be required for a trespass, certain diseases, birth, or contact with 
death. 

Greek religion essentially was based on the agrarian cycle. The great ma
jority of the festivals were related to agriculture. They grew up gradually in 
honor of the deities who gave fertility to the crops and herds. Although Apollo 
at Delphi regulated the calendar of festivals, they were geared to the rhythm of 
nature. It was a matter of daily bread. Among the religious festivals of Athens 
were the hekatombaion or Great Sacrifice in the month of the same name in 
mid-summer to Apollo, the Panathenaia to Athena in the same month, the 
Eleusinian Mysteries in early fall instituted by Demeter, the Thesmophoria (a 
fertility festival celebrated by women alone) later in the fall and also in honor 
of Demeter, Poseidon in the month and to the god of that name in mid-winter, 
Anthesterion in the month of that name in early spring (not only a feast of 
flowers but also a ceremony to pacify the dead), the great feast of Dionysus later 
in the spring important for the development of drama, and the feast of Dipolieia 
in honor of Zeus in the last month of the year (approximately June). This is 
only a partiallisting14 - the deities most frequently represented in the calendar 
were Apollo, Demeter, Dionysus, Athena, and Zeus. 

For most Greeks true human life meant the life of the individual in 
community. Civic life was more important than it is now. Social organization 
was according to family, tribe, and city; and the same applied to the organization 
of worship. A good illustration of the strong civic basis of religion in Greece is 
the hero cults. When a person founded a city or colony, he was often honored 
as its hero, and the official cult of the founder was a unifying factor in civic life. 
The city festivals were patriotic and religious; there was no distinction between 
the sacred and profane such as is made today. Every public meeting of the people 
was preceded by purifications, sacrifice, and prayer. 

Trends in Regard to Deities. The oracle of Apollo at Delphi (pp. 200ff.) 
greatly influenced colonization, the development of sacred law, and ritual puri
fications. Codes of law were put in writing during this period, and worship by 
the state was a part of their legal enactments. Apollo brought an emphasis on 
law, order, and morality and exemplified the Greek ideals of life (cf. p. 8). 

Another trend that developed was not to bother Zeus about details. Rather, 

14. See H. J. Rose, Religion in Greece and Rome (New York, 1959), 67-89. 
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it was much better to have a local hero specializing in such things. This seems 
to be more the situation than a case of the heroes finally "making the club," as 
it were. Besides, they also had the appeal of being something new. 

Dionysus. The cult of Dionysus became firmly established in the Greek 
world in the seventh century B.C. Dionysus became especially associated with 
wine, but he was the god not of the vine alone but of vegetation and fertility 
in general (though not of grain, which was the preserve of Demeter). The 
phallus was his symbol and was nowhere so conspicuous as in the Dionysiac 
processions. Comedy and tragedy both had their origin in the cult of Dionysus. 
Ritual patterns have not been found as the background of drama, but the plays 
were performed in the setting of festivals of Dionysus and were supposed to 
give him pleasure. The worship of Dionysus was characterized by ecstatic frenzy 
(see pp. 243ff.). The influence of Delphi toned down the Dionysiac excesses and 
made a place for the cult in regular Greek life. Thus Apollo and Dionysus have 
been seen as representing the two sides of Greek (and human) experience
the rational and the emotional. 

Orphism. 15 Orphism began in the sixth century B.C., and its ideas are 
reflected in Pindar's Odes. It does not represent a single entity or systematic 
doctrine but a movement characterized by common concerns and a likeminded
ness. Orphic literature consisted of poems given in the names of Orpheus and 
Musaeus, mythical singers. It survives only in fragmentary form through later 
quotations. Ancient authors associated Orpheus with founding mysteries and 
Musaeus with oracles. This literature dealt with cosmogony and prescriptions 
for ritual and conduct. Orphism was a "reform" movement of Dionysiac wor
ship, whose central rite, the dismembering and eating of an animal representing 
Dionysus (p. 243), was transformed into the crime of the wicked Titans. Ac
cording to Orphic mythology a child of Zeus, Dionysus Zagreus, was dismem
bered and eaten by the Titans. Athena saved the infant's heart and Zeus swal
lowed it; of him a new Dionysus was born by Semele. Zeus killed the Titans 
with his thunderbolt and from their ashes came human beings. The earliest 
philosophical interpretation of the story seems to have been that persons could 
imitate either the Titans (evil) or Dionysus (divine). A later interpretation 
assigned to human nature a Titanic element within itself, something innately 
evil. However, the ancient texts do not contain the inference that there is 
something of Dionysus in us because the Titans had eaten him. The world itself 
was morally neutral. 

15. O. Kern, Orphicorum Fragmenta (1922); M. P. Nilsson, "Early Orphism and Kindred 
Religious Movements," HTR 28 (July 1935):181-230; Ivan Linforth, The Rites of Orpheus 
(Berkeley, 1941); W. K. C, Guthrie, Orpheus and Greek Religion (London, 1952); Walter 
Burkert, "Orphism and Bacchic Mysteries: New Evidence and Old Problems of Interpreta
tion," Center for Hermeneutical Studies Colloquy 28 (Berkeley, 1977); Larry J. Alderink, Creation 
and Salvation in Ancient Orphism (Chico, Calif., 1981); M. L. West, The Orphic Poems (Oxford, 
1984). 
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A revival (or survival) of Orphism in the early Christian centuries is 
witnessed to by the Orphic Hymns, but these provide no cultic details, although 
they frequently refer to initiates.16 Other possible sources of information are 
questionable. Verses to be recited by the deceased on arrival in the underworld 
written on gold leaves during the Hellenistic Age and found in tombs in south 
Italy and Crete may not be specifically Orphic but from a kindred movement. 17 

Several features in the genuine or early Orphic literature are at variance 
with the general Greek tradition. Whereas in Homer the soul is a vague and 
shadowy concept, in the context of this literature psyche does denote a personal
ity existing before and after the present bodily life: the soul is distinct from and 
enters into the body. We in our suffering now are working out the guilt of the 
Titans. The body (soma) was regarded as the tomb (serna) of the soul (Plato, 
Cratylus 400C). The dualism of body and soul gave to Orphism a certain ascetic 
streak that had not characterized Greek life. Asceticism served to liberate the 
soul from the impurity of the body. This seems to be the basis for Orphism's 
prohibition of killing animals and eating their flesh. Whereas in Homer the 
living body was the person and the soul had no prehistory and only a shadowy 
repetition in the afterlife, in this literature the soul is the real "you" liable to a 
reincarnation and in the afterlife paying for sins or being rewarded for virtues. 
There are two worlds - this world and the other world. One pays the penalty 
in one for sins in the other. Rewards and punishments were not new in Greek 
thought, but that the underworld (Hades) is a place of punishment was. After 
three good lives one goes to the tower of Cronus in the Isles of the Blest. IS There 
is no suggestion of a change into animal shape. According to the literature, 
however, persons could escape the cycle of rebirth by rituals of purification for 
self and for one's dead relatives. An initiation could secure for one a happy 
afterlife. The sense of cyclical time remained nothing more than a theory, and 
the idea of transmigration never became axiomatic.l9 The idea of rewards and 
punishment in another life and the conception of the soul as personality apart 
from the body very nearly did. A concern for another world entered Greek 
thought. Here for the first time in Greece the next life was geared in a significant 
way to each person's action in this life. 

Orphism was an attempt to explain the human situation. It reflected a 
sense of guilt that was related to human existence as such. An increasing tragic 
sense developed in Greece, colored by the tragic poets of the fifth century 

16. Apostolos Athanassakis, The Orphic Hymns (Missoula, Mont., 1977). 
17. G. Zuntz, Persephone: Three Essays on Religion and Thought in Magna Graecia 

(Oxford, 1971); cf. I. M. Linforth, The Arts of Orpheus (Berkeley, 1941). 
18. Pindar, Olympian Ode 2.70. 

19. Transmigration occurs at about this time in India, but it is unlikely to have been 
borrowed from there directly. Ideas do not travel as easily as do stories and art objects. The 
idea had different destinies in the two cultures: it became axiomatic in India, but it remained 
a fringe idea in Greece. 
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TEMPLE OF HEPHAESTUS, Athens 
The temple of Hephaestus (5th c. B.C.) on the Agora in Athens 

is the best preserved of the Greek temples. 
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(Sophocles, Aeschylus). This pessimism, although not consistently followed in 
Greece, agreed with the proverb that it was best never to be born and next best 
to die young. 20 Orphic ideas and mysteries continued through the Hellenistic 
Age, often, it seems, in connection with Pythagoreanism (pp. 360-61). 

Signs of Dissolution in the Classical Age 

The fifth and early fourth century B.C. was the time of greatest outward splendor 
in Greek religion. The greatest monuments of classical religion were created, 
highlighted by the Parthenon on the Acropolis of Athens, designed by the 
architect Ictinus and decorated under the supervision of the sculptor Phidias. 
But this was only one of the great achievements in a period that saw many 
splendid temples and statues dedicated to the national deities. 

The classical age, however, saw trends that were to undermine the tradi
tional Greek religion. (The discussion of these developments will find their 
place, for various organizational reasons, in other places in this book and will 
only be mentioned here.) The individualism noted in connection with the 
influence of Alexander the Great had its roots in the late fifth century. The trend 

20. See p. 232 and n. 163. 
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TEMPLE OF CONCORD, Agrigento 
Some of the best preserved Greek temples are in southern Italy and Sicily. The 

temple was the house of the deity, where was kept the cult statue. 

to look to the lesser gods and heroes rather than to the great deities of the state 
increased. New cults were introduced: most spectacular in its spread was the 
cult of the healing hero Asclepius. These developments in themselves did not 
necessarily challenge the position of the traditional religion; but the criticism 
from the Sophists and poets (Aristophanes and Euripides) was quite otherwise. 
The Sophists by offering rationalistic explanations of belief in the gods rela
tivized them (pp. 306-7), and the poets challenged their immoral conduct. As 
Euripides said, "If the gods do anything shameful, they are no gods" (Bellero
phon Frg. 17 [19].4). The new philosophical schools that grew up became the real 
religion of the educated. By the Hellenistic Age the outward forms of religion 
were being applied to new loyalties - ruler worship and the personification of 
abstractions like Tyche (luck). But very few would have attempted to dismantle 
the old religion, and the traditional gods and the civic religion showed a re
markable staying power, as the later record shows. Paul's experience at Lystra 
(Acts 14:Bff.) illustrates the continuation of the old polytheistic religious prac
tices. 
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ANCIENT ROMAN RELIGION 

The Tiber River valley was settled by the Latin group of Indo-Europeans. Unlike 
the settlers of Greece, the Latins did not take over a local religion, had no heroic 
age, and had no native myths and poetic background of their own. The Romans 
were a hard people with little imagination and little of what is now considered 
a Mediterranean temperament. The traditional religion was ascribed to Numa, 
lawgiver and king. 

The principal early cultural contact of the Romans was with the Etruscans, 
who ruled at Rome for a time. Our knowledge of them comes from what the 
Romans said about them and from archaeological fmds. Typically the Romans 
took over native institutions and infused them with their own national temper. 
Thus, temples, cult images, and methods of divination were taken over from 
the Etruscans, as was the practice of combining deities in a triad. 

Bibliography 

Fowler, W. W. Religious Experience of the Roman People. London, 1911. 
Fowler, W. W. Roman Ideas of the Deity in the Last Century before the Christian Era. 

London, 1914. 
Halliday, W. R. Lectures on the History of Roman Religion. Boston, 1923. 
Rose, H. J. Ancient Roman Religion. London, 1948. Reprinted in Religion in Greece 

and Rome. New York, 1959. 
Latte, K. Romische Religionsgeschichte. Munich, 1960. 
Ogilvie, R. M. The Romans and Their Gods in the Age of Augustus. New York, 1969. 
Liebeschuetz, J. H. W. G. Continuity and Change in Roman Religion. Oxford, 1979. 
Lyttleton, M., and W. Forman. The Romans: Their Gods and Their Beliefs. London, 

1984. 
Turcan, R. Religion romaine. Leiden, 1988. 

Deities 

Most of the early Roman deities had no personality and are best characterized 
by the word numen (divine power or influence with no sense of personality; 
plural, numina). Another Latin word for them was genius, the spirit of a place. 
There were countless small deities who were strictly departmental and 
functional, with no clear-cut sex distinctions. New circumstances frequently led 
to the recognition of new divine powers to be pacified or to be channeled for 
the benefit of the people. 

From the late third century B.C. there Was a thoroughgoing identification 
of Roman with Greek deities. It was not a case of Zeus is also Ammon, as in 
Egypt, but Zeus is Jupiter. Earlier contacts had a continuing effect, and the 
identification was hastened by the popularity of the legend of Trojan origins 
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for the Romans (told in epic form in Virgil's Aeneid). However, except for Jupiter 
with Zeus ("Jupiter" is Latin for Zeus and for father) and Vesta with Hestia 
(goddess of the hearth), the fit was not so good. The identification of Mars 
(who was a general protective deity concerned with youth and some of the 
interests of the Greek Apollo) with the supernatural cutthroat Ares has given 
him his rough and crude reputation. Venus and Aphrodite also were a bad 
match: Venus was an innocent power connected with agriculture before 
Aphrodite gave her sexual charms and functions. Since the sexual rhythm of 
women tends to fall into periods about equal in length to a lunar month, Juno 
took on an association with the moon. Janus, the two-headed god of the door
way, was a distinctive Roman deity for which there was no Greek equivalent. 

On the Capitoline hill a temple was dedicated around 500 B.C. to Jupiter, 
Minerva, and Juno. The original Capitoline triad had been Jupiter, Mars, and 
Quirinus (an early god similar to Mars), the gods who from early times had 
some degree of personality. The Capitoline deities were the principal gods of 
Rome, and temples in other cities to Jupiter Capitolinus (i.e., he who is wor
shiped on the Capitol) were frequently called the Capitol. A favorite epithet for 
Jupiter was Optimus Maximus (best and greatest). 

These deities were placated in various ways. The Romans were concerned 
with their actions and not with them; hence the distinctive features of Roman 
thought about the deities were careful definition of their function and relations 
(this was always the Roman genius and not imagination) and the sense of 
obligation (see further p. 160 on religio) toward them. 

Religious Personnel 

The state corresponded to the family. Affairs were handled by small groups, 
known as collegia, which had responsibility for the different religious activities. 

Flamen was an old word for priest. Particularly important was the jlamen 
dialis, the priest of Jupiter. He was a full-time functionary and so holy that he 
could hardly do anything. He had to observe an elaborate system of taboos to 
preserve purity, because he was in a strategic position. Except for him there was 
no sacerdotal class set apart as sacred. 

Ponti/ex (pI. pontifices) was a more common word for priest. These priests 
presided at ceremonies on certain days but were not professional and did not 
form a separate class. The college or board of priests (collegium pontificum) was 
a self-perpetuating body of priests of the principal cults. They numbered fifteen 
after the constitution established by Sulla in the first century B.C. Their head 
was the ponti/ex maximus, probably at first the oldest member of the college 
but later elected. 

The college of augurs (again numbering fifteen after Sulla) did not them
selves routinely take the auspices (i.e., observing the flight of birds or examining 
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entrails of animals to obtain omens) to determine the attitude of the gods 
toward some action. The magistrates did this or commanded this to be done. 
However, one could call upon the augurs to decide if there was any flaw in the 
procedure or interpretation. They were to give answers, to speak when spoken 
to by the magistrate in authority. 

The six Vestal Virgins were chosen by lot out of a list of twenty compiled 
by the pontifex maxim us. Their job was rather literally to "keep the home fires 
burning." Where fire is hard to get, people do not let it go out, and the Vestals 
were probably successors to the king's daughters who originally had the duty 
to tend his fire, which was a supply for all the people. The Vestals lived together 
in a separate house near the temple of Vesta; they served for thirty years. 

The priests were primarily professional experts in matters relating to the 
gods. Although they performed certain routine duties without special instruc
tions, when unusual circumstances arose it was only at the command of the 
civil authorities that they became active. Religion was largely a function of the 
state at Rome; this is particularly evident in the religious observances. 

Religious Observances21 

There was a common idea in the ancient world that the deities needed the food 
and drink sacrificed to them. This was especially so in Rome. Sacrifice was 
thought of as increasing their supply of numen, which would be used up in 
helping people. A good illustration was the sacrificing of a cow with calf to 
Tellus Mater (Earth Mother) during the growing season. Strictly speaking a 
human being could not originate numen but through proper ceremonies could 
direct it. 

Rome had both domestic worship and state calendar observances. The 
latter was the adaptation of the former on a larger scale. Since the household 
and not the individual was the unit of society, in all aspects of domestic life
including religion - responsibility fell primarily on the head of the family 
(pater familias), who acted on behalf of the household. Certain observances, 
sacra privata, were binding on him. An inheritance without these was a rose 
without a thorn. A principal such duty was the burial of the dead. Offerings 
accompanied meals and the ceremonies at birth, marriage, and death. (We will 
say more about domestic worship later.) 

The calendar ceremonies were performed by the state. The people's re
sponsibility was passive, to abstain from prohibited acts. These days (dies nefasti) 
belonged to the gods and not to men; other days (dies fasti) belonged to men 
for civil use. 

The connection of the state with the official religion may also be seen in 

21. H. H. Scullard, Festivals and Ceremonies of the Roman Republic (Ithaca, N.Y., 1981). 
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the pomerium, the sacred boundary of Rome. Only authorized cults could be 
practiced within it, and only there could the civil auspices (auspicium, certain 
types of divination) be taken. The essential features of a Roman sanctuary, as 
of a Greek, were an enclosure and an altar. The building (aedes) was the house 
of the deity. Roman temple buildings were characteristically placed on a podium 
approached by a flight of steps.22 

Special days of entreaty or thanksgiving might be proclaimed in which 
the average individual did take part. These "extraliturgical" occasions were a 
supplicatio (lit. "bowing down") when all the people were expected to come 
before the gods with special requests. 

A peculiarity quite characteristic of the legal nature of Roman religion 
was the requirement that certain ceremonies be done just right, with exact, 
minute prescriptions. If a mistake was made, the ceremony had to be done over 
from the beginning; when the ritual had to be repeated, it was called instauratio. 
Hence, these ceremonies were recited from a book. 

The Greeks made their sacrifices with uncovered heads, but the Romans 
covered theirs (cf. 1 Cor. 11:4-5). There was a practical, legal reason for this: to 
the Roman mind omens portended nothing if unseen, so the priest was veiled 
from seeing anything inauspicious out of the side of his eye and looked directly 
at what he was doing. 

Soul and the Dead 

One was not much of an individual in life in early Roman society, so a person 
was not in death either. The dead belonged to the impersonal manes, a polite 
name for the dead, which hovered between the dead collectively and the forces 
of the underworld. Many Roman tombstones carry a dedication to the diis 
manibus (the divine dead), often simply abbreviated D.M. After the first century 
B.C. the Romans acquired from the Greeks a belief in individual survival. 

The word for clan, gens, referred to all free-born persons with the same 
family name. The term genius referred to the life principle (a kind of numen) 
of the family, especially as embodied in its head. The genius was the procreative 
force of a person (Juno is more frequently used for women). In later times genius 
was identified with the Greek daimon, in the sense of "guardian spirit" or 
supernatural power accompanying an individual (pp. 220-21). The word could 
be private and personal (genius of an individual) or public and corporate (genius 
of the Roman people or some smaller group). The only genius revered by the 
Roman family was that of the living male head of the family (pater familias). 

22. For their political, social, and economic as well as religious importance see John 
Stambaugh, "The Functions of Roman Temples," ANRWII, Principat, 16.1 (Berlin and New 
York, 1978),554-608. 



160 BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

The cult of the genius of a pater familias became a state religion when the 
worship of the genius of Augustus was linked with the public cult of the lares 
(pp. 168-70). The genius was depicted either as a mature, bearded man in a toga 
(genius of the senate) or as a seminude youth most often holding cornucopia 
and patera (genius of Roman people and most private genii). 

Characteristics of Roman Religion 

Roman religion was corporate (group solidarity) and legal (a contract relation
ship). Whereas in the Greek city the individual participated in a whole cycle of 
religious activities, in Rome the concentration of control was in the collegia, 
with limited personal participation. Religion, like law in our day, was a matter 
for the experts. Hence, in order to satisfy religious needs of the populace new 
cults were often introduced in times of crisis (as the Magna Mater from Pessinus 
in Phrygia in the Second Punic War, 205 B.C.; see p. 264). Such new cults had 
to be admitted in proper form: by formal action of the magistrates and collegia. 
They not only provided an extra outlet for religious emotions but brought the 
further psychological lift of additional supernatural assistance. In addition, the 
populace had a tendency to take up new cults from the outside. 

The distinctive Roman religious feeling may be seen in the words pietas 
and religio. Pietas meant doing one's obligations. A "pious" person was one who 
observed all the rites most scrupulously. Religio meant scruple or awe in the 
presence of the divine, the feeling of uneasiness if anything in the sphere of 
pietas was not performed. A person was under obligation. 

The Latin terminology for vows is a prime illustration of the legal char
acter of Roman religion (pp. 21, 157, 159; cf. 180-81). When a person made a vow, 
he was a voti reus, "one accused of a vow," obliged to do something for the god. 
The obligation was in suspense, however, until the condition was accomplished; 
then the person had to fulfIll his vow. Until he did so, he was voti damnatus, 
"one under condemnation for his vow." There was nothing like these terms in 
Greece. 

The customs of the ancestors (mos maiorum) were even more binding in 
Rome than in Greece. A major difference between the modern world and the 
ancient world is in the attitude toward the "modern." For us the newest is the 
truest and the best, but in ancient times what was older was truer and better. The 
principle "it is not done" was deeply rooted in the ethos of Rome, only partially 
modified under the impact of Hellenism. Things had a "staying power" in Rome. 

The traditional and external nature of Roman religion is summarized in 
words attributed to a person otherwise of skeptical leanings: 

This no doubt meant that I ought to uphold the beliefs about the immortal 
gods which have come down to us from our ancestors, and the rites and 
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ceremonies and duties of religion. For my part I always shall uphold them 
... , and no eloquence ... shall ever dislodge me from the belief as to the 
worship of the immortal gods which I have inherited from our forefathers .... 
The religion of the Roman people comprises ritual, auspices, and the third 
additional division consisting of all such prophetic warnings as the interpre
ters of the Sibyl or the soothsayers have derived from portents and prodigies. 
Well, I have always thought that none of these departments of religion was 
to be despised, and I have held the conviction that Romulus by his auspices 
and Numa by his establishment of our ritual laid the foundations of our state, 
which assuredly could never have been as great as it is had not the fullest 
measure of divine favor been obtained for it. (Cotta in Cicero, On the Nature 
of the Gods 3.2·5.) 

Features of ancient Roman and Greek religion may be discerned in the 
respective development of Catholic and Orthodox Christianity: in the former 
the legal and juridical precision, organizational development, priestly mo
nopoly, and emphasis on rites and correct formulas; in the latter a larger place 
for vows and voluntary piety by the populace and speculative interest in doc
trines. 

RELIGION IN HELLENISTIC-ROMAN TIMES: 
GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS 

Although religion was not all of one piece in Hellenistic and early Roman times, 
we may make certain generalizations. Some of these characteristics were con
tinuations from earlier times that attained a greater prominence during these 
periods. Even during the empire the essential spirit of religion was Greek. 
Rome's greatest contribution was creating security and uniting the people in 
one state. Rome, with little of its own to give in religion, filled its skeleton of 
religion with a Greek content; the old native forms continued in the various 
countries, but the spirit was Greek. 23 Listed here are some of the prevailing 
features; several will receive more detailed treatment in the following sections. 

(1) Greco-Roman paganism was nonexclusive. Worship, even the giving of 
one's own exclusive devotion to a deity, did not preclude the acknowledgment 
of other deities. The exclusive demands made by Jews and Christians for their 
God were part of the scandal of these faiths to pagans. This nonexclusive nature 
of polytheism remained in spite of the tendencies to monotheism noted below. 

(2) The identification of deities tended to reduce their number and con
tributed to the monotheistic trend of thought. Female deities tended to be 

23. M. P. Nilsson, Geschichte der Griechischen Religion (Munich, 1974), 2:301. In the 
following section I have drawn heavily on Nilsson, Greek Piety (Oxford, 1948), chap. III. 
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identified with one another, and the chief god of each people was thought of 
as the same. This blending together of the deities of different peoples depended 
on the transplanting of peoples, the Greek opinion that the name of a god is 
translatable like any other word, and the attraction of things foreign to the 
Greeks. This combination of deities was a principal expression of the syncretism 
of the times in which there was considerable borrowing from one cult to 
another, transfer of ideas, and reinterpretation of older concepts into Greek 
modes of thought, although not to the extent that distinctive features were lost. 

(3) The anthropomorphism of classical Greek religion was weakened in 

ARTEMIS/DIANA 
The classical Artemis, the 

huntress and lover of nature, 
was also the goddess of 

childbirth. (Braccio Nuovo, 
Vatican) 
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ARTEMIS OF THE 
EPHESIANS 
The Ephesian goddess was 
one of the mother goddesses 
of Asia. The eggs (or breasts) 
were a fertility emblem, but 
promiscuity was not as
sociated with her. The mural 
crown marks her as pro
tectress of the city. The 
Greeks identified her with 
Artemis. (Ephesus Museum) 
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the worship of power. People became more interested in divine deeds and power 
than in divine personalities, which climaxed in the concern with the occult at 
the end of paganism. This worship of power lies behind the phenomena noted 
by Nock and separately treated below: "Astrology, magic, and the expression of 
devotion to the Emperor were the universal phenomena of paganism in Roman 
times."24 Power was undefined, wonderful, and marvelous, and its manifesta
tions were deserving of worship and worth trying to explain and control. 

(4) On the other hand, there was a deification of virtues or benefits (with 
a corresponding personification of these abstract ideas). 25 The Greek spirit did 
not leave things indefinite, so there was a tendency (much increased in Roman 
times) to name a benefit after the god from which it came (as grain was called 
Ceres) or to designate the deity by the specific type of power manifested - as 
Salus (salvation), Libertas (liberty), and especially Victoria (victory),. Since 
whatever benefits people must be the product of the working of divine 
benevolence, certain qualities were treated as divine. For example, concord 
(Concordia) and peace (Pax) were honored as deities with sanctuaries dedicated 
to them. The cult of Tyche ("luck," or simply the course of events) was the most 
widespread and popular expression of this development. 

(5) The tendency to monotheism influenced the terminology of pagan 
authors but was seldom carried through consistently. The several influences 
contributing to the spread of a monotheistic view (p. 297) left room for lesser 
deities under the highest god and so in reality the popular religion was able to 
continue. 

(6) Since lesser gods and intermediary powers were identified with demons, 
there was a demonizing of religion (pp. 220-22). The word demons did not have the 
negative connotations it does today, but as unlucky happenings were attributed 
to intermediary beings or forces it began to acquire even in pagan thought 
something of a pejorative sense. The demons filled the gap between the gods and 
human beings and between the superlunary world and the earth. Demons had 
their starting point in abstract powers, ghosts, and the unexplained in human 
nature. They came to be identified with beings under the one God. Peoples of the 
Roman empire, if not "demon possessed" or rather demon influenced (as the 
Christian apologists suggested), were certainly demon conscious. 

(7) The power of fate was very strongly felt in the early empire (pp. 225-27). 
It found philosophical justification in Stoicism and was even worshiped as a 
deity. On the other hand, it is characteristic of the deities that gained promi
nence in the Hellenistic-Roman world (Asclepius, Isis, Sarapis) that, unlike the 
older Greek deities, they claimed power over fate. 

24. Review of Gunkel, Neue astrologische Texte des Hermes Trismegistos, in Gnomon 15 
(1939):368 (Essays, 502). 

25. Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 2.60-62. See J. Rufus Fears, "The Cult of Virtues 
and Roman Imperial Ideology," ANRWII, Principat, 17~2 (Berlin, 1981), 827-948. 
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(8) The belief in fate was often linked with belief in the influence of the 
stars, so astrology came to prominence (pp. 222-25). Astrology applied the law 
of causality strictly. It was a complicated and technical operation, at once 
mathematical and astronomical. 

(9) Magic was another popular expression of human relations with the 
powers of the universe (pp. 212-18). Although moderns distinguish magic from 
the spirit of religion, the ancients did not do so. Superstition, sorcery, use of 
amulets, the magical power of statues, formulas for healing and cursing, and 
private divination were all on the increase in late antiquity. 

(to) The corporate nature or social side of religion was not lost in the 
Hellenistic-Roman periods. That religion is a private matter of one's own belief 
and practice would not have been advocated in antiquity. The meaning of the 
traditional civic religion in Hellenistic times has been undervalued. Religion 
without cult was still practically unthinkable, except in certain philosophical 
circles, and cult required an organized expression. 

(11) There was, however, a new prominence to chosen relationships. Cult 
associations flourished in Hellenistic times; associations of artisans, athletes, 
actors, etc. were prominent under the empire, and even these had a religious 
aspect (pp. 131-36). So new groupings in addition to those based on family, state, 
or nationality added a new dimension to the social aspect of religion and made 
easier an acceptance of new cults. 

(12) Morality was not closely associated with religion. Rules of ritual purity 
were normally ceremonial and seldom ethical or moral. There are notable 
exceptions to this generalization: Apuleius in Metamorphoses 11 (pp. 257ff.) was 
in his predicament because of sin, and his conversion to Isis included moral 
change; and moral rules are included in the prescriptions for entrance into a 
religious association at Philadelphia (P.175; cf. p. 269). For the most part, codes 
of conduct were derived from one's national customs or from the ethical teach
ings of the philosophical schools. Cicero (pp. 357ff.) provides a good example 
of the typical distinction between religion and ethics. He believed in the exis
tence of God and the immortality of the soul, but when he wrote his treatises 
on ethics, De officiis (On Moral Duties) and De finibus (On the Ends of Goods 
and Evils), he did not regulate the precepts he gave by those beliefs. The wedding 
of ethics and religious belief, based on divine revelation, was one of the impor
tant strengths of Judaism and Christianity in the ancient world. 

For the remainder of this chapter we will take a topical approach, grouping the 
topics according to domestic religion, civic or state cults, and personal religion. 
These are not firm categories, for there is much overlapping. Appropriate 
chronological notes will be made, but the effort will be to present a cross-section 
of religious life during the centuries surrounding the beginning of the Christian 
era. 
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DOMESTIC AND RURAL RELIGION 

The religion of the home and countryside shows the greatest continuity with 
the earlier, formative periods of Greek and Roman religion. Not a great deal 
has been preserved about this side of religious life in the Hellenistic-Roman 
period. We will take note of some features that are attested and seem to have 
been constant. 

Greek 

Excavations at Delos supplement literary evidence in confirming a continuation 
of features of the domestic cult for the Hellenistic Age. Near the door or in the 
midst of the court of a Greek home was an altar to Zeus Herkeios (Zeus of the 
Enclosure, from herkos, fence), who watched over the dwelling. (The city of 
Athens, too, as a collection of the families, had an altar to Zeus Herkeios.) A 
. stone pillar erected near the door was dedicated to Apollo Patroos or Phratrios 
(Apollo as the protector of all the relatives). The citizen was recognized by his 
possession of these emblems and practice of the associated cult.26 Zeus was 
worshiped inside the house, in association with Hestia (the goddess of the 
hearth) under the designation Zeus Ktesios (Zeus of the pantry). Here Zeus was 
represented as a snake. This indicates that the sky god in becoming the house 
god had replaced the old daimones or spirits who watched over the court, 
provisions, and family. 

Also represented as a snake was the Agathos Daimon (the Good Demon 
or Spirit). The name is frequently inscribed on household altars. The Agathos 
Daimon was a protective household spirit. Greek houses were built with an 
earth floor, and small, nonpoisonous snakes often nested in the pantry. They 
ate the offerings left out for the deity, and were helpful in keeping the house 
free of rodents. Thus the snake came to be considered a friendly, if somewhat 
remote, member of the household and the embodiment of the guardian spirit 
of the household.27 

The hearth was the center of the Greek domestic cult. The meal began 
and ended with a religious act: before a meal Greeks offered a few pieces of 
food on the hearth; after the meal they poured out a libation of unmixed wine 
to the Agathos Daimon. 

From birth the child was surrounded by domestic piety. His earliest rec
ollections were of the father sacrificing on the family altar and all the household 

26. The scrutiny of a prospective archon in Athens included the question whether he 
possessed an ancestral Apollo and a household Zeus and where their sanctuaries were. These 
questions plus the identification of his father and mother and their deme and the possession 
of a family tomb established the candidate's citizenship. Aristotle, Constitution of Athens 55. 

27. Cf. Theophrastus, Characters 16 and Virgil, Aeneid 5.84f. 
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assembled for sacred meals. Birth, puberty, marriage, and funerals were accom
panied by ceremonial acts. 

The Greeks thought the countryside was filled with supernatural powers, 
with demons or spirits inhabiting mountains, forests, trees, stones, rivers, and 
fountains. Hellenistic art often pictured river gods as animals or persons, and even 
the breezes were personified. The most frequently occurring of the nature spirits 
were the female nymphs, always shown in human shape. They dwelled in trees, 
mountain caves, the sea, and springs or rivers. The wilder stretches of the country
side were inhabited by male demons thought of as half-human, half-animal in 
appearance - centaurs, sileni, and satyrs. The most popular of these was Pan, son 
of Hermes, who had the legs and face of a goat.28 He was associated with the life 
of shepherds, and is often shown holding the syrinx, a pipe played by shepherds 
in times of rest, but he could cause a panic when animals were frightened. He is 
remembered on a higher level as the addressee of the prayer of Socrates: 

o beloved Pan and all ye other gods of this place, grant to me that I be 
made beautiful in my soul within, and that all external possessions be in 
harmony with my inner man. May I consider the wise man rich; and may I 
have such wealth as only the self-restrained man can bear or endure. (Plato, 
Phaedrus 279B-C)29 

But this is exceptional, both for Pan and for the nature of Greek prayers. 
To placate these nature spirits, the Greeks marked their roadways by stone 

heaps. A traveler would add another stone to the heap or perhaps place a bit 
of food on it as an offering. Hermes derived his name from the stone heap 
(herma) in which he lived. 

Many of the nature deities, such as the centaurs, did not receive a cult. 
Some, such as Artemis - the leader of the nymphs - and Hermes became 
important deities. All contributed to the sense of wonder about nature and to 
Greek folklore. Nilsson summarizes their importance in this way: 

Nature was peopled with spirits, daemons, and gods. They haunted the 
mountains and the forests. They dwelt in trees and stone, in rivers and wells. 
Some of them were rough and dreadful, as the wilderness is, while others 
were gentle and benevolent. Some of them promoted the life of nature and 
also protected mankind .... This aspect of Greek religion was certainly not 
the highest, but it was the most enduring. It was close to the earth, which is 
the source of all religion and from which even the great gods sprang. The 
great gods were overthrown and soon forgotten by the people. The nature 
daemons were not so easily dealt with. The nature spirits have lived on in the 
mind of the people to this day. 30 

28. Philippe Bourgeaud, The Cult of Pan in Ancient Greece (Chicago, 1988). 
29. Translation by Harold North Taylor in Loeb Classical Library. 
30. M. P. Nilsson, Greek Folk Religion (New York, 1961), 20-21. 
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The towns as well as the countryside were filled with these sacred spots: 
"One could hardly have taken a step out of doors without meeting a little shrine, 
a sacred enclosure, an image, a sacred stone, or a sacred tree."31 

Roman32 

Pompeii offers some concrete evidence for the continuation of the Roman 
domestic cult in the first century.33 Near the entrance to a Roman house was a 
niche that served as a shrine to the lares, who were watchful, protective spirits 
of the family and household. The lararium (household shrine) was a wooden 
cupboard or a stone or masonry niche or aedicula for images or paintings of 
the household deities. The paintings often depict a gay, dancing lar or two 
holding a drinking cup (rhyton), a man in a toga usually holding a libation dish 
to personify the genius of the family, and a snake representing the spirit (or 
genius) of the family or of the place. Snakes were associated with the lares. 
Bronze statuettes of the lares corresponding in appearance to the pictures were 
found in some houses. Several types of altars are found in association with the 
household shrines. At every meal a small portion of food was placed before the 
lararium. Three times each month an offering of flowers was made as well. The 
wealthier households had elegant statues of the lares, which would be brought 
to the table if the meal was not in the room containing the lararium. The penates 
were the guardians of the pantry; they were closely associated with the lares and 
Vesta (goddess of the hearth). The lares and penates, with Janus (god of the 
doorway) and Vesta, protected the home. 

Another popular deity for the domestic religion of the lower classes was 
Silvanus, god of agriculture and forests.34 

The lares were also worshiped at crossroads as protectors of travelers, 
corresponding in this respect to the Greek Hermes. When Augustus undertook 
the restoration of Roman religion, he reorganized the cult of the lares compitales. 
Rome was divided into districts, and at the principal crossroads were erected 
shrines dedicated to Augustus and the genius of the place. This practice was 
extended to the provinces: the spirits of the road would protect the transplanted 
Romans. In the provinces these spirits were called the lares augustales. These 
cults were intended to answer the religious needs of slaves and freedmen, who 
had no part in the civic cult. Priesthoods, awarded to freedmen and knights, 

31. Ibid., p. 18. 
32. David G. Orr, "Roman Domestic Religion: The Evidence of the Household 

Shrines," ANRW II, Principat, 16.2 (Berlin and New York, 1978),1557-91; Daniel P. Harmon, 
"The Family Festivals of Rome," ANRW, 1592-1603. 

33. G. K. Boyce, Corpus of the Lararia of Pompeii, Memoirs of the American Academy 
in Rome, vol. 14 (Rome, 1937). 

34. P. F. Dorcey, The Cult of Silvanus: A Study in Roman Folk Religion (Leiden, 1992). 
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were an official extension of what had been domestic and rural religious prac
tices in earlier days. 

The powers of the home, road, and field gained more favor with the masses 
than the great Capitoline gods, and as in Greece they survived longer. For 
travelers and people in the country and small towns the real protectors were 

LARARIUM, from 
Pompeii 
The shrine for the 
Lares, protective 
deities of the 
household, were 
the center of the 
domestic cult in 
Roman religion. 
(Museum of 
Roman Civiliza
tion, Rome) 
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the penates and lares. They have been described as "benevolent, familiar, and 
gay - simple as those who honored them."35 

In the Latin west and in the Greek east the church won only by detouring 
the traditional piety to other objects. The martyrs and the saints received the 
homage once given to the heroes and nature and household spirits. The simi
larity between the cult of heroes and spirits in ancient Greece and Rome and 
the cult of the saints in medieval Christendom (Roman and Greek) has often 
been observed.36 The old hung on: a sacred spring in antiquity kept on being 
a sacred spring. When Christianity replaced paganism, the saints took over the 
functions of the specialized local deities. The situation may be described as "the 
old fIrm doing the same business at the same place~under a new name and a 
new management." But this perhaps says too much. It was not the ancient 
religion itself that survived but the mentality that was part of it. 
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CIVIC CULTS 

We have already stated the civic basis of Greek and Roman religion; yet more 
needs to be said. Modern Western ideas that put religion in a separate category 
from government, society, and culture can seriously mislead us. Religion was 
closely interwoven with society in the Greco-Roman world. It was official and 
a part of the civil order. Each city had its patron deity or deities. SacrifIce and 
prayer accompanied meetings of the assembly and council, and priests of the 
public cults were selected in the same ways as the magistrates. Temples were 
built out of public funds, and taxes were levied for the support of certain cultS.37 

The state decided expenditures for the cult and derived income from it. Much 
of our information about religious practices comes from the "Sacred Laws" 
enacted by the cities to regulate official cults. These regulations touch personnel, 
perquisites, the festival and sacrifIcial calendar, and provisions for additional 
ceremonies - just such details as were regulated in connection with purely 
secular offices - but seldom the details of ritual, which remained the preserve 

35. A. J. Festugiere, Le monde greco-romain au temps de notre-Seigneur (Paris, 1935), 

36. For survivals in general see Gordon J. Laing, Survivals of Roman Religion (London, 
1931), and J. c. Lawson, Modern Greek Folklore and Ancient Greek Religion (New Hyde Park, 
N.Y., 1964). 

37. Robert Schlaifer, "Notes on Athenian Public Cults," Harvard Studies in Classical 
Philology 51 (1940):233££. 
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of priests. Human life was thoroughly permeated with religion, and numerous 
ceremonies punctuated the course of life. In Chapter 2 we saw how idolatry 
permeated all phases of life - political, social, economic, and military. 

Each city had a patron deity who protected it. If the city was powerful, 
the deity became pan-Hellenic, e.g., Athena. Other cults, not properly civic, had 
an international character based on a legend (e.g., Delos - the birthplace of 
Apollo and Artemis), an oracle (Delphi - Apollo), or ancient games (Olympia 
-Zeus). 

The citizen or sojourner who respected and practiced the civic cult and 
the priest who discharged his tasks faithfully were called "pious" (eusebeia). In 
the inscriptions this word designated above all the manner in which one ac
complished the external rites. 

The civic cult in its forms remained essentially unchanged from the past into 
the period surrounding the birth of Christianity. The old Greek religion drew its 
life from the literature that was the basis of education in the schools and from its 
association with civic life. The Hellenistic Age often has been seen as a time of 
decline for the traditional religion. The decline of the old city-states certainly 
brought on a crisis. The conquests of Alexander produced a universalizing and 
personalizing of religion as of so much else. Abundant archaeological evidence, 
however, shows that the decline of autonomy for the cities of the Greek east was 
accompanied by an awakening of the civic cult. The traditional civic cults re
mained vital in the Hellenistic Age. The glory of the cities was concentrated in the 
memory of the past. A great body of literature attests to the antiquarian interests 
of the Hellenistic Age (cf. the Hymns of Callimachus and the sources Plutarch used 
in his Greek Questions). The local sanctuary with its temple, treasures, priesthood, 
and festivals attracted visitors and was visible testimony to the grandeur of former 
times and the principal tangible source of pride for the present. The reconstruc
tion of temples, the dedications to deities, and the pomp of the festivals were if 
anything even greater than before. This is true to the experience of towns and small 
cities today: as their importance in the larger field of affairs seems less, civic pride 
finds expression in activities of local interest. 

The importance of the local civic cults is seen in the way Rome identified 
herself with them. Rather than combat the patriotic cults, the imperial religion 
was associated with them. Rome furthered the custom of exchanging ambassa
dors for games, temple dedications, etc. between cities. Images of the emperor 
and sanctuaries for the imperial cult were set up in the sacred precincts of the 
civic cult. This imperial favor and alliance profited the civic religion in imperial 
times. The important cults were those joined to the emperor and national god; 
the other old cults declined. 

Augustus' program for restoring order to Roman government and society 
included regulation of religious affairs. He revived old cults, filled vacant priest
hoods, and rebuilt eighty-two temples. He identified himself and his rule with old 
cults and instituted new ones (e.g., lares compitales were made public and official; 



172 BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

p. 168) for elements of the population left out of the old republican religion. By 
the celebration of the Secular Games in 17 B.C. he sought to link the piety of his 
age with the traditions of the past. The Augustan restoration was another demon
stration of the close ties between civic life and religious observances.38 

The extent of the information provided about the civic cults makes this 
the appropriate place to consider the formal aspects of religion that apply even 
to those cults which were not official- priesthood, ritual prescriptions, sacri
fice - as well as the festivals and ceremonies that characterized the worship of 
the civic deities. 
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Priesthood39 

Aeschines, the orator, spoke of priests as "persons who receive perquisites ... 
and whose occupation is to pray to heaven for you" (3.18). Even more pertinent 
is Plato's definition: 

There is also the priestly class, who, as the law declares, know how to give 
tlIe gods gifts from men in the form of sacrifices which are acceptable to 
tlIem, and to ask on our behalf blessings in return from tlIem. (Laws 290)40 

Greek religion was not fostered by a professional class. The priesthood was not 
centralized and seldom was full-time. Theoretically anyone might ~perform 
priestly functions, allowing for the restrictions in particular cultS.41 Neverthe
less, in the major civic cults a specialization of function was necessary. 

The essential qualification as indicated by the above descriptions was that 
one "know how" to approach the deity. But the regulations of particular cults 
specify other requirements. The most commonly expressed requirement is free
dom from physical defects or infirmity. In the civic cults it was also necessary 

38. A. D. Nock, "The Augustan Restoration," Classical Review 39 (1925):50-67 (Essays, 
1:16-25). 

39. M. Beard and J. North, eds., Pagan Priests: Religion and Power in the Ancient World 
(London, 1990). 

40. Another ancient description is that the priest is one "skilled in the rules of sacrifice, 
prayer, and purification" (Stobaeus, Eel. Apoph. [or Florilegiuml 2.122 [Wachsmuth and 
Hense, vol. 2, p. 67]). 

41. Isocrates 2.6 says the office of priest is one which any man can fill. 
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that one be a citizen. The conditions relative to age were quite variable. There 
are several cases on record of priesthoods held by children. This may be related 
to a fairly frequent demand for celibacy during the term of office. The require
ment was not a matter of morality, but of ritual purity, and the assigning of 
priesthoods to the elderly or the very young conforms to the ancient view that 
sexual functions were ceremonially defiling (cf. Lev. 22:4-6). The normal ten
dency, however, was probably to put the civic priesthoods into the hands of 
men of leisure and substance, as was the case with civic magistracies. 

The methods of filling the priesthoods fall into three categories: inheri
tance, election, or purchase. Hereditary priesthoods occur in cults closely con
nected with a given family, either because the family was regarded as descended 
from the deity worshiped or had introduced the cult, which then in time became 
public. The ordinary civic priesthoods were chosen by vote or by drawing of 
lots or by some combination of the two. Lots was most common, and could be 
interpreted as permitting the deity to choose his own minister,42 but this was 
also the common method of filling many magistracies in Greek cities. The 
Hellenistic period saw a strong development of the practice of selling priest
hoods. The vendor was always the state. The purchase of a priesthood was one 
method of making an investment for a livelihood or provisions for one's family, 
with a sound title. Priesthoods acquired by inheritance or purchase were nor
mally for life. When officers were elected or chosen by lot their term was 
normally one year, as with the magistracies. Where longer terms are known the 
tenure most likely coincided with the frequency of major periodic festivals. 

The priest was the officiant appointed to a sanctuary. He was always the 
servant of a particular deity at a particular sanctuary, although this did not 
preclude (at least in late Hellenistic times) one individual serving more than 
one deity or at more than one shrine. His duties may be grouped in two 
categories: administrative and ritual. The priest was personally responsible for 
the care of the temple, the cult image, the contents of the shrine, and the sacred 
precinct about the sanctuary (which contained above all a fountain, necessary 
for purifications). At a small sanctuary this was no large task. At a large temple, 
however, there were subordinate functionaries or employees and sacred slaves 
to assist in these matters under the priest's supervision. The priest's chief ad
ministrative assistant was known as the neokoros (temple-keeper, a kind of 
sacristan) and in Asia Minor had great importance.43 Financial administration, 
except in the smaller temples, belonged to state officials. The ritual duties, 
included in the definitions above, distinguished the priest from other sacred 
functionaries. The stated public sacrifices in the civic cult might be monthly or 
yearly or at other stated times. Beyond these occasions the priest had to assist 

42. Plato, Laws 759C; Inscriptiones Graecae 12.3, 178. 
43. Cf. the city of Ephesus calling itself the temple-keeper (neokoros) of Artemis in 

Acts 19:35. 
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those who came to sacrifice in fulfillment of a vow. The presence of the priest 
was not required in order to make the sacrifice ritually effective. A temple 
attendant, or anyone who knew how, could perform the actual slaughter, but 
the priest was normally involved. His principal function was to sacrifice accord
ing to the rules; he was the one who knew the proper ritual. Furthermore, he 
pronounced the prayer or invocation. The liturgical functions of the priest also 
included presiding at the festivals of the deity. 

Certain benefits went with the office of priest. The most substantial and 
nearly universal was the perquisite of a portion of the sacrificial animal- a leg 
was most common - or if not an animal a portion of whatever was offered. 
Sometimes a salary was paid or goods furnished to the priest. Exemptions from 
taxes and from public duties were sometimes conferred. On the other hand, 
certain priesthoods involved considerable expense, since the priest had to defray 
the costs of the celebration of great festivals, which included public entertain
ment. Among the honors that went with the office were a special place in 
religious processions, chief seats at the theatre and contests, and the privilege 
of wearing a garland wreath or gold crown. The close tie with civic life is shown 
in that for many cities the eponymous official (the magistrate who gave his 
name to the year, as one of the archons did in Athens and the consuls did in 
Rome) was the priest of the patron deity of the city. Under the empire priests 
took on more and more the character of civil officers. 

This description of priesthood in the civic cults is fairly representative for 
private religious associations, allowing for the difference in circumstances, for 
a priest was a priest. Priesthood in the near eastern cults, however, was far more 
often lifelong and professional. When these cults entered the Greek world, they, 
like Greek private religious associations, lacked a connection with the local 
governing bodies. Their priests, however, were increasingly assimilated to Greek 
priests, since their qualifications and functions were similar. 

Ritual Prescriptions44 

"For it cannot be that the impure attain the pure. "45 Not everyone was autho
rized to enter a sanctuary. Generally an inscription at the entrance indicated 
who was excluded and what were the conditions of purity. In most civic cults 
a woman was not admitted, nor was a noncitizen or slave. But another could 
sacrifice for you, so one was not totally excluded from participation. Other cults 
often lacked these limitations on sex, citizenship, and social condition. 

44. For this and the following sections I am greatly dependent on A. J. Festugiere, Ie 
monde greco-romain au temps de notre-Seigneur (Paris, 1935), 2:83-109. 

45. Plato, Phaedo 67B. Although spoken in a different context, this may be taken as an 
axiom of ancient religion. 
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The ritual precepts had in no way, in their origin, a moral character. The 
rules of purity for visitors to the temple of Athena at Pergamum illustrate this: 

Whoever wishes to visit the temple of the goddess, whether a resident of 
the city or anyone else, must refrain from intercourse with his wife (or 
husband) that day, from intercourse with another than his wife (or husband) 
for the preceding two days, and must complete the required lustrations. The 
same prohibition applies to contact with the dead and with the delivery of a 
woman in childbirth.46 

The motifs of impurity that excluded a person from entrance were numer
ous, each resulting in a certain number of days of impurity. In some cases the 
clothing was regulated - for example, a woman's hair was to be loose and a 
man's head had to be uncovered.47 Sometimes the regulations included what 
animals could enter the sacred enclosure. 

Under the influence of poets and philosophers some elements of moral 
purity were introduced into the ritual precepts. Epictetus reflects the elements 
involved in an approach to deity along with the added concern of proper 
attitudes: One "ought to come with sacrifice and with prayers, and after a 
preliminary purification, and with his mind disposed to the idea that he will 
be approaching holy rites" (Discourses 3.21.14). The code of a private religious 
association in Philadelphia from the first century B.C.48 is notable on several 
counts. The shrine was under the protection of Agdistis but was dedicated to 
other deities as well. The rules included purifications and sacrifices but also 
prohibited entrance to robbers, murderers, users of drugs, adulterers, or those 
who induced abortion. The regulations are presented as the commands of god 
(Zeus) to the owner of the house. Such moral commandments among the ritual 
regulations are exceptional in the surviving inscriptions. 

Sacrifices, ablutions, and other ceremonies could remove impurities. The 
purifications implied a sense of "sin," although not in the full Christian sense 
of that word. The underlying feeling was that impurities contracted in ordinary 
life require a period of quarantine in which to wear off, during which time the 
impure person was excluded from ceremonies. Fasting, purification, and offer
ing were preliminary exercises in healing cults (preparatory to incubation), to 
receiving visions, and even to engaging in a magical ritual. Purification most 
often involved some form of washing. 

Regulations of matters of worship were the least subject to change of any 
aspect of religion, and the ritual precepts kept their force throughout antiquity. 

46. W. Dittenberger, Sylloge Inscriptionum Graecarum (3d ed.; Leipzig, 1920), vol. 3, 
no. 982; translation from F. C. Grant, Hellenistic Religions (New York, 1953), 6. 

47. Dittenberger, Sylloge3 999 (Grant, pp. 26-27). Is this relevant to 1 Cor. ll:lff.? 
48. Ibid., 985 (Grant, pp. 28-30). 
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Sacrifice49 

Herondas, in Mime 4, shows united the three principal acts of worship in the 
ancient world - sacrifice, votive offering, and prayer. 50 The scene is set in the 
temple of Asclepius on Cos about the year 250 B.C. Two women accompanied 
by a slave-woman had come to offer a cock and set up a tablet as a gift for a 
healing granted by Asclepius. They explained that they were poor and so offered 
a cock instead of an ox or a fat sow. While the women admired the works of 
art set up in the temple, the neokoros immolated the victim on the altar before 
the temple. He returned to announce that the offering was acceptable to the 
god. The formula was no doubt stereotyped: 

Your meat offerings are simply perfect, and they certainly guarantee good 
fortune for both of you. No one ever found more favor in the god's eyes than 
you have. . . . Be thou propitious on account of these fine offerings, and 
likewise to their husbands and children! 

Of the sacrificed animal, a part belonged to the god, a leg went to the neokoros, 
and the rest was taken by the women to be eaten at home along with some bread 
provided by the neokoros. One of the women dropped a coin in the treasury.51 

Sacrifice might be private or public, to gods or heroes, and for praise, 
thanksgiving, or supplication. Both animals and vegetables were offered. The 
offering might be eaten, burned, or poured out. Animal sacrifice normally came 
in festivals celebrated annually or at a home sacrifice. The old Greek religion 
knew only yearly or (especially in domestic cult) monthly observances. Less 
costly rites could be observed more frequently. Apart from the Egyptian cult's 
daily observances, a daily cult is found among the Greeks only in Asclepius' 
temples and then in ruler cult. 

Bloody sacrifices were of two kinds. A sacrifice to a heavenly deity involved 
generally burning only a part of the animal for the deity while the rest was 
distributed among the temple staff and the worshipers. Sacrifice to chthonic 
powers (heroes or the dead) included burning the entire animal. Yet the dis
tinction must allow for considerable exceptions. 52 The priest had the right to 

49. Lucian, De sacrificiis. Note G. S. Kirk, "Some Methodological Pitfalls in the Study 
of Ancient Greek Sacrifice," Le Sacrifice dans !,antiquite, Entretiens sur I'Antiquite Classique 
17 (Geneva, 1980); M. Detienne and J. P. Vernant, eds., The Cuisine of Sacrifice among the 
Greeks (Chicago, 1989). 

50. W. Headlam, ed., Herondas: The Mimes and Fragments (Cambridge, 1922, 1966). 
51. For this interpretation see M. P. Nilsson, "The Dragon on the Treasure," American 

Journal of Philology 68 (1947 ):302ff., in preference to Grant's translation (Hellenistic Religions, 
p. 6) of a wafer placed in the den for the live snakes kept at the sanctuary. 

For the practice of taking home blessed bread cf. the eulogia or blessed bread the Greek 
Orthodox worshiper takes home from the service. 

52. A. D. Nock, "The Cult of Heroes," HTR 37 (1944):141ff. (Essays, 575ff.). 
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sell to the markets the sanctuary's share of the offerings (cf.1 Cor. 8:10 for eating 
sacrificial food in a cult meal; 9:13 for the priests receiving their food from the 
offerings; and 10:25 for eating what had been sold in the markets). In the civic 
cults at the festivals the offerers' portion went to the magistrates to be distributed 
to the people. Animals considered appropriate for sacrifice were naturally those 
nourishing to human beings. Some cults, however, prohibited certain animals 
for reasons of which we are now ignorant. The animal had to be without defect. 
The skins of sacrificed animals were sold for profit, usually by the temple or 
priest, but in Athens by the state. Meat was not the common part of the diet 
in the ancient world that it has been in modern Western countries. The principal 
occasion for eating meat was at a sacrifice, particularly the state festivals. 

Other food items offered as sacrifice included bread, meal, oil, and wine. 
Libations accompanied many sacrifices (cf. Phil. 2:17; 2 Tim. 4:6). Such drink 
offerings before or after a sacrifice or a meal were a way of reserving a part for 
the divinity, as was burning meat on the altar. 

Altars of various sizes and shapes have been recovered from excavations. 
The most common are small round altars, with a garland and bulls' heads 
sculptured around the side, and larger rectangular altars. Reliefs and paintings 
testify to the practice of placing a garland wreath around the bullIed to sacrifice 
(Acts 14:13). Roman practices appear to have been similar. A common sacrificial 
scene represented on Roman monuments is the suovetaurilia, in which were 
sacrificed a pig, ram, and bull. 

SACRIFICIAL SCENE, relief 
A bull is brought to sacrifice, while the priest (veiled, as was characteristic 
for Roman sacrifice) burns incense on.the altar. (Hall of Statues, Vatican) 
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MARCUS AURELIUS SACRIFICING, relief 
In front of the Capitoline temple of Jupiter, Juno, and Minerva are shown 
the typical components of a Roman sacrifice - the covered head, burning 

incense, a pipe player, and an ox. (Conservatori Museum, Rome) 
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ALTAR 
The altar was the essen
tial item for sacrifice. 
Many were decorated 
with bull's head and gar
land (cf. Acts 14:13). 
(Cerameicus, Athens) 

The god's presence was symbolized by his statue. That deities were invited 
to be present and were thought of as present has led to the modern theory that 
giving food to them made them table companions, but this lacks support in 
the ancient texts. The purpose was not to establish fellowship (1 Cor. 10:20 is 
an interpretation from the Christian standpoint of the meaning of eating a 
sacrificial meal) but was a matter of a gift or tribute and of effective action by 
reason of the offering (i.e., in thanks for a favor received or in order to obtain 
a favor). The Latin equivalent for the concept of the presence of the deity was 
lectisternium when one received a god, and sellisternium when one received a 
goddess. 

A. D. Nock distinguishes three types of ancient religious meals: (1) eating 
together by a cult society that thereby gives expression to its fe,llowship or 
commemorates a founder or benefactor; (2) eating together when a deity was 
thought to preside; and (3) the enthusiastic rending of animals and eating their 
raw flesh, as done by votaries of Dionysus. 53 Many temples had adjoining dining 

53. Early Gentile Christianity and its Hellenistic Background (New York, 1964), 72-74 
(Essays, 107-9). H.-J. Klauck, Herrenmahl und hellenistischer Kult (Munster, 1982),31-40, offers 
a more elaborate "phenomenology of holy meals": meals eaten by the gods, gods eating what 
humans provide, meals at a sacrifice, communion sacrifices, eating the deity, treaty meals 
guaranteed by a deity, dub meals, meals for the dead, daily meals, meals in the mystery 
religions, and sacramental eating. 
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rooms for cultic meals. Archaeological evidence indicates these were common 
in the area of Corinth, a fact that provides the background for the problems 
addressed in 1 Corinthians 8-11. 

The dominant sentiment in the sacrifice was that "I give in order that you 
may give to me." Plato's dialogue Euthyphro examines this attitude. Socrates 
says, "Sacrificing is making gifts to the gods and praying is asking from them," 
and concludes from Euthyphro's comments that "holiness would be an art of 
barter between gods and men."54 The sacrifice was an exchange. The more 
abundant and better the offering, the more acceptable it would be. 55 The philos
ophers combatted this material view of sacrifice common with the masses and 
said it was the quality of the heart that counted. 56 

Votive Offerings57 

A vow in the formal sense was a conditional promise to make a certain sacrifice 
if a request was granted. The procedure was as follows. A person made a vow 
to the deity: if he was healed of a disease, or given safety on a journey, or success 
in some undertaking, he would perform some service or give some g~ft to the 
deity. The offering in fulfillment of a vow when the blessing was received was 
in some sense obligatory. 58 Offerings were also made in thanksgiving without 
a formal vow having been expressed and on certain occasions were viewed as 
required. One of the principal occasions of sacrifice was to fulfill a vow, but 
votive offerings were not limited to sacrifices. The votive offering showed a 
constant sense of dependence on the gods. 

The women in Herondas, Mime 4, offered a cock and set up a com
memorative tablet in thanksgiving for a healing. The sanctuaries of the healing 
gods - such as Cos and Epidaurus dedicated to Asclepius (on whom see pp. 
207ff.) - have left to archaeologists a rich harvest of objects offered to the deity 
in fulfIllment of a vow.59 Such an object is called an ex-voto. Votive offerings 
were not limited to the cult of the savior gods; all the major temples had 
storerooms to receive the offerings of the worshipers, and the religious centers 
(such as Delphi and Olympia) had many treasure houses built by various cities 
to receive and advertise the generosity of their contributions to the particular 
deity. 

To make a gift to the divinity was as old as religion itself. Our oldest 
inscriptions (seventh century) are written on some offerings. The votive offering 

54. Plato, Euthyphro 14C and E. 
55. Cf. Theopompus in Porphyry, De abstinentia 2.16; see p. 200. 
56. So Theophrastus in ibid., 2.15. 
57. W. H. D. Rouse, Greek Votive Offerings (Cambridge, 1902; repro New York, 1976). 
58. See p. 160 for the strong attitude taken in Roman religion. 
59. See pp. 210-11 for the variety of objects offered. 
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remained the "touchstone of piety" throughout the ancient world. The usual 
designation for gifts to the deity was anathema ("set up" - i.e., in the temple, 
and so dedicated to the god), but sometimes doron (gift). Often the offering 
was made in virtue of an order of the divinity (expressed in a dream or through 
an oracle). The firstfruits were called aparche or dekate (a tithe). The local god 
had certain rights; thus, regardless of one's occupation, it was good to treat him 
right and give a product of one's labor or art. When certain places of worship 
became pan-Hellenic (e.g., Delphi, Delos), the frrstfruits (official or private) 
flowed in from all parts of the world. A tenth of the booty won from an enemy 
in war was given to the deity, for victory would not be won without the help 
of the national god. Victors in the games left offerings in appreciation for their 
success. To become a civil magistrate or a priest was a manifestation of the 
divine choice and called for an offering. Quite interesting for the religious 
psychology of the ancient world are the presents offered on the occasion of an 
event in private life - birth, puberty, and marriage. A charming practice was 
the consecration of the hair from a first haircut.6o 

Prayers and Hymns 

Mime 4 of Herondas begins with the prayer of the offerer addressed to Asclepius, 
which includes the petition, "Come, receive graciously this cock, this herald on 
the walls about our house, which I am sacrificing." Prayer regularly preceded 
and followed a sacrifice. 

All of the fragments of Greek prayers that survive are organized on the 
same plan as the prayer in Herondas. They open with an invocation to the god 
of the sanctuary. Then follows (under the form of a direct address or a brief 
recital) the parentage and family of the deity or identifying epithets and at
tributes. Finally, the deity is invited to come to the sacrifice or festival, to receive 
it, and to be gracious (as in the sentence quoted above). As usually summarized, 
these three parts were invocation, praise, and petition; sometimes a reminder 
of the piety of the worshiper preceded the requests. When the sacrifice or festival 
was ended, the god was asked to return his favors to those who honored him. 
Sometimes the requests were quite specific. The attitude was that of self-interest. 
Only the prayers of the philosophers were more disinterested.61 

On the occasion of the great public festivals a chorus, often made up of 
children, chanted the prayers. This was properly called the hymn or paean. A 
hymn was any metrical address to a god; although originally sung, it came to 
be applied to prose compositions as well. The word paean occurs especially in 

60. Charles Michel, Recueil d'inscriptions grecques (Brussels, 1900), no. 1170. 
61. See Socrates' prayer to Pan, quoted on p. 167, and Cleanthes' Hymn to Zeus, referred 

to on p. 334. 
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the cult of Apollo and his son Asclepius as a praise for healing, but it too had 
a wider use. The carmen saeculare of Horace was a paean or hymn to Apollo 
and Diana composed for the celebration of the Secular Games in 17 B.C. ordered 
by Augustus to commemorate the end of one age and the beginning of 
another.62 Hymns were sung in all periods and in all cults, but the choirs appear 
more organized in the imperial period. For example, an inscription from Stra
tonikeia in Caria treating the cult of Zeus Panamaros and Hecate, the gods of 
the city, provides that thirty young men of good birth be chosen, clothed in 
white, crowned with twigs in hand, accompanied by a kithara player and a 
herald, in order to sing a hymn daily at the morning rites.63 Hellenistic hymns 
generally have four parts: (1) Invocation identifying the deity by names, nature, 
cult sites, genealogy, and relation to other gods; (2) general powers and accom
plishments of the deity; (3) specific works, miracles, and inventions of the deity; 
(4) personal requests. 

Musical instruments were frequently played at the sacrifices.64 Sculptured 
scenes depicting Roman and Greek sacrifices normally show a musician playing 
the aulos. The loud wailing of the pipe may have served the practical function 
of drowning out the squeals of the dying animal, as the incense did of sweetening 
the odor at the sacrifice. In origin, however, the practice is usually understood 
as apotropaic magic, to frighten evil spirits away. Another suggestion is that the 
music soothed the gods and made them more favorably disposed toward the 
worshiper.65 Regardless of its purpose, instrumental music normally accom
panied animal sacrifice in the ancient world. 

Prose hymns may be called sermons. Speeches in honor of the deities 
became a feature of pagan worship in late antiquity.66 Originally, the theologos 
("theologian") was the composer of praises or narrations about a deity. The 
prose hymns of the rhetorician Aelius Aristides in the second century A.D. are 
examples of this form.67 Some aretalogies (see p. 259) may be included in this 
category. 

62. Translated in F. C. Grant, Ancient Roman Religion (New York, 1957),182-84. 
63. Corpus Inscriptionum Graecarum, vol. 2 (Berlin, 1843), no. 2715a. Cf. Lucian, Alex

ander the False Prophet 41. 
64. J. Quasten, Music and Worship in Pagan and Christian Antiquity (Washington, 1983), 

3ff.; G. Wille, Musica Romana: Die Bedeutung der Musik im Leben der Romer (Amsterdam, 
1967),26-74. 

65. J. A. Haldane, "Musical Instruments in Greek Worship," Greece and Rome 13 
(1966):98-107. 

66. M. P. Nilsson, "Pagan Divine Service in Late Antiquity," HTR 98 (1945):67. 
67. Text and translation in C. A. Behr, Aelius Aristides: The Complete Works, 2 vols. 

(Leiden, 1981, 1986). 
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Festivals68 

The stated occasions of sacrifice were normally annual and geared to the natural 
cycle of the seasons. These public or official occasions of worship were accom
panied by public banquets, entertainment, and processions. 

Especially important were the great festivals of the major deities at 
sanctuaries that attained a greater than local significance. These meetings, which 
the Greeks called panegyreis ("gatherings of all"), were a combination of reli
gion, art, trade, athletics, and amusement, and normally occurred at intervals 
of two, three, or four years. The Panathenaic festival in Athens was annual, but 
every fourth year was the great Panathenaia, to which special importance was 
attached. Colonies sent embassies and offerings to their founding city at its 
major cult celebration. Other cities even from great distances often did the same. 

Each of the panegyreis had its own meaning and character, but some 
elements were common to all: sacrifice, contests (athletic and artistic), and a 
procession. There was a secular side to the panegyreis, and they might not even 
seem to us to have been religious at all. The market that went along with the 
gathering (cf. the medieval "fairs") was a major attraction. So was the athletic 
competition, so much so that some panegyreis are chiefly remembered for their 
games (as at Olympia). Yet the competition was a religious celebration and had 
the element of the worship of beauty and strength. Originally there must have 
been a religious motive behind the athletic contests, even as the dramatic 
productions may have had a ritual character in the Dionysiac festivals. Yet even 
the more obviously religious acts of sacrifice and procession had other appeals. 
The major sacrifices provided the opportunity for a banquet at public expense 
and was accompanied by instrumental and choral music. Nevertheless, the 
panegyreis were religious in foundation, dedicated to a deity, and centered in a 
sacred precinct. They often had the performance of some mystery rite as part 
of the proceedings. The festivals are dramatic testimony of the mutual inter
penetration of religion and all phases of life in pagan antiquity. 

The procession (pompe) was a central feature of religious festivals. Al
though the baptismal ceremony of the ancient church included a renunciation 

68. H. W. Parke, Festivals of the Athenians (Ithaca, N.Y., 1977). 
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ATHENA 
This Roman copy shows 

the appearance of the 
cult statue of Athena for 
the Parthenon made by 

Phidias of gold and ivory. 
(National Archaeological 

Museum, Athens) 

of Satan and all his pomp and all his works,69 processions continued in a 
Christianized version in the commemorations of the saints. The sculptures of 
the Parthenon give an impressive testimony to the grandeur of the procession 
in the Panathenaic festival in Athens. The chief element of this procession was 
the bearing of a new robe, woven by the maidens of Athens during the preceding 
year, to clothe the wooden statue of Athena on the Acropolis. The order of the 
procession was as follows: maidens carrying baskets, cups, jars, and incense 

69. Hippolytus, Apostolic Tradition 21.9; Tertullian, On the Shows 4; On the Crown 3; 
Cyril, Catechetical Lectures 19.2-8. 
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burners; the victims - oxen, rams, and heifers - accompanied by the mar
shals; the tray bearers with offerings of sweets and honey; the water carriers; 
the musicians; the robe for Athena, hung on the mast of a cart made to look 
like a ship; the priests and magistrates; and finally the citizens escorted by the 
ephebes on horseback. Such pageantry in the carrying of sacred images or sacred 
emblems of the various cults offered considerable eye-appeal and was a part of 
the ritual in most Hellenistic-Roman cults.?o 

Other Features 

The civic cults often had mysteries, oracles, healing, etc., attached to them, but 
we will treat these elements separately below. The reader should remember that 
the classification followed here is arbitrary and exists only as an aid to study; 
the components of ancient religious life and practices were not neatly com
partmentalized in the minds of the participants. 

RULER CULT 

The climax of the civic religion was reached in the ruler cult of Hellenistic
Roman times. The offering of divine honors to kings is the aspect of Hellenis
tic-Roman religion that perhaps seems most remote to moderns and therefore 
requires a somewhat more thorough and careful exposition. The ruler cult 
started as an expression of gratitude to benefactors and became an expression 
of homage and loyalty. It was a matter of giving to the ruler, not getting from 
him (except indirectly); that is, supernatural assistance was not expected from 
him in the same way it was sought from the gods. The religious meaning of the 
ruler cult was not as great as its social and political importance wherein it served 
to testify to loyalty and to satisfy the ambition of leading families. Nevertheless, 
material and political well-being could arouse genuine religious emotions. The 
subject of the ruler cult has special importance for the study of early Christianity 
because it formed the focal point of the early church's conflict with paganism. 
Moreover, the phenomenon of Hellenistic-Roman ruler cult had a lasting im
portance for the political theory that invested even Christian monarchs with a 
divine aura through medieval to modern times. 

70. See A. D. Nock, "Diatribe Form in the Hermetica," Journal of Egyptian Archaeology 
11 (1925):130 (Essays, 1:28-29), for a footnote with a long list of cults where sacred processions 
are attested. 
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Antecedents and Presuppositions 

The cult of the Roman emperors had its proximate cause in the peace, pros
perity, and flourishing of the eastern provinces during the first two centuries 
of the Christian era - but its background was much older. The Greek east had 
had a long preparation. Although the Latins had honored the manes of ancestors 
and the genii of great men, they kept the distinction between divine and human. 
The Greeks blurred this distinction, however, and the expressions of the ruler 
cult under the empire show the influence of Greek ideas. The ruler cult found 
its climax and strength in the cult of the Roman emperors. The origins of the 
phenomenon are diverse, but three main ones have been noted.?l 

71. A. J. Festugiere, Le monde greco-romain au temps de notre-Seigneur (Paris, 1935), 
2:7-23. 
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Eastern Influences. 72 The pharaoh in Egypt was king because he was divine, 
the son of a god - the god incarnate as it were. His coronation was the transfer 
of power from certain sacred objects to the king. This divine character of the 
Egyptian pharaoh passed to the Ptolemies and certainly accounts for their 
position in relation to their Egyptian subjects. Egypt provided the most impor
tant single eastern source to the development of the ruler cult in the Greek 
world (see further pp. 192-93). 

The divinity of the Assyro-Babylonian monarchs and of their Persian 
successors is no less certain. Here, however, the king was more an official deity, 
a divinity by reason of office. He was the chosen servant of the gods for the 
exercise of certain divine functions. The political order was divinely ordained, 
and the king was a necessary bond between the people and the divine powers. 
The insignia of office were charged with the powers of kingship and made the 
recipient fit to rule. The king held the place of deity in relation to the people. 
Various features of Persian ceremonial passed to the Hellenistic and then to the 
Byzantine royal courts. The Seleucids followed the usages of the countries over 
which they ruled; they were the "sons of Apollo." The Attalids in Asia Minor 
traced their descent from Dionysus. 

Notably, the first testimonies of the imperial religion come from the Greek 
cities of Asia Minor. Thus, the concept of royal divinity was derived from the 
countries of the ancient near east combined with Greek ideas. 

Greek Influences. The honors paid by Greeks to their Hellenistic rulers had 
Greek antecedents. A current of Greek thought divinized certain outstanding. 
men. The earlier discussion of heroes (pp. 146-49) shows that the line between 
human beings and the gods (conceived anthropomorphically) was not sharply 
drawn. Greek heroes were men who had become gods because of benefits 
conferred on others or because of significant achievements. Benefits given to 
human beings were the surest proof of divinity, and cults of rulers and other 
mortals were acts of homage for benefits received. This attitude introduced the 
possibility of treating outstanding people in this life as already worthy of receiv
ing divine honors (although it was the first century B.C. before a living man 
was designated a "hero"). The gods were regarded by the Greeks as the supreme 
type of human excellence, as a higher aristocracy rather than another order of 
beings; and they could beget human children. Moreover, there was no clear 
distinction between honor and homage on one hand and worship on the other. 
Aeschylus suggested that sacrifices might be given to men for acts of deliver
ance.73 Giving divine honors was not too much for great benefactors; they 
should be treated like gods. Isocrates told Philip of Macedon that if he defeated 

72. See Henri Frankfort, Kingship and the Gods (Chicago, 1948), esp. pp. 337-43 for the 
distinction between Israel's ideas of kingship and those of her neighbors. 

n "We should pray and offer sacrifice and libations to the Argives, just as to the 
Olympians, for they are undoubtedly our deliverers." Supp. 980. 
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Persia, there was nothing left but to become a god (a matter of status or rank).74 
When his son Alexander accomplished this, deification seemed the only appro
priate honor. Aristotle noted the common opinion that by an excess of arete 
(excellence, virtue, glorious deeds) men could become gods.75 Related to this 
was Euhemerus' theory that all the gods had once been men who received divine 
honors for their deeds (see p. 307). Statements like "seek not to be a god" were 
not in point unless there was some desire to become like a demigod. From 
another direction was the thought that there was something divine in humans 
(cf. the "soul" according to Plato; pp. 314-15) or at least in outstanding persons. 

The first case in which a man was offered honors as a god was Lysandros 
in the fifth century B.C. Philip of Macedon was not divinized but received honors 
that brought him near the gods. The above considerations made it easy for 
Alexander and his successors to accept divine honors, especially in conjunction 
with eastern ideas of divine kingship. Roman rulers in the east and then the 
emperors stepped into this same position. Thus, deification in Rome came from 
Greek antecedents. 

Traditional Civic Basis of Religion. 76 The most deeply ingrained religious 
beliefs and practices in both Greece and Rome, as seen above, were associated 
with the traditional civic cult. In each case the symbol of the city was its patron 
deity. In Hellenistic times the cities came to be personified, and cult was offered 
to the personified people of the state. In combination with the above influences 
it was easy to identify the city with its ruler - and under Rome the city (urbs) 
became the world (orbis). 

Alexander had perhaps envisioned a world community. A religious idea 
would have been at its base, for religion and patriotism could not be separated 
in the ancient world. Augustus, who perceived that a universal monarchy called 
for a universal religion, was prepared to restore the old faith of Rome. When 
he accepted divine honors in the east he insisted that his name be associated 
with Rome (Roma et Augustus). Thus the notions of the traditional civic cult 
and traditional civic patriotism were directed toward Rome, the universal city 
symbolized by a living ruler instead of an older god; and these notions con
tributed to the new imperial cult. The imperial religion was almost the inevitable 
result of the extension of the polis to the oikoumene and the extension of the 
civic divinity to the imperial divinity. The result was a kind of universal civic 
cult in which one showed loyalty by participation. 

The cult of the emperor thus became something more than another phe
nomenon of idolatry. It was attached to the most solidly established religious 
traditions of the ancient world. In this context a conflict between Caesar and 
Christ (both called Lord and Savior), between church and empire, was inevitable. 

74. Ep. ad Phil. 5. 
75. Nicomachean Ethics 1145A. 
76. R. Mellor, THEA ROMA. The Worship of the Goddess Roma in the Greek World 

(Gottingen,1975). 
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DEAROMA 
Minerva provided 
the pattern for 
depicting the per
sonification of 
Rome as a deity, 
Dea Roma. (Piazza 
Campidoglio, Rome) 
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Historical Developments 

Alexander the Great. The brief sketch in Chapter 1 of Alexander's career noted 
that he was himself a religious man, interested in the deities of different peoples, 
scrupulous in his respect for the religion of conquered peoples, and regular in 
the performance of sacrifice and divination. It remains now to discuss his 
significance in the development of the Hellenistic ruler cult. 

When Alexander arrived in Egypt, he was welcomed as a deliverer, for the 
Egyptians had turned against Persian rule in a revival of nationalism and had 
frequently rebelled against Persia. Thus Alexander was acclaimed as pharaoh, 
and he accepted this standing - no doubt gladly, for it meant that he was there 
not as a robber baron or temple marauder but ·as the lawful king. As noted 
above, the pharaoh was' deemed by Egyptians as having a certain divine char
acter. One of his titles was "son of Ammon" (a deity accepted by the Greeks as 
identical with Zeus). A "desire seized" Alexander to go to the oracle of Ammon 
at Siwah, deep in the desert of Cyrene. When he arrived, the priest greeted him 
as "son of Ammon" and promised him rule over the world. All of this was 
conventional to the priest as the traditional salutation of a pharaoh. But it was 
not a common form to Alexander and the Greeks and appears to have made a 
profound impression on Alexander. 

The statement is ascribed to Alexander that "Zeus is father of all, but he 
makes especially his those who are worthy."77 Alexander thought of himself as 
especially adopted by Zeus. Later, Alexander's sonship to Zeus was made more 
explicit in a legend that developed concerning his birth: on the night before his 
mother Olympias' marriage to Philip II was consummated she received a divine 
thunderbolt that sent shocks throughout her womb. Other accounts reported 
that a serpent was seen lying with her. 

The people in Persia bowed before Alexander. This act of obeisance was 
normal in Persia, but for the Greeks it was shameful for a free man to bow 
before another although it might be done before something considered holy. 
Thus, once more, the reception of Alexander by conquered peoples suggested 
that he was something more than an ordinary human being. 

Alexander probably did think of himself as something more than a man 
and there is evidence that he was recognized as a deity in his lifetime.78 He 
requested that the Greek cities send to him theoroi (delegates to a god, the name 
for ambassadors of a city sent to the sanctuary of a god in another locality for 
a festival or to receive an answer from an oracle). This has been interpreted as 
a political move. There were a great many exiles at the time whose chief interest 

77. Plutarch, Life of Alexander 27 (680F); cf. Moralia 180D. 
78. C. A. Robinson, "Alexander's Deification," American Journal of Philology 64 

(1943):286-301; J. P. V. D. Balsdon, "The 'Divinity' of Alexander the Great," Historia 1 
(1950 ):383-88. 
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was in getting back home, and Alexander tried to get the cities to take exiles 
back. Yet he had no constitutional right to interfere in the internal affairs of 
Greek cities. In theory he was the general of the armies of an alliance into which 
the cities had voluntarily entered, but a god was not bound by treaties. This 
explanation is weak, however, for the Greeks ignored their gods when they 
wanted to, and if this was the purpose it failed. Rather, it was the drama of the 
demand that was important, another expression of Alexander's flair for the 
striking gesture. We should think of this purely as a matter of status - a titular 
matter. To honor someone as a god was not so unusual in a highly stratified 
society where the gods held the highest rank but were not essentially different 
in nature. Notice that he did not request a temple or sacrifice; he did not seek 
cultus. Even this could be paid; it was proper and was evidently rendered to 
him at some places. Distinctions should be made between the divine honors 
Alexander claimed as a matter of status, those he received from Alexandria as 
its founder (it was traditional in the Greek world for a city to honor its founder 
as a hero), and those he received voluntarily from the official cult in various 
cities. 

After Alexander's death divine honors came more readily, as shown, for 
example, in the placing of his portrait on coins by his successors. The cult given 
after his death was the beginning of divine monarchy in the Western world. 

The Hellenistic Kings. What did it mean to be a king (basileus)? It was not 
monarchy in the modern sense of a ruler over a clearly defined territory. A 
kingdom was rather a sphere of power. Where we say "state," or "Seleucid 
kingdom," the ancients said "subjects of king (so and so)." The title of king 
was a claim to be a legitimate ruler. The king was various things to various 
persons. The situation was such that the Hellenistic monarchs were always in 
the midst of multiple, complicated relationships. This was especially so in Asia 
Minor and Syria, where in addition to the cities and temples there were many 
different racial groups to deal with. In order to enhance a king's claim to 
legitimacy a little faking of genealogy was in order, especially to provide a divine 
ancestry, and a miracle accompanying the birth or the founding of a new capital 
did not hurt any. In all the Hellenistic kingdoms except Macedonia some form 
of ruler cult evolved to hold together the diverse elements. 

A popular thought, as reflected in a child's exercise book, was this: "What 
is a god? That which is strong. What is a king? He who is equal to the divine."79 
This is very revealing about the Hellenistic conception of deity, kingship, and 
the presuppositions behind the cult of rulers. The deities provided the only 
point of comparison for the power wielded by Hellenistic kings, and divine 
honors the only adequate expression of homage to such power. 

After Alexander his titles were attributed to the Ptolemies and Seleucids. 
They were treated like gods, but there was not the least illusion that they could 

79. A. D. Nock, Conversion (Oxford, 1933), 91. 
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act supernaturally. Miracle stories did not circulate about kings as they did 
about philosophers. It was important to have the right ancestors - heroic or 
divine. Miracle stories, therefore, were manufactured to authenticate a king's 
rule, but there was no tendency to ascribe miraculous works to the king himself. 

The granting of "honors equal to the gods" was largely an expression of 
gratitude - the language of Aeschylus translated into action - and acknowl
edgment of power. Some of the seemingly extravagant terminology was the 
courtly language of compliment (cf. Acts 12:22 for flattery of a king). The kings 
were the principal patrons of writers, who found a little metaphor all right in 
comparing the ruler to the gods. Some of the language in those cases should 
not be taken too seriously. It is not easy to draw the line between comparison 
and identification, especially when the god was thought to be an ancestor. The 
principal epithets applied to rulers were "benefactor" (euergetes; Luke 22:25, 

where the point is not benefactions as such, but the title given to rulers because 
of their likeness to the gods), "manifest" (epiphanes, a religious term for divine 
revelation that also means simply "distinguished" or "brilliant"), and "savior" 
(sOter, a term that had been of old applied to the gods, but in koine Greek 
referred to deliverances in the secular realm of everyday life).80 The Athenians 
greeted Demetrius Poliorcetes in 307 B.C. with particularly extravagant language, 
declaring him a "savior god" for "liberating" the city. A hymn to him declared, 
"The other gods are either far away or have no ears, or are not, or pay no slightest 
heed to us; but thee we see face to face."81 Manifest power and benefaction were 
the starting points for such honors. 

Sacrifices offered for or in honor of a person could easily become sacrifices 
to him. The inscription of King Antiochus I of Commagene set up in the first 
century B.C. gives him the titles "The Great King Antiochus, the God, the 
Righteous One, the Manifest Deity," provides for the setting up of his image 
alongside that of "the great gods," and establishes sacrifices "in honor of the 
gods and in my honor."82 

Quite decisive for showing that the line between the kings and the gods 
was observed is that votive offerings were not made to the kings. Ruler cult 
remained a matter of homage and not worship in the full sense. It was a matter 
of status, loyalty, and unity. 

The worship of the Ptolemies by the native Egyptians was entirely different 
from anything known by the Greek-speaking world before. This is the most 

80. A. D. Nock, "Soter and Euergetes," in The Joy of Study, ed. S. E. Johnson (New York, 
1951), 127-48 (Essays, 2:720-35). 

81. Quoted in Athenaeus, Deipnosophists 6.63.253. See K. Scott, "The Deification of 
Demetrius Poliorcetes," American Journal of Philology 49 (1928):137-66,217-39. 

82. Dittenberger, OGIS 383; Grant, Hellenistic Religions (New York, 1953), 20-25. 
H. Dorrie, "Die Konigskult des Antiochos von Kommagene in Lichte neuer Inschriften
Funde," Abhandlungen der Akademie der Wissenschaften in Giittingen, Philol.-Hist. Kl., 
III Folge, Nr. 60 (Gottingen, 1964). 
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likely eastern origin of the Hellenistic ruler cult. The four phases of the devel
opment of the ruler cult in Hellenistic Egypt offer a good demonstration of 
four types of homage. The first phase was the giving of divine honors out of 
gratitude. This was a matter of homage and loyalty, and the initiative came from 
the beneficiaries. It was simply the highest form of compliment and a recogni
tion of a superior status. The next phase was the deification of the first genera
tion by their successors.83 This was an official deification inaugurated by the 
ruler (by the Ptolemies and Seleucids alike). Its precedent was in the treatment 
of Alexander. The cult of the founder of the dynasty became a composite thing 
by which succeeding rulers and members of the royal family were included. 
New priesthoods were established, which were largely decorative. The kings 
began to put their own face on coins - previously only deities and objects of 
reverence had been so shown in the Greek world. The cult provided a cement 
of loyalty. The third phase was peculiar to Egypt where the worship of the ruler 
was offered in established temples devoted to the native gods. Concomitantly, 
Ptolemy II Philadelphus and his consort Arsinoe were deified in Alexandria 
during their lifetime (2721271). The language of compliment and the divine 
honors (temples, priesthoods) to the living ruler became routine. All of this was 
still quite official, however. Finally, there are a few isolated instances of individu
als putting up shrines to the ruler as a deity, often in what seems to be an 
attempt to gain favors. 

Roman Emperors. 84 After an age of wars and catastrophes Augustus 
brought peace. He was a "savior." There was no way to explain a power so 
prodigious without appeal to a divine ("demonic" in the Greek sense; pp. 220-

21) nature residing in the soul of AugustuS.85 According to the customs of the 
time the feelings of his subjects had to find expression in divine honors. Thus 
the same reasoning that inclined to divinize Alexander and the Hellenistic kings 
worked to deify Augustus. The emperor did not step into a vacuum in these 
matters. Already the Roman proconsuls and triumvirs had been honored spon-

83. See P. M. Fraser, "The Foundation Date of the Alexandrian Ptolemaieo," HTR 54 
(1961):141-45 for 2801279 as the date when Ptolemy Soter was honored as a god and Philadel
ph us still as a king. 

84. In this section I follow Festugiere, Le monde greco-romain au temps de notre-Seigneur 
(Paris, 1935), 2:23-34· 

85. Horace, Carm. 4.5. Cf. an inscription from Priene, 9 B.C.: "Since the Providence 
which has ordered all things and is deeply interested in our life has set in most perfect order 
by giving to us Augustus, whom she filled with virtue [divine power] that he might benefit 
mankind, sending him as a saviour, both for us and for our descendants, that he might end 
war and arrange all things, and since he, Caesar, by his appearance [excelled even our 
anticipations], surpassing all previous benefactors, and not even leaving to posterity any hope 
of surpassing what he has done, and since the birthday of the god Augustus was the beginning 
for the world of the good tidings that came by reason of him." OGIS 458. Trans. A. D. Nock, 
in Early Gentile Christianity and its Hellenistic Background (repr.; New York, 1964), 37 (Essays, 
79)· 
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taneously by the Greek and Asiatic cities as the Hellenistic monarchs before 
them had been. 

The situation in Rome, however, was different from the Greek east. Roman 
society in the last two centuries of the Republic accepted the ideas on which 
deification rested in Greece. The theory of the superman, whose soul's destiny 
is different from that of ordinary people, was attractive; but at the same time 
the practices of Hellenistic monarchy were distasteful to the nobles. The ruler 
cult in Hellenistic cities was wholly personal; in contrast, the imperial cult had 
an independent worth as an expression of belief in the unity of the empire, due 
to the fact that there was a Roman state as such and that the Greeks had 
worshiped the personified Roman state under the Republic before there was an 
emperor (p. 23). Thus Rome followed Greek precedents in this as in so much 
else, but with reservations and with distinctions of its own. 

Julius Caesar provided the model for the official cult of Augustus.86 The 
people called Caesar "god" and honored him as such in his lifetime. A statue 
was dedicated to him in the temple of Quirinius in 45 B.C. with the words "To 
the invincible god." Before his death he had his own temple under the name 
"Jupiter Julius"; this was the first step in establishing the cult, by honoring a 
living hero according to the Greek idea as it had developed in the honors by 
Greek cities to Hellenistic rulers. The second step in the cult of Caesar was taken . 
with his official apotheosis after his death. As a dead hero he was transferred 
to the number of the gods. The senate and people declared him a god and 
during the celebration in honor of the divus Julius87 the appearance of a comet 
was taken as proof that his soul had been received into the number of the 
immortals.88 Some Romans protested against the apotheosis of Caesar, and we 
should note that he was not officially recognized as a god in Rome until it was 
decreed by the senate: that was all according to proper Roman legal form. 

These two stages are also found in the cult of Augustus. His own attitude 
and policy differed according to whether he was dealing with the provinces or 
with Rome itself. In his decrees to the provinces he called himself "son of god" 
(divus filius, i.e., the adopted son of Caesar who had been recognized as a god). 
Temples, altars, priests, and games in his honor were found in the provinces. 
He did insist that Rome be joined with him in the expressions of cult. Thus he 
allowed the Greeks in Asia to build temples to dea Roma et Augustus, but at 
Rome he refused a temple and allowed the Romans only to build a temple to 
dea Roma et divus Julius. Augustus did not want to antagonize further the 
conservative elements, and he made a show of restoring the old republican 
religion. There were three significant testimonies, nevertheless, to Rome's devo-

86. S. Weinstock, Divus Iulius (Oxford, 1971), goes too far in making Caesar the true 
founder of the imperial cult. 

87. Divus in Latin meant theios, but was taken as theos in the east. 
88. Pliny, Natural History 2.24. 
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tion: (1) The very name Augustus, conferred in 27 B.C., recognized a numinous 
quality in the young ruler. Without making specific claims it declared him to 
be something more than an ordinary man and as possessing a special sanctity. 
It represented the compromise between divine and human that princeps did 
between king and citizen. (2) Rome instituted a festival in honor of his fortune 
to which were added games (the Augustalia). (3) A month was dedicated to him 
in 8 B.C. as had earlier been done to Caesar when he reorganized the calendar; 
hence we have the months of July and August added to those which bear the 
names of Roman deities and numbers. 

From about 12 B.C. Augustus showed signs of less fear of the appearances 
of worship and took steps to initiate the cult of the ruler and Rome in the 
western provinces. The genius of the princeps was included with the gods in 
oaths. He instituted the offices of Seviri and Augustales. The former were quasi
magistrates and the latter were strictly religious, but both alike were associated 
with games in honor of the princeps and with municipal benefactions but not 
specially with temples. These offices were not primarily concerned initially with 
the worship of the princeps but were one of the ways Augustus' system sought 
to find a special function within the state for all classes. There were careers 
already for senators, knights, and wealthy provincials; these new offices were 
for freedmen. For provincials and freedmen the cult chosen as the focus of 
loyalty was that of the ruler. In the west the emotion was political- devotion 
to the Roman commonwealth and to the man who was the personal expression 
of its solidarity; it was not an outburst of gratitude for a heaven-sent savior as 
it was in the eastern cities.89 

Augustus himself took steps even in Rome to include the element of 
religious devotion within loyalty to his rule. The populace had little active 
participation in the traditional Roman state cults. Hence, part of Augustus' 
program to revitalize religious life included the involvement of knights, freed
men, and slaves in religious exercises, and these new cultic expressions were 
connected with the emperor. For instance, when he reorganized the urban 
districts and the cult of the lares compitales (p. 168), he enjoined a sacrifice to 
the genius of the emperor as part of the ceremonies. This associated him with 
the domestic divinities and solidified his position with those classes not bound 
to the past, yet it was not deification, for the genius of a private person (as the 
life spirit of the family) commonly received sacrifice on his birthday. 

What Augustus accepted in his lifetime in Rome involved a more than 
human status but not divinity. It was still necessary to grant to him divine 
honors. Caelestes honores was the official phrase, and from the constitutional 
point of view these could be given only by the vote of the senate. On Augustus' 
death in A.D. 14 this occurred. He was transferred among the celestial gods by 

89. A. D. Nock, "Seviri and Augustales," in L'Annuaire de l'Institut de Philologie et 
d'Histoire Orientales (Brussels, 1934), 627-38 (Essays, 348-56). 
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CLAUDIUS AS ZEUS, from Lanuvium 
One aspect of giving divine honors to emperors was portraying them as deities. Here 
Claudius has the attributes of Zeus: a staff (missing) and an eagle. (Vatican Museum) 
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apotheosis. Deification at Rome as in Greece was a conferring of status; cult 
was a supreme form of honor. By official act the senate included the new god 
in the list of Roman divinities and decreed that he receive in Rome (as he had 
elsewhere) a temple and priests. 

All of the first-century emperors equally favored the cult of the dead 
emperor. Tiberius, Claudius, and Vespasian did not encourage the marks of 
adoration, but Caligula, Nero, and Domitian permitted or even provoked them. 
The Antonines generally admitted the cult of the living divine emperor but 
primarily as a manifestation ofloyalty. The consecrations of their deceased wives 
Faustina the elder and Faustina the younger by Antoninus Pius and Marcus 
Aurelius respectively were prompted by genuine feeling and were efforts to 
breathe a more personal spirit of devotion into the cult but went no further.90 

"Rome" was an abstraction, but the divus Augustus was visible, and he 
received the gratitude of the provinces, "free and peaceful." It is important to 
note that until the third century the imperial religion was not imposed by the 
Roman government. The provincial ruler cult showed some diversity from 
province to province, but was particularly promoted by Vespasian. The vitality 
of the imperial cult in the province of Asia during the reign of Domitian 
provides the setting for the Book of Revelation (pp. 566-67). 

Forms of the Imperial Cult 

The modes of the imperial cult varied according to the nature of the organiza
tions that practiced it - provinces, a group of individual cities, professional 
corporations, military corps, colleges of freedmen. Although direct worship of 
the living emperor with temples, altars, priests, and sacrifices was contrary to 
official policy in Rome and the western provinces, the imperial cult was ad
vanced in various ways: offering cult to the emperor's accompanying genius or 
the divine numen within him, elevating the imperial family to a divine status, 
making dedications to a deity and to the emperor, relating various divinities to 
the emperor as his protectors and helpers, and personifying the qualities and 
benefactions of the emperor. 

At Rome both Caesar and Augustus had temples dedicated to them as 
gods of Rome. The temple to Caesar was dedicated under Augustus in 29 B.C., 

and the temple to Augustus was dedicated under Caligula. Under Hadrian a 
sanctuary to Rome and Venus (the mother of the race of Aeneas) was erected 
near the arch of Titus. It was only then that the civic cult, which previously in 
the capital was addressed to the Capitoline triad of Jupiter, Juno, and Minerva, 
was referred essentially to the Caesars as descendants of Venus. 

90. Harold Mattingly, "The Consecration of Faustina the Elder and her Daughter," 
HTR 41 (1948):147-51. 
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Away from Rome honors advanced more rapidly. Even in the west altars 
at which a sacerdos officiated were erected to Roma et Augustus and from the 
time of Tiberius temples were dedicated to the divinized Augustus, presided 
over by a flamen. 91 A temple to Rome and the emperor was ordinarily situated 
at the center of the province - at the provincial capital where the assembly 
(koinon, concilium; see p. 43) met and in the east often at other cities as well. 
The imperial cult was an important function of the koinon. Divine honors 
(continuing Hellenistic precedents) included identification with some god, 
renaming old festivals, making sacrifices, erecting statues in temples and 
elsewhere, erecting temples, instituting games, naming months for the bene
factor, etc. 

In accordance with the practices of the civic religion, the high priest of 
the provincial imperial cult was an official who had ordinarily reached the top 
of the municipal cursus honorum. He was always a citizen of one of the cities 
of the province and usually of Rome. He was called archiereus in Asia and flamen 
or sacerdos in the west. The position required wealth. The high priest also 
functioned as president of the provincial assembly (p. 42), which had two 
objects - to discuss the affairs of the province and to manifest its devotion to 
the emperor by public honors, embassies, religious ceremonies, feasts, and 
games. This fusion of material interests and religious sentiment was the strength 
of the empire. Rome protected the assemblies as the focus of loyalty. 

The municipal devotion was manifested especially in wealthy cities that 
profited from Roman rule. The classes who benefited the most were the landed 
aristocracy, commercial interests, and military veterans. 

The worship of personified powers, or virtues, a vital religious phenom
enon under the Republic, became attached to the imperial cult. 92 Virtues such 
as Victoria, Concordia, Clementia, Pax, etc. were now represented as Victoria 
Augusti, Virtus Augusti, etc., and the surviving inscriptions attest to a popular 
devotion at all levels of society. The imperial virtues were viewed concurrently 
as supernatural beings capable of bestowing benefits on humankind or as 
powers embodied in the emperor and expressed in his deeds. The first-century 
Romans worshiped these virtues of the emperor (as they did his genius) before 
they worshiped him personally. 

The strength and popularity of the imperial cult is testified to by the large 
number of private associations that took as their· patron the emperor instead 
of one of the traditional deities. The extent of religious devotion is indicated 
by the presence in some places of mysteries as part of the imperial cult.93 The 
imperial cult was so strongly bound to the monarchy that the Christian 

91. Duncan Fishwick, "The Development of Provincial Ruler Worship in the Western 
Roman Empire," ANRW II, Principat, 16.2 (Berlin and New York, 1978), 1201-53. 

92. Harold Mattingly, "The Roman 'Virtues:" HTR 30 (1937):103-17. 

93. H. W. Pleket, "An Aspect of the Emperor Cult: Imperial Mysteries," HTR 58 
(1965):331-47. 
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emperors could not abolish its trappings - bowing, extravagant language of 
compliment, homage to the imperial insignia and images. 

What was suggested by art, sung by poets, and stated in private dedications 
went beyond what was declared or done in the official cult. 

PERSONAL RELIGION 

This section will bring together a variety of loosely related personal religious 
beliefs and practices. Many of the items included were features of officially 
established civic cults (e.g., oracles), but the basis for inclusion here is their 
place in the religious life of ordinary persons. Separate sections will look at the 
mystery religions and Gnosticism - those aspects of personal religion (again 
in the case of the mysteries frequently a part of civic religion) which have drawn 
most attention in relation to the setting of Christianity. 

The increased concern with the individual and with chosen relationships 
(pp. 14, 304-5) in the period after Alexander may be observed in the greater 
prominence of personal involvement in religious activities and individual choice 
about participation. 

Certain psychological-religious needs came to prominence in the early 
centuries of the Christian era: a feeling of helplessness before Fate, uncertainty 
of the hereafter, and inquisitiveness about the supernatural. These concerns 
found expression in the popularity of mystery initiations, magic, growth of 
private cult associations, and interest in revelation literature. 
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Oracles 

A popular religious activity was to make a pilgrimage to a famous sanctuary 
and consult its oracle. This was a common way of determining the will of the 
gods - by cities as well as individuals. The great oracular' sites were part of the 
civic cult of the community where they were located. Requests from cities were 
made by official delegations and concerned political, economic, and official 
religious questions. In Hellenistic times, however, the oracles no longer deter
mined political and religious development but were still consulted on local 
sacral business. Private individuals continued to seek advice from the oracles 
in matters of personal life. During. the last stages of paganism (third-fourth 
centuries A.D.) the oracles were appealed to for answers to theological questions. 
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Delphi. There were many local oracle sites and procedural details would 
have varied from one to the other, but the oracle of Apollo at Delphi was 
representative. Its greatest influence was in classical times, but the most impor
tant oracle sites of Hellenistic and Roman times were in a sense its daughter 
sanctuaries. Also, the literary and archaeological evidence permits a fuller pic
ture of Delphi than of any other oracle. 

According to legend Zeus wanted to determine the center of the earth, so 
he released two eagles from opposite ends of the world. They met over Delphi. 
The omphalos stone at Delphi marked it as the navel of the earth, and Delphi 
became the spiritual center of the Greek world. 

The site of Delphi was a cult center of the earth goddess from very early 
times. Apollo (with the coming of the Greeks) killed the she-serpent (sacred to 
the earth goddess in earlier Minoan religion) known as the Python, from which 
the site got its name. The word continued to be associated with oracular utter
ances (cf. Acts 16:16 where the deranged girl who was used by her owners as a 
kind of fortune-teller is described as possessed by a "Pythian spirit"). Apollo 
became the god of prophecy and spokesman for Zeus. A priestess seems to have 
been a normal feature of the cult of Apollo, and she was the instrument of the 
god's revelations at Delphi.94 Delphi was the center of Apollo's worship. The 
impressive ruins there include the stadium for the celebration of the Pythian 
games every four years (eight years at some periods of its history), a gymnasium, 
a theatre, and the dedications of many cities as an advertisement of their power 
and of their devotion to Apollo. The main attraction of Delphi was its oracle, 
located under the temple of Apollo. 

During classical times Delphi was the arbiter of religious matters in the 
Greek world and wielded a great influence ~in political affairs. Apollo made 
known the will of the gods on the whole field of ancient religion. Through the 
oracle at Delphi he prescribed particular features of cult for all the deities: what 
sacrifices and purifications were to be performed, under what titles a deity was 
to be approached, where a new temple was to be erected, whether a new festival 
was to be instituted or an older worship revived, what foreign deities were to 
be introduced (Delphi requested admission of Dionysus into Greek cities) and 
which new heroes honored (Delphi sponsored Asclepius). 

The oracle also had a great influence on moral as well as ritual questions. 
It identified the evil intent with the evil deed, and the good intent with the good 
deed. The oracle was" reported to have said that a tiny drop of water sufficed to 
purify a good man, but an ocean could not wash a bad man.95 Responses to 
several inquiries show an opposition to ostentation: the gods preferred simple 
offerings, given regularly and piously, to costly gifts (Porphyry, On Abstinence 
2.16, quoting Theopompus). Two inscriptions at Delphi became famous max-

94. K. Latte, "The Coming of the Pythia," HTR 33 (1940):9-18. 
95. Greek Anthology 14.71; cf. 14.74. 
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TEMPLE OF APOLLO, Delphi 
Delphi is a spectacular example of the dramatic setting of Greek sanctuaries. 
The flowers in the temple area are growing over the underground chamber 

where the priestess gave oracles. 
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ims: "Know Thyself' (as a human and not a god, but given a philosophical 
meaning by Socrates) and "Nothing Too Much" (a typically Delphic maxim 
counseling moderation).96 

Delphi had an "international" information-gathering system through the 
coming of important persons from all over the Greek world to consult it. This 
knowledgeableness made it a potent political influence. Its sympathies were 
usually aristocratic and against the interests of Greek democracy, counseling 
submission to Persia (but also issuing the oracle that Themistocles turned to 
advantage in how to resist the invasion), favoring Sparta, and supporting Philip 
of Macedon. Such decisions did not help the oracle's standing in the Hellenistic 
Age. Nevertheless, Delphi's decline was due not so much to its failures as to the 
changes in Greek society. 

Ordinarily the decisions by the oracle were quite unambiguous, as in 
making decisions on ritual questions. But there were some famous instances 
reported in antiquity where ambiguity was of the essence of the response. The 
oracle told Croesus, king of Lydia, that if he made war on Persia he would 

96. Plutarch, Letter to Apollonius 28 (Moralia u6C-D); cf. also Moralia 385D, 5uB; Plato, 
Protagoras 343B and Charmides 164E-6SA; Pausanias 10.24.1. 
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"destroy a mighty empire." When he lost the war, it was explained that he did 
not inquire as to whose empire would be destroyed. In keeping with Delphi's 
interest in bloodguiltiness and retribution, it was said that Croesus paid for a 
sin of an ancestor of the fifth generation.97 The oracle's function was rarely 
original; rather, it authorized what was already claiming recognition. 

Political questions were out of place after Rome came to power, but the 
questions of everyday life, which had been the stock-in-trade of other oracles, 
continued to be asked at Delphi. Frequent questions concerned whether to get 
married, to venture on a voyage, to risk a loan, or to buy a slave.98 Women 
asked whether they would have a child and of what sex, and men asked whether 
the child a woman was bearing was his or another's. 

The practice of freeing a slave at the temple of Apollo in Delphi existed 
after 200 B.C., when there begins a long series of inscriptions recording the 
manumission of slaves at the sanctuary. A typical expression was "The Pythian 
Apollo purchased so and so for freedom." The deity thus served as a third party, 
made necessary by the fact that in Greece a slave could not enter into a legal 
contract with his master. The purchase in the name of the god had the further 
advantage that the deed was properly registered for all time (see p. 58). 

Oracle Procedures. For the procedures in consulting the god at Delphi we 
have only allusions, and it seems that these varied at different periods of the 
oracle's existence. The most common method of inquiry and the least expensive 
was the lot-oracle. There is inscriptional evidence for drawing beans as the 
normal system of obtaining an answer in the fourth century B.C. (cf. the drawing 
of lots as a way of obtaining an answer from the Lord in the Old Testament: 
Num. 33:54; 1 Sam. 28:6; 1 Chron. 24:7; etc.). 

Direct prophecies of the prophetess (known as the Pythia) seem to have 
been uttered only once a month. On the seventh day of each month the Pythia 
had a ceremonial bath and a fumigation of laurel leaves. The priests presented 
a goat to Apollo; if it trembled when sprinkled with cold water the day was 
auspicious and the victim was offered. The prophetess entered the underground 
chamber of the temple and took her seat upon a tripod. Proper contact with 
Apollo's tripod was supposed in itself to inspire the Pythia. There is abundant 
evidence that she was in some kind of trance, but the explanations offered of 
what induced her ecstasy are unsatisfactory: breathing vapors (apparently not 
possible at Delphi but perhaps true at some places in Asia Minor), drinking 
from the sacred fountain (a central feature at Claros), chewing laurel leaves 
(laurel was sacred to Apollo, but the evidence for eating it is late), or taking 
some intoxicant (for which evidence is lacking). The inquirers and temple 
officials purified themselves in water from the springs nearby. The inquirers 
offered on the main altar before the temple a sacred cake whose cost was fixed 

97. Herodotus 1.91; cf. 1.53. 
98. Plutarch, Maralia 386C, 407D, 408C. 
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at a high price and on the inner hearth sheep or goats. They were then admitted 
to the inner sanctuary (with the exception of women) with the warning to 
"think pure thoughts and speak well-omened words." There was some manner 
of separation between the Pythia and the inquirers, who sat on seats at one end 
of the room. A temple official asked the inquirer's question. The exact words 
of the Pythia are not recorded in our sources. At best they give the answer 
returned by the prophet who interpreted the Pythia's message. This was often 
in hexameters, although the composition of verse oracles died out from 100 B.C. 

to A.D. 100. The preliminary contacts and carefully staged procedure seem to 
have been designed to give the priests prior notice of the questions, and they 
controlled the situation. The Pythia was a woman of mature age who after her 
appointment renounced all sexual relations (the sole motive for which seems 
to have been ritual purity). 

The questions were presented in one of two forms: Is it better that such 
and such a course be adopted? (and the oracle would approve or disapprove 
with clear or ambiguous indications of the probable consequences), or What is 
the best means to attain some end? (the oracle prescribed the appropriate 
sacrifice or ritual and the deities to be approached). The oracle thus did not 
properly foretell the future but indicated what was the will of the gods or gave 
advice as to the best course of action. Very often the question would be phrased 
in such a way as to indicate the desired answer. The oracle was sometimes in a 
position to know or to influence the outcome. On some questions there was 
no "wrong" answer. Probably in only a few cases was it necessary for the oracle 
to rely on ambiguity or to say that the inquirer had misinterpreted the answer. 
The Pythia herself need not have been either a charlatan or self-deceived; the 
"ecstasy" may have been real, whether induced by an outside influence or the 
product of a psychological state or mental condition. The priestly interpreters 
may be more culpable. 

An inscription records the procedure for consulting the oracle of Apollo 
Koropaios at Demetrias in 100 B.C.99 A sacrifice was offered, and if the omens 
were favorable, the consultation proceeded. The names of those making inquiry 
were written on a white tablet that was set up before the temple. The persons' 

, names were called in order and they entered the sanctuary and took a seat. The 
inquirers had to be ceremonially clean and clad in festival garments and 
crowned with laurel crowns. Each submitted his question in writing on a sealed 
tablet. At dawn their names were called in order again, and their sealed tablets 
were returned with the reply of the oracle (cf. p. 205). 

Other Oracles. The oracle at Delphi was in decline in late Hellenistic and 
early Roman times, but there are signs of a revival in the second century before 
the oracle fell silent in the third century. Plutarch discussed various explanations 

99. Dittenberger, Syllogtf 1157, trans. in Grant, Hellenistic Religions (New York, 1953), 
34-37· 
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for the decline of the oracle. 100 Delphi's influence was picked up by other 
sanctuaries of Apollo: Didyma (favored by the Seleucid kings), Claros (inter
ested in questions of theology and flourishing in the second century A.D.); 
Daphne near Antioch (which imitated Delphi). 

Collections of oracles were made, the most important of which was the 
famous Sibylline Books in Rome; we will discuss them in Chapter 5 (pp. 434-35). 
The Chaldean Oracles, which have been called a pagan gnosis, are discussed 
under Gnosticism (p. 296). 

Many of the healing shrines (see further below) were properly oracles, 
because it was the response of the god that gave the prescription for healing: 
for example, the oracles of Amphiaraus and of Trophonius, and the sanctuary 
of Asclepius at Pergamum. 

Oenomaus, a contemporary of Plutarch, was a Cynic who launched a 
vicious attack on the deception practiced by oracles.l°1 For example, several 
sites give indications of architectural contrivances to permit a priest to give 
awesome responses from subterranean recesses - for example, at Didyma. 
Most of the oracles had honest origins, but the practice of consulting oracles 
provided opportunities for charlatans. 

Alexander the False Prophet. 102 Lucian's treatise by this name shows the 
popular enthusiasm for oracles in the second century and his own rationalistic 
mood. It is notable for its account of the founding and functioning of an oracle 
and for an illustration of certain religious characteristics of the age, not to 
mention its testimony to how a clever charlatan could play on the hopes and 
fears of simple people. 

Alexander and a colleague laid their plans well. They deposited in the 
temple of Apollo in Chalcedon bronze tablets foretelling that Apollo and his 
son, the healing god Asclepius, would take up residence in Abonuteichos (Alex
ander's hometown in Paphlagonia). After news of this reached the town, the 
citizens began to build a temple. Alexander appeared feigning fits of madness 
and uttering strange sounds. In a pool of water in the excavations for the temple 
he secretly hid a hollowed-out goose egg into which he had inserted a newborn 
snake. He then presented himself as the prophet of Asclepius and in a dramatic 
scene recovered the egg from the water and produced the small snake as the 
manifestation of the god Asclepius. He had earlier purchased a large, beautiful, 
harmless snake and had made a false head for it that looked like a man. He held 
an audience in a dimly lit room in which the god was shown as a full-grown 
snake with a man's head. The amazed populace was now ready for the purpose 
for which the whole scheme had been carried out: Alexander announced that 
the god would make prophecies and answer questions. 

100. On the Obsolescence of Oracles. 
101. Eusebius, Preparation for the Gospel 5-19-36. 
102. A. D. Nock, "Alexander of Abonuteichos," Classical Quarterly 22 (1928):160-62. 
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A flourishing oracle business ensued. At a charge of one drachma and two 
obols per question, Alexander reportedly brought in seventy or eighty thousand 
drachmae a year. Questions were submitted written on scrolls and sealed. Lucian 
tells of several ways by which the seals could be broken, the questions read, and 
the seals replaced so as not to appear broken. Sometimes the responses were 
written on the outside of the scrolls; sometimes Alexander arranged for an 
assistant to speak the responses from another room through a tube connected 
with the false head of the snake so that it appeared that the serpent -god himself 
was speaking. Some responses were obscure and ambiguous, others unintel
ligible, most shrewd guesses. To some he gave favorable messages, to others 
unfavorable, and to still others he prescribed medical treatments; he "made 
predictions, discovered fugitive slaves, detected thieves and robbers, caused 
treasures to be dug up, healed the sick, and in some cases actually raised the 
dead" (chap. 24). The fame of the oracle spread so that business came from as 
far away as Rome. Alexander came to have a large staff and employed messengers 
in distant cities to bring him word of questions to be asked. No failures dis
couraged the believers. When asked by an inquirer who should be appointed 
tutor for his son, the oracle replied Pythagoras and Homer. The boy died a few 
days later, but the father concluded that the oracle was right in naming those 
no longer alive as the lad's tutors. 

Alexander not only combined healing instructions with the oracle, which 
was not uncommon, but also instituted mysteries. His chief opponents were 
Epicureans and Christians (chaps. 25 and 38). 
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Dreams and Divination 

Dreams rivaled oracles as a source of divine commands. They figure promi
nently in the healing cults (p. 210). Dreams were also a widely accepted means 
of revealing the future. As Plutarch said, "In popular belief it is only in sleep 
that men receive inspiration from on high" (On the Sign of Socrates 20 

[Moralia 5890]). The ancients regarded dream experience as no less real than 
other experience. Spontaneous dreams were especially significant and worthy 
of interpretation, but persons also sought dreams that might give guidance and 
instruction. Dreams were defended as divine communications or as the result 
of the soul separating from the body during sleep and wandering about gaining 
information inaccessible while in the body. For the interpretation of a dream 
one might consult "professional" interpreters, a mantis, or an oracle. The lore 
of the professional dream interpreters was collected, systematized, and ratio
nalized (according to that day) by Artemidorus (late second century A.D.). For 
comparison with dream revelations one may note the "visions" in Acts 10:10-16; 
16:9-10; 23:11; 27:23-24. 

Divination was a broader category. Plutarch said that dreams are "our 
most ancient and respected form of divination" (Moralia 159A). Divination was 
defmed as "the foreseeing and foretelling of events considered as happening by 
chance" (Cicero, On Divination 1.5.9; cf. 2.5.13ff.). Nearly everyone was affected 
by the desire for signs about the future: "Heaven consorts directly with but few 
[as in prophetic inspiration], and rarely, but to the great majority gives signs, 
from which arises the art called divination" (Plutarch, On the Sign of Socrates 
24 [Moralia 5930]).103 The assumption was that information about what to do 
and what would happen was available and humans only needed the proper 
method oflearning it. The ways of gaining the desired information were numer
ous and varied: throwing dice in front of a temple, observing the direction from 
which lightning came, examining the entrails of an animal, watching the flight 
of birds, listening to a chance remark, etc. Cicero divided divination into two 
classes: (1) artificial, which depends on observation and deduction and includes 
oracles obtained by chance, astrology, augury, prophecies of soothsayers, and 
interpretation of portents, prodigies, and natural phenomena; (2) natural, 
which includes dreams and prophecies made by inspired persons, and so a direct 

103. Cf. Cicero, On Divination 1.1.2: "I am aware of no people ... which does not think 
that signs are given of future events, and that certain persons can recognize those signs and 
foretell events before they occur." 
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communication without signs (On Divination 1.6.12; cf. 1.18.34; 33.72; 49.109-10; 

2.11.26-27). He summarized the philosophical criticism of divination by saying 
it "is compounded of a little error, a little superstition, and a good deal of fraud" 
(On Divination 2.39.83). Omens (unlike astrology; see pp. 222ff.) were not so 
much indications of inevitable destiny nor causes of the outcome as tokens of 
luck or endorsements of a course of action. Mistakes in divination, like those 
in astrology, were explained the way mistakes in medicine were: the phenomena 
were there, but the practice was a human skill and one did not reject the reality 
because of mistakes. The desire to foretell the future is deep-rooted and not 
easily discouraged. 
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Healing Cults 

Several healing gods were worshiped in the Hellenistic world. One of them was 
the hero Amphiaraus, who along with his chariot was swallowed up by the earth 
near Thebes. After becoming a god he reappeared on earth at Oropos where he 
was worshiped as a healing god. Most of the constructions at Arnphiareion date 
from the fourth century B.C., but the sanctuary was still actively consulted for 
oracles and cures well into Roman times. The cult of Arnphiaraus was local, 
but divine cures were attributed to universal gods as well, such as Sarapis and 
Isis in Hellenistic times. However, the principal deity associated with healing 
was Asclepius, and we will discuss him as representative of the healing aspect 
of Greek and Roman religion. 104 

Asclepius. The divine cult of Asclepius spread from Epidaurus (despite 
rival claims to his birthplace), but it was his acceptance at Athens to counter a 

104. I follow largely the work of the Edelsteins listed in the bibliography. 
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plague in 420 B.C. that turned the local healer of ~pidaurus into a widely 
honored god of helpfulness. As A. D. Nock observed, "The rise of Asclepius 
reflects also a tendency for a religion of emergencies to become prominent, as 
contrasted with a religion of normality."lOS Asclepius' subsequent acceptance 
elsewhere was the most remarkable new development in Greek religion since 
the rise of Dionysus. 

Scholars have held various theories of Asclepius' origin: that he was a 
faded god, that he was a historical personage who as a hero was divinized (before 
the time of Homer a legendary physician by the name of Asclepius was known), 
or that he was the archetypal doctor, that is, the personification of the ideal 
physician and incarnation of the divine power of healing (in his case, unlike 
that of other heroes, there was no mention of the locality of his death and no 
ascent to heaven). Asclepius was regarded as a god at Epidaurus from the end 
of the sixth century. Legends about Asclepius show many variations. According 
to the version at Epidaurus Asclepius was the son of Apollo and the mortal 
Coronis, who came to Epidaurus to give birth to her divine child. Healing had 
been one of Apollo's functions, but the influence of Delphi transferred this 
function to his son. The only details of Asclepius' life included in the divine 
legend are that "he healed the sick and revived the dead." His worshipers saw 
in him one of the many human beings of half-divine origin who had risen to 
the dignity of a god because of his accomplishments. He chose to live on earth 
and never became one of the Olympians. He died as a mortal and then came 
to life again. As a divinity, he was in charge of one specific function. His wife 
and children, with whom he acted as a unity in his cures, personified abstract 
concepts related to medicine. His wife's name, Epione, is from the Greek word 
for "mild." Of his children Hygeia was the most important and was often 
associated with her father in art: she symbolized the preservation of health. 

Asclepius was the god of physicians, who were known as Asclepiads or 
"sons of Asclepius." His staff, with which he was normally portrayed, was 
perhaps originally the walking stick of the traveling doctors, but later received 
symbolic meanings of helpfulness or wisdom. The snake that twines around 
the staff in the ancient sculptures had been one of the attributes of Apollo but 
became associated with Asclepius. In the modern symbol of the medical pro
fession the staff and snake have been adapted to the caduceus of Hermes. The 
medicine practiced by Asclepius differed from human medicine only in that as 
a god he was better versed in his art. His treatment was distinguished from that 
of other healing deities in being more rational and empirical. 

Asclepius was presented as the most human-loving of the gods. His only 
restriction was that he would not heal those who were not virtuous. The en
trance inscription at Epidaurus read: "Pure must be he who enters the fragrant 
temple; purity means to be wise in holy things." Faith was not required. Arete 
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ASCLEPIUS, from 
Epidaurus 
Unlike other Greek 
gods, Asclepius was 
sympathetic to 
human suffering. 
A serpent around 
a walking stick 
evolved into the 
modern symbol of 
the medical profes
sion. (National 
Archaeological 
Museum, Athens) 
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("glorious deed") was the term used to describe his cures. His influence is seen 
in certain features of the Sarapis cult, and his portraiture influenced artists in 
depicting both Sarapis and Christ. His own statues imitated those of Zeus but 
with a milder countenance and eyes turned upward. His mildness and 
benevolence made him the most Christlike of the pagan deities. The Asclepius 
cult flourished in the early centuries of the Roman empire, and Asclepius held 
out against Christianity longer than did the Olympian gods. When the Par
thenon in Athens was being used as a Christian church, the Asclepeion on the 
south slope of the Acropolis was still frequented. But Asclepius was a savior 
from sickness and danger, not from sin and damnation. 

Sanctuaries. Asclepius had major sanctuaries at Epidaurus106 and on the 
island of Cos from Hellenistic times and at Pergamum from Roman times, and 
smaller sanctuaries at Athens, Corinth, and other places. He was received in 
Rome under the name Aesculapius (one of the first foreign gods to be invited 
in) after a plague in 293 B.C., with a temple dedicated to him in 291 B.C. on an 
island in the Tiber where today are the Church of St. Bartholomew and a 
modern hospital. 

The three essentials of a healing sanctuary were a temple, a well or spring 
for purifications, and a place for sleeping (the abaton). Since Asclepius was 
concerned with intellectual as well as physical health, supplicants at his major 
sanctuaries could spend their days in rest or exercise in healthful and beautiful 
surroundings. The sacred precincts included trees, baths, a theatre, a gym
nasium, and sometimes a library - similar to a modern health or resort spa. 
The remains at Epidaurus include a "hotel" of 160 chambers to accommodate 
visitors. However, since birth and death desecrated a place, a person about to 
give birth or to die was expelled from the sacred enclosure. Another feature of 
sanctuaries of Asclepius was the pit for keeping the sacred (nonpoisonous) 
snakes. This may have been the function of the enigmatic tho los at Epidaurus. 
Snakes were sacred to many deities, but their prominence in the cult of Asclepius 
added to the feeling shared by Jews and Christians that there was a demonic 
element in pagan religion. 

The Healings. The procedure followed in visiting a healing sanctuary is 
indicated by both literary sources (e.g., Aelius Aristides, Sacred Tales) and 
inscriptions. The patient purified himself or herself at the sacred fountain and 
offered a sacrifice. Honey cakes, cheese cakes, and figs are frequently men
tioned. At night that person took bedclothes and after leaving a small gift for 
the god reposed on a pallet in the abaton (halls built for incubation). The 
person would dream that the god appeared. We should not wonder at this, in 
view of the religious excitement of a pilgrimage to a famous shrine (cf. the 
atmosphere at such modern healing sites as Lourdes), the regimen of diet and 
exercise imposed, and sleeping in new surroundings. The god either healed 

106. R. A. Tomlinson, Epidauros (Austin, 1983). 
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directly or gave instructions to be followed in order to effect the cure. These 
instructions were told to the priests, who interpreted their meaning and gave 
the medical prescriptions - which often agree with what is known of medical 
practice of the day. The temple of Asclepius at Cos, home of the famous 
medical school of Hippocrates, in particular seemed to combine religious 
healing with current medical practice. Custom called for a gift of thanksgiving 
to the god for the healing, although Asclepius required no more than what 
was in a person's power. A cock is the sacrifice most often mentioned. lo7 The 
gift might be a work of art showing the god and his family or the scene of the 
cure, an inscription commemorating the cure and/or the offering that was 
brought, a literary piece (a hymn or prose encomium comparable to a ser
mon), or a reproduction of the part of the body that was healed (the collection 
from the Asclepeion at Corinth includes legs, arms, feet, hands, and sexual 
organs). 

Some of the cures are reported as miracles of the most astounding kind. 

Cure effected by Apollo and Asclepius. Ambrosia of Athens, blind in one eye. 
She came with supplications to the god, and as she walked round the temple 
she smiled at the accounts of some of the cures which she found incredible 
and impossible, accounts which related how the lame and the blind had been 
cured by a vision which came to them in a dream. She fell asleep and had a 
vision. The god appeared before her, telling her that she would be cured and 
that she had to dedicate in the sanctuary a pig made of silver as a token of 
her ignorance. Having said this he cut out the bad eye and immersed it in a 
medicine. She awoke at dawn, cured. 108 

A man with an ulcer in his stomach. While he slept he had a dream. The 
god appeared to him and ordered his assistants to hold him so that the god 
could cut out the affected part. The man tried to escape but he was seized 
and fastened to a door. Asclepius then opened up his stomach, cut out the 
ulcer, sewed him up again and finally released him. The man awoke cured, 
but the floor of the abaton was covered with blood. lo9 

Several reports mention the licking of the diseased spot by a snake or a dog. 
Some cures can be accounted for on psychological grounds or from the medical 
practice of the time. In the early period the priests employed surgery, drugs, 
and hypnosis; later, they effected cures by courses of treatment, including benef
icent prescriptions like diet, exercise, baths, and medicines. In some cases the 
treatment prescribed was contrary to all ancient medical theory. 

107. E.g., Herondas, Mime 4 (see p. 176 above) and Socrates at the close of Plato's 
Phaedo. 

108. Inscriptiones Graecae (Berlin, 1902), vol. 4, no. 951, ll. 33-41. Translation from Grant, 
Hellenistic Religions (New York, 1953), 57. 
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The cures at the healing sanctuaries are in a totally different frame of 
reference from the healings by the spoken word or touch of Jesus recorded in 
the Gospels. For a somewhat closer parallel to Jesus' cures one must look to the 
wandering wonder-workers of the Hellenistic world. We will consider them 
through their best-known representative, Apollonius of Tyana, in the next chap
ter (pp. 361-63). Magic was also employed for healing purposes. 
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Magic and Maledictions 

Magic refers to efforts to control supernatural forces for one's own ends by 
means that rest on some peculiar and secret wisdom. It differs from science in 
being nonrational; it differs from religion in involving an element of constraint 
in contrast to religion's attitude, "Thy will be done." One can argue that in 
origin magic is more nearly akin to science than to religion. Magic and science 
have in common the view that the same actions, the same "formulas," under 
the same circumstances will produce the same results. 110 These theoretical 
distinctions do not hold in practice. The boundaries between religion and magic 
are not sharply marked in the ancient world. Magic was a part of religion, and 
the two became one in later Neoplatonism. 

Because of the ambiguity in ancient texts between what was religion and 
what was magic, the student must take account of the social setting. Accusations 
of magic were made against persons suspected of unacceptable or unexplained 
behavior. The factor of social deviance must be considered in descriptions of 
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magic. What was regarded as religious by one person might be regarded as 
magic or superstition by another. 

There was similar conflict in the ancient world over the interpretation of 
what was considered to be supernatural. Belief in miraculous deeds was com
mon in antiquity: if done by one's own hero, they were attributed to divine 
power; if done by an opponent, they were attributed to magic (cf. the discussion 
concerning Apollonius of Tyana, pp. 361-63).1ll Jews and pagans said Jesus 
performed his deeds by magic. IIZ Christians in turn attributed pagan marvels 
to the working of demons (pp. 220-21).113 One person's miracle was another 
person's magic. 

Magic, according to traditional analysis, comes in two major forms: sym
pathetic (imitative) and contagious. In the former, similarities or imitations are 
thought to have an identity with or influence on something else. An example 
of this would be the practice of throwing a lead curse tablet (see p. 218) into a 
well to disappear and become cold, imitating the fate desired for the person 
whose name was inscribed on the tablet.I 14 In contagious magic the part stands 
for the whole; what is done to a part affects the whole from which it comes or 
what is like to it. For this reason parts of the human body were employed in 
magical rituals.I lS 

The word magic (mageia; Acts 8:11; cf. 8:9) is derived from the name of a 
Persian priestly tribe and was borrowed as a loanword in Greek (magos).116 It 
was given an extended, typical meaning, probably from the impression made 
on uncomprehending Greeks by the rites and formulas of Persian priests. Thus 
magos came to have a range of meanings from Persian priest, to a person 
representing the wisdom of the east (Matt. 2:1), to a quack, to a magician (Acts 
13:6,8). The professional magicians adopted the word because it had a dignified 
history for those with some control over the supernatural, in preference to goes 
(2 Tim. 3=13), which commonly meant a quack. 

The root idea in magic was that by employing the proper means the gods 
or demons could be forced to do something for you. Vital was the belief in the 
two different planes of visible and supernatural reality and in the possibility of 
transferring a thing from one to the other. Magic continued ideas from older, 
primitive strata of religion that were given up elsewhere. Hecate, the early 
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HECATE, 2d/3d C. A.D. 

The goddess of magic 
was shown in triple 

form. The restored at
tributes of keys and 

cords denote her as a 
keeper of the under

world. 
(British Museum) 
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goddess of ghosts and the uncanny, became the favorite of magicians. ll7 She 
was depicted in triple form to express the three realms of her influence - earth, 
sea, and heavens.118 Magic continued to flourish in Hellenistic and imperial 
times. Apuleius expected the readers of his Metamorphoses to take as much or 
more interest in his stories about magic as about amorous escapades. Magic 
came to rule supreme in late antiquity, receiving philosophical support from 
the Neoplatonist Iamblichus119 on the basis of the philosophical doctrine of 
universal sympathies (see Chap. 4, esp. p. 341). 

A number of "Magical Papyri" from the second to the fifth centuries A.D. 

have survived; "some are brief recipes for magical processes or exorcisms; others 
are collections of such recipes with more ambitious invocations and methods 
of securing control over supernatural forces."120 Those containing extensive 
collections of magical formulas may be the actual working copies of practicing 
magicians. All the religious views characteristic of late antiquity are found in 
the magical papyri: cosmic (astral) religion (cf. p. 223), the highest god, belief 
in power and demons (cf. pp. 220ff.), search for wonders, occultism, designating 
magic as a "mystery," and acceptance of heimarmene (fate; see pp. 225-27), whose 
power the magician as the "adept" can break. The texts contain invocations of 
the gods in which the divine epithets are multiplied. Included in the Paris 
Magical Papyrus, for instance, is the invocation of "the god of the Hebrews Jesu, 
Jaba, Jaea, Jae, Abraoth, Aia, Thoth, Ele, Elo .... "121 No deity who might be 
effective in gaining the desired end was omitted. The motivation was the con
viction, a commonplace in magic, that the knowledge of someone's true name 
gives one power over that person.122 The syncretism of names and formulas 
reflects the tendencies to a blending of deities and rites in the Hellenistic and 
Roman periods. A characteristic feature of the papyri is the use of threats against 
the deities and the compelling of a deity by a greater power. Precision of formula 
is another feature of magical texts: one binds the spirits by semijuristic phrases 
and repetitions that leave no loopholes or ambiguity. Other features are the use 
of incomprehensible formulas and the ascription of supernatural effects to the 
materials used. 
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ABRAXAS, from 
Switzerland, 3d c. 

Since the letters of the 
name Abraxas had a 

numerical value of 365, it 
became an important 

magical symbol in late 
antiquity. (Museum of 

Roman Germany, Mainz) 

The magical ceremony involved two activities: the invocation of the su
pernatural power (the "formula") and the ritual practice (the employment of 
material means, the "recipe"). The treatment in the magical texts is quite regular: 
invoke a higher power to compel it to assist the invoker in procuring what is 
wished - healing, fame, wealth, or power, or to obtain the affections of a loved 
object (which frequently included dissolution of an existing amatory bond). 
One magical text offers a progression to a climax: prayer to the materials 
employed in the magic treated as divine things, adjuration of the material by a 
great god, prayer to that great god, constraint of that god by the unnameable 
god, constraint by necessity.123 

The collections of magical spells and charms represented in the magical 
papyri may be comparable to the books the practitioners of magical arts burned 
in Ephesus in Acts 19:19. Ephesus was in fact considered one of the centers for 
the practice of magic. Formulas used in magic were known as Ephesia grammata 
("Ephesian Letters"}.124 

The Jewish element is prominent in the magical papyri, and the Jews 

123. H. I. Bell, A. D. Nock, and Herbert Thompson, "Magical Texts from a Bilingual 
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enjoyed considerable notoriety as magicians in the ancient worldl25 - a fact 
reflected in several New Testament texts (Matt. 12:27; Acts 13:6; 19:13-14). While 
some pagans regarded Moses as a magician,126 the Jewish magician par excellence 
was Solomon. 127 A document in Hebrew from the third or fourth century A.D., 

Sepher-ha-Razim ("Book of Secrets"), 128 contains requests and recipes ("If you 
want this or that, do and recite the following") similar to those found in Greek 
magical papyri, only all is set in a very Jewish context - for example, the spirits 
invoked are angels subordinated as ministers and emissaries of the Supreme 
GOd. 129 Other representatives of Jewish magic are the Aramaic magic incanta
tion bowls. l3O 

Some of the magical papyri contain elements of an elevated mystical piety 
in their prayers. This aspect of personal religion is evident in the so-called 
Mithras Liturgy contained in the Paris Magical Papyrus codex. l3l Neither a 
liturgy nor specifically Mithraic, it contains directions on how one's soul in 
ecstatic ascent may pass through the zones of heaven to the supreme God. 132 

Most of the magical texts are concerned with much more mundane things. 
In fact, most of the magical spells have nothing to do with religion at all. Four 
major concerns of magical texts are erotic spells, protection from evil, curses, 
and prognostications. Among the many charms that have to do with affairs of 
love is the following incantation from the second century: "To Aphrodite to 
kindle love in a certain Ammonius, son of Helene, for Serapicus, son of a slave 
woman."133 

Some scholars have overlapped magic and popular Gnosticism. Although 
the two circles share some common elements (e.g., the Pis tis Sophia contains 
magical prayers of constraint) and some Gnostics performed magic (as Marcus 
in Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.13), the two phenomena are quite distinct. Yet 
many magical amulets are catalogued in museums as "Gnostic gems," although 
they have nothing to do with the religious movement now technically called 

125. Pliny, Natural History 30.2.11. 
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Gnosticism. An amulet is an object that by its nearness to the person who 
possesses it keeps evil away or brings good luck. 134 Amulets of vegetable or 
animal matter obviously have not survived, but charms written on papyrus and 
carried on the person have survived. Most abundant are stone or metal amulets 
inscribed with deities or sacred symbols and magical words or letters that were 
worn as rings or pendants. A common formula is "Protect from every evil"; 
some are inscribed for a specific purpose, but many contain formulas or letters 
now unknown, or that even at their time of use were supposedly more potent 
because mysterious. The amulets show one aspect of the popular side of magic: 
they were important as protective devices because magic could be used to place 
a malediction upon someone. 

A special kind of magical document that has survived is the curse tablet. 135 

Most were written on lead and many were rolled up and pierced with a nail. 
Some were protected from prying eyes by the words being written retrograde. 
Such is the following curse, which is unusual in that the object (a thief) is 
presented to Jupiter, who when he forces the repayment will enjoy a tithe of 
the sum recovered: 

To the god Jupiter optimus maximus there is given that he may hound ... 
through his mind, through his memory, his inner parts [?], his intestines, his 
heart, his marrow, his veins ... whoever it was, whether man or woman, who 
stole away the denarii of Canius [?] Dignus that in his own person in a short 
time he may balance the account. There is given to the god above named a 
tenth part of the money when he has [repaid it?].!36 

The Guildhall Museum in London holds a tablet with the following curse: 

I curse Tretia Maria and her life and mind and memory and liver and 
lungs mixed up together, and her words, thoughts, and memory; thus may 
she be unable to speak what things are concealed nor be able .... 
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Imprecations and Oaths 

Imprecations against grave robbers occur commonly on tombs, calling upon 
the gods to punish anyone who violates the tomb. For example, "Whoever does 
anything counter to the injunctions set forth above shall be held responsible to 
the authorities; and in addition may he have no profit from children or goods, 
may he neither walk on the land nor sail on the sea, but may he die childless, 
penniless, and ruined before death, and all his seed perish with him; and after 
death may he find the underground gods angry avengers."137 Such imprecations 

137. CIG 3915. Trans. Richmond Lattimore, Themes in Greek and Latin Epitaphs (Ur-
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are often confused with magical curses, but the only common element is the 
malediction against another. Although the grave inscriptions call upon the deity, 
there is no attempt to force an outcome by magical action. 

A special kind of imprecation was the confession of sin hung up in a 
temple. The violator denounced himself for his faults, especially oversights of 
ritual precepts (the faults confessed are not moral and may have been involun
tary). He called upon the god in the presence of all. 

Imprecations against grave robbers and public confessions of transgres
sion had in common with oaths a malediction upon the transgressor. They 
shared a belief that gods were the guarantors of justice and would punish those 
who violated sacred duties. The oath (horkos) held a preponderant place in the 
political, social, and religious life of the ancient world. Oaths were the very 
foundation of society; they were taken by magistrates, judges, and citizens and 
possessed a religious character (the gods gave the guarantee). The oaths con
tained a malediction pronounced against the self if the oath was not carried 
out. Faith in oaths was shown by both those wronged who made appeal to the 
gods for punishment and by perjurers in the confessions. 

Demons and Superstition 

The word daimon ("demon") underwent important changes of meaning. In 
general it referred to a power that accompanies persons and dispenses destiny. 
In Homer it is used of impersonal power or of the gods collectively and 
indefinitely ("the divine") as the dispenser of individual events. Hesiod 
classified rational beings as gods, demons, heroes, and people; by demons he 
meant men of the golden age translated to blissful immortal life. His classifi
cation prepared the way for demons to be considered lesser divinities (cf. Acts 
17:18) or heavenly intermediaries between the gods and human beings. Socrates 
referred to a demon that warned him against certain actions (Plato, Apology 
31D, 4oA), thus giving to the demon a function almost like the conscience. 
(Antiquity could not inlagine an abstract force with no starting point.) Plato's 
varied use of the term influenced its future development. One work says that 
the demons are the sons of gods by nymphs or other mothers, serving as 
interpreters between gods and people ([?] Epinomis 984E); in this sense demon 
is a generic term for divine intermediaries. Plato's writings also regard the 
demon as a destiny spirit somewhat like a guardian angel as a companion of 
persons (Phaedo !07D; Republic 617D; Statesman 271D, 272E) or of cities as 
well as of individuals (Laws 713C, 738D). He also refers "demon" to the highest 

bana, Ill., 1962), 115-16; on the subject cf. Andre Parrot, Maledictions et violations de tombes 
(Paris, 1939); John S. Creaghan, "Violatio Sepulchri: An Epigraphical Study," Ph.D. diss., 
Princeton, 1951. 



HELLENISTIC-ROMAN RELIGIONS 221 

and divine element in a person,138 From the idea of a demon accompanying 
each person came the use of the word as virtually equal to "fate" (but as 
referring to the personal destiny of an individual and without the capricious
ness of Tyche). 

Xenocrates, Plato's student, systematized demonology. He and later 
philosophers listed three classes of demons: permanently disincarnate beings, 
souls of the deceased, and the soul "in" or intelligence accompanying us. He 
ascribed human passions to them and made the distinction that some demons 
were good and some bad. From this came the idea that each person has two 
demons, one good and one bad. By the fourth century B.C. the word was 
deteriorating into use only for unlucky happenings. Since one avoided putting 
the blame for evil happenings on the gods, they were attributed to the demons. 
Thus was the way prepared for regarding demons as evil beings. Xenocrates and 
Chrysippus allowed for evil as well as good demons, but Plutarch most devel
oped the idea. He and Apuleius provide us with the developed demonology of 
early Christian times. Demonic forces were everywhere and were constantly 
affecting human life. Demons were important as intermediaries between human 
beings and the gods, who were increasingly made transcendent, and as a way 
of reconciling the philosophical movement toward monotheism with the poly
theism of popular religion. The admission that the gods of polytheism were 
"demons" played into the hands of Christian apologists.139 Also, to the demons 
could be transferred everything that philosophy regarded as unfitting in the 
gods. The apologists' claim that pagan religion was inspired by demons, who 
had a gross enjoyment of animal sacrifices, corresponded to the later Greek 
philosophical view that attributed the sacrifices of popular religion to the de
mons but reserved a rational worship for the immaterial gods (see Porphyry 
and Iamblichus, pp. 369-70). 

Pre-Christian Judaism had already begun to take over the word demon in 
that sense of intermediate evil beings which is so evident in the Christian 
Gospels. Belief in demon possession of individuals was widespread and led to 
the practice of exorcism to expel demons - by pagans,140 Jews,141 and Chris
tians.142 

Deisidaimonia, "fear of the demons" ("God-fearing" or "fearful" accord
ing to one's viewpoint), was the word that corresponded to "superstition." It is 
significant for the debasement of the idea of demon that this form and not 

138. Here Plato's true mind is brought out in Timaeus 90A: "God gave the sovereign 
part of the human soul to be the divinity of each one" (trans. B. Jowett). 

139. Plutarch, Moralia 361B-C, 41sA-19A. Already in Paul, 1 Cor. 10:20 (following Ps. 
96:5, LXX); cf. Justin, Apology 2.5; 1.5; Origen, Against Celsus 7.69; Tertullian, Shows 13. 

140. Plutarch, Table Talk 5 (Moralia 706E); Philostratus, Life of Apollonius 4.20; Lucian, 
Lover of Lies 16. 

141. JosephUS, Ant. 8.2.5 [46-49]; b. Shabbath 67a. 
142. Justin, Apology 2.5; Acts of Peter 11. 
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deisitheos was coined for the excessive, irrational fear of the spiritual world. 
Theophrastus' caricature of "superstitiousness" (Characters 16) presents an al
most pathological idea, a "religious hypochondriac," but by itself each instance 
in his description was not abnormal in Greek religion. Plutarch's On Superstition 
presents superstition as the excess on one side of the mean of proper reverence 
for the gods in contrast to atheism on the other extreme; it is worse than atheism 
in his view. The treatises by Theophrastus and Plutarch on superstition give 
many details of popular religious feeling and practice and testify to how wide
spread it was. 

Exegetes and translators dispute how much of this negative philosophical 
connotation to deisidaimonia is intended by the use of the word in Acts 17:22. 
Could it have a neutral meaning of "very careful in the expression of religious 
feelings," or is the negative connotation intended in order to identify with the 
philosophical criticism of elements in the popular religion? 

The Latin use of superstitio included Christians in the term (see pp. 
556ff.). 

Bibliography 

Theophrastus. Characters 16. 
Plutarch. On the Obsolescence of Oracles. On Superstition. 
Apuleius. On the God of Socrates. 
Lucian. Lover of Lies. 

Dibelius, M. Die Geisterwelt im Glauben des Paulus. Gottingen, 1909. 
MacGregor, G. H. C. "Principalities and Powers: The Cosmic Background of Paul's 

Thought." NTS 1 (1954):17ff. 
Caird, G. B. Principalities and Powers. Oxford, 1956. 
Eitrem, S. Some Notes on the Demonology of the New Testament. 2d ed. Oslo, 1966. 
Ferguson, E. Demonology of the Early Christian World. Lewiston, N.Y., 1984. 
Wink, Walter. Naming the Powers: The Language of Power in the New Testament. 

Philadelphia, 1984. 
Arnold, C. E. Powers of Darkness: Principalities and Powers in Paul's Letters. Downers 

Grove, Ill., 1992 

Astrology, Astral Religion, and Fate 

Components of Astrology. The Greeks developed astrology in Egypt during the 
Hellenistic Age. Initially a learned product, welcomed by upper classes who had 
"lost piety without shedding superstition,"143 it required an "intellectual" class 
to discover and record its findings. About the first century, however, astrological 

143. A. D. Nock, review ofW. Gundel, Neue astrologische Texte des Hermes Trismegistos, 
in Gnomon 15 (1939):365 (Essays, 499). 
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ideas began to be popularized. Three components went into its development: 
astronomical observations, especially by the ancient Babylonians but also by 
the Greeks; Greek science (especially the penchant for generalization) and 
philosophy (the Stoic view of the interrelationships of all parts of the universe); 
and religion, particularly the linking of the heavenly bodies with a special god 
and the transfer of the attributes of this god to the planets. The distinctive 
thought of astrology was that the movements of the heavenly bodies in absolute 
regularity control earthly events to the smallest detail. 

Astrologers were called mathematici or Chaldaei. The former term testifies 
to the importance of mathematical calculations in the development of astrology; 
number relations were the basis for an extravagant symbolism. The term Chal
daeans had different meanings at different times: the inhabitants of Meso
potamia, members of the Babylonian priesthood, Greeks who had studied in 
Babylonia or proclaimed themselves disciples of the Babylonians, and finally a 
professional term for those who claimed to foretell the future according to the 
stars. 

Babylonian Astral Religion. The term Chaldaean would seem to point to 
Babylon for astrology's point of origin. The Babylonians had studied astronomy 
carefully and maintained careful records of their observations. Moreover, they 
had connected the stars with religion and developed a learned theology based 
on this connection. The Babylonian gods were given an abode in the stars and 
identified with them. Thus Babylonia was one source of the widespread star 
worship of the Hellenistic Age (the other was philosophy). The sun and moon 
did not receive cult among the early Greeks; only after Plato and Aristotle did 
the Greeks widely believe the heavenly bodies to be godS. 144 

The Babylonian astral religion infused many cults (e.g., see below, pp. 
274ff., 297-98). It also contributed several influential ideas: notably that the 
spheres of the universe are under the control of a deity, and that souls descend 
through these spheres, acquiring the characteristics of each, and must ascend 
through these realms. From the identification of the gods with the stars could 
be deduced the eternity of the world and of the sidereal gods. Moreover, the 
stars were not only eternal gods but were also universal. Their power was 
unlimited by time or space. The term elements (stoicheia) was applied to the 
heavenly bodies, a usage reflected in several New Testament passages (Gal. 4:3, 
9; Col. 2:8, 20).145 The astral religion placed the abode of the blessed in the 
heavenly realm rather than in the underworld. 146 The soul of the deceased had 
to pass through the spheres of the different planets and their ruling powers. 

144. M. P. Nilsson, "The Origin of Belief among the Greeks in the Divinity of the 
Heavenly Bodies," HTR 33 (1940):1-8. 

145. G. B. Caird, Principalities and Powers (Oxford, 1956), chap. 3; G. H. C. MacGregor, 
"Principalities and Powers: The Cosmic Background of Paul's Thought," NTS 1 (1954):17-28. 

146. For this development and astral mysticism in general see Cicero's "Dream of 
Scipio," in On the Republic 6.13ff. 
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Who these were, how this was done, and how the condition of the blessed was 
conceived were questions answered differently in the different cults (see esp. 
Gnosticism below, pp. 290-92).147 Under the form of solar monotheism the 
astral religion received the patronage of the Roman emperors in the third 
century (see p. 297). 

Aspects of this astral theology have left a permanent cultural deposit: our 
names for the planets are the English form of the Latin equivalent of the Greek 
gods that were identified with the Babylonian deities. The seven-day week, with 
the days named for the seven planets supposed to preside over each, established 
itself in the Roman world in the first century B.C. Christianity with its seven-day 
Jewish week confirmed this division of time. 148 

Greek Contributions to Astrology. Babylonia provided the starting point 
for astrology: the identification of the heavenly bodies with a special god and 
transfer of the attributes of this god to the heavenly body. This identification 
was the basis for astrological fortune-telling. On the other hand, astral religion 
was not astrology, and several features of Hellenistic-Roman astrology cannot 
be found in Babylonia: in particular that the movements of the heavenly bodies 
control earthly events up to the smallest detail. This is the defining characteristic 
of astrology, yet it has no early Babylonian evidence. 149 That omens could be 
obtained from heavenly signs is different, and the Greeks did this too. Whether 
the stars caused or signified events was crucial in the debate over astrology. 

Furthermore, the Greek order of the planets and not the Babylonian (e.g., 
giving the sun and not the moon the first importance) is the presupposition of 
the astrological systems. The systematic development and mathematical exac
titude given to the Babylonian basis, moreover, was the work of Greek science. 
Egyptian contributions to astrology seem to be minimal, but it was Greeks living 
in Egypt who seem to have had the major role in its development. 

To what extent Stoic philosophy influenced the development is debated. 
The doctrine of universal sympathy, especially as developed by Posidonius 
(pp. 340-42), plus the determinism of Stoicism (pp. 338-39) would have been 
congenial to astrology and could have been used to defend it. 

Characteristics of Astrology. Astrology remained doubleminded in antiq
uity: both scientific and religious. It appeared as scientific, and the ancients 
failed to make a distinction between astronomy and astrology. Astronomy was 
a popular science because of its importance in agriculture and sailing. This fact 

147. Alan F. Segal, "Heavenly Ascent in Hellenistic Judaism, Early Christianity and 
Their Environment," ANRW II, Principat, 23.2 (Berlin, 1980), 1333-94; James Tabor, Things 
Unutterable: Paul's Ascent to Paradise in its Greco-Roman, Judaic, and Early Christian Contexts 
(New York, 1986). 

148. F. H. Colson, The Week (Cambridge, 1926); P. Cotton, From Sabbath to Sunday 
(Bethlehem, Pa., 1933); W. Rordorf, Sunday (Philadelphia, 1968). See p. 29711.244. 

149. M. P. Nilsson, "The Origin of Belief among the Greeks in the Divinity of the 
Heavenly Bodies," HTR 33 (1940):1-8, contra Cumont. 
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plus the belief that the stars influenced the weather prepared the ground for 
the rule of astrology. Giving the stars the names of gods introduced the 
mythological element into astrology. It was the character of the respective deities 
that determined the kind of influence the different planets exercised over human 
beings. The modern revival of astrology avoids this completely discredited 
connection with pagan religion that was the original basis for the system. 

The worldview with which astrology worked was developed in the Hel
lenistic Age. The celestial world was divided into two regions. The highest was 
the sphere of the fIxed stars, which did not move in relation to each other. The 
lower region was that of the seven planets. Their order varied in different lists, 
but from the second century B.C. it was established as Saturn (farthest from the 
earth), Jupiter, Mars, the Sun, Venus, Mercury, and the Moon (nearest the earth). 
Astrology divided the heavens into twelve compartments ruled over by twelve 
constellations; hence the twelve signs of the zodiac. It made the sublunary world 
subject to the influence of the heavenly bodies. The universe was thought of as 
something like a giant machine whose wheels are geared into each other; if one 
knew the movements of one wheel, the rest could be calculated. 

Astrological ideas and symbolism were so pervasive that Judaism, al
though generally resistant to astrological beliefs, was yet influenced by imagery 
drawn from astrology. I so The presence of the zodiac and the representation of 
the sun god in his chariot in synagogue floor mosaics from early Byzantine 
times (as at Hammath Tiberias [illustration, p. 474l and Beth Alpha) reflect an 
openness to astrological symbols in some circles, if only to the extent of affirm
ing the subordination of the stars and the natural order to God and his law. lSI 

Such representations of the sun, stars, and seasons were part of the common 
iconography of the time, so the artists knew no other way of representing these 
heavenly bodies and cosmic forces. Since Jews regarded the temple as a symbol 
of the universe, the presence of cosmic symbols agrees with the many temple 
motifs in synagogues. An earlier Jewish interest in astrology is attested by the 
Treatise ofShem (fIrst century B.C.).IS2 

Astrological Determinism. Astrology provided the ultimate justifIcation for 
an absolute determinism. It applied the law of causality strictly and without 
exceptions. This fatalism affected many in the ancient world. That it should 
have been a source of religious feeling is surprising to the modern rationalistic 
mentality. Yet our picture of astrology as oppressive is overdrawn by the false 
psychological reasoning of "how I would feel." The ordinary Greek was always 

150. James H. Charlesworth, "Jewish Astrology in the Talmud, Pseudepigrapha, the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, and Early Palestinian Synagogues," HTR 70 (1977):183-200. 

151. Rachel Hachlili in "The Zodiac in Ancient Jewish Art," Bulletin of American Schools 
of Oriental Research 228 (1977):61-77, understands the mosaics as representing a liturgical 
calendar as a reminder of religious duties. See p. 474. 

152. Translation by J. H. Charlesworth in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (Garden 
City, N.Y., 1983), 1:473-86. 
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something of a fatalist, but his attitude was to accept this and go on anyway. 
To escape fate was not an overruling desire (but see above, pp. 164-65 and below, 
pp. 226-27). Astrology, by strengthening a feeling of dependence, was a source 
of piety. The eagerness to surrender to fate inspired a devotion of submission 
to destiny. Some, as Tiberius, "fully convinced that everything is ruled by Fate, 
neglected the practice of religion" (Suetonius, Life of Tiberi us 69). Probably most 
regarded the planetary powers as gods who could be appeased like the rest. A 
few, like Vettius Valens, deciding that the traditional religion was useless, found 
in fate a substitute religion. For him absolute determinism gave emotional 
satisfaction and aroused an almost mystical feeling. Knowing that everything 
was already predetermined gave one a sense of freedom from anxiety and a 
sense of salvation (in this case, escape). Knowing that fate ruled all removed 
uncertainty: 

Whoever takes the trouble to learn about the future and to know the truth 
will possess his soul in freedom from this servitude, disregarding Chance 
[Tychej and assigning no importance to Hope, not fearing death and living 
without distraction, having disciplined his soul to courage, and neither re
joicing over good fortune nor depressed by misfortune, but giving himself 
contentedly to the present. Since he does not long for things beyond his reach, 
he bears what is decreed for him with self-discipline and, renouncing both 
pleasures and penalties, becomes a good soldier of Fate. For it is impossible 
by means of prayer or sacrifice to overcome the destiny fixed from the begin
ning .... What has been assigned to us will happen without our praying for 
it, what is not fated will not happen for our prayers. So we too must don the 
masks and playas Fate requires of us, and accept the parts which time's 
conjunctions bring about, even when they do not suit us. (Vettius Valens 
5.9.2 )153 

Words for Fate. Three words were used in Greek to express aspects of the 
English word fate. The Homeric word was moira, one's "appropriate share" (see 
p. 142); it was replaced in Hellenistic times by tyche, "chance" or "luck," a word 
referring to the change of destiny and not just the course of events. 154 The 
Hellenistic Age was a time of rapid changes of fortune, and tyche described this 
capricious, erratic aspect of life. It could be neither controlled, predicted, nor 
understood. Tyche (like many other qualities and abstractions; see p. 164) was 
personified as a female goddess and worshiped. Cities especially were per
sonified by their Tyche or Fortuna. Tyche was a popular deity, for her rule was 
universal. To worship unpredictable and capricious "luck" might seem incon-

153. Translation adapted from F. C. Grant, Hellenistic Religions (New York, 1953),61-62. 
154. Pliny, Natural History 2.22; Luther Martin, "The Rule of Tyche and Hellenistic 

Religion," Society of Biblical Literature 1976 Seminar Papers, ed. George MacRae (Missoula, 
Mont., 1976), 453-59. 
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sistent, yet it was an old Greek idea that one's skill counted for something and 
"luck" could be good or bad. Even more inconsistent might appear the practice 
of religion in the face of a belief in determinism, yet even this apparent con
tradiction was maintained. Heimarmene, the word for fate in the astrological 
sense of determinism, referred to the chain of events linked as cause and effect 
so that they must happen. The Stoics used it for their view of determinism, and 
then it was used for the control exercised by the heavenly bodies. Pseudo
Apuleius defined it as necessity (Asclepius 39-40). 

Several deities claimed power over or to be dispensers of fate. The mystery 
religions offered their initiations as guaranteeing ultimate superiority over fate. 
Some Aristotelian philosophers found a solution to the problems posed by fate 
through saying that bodily existence is subject to destiny but the soul is free. 
Fate was one of the principal targets of Christian apologetics.1ss Here, as so 
often, the apologists followed philosophical arguments already used against the 
concept offate. 1S6 
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Death and the Afterlife 

Funerary Rites. Two basic notions influenced ancient customs related to the 
deceased: (1) death brought pollution and demanded acts of purification; 
(2) to leave a corpse unburied had unpleasant repercussions on the departed 
soul. 

The funeral was on the day of death. The body was prepared for disposal 
by washing, anointing, clothing, and crowning with flowers. There followed 
lamentations, beating of breasts, pulling hair, and the wailing of the aulos. The 
essential rite involved throwing a little earth on the corpse (the minimum 
requirement when nothing more in the way of burial could be done). Even in 
cremations, a small part of the body was cut off for burial. The Romans cele
brated a funeral meal on the day of burial (Lat. silicernium), on the ninth day,157 
on the deceased's birthday, and annually on his birthday. There were also annual 
commemorations of all the dead at the festivals of Parentalia (Feb. 13-21) and 
Lemuria (May 9,11, and 13). The graves, whether for inhumation or the remains 
of cremation, were equipped with holes or pipes through which food and drink 
could be poured down directly on the burial. Grave goods were deposited with 
the deceased to honor them and make them feel at home in the afterlife. The 
cult of the dead was not "worship" but had a double purpose: it provided that 
the dead survived in memory (to be remembered was an important aspiration 
of the ancient world), and it sought to ensure the comfort and refreshment of 
the deceased. Wills of those who could afford it set up endowments to provide 
offerings of food, drink, and flowers. The poor banded together in burial clubs 
(see the "associations of the poor," p. 133) to provide for their burial and 
minimum remembrance. 

The funerary meals were continued in Christianity, but with significant 
differences. The church provided the family, especially for its martyrs; Christians 
met on the anniversary of the person's death, not of his birth (death was for 
the Christians the "birthday of immortality"); and the meal became a eucharist 
or love-feast. 

Jewish funerary customs had many similar features. ISS The corpse was 
prepared for burial by anointing (Shabbath 23.5), washing (Acts 9:36-37), and 
wrapping in shrouds (John 19:39-40; Kilaim 9.4; b. Moed Katan 8b). Candles 
were lit at the head or feet of the corpse (Berakoth 8.6). Burial occurred before 
dark, on the day of death if possible. The bereaved employed professional pipers 
and wailers (Mark 5:38-39; Ketuboth 4.4). After the burial there was a ceremony 
of consolation. Mourning customs continued, with decreasing intensity, for 
seven days, thirty days, and a year. 

157. In Greece on the third, seventh or ninth, and fortieth days after death. 
158. The extracanonical tractate Semahoth: see M. Higger, Treatise Semahot (New York, 

1931), and D. Zlotnick, The Tractate 'Mourning' (New Haven, 1966). 
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JEWISH OSSUARIES 
At the beginning of the Christian era secondary burial was common among the Jews. 

After the body decayed, the bones were gathered in stone containers for reburial. 
(Dominus Flevit, Jersulam) 

Cremation or Inhumation. 159 Cremation was the normal practice in the 
Roman world from 400 B.C. through the first century A.D. The Greek world 
practiced cremation and inhumation side by side. Inhumation increased during 
the reign of Hadrian until by the mid-third century it had won its way 
throughout the provinces. The change in the Roman world to inhumation seems 
not to have been due to religion or to ideas of the afterlife, but may simply have 
been one of "fashion." Sarcophagi began to appear during the reign of Trajan, 
and burial in these sculptured stone coffins (p. 232) offered the moderately rich 
a means of ostentation. Acceptance of inhumation among the poor established 
it as the dominant custom. It could, moreover, have been felt to be a more 
respectful way of laying to rest the habitation of the self and more appropriate 
to an individual's enjoyment of a blissful hereafter. 

In the Semitic area burial was the usual practice. Often after the body 
decayed the bones were dug up for permanent preservation (secondary burial), 
a very old practice in Palestine. Many small stone ossuaries for this purpose 
have been uncovered from the late first century B.C. and the first century 

159. For this section I follow A. D. Nock, "Cremation and Burial in the Roman Empire," 
HTR 25 (1932):321-59 (Essays, 277-307). 
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A.D. 160 In Jewish thought the decay of the flesh had an atoning effect, and 
when it decomposed the soul of the deceased was finally at peace. The sec-
ondary burial of the bones marked the end of the period of mourning by 
members of the family. Niches hewn out of walls of caves were common buriall 
sites in first-century Palestine. There are numerous examples of burial caves 1 
closed by a huge stone over the entrance, as in the tombs of Lazarus and Jesus 1 
(John 11:38; Mark 16:3-4). Graves in a field were marked to prevent a passer-by I 
from becoming ritually defiled (Matt. 23:27).161 1 

Among the Magi in Persia was the custom of exposing the body to be I 
consumed by birds; considered strange to the Mediterranean world, this custom 
was due to a concern not to pollute either the earth or fire with a dead body. 

Types of Tombs and Memorials. The last resting place of the dead took 
many forms. After cremation the ashes and burnt bones were placed in recep
tacles of various kinds and set up in tombs or buried in the earth. In inhuma
tions the body might be placed directly in the earth or in coffins of marble, 
stone, terra-cotta, lead, or wood. These were then placed in chamber tombs, 
under tumuli, alongside the road, or in the earth. The dead were not buried 
within the city, so most cemeteries were found alongside roadways outside the 
city. 

The simplest cremation or inhumation tombs were holes in the ground 
with a standing stone or large clay pot as a marker. Sometimes the body was 
enclosed in tiles or bricks set gable-wise in the ground. Columbaria is the name 
given to large tombs, wholly or partly underground, whose walls contain 
niches for the urns or chests in which the ashes of the dead were placed. Walled 
funerary enclosures open to the sky and housing several burials were a feature 
of the urban cemeteries in Italy. Some burial chambers, part subterranean and 
part above ground, were made to resemble the appearance of houses. The 
exteriors were austere, but the interiors were richly painted. The larger ones 
contained rooms for the funerary cult and family or club gatherings. The most 
wealthy built expensive mausolea above ground. These large circular or polyg
onal structures continued into Christian architecture, mainly in martyria. 
Large rooms might be dug out underground (hypogea). This practice provided 
a point of departure for the Jewish and Christian catacombs, which were burial 
sites and not places of assembly or refuge. Burial holes (loculi) were cut into 
the walls of underground galleries and rooms. Some of the catacombs became 
quite large as new passageways on different levels and in different directions 
were dug out. 

160. Eric M. Meyers, "Secondary Burials in Palestine," BA 33 (1970):2-29; idem, Jewish 
Ossuaries: Reburial and Rebirth (Rome, 1971); P. Figueras, Decorated Jewish Ossuaries (Leiden, 
1983); B. R. McCane, "Bones of Contention? Ossuaries and Reliquaries in Early Judaism and 
Christianity," The Second Century 8 (1991):235-46. 

161. Samuel Tobias Lachs, "On Matthew 23:27-28," HTR 68 (1975):385-88. 
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GRAVE STELE, from the Cerameicus, 4th c. B.C. 

Such touching farewell scenes were common on early Hellenistic funerary 
monuments. (National Archaeological Museum, Athens) 
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A type of monument designed to win gratitude and remembrance for the 
deceased was the exedra with a bench along the wall where passers-by could 
rest. A common type of memorial was the grave altar (cippus). Portrait reliefs 
were often sculptured in shallow niches or placed on free-standing stelae. Scenes 
of the deceased in everyday life were shown on some stelae. A particularly 
touching type of tombstone from Greece was the farewell scene, in which one 
person clasps hands with the deceased, shown seated and often surrounded by 
his family. Also common is a portrayal of the funerary meal. 

Scenes of everyday life frequently decorated the sarcophagi. Many funer
ary representations look backward to the dead person's life rather than forward 
to his destiny.162 Other common scenes shown on the sarcophagi were repre
sentations of qualities the deceased possessed or depictions of the joys of par
adise (commonly in the form of Dionysiac revels). Many of the themes in 
funerary art were common in ordinary decorative art and may not carry sym
bolic significance, although this is often claimed - such motifs as erotes, four 
seasons, battles with giants and centaurs, and hunting. Nevertheless, scenes from 
mythology were most common, and of these three themes predominate
death, love, and heroic achievements. The "eastern" free-standing sarcophagi 
were carved on four sides and so may have stood in the open air along roadsides 
or within the walls of a cemeterial precinct; the "western" type with uncarved 
backs were placed in tombs against the wall or in niches. 

Tomb markers often carried epitaphs and are a major source of surviving 
inscriptions. The epitaphs reflect the desire to be remembered, and are often 
worded in such a way as to seem to be an attempt to stay in conversation with 
the living. Some, as noted, serve as warnings and pronounce curses on anyone 
disturbing the grave. All possible moods in the face of death are reflected. The 
epitaphs repeatedly emphasize the fact of death, although some feign indiffer
ence or trivialize it. The formula "I was not, 1 was, 1 am not, 1 care not" was 
common enough that the Latin was simply abbreviated N F F N S N C (non 
fui, fui, non sum, non curo). Some faced death with resignation: the affirmation 
of the democratic nature of death, "No one is deathless" (a sentiment as old as 
Homer), was not necessarily a denial of immortality, but an acceptance that 
one does not live forever. Some epitaphs reflect a gloomy view, but the Hel
lenistic-Roman period was probably not any gloomier than other times. 
Menander's phrase that "those whom the gods love die young" reflects an early 
Greek idea that it is best not to be born and second best to die young. 163 A 

162. A. D. Nock, "Sarcophagi and Symbolism," AJA 50 (1946):140-70 (Essays, 627) in 
review of F. Cumont, Recherches sur Ie symbolisme funeraire des romains. 

163. Menander, Sentences 583; cf. Plutarch, Letter to Apollonius 27 (Moralia 115D-E); 
Theognis, Elegies 425; Sophocles, Oedipus at Colonna 1225; Cicero, Tusculan Disputations 1.48 
(115). For death as the best gift of the gods see the stories collected in Plutarch, Letter to 
Apollonius 14 (Moralia 108F-109D). 
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quiet confidence in the face of death and beliefs in various kinds of afterlife 
also find expression. To the latter we turn in the next section. 

An extensive consolation literature was produced in Hellenistic and 
Roman times, much of it indebted to the now lost treatise of Crantor, On Grief 
This literature is represented by Cicero, Tusculan Disputations, and Plutarch, 
Letter to Apollonius. 

Afterlife. Death was defined as the separation of body and soul (however 
defined - see further below).164 Two strands of thought were present in refer
ence to the location of the dead. On one hand, the remains (whether buried, 
burned, or exposed) were localized in a particular place, important as the spot 
where the loved ones took their leave of the dead and where honor was appro
priately shown to them. On the other hand, there was the possibility that the 
departed passed into a new plane of existence. 

The belief that the departed lived on in the tomb is reflected in giving it 
the name "eternal house," in constructing tombs and the interior of sarcophagi 
to resemble a home, and in the offerings of food and drink placed in the tomb. 

Quite widespread among Mediterranean peoples was the belief that the 
dead gather in a great cavity under the earth; the Hebrew sheol, Greek hades, 
and Latin inferi were basically the same conception. In earliest times no differ
entiation was made among the dead, who continued in a shadowy prolongation 
of human life in the same circumstances they had in human society. The 
"shades" (rephidim) of the Old Testament are similar to the "souls" in Homer. 
Orphic teaching modified the old Greek tradition and introduced distinct de
partments into the underworld. The resultant Greek view (cf. Ps.-Plato, Axiochus 
371A-72) passed to the Romans and is seen in developed form in Virgil's Aeneid, 
Book 6. The souls or shades of the deceased are led by Hermes to the depths 
of the earth and in a provisional abode await a decision concerning their eternal 
lot. They cross the river Styx, conducted by the boatman Charon, and come to 
the court that judges them. The guilty are sent down the road to the left, which 
leads to dark Tartarus, the place of punishment (cf. 2 Pet. 2:4); the pious are 
led down the road on the right to the Elysian Fields, where all is bright and 
beautiful. The Orphics and Pythagoreans gave the specific content to these two 
places and assigned everyone to one place or the other. 

Philosophical thought combined with the astral religion to transfer the 
abode of souls, clearly distinguished and now separated from bodies, to the 
celestial regions to enjoy immortality in the regions of either the moon, sun, 
or stars (p. 223). The persistence of the idea of punishment and a separation of 
the virtuous from the wicked divided the atmosphere into upper and lower 
regions so that the whole of the former subterranean world was transported 
above the earth's surface. Virgil (Aeneid 6) also refers to this learned modifica
tion of the old eschatology into a purification of souls and their ascent to the 

164. Cicero, Tusculan Disputations 1 summarizes different interpretations of the soul. 
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celestial realms. Cicero in the "Dream of Scipio" located the abode of blessed 
souls in the zone of the constellations.165 That piece is a good description of 
the worldview of the time as well as of the afterlife. 

A compromise was finally reached between these views. The celestial world 
became the home of the virtuous, whose spirits arose through the planetary 
spheres to the Supreme Being to dwell in luminous bliss, and the netherworld 
became the abode of the wicked, who were cast down to subterranean darkness 
in order to suffer eternal chastisement. An intermediate purgatory provided a 
posthumous purification for those stained with pardonable transgressions. The 
bliss of the righteous was commonly depicted under one of three images: repose 
or rest, a celestial banquet, or the vision of God. The threefold division of the 
universe and of souls was transmitted by antiquity to the Christian Middle Ages, 
providing the framework for Dante's Divine Comedy. 

Outside of some Jews and the Christians, the only people of the ancient 
world to believe in a resurrection of the flesh were the Zoroastrians of Persia. 
Their typical teaching included the appearance of the good or evil conscience 
after death, the passing over a bridge, and the ultimate resurrection of the flesh 
and the kingdom of righteousness. (We will consider Jewish views of the afterlife 
in Chap. 5, pp. 519-21). 
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GREEK MYSTERIES AND EASTERN RELIGIONS 

The mystery religions have occupied such an important place in the study of 
Christian origins that we will deal with them in a separate subdivision. They 
are placed here because they are being treated as part of "personal religion." 
Many of them, however, were bound to the traditional civic cult. Nothing was 
more official than the mysteries of Eleusis near Athens and Panamara in Caria 
(discussed below) and others such as at Andania in the Peloponnesus and of 
Apollo at Cyrene. Nonetheless, receiving initiation in a mystery was usually a 
matter of individual choice - although the initiation ceremony itself was col
lective, not individual- and so was a significant expression of personal reli
gion. The great importance of the mysteries is seen in the words of a slave in a 
comedy by Theophilus (fourth century B.C.), who said his master conferred on 
him three benefits: knowledge of Greek customs, ability t6 read, and initiation 
in mysteries. 

Mysteries were native to Greece, but many of the eastern cults adopted 
mystery initiations when they entered the Greek world, so this unit will provide 
the best place to introduce the cults from the east that attained international 
importance in Hellenistic-Roman times, becoming especially prominent from 
Flavian times onward. The Hellenization of a cult was a cultural matter; Ro
manization was largely a political matter. 

The Greeks used the words mysteria and teletewithout our present (valid) 
distinction between "mysteries" and other sacred ceremonies. In general Greek 
did not have technical terms that did not also continue their general meanings. 
Mysterion (sing.) meant "secret rite" but had the added sense of "something 
secret" without any ceremonial associations. It could be used of any secret -
philosophy, magic, alchemy, even sexual intercourse ("the mysteries of 
Aphrodite") - and sometimes seems to be nothing more than a figure of 
speech. The verb (myeo) in the passive often means "to be initiated." The idea 
of secrecy is more prominent than in telete ("performance" or "sacred rite"), 
but is not absolutely necessary. The Greeks had many annual or periodic 
ceremonies that were conducted in an atmosphere of secrecy and solemnity. 
"Mystery" is being used here in its technical sense of a secret cult in which the 
uninitiated could not participate. Initiation was an objective, not a subjective, 
experience; while other ceremonies could be repeated as needed when a person 
wished to be freed from defilement, initiation was received once for all. The 
important thing was, as Aristotle said, "not to learn, but to experience and be 
put into a state" (diatethetai).l66 We may define "mystery" as used here as a 
secret rite by which selected individuals were brought into a special relationship 
with a deity and assured of certain benefits. An initiate was given the special 

166. Aristotle, Frg. 15, from Synesius, Dion 10; for tlIe thought cf. Dio Chrysostom, 
Discourses 12.33. 
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protection of the divinity by means of the ceremonies themselves, which worked 
automatically, and these ceremonies and their privileges were the exclusive 
property of a small group. 

The mysteries may be classified into the local and the universal. At the 
beginning of the Christian era a number of local mysteries, some of great 
antiquity, flourished in Greece and Asia Minor. In the first century A.D. the only 
mysteries whose extension may be called universal were the mysteries of Diony
sus and those of the eastern gods, especially Isis. 
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Local Mysteries 

Mysteries in Greece were in earlier times dedicated to Demeter. The original 
Greek mysteries were rooted in the soil and related to the cycle of nature. Most 
of the local mysteries (a neglected aspect of the much studied mysteries) did 
not go beyond rites to assure fertility, safety, or the like. 

An example of a local mystery was that of Panamara in southwest Asia 
Minor. This mystery was attached to the soil, dedicated to the deity of the city, 
of limited extension, and promised only terrestrial benefits. The Carians from 
early times worshiped a Zeus Warrior, and Zeus Panamaros appears in this 
form. As the native male god was Hellenized under the name Zeus, so his consort 
was Hellenized under the name of Hera. There were two sorts of festivals: the 
komyria reserved for men, and the heraia reserved for women. The essential 
element of the mystery was a sacred banquet (itself constituting the mystery) 
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to which the divinity was invited to rejoice with his worshipers, who sacrificed 
oxen, chanted hymns, and together drank wine. The priest of Zeus officially 
invited the inhabitants of neighboring cities to come and pray to the god and 
receive initiation. The invitations do not exclude foreigners nor slaves and thus 
show the tendency to universalism in the religious sentiment of the first century, 
not characteristic of earlier times. 

A local mystery that acquired considerable fame and was even trans
planted to other sites in Hellenistic and early Roman times was that of the 
"Mother of the gods" and the Cabiri at Samothrace.167 Known as the "Great 
gods" by the Greeks, the Cabiri were non-Hellenic deities worshiped at several 
spots on the mainland and islands of the Aegean. Their numbers varied, but 
more frequently they were a pair and by Roman times they were often confused 
with the Dioscuri. Like the latter they were general protective deities, particularly 
of seamen. It is possible, but unknown, that the Cabiri had a connection with 
the afterlife. Excavations have revealed their principal sanctuary at Samothrace 
where the mysteries were celebrated, but very little is known about the actual 
ceremonies. There is abundant evidence of sacrifices, and there was a meeting 
hall where initiates assembled for the rites. Ritual dances had some part in the 
ceremony.168 There would have been the usual pattern of a purification (myesis) 
followed by the initiation proper, evidently at night. A rigid inquiry was made 
into what sins the candidate had committed. Such a "confession of sins" was 
rare in pagan antiquity but became more common in Roman times. 169 Eleusis 
may have had an influence on the ancient rituals and their interpretation, but 
Samothrace offered the attraction over Eleusis that one could become both a 
mystes (initiate) and epoptes (higher grade of initiate) on the same day and at 
any time of year. Only a small percentage of the initiates, however, received the 
higher grade of initiation. 

Eleusinian Mysteries 

The Ekusinian mysteries provide a good transition from the local to the uni
versal mysteries. They were local in the sense that one had to come to Eleusis 
in order to receive initiation.170 They were universal in Roman times in being 

167. K. Lehman, ed., Samothrace: A Guide to the Excavations and Museum (New York, 
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down reports, incorrectly it seems, of these performances as elements of the Eleusinian 
Mysteries. 
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open to all who could come to Eleusis, afford the initiation, and meet the 
standards of purity. The Eleusinian mysteries are central to this unit because 
they were the most famous of the Greek mysteries and appear to have exercised 
a formative influence on the mysteries of the eastern cults. 

The rites had originally been the property of one family at Eleusis and 
then became open to the town's citizens. When Eleusis was absorbed by Athens, 
the lesser mysteries were added to the greater, and initiation was opened to the 
people of Attica. With the increase in Athens' influence in the late sixth and 
fifth centuries the mysteries were opened to all who spoke Greek. They became 
truly universal after the conquests of Alexander, being expressly made available 
to citizens of the Roman Republic and then the empire. There was a great 
increase of interest in initiation at Eleusis from the first century B.C. to the 
second century A.D. An inscription at the sanctuary there, "All the Greeks to 
the Goddesses and the Emperor," shows the characteristic association of the 
imperial cult with the dominant local worship. Syncretism affected Eleusis at 
the end, for the last known hierophant (leader in the initiation) was also a priest 
of Mithras. Mysteries were held on the site from the fifteenth or fourteenth 
century B.C. Christian burials of the fifth century A.D. show the site was then 
no longer in the hands of pagans. 

Myth. Behind each of the important mysteries was a cult myth, which was 
not secret. The Homeric Hymn to Demeter is the official version from EleusisPI 

Demeter was the Greek grain-goddess. She was a mother-goddess (note 
the last part of her name) associated with the fertility of the soil, particularly 
grain. Very early there was associated with her a daughter (Kore or Persephone), 
who is a younger double of Demeter and seems to have been the power in the 
grain itself, appearing or disappearing with it. 

According to the cult myth, Hades, the god of the underworld, seized Kore 
and carried her off to the underworld. Demeter set out on a vain search for her 
daughter while the crops on earth dried up. Her wanderings brought her to 
Eleusis where, disguised as an old woman, she was received into the house of 
the king as a nurse for his son. Demeter put the child into the fire on the hearth 
each night in order to burn away his mortal nature. She was interrupted one 
night and so prevented from making him immortal. Demeter revealed herself, 
and the Eleusinians built her a temple. In return for their hospitality she taught 
the family of the king the mysteries that would assure a happy immortality and 
became the greatest boon of the Eleusinians. Meanwhile Zeus had persuaded 
Hades to allow Kore to return to her mother so that Demeter could return to 
Olympus and the earth could put forth grain once more. Kore had eaten a 
pomegranate seed in the other world and hence had to spend four months of 
each year underground with Hades. The agricultural basis of the myth seems 

171. F. R. Walton, "Athens, Eleusis, and the Homeric Hymn to Demeter," HTR 45 
(1952):105-14. 
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to be the fact that in the Mediterranean world grain is planted in autumn (the 
time of the Great Mysteries), grows through the winter, and is harvested in the 
spring (the time of the Lesser Mysteries). During the hot, dry summer it does 
not grow but must be stored away underground in great grain-jars. 

According to another myth Demeter and Persephone sent the Eleusinian 
hero Triptolemus, who was among the first initiates, to teach the arts of agri
culture to the rest of humankind. The sending of Triptolemus on a winged chair 
is often depicted in art. This particular connection of Demeter and Eleusis with 
the production of grain, however, is not related to the Eleusinian mysteries 
proper. 

Initiations. While the literary and artistic sources describe the public part 
of the cult, the initiation was a well-kept secret. There were three "degrees" of 
initiation: the Lesser Mysteries, the Greater Mysteries (telete), and epopteia a 
year later. 

The Lesser Mysteries were carried out at Agrai, on the banks of the Illisos 

DEMETER AND PERSEPHONE, 4th c. B.C. 

Demeter seated on a basket (ciste) gives instructions to a man personifying the 
people of Eleusis concerning building activities described in the inscription below. 

Persephone stands behind her. (Eleusis Museum) 
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River outside the walls of Athens, in February/March. After 215 B.C. they were 
celebrated twice in years when a large number of foreigners came. We do not 
know exactly what took place, but the activities were designed to purify initiates 
in preparation for the Greater Mysteries. Fasting, sacrifices, sprinkling or bath
ing in the Illisos, singing of hymns, and bearing a sacred vessel (a firstfruit 
offering?) are referred to. 

The Greater Mysteries in September attracted more attention, and more 
details of their public aspects are known. Thus, we may describe a day-by-day 
account from the standpoint of the Athenians. 

14th of the month Boedromion: The hiera (sacred things) were taken from 
Eleusis to Athens in large round baskets (kistai) and deposited in the Eleusinion 
of Athens. 

15th: The proclamation inviting initiation and stating the conditions 
marked this as the first day of the celebration proper. 

16th: To the cry, "To the sea, 0 mystai [initiates)!" each candidate went 
to the ocean carrying a small pig to be washed along with himself. The pig was 
the principal sacrificial animal used for purification in the worship of Demeter. 
Its blood was considered capable of purifying whatever was impure in humans, 
so the pigs were probably sacrificed immediately after the bath in the sea. The 
application of water was a preliminary cleansing and not the initiation itself. 

17th: A sow was officially sacrificed to Demeter and Persephone and prayer 
was made on behalf of the city. 

18th: Those who arrived late made their preparations. Other initiates 
remained in their houses. 

19th: This was the day of the great procession (pompe) to Eleusis and was 
the first day included in the term mysteria. Everyone saw this procession, and 
it is often alluded to in literature and art. The initiates were accompanied by 
friends and family. They wore festive clothes, were crowned with myrtle, and 
carried a thyrsus (see p. 243), a staff, and a sack for supplies. Priestesses led the 
procession carrying on their heads the baskets containing the sacred objects. It 
was night by the time the festive procession reached Eleusis, so they arrived by 
torchlight. Even after the fourteen-mile journey from Athens the people were 
excited enough to spend the rest of the night in singing and dancing. 

20th-21st: The day of the twentieth was spent in resting and fasting, for 
the initiation proper began that night. The fast perhaps ended in drinking 
kykeon ("mixture" - of barley, water, and mint), which marked the beginning 
of the initiation. Some of the sacred objects were revealed only to those initiated 
into the highest degree of epopteia. The initiates for the Greater Mysteries left 
before this ceremony, which may have occurred the following night. 

22nd: There were libations and rites for the dead. 
23rd: The initiates returned to Athens. With the end of the celebration 

one's obligations to the sanctuary and the goddesses were ended (except to 
preserve silence about what took place). There was no brotherhood of mystai 



HELLENISTIC-ROMAN RELIGIONS 

MODEL OF SANCTUARY AT ELEUSIS 
The sacred procession entered the sanctuary at the right and moved to the 
telesterion, the large hall where the initiation into the Eleusinian Mysteries 

occurred. (Eleusis Museum) 
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to which one belonged after initiation. The initiation was individual, and so 
were its benefits. 

Epopteia, the highest grade of initiation, could only be obtained one year 
after receiving the Greater Mysteries. A person went through the same prelimi
naries and ceremonies with the other initiates but remained to receive something 
more. As the name indicates, the chief feature would have been seeing something, 
and this appears to have been the most holy part of the Greater Mysteries also. 

Initiation could be expensive, even for those who lived in Athens. An 
inscription sets the fee for a slave at fifteen drachmae; one also had to pay the 
price of the sacrificial animals. But initiation was considered worth the price. 
There are many ancient testimonies to the blessedness of the initiates at Eleusis. 
It was apparently the first of the mysteries to offer the promise of a happy 
afterlife in the underworld to those who received initiation. 

The initiation took place in a large initiation hall, the telesterion, which 
differed in its ground plan from a regular Greek temple because it had to 
accommodate a large crowd of initiates at its services. At its largest the telesterion 
was fifty-four by fifty-two meters. Twenty-two interior columns supported the 
roof. Along the four walls were tiers of eight stone steps, probably designed for 
standing rather than sitting. Only initiates and those being initiated were per
mitted inside the hall. The most sacred part was the anaktoron, a small room 
covering an outcropping of rock. It remained unmoved throughout the seven 
successive enlargements and rearrangements of the initiation hall. The emperor 
Marcus Aurelius, who received initiation in 176, became the only layperson to 
be admitted to the anaktoron. 

Interpretation. The rites of initiation included three elements. (1) There 
were the "things enacted" (dromena). Authors ancient and modern have sug-
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gested that the initiates participated in a sacred pageant of the story of Demeter 
and Persephone. Since the myth was presented to all in word and art, it is 
unlikely that a drama enacting the rape of Persephone or Demeter's search had 
anything to do with what was forbidden (aporrheton) or the innermost secret 
(arrheton). The Plutonion, a sanctuary in a cave near the initiation hall, has a 
hole giving access to an underground staircase, near a stepped platform that 
could have been used as stands. If this latter was not for the benefit of those 
watching the procession on the sacred way, then possibly some reenactment of 
the myth was done here, but not the initiation itself. The Homeric Hymn places 
the abduction of Persephone elsewhere, but the Eleusinians perhaps offered this 
hole as an alternative site where it occurred and could be restaged. The well 
beside which Demeter stopped to rest in her search for her daughter was also 
identified with a well in the sacred precincts. Even less likely as an interpretation 
of "the things enacted" are the mission of Triptolemus or a sacred marriage. 

(2) There were "things said" (legomena). Due to a total lack of reliable 
evidence, we have no knowledge of what these words might have been. The 
suggestions are drawn from unreliable sources or from other cults. 

(3) The "things shown" (deiknymena) formed the most important part of 
the ceremony. Hierophant, the title given to the priest in charge of the initiation, 
means "he who makes things appear." He had a large chair that faced the small 
room (the anaktoron) where the hiera ("sacred things") were kept. What the 
hierophant made to appear came from the anaktoron. At the climax of the 
ceremony such a great fire was kindled that the light could be seen from some 
distance, and in the radiant light the hierophant exhibited the hiera. These may 
have been cult objects from Mycenaean times. A papyrus in Milan has Heracles 
say, in affirming that he was already initiated, "I have seen the Kore," 172 implying 
that initiates saw some vision of the underworld goddess. Some have connected 
this with Hippolytus' report that cut wheat was shown (Refutation of All Heresies 
5.8.38-41); however, Hippolytus has confused what was shown in the Phrygian 
mysteries, and cut wheat appears openly in Eleusinian art. The phallus is even 
less likely, for it was Dionysiac. Cut wheat, the sacred kistai, and poppy flowers 
(rosette shaped) are common cult emblems in surviving sculpture at Eleusis. 
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Dionysiac Mysteries 

The Dionysiac mysteries were the only new mysteries of Greek origin that spread 
widely in Hellenistic-Roman times. They were practiced in general by private 
associations but under the control of the state. Their celebration was not con
fined to anyone locality: they were very widespread in Asia Minor and the 
Greek islands but also are attested in Egypt and Italy. 

Myth. Dionysus was the son of Zeus and Semele, a mortal. Hera, in her 
jealousy, craftily persuaded Semele to ask her lover to prove his deity by ap
pearing in all his power and glory. Semele induced Zeus to give her whatever 
she asked for, and so he was tricked into granting a request that he knew would 
kill her. Zeus' lightning bolts destroyed Semele but made her unborn child 
immortal. Zeus placed the unborn child (Dionysus) in his thigh, from whence 
he was born at full term. Hermes then carried the child to a wise old silenus to 
rear him. After maturing, Dionysus descended to Hades and brought his mother 
up from the underworld. He gave people the gift of the vine and planted his 
worship everywhere (cf. this with the Orphic version of the myth recounted 
above, p. 151). Although two aspects of the myth, the divinizing of Dionysus 
and his leading his mother from the underworld, could be connected with a 
belief in immortality, evidence is lacking that there was any enactment of the 
myth in the Dionysiac mysteries. 

General Features. The orgiastic and ecstatic celebrations of Dionysus (Lat. 
Bacchus) in classical times are known from Euripides' play The Bacchae. A 
period of fasting preceded the winter festival. Weakened by the fasting, the 
devotees in wild ecstatic dance to the accompaniment of the aulos worked 
themselves into a delirium. In this frenzy, according to the prevalent interpreta
tion, they ate the raw flesh with the blood in it of animals that were seized. 
Mainly women were affected. Known as maenads, they are depicted in art 
carrying a torch or a thyrsus (a staff with a pine cone on the end and entwined 
with vine or ivy leaves) and swirling in dance in the presence of sileni. Since 
Dionysus was believed to appear in animal form and to be present in the wine, 
eating the flesh from a living animal and drinking wine could be understood 
as incorporating the god and his power within.173 The orgia in the milder form 

173· Cf. Plato's phrase, "eternal drunkenness" (Republic 36SD). 
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DIONYSUS, 
Roman period 

The drinking cup 
(kantharos) turned 

down was a sign of 
drunkenness. 

(Eleusis Museum) 

j 
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continued into later times and are distinct from the mysteries, which were added 
in Hellenistic times. 

The ecstasy associated with Dionysiac worship evoked resistance from 
conservatives. The plot of The Bacchae revolves around the efforts of a Greek 
king to resist the introduction of the Dionysiac ecstasy into his realm and the 
impossibility of resisting the divine will.174 Rome too at first opposed the spread 
of Dionysiac worship. An important landmark in the history of the cult and of 
our knowledge about it is Livy's report of the events surrounding the senatus 
consultum of 186 B.C. suppressing the Bacchanalia,l75 On the basis of charges 
of immorality and threat to the state the senate sought to confine the mysteries 
to a few persons acting under state supervision. An accommodation, however, 
was reached, and by the first century the new mysteries flourished among the 
wealthy in southern Italy, as inscriptions, wall paintings in villas, reliefs, and 
decorations on sarcophagi show. The decree itself continued to exert a negative 
influence on Roman attitudes toward foreign religions that did not have official 
acceptance. 

An important inscription about the Dionysiac religion comes from Torre 
Nova in Tuscany and is dated in the late second century A.D.176 The inscription 
is a record of the subscribers to the erection of a statue to "Agripinilla the 
priestess." Pompeia Agripinilla possibly learned the Dionysiac mysteries while 
her husband was proconsul of Asia in 165. The members of the society are 
probably listed according to their order in the sacred procession. The series of 
titles is extraordinarily long, but this fits the Greek practice of giving as many 
persons as possible a title. A family or individual could always found a religious 
association such as this one. While primarily women originally participated in 
Dionysiac rites, in time both sexes took part, as here. 

Dionysiac worship had wider aspects than the mystery initiations, which 
is shown by another important inscription from the second century that lists 
the statutes of a Dionysiac association in Athens (quoted in part in the section 
on Greek associations, pp. 134-35). They indicate an association that did not 
differ in essentials from other private Greek clubs with a religious center. It 
appears primarily as a social and dinner club with burial responsibilities for its 
members, but presided over by a priest, performing cultic acts, and meeting on 
the days sacred to Dionysus. Its membership was drawn from the leading 
citizens of Athens. 

Traveling guilds of actors that presented plays throughout the empire were 
organized as a religious association dedicated to Dionysus. They were considered 
"sacred" and granted immunity and special protection by the rulers. 

174. Bacchae 795; cf. Acts 26:14. E. R. Dodds, Bacchae, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 1987). 
175. Text and translation in Loeb Classical Library, Latin Series, Remains of Old Latin, 

4:254-59· 
176. A. Vogiiano and F. Cumont, "La grande inscription bachique du Metropolitan 

Museum," AJA 37 (1933):215-70. 
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Dionysiacs used the term mysteries loosely for their dances and for dra
matic contests (both of which were public). The dances, masquerades, banquets 
and accompanying revelry, and singing were the main attraction for many. 
Nilsson suggests that the Dionysiac mysteries, as shown on the art monuments 
of well-to-do people in Italy, "appealed to those who loved a pleasant and 
luxurious life and from education and conservatism kept to the old culture and 
its religion and yielded less easily to the lure of foreign religions but wanted a 
little thrill of religion as a spice to the routine of life." 177 

Initiation. When mysteries were added to the Dionysiac cult in the Hel
lenistic Age, they were not hidden in the same secrecy as prevailed in regard to 
the old mysteries of Demeter. At least it seems that dements of the initiation 
were freely represented in art that survives from Italy in the early empire. 
Elements of the initiation may very well have differed from place to place, since 
the mysteries were added late and there was no central agency dictating uni
formity. 

The frescoes from the Villa Item ("House of the Mysteries") outside 
Pompeii are quite famous but their interpretation is much disputed, even as 
to their connection with a Dionysiac ceremony. One reads the pictures from 
left to right along the north, east, and south walls upon entering the room 
through the door in the west wall. The fIrst scene shows a woman and a naked 
boy who is reading from a scroll. This perhaps represents certain instructions 
about the ritual or its meaning. The next group shows a seated woman, seen 
from the back, whose left hand uncovers a dish brought by a girl and whose 
right hand touches another dish in which a girl pours something from a small 
jug. This is usually interpreted as an offering: the fIrst girl presenting a food 
offering and the second pouring a libation (or it may be a lustration). There 
follows a large silenus playing a lyre. A boy or young Pan plays a pipe while 
a girl (a Panisca) offers her breast to a kid. Next is a terrifIed woman running 
away. On the east wall a seated silenus (satyr) holds a bowl into which a boy 
is peering. Another boy holds a grotesque mask over the head of the silenus. 
Is the mask reflected from the bowl? Does it indicate that some participants 
in the initiation wore masks to impersonate sileni? The next group is the 
central scene, located opposite the entrance. Dionysus and Ariadne preside 
over the scene. Before them is a kneeling, veiled woman who is removing a 
covering from the sacred basket (a liknon, discussed below). Close to the basket 
stands a demonic female fIgure who wears a short doth around her loins and" 
high boots. She has powerful dark wings and holds in her right hand a staff 
with which she is ready to strike blows. Nilsson suggests that she represents 
Dike (goddess of justice) or a personifIcation of punishments in the under
world. The blows are aimed at a woman on the south wall whose back is bared 
and who kneels with her head in the lap of a seated woman who makes a 

177. M. P. Nilsson, "The Bacchic Mysteries of the Roman Age," HTR 46 (1953):194-95. 
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HOUSE OF MYSTERIES, Pompeii 
Flagellation followed by ecstatic dance depicted in the hall of paintings may be 

related to a Dionysiac ceremony. (Courtesy Alinary/Art Resource, New York) 
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protecting gesture toward the demon of punishment. After the terror of 
punishment comes the joyous abandon of celebration. Almost completely 
naked, the woman swirls in a dance and clashes cymbals above her head. She 
is the same woman who was whipped, for the scarf that waves around as she 
dances is the same scarf under her arms in the flagellation scene. She represents 
now the joyful aspect of the afterlife. In the background is another woman 
(priestess?) in a dark dress holding a thyrsus. 

There are several recurrent features of Dionysiac art, many of which occur 
in the Villa Item frescoes. Most important is the liknon (Lat. vannus), the sacred 
wicker basket (cista mystica). Originally an agricultural implement, it was 
adopted in the new Dionysiac mysteries. Looking into the sacred basket ap
parently was a central part of the initiation ceremony, but some of the repre
sentations show the basket placed on the head of the initiate. The liknon, covered 
with a cloth, was filled with fruit and a phallus. The latter was carried in 
Dionysiac processions and was a frequent Dionysiac symbol. In an agricultural 
setting it had been a symbol of fertility, but in the mysteries apparently was a 
symbol of life-giving power. Other frequently recurring symbols of the Diony-
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SARCOPHAGUS WITH DIONYSIAC SCENES 
On the left Dionysus and Ariadne recline in a cart pulled by two centaurs. 

Other figures in the Dionysiac entourage include Pan, satyrs, maenads, 
and Silenus. (British Museum) 

siac cult were dancing maenads, the thyrsus, masks, and satyrs - all from the 
old orgiastic background. 

Infants or small children are sometimes pictured as initiated, unlike what 
is known from the other mysteries. The background for this practice was the 
sentimental view of children that began in the Hellenistic Age, but the reason 
for its presence specifically in the Dionysiac mysteries perhaps was the promi
nence in his myths -of Dionysus' childhood, interest in which is attested to by 
the art. The initiation of children shows that these were not mysteries in the 
strict sense of being hidden in secrecy. Some have connected the rise of infant 
baptism in Christianity with the practice of initiating small children as a 
safeguard against premature death. Probably the most that can be said in this 
regard is that similar feelings were at work. 

The Dionysiac mysteries, it may be inferred, promised a happy afterlife. 
The ceremonies reminded one of the terror of punishment (Origen, Against 
Celsus 4.10) but presumably offered a life of bliss in the other world. Neither 
Dionysus nor the initiates were thought of as rising from the dead. Rather, the 
mysteries removed anxiety about death by depicting life in the other world as 
a Dionysiac revel. Such seems to be the significance of the many Dionysiac 
scenes on sarcophagi of the empire. 
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Egyptian Deities: Isis, Osiris, and Sarapis 

The Egyptian deities were the first of the eastern deities to become important 
in the Hellenistic world, and during the first two centuries of the common era 
they were the most popular and widespread of the non-Greek deities. Isis and 
Osiris were very old Egyptian gods: Osiris was important as the vegetation god 
and king of the underworld; Isis was his sister and wife and the mother of 
Horus. She took the leading role in the expansion of the Egyptian cult outside 
Egypt. The Greeks contributed two ideas of great importance to the success of 
Isis. They identified her with Demeter (and later with Aphrodite), so making 
her the most important of the mother goddesses of the Hellenistic world to 
whom culture and mysteries were attributed. Further, they elevated her to an 
all-encompassing cosmopolitan deity (although her cult preserved the appeal 
of the exotic from its Egyptian elements), and the propaganda for her claimed 
that other goddesses were but manifestations of her (see more below). 

The distinguishing features of the artistic depictions of Isis include the 
Egyptian knot (or Isis knot) in her dress at the bosom, the Egyptian headdress 
(a disc for the sun, two feathers - symbols of royalty - and two ears of grain), 
and such cult instruments as the sistrum (a type of rattle) and situla (a small 
bucket for water or milk). A common portrayal of Isis shows her suckling the 
infant Horus (Harpocrates, identified by a finger pointing to his mouth, sym
bolizing silence), which some have claimed to be the precedent for the Madonna 
and Child pictures in Christian art. 178 

Sarapis (Lat. Serapis) replaced Osiris in the Greek world. His name orig
inated from Osorapis, a combination of Osiris with Apis, the bull god worshiped 
at Memphis. Ptolemy I established the cult at Alexandria and supplied Hellenis
tic features. Modern scholars see the cult, which spread from its famous temple 

178. This has been disputed by V. Tran Tam Tinh, Isis Lactans (Leiden, 1973). 
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ISIS AND SARAPIS, from Gortys 
The attributes of Isis included a rattle (sistrum) and Egyptian headdress. Sarapis 

iconographically was a combination of Zeus (note the scepter), Asclepius 
(a kindlier visage than Zeus), and Hades (the three-headed dog Cerberus, who 

guarded the entrance to the underworld). (Heraklion Museum) 
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TEMPLE OF ISIS, Sarapeum C, Delos 
The Hellenization of the Egyptian cult is seen in this Greek-style temple, housing 

the cult image, with a horned altar in front. 
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(the Serapeum in Alexandria), as a focus to Ptolemy's Greco-Egyptian empire. 
Timotheus, an official of Eleusis, played a major role in the introduction of the 
Sarapis cult. Sarapis was portrayed with the features of Zeus, only with a milder 
and more kindly appearance (similar to Asdepius), and is often acclaimed on 
inscriptions as "one Zeus Sarapis." He is distinguished from Zeus by his head
piece - identified as a modius (a container for measuring grain) or a calathus 
(a basket for carrying fruit), either of which served as a symbol of fertility. 
Sometimes he appears with Cerberus, the three-headed dog that was the at
tribute of Hades. Sarapis was a savior god, delivering from danger and healing 
the sick. In this he took over certain features of the cult of Asclepius. 

Also sometimes associated with the Hellenized Egyptian cults were Har
pocrates (Horus the child) and Anubis, the jackal or dog-headed god identified 
with Hermes. 

The Sarapis inscriptions on the island of Delos provide a good illustration 
of how the eastern cults spread in the Greek world.179 Apollonios, an Egyptian 
priest, arrived on Delos in the early third century B.C. and conducted worship 
to Sarapis in rented quarters. The cult grew and his grandson of the same name 
was commanded by the god in a dream to build an independent temple. The 
inscription he set up in the last quarter of the third century on a column in the 
temple (Sarapeum A) tells of the legal obstacles and the successful overcoming 
of all opposition to the building of the temple. Another private temple was also 
built (Sarapeum B) with various sodalities attached. The worship of Sarapis 
became an official civic cult about 180 B.C. and a public temple (Sarapeum C) 
was built, subscribed to by the private associations but now having priests 
elected annually in the Greek manner. Immigration and political considerations 
(in this case the influence of the Ptolemies in the eastern Mediterranean) were 
frequent factors in the spread of eastern cults. Dream instructions played a 
particularly prominent role in the cult of Sarapis (for which one may note the 
accounts in Acts 10:9-32; 16:9 for the importance of dream revelations in the 
spread of Christianity). 

The Egyptian deities were thoroughly Hellenized, at least in externals -
the statues, temples, and language - yet maintained the appeal of the foreign 
in their ceremonies. The Egyptian cults (notably Isis) never lost their Egyptian 
(foreign) atmosphere. That attracted some but repelled others (the situation of 
Judaism in this regard was somewhat analogous). The foreign aspects account 
for the occasional repressions. Authorities in Rome resisted the spread of the 
Egyptian gods, whose temples had a reputation for immorality. ISO More impor
tant was the political purpose: Isis and Sarapis represented the chief rival of 
Rome - Egypt. Even under the early empire there was fear of Egyptian influ-

179. A. D. Nock, Conversion (Oxford, 1933), 51ff. 
180. Josephus, Ant. 18.3.4 (65-80); Ovid, Art of Love 1.77-78; Juvenal, Satires 6-486-89, 

526-41; 9.22-26. 
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EGYPTIAN PROCESSION, relief, 2d c. A.D. 

A priestess holding a sistrum and simpuium, a shaven-headed priest carrying a 
vessel of Nile water, a priest with falcon headdress, and a priestess with a lotus in 

her hair and carrying a snake and a situia are Egyptian characteristics. 
(Gregorian Profane Museum, Vatican) 

ence. The Egyptian cult was suppressed repeatedly in the first century B.C. and 
A.D. A change in the official attitude came when Caligula erected a temple to 
Isis on the Campus Martius in A.D. 38, but it was only when Domitian made 
the temple one of Rome's most splendid monuments that Isis and Sarapis began 
to enjoy uninterrupted imperial favor. Their cult had long since penetrated all 
the major cities. 

Greek and Latin authors tended to see the Egyptian religion as either the 
highest or lowest of religions. On the one hand, they glorified the wisdom of 
ancient Egypt and said the Greeks had learned philosophy and the mysteries 
from them;181 on the other hand, they considered the worship of animal forms 
the lowest form of religion. 182 

Myth. The myth of Osiris and Isis has been preserved in Hellenized form by 
Plutarch, Isis and Osiris 12-21 (Moralia 355D-59D). One must use Plutarch with 

181. Diodorus Siculus 1.96 and 98. Plutarch, Isis and Osiris 9-10 (Moralia 354D-F). 
182. Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 1.16-43; Lucian, Parliament of the Gods 10; Zeus 

Rants 42. Cf. the Jewish and Christian appropriation of this - Josephus, Against Apion 1.225, 

2.86 and passim; Philo, Decalogue 78; The Contemplative Life 8; Rom. 1:23; Aristides, Apology 
12; Theophilus, To Autolyeus 1.10; Athenagoras, Plea 1. See also K. A. D. Smelik, " 'Who Knows 
Not What Monsters Demented Egypt Worships?' Opinions on Egyptian Animal Worship in 
Antiquity as Part of the Ancient Conception of Egypt," ANRW II, Prineipat, 17.4 (Berlin, 
1984), 1852-2000. 
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caution, though; as was typical with philosophers, he gave a philosophical inter
pretation to the myth and found philosophical meaning in the ceremonies. Thus, 
we should not confuse Plutarch's use of philosophy with an "Egyptian" theology, 
despite his claim to derive some of his interpretations from Egyptian priests. 

According to the myth, Osiris, after ruling over the Egyptians in a benef
icent manner, was plotted against by his brother Set (Gk. Typhon). The latter 
made a chest and at a banquet promised to give it to anyone who exactly fit 
into it. As had been planned, when Osiris entered the chest, Set's men closed 
the chest and threw it into the Nile. Isis set out in search for the chest and her 

1 

brbother-husband. Shehfound it at BYdblos on the coast of Phofenthiciabandd brodught \.,. 
it ack to Egypt. Typ on succeede in getting possession 0 e 0 y an cut 
it up into fourteen parts, which were scattered about Egypt. Isis then went 
through the country collecting the parts. She recovered all but the genitals, 
which she replaced by a gold image that was carried in procession. (This seems 
to combine two different traditions of the death of Osiris - that he was 
drowned and that he was murdered and dismembered.) Osiris became king of 
the underworld and helped his son Horus to gain a victory over Typhon. Osiris 
did not return to this world or experience a resurrection properly speaking; his 
continued existence was in the netherworld. The burial rites to make the 
deceased into an Osiris were a preparation for life in the underworld where 
Osiris ruled. 

Ceremonies. There existed from of old in Egypt a sort of liturgical drama 
of Osiris and the search by Isis, but it does not seem that this was secret. The 
rites performed on the dead to make them a new Osiris were known only to 
the priests, and Greek writers used the terminology of mysteries to describe 
what was strange to them, but these rites applied only to the dead. 

The two great annual festivals in honor of the Egyptian gods and the daily 
rites at the temples were public. The great festival was a week-long commemora
tion at the end of October and beginning of November of the search for and 
finding of Osiris. It was connected with agriculture, fertility, and the cycle of 
the seasons. Set (Typhon) was the power of drought, Osiris the rising Nile, Isis 
the land awaiting the flooding of the waters. The other major annual festival 
came in early March to mark the opening of the sailing season. At seaports a 
ship consecrated to Isis was ceremonially launched. 

One of the great attractions of the Egyptian cult was its eye appeal. There 
were daily ceremonies in the morning and evening at the Isis temples, a new 
feature in Greco-Roman paganism. Each morning the priests opened the 
temple, sprinkled with sacred Nile water the worshipers who gathered, lit lamps, 
awakened the goddess, dressed her statue, presented food to her, and chanted 
litanies. In the evening the temple was closed and the goddess undressed for 
the night. Processions were also an important part of the Egyptian cult, as may 
be seen from art monuments and from Apuleius' account of the spring festival 
(Metamorphoses 11). They had the air of a costume parade, but consisted of 
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ISIS WORSHIP, wall painting from Herculaneum 
In addition to the typically Egyptian elements, note the sacrifice on a horned altar 

and the double choir singing hymns. The daily ceremony of opening an Isis temple 
in the morning may be depicted. 

religious personnel, as follows: women crowned with flowers who scattered 
other flowers along the way; other women and a mixed company carrying lamps, 
torches, and candles; musicians playing pipes and a boys' chorus singing a hymn 
about the procession; the initiates wearing white linen and carrying sistra (the 
men's heads were clean shaven); priests carrying various emblems of the 
goddess; and men dressed as various Egyptian deities. 183 Attention was also 
attracted by the devotees of Isis on whom the goddess imposed acts of penitence 
and who bewailed their sins outside the temples. 184 

183. Clement of Alexandria, Miscellanies 6.4.35ff., describes another procession. 
184. A. D. Nock, Conversion (Oxford, 1933),80. 
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Some Egyptian temples in the Greek world exemplify a typical Greek 
temple, as Sarapeum C on Delos. Others show greater accommodation to the 
distinctive rites of the Egyptian cults. Native Egyptian temples were not just 
sanctuaries for an image, altar, and offerings, but each was a complex of build
ings with facilities for lodging, meals, and other activities. 18S The well-preserved 
temple compound of Isis at Pompeii includes cells that may have been living 
quarters for the resident professional priesthood, a cistern for keeping Nile 
water, and a high platform (reached by a flight of steps) before the entrance to 
the cella. 186 A wall painting from Herculaneum illustrates either the daily ritual 
at such a temple or the preparation for a procession. At the top of the steps on 
the platform before the entrance stands the head priest holding a jar (probably 
containing Nile water). He is flanked by a priestess holding a sistrum and a 
situla, by a black priest holding a sistrum, and by two sphinxes. At the foot of 
the stairs a priest is fanning the flames on a horned and garlanded altar. Two 
choruses facing each other on the steps are being led in hymns by a priest and 
accompanied by a black musician playing on a pipe. In Egyptian temples hymns 
were sung daily by the general public gathered in outer halls. All the priests 
have shaven heads, and all except some in the choruses wear white linen (cf. 
Plutarch, Isis and Osiris 3-4 [Moralia 352C]). 

Egyptian temples commonly had dining rooms that could be rented out. 
Cult meals were common in the religious associations (see pp. 134-35). Invita
tions to such religious meals have survived on papyri from Egypt. One such 
reads, "Chaeremon asks you to dine at the couch of the Lord Sarapis in the 
Sarapeum tomorrow, the 15th, beginning at the ninth hour."187 Sarapis temples 
not uncommonly contained an underground chamber, which may have been 
used in the initiation (on the analogy of the Isis initiation described below). 

Initiation. The Hellenization of the cult of Isis and Osiris included the 
addition of mysteries of the Greek type, patterned on Eleusis. These secret 
ceremonies of initiation belong only to the Hellenistic and later periods and to 
the cult outside Egypt. 

Three classes of adherents comprised the Isiac religion: the ordinary faith
ful who might attend the daily ceremonies and join a procession; the initiates 
who had the right to enter into the temple, were clothed in linen, and took an 
active part in the ceremonies; and the various levels of priests. The initiation 
was not for everyone but seems to have been required in order to enter the 
sacerdotal class, especially for one who was a foreigner. Initiation implied an 
intimate participation in the cult, qualifying one to perform certain functions 
and bringing him under the special protection of Isis. 

185. J. A. S. Evans, Life in an Egyptian Temple in the Graeco-Roman Period (New Haven, 

186. V. Tran Tam Tinh, Essai sur Ie culte d'Isis iI Pompei (Paris, 1964). 
187. Oxyrhynchus Papyri, ed. B. P. Grenfell and A. S. Hunt (London, 1898), 1.110. See 

Chan-hie Kim, "The Papyrus Invitation," fBL 94 (1975):)91-402. 
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The most substantial account that we possess of an initiation into a 
mystery cult comes from Apuleius in his Metamorphoses, Book 11. This is also 
a moving testimony to a deep, personal religious faith, almost unique in the 
surviving literature about Greco-Roman religion. ISS 

The goddess appeared to Lucius in a dream: 

I am Nature, the Universal Mother, mistress of all the elements, 
sovereign of all things spiritual, queen of the dead, queen of the immortals, 
the single manifestation of all gods and goddesses that are. [She recounts the 
names by which she is known among different peoples.] The Egyptians who 
excel in ancient learning and worship me with ceremonies proper to my 
godhead call me by my true name, namely, Queen Isis. 

Lucius was assured br".th~ high_£!,i!!~t2i!§i~.C!t.C,g!.i!!!hJbat "her service is 
perfect freedom." He received three different initiations. The .. fi.rst was at Corinth 
in!Qt~.l.l.lU>.U~is. The priest explained to Lucius that one was not initiated '" 

Without direct orders from Isis: 

The gates of the underworld and the guardianship of life are in her hands, 
and the rites of initiation approximate to a voluntary death from which there 
is only a precarious hope of resurrection. So she usually chooses old men 
who feel that their end is fast approaching yet are not too senile to be capable 
of keeping a secret; by her grace they are, in a sense, born again and restored 
to new and healthy life. 

(Despite the interpretations put on these words they seem to be only meta
phorical for the new kind of life to be taken up in the college of servants of 
Isis. The explanation that chastity was required perhaps explains the preference 
for older men.) Finally Isis in simultaneous dreams to Lucius and the high 
priest Mithras signified the day on which the initiation should take place. The 
priest took Lucius to the public baths for purificatory washing accompanied 
by prayers. (The close association with the priest ["father"] was typical of 
small religious associations and may be compared with the situation in 
1 Cor. 1.) There followed a ten-day period of abstention from meat and wine. 
On the evening of the initiation the uninitiated withdrew. Lucius was clothed 
with a new linen robe, and led into the interior of the temple. 

It may be, my studious reader, that you would very much like to know 
what was said there and what was done. I would tell you if it were lawful for 
me to tell, and you would know all if it were lawful for you to hear .... Hear 
then and believe, for what I tell you is true. I drew near to the confines of 

188. Martin Dibelius, "The Isis Initiation in Apuleius and Related Initiatory Rites," in 
Conflict at C%ssae, ed. Fred O. Francis and Wayne A. Meeks (Missoula, Mont., 1973), 61-121, 
attempts an understanding of certain passages in Colossians on the basis of Apuleius. 
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death, treading the very threshold of Proserpine. I was borne through all the 
elements and returned to earth again. At the dead of night I saw the sun 
shining brightly. I approached the gods above and the gods below, and wor
shipped them face to face. See, I have told you things which, though you have 
heard them, you still must know nothing about. 

The solemn rites ended at dawn, and Lucius emerged wearing twelve stoles, 
evidently representing his symbolic journey through the heavenly elements 
before his return to earth. A torch was in his right hand, and a crown of white 
palm leaves spread out like rays of light was on his head. So attired, he was led 
up on a wooden platform in the presence of an image of the goddess, curtains 
were pulled back, and he was presented to the gaze of the crowd. A banquet 
and three days of rejoicing celebrated his "birthday" as an initiate. The whole 
experience showed him that the underworld, the elements, and the heaven of 
the gods were under the protection of Isis; Lucius was no longer at the mercy 
of Fortune. 

When Lucius went to Rome, though a foreigner, he was given theJreedol11 
of the Isis tgp.pleJ?~,use of his initiation at Corinth.. The goddess, however, 
instructed him in a dream that he must receive a second initiation, this time 
into the mysteries of Osiris. His expenses in Corinth and journey to Rome had 
used up all of Lucius' funds. At Osiris' instructions he sold the robe off his back 
in order to pay for the initiation. There was the same preliminary ten days of 
fasting plus a complete shaving of his head. No details of the initiation are given. 
It may have closely paralleled, although it was distinct from, that at Corinth to 
Isis, for it is described as a "nocturnal orgy" (nocturnis orgius), after which he 
became the god's "illuminate." 

After this, the goddess gave another vision requiring a third initiation. 
This time Lucius was inducted into the college of pastophoroi, the lower order 
of priests. He refers only to his fasting and keeping his head shaved, as was 
required for his priestly duties. It is not indicated that these inductions represent 
three different grades in which one penetrated deeper into the mysteries of the 
religion. The best explanation for the second initiation, which differed little 
from the first, was that evidently the priests at different temples found excuses 
to prescribe new initiations. 

The goddess prospered Lucius' legal practice, but the real theme of the 
Metamorphoses is that the initiation into Isis freed him from the control of fate 
and magic. It is only in Apuleius that Isis appears as ruler of the realm of the 
dead, but even here there is no explicit promise of immortality, only of bliss 
after death. Lucius now, unlike a Greek free before his god, was a slave, body 
and soul, to the goddess; this was an eastern conception. 

Aretalogies. 189 The word arete ("virtue") in Hellenistic Greek came to be 

189. See the translations in F. C. Grant, Hellenistic Religions (New York, 1953), 128-36; 
V. F. Vanderlip, The Four Greek Hymns of Isidorus and the Cult of Isis (Toronto, 1972); H. En-



HELLENISTIC-ROMAN RELIGIONS 259 

used of the manifestations and powers of the deity, his/her achievements and 
accomplishments (cf. 1 Pet. 2:9). Praises of the achievements of a deity were a 
propaganda device that began in the cult of Asclepius, but they seem particularly 
characteristic of the Egyptian gods. In all of the cults there was less concern 
with who a deity was or what his/her nature was than with what he/she did and 
what benefits he/she conferred.190 

The aretalogies of Isis and Harpocrates follow a uniform style whether in 
prose or poetry. The pattern followed is that of the Hellenistic hymns (see 
p. 182). The deity is identified by name, parentage, and places of worship. Many 
aretalogies, however, are in the first person, as the deity proceeds to relate his 
or her omnipotence and achievements. Isis in particular claims credit for all 
human civilization - temporal, political, social, moral, and religious. The social 
significance of her religion is strongly marked. Isis reigns supreme in the uni
verse; the goddesses worshiped under other names are in reality Isis. The em
phasis is on terrestrial benefits. Such praises served to promote the worship of 
the deity in the Greek world. 

Bibliography 

Hopfuer, T. Fontes Historiae Religionis Aegyptiacae. Bonn, 1922-1925. 
Vanderlip, V. F. The Four Greek Hymns of Isidorus and the Cult of Isis. Toronto, 1972. 
Zabkar, L. V. Hymns to Isis in her Temple at Philae. Hanover, N.H., 1988. 
Plutarch's De Iside et Osiride. Edited with an introduction, translation, and com

mentary by J. G. Griffiths. Swansea, 1970. 
Apuleius of Maudauros. The Isis Book (Metamorphoses, Book 11). Edited and trans-

lated by J. G. Griffiths. Leiden, 1975. 
Engelmann, Helmut. The Delian Aretalogy of Sarapis. Leiden, 1975. 
Vidman, L. Sylloge inscriptionum religionis Isiacae et Serapiacae. Berlin, 1969. 
Firmicus Maternus. The Error of Pagan Religions 2 and 22. Translated by C. A. Forbes 

in Ancient Christian Writers, vol. 37. New York, 1970. 

Brady, T. A. The Reception of the Egyptian Cults by the Greeks. Columbia, Mo., 1935. 
Youtie, H. C. "The Kline of Sarapis." HTR 41 (1948}:9-30. 
Festugiere, A. J. "A propos des Aretalogies d'Isis." HTR 42 (1949}:209-34. 
Vidman, L. Isis und Sarapis bei den Griechen und Romern. Berlin, 1970. 
Witt, R. E. Isis in the Graeco-Roman World. Ithaca, N.Y., 1971. 
Roullet, A. N. The Egyptian and Egyptianizing Monuments of Imperial Rome. Leiden, 

1972. 
Stambaugh, John E. Sarapis under the Early Ptolemies. Leiden, 1972. 

gelmann, The De/ian Aretalogy of Sarapis (Leiden, 1975). For studies of the possible relation 
of aretalogies to the Gospels see Morton Smith, "Prolegomena to a Discussion of Aretalogies, 
Divine Men, The Gospels, and Jesus," lBL 90 (1971):174-99 and H. C. Kee, "Aretalogy and 
Gospel," lBL 92 (1973):402-22. 

190. Cf. Aristides, Or. 8.1.88 (Dindorf) = 2.356.15 (Keil). 



260 BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

Dunand, Francois. Le culte d'Isis dans Ie bassin oriental de la Mediterranee. 3 vols. 
Leiden, 1973. 

Kater-Sibbes, G. J. F., and W. Hornbostel. The Monuments of Sarapis. A Preliminary 
Catalogue. Leiden, 1973. 

Heyob, Sharon Kelly. The Cult of Isis among Women in the Graeco-Roman World. 
Leiden, 1975. 

Solmsen, Friedrich. Isis among the Greeks and Romans. Cambridge, Mass., 1979. 
Wild, R. A. Water in Cultic Worship of Isis and Sarapis. Leiden, 1981. 
Wild, R. A. "The Known Isis-Sarapis Sanctuaries from the Roman Period." ANRW 

II, Principat, 17.4. Berlin and New York, 1984. Pp. 1739-1851. 

Phoenician Deities: Astarte and Adonis 

The worship of a fertility goddess was widespread from very early times in the 
eastern Mediterranean. The Phoenician Astarte was essentially the same as the 
Syrian Atargatis and the Phrygian Cybele. The Greeks identified her with 
Aphrodite. Astarte was the consort of the supreme god of the Phoenician 
pantheon, Baal Shamim ("Lord of Heaven"). Many local pantheons included a 
youthful god, forming a family triad. One of these youthful gods, Adonis, 
became quite popular in the Greek world, but he was not nearly so important 
in Phoenicia as was Astarte. 

There is not a great deal of information about the Phoenician cult for our 
time period and even less for the mysteries. The fertility cults of Phoenicia and 
Syria do not intersect Christian history very significantly despite the geographi
cal proximity. The long-standing Old Testament polemic against the Canaanite 
fertility cult perhaps accounts for this. 

Myth. Adonis was not a major deity in his own right and was always 
subordinated to a female divinity. The Adonis myth was told in several varia
tions. A representative form is that Adonis was a beautiful youth loved by 
Aphrodite. While hunting he was killed by a wild boar. Aphrodite desired him 
back, but Persephone was also enchanted by his beauty and desired to keep 
him. They agreed to share him, a third of the year in the underworld, a third 
of the year with Aphrodite, and a third of the year as his own master, which he 
spent with Aphrodite. Adonis was originally a vegetation spirit who was 
mourned with the parching of vegetation in the hot, dry Mediterranean sum
mer. In later forms of the myth his story was turned into a tragedy of hunting 
and love without reference to nature. There is no evidence of a "resurrection" 
of Adonis in sources before the second century A.D. and then probably under 
the influence of the Egyptian cult of Osiris. 

Ceremony.191 The center of the worship of Adonis was Byblos in Phoeni-

191. Noel Robertson, "The Ritual of the Dying God in Cyprus and Syro-Palestine," 
HTR 75 (1982):313-59. 
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cia, whence it spread to Greece and Italy. In the spring a boar was sacrificed 
as an act of personal atonement followed by a public procession to the temple 
by worshipers who lamented the death of Adonis. A summer festival (June
JUly),192 observed only by women, was characterized by tending miniature 
gardens of Adonis and mourning for the god. Theocritus (Idyll 15) gives an 
account of the summer ceremony in Alexandria. There was a pageant of the 
wedding of Adonis and Aphrodite, and on the following day the wailing 
women carried an image of the dead Adonis to the sea and committed it to 
the waves. 

Although mysteries of Adonis are claimed, the available evidence for them 
is insufficient. 

Sacred Prostitution. A feature of the ancient Canaanite religion, sacred 
prostitution continued in the temples of Syria and Phoenicia. It was probably 
from this source (through the identification of the fertility goddess with 
Aphrodite) t~e J!.!~?ce was adoEte.~ _at_ the te~ple of :,-p~r<?dite~t 
Corinth.193 Young women gave themselves for a period of time to the service 
or the deity. Many explanations of the origin of the practice have been offered; 
it was perhaps connected with a fertility ritual. 

Bibliography 

Du Mesnil du Buisson, R. Etudes sur les dieux pheniciens herites par l'empire romain. 
Leiden, 1970. 

Teixidor, Javier. The Pagan God: Popular Religion in the Greco-Roman Near East. 
Princeton, 1977. 

Soyez, Br. Byblos et la fete des Adonies. Leiden, 1977. 

Syrian Deities: Atargatis and Others 

Each city of Syria had its Baal ("Lord" or "Master") and his consort. The Baal 
was the master of the country and was responsible for its fertility, but he resided 
in the firmament. Because the female element was more closely associated with 
fecundity, the goddess often assumed a superior place, as is the case with 
Atargatis. Lucian identified Atargatis (the Dea Syria) with Hera and her consort 
Hadad with Zeus. Under the empire the Baal was associated with the sun and 
his consort with the moon. Syria was the source of the solar theology of the 
third-century Roman world (more on sun worship below, pp. 297-98). The most 
successful of the local Baals was the Jupiter of Doliche in Commagene, who 

192. See F. R. Walton, "The Date of the Adonia at Athens," HTR 61 (1968):65ff. for the 
argument that at Athens it occurred in the spring. 
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from being god of lightning became a popular divinity of the Roman armies 
and was carried by them all over the empire.l94 

In the Roman world the best known of the Syrian goddesses (and better 
known than the Phoenician Astarte) was Atargatis of Hierapolis, identified 
simply as "the Syrian Goddess." Atargatis herself was a contlation of the three 
major goddesses of the older Canaanite Pantheon - Astarte, Anath, and Ash
erah - respectively goddesses of love, war, and fecundity, but often merging 
with each other. The great goddesses of the near east - Astarte, Cybele, and 
Atargatis - were characterized as goddesses of nature, fertility, and mother
hood and as rulers of animals. 

The wandering Galli, mendicant priests, provided the principal advertise
ment of the Syrian goddess in the Greco-Roman world. Syrian merchants and 
slaves introduced the cult into port cities. The Syrian goddess along with the 
god Hadad had a temple on the Janiculum hill in Rome under Nero, but in 
general the cult did not spread significantly in the western part of the empire. 

Ceremonies. The principal seat of the worship of Atargatis was Hierapolis. 
At her temple there her statue was supported by lions, that of Hadad by bulls 
(long associated with the Baals of the region), as attested by coinage and other 
artistic representations. Atargatis may first have been portrayed as a fish; fish 
and doves remained sacred to her. 

The worship at Hierapolis consisted of two daily sacrifices - one for 
Hadad in silence and the other for Atargatis to the accompaniment of singing, 
pipe playing, and shaking of rattles. The priests were clothed with white robes 
and tall caps. The high priest, an annual appointee, wore purple and a golden 
tiara. The statue of the goddess was taken to the lake on certain occasions, 
probably for bathing. If one is to judge from the tall phallic emblems outside 
the temple, the goddess had a marked naturalistic character. 

A man who made a pilgrimage to the great festivals had first to shave his 
head and eyebrows. He then sacrificed a sheep, placed the tleece on the ground, 
and knelt on it and prayed. On the road to Hierapolis he used only cold water 
for bathing and drinking and always slept on the ground. Mysteries are attested 
at some places, but their nature is not known. In keeping with the original 
elements of Syrian religion there might have been the exhibition of phallic 
symbols. 

What attracted Greek and Latin authors of the early empire were the 
itinerant priests, the Galli. Apuleius (Metamorphoses 8, 27-28) tells how the 
image of the goddess was carried on an ass while the priests shouted and danced 
to the accompaniment of a pipe. One of their number, bewailing his sins, took 
a whip and beat himself until blood tlowed freely. The priests took out their 
bags and began to collect contributions of money and produce. The itinerant 

194. M. P. Speidel, The Religion of Iuppiter Dolichenus in the Roman Army (Leiden, 
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feature of the Syrian cult is explained by the great number of Syrian slaves 
spread around the Mediterranean who were too poor to build a sanctuary and 
support priests and satisfied their devotion in the passing of the Galli. 

Ritual Castration. Lucian's On the Syrian Goddess 51 tells how men became 
Galli. While the pipes were wailing and the men were dancing, frenzy seized 
many of them. The man who was seized stripped off his clothes, grabbed a 
sword, and castrated himself. He ran through the city and threw what was cut 
off into any house he chose and took from the house women's apparel. There
after he belonged to the goddess and wore woman's clothes. (See further on the 
Phrygian deities, below.) 
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Phrygian Deities: Cybele and Attis 

Pessinus near Mt. Ida in Phrygia was the most ancient site of the cult of Cybele 
and Attis. Cybele was the more important, and she was similar to the other 
mother goddesses of the near east, who included Ma from Commagene (iden
tified by the Romans with Bellona, goddess of war) and Bendis from Thrace 
(identified by the Greeks with Artemis). Hellenized, Cybele was assimilated to 
the "Mother of the Gods" of the Greeks, and in the Latin west she was known 
as the "Great Mother" (Magna Mater). Cybele was occasionally called Agdistis, 
but the latter was sometimes worshiped separately. Attis was the youthful con
sort of Cybele, a mortal lover sometimes interpreted as a vegetation god. He 
was at various times assimilated to Sabazius-Dionysus, the moon god Men, and 
later Mithras. The high priest of Cybele at Pessinus and later the whole priestly 
college wore the title Attis. 

The cult of Cybele was the first of the eastern religions to be received 
officially into Rome,195 at the time of the crisis posed to Italy by Hannibal. The 
senate officially invited the Great Mother to Rome in response to a consultation 

195. Livy 29.10-14· 
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of the Sibylline Books. Presumably the introduction of this foreign cult was 
intended to gain added divine assistance to the Roman cause and to give the 
people a new emotional outlet. An embassy was sent to Asia in 205 B.C. to bring 
back the black meteorite that was identified as the image of the goddess. The 
cult statue arrived in Rome in 204 B.C., and a temple for it was erected on the 
Palatine in 191 B.C. Priests were brought in from Phrygia, because emasculation 
(shocking to Romans and Greeks) was prerequisite to the priesthood. The cult 
finally came out from under restriction under Claudius when Roman citizens 
(not eunuchs) could serve as priests and private associations worshiping the 
Phrygian deities were recognized. Claudius also publicly recognized Attis, but 
it was the second century before he became prominent in the cult. 

Cybele in Hellenistic-Roman art is generally shown seated on a throne, 

CYBELE, 
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wearing a mural crown (as city protectress) or the calathus (for fertility), car
rying a patera and tympanum, and flanked by lions or holding one in her lap. 
Attis is frequently shown as a largely naked youth but wearing the Phrygian 
cap. 

Myth. The myth of Attis and Cybele exists in several variant forms. Ac
cording to one, 196 Zeus begat Agdistis, a wild creature half male and half female. 
Dionysus made it drunk and tied its male member to a tree so that on awakening 
suddenly from sleep it mutilated itself. From the severed male member an 
almond tree sprang up. Nana, the daughter of Sangarius, took fruit of the tree 
into her bosom and conceived Attis. The youth grew up and was about to be 
married to the daughter of the king of Pessinus, but Agdistis had fallen in love 
with him and to prevent the marriage caused Attis to castrate himself. According 
to another form,197 Cybele was bound to Attis by chaste passion and made the 
youth take a vow of perpetual chastity. He became infatuated, however, with 
the nymph Sangaritis and broke his oath. Cybele killed the nymph, and Attis 
went mad and mutilated himself. In most versions Attis died (under a pine tree) 
as a result of the castration, but according to another tradition of the myth he 
was accidentally killed by a companion while hunting a wild boar198 or by the 
boar itself (cf. the myth of Adonis above, p. 260). The majority versions, which 
make the castration central, are aetiological- to explain the rite of castration 
of the priests, a practice perhaps borrowed from the Syrian cult. 

Apart from Firmicus Maternus (mid-fourth century A.D.), who interprets 
the myth according to the agricultural cycle, by which Attis is the grain cut 
down by the sickle and planted to grow again,199 there is little in the ancient 
texts about a resurrection of the god. According to the first version cited above 
Agdistis repented of what she had done and asked Zeus to restore Attis to life. 
This was refused, but she was promised that his body would not decay and as 
token of this his hair continued to grow and his little finger would move itself. 

Festivals. The Megalensia in Rome commemorated the introduction of the 
Cybele cult there. Games, plays, sacrifices, banquets, and perhaps a ritual reen
actment of the arrival of the goddess were held from April 4-10 annually. A 
graphic description of the excitement of a public procession in honor of Cybele 
is found in Lucretius 2.608ff. 

We are better informed about the spring festival of Attis organized under 
Claudius. The program of events is recorded in the calendar of Philocalus for 
the year A.D. 354.200 Since the festival had a long development, all of the fourth
century features may not go back to the first century. 

March 15: canna intrat. The college of reedbearers (cannophori) brought 

196. Pausanias 7.17, 10-12; Arnobius, Against the Pagans 5.5-7. 
197. Ovid, Fasti 4.221-44. 
198. Herodotus 1.34-45. 
199. The Error of the Pagan Religions 3-2. 
200. elL 12, no. 312; cf. H. Hepding, Attis, seine Mythen und sein Kult(Giessen, 1903), 51. 
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bunches of reeds to the temple of Cybele. They and the archigallus (who super
vised devotees) sacrificed a six-year-old bull. The initiates began a period of 
fasting and abstinence from sexual intercourse. 

March 22: arbor intrat. The college of treebearers (dendrophori) cut down 
a pine tree, the symbol of Attis, brought it to the temple on the Palatine, and 
bedecked it with symbols of the Attis cult (including musical instruments and 
Attis figurines). 

March 24: sanguem. The Galli scourged and wounded themselves to the 
point of shedding blood. The new candidates for the priesthood imitated Attis 
by castrating themselves and offering their genitals to the goddess. 

March 25: hilaria. Often interpreted as a resurrection of Attis celebrated 
in a carnival spirit, this day in the cycle is only attested in later times and its 
significance is not revealed in the sources. The joy of the initiates may have 
reference not to Attis but to Cybele whose cult statue was about to be purified 
by the blood of the Galli. 

March 26: requetio. This was a day of rest. 
March 27: lavatio. The statue of the goddess and other cult objects were 

carried in procession to the river Almo to be purified. Some have seen this as 
a purification in connection with a holy marriage with the revivified Attis, but 
that seems fanciful. 

The emasculation and shedding of blood in the Attis and Cybele cult may 
at one time have been associated with fertility magic. The emasculation, as an 
offering of blood, may also have been a means of purification or of expiation. 
Later the act may have been understood as identifying the priest with Attis and 
so with his destiny. There seem to be more grounds, however, for seeing the act 
as an assimilation to Cybele. The genitals were a gift to the goddess. The Galli 
assumed female dress and let their hair grow long. Whatever ideas were later 
incorporated, the most probable explanation of the castration is that the sacer
dotal function implied continence during the charge (the idea was not moral 
but ritual purity).201 The voluntary eunuch was always in the required state of 
purity. However, this does not apply to the higher priesthood, who administered 
the temples, for they were not castrated. 

Mysteries are attested, but how they relate to the other ceremonies of the 
cult is not known. The effort to parallel them with the spring festival when the 
Galli were consecrated is speculative. Two Christian authors have handed down 
a sacred formula or symbol by which a myste was recognized as an initiate of 
the Attis cult. Clement of Alexandria202 gives it, "I ate from the tympanum, 1 
drank from the cymbal, 1 carried the cernus [a sacred basket, which in the 
taurobolium was used to carry the bull's testicles or blood 1,1 entered the pastos. " 

201. A. D. Nock, "Eunuchs in Ancient Religion," Archiv for Religionswissenschaft 23 
(1925):25ff. (Essays, 1:7-15). 

202. Exhortation 2.15.3. 
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FOSSA SANGUINIS, 4th c. A.D., Neuss 
This pit at a sanctuary of Cybele and Attis was apparently for the 

performance of the taurobolium. 

Since pastas can refer to a bridal chamber or bridal bed, some have understood 
this as a sacred marriage, but pastas could refer to the interior of the temple. 
That fits Firmicus Maternus' version,203 "I ate from the tympanum, I drank 
from the cymbal, I was fully initiated into the secrets of religion."204 The nature 
of the myth would seem to leave no place for a sacred marriage in the Phrygian 
cult. 

Musical instruments were prominent in the cult and fit the frenzied nature 
of the rites. All the ceremonies refer to a naturalistic, very primitive religion, 
which could amuse the Roman people by its strange picturesqueness but in 
themselves carried no spiritual resource. 

Taurabalium. In the study of New Testament backgrounds much attention 
has been drawn to the taurobolium in the cult of Attis, although nearly all of 

203. The Error of the Pagan Religions 18.I. 

204. Firmicus quotes the Greek, in which the last phrase differs from his Latin, viz. 
Greek: "I became an initiate of Attis." 
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the evidence belongs to the second century and later. Most of the attestation 
for the taurobolium is inscriptional, but there is a description of it in Prudentius 
(Crowns of Martyrdom 10.1011-50), a Christian poet of the late fourth century, 
from which century comes most of the evidence. The person receiving the rite 
entered a deep underground pit that was covered with a wooden lattice work. 
A garlanded bull was brought to the planks covering the pit and killed with a 
spear. The blood ran through the openings and showered the initiate below, 
who held up his face so that the blood covered it and so that he could drink 
some. He was then exhibited to the worshipers, who praised him. The inscrip
tions fall into two large groups: most of the earlier ones pertain to a sacrifice, 
offered by individuals, associations, cities, or provinces for the welfare of the 
emperor, his household, his empire, or themselves; the later ones are predom
inantly acts of personal consecration, and Prudentius' account applies only to 
this situation. (When performed with a goat the rite was called criobolium.) 
The "initiatory" or "dedicatory" use of the rite probably carried the idea of a 
purification, perhaps in preparation for the afterlife. Hence, a few inscriptions 
speak of the person as "reborn," usually for a period of about twenty years, 
although one (CIL 6.510 from A.D. 376) speaks of the person as "reborn for 
eternity" (in aeternum renatus). 

The addition of ideas of purification and rebirth to the bull slaying show 
how even a naturalistic cult could receive more spiritual interpretations. The 
code of moral purity for the association of Agdistis worshipers in Philadelphia 
(P.175 above) illustrates a similar development from ceremonial to moral ideas 
within a naturalistic religion. 

Bibliography 

Herodotus. History 1.34-35. 
Dionysus of Halicarnassus. Roman Antiquities 2.19ff. 
Diodore of Sicily. Library of History 3.58-59. 

Lucretius. On Nature of Things 2.594ff. 
Ovid. Fasti. 4.179-372. 
Juvenal. Satires 6.511-21. 

Pausanias. Description of Greece 7.17.9-12. 
Arnobius. Against the Pagans 5.5-7. 
Julian. Oration 5, "Hymn to the Mother of the Gods." 
Firmicus Matemus. The Error of the Pagan Religions 3 and 18. Translated by C. A. 

Forbes in Ancient Christian Writers, vol. 37. New York, 1970. 
Prudentius. Crowns of Martyrdom [PeristephanonJ 10.1006-50. 
Vermaseren, M. J. Corpus Cultus Cybelae Attidisque. 6 vols. Leiden, 1977-89. 

Showerman, Grant. The Great Mother of Gods. Madison, Wis., 1901. Reprint. Chi-
cago,1969. 

Hepding, H. Attis, seine My then und sein Kult. Giessen, 1903. 
Graillot, H. Le culte de Cybele. Paris, 1912. 



270 BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

Vermaseren, M. J. The Legend of Attis in Greek and Roman Art. Leiden, 1966. 
Duthoy, R. The Taurobolium, its Evolution and Terminology. Leiden, 1969. 
Vermaseren, M. J. Cybele and Attis. The Myth and the Cult. London, 1977. 
Thomas, G. "Magna Mater and Attis." ANRW II, Principat, 17.3. Berlin and New 

York, 1984. Pp. 1500-1535. 
Gasparro, G. S. Soteriology and Mystic Aspects of the Cult of Cybele and Attis. Leiden, 

1985. 

A Persian Deity: Mithras 

Students of Hellenistic and Jewish religion have often identified Persia as the 
source of important religious ideas, but only one god with a Persian name 
became important in the Roman empire - Mithra (in Latin and Greek, 
Mithras). Literary references to Mithraism in the Roman period are extremely 
meager, so the religion is known almost exclusively from the numerous Mithraic 
sanctuaries and their art that have been discovered. 

Throughout most of the twentieth century the prevailing theory of the 
origins of Mithraism has been that of Franz Cumont, who traced the religion 
to the ancient Persians. According to this theory, the Aryans, who worshiped 
Mithras, carried him to India and Iran. He was a god of light, truth, and loyalty 
to covenants. In the Persian Avesta Mithras was an ally of the good god Ahura 
Mazda, in support of whom he fought against Ahriman, the evil power. He was 
thought of as mediating between Ahura Mazda and mortals. As the worship of 
Mithras spread into the Hellenized world, it borrowed from astrology and the 
mysteries. A weakness in this theory all along was that Roman Mithraism shows 
no evidence of including the cosmic dualism and eschatological conflagration 
and resurrection that were a part of the Persian religion. Moreover, the charac
teristics of the religion known from the monuments of the Roman period 
(cavelike sanctuaries, bull-slayings, and secret initiations) were unknown to the 
old Iranian god of light. 

Recent studies of Mithraism have sought the explanation of Roman 
Mithraism not in old Iranian religion but in the astral religion of the Hellenistic 
and Roman periods. The central cult image of Mithraic sanctuaries was Mithras 
slaying a bull (tauroctony, not to be confused with the taurobolium - see 
below). The positioning of images in the scene has been shown to correspond 
to the location of constellations at a certain time (e.g., bull- Taurus, scorpion 
- Scorpio, snake - Hydra, raven ~ Corvus, dog - Canis minor, lion - Leo 
major). David Ulansey has brought the astronomical data and the scientific and 
philosophical thought together into an explanation of The Origins of the 
Mithraic Mysteries. On his theory Mithras was the Greek hero Perseus, who on 
a popular etymology of his name was known as "the Persian" and whose 
constellation was located above that of Taurus. Mithras' killing the bull had as 
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one of its antecedents Perseus' killing of the Gorgon. In Mithraism, however, 
the scene had a cosmic significance, indicating the end of the Age of Taurus, 
when the spring equinox occurred in the constellation of the Bull, and the 
beginning of a new age when the spring equinox entered Aries. Mithras thus 
had the appeal of a deity powerful enough to move the cosmos and so a divinity 
superior to fate and able to offer immortality. Ulansey locates the origin of this 
new religion in Tarsus (Perseus was widely worshiped in Cilicia) near the 
beginning of the first century B.C. among intellectuals influenced by the 
astronomical discoveries of Hipparchus and the astral speculation of the Stoics. 
Mithraism, therefore, would have no more connection with Persia than the 
name given to its god and would be a product of the Hellenistic personification 
of the cosmos as conceived by a philosophical astrology. The identification of 
Perseus with Mithras was perhaps due to the influence of King Mithridates VI, 
who was named for Mithras and traced his ancestry to Perseus. The religion 
took the form of mystery initiations because only a few knew the secret of this 
newly discovered cosmic power. 

Regardless of the origins of Mithraism and the question of continuity 
between the Persian deity and the Hellenistic-Roman mystery cult, the latter is 
our interest here. The first surviving notice of Mithraic mysteries concerns 
pirates on the Cilician coast whom Pompey suppressed in 67 B.C.205 After the 
late first century A.D. archaeological evidence for Mithraism begins to increase; 
at the end of the second century the emperor Commodus was initiated; it was 
strongest during the third century; and it continued to be important in the 
fourth century when it was a significant element in Julian's attempt to reestablish 
paganism (see p. 297). The main strength of Mithraism, according to the sur
viving monuments and sanctuaries, was among Roman soldiers and adminis
trative officials along the frontier, from Hadrian's wall in Britain to Dura 
Europus on the Euphrates. Only men were admitted to the mysteries, and 
Mithras as a warrior and guardian of oaths appealed to manly pride. Mithraism 
also flourished at ports, as at Ostia where fifteen Mithraea have been found,206 
and it was well represented in and around Rome, thus indicating its appeal to 
merchants and city-dwellers as well as to soldiers. Mithraism largely skipped 
over Greece and is little attested in the Greek-speaking east. It seems never to 
have had much of a hold in Palestine, where to date only one Mithraeum has 
been discovered. At Caesarea one of the warehouses dated from the late first to 
the third century was used as a Mithraeum in the third century.207 So chrono
logically and geographically any influence by Mithraism on the origins of Chris
tianity seems excluded. 

205. Plutarch, Life of Pompey 24· 
206. Samuel Laeuchli, "Urban Mithraism," BA 31 (1968):73-99; Samuel Laeuchli, ed., 

Mithraism in Ostia (Evanston, Ill., 1967). 
207. J. A. Blakely, The Joint Expedition to Caesarea Maritima, Excavation Reports, The 

Pottery and Dating of Vault 1: Horreum, Mithraeum, and Later Uses (Lewiston, N.Y., 1987). 
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Sanctuaries and Art. The Mithraic sanctuaries were either caves or struc
tures made to resemble caves, usually located near a source of water. Although 
there are individual differences, a general pattern prevails. They are oblong, with 
the long central "nave" flanked on each side by benches on which the members 
could recline at the sacred meals. Commonly the roof is vaulted, as a cave, but 
also to represent the sky. Sometimes the chamber terminated in an apse. All are 
small (fifty to sixty-five feet by twenty-five to thirty-five feet on the average), 
so each Mithraic society must have been restricted in size. 

At the end of the nave, opposite the entrance, at the focal point of the 

MITHRAS, 3d C. A.D. 

The bull slaying was the central cult image in each sanctuary of Mithras. 
(Gregorian Profane Museum, Rome) 
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MITHRAEUM OF THE PAINTED WALLS, Ostia 
Mithraic meeting places were narrow halls with couches on each side. 

meeting room was a representation of the cult symbol- Mithras slaying the 
bull. The scene might be in sculptured marble, molded in stucco, or painted. 
Mithras is in Persian dress with peaked cap. He is on the back of a bull with 
his left hand pulling the bull's head back by the nostrils while the right hand 
plunges a sword into its heart. The model for the scene appears to have come 
from classical art in which the goddess Nike is shown killing a bull in a similar 
manner. 

The tauroctony is usually embellished by some or all of the following 
figures. The bull is flanked by' two torchbearers, one holding his torch up 
(Cautes) and the other holding his torch down (Cautopates). On the astronomi
cal interpretation these figures, appearing as smaller doubles of Mithras, rep
resent respectively the passage of the sun from the southern to the northern 
hemisphere at the spring equinox and its passage from the northern to the 
southern hemisphere at the autumn equinox. Also witnessing the scene are 
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personifications of the sun (Sol) and the moon (Luna) placed in the heaven 
above. The raven (messenger of the sun to Mithras?) is nearby. Underneath the 
bull, a dog and a snake are ready to lap up the blood from the wound. A scorpion 
attaches itself to the bull's genitals. The tail of the bull is sprouting grain. In 
some sanctuaries an image of the ocean god has been found accompanying the 
central group; this is perhaps a reference to the sun passing through the waters 
in its course around the world. 

Although the bull-slaying was the central cult image, it was frequently 
accompanied by other pictures - a zodiac and other scenes involving Mithras. 
These include Mithras being born from a rock (sometimes witnessed by 
shepherds), which may be interpreted as Mithras born in a cavern or as the sun 
rising from behind a mountain. Mithras was called sol invictus ("the uncon
quered sun") and his birthday was celebrated on December 25. Another incident 
involving a rock has Mithras shooting an arrow into a rock and thereby causing 
water to flow forth. Mithras brought not only light but also refreshing rain. The 
portrayal of water coming from a rock and men drinking it is strikingly similar 
to the portrayal of the water miracle in Christian art. 

Next in importance to the bull-slaying for the Mithraists appears to have 
been the pact and sacred meal between Mithras and Sol (the sun). Sometimes 
Sol kneels before Mithras or in some way submits to him; sometimes Mithras 
and Sol are shown as equals, shaking hands or reclining at a meal. From one 
perspective Mithas was the superior deity; from another the two gods associated 
with the sun are united as world rulers. The meal shows them sharing bread,208 
drink (normally offered in a rhyton, a bull's horn cup), and other food. The 
meal could precede or follow an ascent of Mithras to heaven in a chariot (the 
journey of the sun was regularly shown in Hellenistic-Roman art as a rider in 
a chariot). The iconography of the ascent directly parallels the ascent of Elijah 
in Christian art. 

The bull-slaying was not reenacted in the Mithraea, but initiations and 
cult meals were held there. The walls and benches of some Mithraea show scenes 
from an initiation. 

Myth. No literary sources relate the cult myth of Roman Mithraism. The 
meaning of the art objects, therefore, must be reconstructed according to one's 
interpretation of the nature of Mithraism. This has been done by Cumont from 
Persian mythology and by Ulansey from astronomical data. The art objects 
likely contain several layers of meaning from different stages of interpretation 
and should not be pressed into an artificial consistency for every Mithraic 
community. 

208. Cross marks on the bread are not significant. This was the normal incision made 
on the dough before baking Greek bread; it was given a Christian meaning in the Byzantine 
tradition. Justin Martyr, 1 Apology 66, says that bread and a cup of water were given to initiates 
in the mysteries of Mithras. 
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MITHRAIC MOSAIC, from 
Mithraeum of Felicissimus, Ostia 

The pebble mosaic depicts symbols 
associated with the seven degrees of 

initiation into the cult of Mithras. 

According to Cumont's reconstruction of the 
myth (unattested in this precise form in literature), 
Mithras was a hunter, horseman, and archer, as were 
his early worshipers in the Avesta, where one of his 
titles is "lord of the wide pastures." The tauroctony, 
his capturing of a bull and dragging it to a cave 
where he eventually killed it, was Mithras' greatest 
feat. Ahura Mazda had created a wild)jull. The sun 
sent the raven to track it down, and Mithras and his 
hound found it. Mithras killed it in a cave, and from 
its blood sprang life and grain. The bull-slaying was 
a creative and beneficial act. Life and energy (sym
bolized by the bull) were captured and released for 
the benefit of nature and human beings by this act. 

On the astronomical interpretation, instead of 
being mythological, the bull-slaying is a personifi
cation of cosmic forces and sidereal movements. 
Mithras is the world ruler (cosmokrator) who moves 
the universe and controls the stars, delivering souls 
from fate and protecting them in their journey after 
death through the planetary spheres. The initiations 
were the progressive revelation of this astral sym
bolism and its religious meaning. 

According to both the Persian mythological 
and the Hellenistic astronomical interpretations the 
bull-slaying had cosmological significance. It repre
sented a creative act, either as releasing life and 
energy or as demonstrating power over the stars and 
so over fate. Mithraism offered a form of salvation 
to its adherents. On the astronomical interpretation 
this may have meant protection for the soul during 
its journey after death through the planetary spheres 
(see above on astral religion and on the afterlife, pp. 
222-34). An inscription in the Santa Prisca Mith
raeum on the Aventine in Rome says, "You saved us 
by shedding the eternal blood." 
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Initiation. Roman Mithraism emphasized rank. We know the names of 
the seven grades of initiation into the Mithraic mysteries from Jerome (Epistle 
107 ad Laetam) and from inscriptions on the walls of the Santa Prisca 
Mithraeum. The symbols of the different grades are found in a remarkable 
pebble mosaic on the floor of the mithraeum dedicated by Felicissimus in Ostia. 
The mosaic portrays three objects for each grade: one representing the grade 
itself, one an emblem for a function of the grade, and one for the planetary god 
associated with the grade. 

(1) Raven. The first grade was under the protection of Mercury, whose 
role as messenger of the gods was taken by the raven in the Mithraic myth. The 
symbols of this degree in the Ostia mosaic are the raven, a cup (perhaps because 
the ravens, wearing bird masks, served the sacred drink at the Mithraic meal, 
as appears in other art), and the caduceus of Mercury. The raven belonged to 
the element of air. 

(2) Bride.209 The second grade was under the protection of Venus. The 
mosaic at Ostia is damaged at this point, and the object standing for the degree 
itself is missing; but there are shown a lamp (to light the bridal chamber on 
the wedding night? Or did those who received this degree of initiation merely 
keep the lamps for the sanctuary?) and a crown (the symbol of Venus from the 
custom of crowning the wedding couple). Joining the right hands is known 
from the Roman wedding ceremony and the appearance of this gesture in 
Mithraic art suggests its presence in the initiation to this grade. Another possi
bility is the placing of a veil or a crown on the initiate. Furthermore, since there 
was a bridal bath, this grade may have been associated with the element of water 
and some purification by water may have occurred in the initiation. 

(3) Soldier.210 The third grade was under the patronage of Mars. The 
symbols from Ostia are the pouch that the soldier wore over his shoulder, a 
helmet, and a lance. There is evidence for a branding on the forehead. The 
soldier would have been associated with the element of earth. 

(4) Lion. The fourth grade was connected with Jupiter. Its symbols as l
\. 

shown at Ostia were a fire shovel, sistrum (elsewhere associated with Isis but 
perhaps employed by the lions in some way), and thunderbolts (the attribute 
of Jupiter). This degree belonged to the element of fire. The inscriptions from 
the Santa Prisca Mithraeum describe incense burners, and in the paintings of 
an initiation at Santa Maria Capua Vetere torches are held close to the initiate, 
perhaps for some kind of purification by fire.2!l 

(5) Persian. The fifth grade was under the protection of the moon. The 

209. Jerome's text is usually but incorrectly emended to read Cryphius ("hidden")
Bruce Metzger, "The Second Grade of Mithraic Initiation," American Journal of Philology 66 
(1945):225-33 (repr. in Historical and Literary Studies [Grand Rapids, 1968], 25-33). 

210. Tertullian, On the Crown 15. 
211. M. J. Vermaseren, Mithriaca (Leiden, 1971) 1, plates XXII and XXVIII. 
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symbols shown at Ostia are a hooked knife (with which Perseus cut off Medusa's 
head), a scythe or plow, and the moon and a star. 

(6) Heliodromus. The sixth grade, the messenger of the sun, was under 
the protection of Sol, whose representative he was on earth. The symbols on 
the mosaic are a torch, the radiate crown, and a whip (with which Sol drives 
the horses of his chariot). The heliodromus and the father were the two most 
important members of a Mithraic society. At the Santa Prisca Mithraeum, next 
to a painting of the sacred meal shared by Sol and Mithras, is a raised podium 
on which the heliodromus and father of the society could recline at the cult 
meal in the role of their heavenly counterparts. 

\ (7) Father (Pater). The highest grade of Mithraic initiation was under the 
protection of Saturn, and the holder of this rank is portrayed at Santa Prisca 
dressed like Mithras himself. His symbols at Ostia are a ring (or is it a dish?) 
and staff, the Persian cap, and a sickle. For the ring and staff one may compare 
the symbols of the bishop's office in the Middle Ages, and for the title "father" 
the practice of calling the head of the Christian community this, attested as 
early as the third century. 

The seven degrees of initiation thus corresponded to the order of the seven 
planets in astrology.212 The initiate who had passed through all degrees could, 
on his death, pass through the planetary spheres to paradise. The Ostia mosaic 
shows before the seven grades a large vase, thought to refer to some preliminary 
purification by water, and the helmets of the Dioscuri (who were often under
stood as symbolizing the two celestial hemispheres). Following the seven grades 
is a final panel that contains cup and flowers, perhaps alluding to paradise. 

According to the paintings at Santa Maria Capua Vetere and other pictures 
the initiate was led through the ceremonies naked (cf. the baptismal practice of 
the early church) and was at first blindfolded. The initiate took an oath of 
secrecy before admission to the society. The art further indicates such actions 
as a laying on of hands, pouring on of water, striking with the leg of a bull, 
placing a solar crown on the head, and fire held close to the body. Several sources 
indicate various ordeals through which the Mithraic initiate passed, but we do 
not know how much credence to put in some of these sources. Masks were 
worn for some ceremonies. A pretended slaying of the initiate has been thought 
probable. New discoveries and more study will perhaps give a clearer picture 
and permit a correlation with the different degrees. 

Distinctive Features. 213 Mithraism, like other eastern cults, had no general 
organization, tolerated other gods, and allowed regional variations. Neverthe
less, it differed in some significant ways: (1) it excluded women; (2) it made 

212. The order of the planets in Mithraism is given differently by Celsus in Origen, 
Against Celsus 6.21, 22, which follows the days of the week, beginning with Saturn, in reverse 
order. 

213. For this section see A. D. Nock, "The Genius of Mithraism," Journal of Roman 
Studies 27 (1937):109-13 (Essays, 452-58). 
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moral demands; (3) it did not spread on a national basis and never acquired 
civic status (although patronized later by emperors and government officials); 
(4) it had in the Roman world no priestly caste or professional clergy; (5) it had 
no public drama; (6) initiation was coextensive with its adherents; (7) its deity 
had a vita, a chain of events important for the world's drama, but also providing 
an example for his followers; (8) it had a consistent iconography. 

On items (2) through (7) Mithraism was more like Christianity than were 
the other eastern cults. On the other hand, it had severe disadvantages in relation 
to Christianity: the exclusion of women, its limited appeal (it remained a 
religion of the few), its "manufactured" and mythical character, and its nonex
clusiveness. 
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Mystery Religions and Christianity 

The study of Christian origins has been responsible for much of the study 
devoted to the mystery religions (see the bibliography at the beginning of this 
unit). Early researchers tended to make generalizations without regard to meth
odological problems. There was a tendency to interpret one cult by another and 
so construct a general "mystery theology" or common "mystery religion." Not 
uncommonly this was done by (unconsciously) starting with Christian ideas, 
using these to interpret data about the mysteries, and then finding the mysteries 
as the source of the Christian ideas. Early Christian authors, it seems, did this 
too, only their conclusion was that the similarities came from demonic imitation 
of Christian rites. The Christian writers of the early centuries may have exag
gerated the similarities, either from defensiveness or from the same psycholog
ical process as modern researchers, or (as seems more likely) because they could 
make apologetical capital for the truth of Christianity by claiming demonic 
imitations in paganism. 

Major methodological difficulties are the scarcity of our information (the 
initiates kept their secret) and the lateness of much that is preserved. Early 
Christian authors are, in fact, a major source. How well informed were they? Did 
they really know as much as they claimed, or did they pass on rumor and gossip? 
How reliable are they? Did they really understand even what they knew? Most 
important of all for the origins of Christianity, does the information (particularly 
interpretations of the meaning of the rites) hold for the pre-Christian period? The 
mysteries underwent changes in new environments. Where the Christian authors 
were not reading them through the eyes of the church, there is the possibility that 
the mysteries themselves adopted Christian ideas. Borrowing need not have been 
in only one direction. On the other hand, there definitely was, by the fourth 
century and in some cases earlier, Christian borrowing of outward gestures from 
the mysteries (e.g., the magical hands dedicated to Sabazius show the thumb and 
first two fingers raised and the other two fingers bent in the same position used 
by the Catholic clergy in blessing),214 of terminology (for apologetic purposes by 
Clement of Alexandria and more extensively for interpretive purposes by the 
Cappadocian fathers in the fourth century), and of artistic motifs (e.g., meal 
scenes), even as there was borrowing from pagan religion in general of ceremonies 
(processions), of ideas (geography of Hades), of funerary practices (cult meals for 
the dead), and even of deities (now disguised as Christian saints). 

Nevertheless, there is very little evidence for much Christian indebtedness 

214. Maarten J. Vermaseren, Corpus Cultis lovis Sabazii, Vol. 1: The Hands (Leiden, 
1983). The gesture was in wider use in the ancient world and may not have come into 
Christianity specifically from Sabazius. Other testimonies of the cult of Sabazius in E. N. 
Lane, Corpus Cultus lavis Sabazii, Vol. 2: The Other Monuments and Literary Evidence (Leiden, 
1985)· 
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in the first century, and especially in Palestine. Hence, the search for pagan 
influences in early Christianity has focused on Hellenistic Christianity and 
especially on Paul as channels through which pagan ideas reached a religion 
that began on Jewish soil. This too has failed to be substantiated. Rather than 
deal only with Paul, we shall continue by discussing the larger question of 
primitive Christianity's relation to the mysteries on a conceptual basis, apart 
from the above-mentioned methodological considerations. 

Parallels to the resurrection have been suggested in the "dying and rising 
savior-gods." But the "resurrection" of these gods is very different from what is 
meant by that word in Christian belief. There is nothing in the myth of Osiris that 
could be called a resurrection: the god became ruler over the dead, not the living. 
The myth of Attis contains no specific mention of a resurrection, though it has 
been thought that the gladness following mourning in his cult presupposed some 
such notion. The Adonis myth perhaps most clearly indicates the resuscitation of 
a god, but even here it is not strictly a resurrection. These beliefs are more closely 
allied to the cycle of nature, and the mysteries seem to have had their origin in the 
agricultural cycle. Even this element does not seem prominent in the mysteries of 
the Roman period where urban life had weakened the connection with the soil. 
But insofar as paganism offered "dying and rising gods," these gods are a world 
apart from Christ's resurrection, which was presented as a one-time historical 
event, neither a repeated feature of nature nor a myth of the past. 

Initiation into the mysteries has been presented as a "pagan regeneration" 
in which there is a rebirth and a kind of mystical union with the deity. The 
terminology of regeneration is rare in connection with the mysteries and then 
as a metaphor for a new life. The idea of rebirth does not appear to be specifically 
connected with moral renewal. The salvation the mysteries brought was a 
deliverance from fate and the terrors of the afterlife, not a redemption from 
sins. The initiate was brought into the special favor of the deity and promised 
his or her protection in this life and often a blessed immortality in the afterlife. 
The union with the deity in the form of a sacred marriage, in spite of much 
that has been said, is not proved in the mysteries. There was no divinization, 
becoming children of the god, or receiving the divine nature. 

There are no true parallels to baptism in the mysteries. Where water was 
applied it was done so for a preliminary purification, not as the initiation itself. 
The manner in which the initiation into the mysteries and baptism in the New 
Testament worked was entirely different: the benefit of the pagan ceremony was 
effective by the doing (ex opere operata), whereas the benefit of baptism was a 
grace-gift of God given to faith in the recipient. (Ideas perhaps derived from the 
mysteries influenced the thinking and practice of some Christians, and that from 
a quite early period [e.g., the misunderstandings about baptism and the Lord's 
Supper reflected in the warnings of! Cor. 1O:1ff.].) All converts to Christianity 
received baptism, whereas initiation in the mysteries was for an inner circle of 
adherents. 
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Sharing meals was a common religious activity in paganism, Judaism, and 
Christianity, and there are certain similarities in all these meals. The significance 
of the "communion," however, was different in each case. The weekly memorial 
of the death and resurrection of Jesus and the specific note of thanksgiving 
(eucharist) in the prayers of consecration provide no pagan counterparts. 

Christian baptism was a "repentance" baptism and so connected with a 
moral transformation of the believer, who was promised the gift of the Holy 
Spirit as the power of a new life. Whereas Christianity welcomed the unworthy, 
the pagan mysteries were for those already pure individuals who met accepted 
social standards. Of the mystery religions only Mithraism seems to have 
offered a supernaturally sanctioned ethic and moral earnestness comparable 
in some way to Christianity. This is not to say that the mysteries were incapable 
of higher, spiritual aspirations, but that had nothing to do with their essence. 
There was, to be sure, a personal attachment to a god. The nearest thing to 
Christian conversion in the mysteries was that of Lucius to Isis (Apuleius, 
Metamorphoses 11); otherwise conversion was mainly to philosophy.2ls A Plu
tarch could find rich meaning in the myth and rites associated with Isis and 
Osiris, but any philosopher could find anything he wanted in the ceremonies, 
for no doctrine as such was involved. Thus, one could receive spiritual benefit 
and meaning from the rites, as well as emotional uplift, but that was largely 
a matter of what one brought with him or made of them, and not what inhered 
in the system. 

The mysteries did not offer a god who came to earth to save humans. 
Their gods did not die voluntarily to save humankind. And there is no reason 
why they should, since the consciousness of sin was not so acute nor was there 
a strong desire for a new ethical life. The mysteries were not for everyone; for 
one thing they were expensive. Initiation was for the inner circle, not for the 
whole community of worshipers. The initiatory rites themselves were kept secret 
(one wants to keep a good thing at home), unlike the Christian "mystery" 
(mysterion), which was an "open secret," something previously hidden but now 
revealed and proclaimed to all. 

The New Testament did not use the technical vocabulary of the myster
ies.216 Although there are some superficial similarities of language, even these 
have different meanings (as the word mysterion itself). Christianity remained 
"intolerant": it was an exclusive faith, whereas one could accumulate all the 
initiations he could afford and adherence to one deity was not a denial of others. 
Christianity established a worldwide brotherhood to an extent that the mysteries 
did not. The initiations of Lucius at Corinth and then at Rome illustrate the 

___ .'. __ •• '_._. _____ ••• ------.-'-.~- ._ .c 

215. See A. D. Nock, Conversion (Oxford, 1933), 138-55 for Lucius; 164-86 for conversion 
to philosophy. 

216. A. D. Nock, "The Vocabulary of the New Testament," fBL 52 (1933):131-39 (Essays, 
341-47). 
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limitations of the sense of brotherhood in the Isiac religion. Although initiates 
had formulas and signs by which they recognized one another, they did not 
form a community with a continuing life and organization such as was the 
church. Christianity imposed no racial or social bars. It became truly inter
national. Although the mysteries moved in this direction, they never lost their 
identification with their national origin to the extent that Christianity was freed 
from Judaism: for example, Lucius shaved his head like an Egyptian priest upon 
his receiving initiation into the mysteries of Osiris; the initiate into Mithraism 
passed through the grade of "Persian." 
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GNOSTICISM, HERMETIC LITERATURE, 
CHALDAEAN ORACLES 

The study of Gnosticism was long hampered by the circumstance that it was 
known almost entirely from the writings of its orthodox Christian opponents. 
Fully developed Gnostic thought in the second century provided a major doctri
nal challenge to the church and prompted the polemical writings of Irenaeus, 
Hippolytus, and later Epiphanius. The longest Gnostic work, which has been 
known for some years, is Pistis Sophia,217 a work closely related in thought to 
some of the more recently discovered Gnostic documents. 

217. Pistis Sophia, ed. Carl Schmidt, trans. Violet Macdermot (Leiden, 1978). 
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The understanding of Gnosticism has been greatly advanced by the dis
covery of a "library of Gnostic writings" near Nag Hammadi (Chenoboskion) 
in upper Egypt.218 The manuscripts are in Coptic and date from the late fourth 
century, but they contain writings that were originally in Greek and produced 
for the most part in the second and third centuries. The Nag Hammadi collec
tion consists of twelve codices plus one loose tractate for a total of fifty-two 
tractates. Six are duplicates within the collection itself, and six were previously 
known works, leaving forty new documents, of which thirty are in relatively 
good condition. 

The chart on pages 284-85 lists all of the tractates in the Nag Hammadi 
Library, with some indication ofliterary and doctrinal affmities. The Nag Ham
madi documents are cited by codex number (in Roman numeral), tractate 
number in the codex (Arabic numeral), page, and line numbers of the manu
script. 

The Gospel ofThomas219 is a collection of 112 to 118 (according to different 
editions) sayings attributed to Jesus, some of which were already known in 
Greek from a collection in the Oxyrhynchus Papyri.220 The Gospel of Thomas 
is perhaps the earliest of the new texts in the collection and demonstrates the 
existence of collections of sayings of Jesus (a sayings gospel) in the early church. 
It has a strong encratite or ascetic tone but otherwise is not so pronouncedly 
Gnostic, although clearly consistent with Gnostic understandings. Although 
scholarly opnion seems to incline toward emphasizing the extent of the inde
pendence of the Gospel of Thomas from the Synoptic Gospels, the age and 
originality of its individual sayings in relation to the canonical Gospels are much 
debated.22! 

The Gospel of Truth222 may be identified with a work of that name that 
Irenaeus attributes to the followers of Valentinus (Against Heresies 3.11.9). It is 
not properly a "Gospel," but a meditation on the truth of redemption ... *Rlme 
is that II I I11ma .... W, i,nQnlitn; r.1i : .. 1 ";QR,.li • .b¥..krulwleg,ge imparted 
·br~s. 

218. Michel Desjardins, "The Sources for Valentinian Gnosticism: A Question of Meth
odology," Vigiliae Christianae 40 (1986):342-347, offers cautions about the relative values of 
the patristic sources and Nag Hammadi texts. 
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1904), nos. 1, 654, and 655. 
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NAG HAMMADI MANUSCRIPT 
This is the seventieth page of Codex VII, the end of the Second Treatise of 

the Great Seth and the beginning of the Apocalypse of Peter. (Courtesy of the 
Institute for Antiquity and Christianity, Claremont, California) 
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The Gospel of Philip223 is another sayings or discourse Gospel, also from 
Valentinian circles. It offers information on Gnostic liturgical practices. 

The Apocryphon of John224 appears to have been one of the most popular 
of the Gnostic works, for three copies of it were found at Nag Hammadi and 
one other was previously known. It provides a close parallel to the Gnostic 
system described in Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.29. 

The Epistle to Rheginus, On the Resurrection225 sets forth a position close 
to that of the orthodox in terminology but emphasizes a resurrection of the 
soul. 

The Apocryphon of James,226 like many Gnostic documents, is a post
resurrection revelation of Jesus. He gives blessings and woes through Peter and 
James. It is argued that the work derives from a sayings collection independent 
of the New Testament. 

The Hypostasis of the Archons227 describes the efforts of the world rulers 
to deceive humankind in Genesis 1-6. The myth is close to that of the Ophites 
or Sethians in Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.30. 

The Tripartite Tractate is the most ambitious and comprehensive theolog
ical undertaking in the Nag Hammadi corpus. It has points of contact with the 
Valentinian teacher Heracleon and attempts to present Gnostic teaching, in 
response to orthodox criticism, in a way more acceptable to the great church. 

Eugnostos the Blessed and The Sophia of Jesus Christ are two versions of 
the same document, the former a letter by a teacher to his disciples and the 
latter a revelation discourse of Jesus to his followers. The former is important 
as a non-Christian form of Gnosticism whereas the latter is a Christianized 
version of the same. 

These writings give us more of the inner religious spirit of Gnosticism, 
whereas the heresiologists concentrated on the bizarre and on the outer struc
ture of the Gnostic systems. Otherwise, the new finds correspond to the picture 
given by the Christian authors in its main outlines. The non-Christian nature 
of many tenets of Gnosticism is evident, although it attached itself to the 
Christian revelation. The concern with the Old Testament points to an area of 
proximity to Judaism if not to a specifically Jewish origin. 

223. R. McL. Wilson, The Gospel of Philip (New York, 1962). 
224. S. Giverson, Apocryphon Johannis (Leiden, 1963); M. W. Meyer, ed., The Secret 

Teachings of Jesus: Four Gnostic Gospels (New York, 1984). 
225. Malcolm Lee Peel, The Epistle to Rheginos (Philadelphia, 1969); Bentley Layton, 

The Gnostic Treatise on Resurrection from Nag Hammadi (Missoula, Mont., 1979). 
226. M. Melinine, H.-Ch. Peuch, G. Quispel, W. Till, and R. Kasser, Epistula Iacobi 

Apocrypha (Zurich, 1968); R. Cameron, ed., The Other Gospels: Non-Canonical Gospel Texts 
(Philadelphia, 1982); idem, Sayings Traditions in the Apocryphon of James (Philadelphia, 1984). 

227. R. A. Bullard, The Hypostasis of the Archons (Berlin, 1967); Bentley Layton, "The 
Hypostasis of the Archons or The Reality of the Rulers," HTR 67 (1974):351-425 and 69 
(1976):31-101. 
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Origins of Gnosticism 

The questions of when and from what source Gnosticism arose have been hotly 
debated. Did Gnosticism originate as a Christian heresy, or did it originate as 
a non-Christian movement, whether pagan or Jewish? The Nag Hammadi docu
ments give new evidence, but each position still has adherents. The new Gnostic 
texts do not help solve the chronology of Gnosticism - none is demonstrably 
earlier than the New Testament. On the other hand, the collection witnesses to 
non-Christian expressions of Gnosticism and so reopens the question of the 
possibility that Christians in the formative period drew on external Gnostic 
concepts, imagery, and terminology to express their faith, even though at a later 
stage they found it necessary to combat extreme developments of Gnostic 
thinking. 

Most forms of Gnosticism that we know seem to conta'n elements from 
pagan tliought, Judaism, and nstiamty. ements of Gnosticism bear striking 
sinillanties~ythagoreanism (see pp. 360ff.) and Middle Platonism (pp. 
364ff.), suggesting that some fusion of Greek speculative thought brought about 
Gnosticism. It has even been characterized as "Platonism run wild."228 Here we 
may note the idea of a remote supreme being, the soul as immortal and in 
bondage to the body, and a disparagement of the material world: these were 
ideas for which Gnosticism found philosophical support although extending 
them to an extreme beyond what philosophers advocated. Plotinus (Enneads 
2.9; cf. 3.2) debated with Gnostics over the interpretation of Plato, particularly 
with relation to the nature of the material world.229 The Hermetica and Chal
daean Oracles (below, pp. 294-96) suggest Gnostic schemes in a non-Christian 
form. On the other hand, it is remarkable how many Gnostic speculations can 
be explained as arising from reflections on the early chapters of Genesis. The 
personification of Wisdom, the angelology, later speculations in Jewish mysti
cism230 - these are some of the features that cause many to look to heterodox 
or esoteric expressions of Judaism or to Jews, who if not already in revolt against 
their religion and its God soon moved in that direction, for the origins of 
Gnosticism. The church fathers traced Gnostic heresies back to Simon Magus 
in Samaria (Acts 8); this artificial schematizing does fit the modern interest in 
circles in proximity to Judaism as the origin of Gnosticism. There seems to have 
been heavy contact of Gnostic thought with Judaism before its contact with 
Christianity. Any contribution from the rest of the near east, at least to the 

228. A. D. Nock, "Gnosticism," HTR 57 (1964):267 (Essays, 949); A. H. Armstrong, 
"Gnosis and Greek Philosophy," in B. Aland, ed., Gnosis: Festschrift fUr Hans Jonas (Gottingen, 
1978), pp. 87-124, argues that the influence of Greek philosophy on Gnosticism was superficial. 

229. For the lines of connection, see R. T. Wallis and Jay Bregman, eds., Neoplatonism 
and Gnosticism (Albany, N.Y., 1992). 

230. G. Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism. Merkabah Mysticism and Talmudic Tradition (New 
York, 1965). 
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Gnosticism combatted by the church fathers, was mediated through Greek or 
Jewish channels. Nevertheless, many of the new texts can be interpreted in a 
manner consistent with the church fathers' view of Gnosticism as a Christian 
heresy with roots in speculative thought, even if not a "Hellenization" of Chris
tianity. Certainly, many things in the New Testament, especially in Paul, proved 
to be susceptible of a Gnostic interpretation.231 There were non-Christian ideas 
in Gnosticism. The question is, did Christians take these ideas and put them 
together in order to interpret their faith, or did non-Christians put them to
gether before Christians took them over? Even in the latter case, a non-Christian 
origin is not the same as pre-Christian. 

In dealing with the question of Gnostic origins it is perhaps well to observe 
a distinction between Gnosis and Gnosticism. If we take Gnosis to refer to a 
wider atmosphere of ideas, we can then reserve Gnosticism for the developed 
systems known in the second century. Gnostic ideas were around and were 
gradually put together in various combinations around different organizing 
principles. Gnosticism seems to have grown up concurrently with Christianity 
in a similar environment (but from different roots), with the two having some 
interactions in the first century before Gnosticism developed into a separate 
religion in the second century. This could account for contacts and mutual 
influences and for Gnosticism's contributions, positive and negative, to the 
development of Christian theology. Modern scholars have delineated two 
principal expressions of Gnosticism - Valentinianism, which was more "Chris
tian" and hence of special concern to the church fathers, and Sethianism, 
apparently an earlier form and possibly non-Christian in origin. 

The principal pre-Christian feature that has been claimed as a decisive 
Gnostic contribution to the Christian framework of thinking has been the 
"redeemer myth." On this view a supernatural being, a cosmic Man, descended 
to earth to redeem the saved; this provided the category in which the meaning 
of Jesus' mission was explained in Christianity. But no pre-Christian document 
includes such a redeemer myth.232 An alternative interpretation puts the influ
ence the other way: "In general apart from the Christian movement there was 
a Gnostic way of thinking, but no Gnostic system of thought .... It was the 
emergence of Jesus and the belief that he was a supernatural being who had 
appeared on earth which precipitated elements previously suspended in solu
tion."233 (See the treatment of the Redeemer figure in the Introduction, pp. 2-3.) 
The essential character of Gnosticism has also been sought not in a redeemer 
but in a particular understanding of existence. 

One Gnostic sect, the Mandaeans of southern Iraq and Iran, has survived 

231. Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Paul: Gnostic Exegesis of the Pauline Letters (Philadelphia, 
1975). 

232. C. Colpe, Die religionsgeschichtliche Schule: Darstellung und Kritik ihres Bildes vom 
Gnostischen ErlOsermythus (Gottingen, 1961). 

233. A. D. Nock, "Gnosticism," HTR 57 (1964):278. 
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to modern times.234 It has been claimed that they are descendants of a pre
Christian baptizing sect in the Jordan valley associated with John the Baptist. 
Another interpretation sees the Zoroastrian element as the foundation and 
dates their origin much later, with Babylonian and Manichaean influences 
entering in.235 

Characteristic Features 

There were many teachers in the Hellenistic world, each in his own way 
combining religious, mythological, and philosophical ideas. Christianity 
added a new ingredient to a ferment already at work. Most of the earlier 
Hellenistic teachers are not known, but each gave his own twist to current 
ideas in the interest of originality - apart from continuing school traditions 
in philosophy. If Christianity had not been involved the names of the sec
ond-century Gnostic teachers and their ideas would have been left in a similar 
obscurity. 

Each Gnostic teacher supplied his own constructions and variations, with 
the result that Gnosticism is now a general term that covers a variety of 
individual constructions. There is no single, uniform Gnostic system. Yet there 
are sufficient similarities to justify a general characterization, if one remembers 
that not every system included all of the elements in this composite picture. 
The most attractive system, and one of the better known, was that of Valen
tinus, who flourished in the mid-second century. 

Gnosticism was concerned with the origin of evil and with "knowledge" 
(gnosis, a revealed insight into the nature of things) as the means of salvation. 
It adopted an "anticosmic" stance, with a thoroughly negative evaluation of 
the material world. The Gnostic myths relate the emission of the spiritual 
universe, made up of aeons (ages or realms), from a perfect first principle. A 
"fall" in this divine world (pleroma) resulted in matter coming into existence. 
A Demiurge (an inferior heavenly being) fashioned the world and humanity. 
However, some of the pure spiritual nature, a spark of the divine, was planted 
in some souls. A redeemer came from the divine world to reveal the way of 
escape for the divine spark out of the material world. The saved soul must 
pass through the realms of the world rulers (archons) in order to return to 
its proper spiritual home, but if it is among the elect it is easily able to do 
so. 

234. E. S. Drower, The Canonical Prayerbook of the Mandaeans (Leiden, 1959); The 
Mandaeans of Iraq and Iran (Oxford, 1937; 2d ed. Leiden, 1962); K. Rudolf, Die MandiJer, 
2 vols. (Gottingen, 1960, 1961); E. Yamauchi, Gnostic Ethics and Mandaean Origins (Cam
bridge, 1970). 

235. Edward T. Grabert, "The Vocabulary of Salvation in the Qolasta and the Fourth 
Gospel," Ph.D. diss., Drew University, 1963. 
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Among the common ideas are the following:236 

(1) Preoccupation with the problem of evil. Gnosticism "kicked the prob
lem upstairs" by locating it ultimately in the divine rather than in human beings, 
and associated it with the material world. 

(2) Sense of alienation from the world. This was a part of the general 
despair over the world that characterized the early centuries of our era. 

(3) Desire for special and intimate knowledge of the secrets of the universe. 
The Gnostic salvation was from ignorance and not from sin. Knowledge was 
not just the means to salvation, it was the salvation. The knowledge was a 
knowledge of one's true self, one's home in the pleroma, and one's return there. 

(4) Dualism. There are different kinds of dualism: for example, ethical 
dualism (good and evil- from Judaism, esp. Qumran, and with cosmic asso
ciations from Persian thought), eschatological or supernatural dualism (this age 
and the age to come - from Jewish apocalyptic and Qumran), and psycholog
ical dualism (body and soul- from Platonism). Gnosticism is an amalgam of 
psychological and ethical dualism with a cosmic dualism of this material world 
and the supercelestial spiritual world. Corresponding to this is the distinction 
between the Hidden God and the Creator God. 

(5) Cosmology. The pleroma or divine world contains gradations of being 
that are emanations or devolutions from the first principle. These were arranged 
in masculine-feminine pairs in Valentinianism. The archons (intermediate 
beings) rule this world by fate. 

(6) Anthropology. Human beings fall into different classes according to 
their nature, which is fixed and cannot be changed. Valentinianism offered three 
classes: the pneumatics or spirituals who had the divine spark in themselves 
and were destined for salvation, the psychics who could be saved by the min
istrations of the church and good works, and the hylics who belonged to the 
material world and were hopelessly lost. 

(7) Radically realized eschatology. Gnosticism did not emphasize a futur
istic eschatology of a cosmic or corporate nature; the kingdom of God was an 
interior kingdom. As a religion of personal salvation it taught that the pneu
matic experienced his true condition now and at death went immediately to 
the pleroma. 

(8) Ethical implications. As the pneumatic was free from fate, so he was 
free from the moral law. For some Gnostics this meant libertinism: through 
intentional violation of the moral codes the design of the archons was thwarted. 
A more characteristic deduction, however, was asceticism. One sought to 

236. Items (1) through (3) are taken from A. D. Nock, "Gnosticism," HTR 57 (1964):255-
79 and items (4) through (8) from Hans Jonas, Gnostic Religion (2d ed.; Boston, 1963), 42-47, 
modified; see a related list in B. A. Pearson, Gnosticism, Judaism, and Egyptian Christianity 
(Minneapolis, 1990),7-8. See also Kurt Rudolph, Gnosis: The Nature and History of Gnosticism 
(San Francisco, 1983), 53-272. 
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frustrate the flesh by denying it. The Nag Hammadi documents reflect the 
ascetic option. 

Some Christian Gnostics of the second century showed greater interest in 
leadership roles for women and less interest in a structured hierarchy than did 
their opponents. The prominence of feminine imagery for the divine in some 
of the documents has been thought to reflect a social context in which women 
were prominent, but proof of this is still lacking. 

We know different expressions of Christian Gnosticism from the second 
century: one associated with Basilides, Christianized versions of Sethian Gnos
ticism, a Thomas tradition (not fully Gnosticized), and most important of all 
Valentinianism with its western branch represented by Ptolemy and Heracleon 
and its eastern branch represented by Theodotus. Elements of these various 
systems are known from the fIrst century (or earlier), but so far as can be proved 
at present not as a developed Gnostic religion. 

Gnosticism in the New Testament 

The false teachings opposed in some of the New Testament books bear simi
larities to the Gnosticism combatted in the second century and have been called 
"incipient Gnosticism" if not outright Gnosticism. Simon Magus in Acts 8 was 
made by later church writers the arch-heretic from whom all later heresy 
derived. Acts presents nothing distinctively Gnostic about him but may not tell 
the whole story. If the church fathers' claim is not totally artifIcial, Simon's 
followers may have moved in a Gnostic direction, or later church writers may 
have confused him with a different Simon who was a Gnostic. Colossians and 
the Pastoral Epistles oppose errorists who served angelic mediators, practiced 
asceticism, had secret teachings, claimed a superior knowledge, and denied the 
Christian doctrines of creation and resurrection. First Timothy 6:20 even refers 
to the gnosis "falsely so-called." The Johannine literature too opposes teachers 
who have left the Christian fold, denied the incarnation, held an individualistic 
and libertine view of salvation, and emphasized knowledge. The trQubles at 
Corinth over the resurrection and enthusiastic spiritual gifts-have also, b.een 
trii.cedto Gnostic thinking. There is enough to show that many (){th~ material~ 
with which the great Gnostic teachers of the second century worked were 
around in the first century. It is less clear that these ideas were present in the 
same combinations, in as developed a form, or within the same mythical frame
work. The New Testament errorists appear to combine Jewish, pagan, and 
Christian elements; but these ingredients provide an almost infinite variety of 
potential combinations. 
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The Hermetica 

Hermes Trismegistus ("Thrice-Greatest Hermes") was the Greek translation of 
the Egyptian god "Thoth the very great," who was the reputed author of the 
religio-philosophical treatises known as the Hermetic Writings (Hermetica or 
Corpus Hermeticum). The works were produced in Egypt, but the authors were 
Greeks who sought to attribute their ideas to the reputed authority of Egyptian 
wisdom. 

The Corpus Hermeticum consists of seventeen tractates in Greek, to which 
are to be added Apuleius' Asclepius (in Latin; an excerpt from it in Coptic is 
included in the Nag Hammadi collection) and the Kore Kosmou preserved in 
Stobaeus. Collections of Hermetic writings were m.ade in antiquity; the one that 
survives was brought together in Byzantine times. Dating these writings is 
difficult, but the range is from the mid-first century to the end of the third 
century. Some of the tractates have a pantheistic and optimistic character (II, 
V, VIII, XIV, and Asclepius); some are dualistic and pessimistic in character (I, 
N, VI, VII, XIII). Of most interest to New Testament scholars is Tractate I, the 
Poimandres (second century at the earliest), in which Logos and Creative Mind 
mediate between the transcendent God and the world and Anthropos descends 
through the seven planetary spheres to reveal God.237 The writer had a mysterion 
(an open secret) to reveal to the world. 

The Hermetic writings have been described as the pagan branch of Gnos
ticism because of their scheme of individual redemption by knowledge without 
a cosmic conclusion to correct the original fault. 238 Their Redeemer is a Revealer. 
No consistent outlook is maintained, and it is the dualistic tractates that most 
nearly approximate Gnosticism. Yet the most distinguishing characteristic of 
the Hermeticist is that he was a mystic. True knowledge (gnosis) is in inner 
enlightenment, the vision of God. Ecstasy produces the knowledge of God, and 
the result of gnosis is the divinization of a person while alive, described as a 
rebirth (palingenesia). Bodily things and things of the senses hinder ecstasy. A 
person, as a part of nature, is in a body and is by nature evil. God is the good. 
There are two kinds of human beings: thos~ who participate in gnosis and those 
confined by bodily lusts and concerns. The'Hermeticist was full of a holy zeal 
to proclaim to all the way of salvation, yet not everyone can share in the gnosis. 
Redemption is the recognition of the self, tjIe knowledge that one came from 
"life and light" and will return. The way to salvation is putting to death the 
senses. Salvation is practically the contemplative ecstasy. The conception of the 
heavenly journey of the soul was patterned on astrological mysticism. Human 

237. R. A. Segal, The Poimandres as Myth, Scholarly Theory and Gnostic Learning 
(Amsterdam, 1987). 

238. "For it is only knowledge of God that brings salvation to man." Corpus Hermeticum 
X,IS. See G. Luck, "The Doctrine of Salvation in the Hermetic Writings," The Second Century 
8 (1991):31-41. 
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beings in their descent through the planetary spheres were clothed with their 
properties and on return must remove them. Thus, the soul ascends through 
the seven planetary spheres, at each of which it sheds a vice, to the ogdoad (the 
eighth sphere, the realm of eternal perfection) where it passes into the heavenly 
powers and is at last absorbed into God. Hermeticism was not a theory or a 
philosophical system, but a way of spiritual progression. Some of the texts may 
refer to ceremonies of initiation to Hermetic brotherhoods.239 

Even the pantheistic tractates, which employ Stoic terms, are much more 
mystical and personal than the writings of the Stoics. The mind of God governs 
heimarmene, law, and all powers. The world is an image of God, and humans 
are an image of the world. 

Jewish influence is certain in the Hermetica, where Genesis 1:28 is cited. 
Christian contacts are more indirect.24o The Hermetic doctrine represented a 
small circle of students, and its redemption was individual. The new life in 
Hermeticism, as in some forms of Gnosticism, raised the person above the need 
for moral endeavor, whereas in Christianity it equipped the person for the moral 
struggle.241 
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Chaldaean Oracles 

The Chaldaean (or Chaldaic) Oracles was a collection made in the reign of 
Marcus Aurelius of verses in Greek allegedly based on divine revelations. It 
became the "Bible" of the later Neoplatonists and is known only from the some 
three hundred lines quoted by them. Its purpose was to justify theurgy. The old 
Greek belief in demons and magic was enriched by eastern beliefs and systema
tized by the demonology of philosophy. 

The Chaldaean Oracles offer some elements of the Gnostic systems in a 
philosophical dress. They provide for the freeing of the imprisoned soul by 
purifications and ritual. However, they contain no fall nor prospect of an end 
of the present state. Although sharing with Gnosticism a similar stage in the 
development of Platonic thought, they are not "Gnostic" in the technical sense. 

At the head of the system is Paternal Mind, which is fire (a Stoic feature 
in a system otherwise mainly indebted to Middle Platonism) and from which 
all proceeds. Through the Second Mind, who is the creator, he enters into 
contact with the world of sense. There is also a World Soul (identified with 
Hecate) that serves as Mediator. This much is similar to the philosopher Nu
menius (p. 363). A long series of powers, which is introduced between the 
highest god and the world, are vertically arranged in descending order and are 
paired as opposites. The soul is of a fiery nature and by fighting against the 
body strives to return to the father, the fire from which it came. Details of the 
rites are uncertain. The stars signify but do not cause events. 
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LATER DEVELOPMENTS: 
MONOTHEISM AND SUN WORSHIP 

The beginning of the tendency toward monotheism goes back to the philoso
phers Xenophanes and Antisthenes. Other philosophers reached the conclusion 
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that there should be one supreme principle, albeit quite diversely understood 
in Platonism, Aristotelianism, and Stoicism. Many circumstances in addition to 
the influence of certain philosophies contributed to the full development of the 
tendency. The analogy with the monarchical government of the empire pro
moted the idea that there should be one Lord in heaven as on earth. The new 
cosmology with its understanding of the orderly plan of the universe could only 
be explained by a supreme intelligence. The idea that all peoples worshiped the 
same gods under different names had long been held by the Greeks; syncretism 
in religion made it common in Roman times. Various deities were given the 
attributes of others, and this process was extended to merge the deities into 
one. The old polytheism was kept by regarding the deities as subordinate powers 
under the supreme god. Astral theology contributed a new concept of the 
universe which identified this supreme god with the sun. 

Monotheism in Greco-Roman paganism remained only a tendency. Its 
monotheistic gods were either an encompassing of all or many gods under one 
or else a philosophical principle. But a philosophical principle was no living 
god, and the philosophers' supreme god remained too abstract, too removed. 
The religious syncretism carried too much "excess baggage" from the old poly
theism. The efforts to invest the supreme principle of philosophy with the 
personality of the god of religion was most nearly successful in the elevation of 
the sun god to the supreme position. 

The rise of solar theology was perhaps the most significant development 
in paganism in late antiquity. Sun theology was the result of a fusion of Stoic 
philosophy (sun as reason = fire and divine power) and popular astrology in 
which the sun was the most important planet. When the Severan dynasty 
brought the Syrian sun god to Rome at the beginning of the third century, it 
gave a concrete expression of sun worship. The Syrian sun god was reinterpreted 
in accord with the new philosophical and popular ideas and was united with 
the imperial cult. This first official introduction was tentative and was placed 
alongside other cults, but in 274 the emperor Aurelian made sol invictus (the 
invincible sun) the imperial religion. The last pagan emperor, Julian (361-363), 
made the worship of Helios (the sun) the religious focus (as Neoplatonism 
provided the philosophical basis) of his efforts to revive paganism against 
Christianity.242 All the other gods were powers or activities of the sun.243 

Sun worship, however, remained largely a religion of the educated and 
ruling classes. The sun cult was the work of the emperor. "King Helios" did not 
win his way as a full god: he was too closely bound to the physical appearance 
of the sun, on one hand, and too dependent on a philosophical interpretation 

242. Julian's Oration 4 is the most comprehensive document of solar theology. For an 
interpretation in terms of Mithraism see Polymnia Athanassiadi, "A Contribution to Mithraic 
Theology: The Emperor Julian's Hymn to King Helios," JTS 28 (1977):J6o-71. 
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on the other. In mythology and art the sun was regularly presented as a chari
oteer who drove across the sky from east to west; by night he traversed the 
ocean that surrounds the earth in order to return to his starting place. Mithraism 
profited in the third and fourth centuries from the solar religion but supplied 
its deficiencies by giving a personal object of devotion in Mithras. 

Certain aspects of the solar religion had a popular impact, however. The 
planetary week gave the name Sunday to one of its days; the importance pagans 
attached to Sunday had implications for the significance the first day of the 
week held for Christians and encouraged the ascription of a cosmic significance 
to this day of redemption.244 In addition, the solar calendar introduced by 
Caesar and Augustus encouraged sun festivals, especially the dies natalis Solis 
invicti (the birthday of the invincible sun) - December 25. The popularity of 
this festival, the Saturnalia, in late pagan times appears to have been the decisive 
factor in the church's choice of December 25 as the day to celebrate the birth 
of Jesus.245 
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INTRODUCTION 

PHILOSOPHY in the Hellenistic and Roman periods was not the critical 
discipline it is in our day nor the theoretical and metaphysical study it has 

been through much of its history. It was a way of life. l Hellenistic-Roman 
philosophy exhibited certain characteristics that set it apart from earlier Greek 
philosophy as well as from later philosophical endeavors. Some of these charac
teristics of special interest for the student of early Christianity may be noted 
here before giving a historical survey of the major philosophers and philosophi
cal schools of thought. 

Philosophy as Religion 

The religion of many in the Hellenistic and Roman periods, especially among 
the educated, was philosophy. Philosophy provided a criticism or reinterpreta
tion of traditional religion and offered its own moral and spiritual direction. 
Each philosophical school had its own way of life (agoge) with distinctive beliefs 
and practices. 

The various schools of philosophy formed communities of "believers" 
around a revered master and his teachings. They had their "interdenominational" 
rivalries and conversion stories. Philosophy even had its holy men ("saints") and 
martyrs (notably Socrates). The various schools provided the worldview and 
practical guidance for life that religion does for many today. A person did not 
normally go to the priest of the local cult for an interpretation of the nature of 
reality or for moral advice. One turned more often than not to a philosopher for 
an answer to these questions. Although the popular religion did not give much 
ethical guidance, poets and philosophers provided a conscience for the age. Some 
even saw philosophy as bringing a kind of conversion and cleansing of the soul,2 

1. Lucian's treatise "Philosophies for Sale," according to the title in the Loeb translation, 
is literally "The Sale of Lives," that is, kinds of life represented by the different types of 
philosophies. 

2. Lucian, The Downward Journey, or the Tyrant 24. 

l 
1 I 

1 
1 
I 
I , 
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although it was a redemption worked by one's own strength. Philosophy con
tributed to the impulse toward monotheism, but in general the god of Hellenis
tic-Roman philosophy was impersonal. 

Philosophers developed significant criticisms of the popular religion.3 

Although there was no uniform approach, it was not uncommon to criticize 
the anthropomorphism and immorality of the traditional mythology, poly
theism, superstitious religious practices, and the grosser features of sacrifice. In 
turn, an emphasis was placed on the proper attitudes in sacrifice, worthy con
ceptions of the gods, rational worship, and upright conduct. Such material could 
be, and was, appropriated by Jewish and Christian writers in the early centuries 
in their attack on the established pagan religion.4 

Stoicism (see below) developed in a way that could give support to many 
traditional religious practices. In late Roman times, Neoplatonism became 
thoroughly religious in spirit, looking to religious literature as a source of 
inspiration for its speculations and incorporating religious ritual into its prac
tices. This was the result of tendencies present in some of the philosophical 
thinkers earlier. 

Philosophy as EthicsS 

Ethics was the principal concern of the leading Hellenistic philosophies. Their 
aim was to teach people how to live. Moral instruction was quite specific about 
what is right and wrong and what one's duties in various social relationships 
were. The similarities of this moral instruction with that found in Judaism and 
early Christianity provide a closer affinity than any other aspect of the ancient 
world does to the New Testament. (See below on Popular Philosophy and on 
the individual philosophies for the content of philosophical ethics.) 

Three modes of moral exhortation employed by the philosophers have 
been identified. Protrepsis was an exhortation to adopt a particular viewpoint. 
As used by philosophers it was an invitation to follow the philosophical life. 
This rhetorical category was put to use by philosophers and became a full 
treatise with Aristotle's Protrepticus; it had an influential Latin representative 
in Cicero's Hortensius (both works largely lost) and is represented in early 
Christian literature by apologetic works such as Clement of Alexandria's Pro
trepticus. In the New Testament, Romans has been described as a protreptic 

3. Harold W. Attridge, "The Philosophical Critique of Religion under the Early Em
pire," ANRW II, Principat, 16.1 (Berlin and New York, 1978), 45-78. 

4. Josephus, Against Apion 2.33-35, 239-57; Justin, Apology 1.24-25; Athenagoras, Plea 8, 
13-23· 

5. Abraham J. Malherbe, Moral Exhortation, A Greco-Roman Sourcebook (Philadelphia, 
1986); idem, "Hellenistic Moralists and the New Testament," ANRWII, Principat, 26.1 (Berlin, 
1992), 267-333. 
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letter.6 Protreptic works urged people to convert to the philosophical way of 
life, to join a particular school, or to adopt the moral conduct taught by 
philosophy. These goals often required turning the readers or hearers from an 
alternative course of action, refuting objections to what was being advocated, 
or censuring flaws in the person that hindered attainment of the new life. 

Paraenesis is a broader term for moral exhortation to follow a given course 
of action or to abstain from a contrary behavior. It thus consisted of encourage
ment and dissuasion. Rules of conduct are prominent. Paraenesis presupposed 
some positive relationship between the parties or that the one giving instruction 
was a moral superior, and it involved habits of behavior already accepted within 
the society or community of which the parties were members. Common tech
niques of paraenesis were reminding of what was known, complimenting what 
was done that was good, censuring wrong conduct, offering examples for imi
tation, stringing together brief precepts and admonitions, and giving reasons 
for the recommended conduct. The concerns of early Christianity made parae
nesis virtually ubiquitous in its literature. One of the best examples of a parae
netic letter is 1 Thessalonians. 7 

The diatribe was a popular treatment of ethical subjects aimed at moving 
people to action. The earliest examples of the diatribe style are found in the 
fragments of Teles (p. 328). The diatribe set up a brief but lively dialogue. An 
imaginary interlocutor raised objections to a teaching or drew false conclusions 
that the speaker rejected with a strong negative ("By no means!") or corrected 
with censure or persuasion. Involved in the style were direct address, rhetorical 
questions and answers, short parallel or antithetical statements, interjections, 
appeal to examples, and quotations from poetry or other authorities.8 The 
diatribe style finds examples in the New Testament (cf. Rom. 2-4; 1 Cor. 6:l2-20; 
15:29-35; Jas. 2:14ff.). The diatribe's home was in the discourses and discussions 
of the philosophical schools, where it was addressed to students with an imper
fect understanding, but it was adapted for literary works. The term diatribe has 
often been used loosely for the characteristics of Cynic and Stoic popular 
preaching (or harangues) in the marketplace, but. the latter was a separate 
phenomenon with a different setting and purpose, aimed at drawing hearers to 
a consideration of the serious questions of life. 

Hellenistic moralists reinforced their teaching by use of the literary and 
rhetorical conventions of personal examples, lists of virtues and vices (excep
tional is Philo's list of 147 characteristics of the lover of pleasure - Sacrifices of 

6. Stanley K. Stowers, Letter Writing in Greco-Roman Antiquity (Philadelphia, 1986), 

7. Abraham J. Malherbe, "Exhortation in First Thessalonians," Novum Testamentum 
25 (1983):238-56 = Paul and the Popular Philosophers (Minneapolis, 1989),49-66; cf. 74; idem, 
Paul and the Thessalonians (Philadelphia, 1986), chap. 3; idem, "Hellenistic Moralists and the 
New Testament," ANRW II, Principat, 26.1 (Berlin, 1992), 287-93. 

8. Stanley K. Stowers, The Diatribe and Paul's Letter to the Romans (Chico, Calif., 1981). 
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Cain and Abel 5.32), tables of duties (cf. p. 65 on the haustafeln or "household 
codes"), and lists of hardships.9 

Popular PhilosophylO 

The activities of the philosophers in the various social settings noted below 
contributed to a popularization of philosophical ideas, particularly moral teach
ings, at various levels of society. Although the old school labels were maintained 
and despite the bitter polemic of the philosophical schools against one another, 
the Hellenistic-Roman age showed an increasing tendency toward a philosophi
cal koine, not just among educated laymen but even among more professional 
philosophers. Philosophy, at least from the first century, appeared to society as 
a unity (Juvenal, Satires 13.19-22) with the purpose of helping humanity. The 
different schools shared common elements and concerns (such as the individu
alism discussed below). Certain themes recur among the philosophical moralists 
with enough frequency to show what were matters of interest - marriage and 
sexual conduct, consolation, covetousness, and anger - and what the ideals 
were - virtue, friendship, civil concord and responsibility for the welfare of 
the state, and freedom. 

Despite their sharp differences, to be delineated in the subsequent sections, 
the major Hellenistic philosophical schools had much in common. The purpose 
of philosophy was to teach people how to live. This entailed the assumption 
that virtue is teachable. Virtue is related to knowledge, and reason is the means 
of attaining it. For all the schools, self-sufficiency (autarkeia), freedom 
(eleutheria), and happiness (eudaimonia) were goals, but they differed in the 
specific ways of attaining them. The virtuous life meant a detachment (in 
varying degrees) from the affairs and concerns of this life - a self-sufficiency 
with regard to all external circumstances. "If you become a philosopher, you 
will live not unpleasantly, but you will learn to subsist pleasantly anywhere and 
with any resources."ll It was common to emphasize freedom from passion 
through renunciation. The virtuous life, furthermore, was a life lived according 
to nature, although the definition of nature varied considerably from one school 
to another. This kind of life brought an inner freedom and happiness. 

Hellenistic philosophies sought spiritual freedom for people now living 
under kings, no longer in self-governing cities. Their paths were different, but 

9. J. T. Fitzgerald, Cracks in an Earthen Vessel: An Examination of the Catalogues of 
Hardships in the Corinthian Correspondence (Atlanta, 1988). 

10. Abraham J. Malherbe, Paul and the Popular Philosophers (Minneapolis, 1989); cf. 
David Balch, et al., eds., Greeks, Romans, and Christians: Essays in Honor of Abraham J. 
Malherbe (Minneapolis, 1990), for studies illustrating the use of the philosophical literature 
in interpreting the New Testament. 

11. Plutarch, Virtue and Vice 4 (Moralia WID). 
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all had the goal of spiritual autonomy - how one could be free within, regard
less of external circumstance. 

The message of the philosophers was for people to turn from luxury and 
self-indulgence and from superstition to a life of freedom, discipline, and some
times contemplation. Cebes in the first century A.D. wrote a moral dialogue 
describing the good life and the bad life, depicted as the choice between two 
ways. One's goal should be deliverance from the bad life, achieved only by 
repentance. 

[The good man] will not be troubled in the least either by Pain or Grief, 
Incontinence, Avarice, Poverty or by any other vice. For he is master of all 
things and is superior to everything that formerly caused him distress .... 
No longer does anything cause distress to this man because he has an an
tidote.12 

An important contribution to moral thought - the concept of conscience 
- is often attributed to Stoicism but seems really to have belonged to popular 
thought. 13 

A fairly common stock of illustrations came to be employed in order to 
commend the proper approach to life. Especially frequent among all the schools 
was the comparison of persons to actors in a play. The part was prescribed by 
"fate"; the person's task was to play well the part assigned. 14 Other common 
illustrations were drawn from athletics, warfare, and from medical practice. IS 

Popular philosophy was an expression of the eclecticism of the age (see 
PP·356-59). 

Philosophy and Individualism 

The Hellenistic philosophical schools were an expression of the individualism 
of the period after Alexander the Great and in turn further encouraged it. In 
this regard they represented a break from the viewpoint of Plato and Aristotle 
who, from the perspective of the classical city-state, constructed universal sys
tems of thought. The Sophists of the fifth century B.C. (pp. 306ff.) had already 
begun to weaken the foundations of traditional Greek life by distinguishing 
nature from custom and raising questions about the relativity of the latter. Then 

12. John Fitzgerald and L. Michael White, The Tabula ofCebes (Chico, Calif., 1983). 
13. C. A. Pierce, Conscience in the New Testament, Studies in Biblical Theology, vol. 15 

(London, 1955),13-20. 
14. Edwyn Bevan, "Hellenistic Popular Philosophy," in The Hellenistic Age (Cambridge, 

1925), 86-89, 102. 
15. Abraham J. Malherbe, Paul and the Popular Philosophers (Minneapolis, 1989), 78-89, 

91-119,121-36. 
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the conquests of Alexander effectively broadened the concept of the world and 
at the same time broke down the sense of security within the narrow confines 
of the old city-state. In the fourth century especially, the traditional religion, 
morality, and way of life no longer seemed to be assured by the customs of a 
close-knit community. Many persons were looking for new foundations of 
conduct and a new sense of community. Individuals were on their own. The 
Hellenistic philosophers spoke to individuals to fill their needs. They drew on 
Socrates' view that the soul is intellectual and moral personality and that the 
first duty of a person is to cultivate his own soul (pp. 307-10). This became the 
perspective from which different Hellenistic philosophical schools developed 
various responses to the new situation. The philosophies originating after Alex
ander's time, in a more universal setting, concentrated on the individual and 
his or her place in the cosmos. 

Philosophy in Its Social Setting 

Philosophers taught in many social settings. 16 Some were supported by wealthy 
patrons as almost house "chaplains." Others gave invited lectures at the public 
baths, gymnasia, or other public buildings. Some (especially Cynics) spoke on 
their own in the marketplaces and on street corners. Others (like Epictetus) 
taught in formal schools. The Epicureans formed their own communities, meet
ing in private homes. Under the empire some philosophers were supported out 
of state funds. 

In addition to public speeches, philosophers used other means of instruc
tion: letters, epitomes (systematic summaries oflarger works), and compilations 
of the teaching of a philosopher or of advice on a particular subject. Gnomes 
(pithy sayings), chreiai (especially apt and instructive anecdotes, differing from 
gnomes in giving a narrative setting to the saying),J7 and poetry were used to 
spread philosophical teachings. 

16. Samuel Dill, Roman Soaety from Nero to Marcus Aurelius (New York, 1905; repro 
Meridian, 1956), identified three types of activity by philosophers: the philosophic "director 
of souls," e.g., Seneca; the philosophic "missionary," e.g., Dio Chrysostom; and the philo
sophic "theologian," e.g., Plutarch. 

17. Ronald F. Hock and Edward N. O'Neil, eds., The Chreia in Ancient Rhetoric. Vol. 1, 
The Progymnasmata (Atlanta, 1986). 
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SOPHISTS AND SOCRATES 

The Sophists 

Ancient writers traced all of the Hellenistic philosophical schools back to 
Socrates (p. 307). In order to place Socrates in his intellectual setting some notice 
must be taken of the Sophist movement. 

The Sophists appeared in the fifth century B.C. during the golden age of 
Athens. Their name in origin was nothing derogatory and referred to "one 
who could make you wise." The Sophists came into being to satisfy the need 
for knowledge of the art of speech in Greek public life. In the assemblies of 
citizens, the army, and law courts persuasion was important. Failure to argue 
successfully on your feet could even end in taking a drink of hemlock (as 
Socrates learned). 

The Sophists were essentially wanderers, cosmopolitan types. They gave 
public lectures to demonstrate their skill and so gain business. They earned 
their living as private tutors, teaching others the art of public speaking. The 
successful ones were known for their elegance in speaking and ability in rea
soning. They taught their pupils how to argue on general grounds as opposed 
to specific evidence, to put new interpretations on the facts and turn them to 
their advantage. 

The Sophists raised the antithesis of "custom" (nomos, "law") and "na
ture" (physis). As the Greeks became aware of other peoples, they realized that 
their traditional customs were not a matter of universal validity. Hence, the 
Sophists made a distinction between things that are so by convention and things 
that are so by nature. This cut at the root of tradition and led to the notion of 
moral relativity. The Sophists did not set out to subvert traditional morality, 
but their pupils began extending the range of conclusions that could be drawn 
from the approach. 

The Sophists began to raise general questions. The tendency to ratio
nalism may be illustrated from thoughts about the existence of the gods. 
Protagoras said, "Concerning the gods I cannot know for certain whether they 
exist or not, nor what they are like in form. There are many things that hinder 
certainty - the obscurity of the matter and the shortness of human life" 
(Frg. 4).18 Others advanced rationalistic theories of the origin of the gods. 
Prodicus said that the gods were the deification of things found useful. 19 

Critias put a speech in a play (Sisyphus) in which it was suggested that the 
gods were invented as a check against human wrongdoing20 (one might avoid 

18. From Eusebius, Preparation of the Gospel 14.3.7; Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent 
Philosophers 9.51. 

19. Sextus Empiricus, Against Mathematicians 9.18; Cicero, On the Nature of the Gods 
1.37.118. 

20. Sextus Empiricus, Against Mathematicians 9.54. 



HELLENISTIC-ROMAN PHILOSOPHIES 307 

human detection but the unseen gods see all}. Euhemerus advanced the view 
that the gods were great persons who had been deified.21 As a testimony to 
the influence of Euhemerus' view, his was the first Greek work translated into 
Latin by Ennius in the second century B.C. Christian apologists used the theory 
against paganism.22 

The Sophistic movement was not the birth of thought, but it was the birth 
of conscious intellectualism. The Sophists raised questions that were central to 
the Hellenistic philosophical schools, and they provide the background to 
Socrates and Plato. 

Socrates (469-399 B.C.) 

The pre-Socratic philosophers were primarily natural philosophers.23 Socrates 
decided the main problem was the human person and turned his attention to 
practical affairs of daily living. To paraphrase Cicero, Socrates brought philos
ophy down from heaven to earth.24 Hence, it is no accident that we make a 
distinction between pre-Socratic and post-Socratic philosophy.25 He was re
sponsible for philosophy becoming concerned with the conscience and personal 
religion. The stress on individualism in Hellenistic philosophy found its basis 
and an exemplar in Socrates. And the various Hellenistic schools of philosophy 
traced their descent from him. Socrates made the human being - not some 
principle - central. The occasion for this interest was the questioning carried 
on by the Sophists. 

Socrates was not himself a Sophist: he did not give public lectures nor 
take private pupils for pay. In fact he reacted against the "know-it-all" Sophists 
as well as against the old naivete about willful, amoral deities. He realized that 
Athens could not turn the clock back and that the questions raised by the 
Sophists had to be dealt with and could not simply be avoided. On the other 
hand, he sought for something true and secure in place of the relativism to 
which the Sophists were tending. Yet the populace identified him with the 

21. Diodorus Siculus 6. 
22. Athenagoras, Plea 28 (without reference to Euhemerus); Lactantius, Divine Insti

tutes 1.15. 
23. W. Jaeger, The Theology of the Early Greek Philosophers (Oxford, 1947); K. Freeman, 

Ancilla to Pre-Socratic Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass., 1948); W. K. C. Guthrie, History of Greek 
Philosophy,vols. 1 and 2 (Cambridge, 1978); Jonathan Barnes, The Presocratic Philosophers, 
2 vols. (Boston, 1979); G. S. Kirk, et al., The Pre-Socratic Philosophers: A Critical History with 
a Selection of Texts (Cambridge, 1983). 

24. Cicero, Academica 1.4.15. 
25. Pre-Socratic philosophy was not forgotten, however, and note will be made below 

of some of its elements in the Hellenistic schools. It also had an influence on early Christian 
thinkers; see R. M. Grant, "Early Christianity and Pre-Socratic Philosophy," Harry Austin 
WolfSon Jubilee Volume (Jerusalem, 1965), 376ff. 
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SOCRATES 
Socrates was the hero of 

philosophers to whom 
the philosophical schools 

of the Hellenistic age 
traced their origin. His 
popularity is shown by 

the large number of rep
resentations which sur
vive. (National Archaeo
logical Museum, Naples) 
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Sophists because of his method of questioning and the circle of young men 
gathered around him.26 

Socrates spent most of his time outside talking with people and seems to 
have known almost everyone in Athens. He had a sense of mission: to ask 
questions. His vocation was to serve people in this way. He tried to get people 
to give as much attention to their souls as they did to their bodies. (The psyche 
was now definitely the personality.) He challenged them to defme justice and 
piety and other concepts about which they talked. 

Socrates' basic idea was that if you know what is right, you will do it. 
Wrongdoing is the result of wrong thinking and wrong information. It has been 
said that "the trouble with Socrates was that he credited other people with his 
own strength of will." It would be a mistake, however, to regard Socrates as a 
pure rationalist. He claimed to have a daimon that guided him, always function
ing negatively (somewhat like a conscience) in giving premonitions against 
doing certain things. 

Socrates never gave his associates an answer. He steered the conversation 
in such a way that the person could give better answers to himself. His "philos
ophy" was an attitude, a discipline, not a system. He did not write anything; 
the important thing was not what he said, but how he said it. He proved to be 
very productive of thought in others. A major problem in the study of Socrates 
is that the two major sources about him - Plato's Dialogues and Xenophon's 
Memorabilia - give quite diverse pictures of the man. Likewise, quite varied 
philosophical schools claimed to derive from him. Not only did Plato, and 
through him Aristotle, claim succession from Socrates, but also linked to 
Socrates were Eucleides, founder of the Megarian school, whose sophistries 
promoted a skepticism about logic; Antisthenes, associated with the beginnings 
of the Cynics, who in turn influenced the Stoics; and Aristippus, leader of the 
Cyrenaic school, whose hedonism of bodily pleasure was modified by Epicurus 
into intellectual pleasures. This illustrates the point that the important thing 
was the method and not the content. Most scholars have thought that Plato 
represents the direction in which Socrates' thought was heading but that his 
positive philosophical system certainly was not already formulated by his 
master. An inner circle of friends was devoted to Socrates. He had an uncanny 
power to attract disciples without seeking them, and his importance in the 
history of philosophy was his influence on them. 

Socrates was not as popular as he might have been. People do not like 
mavericks, especially in bad times, and the war with Sparta was a bad time for 
Athens. Socrates seemed to be one of those ripping apart the fabric of public 
life, and among his pupils and friends were critics of the democracy. He was 
accused of not worshiping the gods but introducing a new daimon and of 

26. Aristophanes' The Clouds is a parody that illustrates the atmosphere in which 
Socrates moved (but not his teaching). 
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corrupting the youth. The court was in effect a town meeting, and these meet
ings were temperamental in character. Plato's Apology probably represents 
Socrates' attitude and line of argument, though there would not have been such 
a lengthy speech in court and it would not have been written down. It was not 
the type of defense expected; hardly a defense, it was more a defiance: Socrates 
could not give up his mission. What the people really wanted was to get rid of 
him through exile, not death. Even in prison he was given an opportunity to 
escape, but his sense of duty led him to refuse. He accepted the sentence of 
drinking poison without fear of death. In dying as he did, Socrates was not 
really killed: he became a martyr. 
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PLATO AND THE ACADEMY TO THE FIRST CENTURY 

Life of Plato (429-347 B.C.) 

Plato came from an aristocratic family in Athens; if it were not for Socrates' 
death, he might have been a poet or a statesman. Plato's whole life had been 
opened up by personal contact with Socrates, and the latter's death (399 B.C.) 

changed the course of his life. He could not serve Athens or advocate a 
democracy that would put such a man as Socrates to death. That death caused 
a kind of religious awakening in Plato, and he set himself to perpetuating his 
teacher's memory. 

Plato left Athens and traveled for about twelve years; he returned to Athens 
and after 387 began teaching near the grove sacred to the deity Akademos. He 
organized a fellowship, a corporation like many of the associations of the time, 
dedicated to the muses. The building where he taught, and so his school, came 
to be called the Academy. Teaching was Plato's main occupation for the last 
forty years of his life. Some scholars have seen the Seventh Letter as perhaps the 
most illuminating source for what Plato was like.27 

27. But L. Edelstein, Plato's Seventh Letter (Leiden, 1966), argues that it cannot be genuine. 
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PLATO 
Plato was the greatest of Socrates' pupils and has had 

a major influence on Western intellectual history. 
(Louvre, Paris) 
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The Dialogues 

Plato chose the dialogue form of writing as nearest to the teaching method of 
Socrates. He brought into literary expression what had been his own experience 
in listening to Socrates: arrive at truth through conversation, not lecture. He 
sought to reproduce in writing the question-and-answer method Socrates em
ployed in talking with people so as to lead them to think and find answers for 
themselves. 

The Dialogues fall roughly into three periods. The early dialogues (such 
as Euthyphro, Crito, and Protagoras) and the Apology most nearly approximate 
the Socratic method. There is a concern with the definitions of qualities: what 
is courage, self-control, holiness, justice? The typical approach is to ask: "What 
is such-and-such?" then break down foolish arguments and refute all suggested 
answers, ending on the note "I do not know." 

This effort to arrive at concepts led to the rather complicated theory of 
"ideas" (idea) or "forms" (eidos). Previously, if one wanted a definition of 
courage, a courageous person was pointed to. Plato came to think in terms of 
what is characteristic of all courageous persons. He then separated the ideas of 
courage, etc., more and more from the world. At the height of the middle period 
a new thought was being presented: the real world is "pure form." Plato wavered 
between the view that the world of the senses was an imitation of (and 
completely separated from) the real world of ideas and the view that the world 
participates in the ideas (see below, pp. 313-14). To this middle group of dialogues 
belong the Republic, Phaedo, and Symposium. With them the dialogue became 
an art form of the highest order. 

The examination of the relationship of the just man to the idea of justice 
and of one idea to another (justice to courage, etc.) led to a criticism of the 
theory of ideas. During this time Plato's interest in mathematics (the relations 
of numbers and the relation of mathematics to the sensible world as illustrations 
of the relation of forms to this world) grew. In this later period Plato had 
returned to what is for us the real world, but for a reason - to learn the relations 
between things. His interest now was in logic, mathematics, and the relations 
of the forms. By this time Plato had become so scientific and so far-removed 
from the usual ethical interests of people that few outside his school could 
understand him. To the late period belong the Sophist, Statesman, Philebus, 
Timaeus, and Laws. Dialogues were now used for exposition. 

Although the Republic has been Plato's acknowledged masterpiece and the 
most important of his works for the study of his philosophy, two works of the 
later period are actually more important for the student of the backgrounds of 
early Christianity - the Laws and Timaeus. Whereas the Republic offers a theory 
of the ideal state, the Laws presents the actual detailed prescriptions for public 
and private life - including a great concern with religion. Consequently, the 
Laws is a more valuable historical source about how things were done or might 
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be done. The Timaeus provided the starting point for the Hellenistic and later 
Platonic worldview. The Middle Platonists (p. 364) found in it three ultimate 
principles: the Demiurge or Maker of all things; preexistent matter out of which 
the world is made; and the ideas as the patterns by which things are made. The 
World-Soul is intermediate between the intelligible and sensible worlds. 

Plato's Thought 

Theory of Ideas. This is the real crux of Plato's philosophy, but difficult because 
it goes so much against "common sense." "Ideas" for us are something in the 
mind. For Plato in his most distinctive period (e.g., Parmenides) ideas are neither 
physical nor mental; they are outside space and time. Ideas are real; the physical 
world is but a poor imitation. The idea is independent of its exemplification in 
the copies or images observed in space and time. To actualize something is to 
degrade it. The things in the physical world are imperfect imitations of the form 
or idea. For example, the idea of the circle is of something perfectly round, but 
no actual circle is truly perfect. 

All forms or ideas are summed up in the one ultimate ideal, which he 
calls the idea of the Good (principle of perfection). The idea of the Good has 
been thought to be the nearest approximation in Plato to the biblical idea of 
God, but the Good for Plato was a "form," not a "god," and for the biblical 
"living God," one must turn to the Platonic "World Soul," which was not the 
supreme being. Plato does not have a personal God. His thought is deeply 
religious, but it is the impersonal principle of perfection that he worships. 
Nevertheless, in pointing to a First Principle - absolute, unchanging, and true 
Being - and to the divine principle of order in the cosmos he prepared for the 
religious thought of the empire. 

The "Myth of the Cave" in the Republic 7 (sl4A-19A) is one of the great 
myths of literature. We may see this allegory of life as a summary of Plato's 
philosophy of ideas and his mission as a philosopher. Human beings, according 
to the myth, live in a cave, where from birth they are chained facing the inside 
wall. Outside the mouth of the cave a fire is burning. Between the fire and the 
entrance to the cave other beings pass by and cast their shadows on the inside 
wall. We never see anything but the shadows, hence we mistake that for reality. 
We know only shadows of reality and shadows of ourselves. We cannot turn 
around to look at each other. To "know thyself' is to get out of the cave. Some 
break their chain and turn around. The light from outside after the darkness 
of the cave is dazzling. Those who cannot stand the light prefer to remain in 
the cave. A few overcome the initial dazzlement and march out past the fire. 
These climb a steep hill and finally reach the top where they can see the sun. 
After an experience of ecstasy they return to the cave, because they have a duty 
to their fellow prisoners. As they return, they experience a second bewilderment. 
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Accustomed to the light, they stumble in the darkness of the cave. Those who 
remained in the cave laugh at them and are so impatient with their stumbling 
that they may put them to death. 

The meaning of the allegory is that the philosopher who has seen the 
world of ideas can explain the realities better than those who know only this 
shadowy world of sense. Some who have seen the light, however, cannot stand 
the truth. But those who know only darkness treat harshly those who have 
come from the world oflight. The chains that blind people are their prejudices 
and appetites. The real truth is represented by the sun, not by man-made fire. 
The highest life is a combination of contemplation (the mountaintop) and 
action (returning to instruct others), of theory and practice. Unfortunately, 
this beautiful and powerful myth leaves one important question inadequately 
answered. What breaks the chain? What makes conversion possible? Here the 
Christian religion offered a significant point of contact and correction to 
Platonic philosophy. 

The Soul. Plato's thought about the soul was perhaps the most influential 
part of his philosophy in the period of concern in this book. His emphasis on 
a spiritual reality distinct from the body, his doctrine of immortality, and his 
analysis of the soul with the related ethical theory had an acceptance his theory 
of ideas did not receive. 

Plato drew on earlier Orphic and Pythagorean thought to establish a 
nonmaterial reality in humanity. The human has two distinct realities: the body 
is the vehicle of the invisible soul. Only the soul can comprehend ideas, so it 
belongs to the realm of ideas. The soul's relation to bodies is analogous to the 
relation of ideas to material manifestations. The familiar dichotomy in Western 
thought between body and soul is a product of the Platonic tradition. Thus in 
the modern world the clumsy word psychosomatic (from psyche, "soul," and 
soma, "body") has had to be coined in order to put back together two things 
that from the biblical perspective never should have been separated. 

For Plato the soul is immortal, possessing both preexistence and continued 
postexistence. The Phaedo, set as a conversation between Socrates and his friends 
in his last hours, is an argument for the immortality of the soul. By definition 
the soul is life (psyche), and life is antithetical to death. The soul, therefore, does 
not die but survives the body. Plato draws on the older ideas of transmigration, 
rewards, and punishment. The real self possesses something divine. The home 
of the soul is not earth but the sphere of the planets. Plato's immortality of the 
soul is a natural immortality, something that is true of the soul by reason of its 
very nature. This philosophical doctrine of the immortality of the soul is to be 
distinguished from the Jewish and Christian doctrine of a resurrection of the 
body and from the patristic doctrine of a created or a conditional immortality 
of the soul dependent on the grace and power of God. 

Plato's theory of knowledge (epistemology) is related to his view of the 
soul. Knowledge is recollection. Persons can have concepts only because they 
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had them previously. Ideas are a priori, known independently of experience. 
The soul saw and learned the ideas before it came to dwell in a body. Experience 
reminds, but it does not prove and validate. Knowledge is innate and must be 
evoked by the teacher as a midwife drawing it out of a person. 

Plato divided the soul into three parts: the intellectual or rational, the 
vibrant or spirited, and the desirous or appetitive. His ethics is related to this 
threefold analysis, as he saw a virtue for each part: wisdom for the intellectual 
part, courage for the spirited part, and self-control for the desirous part. When 
there is harmony and balance between the three parts of the soul, with the 
rational in firm control, then the person reflects the virtue of justice. These four 
virtues - justice, self-control, courage, and wisdom - were given prominence 
in the Hellenistic Age and became the four natural virtues to which were added 
the three supernatural virtues (faith, hope, and love) to form the seven cardinal 
virtues of the Middle Ages. 

Plato's Influence 

Although Plato did not hold a dominant place in the philosophy of the Hel
lenistic Age, he came to that position in the early centuries of the Christian era. 
Patristic theology took shape largely in the framework of Platonic philosophy. 
Not only Christian thought but also some Jewish (notably Philo) and later 
Islamic philosophy owed much to him. Plato's emphasis on nonmaterial reality, 
a deathless soul distinct from the body, the idea of a cosmic religion (beauty of 
the celestial order above), and a just society has been enormously influential. 

The Old Academy28 

Plato designated his nephew Speusippus (c. 407-339 B.C.) to succeed him as head 
of the Academy on his death in 347 B.C. Speusippus was a capable thinker who 
continued Plato's work on definitions and mathematics. 

Xenocrates (head from 339 to 314 B.C.) continued an interest in numbers 
and in formalizing Plato's thought. He was more significant, however, for sys
tematizing the nature of the gods and demons (p. 221) and turning attention 
to practical morality. 

Polemon (head 314-270) was converted from a dissolute life to philosophy 
by Xenocrates. The story was told that while drunk and garlanded from a party 
he stumbled into Xenocrates' lecture room. He was moved to change his ways 
and took up the study of philosophy so eagerly that he became the next head 

28. I am indebted in the following section, as in the whole chapter, to Zeph Stewart's 
lectures at Harvard University on Hellenistic philosophy. 
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of the school.29 He was mainly interested in ethics, and under his headship 
Crantor wrote On Grief, a work always considered in the later consolation 
literature of antiquity. 

Crates (head 270-268) was the last head of the "Old" Academy; his succes
sor gave up the defense of Plato's system and changed the Academy. 

The Skeptical Academy 

Arcesilasor Arcesilaus (316-241 B.C.) became head of the Academy in 268, begin
ning the period variously called the Middle, New, or Second Academy. In order 
to meet the challenge presented by the new popular teaching of Stoicism, 
Arcesilas adopted a questioning attitude. He went back to what he said was the 
real Socrates. True Socratism is "suspension of judgment." Socrates apparently 
did not dogmatize; he questioned. 

According to Arcesilas we cannot tell what actual experience is, we cannot 
say one perception is clearer and more certain than another (against the Stoic 
theory of knowledge; see p. 337). Hence, the proper philosophical position is 
the withholding of judgment. There is, however, what is probable and rea
sonable (e.g., the sun will rise tomorrow) and other things are persuasive (e.g., 
a bull coming at you). Therefore, there is enough basis on which to develop a 
system for daily life. Although he said that we cannot know absolute truth, on 
this point of probability he differed from the true Skeptics (PP.325-27). 

Carneades (214-129, head of the Academy c. 180-136) carried the Academy 
further into skepticism, introducing what was called the New or Third Academy. 
Like Arcesilas, he wrote nothing, but his views were collected by his pupil 
Clitomachus and are known through Cicero and others. The arguments of 
Arcesilas against the Stoa were answered by Chrysippus (p. 334), so that it was 
said, "If there were no Chrysippus, there would be no Stoa." Carneades re
sponded to the challenge and added, "If there were no Chrysippus, there would 
be no Carneades." He was a great intellect - "widely quoted, often opposed, 
never refuted." He resembled Socrates in skill and method of arguing and in 
being an intellectual gadfly, asking awkward questions that continued to bother 
people. 

Carneades could affirm that we do not even know that Socrates did not 
know. The "presentations" to the mind may give true or false information, and 
since we can never be certain about any presentation, we must never give our 
assent. Yet he too granted a realm of the probable and analyzed three degrees 
of probability: (1) the merely probable, (2) the probable and not contradicted, 
and (3) the probable, not contradicted, and examined. He waged war on all 
absolutes, but he did not attack convention as such. 

29. A. D. Nock, Conversion (Oxford, 1933),173. 
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The most famous event in Carneades' life was a political embassy to Rome 
on behalf of Athens along with the Peripatetic Critolaus and the Stoic Diogenes 
of Babylon. Carneades demonstrated his skill as a public speaker and dialectician 
when he gave speeches on successive days for and against justice. This had an 
electrifying effect on the Romans. His suggestion that Rome give back what she 
had conquered in order to be just set back the cause of philosophy in Rome for 
a century. 

The Eclectic Academy 

Philo of Larissa (160-80 B.C.) became head of the Academy about 110 B.C., 

succeeding Clitomachus. With him begins what is sometimes termed the Fourth 
Academy. Others dispute the fact that Philo departed from the skepticism of 
Arcesilas, but there does seem to be a change in emphasis. Since we cannot 
know that we do not know, Philo said we should assume that the probable is 
true. The concern of all the schools by this time was ethics, and life was con
sidered unlivable if nothing could be determined. This attitude could lead to a 
break with skepticism, which certainly occurred with Antiochus of Ascalon. The 
Academy as an institution appears to have ceased after 88 B.C. 

Antiochus of Ascalon (c. 130-C. 68 B.C.)30 brought about a full shift from 
skepticism, sometimes called the Fifth Academy. He claimed that Plato, Aristotle, 
and the Stoics said about the same things, so one should select their common 
points. The true successors of Plato, he said, were the Stoics and not the skeptical 
Academy. Zeno changed a few names (he spoke of preferred things for Plato's 
good things; see p. 338) and although he rejected an incorporeal soul, the 
essential thing was the duality of an active and passive part in human beings. 
Moreover, the Stoics accepted certainty, although basing it on the senses. Aris
totle, too, was essentially a Platonist, although he modified the ethics. 

Thus the Academy was moving toward the Stoa at a time when (as will 
be seen below) the Stoa was becoming Platonic. This development contributed 
to the rise of Middle Platonism and Neoplatonism, the histories of which will 
be taken up in the last sections of this chapter. 
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ARISTOTLE AND THE PERIPATETICS 

Life of Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) 

Aristotle was born at Stagirus in Chalcidice (hence his epithet "the Stagirite"). 
His father was a doctor, which may explain why Aristotle had an interest in 
biology. When Aristotle came to the Academy at age seventeen, Plato was in his 
last stage of development, interested in logic and the criticism of tlIe tlIeory of 
ideas. At Plato's death Aristotle (and Xenocrates) withdrew from AtlIens. He 
spent time at Assos and Mytilene before Philip of Macedon invited him to come 
to his court in Pella to tutor the young Alexander. In 334 B.C. Aristotle returned 
to Athens and founded his own school, renting buildings of a gymnasium (the 
Lyceum). These included a covered walk around a courtyard (peripatos), which 
gave the name Peripatetic to his SChOOPl An outbreak of anti-Macedonian 
feeling in AtlIens and a charge of impiety against Aristotle caused him to leave 
Athens ("lest the Athenians sin twice against philosophy") for Chalcis, where 
he died. 

Aristotle's Thought 

Aristotle saw himself, at least initially, as a true successor of Plato. Picking up 
the last phase of Plato's thought, he criticized the ideas as not separate but 
within things themselves. Individual objects develop toward their own perfec
tion. Thus Aristotle had an interest in this world and in individual things. 
Whereas Plato started with the forms and moved to specifics, Aristotle started 
with specifics and tried to group them into ever higher genera. He set his 
students to the task of collecting all of the objects they could. Since each object 
is striving for the fulfillment of its own nature, that is, perfection for itself, it is 

31. This is contrary to the story in Diogenes Laertius 5.2 that the name came from 
Aristotle's walking while he lectured; everyone walked while lecturing. 
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possible to learn the ideal from studying individuals and what they have in 
common. Thus, by studying the parts one may understand the whole. For 
example, in preparation for his Politics Aristotle had his students collect the 
constitutions of the different Greek cities. Of the 158 they collected, only that 
of Athens survives. 

Aristotle divided things two ways: as substance, when we see nature in a 
moment; and as motion, when we see it as a world of change. Moreover, we 
may analyze nature into potentiality and actuality. 

World as Substance. When one looks at things in a moment, as they are 
in themselves, he sees that everything in nature is a particular substance. Sub
stance is what something is in itself, its "accidents" are its attributes, how it is 
perceived. The distinction between substance and accidents became important 
to the clarification of certain theological thoughts in the Middle Ages. 

Substance is divisible into form and matter (or pattern and possibility). 
In the world of nature everything is composed of "stuff' and its arrangement 
or ordering. For example, a statue is marble to which the sculptor has given a 
shape. It is matter that has been given a form. Matter does not exist without 
form, nor form without matter. 

For Aristotle it is impossible that all the individuals in a category be 
destroyed while the forms (ideals) still exist. This is because the forms exist only 
in matter, in the concrete individuals. This is not so for Plato in his characteristic 
thought, for in his theory the ideas (forms) exist outside and apart from the 
individuals. Aristotle's criticism of Plato was that he confused the process of 
knowing with the nature of reality. To be able to think we must make abstrac
tions. Plato confused the necessary abstractions of thought with the way things 
really are. 

World as Motion. Change is a fact that all observe. While Plato wanted to 
go beyond the world of change to the unchangeable ideas, Aristotle studied 
change itself. Change has a pattern that we can understand. There are four 
causes of motion or change. These are not causes in the modern sense of 
causality, but Aristotle, using the language of common sense, states the necessary 
elements in order to explain a change. First is the material cause - the matter 
out of which something is produced. Today we would not call this a cause, for 
it is only necessary that it be there. It does not do anything, but it is the sine 
qua non of change. Second is the efficient cause - the active, producing cause. 
This is "cause" in the modern sense. Aristotle used the illustration of parents 
who produce children (the seed is the material cause). Third is the formal cause 
- the technique or way of doing something, the pattern followed. In nature 
this is the law of development - for example, an acorn grows into an oak 
according to the laws of nature. The fourth is the final (or telic) cause - the 
goal or purpose intended. For Aristotle, everything in nature has an end or 
purpose. Here Aristotelian science conflicts with modern science, which has 
given up the question of "Why?" and asks "How?" There is a goal toward which 
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everything is moving - for example, a kitten to become a cat, an acorn to 
become an oak. The final cause is the cause of causality in the other causes. As 
with human beings, nothing in nature is done without a purpose (although for 
most things this may be unconscious). For Aristotle purpose is immanent, not 
transcendent. An illustration of the four causes may be seen in the work of a 
sculptor: the marble on which he works is the material cause; the sculptor 
himself is the efficient cause; the pattern for the statue is the formal cause; and 
the purpose for which the work is undertaken is the final cause. 

World as Potentiality. We may consider change as the development or 
transition from potentiality to actuality. There are active and passive potentiali
ties. Not all possibilities are realized. A potency becoming actual can mean that 
something new comes about or that something which is a part of an object is 
activated. 

Aristotle comes close to Plato when he considers the underlying factor 
responsible for the movement of all things. This factor is their form (eidos), 
which is the mover. Everything has in itself a power, a potency (e.g., the pupa 
of a butterfly has the potency to fly). Only in the act itself (en energeia) is the 
thing perfect. The goal toward which the activity moves is the entelechy (en
telecheia, complete reality) of that thing. The perfection of things is immanent 
in them, and they move toward actuality. (This explains Aristotle's close inves
tigation into everything.) The most perfect entelechy is thought, hence the 
prime mover is thought (no us}. This supreme mind is transcendent; it has to 
think about itself, or it would not be perfect. The prime mover is not a causal 
agent in an active sense - it moves other things by being an object of their 
desire: they desire its supreme perfection and thus are moved. 

God.32 Late in his life Aristotle allowed for a multiplicity of unmoved 
movers, but his surviving work does not explain how they would have been 
related to the prime mover. Even without this complication, Aristotle's view of 
"God" was quite unlike the biblical conception. The eternal mind, always con
templating its own thinking, was the logical culmination of the hierarchy of 
substances and the ultimate explanation of motion and change - but it was 
not a person exercising providence or revealing his will. It affected the universe 
only through the desire for its unattainable perfection that it inspired, but was 
not in any sense the creator of the universe. Aristotle's thought was centered in 
the universe; and his "God" was a part of the structure of reality, at its pinnacle 
to be sure, but not outside it or its cause. 

Souls. Aristotle preferred to speak of powers of the soul rather than parts. 
He found three kinds of souls: (1) Nutritive or vegetative souls. These lowest 
souls simply possess the principle of life: nutrition, repair, and reproduction. 
This is sheer biological life shared by all living things. (2) Sensitive or animal 
souls. In addition to possessing the principle of life, the middle level possesses 

32. A. H. Armstrong, Ancient Philosophy (Boston, 1963), 90. 
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sensations: senses, impulses, instincts. The sensitive faculty is the source of desire 
and motion, which separates animal life from plant life. (3) Thinking or rational 
souls. The highest level of life possesses reason or intellect, in addition to all 
the faculties of the lower souls. This level is found in human beings alone. 

Aristotle's view of form and matter was ready-made to fit his view of 
humanity. Soul and body are related as form and matter, with the soul as the 
organizing principle of the body. Soul and body can be distinguished only in 
thought, not in fact. For Plato, following Pythagorean thought (p. 360), the body 
is the instrument or vehicle of the soul: "I am a soul; I have a body." This is 
not so for Aristotle: there cannot be body without soul, or soul without body. 
His view had the advantage of preserving the human being intact, but it created 
problems for Christian thought in the later Middle Ages. Aristotle allowed that 
a part of the intellect might survive death, but his followers developed this in 
reference to the universal soul shared by individuals, and not as allowing an 
individual immortality. 

Theory of Knowledge. Aristotle reversed Plato's epistemology, as he did 
most other things. Knowledge depends on sense experience. By sensation a 
person grasps the particular; by the intellect that person learns the universal. 
Knowledge is abstraction. Sensations provide the beginning or basis of knowl
edge, but not its end. Since the universal is in the particular, the intellect can 
go beyond sense experience and abstract the form from matter, the universal 
from the particular. The mind has no form or structure of its own to impose 
on the things perceived. It finds the universal by taking the common elements 
from all the individuals. 

Ethics.33 Since human beings are distinguished from other life by rational 
faculties, the supreme good for them is a rational life. Persons have both 
theoretical reason and practical reason. Theoretical reason is the capacity to 
think, understand, and contemplate, while practical reason is reason applied to 
conduct. For a human being, therefore, happiness will include both intellectual 
and moral virtues. The fulfillment of theoretical reason is knowledge, learning 
the truth; the fulfillment of practical reason is moral virtue. This analysis 
influenced Hellenistic philosophical thought and through it Christian categories 
for many centuries. Aristotle's successors classified philosophers as theoretical 
or practical. Christian thinkers spoke of theoretical (contemplative) and prac
tical (active) lives. 

Moral virtue requires that actions possess three qualities: that they be 
voluntary, chosen, and in conformity to the mean. A voluntary action is a willing 
action. An unwilling action involves external compulsion or ignorance of the 
circumstances (here Aristotle distinguishes culpable from inculpable ig
norance). A chosen act is a product of reflection, of deliberation. The doctrine 
of the mean identifies virtue as the middle term between the extremes of excess 

33. Eudemian Ethics and Nicomachean Ethics. 
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and deficiency. For example, courage is the mean between foolhardiness (excess) 
and cowardice (deficiency). 

Aristotle did not define happiness in terms of externals, but unlike 
succeeding Hellenistic moralists he allowed that some goods were instrumen
tally necessary to the good life. Of great importance for the future was his 
association of happiness with the highest part of human nature. If the intellect 
is divine in comparison with the rest of human nature, the life of contemplation 
will be divine in comparison with human life in general and will possess in the 
highest degree the quality of self-sufficiency.34 

Aristotle's Influence 

Aristotle has influenced thought to such an extent that it has been said that 
even if one disagrees with him, his language must be used in the attack. That 
was not so in antiquity. His pupil Alexander the Great ushered in such changes 
in the world that succeeding philosophies turned their attention to practical 
morality, and the ordered metaphysical worlds of Plato and Aristotle receded 
into the background. Plato's thought had a revival about the beginning of the 
Christian era, but Aristotle's great influence on Christian thought was only to 
come centuries later. In the meantime, Aristotle's school made its contribution 
as a research institution, as his students continued the task to which he had set 
them in collecting materials on a wide range of subjects. 

Theophrastus (370-285 B.C.)35 

Theophrastus remained the truest of Aristotle's students to their master. He 
continued the study of plants that Aristotle had assigned him, and two books 
on this subject survive. Three other works by Theophrastus, however, are of 
more importance for our purposes. 

On Piety (now known from quotation in Porphyry, De abstinentia 2.32) 
opposed animal sacrifice and argued that the gods were more pleased with right 
thinking. This idea of spiritual sacrifice appealed to some Neoplatonists and 
was welcomed by Christian apologists as a weapon against idolatry. 

The Characters attempts to give its readers a real slice of life. It contains 
thirty descriptive sketches of funny or evil characteristics (cf. "Superstitious
ness," referred to on p. 222). Theophrastus divides human nature into types or 
categories, as plants are divided in the natural world, thus placing the characters 

34. Nicomachean Ethics 10.7-8. 
35. W. W. Fortenbaugh, et al., trans. and ed., Theophrastus of Eresos: Sources for His 

Life, Writings, Thought and Influence (Leiden, 1992). 
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in the context of Aristotelian philosophy. Character in Greek meant the stamp 
used in minting coins, so the characters of Theophrastus are those with a 
distinctive stamp. The value of this work for learning about customs and atti
tudes is supplemented by its usefulness for language studies. Inasmuch as Theo
phrastus gives conversations as well as descriptions of the persons, he makes an 
effort to reproduce colloquial speech. Furthermore, he describes the characters 
by their traits rather than by adjectives. Menander, the founder of New Comedy 
in the Hellenistic Age, shows much the same interest in character traits, and 
there was a report that he studied under Theophrastus. 

Characters was one of the most influential books from the Hellenistic Age 
on modern European literature. Another work by Theophrastus, now lost except 
for fragments, was more influential in ancient times. Opinions of the Philosophers 
shaped the way later generations viewed the preceding philosophers. It is now 
almost impossible to break away from the forms in which Theophrastus put 
the history of thought (and that was in Aristotelian categories). The work itself, 
however, was too long and complicated, so it was very soon excerpted. The 
practice grew up of compiling handbooks on different subjects, and a favorite 
type summarized the views of different philosophers on different subjects. 
Eventually there were handbooks of the handbooks so that on a given topic or 
situation there was given a man's name and a one-word statement of his opinion 
(e.g., Origin of Matter: Thales - water; Anaximenes - air; etc.). The conden
sations of Theophrastus made it easy to continue his work, which was brought 
up-to-date by various writers (see p. 324). 

Strato 

Strato succeeded Theophrastus as head of the Peripatetic school from 287 to 
his death in 269. Strato gave up completely the idea of metaphysics, working 
mainly on mechanics. Nature became a blind force, no longer controlled by a 
divine nous outside itself. Nature develops, but it is not going anywhere in 
particular. The school of Aristotle became purely scientific, marking a major 
break, comparable to the turn from dogmatism to skepticism near the same 
time in the Academy. Neither the Academics nor the Peripatetics maintained 
their founders' emphases in the Hellenistic period, and both gave way in im
portance to new schools. 

Later History and General Character 

Strabo (13.54) relates the story that Aristotle's library was willed by his successor 
Theophrastus to Neleus, who, not having the headship of the school, returned 
to his home in Asia Minor. When the Attalids were collecting books for their 
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library at Pergamum, Neleus' family hid the manuscripts of Aristotle in order 
to keep the Attalids from confiscating them. Then in the fIrst century B.C. the 
manuscripts were sold and taken to Rome. Here they were edited by Andronicus 
of Rhodes, who laid the basis for future study of Aristotle and the tradition of 
scholarly commentaries on Aristotle that has continued to the present. Modern 
scholars question this story, however, for there is evidence that Aristotle's 
thought was known in the third and second centuries B.C. (although this may 
have come from works now lost) and there was likely more than one copy. The 
story may have been invented in order to explain the fact that Aristotle's school 
was not "Aristotelian" for those two hundred years. 

After Strato the Peripatetics in Athens by the mid-third century became 
concerned with ethics and rhetoric. The scientists went to Alexandria, the 
greatest center of scientifIc knowledge in the Hellenistic world. The school of 
Aristotle became known as a research institution. As soon as his followers lost 
sight of Aristotle's conviction of a goal (telos) toward which each of the sciences 
moved, their efforts became knowledge for its own sake - encyclopedianism. 
Anyone interested in the natural world for its own sake tended to be called a 
Peripatetic. The Peripatetics were the source of facts for nearly everyone. 

Aspects of the Peripatetic Legacy 

Worldview. The Peripatetic interest in the natural world, but with religious 
overtones, may be seen in the Pseudo-Aristotelian treatise On the Cosmos, 
variously dated to the fIrst century B.C. or A.D. The cosmology is a development 
within the Peripatetic school, although borrowing from others. The world is 
seen as the expression of the cosmic deity. God is not the immanent deity of 
the Stoics nor simply the unmoved mover of Aristotle; "it is more noble, more 
becoming, for him to reside in the highest place, while his power, penetrating 
the whole of the cosmos," maintains its order. This is done immediately: "The 
divine nature with a single movement of the nearest element distributes its 
power to the next part and then to the more remote parts until it permeates 
the whole." "God is mightiest in power, outstanding in beauty, immortal in life, 
and supreme in excellence, because though he is invisible to every mortal thing 
he is seen through his deeds."36 

History of Philosophy. The Peripatetic interest in the lives of philosophers, 
the history of philosophical schools, and the classifIcation of thought on par
ticular problems flowed into the work of Diogenes Laertius, a major source for 
the history of Greek philosophy. (In his Lives of Eminent Philosophers [third 
century A.D.], Diogenes Laertius drew on so many predecessors [whose works 
are now largely lost] that he is not a consistent representative of anyone type 

36. On the Cosmos 6 (398b, 399b). C£ Rom. 1:20. 



HELLENISTIC-ROMAN PHILOSOPHIES 325 

of biography. However, we may cite him here as a beneficiary of the Peripatetic 
contributions to biography - see p. 111.)37 He covers philosophers from the 
pre-Socratics to the Stoics and Epicureans, grouping them by schools, but he 
combines the various kinds of handbook information into a biographical treat
ment. His Lives follows this pattern: a summary of the life, anecdotes about the 
person, his philosophy in general, some particular points from the philosophy, 
a list of works, an account of his death, and a poem that Diogenes himself wrote 
about the philosopher. Diogenes Laertius preserved the gossip on everyone and 
so must be used with caution, but he is still the first place to begin for infor
mation about the various Greek philosophers. In his approach he drew on the 
literary tradition fashioned by Theophrastus and the Peripatetics. 
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SKEPTICISM 

The Greek word dogma meant opinion or view, and was the position to which 
one came after examining something. To examine without necessarily coming 
to a decision is skeptesthai~ Plato and Aristotle, after examining, dogmatized. 
But if one cannot come to a conclusion, then that person suspends judgment. 
The word for this was epoche, reservation of opinion or suspension of judgment. 

We have seen how the Academy passed through an extended period of 
skepticism (pp. 316-17). There was an earlier expression of skepticism that had 
periodic revivals in antiquity. The Skeptics proper had more practical than 
theoretical aims and adopted a more thoroughgoing skepticism than did the 
Academy. To the Skeptics all the other schools were dogmatic, and this was the 
chief philosophical illness needing a cure. 

37. J. Mejer, Diogenes Laertius and his Hellenistic Background, Hermes-Einzelschr. Heft 
40 (1978). 
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Pyrrho (C. 36o-c. 270 B.C.) 

All the philosophers were looking for the purpose of life. Pyrrho too searched and 
searched but could not find it. So he gave up the search and "suspended judg
ment." When he did, he discovered that he had reached the goal he sought. His 
experience was like that of the painter who could not make the picture come out 
right, gave up, and threw the paint at the canvas - and then it was just right.38 

Everyone was looking for peace of mind (ataraxia), and Pyrrho found it in a 
skeptical suspension of judgment. Pyrrho was characterized by gentleness 
(praotes; cf. praeis in the New Testament) and by a remarkable indifference (or 
apathy) because there was nothing to get excited about in life. He arrived at this 
kind of life because he did not have strong opinions about anything. 

Pyrrho wrote nothing, but something of his approach is known from the 
surviving fragments of Timon of Phlius, one of his principal pupils. Pyrrho did 
not develop a systematic philosophy but represented a view of life, and his 
followers imitated his life rather than his teachings. Since he did not form a 
school in the organizational sense, this early phase of Skepticism died out after 
the second generation. The next phase was associated with the Academy from 
Arcesilas up to Antiochus and has been treated above (pp. 316-17). 

Aenesidemus 

About 50 B.C. Aenesidemus revived Pyrrhonism apart from the Academy. He 
reduced the arguments against knowledge to ten tropes, all very much alike. 

The two principal arguments used by the Skeptics were (1) "nothing is 
more this than the other"; that is, nothing is more probable than anything else, 
and (2) "all is equal"; that is, to any argument there is a counterargument. The 
result of such reasoning was to make no judgment. We may illustrate this 
approach from the question of the existence of God. Instead of attacking God's 
existence, the Skeptics attacked the possibility of knowing God's existence. They 
were very Socratic in this and concluded that there were to be insuperable 
obstacles to any conception of God advanced up to that time. 

Sextus Empiricus (c. A.D. 200)39 

A late flowering of true Skepticism occurred with Sextus Empiricus, a Greek 
with a Latin name. "Empiricus" identifies him as a physician of the Empiric 

38. This illustration is an old one; see Pliny, Natural History 35.36.103; Dio Chrysostom, 
Orations 63.4; Plutarch, On Chance 4 (Moralia 99B); Valerius Maximus 8.11.7. 

39. Ph. P. Hallie and S. G. Etheridge, Skepticism, Man, and God: Selections from the 
Major Writings of Sextus Empiricus (Middletown, Conn., 1964). 
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school of medicine. Modern knowledge of Skepticism is due to his interest in 
it, for he compiled what was known about the Skeptics and their arguments. 
Unlike the situation in regard to earlier Skeptics his writings survive: Outlines 
of Pyrrhonism and Against the Professors (Adversus Mathematicos, a composite 
title covering separate works against various professions). 

Influence of Skepticism 

Skepticism never became an effective school, for it was always negative. It was 
not influential on a continuing basis, and the last flowering came at a time when 
the world was turning to religion. 

The Skeptical approach may have been all right as far as the external world 
and theoretical questions were concerned, but how does one live? The Skeptics 
answered by saying, To live according to the society in which one finds oneself. 
Why not steal? It is easier to live by the norms and stay out of trouble. The 
Skeptics turned out to be the most conservative people in the ancient world. 
This conservatism in practical life left Skepticism with no message and thus led 
to its downfall. 

The reason that Sextus Empiricus and through him so much of the Skep
tical material has survived, surprisingly, is that Christians preserved it. Chris
tians used it against all the ancient dogmas: here was a fully developed arsenal 
of arguments against all the other ancient philosophical schools. 
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CYNICISM 

Beginnings of Cynicism 

Diogenes of Sinope (c. 400-C. 325 B.C.) is usually credited with founding the 
Cynic way of life. He was influenced in his outlook by Antisthenes, a devoted 
follower of Socrates, but Diogenes was the first to claim the epithet Cynic (Gk. 
kyon, "dog"). The name "Diogenes the Dog" was given him because of his 
shamelessness (anaideia) in public (cf. the behavior of dogs). Whatever is nat-
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ural, he felt, is not indecent even in public. Diogenes advocated a life of self
sufficiency in which needs were kept to a minimum. He gave away everything 
in order to attain independence. To live according to nature meant to live simply. 
Like Pyrrho, he did not found a school, but others imitated his life-style. 

The caustic wit and drastic actions of Diogenes gave rise to many famous 
anecdotes in the ancient world. 

One day, observing a child drinking out of his hands, he cast away the cup 
from his wallet with the words, "A child has beaten me in plainness of living." 
(Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Philosophers 6.37) 

When he was sunning himself in the Craneum, Alexander came and stood 
over him and said, "Ask of me any boon you like." To which he replied, "Stand 
out of my light." (Ibid., 6.38) 

He claimed that to fortune he could oppose courage, to convention nature, 
to passion reason. (Ibid., 6.38) 

These anecdotes convey a type and were more influential than was the real man. 
Such pointed stories with a moral (chreiai) became a characteristic of Cynic 
preaching. 

Crates (c. 365-285 B.C.) was the most faithful disciple of Diogenes. He led 
a wandering life preaching voluntary poverty and an independent life-style. He 
was highly regarded for his peace-making efforts and for consoling those in 
distress. 

Bion (c. 325-c. 255 B.C.) and Menippus (first half of third century B.C.) are 
credited with developing the diatribe style, but the evidence is lacking and the 
earliest extensive material that permits study is found in the fragments of Teles, 
a mid-third-century-B.C. follower of Bion.4o Teles commends the life that exists 
with a minimum of needs, making use of whatever is available. Such a person 
plays his role with happiness, because his heart is not set on luxury. Teles 
represents a milder form of Cynicism, better known from Dio (p. 331). 

Zeno, the founder of Stoicism (p. 333), was a disciple of Crates. Whereas 
Stoicism developed in the direction of upholding the norms of society, the 
Cynics shocked the Greeks by abandoning manners and saying and doing 
whatever they wanted when they wanted. Not being a formal school, Cynicism 
itself was open to whoever chose to appropriate the name and so became more 
moderate in some of the popular preachers of Roman times. 

40. J. F. Kindstrand, Bion of Borysthenes: A Collection of the Fragments with Introduction 
and Commentary, Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, Studia Graeca Upsaliensia 2 (Uppsala, 1976), 
and Edward O'Neil, Teles (The Cynic Teacher) (Missoula, Mont., 1977). 

I 
I 
I 
! , 



HELLENISTIC-ROMAN PHILOSOPHIES 329 

Cynic Characteristics 

The Cynics carried to an extreme the Sophists' contrast between custom and 
nature (p. 306). They sought to free themselves from luxuries and so inure 
themselves to hardship by ascetic practices. In order to excite censure they 
exposed themselves to scorn by deliberately acting against the conventions of 
society: using violent and abusive language, wearing filthy garments, performing 
acts of nature (defecation, sex) in public, and feigning madness. The Cynics 
alone among the Greeks did not view life as lived in society as a life of ruling 
and being ruled. By rejecting pleasure and seeking dishonor the Cynics sought 
to attain hardness, apathy, and freedom. They claimed that this action benefited 
the public; it shamed the people more than it shamed the Cynic. The Cynic's 
behavior showed the truth and so effected an ethical cure on the populace. 

The basic instruction of the Cynics was as follows: 

Take care of your soul, but take care of the body only to the degree that 
necessity requires, and of externals not even that much. For happiness is not 
pleasure, on account of which we need externals, while virtue is complete 
without any externals. (Pseudo-Crates, Epistle 3)41 

It was summed up in this way: "But I deem it enough to live according to virtue 
and nature, and that this is in our power" (Pseudo-Diogenes, Epistle 25).42 The 
reasoning in support of begging may be cited as an example: 

Socrates used to say that sages do not beg but demand back, for everything 
belongs to them, just as it does to the gods. And this he tried to infer from 
the premises that the gods are masters of all, that the property of friends is 
held in common, and that the sage is a friend of god. Therefore, you will be 
begging for what is your own. (Pseudo-Diogenes, Epistle 10)43 

The Cynics believed that the life of virtue could be attained by one's moral 
effort, and thus they rejected the claims of fate over an individual's life. At the 
same time they were impatient of Stoic dogma and were sharply and consistently 
critical of the traditional religion. Yet they believed in the divine and some were 
monotheists. Indeed, the Cynic sage could be thought of as attaining the divine 
life. Cynics differed from Stoics in their rejection of dogma and of popular 
religion and in their insistence that the ideal of the wise man was attainable.44 

A particular feature of the Cynics was their boldness of speech (parrhesia; 

41. Abraham J. Malherbe, The Cynic Epistles (Missoula, Mont., 1977), 55; cf. Epistle 18 
(p. 69)· 
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c£ 1 Thess. 2:2). This word had been used of the privilege of citizens in Greek 
cities to speak freely in the assemblies; the Cynics appropriated it to express 
their independence in reviling others with insolent invective; Christians used it 
to describe the relationship that they now had with God and one another by 
reason of the revelation in Christ.45 

The picture sketched above represents mainly the harsh, austere Cynics, 
who attracted the most attention. They stressed their radical individualism and 
their moral superiority over the mass of evil humanity, characteristics expressed 
by deliberately choosing a hard life, by begging, by harsh speech, and by offensive 
public acts. There were, however, milder Cynics, represented by the pseudo
Socratic Epistles from the beginning of the Christian era. These Cynics were less 
prideful and less pessimistic about the human condition and about reforming 
society. They were willing to accept social roles, associating with political leaders, 
living as residents in cities rather than wandering about, and developing circles 
of friends. They were still conscious of their mission as social critics and em
phatic in their sense of self-sufficiency.46 

The wandering Cynic philosophers became a common feature of the early 
empire. Their distinctive appearance - woolen cloak, walking stick, beggar's 
bag, and long beard - identified them throughout the Mediterranean world. 
The ancients differed as to who originated the attire (Antisthenes, Diogenes, or 
others). Many without education adopted the Cynic dress and way of life and 
passed for philosophers, going from city to city living off alms from those 
attracted to but not adopting their "freedom" or only amused by them. The 
Cynics exercised much influence, not in getting people to adopt their way of 
life but in practical guidance in the affairs of life. 

The Cynics contributed much to popular philosophy (pp. 303-4) and 
popularized certain key themes of the moralists (pp. 301-3). They provided the 
background to the development of Stoicism and influenced the discourses of 
Dio of Prusa and the satires of Lucian of Samosata, two authors who reflect 
Cynic concerns and tell us much about Cynics. Not much is heard about Cynics 
in the second and first century B.C., but from the first century A.D. to the end 
of antiquity the Cynic beggar philosophers were a common feature in the cities 
of the Roman world. Popular philosophers could be found haranguing the 
people in marketplaces and wherever people gathered. By renouncing posses
sions, wearing a philosopher's cloak, and practicing self-affliction, the Cynics 
were one of the important strands leading to the Christian monk. 

45. W. C. Van Unnik, "The Christian's Freedom of Speech in the New Testament," 
BJRL 44 (1962):466-88. 
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Dio of Prusa (A.D. 40 to after 112)47 

The orations of Dio, later called Chrysostom ("Golden-mouth"), have been 
preserved and give us the fullest collection of speeches by a Greek popular 
philosopher, albeit a much better educated and more moderate one than the 
typical Cynic. The Cynic way of life attracted deadbeats and imposters who 
loved the notoriety and alms. Dio and later Lucian had much to say distinguish .. 
ing the "true" Cynic from other types (Dio, Discourse 32.9; cf. 1 Thess. 2 for Paul 
distinguishing himself from other street preachers and the use of spermologos 
in Acts 17:18 to describe him).48 

Dio was a native of Prusa in Bithynia and practiced rhetoric in Rome until 
he fell under Domitian's wrath and was banished. Thereafter he traveled around 
the eastern Mediterranean, preaching the moral philosophy that was the com
mon property of all the schools. His conversational style was aimed to reach 
the people, but he reflected the classical tradition and the culture of the upper 
classes of the eastern half of the empire. His theology was Stoic (perhaps 
especially dependent on Posidonius). Thus he did not represent the antitradi
tional attitude of most Cynics and did not identify himself with any school, but 
he adopted many of the Cynic themes and insisted on the philosopher's right 
of free speech and his role as critic. 

Dio addressed a wide range of topics reflecting the life of his times. For 
example, Discourse 12 ("The Olympic Oration") discusses the philosophical 
justification of images in paganism as part of a treatment of ideas of deity and 
the place of art in religion.49 Discourse 1 sketches the ideal ruler, with an implied 
contrast of Trajan with Domitian. The main thrust of Dio's messages was to 
raise the moral level and increase the civic virtues among his hearers. He sought 
to improve people through his speeches and heal their sickness of soul. He 
imparted a warmth of religious feeling to his teaching. 

Lucian of Samosata (c. A.D. 120 to after 180)50 

Lucian was not himself a philosopher or an adherent of a particular philosophi
cal school (see p. 108), but his satires on religious and philosophical topics repeat 

47. G. Mussies, Dio Chrysostom and the New Testament, Studia ad Corpus Hellenisti
cum Novi Testamenti, vol. 2 (Leiden, 1972); S. Dill, Roman Society from Nero to Marcus 
Aurelius (repr., New York, 1956),334-83; C. P. Jones, The Roman World of Dio Chrysostom 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1978); R. Koolmeister and T. Tallmeister, An Index to Dio Chrysostomus 
(Uppsala, 1981). 
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49. F. F. Harris, "The Olympian Oration of Dio Chrysostom," Journal of Religious 
History 2 (1962). 
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certain common themes. His dialogues were indebted in form and occasionally 
in content to Menippus' satires. The Dialogues of the Gods hold up to ridicule 
the popular mythology in regard to the gods; other works such as Zeus Cate
chized, Zeus Rants (Tragedian) - both indebted to Menippus - and The Par
liament of the Gods show the destructive effect of philosophical criticism on 
popular beliefs. 

Philosophers were a major target of Lucian's satire, and he spares none of 
the schools. One may note his Hermotimus for his attack on philosophers, in 
this case through the Skeptic criticism of Stoicism. Representatives of all the 
schools get rough treatment for their unphilosophical behavior at the Banquet 
(Carousal) or the Lapiths. Philosophies for Sale (or better "Kinds of Lives") 
reflects the popular understanding of the different schools and the life-style 
advocated by each. He defended the work later in The Dead Come to Life or the 
Fisherman, which contrasts the ancient philosophers and their unworthy succes
sors. Lucian could be devastating in his mockery of pseudo-philosophers, espe
cially Cynics (Passing ofPeregrinus and Runaways), but occasionally he drew the 
picture of a true one - as in Nigrinus and Demonax. Nigrinus illustrates the 
conversion to philosophy, which was the nearest parallel to Christian conver
sion. The work also illustrates themes of popular philosophy - the imagery of 
the theatre and other descriptions of life - and the contrast between the true 
philosopher and the one looking for a living. Demonax was an eclectic, but was 
nearest to the Cynics, without renouncing ordinary life. He illustrates the Cynic 
boldness of speech (or insolence) and the way in which Socrates was the hero 
of philosophy. 

Lucian preserves some of the Cynic themes - as in The Dream or the 
Cock (against wealth; cf. Timon or the Misanthrope), Charon or the Inspedors, 
and The Downward Journey or the Tyrant (follies of human life since all are 
equal in death). He also preserves themes from popular philosophy - as Toxaris 
or Friendship. 
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STOICISM 

The two principal philosophical schools of the Hellenistic Age were the Stoics 
and Epicureans (cf. Acts 17:18). Both were primarily interested in ethics but 
developed comprehensive explanations of reality that were influential beyond 
their own circles of adherents. (For comparison of the two, see pp. 354-56.) 

Early Stoa 

Zeno (335-263 B.C.). Stoicism was founded by Zeno ofCitium (Cyprus), perhaps 
a Phoenician by race, who came to Athens about 313 B.C. The story was told 
that he read Xenophon's Memorabilia of Socrates and asked where he could 
find a man like him. He was directed to the Cynic Crates, and followed him.51 
Whatever the truth of the anecdote, Zeno's early outlook was very much influ
enced by Cynicism. Stoicism was ambiguous about its Cynic origins. Panaetius 
(pp. 339-40) was embarrassed by them and denied that Zeno studied under the 
Cynics. But other Stoics did not forget their Cynic origin, and Epictetus spoke 
of himself as a Cynic (pp. 344-45). 

Zeno began teaching in the Stoa Poikile (the Painted Porch, which served 
as a public hall) in Athens; hence the name of the school (as with some other 
philosophical schools) was derived from the place of teaching. Zeno started the 
scientific study of Greek grammar and vocabulary. He developed a complete 
philosophical system of three branches -logic and theory of knowledge, phys
ics and theology, and ethics (see pp. 335ff.). His main concern was securing 
humanity from fear and disturbance. According to Zeno, the goal oflife is virtue; 
everything else is indifferent. Since no one can deprive the wise person of virtue, 
that person is always in possession of the only true good and is therefore happy. 

51. Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 7.1.2-3. 
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Cleanthes (331-232 B.C.). Zeno was succeeded as head of the Stoic school 
by Cleanthes of Assos from 263 to 232. He was the only true Greek among the 
early leaders of the school. Cleanthes looked at Zeno's description of the world 
as altogether material in a much more religious way. He developed the com
parison of the universe to a human being. As the human body has a leading 
part, a greater concentration of soul, in the chest (where the voice comes from), 
so there is a leading part of the universe in the realm of the ftxed stars. This 
greater concentration of spirit could be worshiped, as Cleanthes did in his 
"Hymn to Zeus," which had enough influence on antiquity that it has been 
preserved.52 The hymn emphasized "God's universal law," providence, and the 
individual's need to praise the universal law. The Stoa at this time came under 
heavy attack from the Academy. Cleanthes was a good man, but he could not 
handle the logical problems. Zeno had said of him that he was a slow learner 
but when he got something it stuck. 

Chrysippus (c. 280-207 B.C.).53 Chrysippus of Soli (Cilicia) succeeded to 
the headship of the Stoa in 232, and saw a rebirth of Stoicism. He was interested 
in psychology and logic. His efforts to show that Homer and Hesiod were really 
Stoics gave an impetus to allegorizing. Chrysippus became the Stoic par excel
lence to the ancient world. Zeno and Cleanthes were absorbed into him and 
their ideas given a new foundation. Through him Stoicism assumed a more 
academic and technical character. It was largely in the form given by Chrysippus 
that Stoicism was transmitted in the ancient world. Hence, we must take the 
first three leaders of the Stoic school together in examining the system. None 
of their writings has survived intact, so we are dependent on quotations and 
fragments. Chrysippus had the reputation in antiquity of being the best logician 
and having the worst style among the philosophers. If the latter is true, there 
may be some consolation for the loss of source material in the seven hundred 
works attributed to him but not preserved. 

Aratus of Soli (c. 315-240 B.C.). Although not the head of the Stoic school, 
Aratus deserves special mention because he was quoted in the New Testament. 
After coming to Athens, Aratus was a pupil of Zeno in the latter's old age. When 
Antigonus Gonatas invited Zeno to come to the Macedonian court, the old man 
instead sent two of his pupils, Persaeus, a regular philosopher, and his friend 
Aratus, a poet. While at Pella, Aratus put into verse a textbook of astronomy, 
Phaenomena.54 Simple astronomy took the place of our calendars for everyone 
in that time outside of urban and court life. (The preoccupation with astronomy 
in ancient authors was a simple matter of knowing the days and seasons, which 
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was essential for agriculture and sailing.) Aratus' poem became a textbook in 
the schools; it was easier to remember the astronomical information in verse 
form. Everyone read Homer and Aratus. When the Romans translated some
thing from Greek into Latin, Aratus was one of the first (Varro, Cicero, and 
Germanicus translated his work). Aratus gave a Stoic coloring to his poem, and 
so he was important in the spread of Stoic ideas. When Paul (Acts 17:28) wanted 
to quote something religious from the Greek poets, the opening lines of Aratus' 
Phaenomena came to mind. The statement "We are also his offspring" is similar 
to a statement in Cleanthes' "Hymn to Zeus," but Cleanthes uses the second 
person in direct address to Zeus whereas Aratus' statement is third person, as 
is Paul's quotation. Everyone would know Aratus' poem, and this particular 
idea was a Stoic commonplace, so this quotation does not of itself necessarily 
indicate any extensive knowledge of Greek literature. Aratus more than the 
founders of Stoicism made its ideas a part of the common Greek tradition. 

Stoic Physics 

Since, as we noted, it is difficult to distinguish the views of the first Stoics, we 
will look at a composite picture, recognizing that Zeno was the originator and 
making some distinctions where it seems significant to do so. 

Materialism. According to the Stoic view, nothing is immaterial. God, the 
world, and even words are material. For each thing that one describes three 
things really exist: the word, the idea, and the physical object (e.g., the word 
horse, the idea of a horse, and the animal called "horse"). Even emotions are 
material things because they have a physical manifestation (e.g., shame causes 
a person to blush). 

Pantheism. There are two basic kinds of matter: the grosser matter and 
the finer matter called breath or spirit (pneuma) that is diffused throughout 
reality. This special form of matter holds everything together and is given 
various names: logos (reason), breath (pneuma), providence (pronoia), Zeus, or 
fire (the element considered most akin to reason). Stoicism was pantheistic in 
that it found the divine reality in everything. Thus Zeus is everywhere, as the 
Greeks had said. The Stoic god has been described as a "perfectly good and wise 
gas" or more exactly as "intelligent, fiery breath." 

Soul and Providence. The human being consists of these two kinds of 
matter: the heavier matter of the physical body and the lighter matter of the 
soul. The soul stretched through the body has eight parts: the five senses, voice, 
generative power, and the "leading part" (hegemonikon), the mind,. which is 
concentrated in the heart. Later Stoics, because of advances in medicine, placed 
it in the head. 

The universe is like a giant living body with its own leading part. (Posi
donius [pp. 340-42] later placed it in the sun.) All parts of the universe are 
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connected; thus, what happens in one place is affected by what happens else
where. On this basis divination and oracles were defended. Another basis for 
their defense was the principle of providence. Since the universe is rational, it 
does take thought for humanity. Chrysippus wrote voluminously to show that 
this is the best of all possible worlds. Everything is directed toward a good goal, 
and even evil exists for a good purpose. 

Allegory. The Stoics sought to find their physical theories in the ancient 
mythology and in so doing promoted the allegorical method of interpretation. 
Even as Zeus was said to pervade all, so other features of the popular religion 
were justified. Mythology was seen as a crude expression of truth, presented on 
the level of the people of the time. The gods did not actually do the things 
attributed to them, which were descriptions of natural events. In particular this 
approach served to account for immoral actions by the gods in the myths. The 
common people might continue to believe these things, but the philosopher 
knew their true meaning. They were accounts of Stoic philosophy in story form. 
As an example of the way the allegorizing was done at an early stage, note the 
following: rearranging the letters in the name of the goddess Hera (ERA) gives 
the word for air (AER); or an easy semantic change in DEMETER gives GE 
METER (Earth Mother). 

The allegorical method of interpreting sacred literature was adopted by 
the Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria (pp. 450ff.), who harmonized the 
Mosaic religion with philosophy. From Philo the method passed to such Alex
andrian Christian scholars as Clement of Alexandria and Origen. 

Conflagration and Regeneration. Stoicism went back to Heraclitus 
(c. 500 B.C.) for its view of the world. Heraclitus thought that the world was 
essentially fire in various forms. Fire turned into air, air into water, water to 
earth, and back again. This constant change is balanced by an interchange. He 
called this principle of balance, stability, or order logos. The logos became 
another word in the Stoic system for god, since it maintains order. This imper
sonal reason that gives order to the world is thus unlike the Christian conception 
found in John 1. 

From Heraclitus Zeno got the principle of "creative fire" - once all was 
fire and all will become fire again. The world goes through a period of stability, 
followed by the conflagration (ekpyrosis; cf. the language of 2 Pet. 3=10-12). The 
cycle will then be repeated (the regeneration - palingenesia; cf. Matt. 19:28; 

Titus 3:5). Since the world is perfect, if it is done over again it must be done the 
same way. There was no idea in Stoicism that the soul survives the conflagration, 
but there was a kind of limited immortality in that the soul is part of the world 
soul and will reappear in the new world. Nevertheless personal immortality was 
not a real possibility. 
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Stoic Logic and Epistemology 

If reality is rational, it must be possible to represent it rationally. A fundamental 
principle of Greek thought was that the universe is orderly. Problems in under
standing it are logical problems and can be solved if one works on them. Hence, 
the Stoics gave a lot of attention to logic. 

The Stoic epistemology took as its criterion of truth a "perception that 
lays hold" (kataleptic phantasia) - something that must be believed because it 
is so compelling. It is not clear whether the mind lays hold of something or the 
object lays hold of the mind. If it is the latter, the view is very near to that of 
Epicurus (pp. 352-53), but the Stoics would never have admitted this. 

Zeno said an emotion was an unnatural movement of the mind. The 
human soul is basically a thinking apparatus. There was no place in the Stoic 
system for the desirous part of the soul or spirit, as in Plato. An emotion 
therefore was either a superabundant wish (a reaching out of the mind) or an 
exaggerated impulse (something coming in from the outside and moving the 
mind more than it should). If the mind is an undifferentiated unity, how can 
impulses override the rational? Chrysippus answered by saying that emotions 
are false judgments. He made all things intellectual. When the soul thinks, that 
is one aspect; when it makes a judgment, it turns to another aspect, but it is the 
same entity functioning in different ways. An illustration used was this: to feel 
fear if you see a lion is a false judgment, since the only thing to fear is an evil 
life. It is all right to save your life, but do not feel terror. Or, to experience grief 
when one's parent dies is a false judgment. Everyone loses parents. If one adopts 
this explanation of emotions, however, there must be an explanation of how 
the emotions stopped. Chrysippus had a complicated answer involving a seeping 
back in of a true judgment. 

Stoic Ethics55 

Virtue. The Stoics defined the goal or end of life as virtue. Since human beings 
are rational, and the rational principle pervades the universe, the virtuous 
person lives in accord with reason (logos). The common formulation of this 
conception was "to live according to nature." This is the best of all possible 
worlds, and nature is the perfect environmment into which all are born. All 
people should live in accord with the logos that runs throughout the world. 
Thus to live in accord with nature means to live reasonably. Zeno apparently 
often stated the principle as simply "to live in accord"; that is, "to live har
moniously." Sometimes he added a word to clarify the concept, and it seems 

55. Damianos Tsekourakis, Studies in the Terminology of Early Stoic Ethics (Wiesbaden, 
1974); B. Inwood, Ethics and Human Action in Early Stoicism (Oxford, 1987). 
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that later Stoics fastened on the phrase "to live in accord with nature" (nature 
understood according to the Stoic perception of reality). Virtue or perfection, 
then, is to live in accord with rational nature. 

Since virtue is a matter of making the right judgments, it comes down to 
practical judgment (phronesis). One either has or does not have this capacity to 
make right judgments. A person is either wise or foolish, completely virtuous 
or nonvirtuous. This proved to be the hardest part of the ethical theory to 
defend, but the Stoics stuck to it because they did not want to divide the virtues 
into little boxes. If a person makes a wrong choice, it is evident that he does 
not have proper training. One wrong judgment is as bad as any other. The 
perfect or wholly right act arising from a perfect judgment was called kator
thoma. A person who does this is the really wise person. Once one has the power 
to make right decisions, the power is never lost. Thus the Stoic ethics were in 
theory quite intellectual. 

Was there ever any such a man as the Stoic wise person? By the second 
generation it was decided that such was only in the past. Not even Socrates 
survived this attack. Thus, being the wise person, a reality to the first Stoics and 
a goal they strived to attain, became ideal. But admitting that no one truly wise 
ever actually existed proved to be very damaging. The Stoics initially made a 
division between the wise and the foolish, then presented the wise person as an 
ideal, and finally admitted that everyone was quite bad. The other schools made 
fun of the Stoic wise man. 

Indifferent Things. At this stage another category in early Stoic thought 
became important. Zeno had spoken of what is indifferent (adiaphoron), which 
for him was a very large category that included everything except virtue or vice. 
He further divided the indifferent things (adiaphora) into two groups: things 
preferred (e.g., family, house, health) and things not preferred. In between are 
the truly indifferent things that make no difference at all in life (e.g., whether 
the number of one's hairs is even or odd). When asked on what basis some 
things are preferred, the reply was that they must have something to do with 
life. With that the Stoics had a basis for bringing the whole social structure back 
in and so departed from their Cynic origins. The Stoics thus became concerned 
with preserving society, because it was to be preferred to uncivilized conditions, 
although it was not part of virtue. Later Stoics figured out a whole series of 
actions that were fitting or suitable in relation to the "preferred" conditions. A 
fitting or suitable action was termed kathekon. As perfect actions became im
possible, interest shifted to what was practicable. Stoicism increasingly showed 
an interest in what it considered secondary. It did allow for a class of persons 
on the way to becoming wise (those who live according to the fitting), and in 
those terms did not lose sight of its ideal altogether. 

Determinism. If everything is leading toward the best, as the Stoic theory of 
providence affirmed, then everything is determined in advance. The Stoic cyclical 
theory also pointed to the same conclusion. After the next conflagration, Socrates 



HELLENISTIC-ROMAN PHILOSOPHIES 339 

will gather the youth about him and teach as in the preceding cycle. (And students 
will be taking the same courses and reading this same textbook - a thought that 
should deter any potential converts to Stoicism!) Nevertheless, Stoicism believed 
in "free will." How is that possible within a deterministic system? The Stoics used 
the illustration of a river with eddies in its current. A person is being carried along 
the river to perfection. The eddy is the free will when it resists, but like the stream 
one eventually will be carried along anyway. The wise will submit to the provi
dence of the logos. Since one is going to be swept along regardless, it is better to do 
so voluntarily. The fundamental problem is how persons can resist at all if all is 
determined. This is especially acute for Stoics, since for them the divinity is within. 
How can one resist what one is a part of? 

Middle Stoa 

Panaetius (c. 185-109 B.C.).56 Chrysippus was succeeded in the headship of the 
Stoa by Zeno of Tarsus, Diogenes ofSeleucia, and Antipater of Tarsus. Panaetius 
studied under the latter two before himself succeeding to the headship in 
129 B.C. He was from a noble family in Rhodes, but by the time he was grown 
Rhodes had fallen to a second-rate power and was a protectorate of Rome. 
Panaetius turned to philosophy instead of a political career. After studying in 
Athens he went to Rome about 144 B.C., where he became a part of the circle 
that gathered around Scipio and included the Greek historian of Rome, Polyb
ius. Panaetius was one of the first Greeks to appreciate the new role and power 
of Rome, and was fortunate to be in the circle of Romans who for the first time 
were interested in Greek culture. Since he came from a leading family of what 
had been a great power and was an ally of Rome, it was easy for Panaetius to 
have access to leading Romans. He returned to Athens to head and rejuvenate 
the Stoic school for the last twenty years of his life. 

Panaetius adapted Stoicism to the Romans, making it suitable for a people 
ruling the world. He gave up the idea of a world conflagration and accepted 
the eternity of the world. (Since providence makes for the good, there is no 
destruction.) Panaetius returned to a more Platonic understanding of the body 
and soul which make up a human being. The mind is not a single part, as 
Chrysippus had said, but two parts - the drives and the logos. The emotional 
life is separate from the intellectual life; thus, the virtuous person is the one 
whose drives are controlled by the logos. Panaetius turned attention ill ethics to 
the practical things of life. The correct act (to kathekon, the fitting) is any act 
that reflects the control of the logos. 57 

56. M. van Straaten, Panaetii Rhodii Fragmenta, Philosophia Antiqua, vol. 5 (Leiden, 
1962). 

57. Panaetius wrote a treatise "Concerning the One Who Acts Correctly." Cicero used 



340 BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

With Panaetius the natural law became the standard of reference. He said 
that there are four great natural drives: toward community (political), toward 
knowledge (intellectual), toward ambition (perfection for oneself), and toward 
beauty (aesthetic). All four drives are to be directed by the logos. This was a 
return to a more Greek concept than had characterized the Sto~ and brought 
back into its philosophy some sense of the beauty of the world. 

It is possible that Panaetius developed the idea that the best constitution 
is a mixed kind, combining elements of oligarchy, democracy, and monarchy. 
Polybius set forth this view in his history of Rome as an explanation of its 
greatness. 

Panaetius suggested that there were three kinds of gods: those of the 
philosophers (the natural gods), which are true; those of the poets (the mythical 
gods), which are false; and those of the state (the political gods), which are 
somewhat in the middle for they tie the others together and are to be worshiped 
for their value to society. Varro developed this idea in the first century B.C. in 
a work Augustine selected as the best philosophical defense of paganism for 
refutation in his City of God. 

Posidonius (c. 135-<. 50 B.C.).58 Decorum is the word for Panaetius; en
thusiasm is the word for Posidonius. For achievements in both science and 
philosophy Posidonius may be compared with Aristotle. Since unfortunately 
nothing of his writings survives, it is difficult to judge the extent of his influence, 
which some modern scholars have seen as considerable. Posidonius was born 
in Apamea in Syria and studied under Panaetius at Athens. After travels in the 
western Mediterranean he went to Rhodes and started a school there. He was 
never head of the Stoic school in Athens and indeed was regarded as somewhat 
of a renegade by them. Strabo said he was always Aristotelianizing, which meant 
that he had an interest in scientific observation of the natural world and in 
causation. Some aspects of Posidonius' worldview may be reconstructed from 
ideas attributed to him and related passages that seem to be dependent on him. 
Three of these will be noted for discussion. 

(1) The source of life, growth, and differences in the world is the sun. 
Whereas the earlier Stoics had spoken of a "fashioning [or creative 1 fire," 
Posidonius spoke of a "life-giving force." The greatest concentration of heat 
and fire in the universe is the sun. The heat of the sun is responsible for different 
animals and precious stones. Life comes from the force of the sun. The sun is 
also responsible for the differences in human races. Different peoples live in 

it in his ethical treatise De officiis (Eng. trans. On Duties, but officium was the Latin for 
kathekon). That work in turn was Christianized by Ambrose, fourth-century bishop of Milan, 
in his work On the Duties of the Clergy. 

58. W. Theiler, Poseidonios: Die Fragmente, 2 vols. (Berlin, 1982); J. G. Kidd and 
L. Edelstein, eds., Posidonius, vol. 1: The Fragments, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, 1989); Vol. 2: The 
Commentary (Cambridge, 1988); A. D. Nock, "Posidonius," Journal of Roman Studies 49 
(1959):1-15 (Essays, 853-76). 
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different zones, and their characteristics are derived from the sun. The Scythians 
live to the north and are blonde. The Ethiopians live to the south and are black. 
The Mediterranean peoples live in the intermediate wne and are intermediate 
in color. People who stay in their own zone develop; when they move away from 
their natural wne they degenerate. The starting point of the thought is good 
Stoic doctrine, but Posidonius developed it in an original way and combined it 
with ethnographic theory. 

(2) There is a sympathetic relationship between all parts of the world. 
Posidonius discovered the effect of the moon on the tides in one of the great 
methodical studies of antiquity. He went to Cadiz on the Atlantic coast of Spain, 
marked the heights of the tide, and correlated these with the phases of the 
moon. Seeing the effect of the sun and moon on the world, Posidonius devel
oped the theory of sympathy, a mutual affecting of the parts of the world. This 
was quite consistent with the Stoic worldview. 

From this theory of sympathy Posidonius elaborated a theory of unity. 
There are three kinds of unity: the kind an army has - separate individuals 
functioning in harmony; the kind a building has - each part connected 
(joined) to the other; and the kind a living being has - what affects one part 
affects all. 59 What type of unity is the cosmos? The third kind, because of the 
effect of sun and moon on the earth. This view has been brought into discussions 
of Paul's views of the unity of the church as a body, but recent studies point to 
an Old Testament and Jewish background as more probable.6o 

(3) The cosmos is an ordered world with graduated levels of being. Each 
level or grade of being has its own "power." As in Aristotle, the first level has 
the power of growth and nourishment, the next level adds the power of motion, 
and humans add the power of reason and speech. So, Posidonius spoke of 
powers of the soul (as Aristotle), not parts of the soul. Each part of the universe 
is interconnected with the rest through gradations. A characteristic concept of 
Posidonius is that the whole universe is a being and is "nourished." A human 
being is a microcosm of the macrocosm. It has been conjectured that the "chain 
of being" in Neopythagoreanism (e.g., Numenius; pp. 363-64) is derived from 
Posidonius. Posidonius wrote a work on beings intermediate between human 
and divine - demons and heroes. Not a mystic himself, his worldview inspired 
mysticism in others. 

What is original in Posidonius and how much is old Stoicism simply 
reworked by him is a difficult problem in the history of philosophy in this 
period. Posidonius shared with Panaetius the Platonic thought that there is a 

59. Cf. the summary without reference to Posidonius in Plutarch, Advice to Bride and 
Groom 34 (Moralia 142F). 

60. See J. A. T. Robinson, The Body: A Study in Pauline Theology (London, 1952), 55, 
for a listing of interpretations and bibliography; R. H. Gundry, Soma in Biblical Theology 
(Cambridge, 1976); d. Eduard Schweizer, The Church as the Body of Christ (Richmond, Va., 
1964). 
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separate emotional life rooted in the soul. He carried further a "Platonizing 
Stoicism." This return to Plato and Aristotle was typical of the century begin
ning around 50 B.C. Posidonius wrote on so much that he gave his age almost 
an encyclopedia of knowledge. Many characteristics of the ensuing worldview 
seem to be derived from him. 

Later Stoa: Roman Stoicism61 

The Roman representatives of Stoicism in the first and second centuries A.D. 

show an exclusively ethical and practical concern. They illustrate many of the 
themes that are part of the common philosophical outlook of the time (see 
above, pp. 303-4). They also represent the broad range of Stoicism's appeal
from the slave Epictetus to the emperor Marcus Aurelius. 

Seneca (c. A.D. 1-65).62 Lucius Annaeus Seneca was born near the begin
ning of the Christian era at Cordoba, Spain. He was from an equestrian family 
and his brother Gallio was the proconsul of Achaea mentioned in Acts 18:12. 

His future in Rome was made when he became the tutor of the young Nero. 
When Nero became emperor in 54, Seneca joined with the praetorian prefect 
Burrus to give good guidance to the government for eight years. On Burrus' 
death in 62 Nero came completely under the influence of evil counselors and 
Seneca retired from public life. An offer to relinquish his great wealth to Nero 
failed to save his life, and he was forced to commit suicide in 65 for alleged 
participation in a conspiracy against the emperor.63 

Seneca's principal philosophical writings are the ten ethical treatises pre
served under the name "Dialogues." Similar in content, and most popular 
through the ages, is the collection of 124 Moral Epistles, which are not real letters. 
Even the Natural Questions evidence a moralizing interest. Also of interest is 
the Apocolocyntosis, a satire on the deification of Claudius. The nine tragedies 
are of less significance for our purpose. 

In Seneca's psychology and metaphysics the Stoic monism is modified 
in the direction of Platonic dualism, and in his ethics Stoicism is tempered 
by eclecticism, human experience, and common sense. He does not hesitate 
to quote from Epicurus. Although he sometimes speaks in the tones of 
traditional Stoicism, in many passages he speaks of God in warm, personal 

61. E. V. Arnold, Roman Stoicism (Cambridge, 1911). 
62. M. Hadas, The Stoic Philosophy of Seneca (New York, 1968); H. B. Timothy, The 

Tenets of Stoicism Assembled and Systematized from the Works of L. Annaeus Seneca (Amster
dam, 1973); J. N. Sevenster, Paul and Seneca (Leiden, 1962); C. D. N. Costa, Seneca (London, 
1974); Miriam T. Griffin, Seneca: A Philosopher in Politics (Oxford, 1976); Leon Herrmann, 
Seneque et les premiers chretiens (Brussels, 1979); Villy S0rensen, Seneca: The Humanist at the 
Court of Nero (Chicago, 1984). 

63. Tacitus, Annals 14.64. 
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ways. His writings subordinate philosophy to moral exhortation and show a 
philosopher who was a director of souls.64 His ascetic advice and realistic 
assessment of human nature appear irreconcilable. He exposes the deepest 
and darkest secrets of human souls. By showing the folly of indulgence he 
sought to set people free from the bondage of desire. As admirable as are the 
sentiments in his works, Seneca does not rise above the limitations of Stoi
cism (see pp. 346-47). Added to this is the evidence65 that Seneca's life fell far 
short of his exhortations to others: after heaping slavish flattery on the living 
Claudius, he poisoned his memory with malicious satire; ifhe did not connive 
at the crimes of Nero, he did not restrain them; while preaching an indiffer
ence to material wealth he allowed himself to be enriched while in office; his 
writings describe in detail moral impurities and violence, so that whatever 
their author's practice the influence of some of his writings would have 
stimulated baser instincts. 

On the positive side, Seneca's sentiments have more nearly approximated 
Christian teaching than those of any other classical philosopher. Tertullian 
described him as "always our Seneca" (On the Soul 20),66 and the similarities 
in thought at places prompted the Christian invention of an apocryphal corre
spondence between Paul and Seneca.67 J. B. Lightfoot has compiled an impres
sive list of parallels in thought and language between Seneca and the New 
Testament (Paul in particular) with a judicious assessment of their fundamental 
differences.68 

Cornutus (b. c. A.D. 20).69 Cornutus was a freedman of Seneca or of one 
of his relatives. He began teaching philosophy in Rome about A.D. 50 but was 
exiled in the mid-60s. His literary work included critical studies of logic, 
rhetoric, and poetry. His principal philosophical work was "Summary of the 
Traditions concerning Greek Theology," in which he gives an allegorical ex
planation of the myths along the lines of Chrysippus' natural theology. Cor
nutus found a truth behind the myths (but not a hidden wisdom in them). 
His etymological interpretation of the deities was based on the premise that 
the knowledge of the meaning of a name revealed the real nature of the person 
or object. He explained that he was writing in order to teach the young to 
worship in piety and not in superstition. He believed that the soul was annihi
lated at death. 

64. S. Dill, Roman Society from Nero to Marcus Aurelius (repr. New York, 1956), 289-333. 
65. Dio Cassius 61.10 and Tacitus, Annals 13.4 and 14.52. 
66. Less favorable comments are in On the Soul 42; Apology 12, 50; On Resurrection 1. 
67. E. Hennecke, New Testament Apocrypha (Philadelphia, 1965), 2:133-41; A. J. 

Malherbe, "'Seneca on Paul as Letter Writer," in The Future of Early Christianity, ed. B. A. 
Pearson, et aI. (Minneapolis, 1991), 414-21. 

68. J. B. Lightfoot, "St. Paul and Seneca," in Saint Paul's Epistle to the Philippians 
(London, 1913; repro Grand Rapids, 1953), 270-333. 

69. P. W. van der Horst, "Cornutus and the New Testament," Novum Testamentum 23 
(1981)a65-72. 
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Musonius Rufus (A.D. 30-101).70 Because of his association with philo
sophical criticism of the emperors, Musonius Rufus was twice banished from 
Rome. We do not know of his having written books, but many of his apothegms 
and discourses have been preserved by others. 

Musonius considered the most important part of philosophical education 
to be the practical exercise of virtue. Several features of his moral teaching are 
of interest to students of early Christianity: he is the clearest of any ancient 
writer on the equality of man and woman (Frgs. 3 and 4); he believed marriage 
to be a complete partnership, with sexual intercourse to be confined to the 
marriage relationship and then only for the purpose of procreation (Frgs. 12-14); 
furthermore, parents should bring up all their children (Frg. 15); in addition, 
he advocated vegetarianism and opposed luxury so as to harden the body 
(Frgs.18-20). 

Musonius was directly appropriated by the Christian moralist, Clement 
of Alexandria. 

Epictetus (c. A.D. 55-c. 135).71 The son of a slave woman, Epictetus was 
born at Hierapolis in Phrygia. Perhaps through sale he came to Rome where 
he grew up in the household of Epaphroditus, one of Nero's powerful freedmen 
who was secretary to the emperor. Epictetus was crippled and showed an interest 
in philosophy, so his master allowed him to attend the lectures of Musonius 
Rufus and then granted him his freedom. Epictetus began teaching philosophy 
on the street corners and in the marketplace.lBanished from Rome with other 
philosophers in 89, Epictetus went to Nicopohs, Greece, and conducted his own 
school. Students came from Rome and Athens to attend his lectures. 

Among Epictetus' students in his later years was Flavius Arrian from 
Rome. Arrian published his notes on Epictetus' teachings under the title Dis
courses, of which four books survive complete. He also arranged a brief sum
mary of the basic ideas of Epictetus in the Enchiridion (Manual)J2hThe Dis
courses present a vivid picture of the living philosopher; the !Enchiridion the 
finished product of the Stoic spirit. 

Epictetus tried to reach the masses with his message. WIe taught that the 
universe is the product of Divine Providence, which continues to be manifest 
in the world's order and unity.f.ie saw the philosopher as an ambassador of the 
Divine with a mission to teaCh people how to live, as a physician of souls 
(Discourses 3.23.30), a witness for God (3.22.23; 1.29.46), a scout (3.22.24-25; 

70. C. E. Lutz, Musonius Rufus, "The Roman Socrates" (New Haven, 1947); A. C. 
van Geytenbeek, Musonius Rufus and the Greek Diatribe (Assen, 1963); P. W. van der Horst, 
"Musonius Rufus and the New Testament," Novum Testamentum 16 (1974):306-15. 
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72. See the translation by T. W. Higginson and Albert Salomon (New York, 1948). 
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1.24.3-10). He emphasized indifference to all things that are not within one's 
own self and will as the way to inner freedom. 

A few quotations from the Enchiridion illustrate the Stoic emphasis in 
Epictetus. 

There are things which are within our power, and there are things which are 
beyond our power. Within our power are opinion, aim, desire, aversion, and 
in one word, whatever affairs are our own. Beyond our power are body, 
property, reputation, office, and in one word, whatever are not properly our 
own affairs .... If [something] concerns anything beyond our power, be 
prepared to say that it is nothing to you. (No. I, pp. 17-18 of the Higginson 
and Salomon trans.) 

Men are disturbed not by things, but by the views which they take of 
things. (No.5, p. 19) 

Wish things to be only just as they are. (No. 33, p. 32; cf. no. 8, p. 20) 
Remember that you are an actor in a drama of such sort as the author 

chooses - if short, then in a short one; if long, then in a long one. If it be 
his pleasure that you should enact a poor man, see that you act it well; or a 
cripple, or a ruler, or a private citizen. For this is your business - to act well 
the given part; but to choose it belongs to another. (No. 17, p. 23) 

The will of nature may be learned from things upon which we are all 
agreed. As, when our neighbor's boy has broken a cup, or the like, we are 
ready at once to say, "These are casualties that will happen"; be assured, then, 
that when your own cup is likewise broken, you ought to be affected just as 
when another's cup was broken. Now apply this to greater things. Is the child 
or wife of another dead? There is no one who would not say, "This is an 
accident of mortality." But if anyone's own child happens to die, it is imme
diately, "Alas! how wretched am I!" It should always be remembered how we 
are affected on hearing the same thing concerning others. (No. 26, p. 26) 

The last quotation presents in close focus the difference between Chris
tianity and Stoicism. Stoicism said, "Feel toward yourself as you feel toward 
others"; Christianity said, "Feel toward others as you would feel toward your
self."73 

Marcus Aurelius (A.D. 121-180).74 Stoicism ascended the throne in the 
person of the emperor Marcus Aurelius (see p. 37). He deserves added mention 
here because of his Meditations (lit. "To Himself'), the last great written expres
sion of the Stoic view of life. These meditations are in no particular order and 

73. Origen gives a positive Christian evaluation of Epictetus: "Epictetus is admired by 
persons of ordinary capacity, who have a desire to be benefitted; and who perceive the 
improvement which may be derived from his writings" (Against Celsus 6.2). 

74. F. W. Bussell, Marcus Aurelius and the Later Stoics (Edinburgh, 1910); A. s. 1. Far
quharson, Marcus Aurelius: His Life and his World (Oxford, 1952); Anthony Birley, Marcus 
Aurelius: A Biography (New Haven, 1987). 
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seem to have been transcribed from the emperor's personal notebooks as he 
put down thoughts for his private guidance. They represent the Stoicism that 
had been recast by Posidonius according to Plato's psychological dualism and 
transmitted to Marcus Aurelius in the writings of Epictetus. These aphorisms 
and reflections are often obscure, but they reflect the sober conservatism of a 
great-souled and somewhat ascetic man who was wrestling with great responsi
bilities. There is a mood of melancholy about the work, but the intensity of 
religious and moral feeling has made the Meditations a book much read through 
the ages. 

The reign of Marcus Aurelius was a difficult time for Christians, and the 
emperor could not understand their readiness for martyrdom (see p. 563), 
although his own Stoic belief allowed for suicide. But the Stoic took his life as 
a rational decision, not (as the emperor saw it) in rash abandonment of life. 

The End of Stoicism. Marcus Aurelius was the last of the great Stoics. 
Stoicism came to an end, as it has been expressed, "because everyone became 
a Stoic": not that everyone gave adherence to the Stoic creed, but in the sense 
that everything Stoicism had to say became common property. What was of 
value in Stoicism was absorbed into the Neoplatonic synthesis. 

Stoicism and Christianity 

Christianity used some of the same terminology that was at home in Stoicism: 
Spirit, conscience, Logos, virtue, self-sufficiency, freedom of speech, reasonable 
service, etc. The biblical injunctions concerning the units of society (Eph. 5:21-
6:9; Col. 3:18-4:1; 1 Pet. 2:13-3:7; etc.) in both form (the reference to stations in 
society) and content (e.g., "it is fitting") show Stoic influence. The similarities 
go deeper than individual items to a general atmosphere: humankind's persis
tent evil, the need for self-examination, humanity's kinship with the divine, 
denial of the world's values, and emphasis on inner freedom from external 
circumstances. The Stoic natural theology, transmitted via Hellenistic Judaism 
(c£ Wisdom of Solomon 13-14), influenced Romans 1-2 and Acts 17. 

Whatever the similarities in Christian and Stoic ethical thought and 
household maxims, these instructions are placed in such a fundamentally dif
ferent worldview as to give them a different significance. Despite some of the 
language (as in Epictetus), Stoicism did not have a fully personal God; it knew 
only an immanent god. The God of the Bible is the Creator of the world, never 
equated with it as in Stoic pantheism. In Christianity the universe has a begin
ning, purpose, and end; in Stoicism none of these. The only incarnation in 
Stoicism is that each one of us has part of the logos within. 

Stoicism's consciousness of sin did not reach the depths of Jewish and 
Christian thought. Conscience has little significance unless there is a Person to 
whom it must answer. Stoicism shared the limitations of all philosophies in 
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comparison to religion: A knowledge of universal ethical precepts, as such, is 
seldom sufficient to callout and organize a corresponding conduct. This only 
follows when a special religious motive or ground of obligation is united with 
the knowledge of the universal principle. Thus Stoicism, although denying the 
reality of the world's distinctions, remained a philosophy for the few, because 
the basis of its ethics was intellectual. Not all persons can live on a high plane 
because the divine spark flickers but feebly in most. Christianity, on the other 
hand, appealed to the masses. It did so by relating all classes of people to a 
personal Savior with moral power. 

Stoicism had no personal immortality. When one died, his divine part 
went back into the Whole. Stoicism was a creed of despair and acquiescence; it 
looked down on the Christian virtues that depend upon the affirmation "God 
is love." Stoicism's apathy basically denied the emotional side of human expe
rience. Christianity by contrast brought joy and hope into the world. 

Again, even where the teaching on social ethics was similar, the motiva
tion was fundamentally different. Christians, ideally, act benevolently not 
merely in fulfillment of the obligation of a common kinship in the universe 
or even in God, but because they have learned self-sacrifice and active love 
from God in Christ. Self-respect, not love, was Stoicism's driving force. For 
Stoicism, as for all Greek philosophy before Neoplatonism, the goal of human
ity is self-liberation, and this goal is attainable. It did not know the redemptive 
love of a merciful God.75 
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EPICUREANISM 

Epicurus and His School 

Epicurus was born in 341 B.C. at the Athenian colony of Samos. In 307/306 he 
settled in Athens, where he bought a house with a garden that gave to his school 
its name, "the philosophy of the Garden." Epicurus died in 270 B.C. 

Epicurus gathered disciples of more intense loyalty than any other philos
opher in antiquity. He was also the most controversial figure in ancient philos
ophy, with bitter enemies as well as devoted followers. His disciples formed a 
close-knit group, living on Epicurus' property a life of austere contentment 
withdrawn from the world. This seclusion and avoidance of public activities 
contributed to their unpopularity. Epicurus admitted women (including 
courtesans) and slaves to his community, and this along with his professed 
hedonism probably was the source of some of the stories that circulated about 
his school. 

Actually, as we will see more fully below (pp. 353-54), Epicurus did not 
teach an "eat, drink, and be merry" philosophy. (The Cyrenaic school founded 
by Aristippus advocated this sensual view of pleasure.) Epicurus' philosophy 
promoted the placid pleasures of the mind, friendship, and contentment. For 
him there was no reason to eat, drink, and be merry today if you are going to 
have a headache from it tomorrow. Poor health imposed on Epicurus himself 
a frugal life. 

Epicurus was a father figure to his followers. He formed communities of 
his followers and wrote letters of instruction to them. They celebrated his 
birthday and gave him honors as to a god. No later figure of importance and 
influence arose in his school. Thus the Epicurean school did not have the 
changes noted in the others; rather, there was a conservative tendency in pre
serving Epicurus' teachings. 

According to Diogenes Laertius, Epicurus wrote about three hundred rolls, 
but little of this survives. However, he has preserved three of Epicurus' letters 
(to Herodotus, to Pythocles, and to the Menoeceus - the latter most important 
as a clear, elementary summary of his ethics) and the collection of forty maxims 
known as "Principal Doctrines" (Kyriae doxai). Similar to the latter is the 
"Vatican Sayings," a collection of eighty-one short sayings discovered in a 
Vatican manuscript. 

A remarkable find at Herculaneum in the mid-eighteenth century - a 
library of papyrus scrolls covered by lava and charred on the outside - added 
to the understanding of Epicureanism. About one-half had been burned by 
explorers as fuel before it was discovered that books were inside the lava. Others 
were destroyed in learning how to unroll the scrolls. The contents turned out 
to be the library of Philodemus, a first -century-B.C. Epicurean, including pieces 
of works by Epicurus, writings of Epicureans including Philodemus, and de-



HELLENISTIC- ROMAN PHILOSOPHIES 349 

EPICURUS 
Epicurus had more loyal followers than any other Hellenistic philosopher 

and created close-knit communities with similarities to Christian communities. 
(Barrocco Museum, Rome) 
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scriptions of Epicurus. Hence, we have a clearer picture of Epicurus than of any 
of his contemporaries. And that is fitting, as he was more of a personality in 
the ancient world than any other philosopher with the exception of Socrates. 

Lucretius (94-55 B.C.)76 

For modern times the most important and influential exposition of the Epi
curean system has come from the Latin poet Lucretius. He demonstrates the 
continuity of Epicurean teaching to the first century B.C. and its appeal even in 
Rome. Lucretius' only work is the philosophical poem "On the Nature of I 

Things" (De rerum natura). The poem consists of six books expounding the 
physical theory of Epicurus with a view to abolishing superstitious fears of 
interference by the gods in the world and of punishment in an afterlife. Lucretius 
was the ideal convert - having found "the truth," he wanted others to find it. 
The poem provides a good outline of Epicurean philosophy. 

Epicurean Physics 

Epicurus depended on the pre-Socratic philosopher Democritus for his physical 
theory. The whole of nature consists of matter and space ("the void"). Matter 
is divisible, but not infinitely, for then we would have nothing. We finally reach 
the atom (which in Greek means the "indivisible"). Atoms are the invisible 
"building blocks" out of which the world is made. They are neither created nor 
destroyed. They are solid with no void within (unlike modern atomic theory). 
Atoms do not have color, sound, taste, or smell, but they do have shape (and 
come in a variety of shapes), size (for they are not mathematical points), weight, 
and motion. 

Atoms together with space constitute the whole of the universe, which is 
unbounded and infinite. The atoms are in motion in the void. Space is infinite 
and the number of atoms is infinite: both must go together. The atoms move 
downward, always at an incredible speed since they meet no resistance. Here is 
a difficulty, however: if the universe is infinite, what is down? Epicurus recog
nized there could be no "down," but he had to say "fall" to express motion. 
There is another difficulty: if movement is all downward and at the same speed, 
how can the atoms meet to form objects? But they do meet, since there is matter. 
Here Epicurus introduces the spontaneous swerve. This is contrary to his law 
of motion, but he brings in an inexplicable factor to explain why things are the 
way they are. The swerve made room for free will in his morals also.77 

76. Diskin Clay, Lucretius and Epicurus (Ithaca, N.Y., 1984). 
77. W. G. Englert, Epicurus on the Swerve and Voluntary Action (Atlanta, 1987). 
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Epicurus was a materialist. The physical world comes from atoms that 
operate according to law (with the one exception mentioned above). Therefore, 
nature has no purpose. Moreover, there is no creation - the world is eternal, 
for atoms are indestructible though they may be changed. For Epicurus this 
physical theory was the fall of religion. 

Epicurus, however, did believe in the gods, who are made of refined 
material atoms. But the gods never interfere in nature or the affairs of humans. 
Their existence is something of a paradox, for they have no pragmatic function 
and do not explain anything in Epicurus' system. A most important con
sequence of his views on which he insists is that there is no providence. But the 

. visions of gods in dreams and the universal opinion of humankind prove their 
existence. The gods have bodies, but they never dissolve and so are immortal. 
They live in the interstellar spaces completely outside the world and have no 
contact with it. The gods are supremely happy and serene, for they are not 
bothered by humans. There is no place for prayer or answer to prayer in his 
system: since each person prays against the interests of another, it would disturb 
the gods to settle these petitions. The picture given of the gods is that of an 
Epicurean society, conversing in Greek, enjoying celestial pleasures. We might 
say that Epicurus had a theology without a religion. Nevertheless, Epicurus 
counseled his followers to participate in sacrifices and other acts of homage. 
There is more than conformity here. The gods as supremely perfect beings 
deserve worship and honor. People receive the benefit of aesthetic pleasure from 
contemplating their perfect existence. However, since they have nothing to do 
with us, we have no responsibilities to them and should not expect anything 
from them. The Epicureans were called "atheists" by the ancients. The word 
was not theoretical; it was used because the Epicureans did not believe in 
providence and because many did not follow through with participation in the 
public cults. 

Epicurus' goal was to achieve peace of mind and tranquility (ataraxia) for 
all. He reacted against those who, like Theophrastus' superstitious person 
(Characters 16), lived in constant fear of the divine powers (p. 222). He wanted 
to get across the idea that the world is a garden, not a jungle. His interest was 
practical; while the Greeks believed in gods that interfered capriciously in 
human affairs, Epicurus believed that there are no gods who scare you. 

Another consequence of his physical theory was the belief that there was 
no future life to worry about. The soul is a type of body, a physical object, since 
the soul too is composed of atoms. The physical body is a house for the subtler 
atoms of the soul- a kind of body within the body. There is also a kind of 
"soul of the soul" inasmuch as the organ of thinking and willing is the most 
refined part of the soul. Body and soul must be joined to give life. When the 
physical body dies, the soul also disintegrates. When a person is dead, he or she 
is dead all over. Therefore, there is nothing to fear in death. There is no future 
punishment. 
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Epicurus wanted to save humanity from the darkness of religion. Oracles, 
divination, magic, etc., are humbug. He saw religion as a source of fear; therefore 
the banishing of the gods brought peace and the possibility of a good life. 
Epicurus was something of a strange materialist from the modern standpoint 
in that he believed in the swerve (and so free will) and in the gods. His views 
did secure the independence of nature, the happiness of gods, and (as he 
thought) the happiness of humanity. 

Epicurean Epistemology 

Epicurus divided philosophy into physics and ethics. Although he wrote a work 
entitled "Canonic" on how to tell whether things were true or false, he said that 
this did not have independent importance and made it a part of his physics. 
His theory of knowledge is very closely related to his physical theory. 

For Epicurus sense perception is the basis of all reason. Sensation is 
immediate confrontation, hence it is infallible. Sense experiences cannot be 
refuted by reason, for reason is built on them. For Aristotle the reason uses the 
senses, but for Epicurus reason is something constructed out of the senses. If 
one perceives something often enough, he has a concept (prolepsis; lit. "antici
pation") of it. In other words, a series of perceptions build up an anticipation 
or idea of something so that it is possible to think and reason about it. The soul 
forms general concepts from the particular objects seen. For example, the con
cept "horse" is a composite picture of the horses one has seen. When one thinks 
of "horse," the thought is of what one expects to see (prolepsis). All mental 
operations, therefore, are accumulated experiences. 

The other schools criticized this theory by pointing to examples where 
things are not as they appear to be to the senses. But the Epicureans had a ready 
reply to this criticism. An oar in the water should look bent; the mistake comes 
in supposing that it really is bent. A tower at a distance should look smaller 
than it really is; the mistake is to think that that is its real size. Thus the 
Epicureans turned the objections on their critics: the mistakes were not in the 
senses but in the reason, which made a mistaken inference from the sense data. 
The only way to know things is through perception (aisthesis). 

Hearing, vision, and smell do not immediately touch their objects. At this 
point Epicurus had a doctrine of effiuences or emanations. From every object 
there emanate eidola ("idols"; i.e., images or films) of itself. These come to the 
eyes (or other sense organs), which reproduce the pictures. As fire gives off 
smoke, so objects are perpetually giving off eidola. (This may sound crude but 
is comparable to the modern theory that objects send out waves.) If there is 
trouble in the atmosphere or if the person receiving the image is troubled, the 
image is distorted. Errors do not arise in seeing, but in applying the wrong 
concept (prolepsis) to the image, such as mistaking a donkey for a horse. The 

! 
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idea of mythical monsters arose from the images given off by creatures bumping 
into each other and getting mixed up so that someone perceived the combina
tion. The belief in composite creatures such as centaurs arose in this way. The 
gods too give off images, so they have appeared to people in visions and dreams 
and do really exist. If someone has perceived something, there is something 
there, for nothing comes from what does not exist. 

Epicurean Ethics78 

Epicurus' physics and canonics existed for the sake of his ethics. The goal (telos) 
of life, he said, was pleasure (hedone). But pleasure as Epicurus defined it was 
not self-indulgence. We must discount the modern content of "Epicurean" if 
we would understand him. 

In addition to the senses is feeling. This too is part of experience and 
therefore infallible. Epicurus' hedonism was an extension of his empiricism. 
There are immediate feelings of pain and pleasure. It is human nature to seek 
pleasure and avoid pain, since all pleasure is good and all pain is bad. One seeks 
the maximum of pleasure and the minimum of pain. What is the criterion for 
this? He had to have, as any hedonist must, a standard for measuring pleasure. 
Plato and Aristotle had external criteria, but Epicurus could judge pleasure and 
pain only by each person's experience. Hence, he measured pleasure and pain 
by intensity (strength of the feeling), duration (length of the feeling), and purity 
(i.e., pleasure unaccompanied by pain). We do not choose every pleasure, be
cause it may be accompanied by pain; nor do we avoid every pain, because it 
may be necessary to a greater pleasure. 

Epicurus divided pleasures into the kinetic (active) and the static (pertaining 
to a state or condition, passive). Pleasures of the body and pleasures of the soul 
are of both kinds. In each case the static pleasures are superior to the kinetic. 

The lowest pleasures are those of the body. He begins with the pleasures 
of the stomach. Their source is in desire; we get pleasure in satisfying the desire. 
They start from a privation, as in the pains of hunger and thirst. Pleasure that 
has its source in desire is attended by pain, which precedes the pleasure. Satis
faction involves activity, hence the designation kinetic. When the desire is 
satisfied, the person reaches equilibrium. 

Pleasures of equilibrium are static, in contrast to kinetic pleasures. Bodily 
pleasures of this kind would include rest, good health, and the like. These 
pleasures are "pure" because they are unattended by pain. Hence, they are 
preferable to the pleasures of desire. For Epicurus, the absence of pain is an 
ideal to strive for; for example, getting drunk would not be worth the hangover 
the next day. Thus, his ideas are not identical to modern ideas of hedonism. 

78. Philip Mitsis, Epicurus' Ethical Theory: The Pleasures of Invulnerability (Ithaca, 1988). 
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Epicurus classified pains into three types: the natural and necessary, as 
hunger; the natural but unnecessary, such as sex, which involves turmoil and 
so would not be one of the highest pleasures and can be abstained from; and 
the unnatural and unnecessary, as sadism. 

There are pleasures of the soul and mind, since the soul has some 
feelings independent of the body. The kinetic pleasures here include such 
things as wealth and power. One starts with the pain of poverty and seeks to 
satisfy the need through activity. The pain of ambition is satisfied by power. 
Economic, political, and social action involve an attendant pain. Therefore, 
Epicurus recommended avoiding the kinetic pleasures of the mind, such as 
ambition and public life. This would enable one to avoid fear caused by 
others. He counseled his followers to "live secretly," "live keeping hidden." 
He advised against taking on any responsibilities in public life (holding office) 
or social life (getting married). This was one of the first philosophical re
sponses to the new situation created by Alexander's conquests. Plato and still 
Aristotle could not conceive of life apart from the context of the Greek city. 
Epicurus created a substitute community among the circle of "friends" who 
made up his school. 

The pleasures one should seek pertain to the equilibrium of the soul. 
Tranquility, the absence of agitation (ataraxia - the same word used by Pyrrho, 
p. ,326), was the highest good. The absence of pain and fear was achieved, in 
large part, as seen above through the absence of the gods (banished from the 
world by his physics). Peace of mind was achieved by removal of divine inter
vention and realizing that there is no pain in death because the soul does not 
survive to feel anything. 

The positive aspect of the pleasures of the soul is the enjoyment that comes 
from a society of good friends. For Epicurus friendship is the basic pleasure, 
replacing ambition and other desires. One is a stranger in the world and needs 
friends, who shelter the fearful and give pleasure. Epicurus apparently made up 
for the loss of the gods and of civic life by introducing the bond that exists 
among friends. The friendship of Epicurean groups was the chief attraction of 
the school. The "Garden of Epicurus" became a symbol of aloofness. Here the 
pleasures of the body were simple. Hedonism had undergone a transformation. 
Epicurus was not (in its modern connotation) an Epicurean. 

Estimate and Comparisons 

The main points, and the practical appeal, of Epicureanism may be seen in the 
summary from Diogenes, an Epicurean who lived about A.D. 200: 

Nothing to fear in God; 
Nothing to feel in Death; 
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Good [pleasure] can be attained; 
Evil [pain] can be endured.79 

355 

The establishment of a community of men and women where all were equal, 
had a common way oflife, were isolated from the world, and were held together 
by reverence for a master was an ideal that had a great influence. Christians 
and Epicureans were sometimes lumped together by pagan observers because 
of their common rejection of traditional religion ("atheists"; see pp. 205, 558£f.) 
and the separation of their communities from ordinary life (1 Thess. 4:9-12 
employs words used by Epicureans to describe a life of quietness withdrawn 
from public affairs). It has been suggested that the Epicurean communities 
served as a pattern for the Christian communities (cf. the title "friends" in John 
15:15; 3 John 15),80 but this would not extend beyond externals and there would 
seem to be more immediate analogues in the Judaism of Jesus' day. 

The Epicureans and Stoics were the chief rivals for the allegiance of 
educated people in the Hellenistic Age (cf. Acts 17:18). Both had a primary 
emphasis on ethics and made philosophy a way of life that could be its own 
religion with converting power. As Epicureanism had an extreme antecedent 
for its hedonism in the Cyrenaic philosophy, so Stoicism had an extreme ante
cedent for its denial of the world in Cynicism. As Epicureanism drew its physical 
theory from the pre-Socratic philosopher Democritus, so Stoicism was indebted 
for part of its physical theory to the pre-Socratic philosopher Heraclitus. Both 
Epicureans and Stoics sought to liberate humans from fate, to make them 
self-sufficient and indifferent to externals. Their major concerns - undis
turbedness (ataraxia) in Epicureanism and passionlessness (apatheia) in Stoi
cism - were similar, but Stoicism was more stolid. Stoicism said in effect, "Let 
us neither eat nor drink, for tomorrow we die." Both had a continuing influence, 
but Epicureanism changed little (though its polemic against other schools did) 
whereas Stoicism absorbed elements from others and underwent significant 
changes. Epicureanism advocated a quiet and peaceful life, the life of "the 
Garden"; it took no interest in public affairs. Stoicism, as indicated by its name, 
"the Porch," was set in the middle of public life and affairs. Stoicism developed 
in the direction of upholding the structures of society and the traditional 
religion. Its more active creed appealed to more persons, especially among the 
Romans, and exerted more influence. Nevertheless, one anecdote is revealing. 
A Stoic was asked once why Stoics sometimes became Epicureans, but Epi
cureans never became Stoics. He replied, "Men may become eunuchs, but 

79. Gilbert Murray, Five Stages of Greek Religion (Garden City, N.Y., 1955), 204-5. The 
summary must have been something of an Epicurean commonplace; cf. Philodemus as 
quoted by A. J. Festugiere, Epicurus and his Gods (Oxford, 1955), 32, 44. 

80. N. W. De Witt, St. Paul and Epicurus (Toronto, 1954), 9, 44, suggests that Paul 
avoided the words "friend" and "friendship" because of Epicurean associations, but his 
interpretations are often one-sided. 
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eunuchs cannot become men."81 The question is more significant than the reply 
and indicates that there was a strong cohesion and religious power about the 
Epicurean way of life. 
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ECLECTICISM 

Characteristics 

Eclecticism means to pick and choose. It refers to the tendency to select elements 
from different philosophical schools and integrate them into one's own system 
of thought or to put them together in new combinations. Eclecticism is the 
opposite of Skepticism; instead of an irreducible antagonism, it posits that at 
bottom all philosophy is in agreement. The term "eclecticism" has been used 
by historians of philosophy in a pejorative sense for what is judged to be a lack 
of originality in philosophy during the period from about 50 B.C. to A.D. 200. 

That is not the intention of the label here. There was in antiquity "an eclectic 
school,"82 but it was a minor school, and "eclecticism" is used by modern 
historians of philosophy, and so here, more broadly of a tendency or attitude 
characteristic of Hellenistic-Roman times. 

School affiliations and loyalties continued, but representatives of different 
philosophical schools learned from one another. This is evident in the admira
tion and quotation of Epicurus by the Stoic Seneca, admittedly unique in this 
regard. Notice has been taken of Panaetius and Posidonius, who incorporated 

81. Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 4.43. 
82. Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 1.21. 
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elements of Platonism and Aristotelianism into their Stoicism, and of Philo of 
Larissa and Antiochus of Ascalon, who as members of the Academy moved 
toward Stoicism. The difficulty of identifying Dio Chrysostom (Stoic or Cynic?) 
and Numenius (Platonist or Neopythagorean?), not to mention lesser known 
figures, is symptomatic of the situation. 

The popular philosophy of Hel1enistic-Roman times owed much to the 
common elements (especially in ethical thought) of the various schools. When 
carried through in a systematic way, this process of amalgamation produced 
Middle Platonism and Neoplatonism. No single combination is representative 
of the eclectic tendency. For example, Philo of Alexandria (pp. 450-55) belongs 
in the broad spectrum of Middle Platonism, but may justly be termed an eclectic 
for the way in which he drew especially on Platonism and Stoicism (while 
knowledgeable of the other schools) to construct an apologetic for Judaism. He 
is unique among philosophers in the way he used scripture to interpret philos
ophy and philosophy to interpret scripture. The eclectic tendency of later Hel
lenistic philosophy will be illustrated in more detail here from the work of 
Cicero. Although his philosophical affiliation was with the Academy, he drew 
much from other schools, especially the Stoics. Cicero deserves special attention 
for the further reason that he provides an excellent summary of the status of 
philosophical thought, both theoretical and practical, at the threshold of the 
New Testament era. 
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Cicero (106-43 B.C.) 

Cicero had the asset and liability of not being born in Rome. The small town 
of Arpinum spared him the corroding influences of Rome, but he had to struggle 
hard to gain acceptance by the Roman nobility. Cicero learned the Greek tech
nique of speech. His education included instruction in Rome from Phaedrus 
(an Epicurean), Diodotus (a Stoic), and Philo of Larissa (under whose tutelage 
he became an Academic). In Athens on a foreign tour he attended the lectures 
of Antiochus of Ascalon (an Academic) and Zeno of Sidon (an Epicurean), and 
in Rhodes he became intimate with Posidonius (a Stoic). At this time Cicero's 
interest in philosophy was limited to what could contribute to his career as an 
orator. He could advise that one should learn the precepts of philosophy but 
live as a citizen. Cicero passed through three stages in his philosophical devel
opment: (1) an initial adherence to Philo of Larissa's moderate skepticism, 
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(2) affiliation during his public career with the doctrinaire Platonism of Antio
chus of Ascalon from 79-46 B.C., during which time were written the works 
indebted to Plato - De republica (On the Republic) and De legibus (On Laws), 
and (3) a return in his fmal years of philosophical composition to the Fourth 
Academy of Philo of Larissa. He took refuge in "suspension of judgment" in 
questions of knowledge, but on moral questions he was willing to "dogmatize." 
The general conscience of humankind provided him with an arbiter of right 
and wrong. The Roman respect for good order is prominent in his strictures 
against the Epicureans, but he could never go all the way with the harsh features 
of Stoicism. In summary of his eclectic approach it has been said that his intellect 
was with the Academy, his conscience with the Stoa, <l:nd his information with 
the Peripatetics. He brought together oratory and philosophy, and he dissemi
nated a theory of natural law. 

Caesar's rise to power forced Cicero into retirement, and in his free time 
he gathered philosophical material. The death of his daughter Tulia in 45 B.C. 

made philosophy an existential concern. He sought a home or refuge in philos
ophy, which at that time provided the consolation supplied by religion in our 
times. Moreover, he formed the idea of an encyclopedic collection of philo
sophical writings as a patriotic service to his countrymen. He was concerned 
to take what of Greece could be used for the benefit of Rome, and thus intended 
to introduce the study of the major points of philosophy to readers who knew 
no Greek. During 45 and 44 B.C. he wrote on epistemology - Academica; ethics 
- De finibus (On the Ends of Goods and Evils), Tusculum Disputations,83 and 
De officiis (On Moral Duties); and theology - De natura deorum (On the Nature 
of the Gods), De divinatione (On Divination), and De fato (On Fate), as well as 
the lost Consolatio and Hortensius. The earlier philosophical treatment of 
politics in On the Republic is largely lost, but one part of it has been preserved 
separately - the "Dream of Scipio" (Somnium Scipionis), which expresses the 
Platonic idea of philosophy guiding the state. It is important for the develop
ment of later ideas concerning the soul and the hereafter.84 

On the Nature of the GodsB5 introduces the positions and arguments of 
the Stoics, the Epicureans, and the skeptical Academy. Dedicated to Brutus, the 
work is in dialogue form. The Platonic dialogue involved real participation in 
the discussion by several of those present, with comparatively short speeches 
and frequent expressions of assent or dissent, and made the emerging opinion 
so far as possible the result of their common thought. This form of dialogue 

83. Tusc. Disp. 5.5 shows some of the deepest piety of ancient times. 
84. W. H. Stahl, Commentary on the Dream of Scipio by Macrobius (New York, 1952); 

c£ Georg Luck, "Studia Divina in Vita Humana: On Cicero's 'Dream of Scipio' and its Place 
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was adapted to a polemical work but not to one of a descriptive character. 
Aristotle had invented another kind of literary dialogue, no longer involving 
questions and answers but pitting monologue against monologue and intro
ducing himself as a character. Using this style the author states "fully from the 
standpoint of those who hold them views which are finally rejected."86 This is 
the device that Cicero adopted. The assumed date of the dialogue is between 
77 and 75 B.C. The participants are Cicero himself, whose part is minimal, Cotta 
(another Academic) the host, Velleius (an Epicurean), and Balbus (a Stoic). 

After a prooemium defending philosophical studies and setting the stage, 
Book I gives Velleius' case for Epicureanism and Cotta's refutation. Book II is 
Balbus' exposition of Stoicism, and Book III is Cotta's refutation. At the end 
Cotta votes for Velleius' argument and Cicero for Balbus' as more probable. 
Various explanations of this have been advanced but most probable is the view 
that underlines the descriptive rather than polemical aim of the work. Cicero 
wanted to show that the classic arguments against various theological views 
were as proper for study as the views themselves. He was concerned to show 
the Academic method and freedom to accept material from any school. An 
Academic dogma might be implied if both Academics in the dialogue had voted 
together. 

Up to Cicero's time philosophy at Rome had been a hobby. He made it 
popular and so had a great influence on intellectual life. Cicero's philosophical 
works adapted the Latin language for abstract thought. This made possible a 
theology in Latin, and without this preliminary phase it is difficult to imagine 
development of a Latin Christian theology. In that regard his writings are 
comparable in importance to the Septuagint (which translated Hebrew ideas 
into Greek). He is a prime source for Greek thought and the status of philosophy 
at the close of the Republic. 
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NEOPYTHAGOREANISM 

Pythagoras 

The historical Pythagoras of the sixth century B.C. remains a shadowy figure,87 
but he is associated with four ideas of importance for the history of philosophy 
and religion. (1) Pythagoras had the brilliant idea that number is related to the 
structure of the universe. This idea came from his discovery of the numerical 
ratios of the principal intervals in the musical scale. The idea that the universe 
obeys mathematical laws has been of profound importance, apart from the 
more dubious speculation about number symbolism encouraged by this idea. 
(2) Pythagoras taught the theory of metempsychosis, or transmigration. He 
shared with the Orphics the idea of a cycle of existence. Pythagoras apparently 
was an important source for Plato's distinction between soul and body. (3) 
Pythagoras formed a close group of disciples with the cohesion of a religious 
group, whose patron deity was Apollo. This religious enthusiasm was something 
new among pre-Socratic philosophers. Other philosophers were lone thinkers, 
but Pythagoras created a brotherhood (the first thing approaching a "church") 
and gave his followers a distinctive way of life. (4) He established an ascetic 
discipline. A member of his group had to live by rules. Purifications were to 
improve the soul. The Pythagoreans became complete vegetarians. 

Pythagoreans remained a group apart and their ideas were somewhat 
exotic in classical Greece. Heraclitus, who abhorred rituals and purifications, 
said of Pythagoras, "Much learning does not teach wisdom, or it would have 
taught Pythagoras." The early Pythagoreans almost completely disappeared in 
the fifth century B.C., but Pythagorean literature produced a revival of Py
thagorean ideas and sodalities in the first century B.C., which in turn contributed 
to Neoplatonism. 

The Pythagorean Revival 

Nigidius Figulus (d. 45 B.C.), friend of Cicero and supporter of Pompey, was led 
by his scholarly and mystical interests to a revival of Pythagorean ideas. 

An underground basilica near the Porta Maggiore in Rome, built in the 
first century A.D., has been identified by some as a Neopythagorean cult hall. 88 
The basilica is adorned with stuccos of mythical, religious, and secular themes, 
the overall interpretation of which is debatable. 

87. Walter Burkert, Lore and Science in Ancient Pythagoreanism (Cambridge, Mass., 
1972), and Peter Gorman, Pythagoras, a Life (London, 1979), represent two different ap
proaches. 
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The Neopythagoreans continued Pythagoras' interest in numbers and 
asceticism and his understanding of philosophy as religious. They were also 
interested in the stars and intermediary demons between the transcendent God 
and humankind, contributing to the concept of a "chain of beings." In addition, 
they seem to be the principal philosophical source for the view that the material 
world is bad, an idea that became a key part of Gnosticism and was influential 
in the general pessimism about the world that began to spread in the second 
century A.D. 

The Neopythagoreans speculated on the occult meaning of numbers, were 
vegetarians, had their own passwords and signs of recognition, and were often 
linked with occult and magical practices. The rule of life - not philosophical 
speculation - was its chief attraction. The Pythagorean life-style became the 
ideal representation of the holy, wise man - Christian lives of saints who were 
not martyrs (e.g., Athanasius, Life of Antony) follow the pattern of Pythagoras. 
We know the ideal best from Philostratus' portrayal of Apollonius of Tyana. 

Apollonius of Tyana and Philostratus89 

The most significant Neopythagorean for New Testament studies has been 
Apollonius of Tyana (in Cappadocia), whose life spanned the first century A.D., 

and who died in the principate of Nerva. As presented by his biographer Philos
tratus, he was an ascetic wandering teacher and reformer who visited many of 
the prominent cities of the Roman world and traveled as far as India. He was 
known as a wise man and wonder-worker. As with other philosophers, he was 
persecuted under Nero and Domitian, but charges of magical practices were 
also involved. His reported miraculous powers and his life-style have made him 
the principal first-century representative of the "divine man" (theios aner)90 
concept - both of the sage and wonder-worker types - which has come to 
prominence in Gospel studies as the background for the portrayal of Jesus.91 

89. G. R. S. Mead, Apollonius of Tyana (1901; repro 1980); G. Petzke, Die Traditionen 
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Rival traditions about Apollonius were circulated in the ancient world, 
but the only full account to be preserved is the Life of Apollonius by Flavius 
Philostratus (c. A.D. 170-249).92 Behind Philostratus are two older views of 
Apollonius - as a magician and charlatan or a wonder-worker and theosoph. 
A principal thrust of Philostratus' work is to defend Apollonius from charges 
of magic93 and to attribute his miracles to supernatural power (cf. the charge 
that Jesus was a magician; p. 213). He wrote the Life at the instigation of Julia 
Domna, wife of the emperor Septimius Severus, whose family was interested in 
religious teachers and philosophers. Alexander Severus kept statues (in place of 
Roman gods) of Alexander, Orpheus, Apollonius, Abraham, and Christ. 94 Later 
Hierocles, a provincial governor, used the Life to parallel Apollonius with Christ 
as a polemic against Christianity in a work that called forth a reply by Eusebius, 
bishop of Caesarea in the early fourth century.95 Some of the apparent parallels 
between Philo stratus' picture of Apollonius and Christ may be due to syncretis
tic tendencies already present in Severan circles. 

Philostratus' Apollonius describes his practices as follows: 

My own system of wisdom is that of Pythagoras who taught me to worship 
the gods in the way you see ... and to dress myself ... in linen. And the very 
fashion of letting my hair grow long, I have learned from Pythagoras as part 
of his discipline, and also it is a result of his wisdom that I keep myself pure 
from animal food. I cannot therefore become either for you or for anybody 
else a companion in drinking [wine) or an associate in idleness and luxury. 
(Vita 1.32) 

Apollonius also rejected marriage for himself. He condemned animal sacrifice, 
substituting prayer and meditation.96 His closeness to the gods supposedly gave 
him a knowledge of the past and the future. He renounced monetary advantage 
and recommended to others a kind of communism. Despite his professed 
adherence to Pythagoras, there are Stoic, Cynic, and Platonic elements in Apol
lonius. 

Among the features of Apollonius' life that may be paralleled with Jesus 
are: his miraculous birth (1.4,5); the gathering of a circle of disciples, of whom 

92. See also The Letters of Apollonius ofTYana, ed. with prolegomena, translation, and 
commentary by Robert J. Penella (Leiden, 1979). 
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95. The Treatise of Eusebius . . . Against the Life of Apollonius of Tyana Written by 
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4.13: "We should make use in relation to him [God] solely of the higher speech, I mean of 
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one (Damis) was in a position to transmit authentic information; itinerant 
teaching; collection of miracle stories (demoniacal boy, lame man, blind man, 
paralytic; 3.38ff.); and disappearance at his trial (8.5). 

As a travel romance of a saint and a wonder-worker and as a collection 
of lore from many places the Life of Apollonius is of a piece with the Christian 
apocryphal Acts. 

Numenius97 

The last and best philosopher of the Pythagorean revival was Numenius of 
Apamea (late second century A.D.), whose classification is disputed and who 
has been termed a "Pythagorizing Platonist." He exerted influence on Plotinus 
(pp. 367-69) and had contacts with Jews and Christians. He anticipated Plotinus' 
absolutely transcendent One as the first principle of reality, with Mind and 
World Soul providing potential contact with the human soul. 

The difficulty of classifying Numenius (as a Neopythagorean or Middle 
Platonist) testifies to the flowing together of different philosophical currents in 
the second century A.D., which prepared for the new synthesis known as Neo
platonism. This confluence was anticipated by the eclectic spirit of later Hel
lenistic and popular philosophy. 
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MIDDLE PLATONISM 

Characteristics 

The Platonism from the first century B.C. to the second century A.D. is called 
Middle Platonism. It seems to have begun in Alexandria about 50 B.C. The 
development had been prepared for in the move from skepticism to eclecticism 
by Antiochus of Ascalon. At this time, when the Academy was moving toward 
Stoicism, the Stoa was becoming more Platonic (Posidonius). The first century 
B.C. saw a revival in the study of Plato and Aristotle, who returned to a position 
of predominance they have not lost since. The idea of the soul as distinguished 
from the body reappeared and became the basis of patristic and medieval 
philosophy. The thinkers included among the Middle Platonists - Plutarch, 
Apuleius, Maximus of Tyre, and Albinus - provide the bridge to Neopla
tonism, the dominant philosophy at the end of paganism. Middle Platonism 
provided the intellectual background for the work of the Christian apologists 
of the second century - Justin Martyr,98 Tatian,99 Athenagoras, 100 and Clement 
of Alexandria. 101 Even in the New Testament Platonism has been seen reflected 
in the Epistle to the Hebrews.!02 

Middle Platonism was Platonism influenced by Stoic ethics, Aristotelian 
logic, and Neopythagorean metaphysics and religion. Roots of its metaphysics 
may be found in Xenocrates (head of the Academy 339-314 B.C.). Given the 
different elements from which the Middle Platonists drew, it is understandable 

98. L. W. Barnard, Justin Martyr; His Life and Thought (London, 1967); J. c. M. 
van Winden, An Early Christian Philosopher (Leiden, 1971); E. F. Osborn, Justin Martyr (Tli
bingen, 1975). 

99. Gerald F. Hawthorne, "Tatian and his Discourse to the Greeks," HTR 57 (1964):161-

100. L. W. Barnard, Athenagoras: A Study in Second Century Christian Apologetic (Paris, 
1972); A. J. Malherbe, "The Structure of Athenagoras, 'Supplicatio pro Christianis,'" Vigiliae 
Christianae 23 (1969):1-20. I 

101. E. F. Osborn, The Philosophy of Clement of Alexandria (Cambridge, 1957); S. R. 
Lilla, Clement of Alexandria, A Study in Christian Platonism and Gnosticism (London, 1971). . 

102. L. K. K. Dey, The Intermediary World and Patterns of Perfection in Philo and, 
Hebrews (Missoula, Mont., 1975); James w. Thompson, The Beginnings of Christian Philoso-
phy; The Epistle to the Hebrews (Washington, 1982). 



HELLENISTIC-ROMAN PHILOSOPHIES 

that there are many issues on which different positions were taken by philoso
phers bracketed under this name. Some common elements, however, may be 
discerned. The Middle Platonists started with the idea that it might be possible 
to reconcile Plato's and Aristotle's views about the universe and divine things. 
Albinus, for instance, identified Aristotle's Supreme Mind (the Unmoved 
Mover) with Plato's Good (which became the first principle of the world of 
forms). The Platonic ideas or forms became the thoughts within the divine 
mind. Philo of Alexandria is the first extant author explicitly to give this formu
lation: the ideas are the thoughts in the mind of the Supreme God of Judaism. 
In view of Philo's general lack of philosophical originality and incorporation 
of existing philosophical commonplaces it is conjectured that this reconciliation 
of Plato and Aristotle may go back to Antiochus. 

The Middle Platonists exalted the absolute transcendence of the Supreme 
Mind (God). This is the head of a hierarchy of being, reached only through 
intermediary powers. The universe is animated by a World Soul. Direct knowl
edge of the transcendent Mind is impossible, but a "negative theology" gives 
an indirect knowledge of God. Direct contemplation may bring a few brief 
flashes of intuition even in this life. Some, influenced by Neopythagoreans, gave 
a negative judgment on matter as evil. Others, closer to Plato, saw evil as the 
result of the embodiment of ideas. 

Whereas philosophers from the fifth century B.C. onward had kept a 
certain distance between themselves and religious tradition, even when friendly 
toward it, from the end of the first century A.D. they increasingly looked to 
religion as a source of enlightenment. 

Three figures affiliated in varying degrees with various forms of the Pla
tonic tradition - Cicero (pp. 357-59), Philo of Alexandria (pp. 450-55), and 
Plutarch (p. 366) - reflect the eclectic tendencies of the time and the capacity 
of Platonism to absorb many other elements and be the integrating framework 
for new syntheses, a capacity that enabled it to be the leading force in the last 
stages of paganism and the major philosophical influence in the formulation 
of Patristic theology. These three figures, who bracket the first century (Cicero 
at the end of the first century B.C. and Philo at the beginning of the first century 
A.D., and Plutarch at the end of the first century A.D.), by the broad nature of 
their writings give a fairly complete picture of the state of philosophy (the major 
schools and issues) at the time of the beginning of Christianity. 
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Plutarch (c. A.D. 5<rafter 120) 

The most extensive corpus of writings by an author included among the Middle 
Platonists comes from Plutarch. This quantity plus his proximity in time to the 
New Testament writings make him an extremely important person for the study 
of Christian backgrounds. Most literary and historical studies of Plutarch have 
been concerned with his Parallel Lives; for philosophical, cultural, social, and 
religious matters much greater importance attaches to his Moralia. These 
seventy-eight miscellaneous essays and letters include short treatises on themes 
of popular philosophy (e.g., On Tranquility, On Brotherly Love, On Envy and 
Hate), major dialogues on the Delphic Oracle (On the E at Delphi, On the 
Pythian Oracle, On the Decline of Oracles), a major ,treatise on religious specu
lation (On Isis and Osiris), treatises on technical philosophy (The Platonic Ques
tions, On the Procreation of the Soul in the Timaeus), antiquarian works (Roman 
Questions, Greek Questions), and the nine books of Table Talk. 

Plutarch was a citizen of Chaeronea in central Greece. He came from a 
prominent family and had contacts with some of the leading men of his time. 
He was privileged to spend time in Athens, Egypt, and Italy. For the last thirty 
years of his life he was a priest at Delphi; he combined piety and respect for 
the old ways with a moderate rationalism. 103 Devoted to public duties, he 
advocated a partnership of Greek culture and Roman statesmanship. A genial 
and perceptive man with tendencies to monotheism and with practical moral 
interests, Plutarch has maintained popularity with Christian readers. 

For Plutarch, the crown of philosophy is to form true and worthy con
ceptions of God and to give him pious worship. His description of God sounds 
like that of the Christian apologists, but he supported the traditional religion 
and sought to resolve its contradictions. With "reverent rationalism" he plotted 
a middle way between atheism and superstition (see On Superstition). He rec
onciled the spiritualized view of the unity of God with the popular polytheism 
by seeing the traditional gods as subordinates and by interpreting mythology 
as a poetic expression of truth for a more primitive age. His works On the 
Decline of Oracles, On the Pythian Oracle, and On the Demon of Socrates are 
major sources for the doctrine of demons. Philanthropy is Plutarch's favorite 
virtue. He maintained a quiet optimism that good is stronger than evil. 

We have already mentioned Plutarch several times in this book either as 
a source or an illustration of the political, social, cultural, religious, and philo
sophical thought of the early Roman empire. He has many points of contact 
with the New Testament. 

103. Cf. A. D. Nock, "Religious Attitudes of the Ancient Greeks," Proceedings of the 
American Philosophical Society 85 (1942):472 (Essays, 534). 
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PWTINUS AND NEOPLATONISM 

The Hellenistic philosophical developments we have surveyed found their cli
max in Neoplatonism. The eclecticism of philosophy in the early empire was 
brought into an ordered system by Plotinus, the creator of Neoplatonism. 
Neoplatonism was the last form of spiritual Greek religion, although some of 
its representatives (Iamblichus) combined it with magic and theurgy. Neopla
tonism provided the focus for the last intellectual challenge to Christianity in 
the paganism of the fourth century. On the other hand, as a metaphysical system 
it had enormous influence on Christian thought. Origen was educated in the 
same thought-world from which Neoplatonism came. This philosophy was the 
background of the work of the Cappadocians in the fourth century and through 
them influenced Greek Orthodox theology, and it was decisive in the intellectual 
development of Augustine and so through him had a great impact on the 
medieval Latin development. Some later thinkers such as Pseudo-Dionysius the 
Areopagite and John Scotus Erigena appropriated its views directly. 

Life of Plotinus (A.D. 205-270) 

Plotinus was born in Egypt and studied in Alexandria under Ammonius Saccas, 
under whom the Christian scholar Origen also was reported to have studied. 
Plotinus traveled to the east, and at age forty settled in Rome. A number of 
pupils gathered around him, for whom he began to write essays based on their 
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philosophical discussions. These were collected by his pupil Porphyry, who 
arranged them in six groups of nine treatises, the Enneads, the major source of 
his philosophy. Porphyry prefaced the Enneads, published c. A.D. 300, with a 
Life of Plotinus. Plotinus has been a major source of western mysticism, and 
Porphyry says that he experienced union with the divine on four occasions. 

Plotinus' System 

Plotinus has been called the greatest thinker between Aristotle and Spinoza. His 
system consisted of Platonism with Aristotelian, Stoic, and Neopythagorean 
elements. The dualistic outlook of the period is expressed within a framework 
of ultimate unity. 

The highest principle is wholly transcendent. It is the One, an immaterial 
and impersonal force that is the ground of all existence and source of all values. 
The One is neither subject nor object, neither self nor the world. The One is 
what is left by transcending all duality. As the number one is different from all 
other numbers and yet is their source, so is this first principle. A description is 
possible only by negation: whatever one thinks of, the One is not that, but yet 
the One is all. Plotinus goes beyond Plato in positing a transcendence that 
encompasses not only all being but also nonbeing. 

Creation is impossible in Plotinus' thinking, for it implies that God is 
involved in this universe. There is an essential difference between the One and 
matter, which is at the bottom of reality. Instead of creation, Neoplatonism 
speaks of emanations that provide the connection between the One and matter. 
The doctrine of emanations made Neoplatonism something of a dynamic pan
theism, although not a pantheism in the ordinary sense. 

Out of the One came Mind (No us), which resembles Aristotle's Unmoved 
Mover. This supreme intellectual principle, however, is not for Plotinus the 
highest reality. The World Mind was not created but emanated from the One. 
Nous is the ideal Mind, the principle of divine intelligence. The Mind was 
emanated so that the Eternal could consider itself. The One is not changed by 
the radiating of intelligence from itself. The Mind is the highest really knowable 
entity. This element in the system is already marked by duality, for consciousness 
already contains the knower and the known. 

The next emanation is the World Soul, the principle at work in the moving 
stars, animals, plants, and humanity. It is the moving power behind the whole 
universe. The World Soul is between Mind and bodily reality. It exercises itself 
in individual souls. There are three phases of the World Soul in human souls: 
the intellectual, intuitive soul; the reasoning soul; and the unreasoning animal 
life. The human soul is an element of the divine, but it can turn itself to the 
Good or to evil. Existence by the very fact that it exists lacks something. The 
soul descends from the World Soul and desires ascent to the One; manifoldness 
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longs to be reunited. But the soul as a dynamic force can turn toward nonbeing 
as well as toward Being. 

The increasing manifoldness of the emanations is expressed in Nature, 
the immanent laws of the working of the world. At the lowest level is bare 
matter. A person is a microcosm, containing all these principles: there is a link 
between individual minds and Nous, individual souls and the World Soul, 
between the body and the laws of nature. 

Evil is not an ontological reality. Nothing is evil in its nature. Evil is 
nonbeing, the term or limit of being. 

The longing of the soul to return to the source of all being is a desire for 
union. For Plotinus, this unity is salvation. The return to the One is not achieved 
easily. It requires asceticism - restraining from actions and desires and puri
fying the self from the influences of the finite world. A person must concentrate 
on contemplation of the One. The fmal step, the realization of Ultimate Reality, 
is an experience of ecstasy, of rapture, which is the goal of contemplation. It 
occurs very rarely. Unlike Christian mysticism, this experience of union with 
the divine is not a matter of grace but is the result of prolonged effort by the 
will and understanding. Nevertheless, one cannot determine when it will occur. 
Plotinus thus thinks in a circular way. As the One through emanations has 
produced manifoldness, the manifold returns to the One. Nothing gets lost in 
this circular movement of devolution and return. There is no personal survival 
in the Christian sense. 

Later Neoplatonists 

Neoplatonism was so successful because it brought to fruition and systematized 
the conceptions of the time and united theology and philosophy. The later 
Neoplatonists made it a scholasticism and took superstition and theurgy into 
its doctrine. 

Porphyry (A.D. 232-C. 305)104 was born in Tyre, studied under Longinus 
in Athens, and became a devoted disciple of Plotinus in Rome. He is important 
not only for preserving Plotinus' work but for a wide range of other writings, 
unfortunately much of which is lost. His Introduction to the Categories of Aris
totle (in a Latin translation by Boethius) became the textbook of logic in the 
schools of the Middle Ages. He wrote fifteen books entitled Against the Chris
tians, which were burned in 448.105 

104. Alice Zimmern, trans., and into by D. Fideler, Porphyry's Letter to His Wife Marcella 
(Grand Rapids, 1986); K. S. Guthrie, trans., and into by M. Hornum, Porphyry's Launching
Points to the Realm of the Mind (Grand Rapids, 1988). 

105. Amos Barry Hulen, "Porphyry's Work against the Christians: An Interpretation," 
Yale Studies in Religion 1 (Scottsdale, 1933); Robert Grant, "Porphyry among the Early Chris
tians," Romanitas et Christianitas, ed. W. den Boer, et aI. (Amsterdam, 1973); Robert 1. 
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Iamblichus (C. A.D. 250-c. 325)106 studied under Porphyry and wrote a Life 
of Porphyry. His On the Mysteries is a fundamental work for late antique reli
gion. 107 In his own school in Syria he introduced theosophical tendencies into 
Plotinus' system. He was attracted by theurgy, the practice of inducing the 
presence of divine powers by magic. lOB Theurgy makes it possible for humans 
to enter into relations with the gods. The soul, according to Iamblichus, has a 
double life - part united with the body and part separated from it. 

Sallustius was a friend of the emperor Julian, and during the latter's reign 
(A.D. 361-363) wrote Concerning the Gods and the World to support his effort to 
reestablish paganism.109 The book is a brief manual of Neoplatonic piety and 
gives an excellent summary of pagan thought at the time of the last major 
conflict between Christianity and paganism. 

Julian (332-363), llO emperor 360-363, attempted to reestablish paganism 
and so earned from Christians the designation "Julian the Apostate." Despite 
his claim to revive the old Greek religion, he was the champion of a late form 
of paganism interpreted in Neoplatonic terms, especially in the form given by 
Iamblichus. Although he was conservative about religious ceremonies and 
myths, his view blended the gods in syncretism. He worshiped the sun as the 
supreme deity. A warmly spiritual man, he was aristocratic in outlook and 
superstitious as well as philosophical. 

Proclus (A.D. 41O-485)1ll was head of the Academy in Athens. He was the 
last great systematizer of the Greek philosophical inheritance, but his system is 
in reality mystic. Of his vast literary output special mention may be made of 
the Elements of Theology, 112 a concise summary of Neoplatonic metaphysics. 

The Academy had not had a continuous institutional existence through 
antiquity, and the school was closed by the emperor Justinian in A.D. 529. By 
that time this was not so much an act of religious persecution as a decent burial. 

Wilken, "Pagan Criticism of Christianity; Greek Religion and Christian Faith," in Early 
Christian Literature and the Classical Intellectual Tradition, ed. W. R. Schoedel and R. 1. 
Wilken (Paris, 1979),117-34; Anthony Meredith, "Porphyry and Julian against the Christians," 
ANRW II, Principat, 23.2 (Berlin and New York, 1980), 1119-49. 

106. T. M. Johnson, trans., Iamblichus: Exhortation to Philosophy (Grand Rapids, 1988); 
D. J. O'Meara, Pythagoras Revived: Mathematics and Philosophy in Late Antiquity (Oxford, 
1989). 

107. S. Ronan, ed., with trans. by Thomas Taylor and Alexander Wilder, Iamblichus on 
the Mysteries (Hastings, 1989). 

108. E. R. Dodds, "Theurgy and its Relationship to Neo-Platonism," Journal of Roman 
Studies 37 (1947):55ff. 

109. A. D. Nock, ed., Sallustius Concerning the Gods and the Universe (Cambridge, 1926; 
repro Hildesheim, 1966). 

110. G. W. Bowersock, Julian the Apostate (Cambridge, Mass., 1978). 
lll. 1. J. Rosan, The Philosophy of Proclus: The Final Phase of Ancient Thought (New 

York,1949). 
112. E. R. Dodds, Proclus: Elements of Theology (2d ed.; Oxford, 1963). 
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JUDAISM was hardly a single entity in the first century, any more than was 
Greek philosophy. The variety of expression goes beyond the traditional 

distinction between Palestinian Judaism and Diaspora Judaism. In fact, this 
distinction is often only a geographical one, not a language or religious descrip
tion, for there were Diaspora Jews who maintained the Hebrew language and, 
like Paul, received a strict Pharisaic upbringing, and there were strong Hellenistic 
influences in Palestine, even in conservative rabbinic circles. The Jewish matrix 
of early Christianity was itself already Hellenized. In giving special, and more 
extensive, treatment to Judaism, we are moving to the study of one particular 
people that was a part of the larger Greco-Roman world. The varied nature of 
Hellenistic influence Oli the Jews, and the variety of their reactions to Hellenism 
(p. 404), provided only part of the variety in first-century Judaism. There were, 
moreover, many strands of thought in Judaism - the Wisdom tradition, apoc
alypticism, messianism, legalism, Hellenism - that frequently overlapped and 
intermingled. We will make an effort to present this variety by introducing the 
available sources. We will also make an effort to identify the entity of Judaism 
by noting its common (if not universal) characteristics. As a very broad gener
alization, subject to many qualifications, one can say that Palestinian Judaism 
is the most important background for the ministry of Jesus and the Gospels, 1 

and the Judaism of the Greek Diaspora is the most important background for 
the ministry of Paul and his Epistles and the Book of Acts. 

The concern of this chapter is Judaism in the Hellenistic and Roman 
periods. Various designations have been given to Judaism in this time span. 
Christians have often used the designation "intertestamental," terminology 
obviously unacceptable to Jews. The description "post-Biblical" fails to give a 
terminus ad quem. Jewish scholars prefer "Second Temple Judaism-l .. " and the 
period after 70 does begin a new era of Jewishhlstory~ut for our purposes the 

1. David Flusser, Jewish Sources in Early Christianity (New York, 1987), is a popular 
treatment putting the life of Jesus in its Jewish context as well as illustrating the value of the 
New Testament as a source for Judaism in the first century. See also Martin McNamara, 
Palestinian Judaism and the New Testament (Collegeville, Minn., 1983), and F. J. Murphy, The 
Religious World of Jesus: An Introduction to Second Temple Palestinian Judaism (Nashville, 
1991). 
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rabbinic literature (all post-70) needs to be included, so a strict definition of 
this title is inadequate. 

We begin by sketching the history of the Jews, especially in Palestine, 
within the framework of the general history outlined in Chapter 1.2 

JEWISH HISTORY, 538 B.C. to A.D. 200 

The Persian Period (538-332 B.C.)3 

Cyrus and the Dispersion. The Persian period is one of the more obscure periods 
of Palestinian Jewish history, because of the paucity of extrabiblical source 
material. Nevertheless, the importance of this period is undoubted, for the 
foundations of postbiblical Judaism were laid during this time. This was the 
achievement of those Jews who returned to Palestine from their exile in Baby
lonia under the auspices of their new Persian rulers. The very name "Jews" 
(derived from Judah) attests the importance of the survivors of the southern 
kingdom for the continued existence of the chosen people. Cyrus reversed the 
policies of the Assyrians (cf. 2 Kings 17) and Babylonians (cf. 2 Kings 24-25) by 
encouraging peoples to return to their homelands and by supporting local 
institutions under the oversight of the royal administration. Since the Hebrew 
order of the Old Testament books places Chronicles last, the Jewish Bible closes 
with Cyrus' proclamation of 538/537 allowing the Jews to go up to Jerusalem to 
rebuild the temple (2 Chron. 36:22-23; cf. Ezra 1:1-4). Although the decree has 
no extrabiblical attestation, it accords with Cyrus' general claim to be the servant 
of the gods of his conquered peoples.4 

Many Jews, however, chose to remain in Babylonia. They had followed 
the advice of Jeremiah (chap. 29, which became something of a charter to 
dispersion Judaism) and settled down and sought "the welfare of the city" to 
such an extent that they prospered, some even becoming high goverment offi
cials (as were Daniel, Mordecai, and Nehemiah). The Babylonian Jewish com
munity grew in influence over the centuries. The Babylonian Talmud (c. 
A.D. 500) shows the great prestige later attained by the rabbinic scholars there. 

2. The following section is a revised version of my article, "A History of Palestine from 
the Fifth Century B.C. to the Second Century A.D.," in The World of the New Testament, ed. 
Abraham J. Malherbe (Austin, 1967), 37-67, used by permission. 

3. Ephraim Stern, The Material Culture of the Land of the Bible in the Persian Period 
- 538-332 B.C. (Warminster, England, 1979); W. D. Davies and L. Finkelstein, eds., The Cam
bridge History of Judaism, vol. I: Introduction: The Persian Period (Cambridge, 1983); K. G. 
Hoglund, Achaemenid Imperial Administration in Syria Palestine and the Missions of Ezra and 
Nehemiah (Atlanta, 1992). 

4. The Cyrus Cylinder attests the general policy of Cyrus; see translation in James B. 
Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament (Princeton, 1955), 315-16. 

I 
I 
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Some Jews at the time of the Babylonian conquest had fled to Egypt, where 
there continued to be sizable Jewish settlements. Aramaic papyri of the fifth 
century B.C. contain the correspondence of a Jewish military colony at Elephan
tine (which dates back to 594-589) with Persian and Jewish officials in Palestine.5 

There was a Jewish temple at Elephantine, which the Jerusalem priesthood could 
not have looked on with much favor. An anti-Jewish riot in 410 B.C. destroyed 
the Elephantine temple; after considerable correspondence the Persian authori
ties granted permission for its rebuilding. When Egypt secured its independence 
from Persia for a time in 400, this shrine to the Lord disappeared from history, 
perhaps suppressed by the new native rulers. 

Temple and Torah. The two great accomplishments of the returned exiles 
were the rebuilding of the Lord's house in Jerusalem and the collecting and 
studying of the law (Torah) with a view to regulating the life of the people 
by it. 

Those who returned from the Babylonian captivity under the leadership 
of Zerubbabel the governor and Joshua the priest were not themselves wealthy, 
but they had the support of their countrymen and of the royal treasury. They 
were zealous for the worship of God but were soon discouraged in their efforts 
to rebuild the temple. With the encouragement of the prophets Haggai and 
Zechariah the Second Temple was completed and dedicated in 515 B.C. (Ezra 
1-6). Thus began what is called the period of the "Second Temple" or the 
"Second Jewish Commonwealth." 

A second group of exiles returned under the leadership of Ezra (Ezra 1-7), 
whose dates are much disputed. Ezra is termed "a scribe skilled in the law of 
Moses" (7:6), and with him we are introduced to a new class of religious leaders 
who were to assume great importance in the subsequent period. Previously the 
religious leaders were the priests, prophets, and wise men; but prophecy was 
soon to cease, and while there were still priests, they were concerned with the 
temple ritual and its affairs. A different kind of "wise men" arose - scholars 
in the sacred writings. Scribes replaced priests as the interpreters of the law, and 
in the absence of prophetic revelation, scribal interpretation became the au
thority.6 

The great work of Ezra was the restoration of the law (cf. Neh. 8-10). The 
postexilic community was dedicated to the study of the law, and its piety 

5. A. E. Cowley, Aramaic Papyri of the Fifth Century B.C. (Oxford, 1923); E. G. Kraeling, 
The Brooklyn Museum Aramaic Papyri (New Haven, 1953); G. R. Driver, ed., Aramaic Docu
ments of the Fifth Century B.C. (Oxford, 1954); Bezalel Porten, Archives from Elephantine: The 
Life of an Ancient Jewish Military Colony (Berkeley, 1968); Bezalel Porten and J. c. Greenfield, 
Jews of Elephantine and Aramaeans of Syene: Fifty Aramaic Texts with Hebrew and English 
Translations (Jerusalem, 1974); Bezale1 Porten, "Aramaic Papyri and Documents: A New 
Look," BA 42 (1979):74-104. 

6. Seder alam Rabba 30: "Until [Alexander of Macedon) the prophets prophesied in 
the holy spirit, from now on turn your ear and hear the words of the sages." Cf. D. E. Orton, 
The Understanding Scribe: Matthew and the Apocalyptic Ideal (Sheffield, 1989). 
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revolved around the law so that the Jews were a unique people in the ancient 
world in their effort to educate a whole nation in a book religion. 

The restoration of the temple and the law needed a physical security. This 
was attained with the restoration of the walls of Jerusalem by Nehemiah, who 
came to Jerusalem in 445/444 B.C. as governor under Artaxerxes I. 

The religious problems of the restoration community, as the books of 
Ezra, Nehemiah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi indicate, were usury, profaning 
the Sabbath, nonpayment of tithes, and intermarriage with foreigners. Not to 
minimize the significant developments in the second temple period, the reader 
who goes from Malachi to Matthew recognizes some of the same elements in 
the spiritual atmosphere: the concern to "remember the law" (Mal. 4:4), waiting 
for Elijah (4:5), pride that would "tread down the wicked" (4:3), an externalism 
in religion that would "rob God" (3:8). One problem the postexilic community 
did not have, which had plagued its ancestors, was idolatry. The avoidance of 
idolatry did not characterize Jews everywhere, however, as Jewish papyri from 
Elephantine show. 

The Persian period after the time of Nehemiah is almost a silent century 
as far as Judea is concerned. The province of Judah formed a very small area 
extending no more than twenty miles in any direction from Jerusalem. It would 
have appeared to the outsider as simply another one of the temple-states so 
numerous in the near east. The local government was, as Josephus says, "aris
tocratic and oligarchic"; for "the high priests were at the head of affairs" (Ant. 
11.4.8 flU]), subject to but not appointed by the local governor, who in turn 
was satrap of the region "beyond the river," that is, west of the Euphrates. 
"Satrap" was the title given the governors of the large administrative areas (20 
to 29 in number) and of the smaller subdivisions (of which there were about 
120). The high priest remained the leader of the Jewish community in Judea 
through Ptolemaic times. 

Samaritan Schism. We will discuss the Samaritans in more detail in the 
section "Parties and Sects" (pp. 499ff.), but the background to the separation 
of Jews and Samaritans (if not the actual break itself) falls in the Persian period. 
The exiles who returned from Babylonia felt a social superiority to the "people 
of the land" who remained around Jerusalem (Jer. 24; 2 Kings 24:14; 25:12) and 
a religious and racial superiority to their neighbors to the north around the old 
capital of the northern kingdom, Samaria (2 Kings 17:24ff.; Ezra 4:1ff.). Authori
ties in Samaria opposed the rebuilding of the temple and city walls (Ezra 4=1ff.; 
Neh. 6:1ff.). Nehemiah relates that the grandson of the high priest at the time 
he came to Jerusalem married the daughter of Sanballat, the governor of 
Samaria, and that he drove out this Samaritan sympathizer (Neh. 13:28). 
Josephus tells a similar story, adding that Sanballat promised the grandson 
(Manasses) a priesthood and temple on Mt. Gerizim; only Josephus puts the 
incident a century later in connection with Alexander the Great (Ant. 11.8.1-2 

[304-312]). It may be that Josephus has confused two similar sets of circum-
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stances and that there was a history of intermarriage between the noble families 
of Samaria and the high-priestly family of Jerusalem. 

A reform movement purified the Samaritan religion, perhaps at the same 
time as Ezra and Nehemiah, for later the Jewish-Samaritan religious rivalry had 
to do with the place of worship, not its ritual, and the Samaritans have continued 
to recognize the same law book as the Jews (the Pentateuch). It is hard to date 
the building of the Samaritan temple on Mt. Gerizim, but Josephus may be 
right in putting it in the period of Alexander the Great. That event would have 
put a strain on relations, if it was not the cause or confirmation of the break 
(see p. 500). The dating of the Samaritan schism is controversial, because there 
is no agreement on what constituted the definitive break during a long history 
of strained relations.? 

The Greek Period (332-167 B.C.)8 

The Coming of Alexander. The conquests of Alexander the Great of Macedon 
brought him into possession of Palestine in 332 B.C. Josephus (Ant. 11.8-4-5 
[326-39]) records a story of Alexander meeting with the high priest Jaddua, 
prostrating himself before him, and then offering a sacrifice at the temple under 
his directions - a story legendary in details if not in entirety. The Jews, as other 
peoples, would have appeared before Alexander and made submission to him, 
at which time Alexander would have confirmed their permission "to live ac
cording to their ancestral law"; but this would not have occurred at Jerusalem, 
which was off Alexander's line of march. 

The coming of the Macedonians accelerated a process of Hellenization 
already under way in the eastern Mediterranean. Colonies of Greek soldier
settlers were established and cities were founded on Greek patterns. The gym
nasium, stadium, hippodrome, theatre, and celebration of Greek festivals spread 
the Greek way of life. Coinage followed the Attic standard. Greek language 
spread, and with it Greek literature and education. Although Aramaic continued 
to be spoken in the old Persian domains and Hebrew continued in limited use 
(just how much is disputed) among the Jews, Greek became the language for 
commerce, government, and literature. Greek culture came to hold sway 
throughout the eastern Mediterranean, at least in the cities and upper levels of 
society, among the Jewish aristocracy as well as among other peoples. 

7. A. D. Crown, "Redating the Schism Between the Judaeans and the Samaritans," 
Jewish Quarterly Review 82 (1991):17-50, argues that the process of separation began after Bar 
Kokhba and was completed in the third century A.D. as exclusive claims broke the limits of 
tolerance. 

8. E. J. Bickerman, The Jews in the Greek Age (Cambridge, Mass., 1988); W. D. Davies 
and L. Finkelstein, eds., The Cambridge History of Judaism, Vol. 2: The Hellenistic Age (Cam
bridge, 1990). 
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Not only did the Greeks penetrate Palestine, but during the Hellenistic 
period the Jewish dispersion expanded. Egyptian Jewry received a new center 
with large numbers settling in the new city of Alexandria. Syria became another 
significant numerical center, especially at the trading metropolis of Antioch. 
Fairly large numbers of Jews were moved by Hellenistic monarchs to Asia Minor. 
The Jews in a Greek world, both in and out of Palestine, reacted to the new 
situation in the variety of ways possible to foreigners in an alien environment, 
either resisting or accommodating to Greek culture (see p. 404). 

The Rule of the Ptolemies (301-198 B.C.).9 On Alexander's death in 323 B.C. 

his empire began to break up. For a time his generals maintained the fiction of 
a regency while maneuvering for strategic advantages. The Diadochi (Alex
ander's successors) struggled for control of Palestine, which changed hands 
between Antigonus (who controlled Asia Minor) and Ptolemy (who ruled 
Egypt) before the latter held it.IO Ptolemy occupied the country in 320, 312, and 
302. Although Antigonus seemed to have the best opportunity of securing 
Alexander's realm, the other generals combined against him and before the 
battle of Ipsus (301 B.C.) agreed that Ptolemy would receive Palestine. Ptolemy's 
troops were late; so Seleucus, who held Syria then, claimed the agreement was 
void. However, Ptolemy had already occupied Palestine, and Seleucus was in
debted to him for sheltering him on another occasion, so Seleucus did not press 
his claim and after 301 the Ptolemies were in effective control in Palestine for a 
century. Palestine (sometimes included in Coele-Syria) nevertheless remained 
a point of contention between the Egyptian and Syrian rulers, and four wars 
were fought over it. Daniel 11 traces the external history of the Ptolemaic
Seleucid rivalry for Palestine. 

The century of Ptolemaic rule in Palestine appears not to have been 
unpleasant for the Jews. Politically it was a time of peace, for the Egyptian-Syrian 
rivalry did not greatly affect the interior. The economic and administrative 
cirquIlstances are illuminated by the Zenon papyri for the period after 259 B.C.11 

Hellenization in the economic and social spheres may be seen in Josephus' story 
of Joseph, son of Tobiah, who secured (in place of the high priest) the right of 
collecting taxes for the Ptolemies and of being the representative of the Jewish 
people (Ant. 12.4.1-5 [154-85]). The continuation of traditional Jewish ideals in 
Palestine is seen in the Wisdom of Jesus the Son of Sirach, or Ecclesiasticus 
(discussed below under Apocrypha, pp. 418-19). The author, a sage and teacher, 
wrote in Hebrew about the time of the change to Seleucid rule in Palestine. The 
Hellenistic influences may perhaps be seen in the fact that the author's grandson 

9. Martin Hengel, Jews, Greeks, and Barbarians (Philadelphia, 1980). 
10. Diodorus Siculus 18.43.1-2; 19.80.3; 19.93; 20.73.2; 20.113.1; 21.1.4-
11. C. C. Edgar, Zenon Papyri, 4 vols. (Cairo, 1925-1931); idem, Zenon Papyri in the 

University of Michigan Collection (Ann Arbor, 1931); W. 1. Westermann and E. S. Hasenoehrl, 
Zenon Papyri: Business Letters of the Third Century B.C., 2 vols. (New York, 1934-1940); 
V. Tcherikover and A. Fuks, Corpus Papyrorum Judaicarum (Cambridge, 1957), 1:115-46. 
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translated the work into Greek in Egypt about 118 B.C. Sirach (chap. 50) cele
brates the virtues of the high priest Simon II (c. 220-198 B.C.), whose piety was 
to shine even more illustriously in contrast with the high priests of succeeding 
centuries. 

Ptolemy I transported many Jews to Egypt, and Alexandria became a 
major center of the Jewish dispersion. The Jews in Egypt flourished during most 
of the Ptolemaic period, playing a not inconsiderable role in the political and 
economic life of the country and supplying a significant part of its military 
force. During the Ptolemaic period one of the most significant events in religious 
history was undertaken: the translation of the Old Testament into Greek (pp. 
407ff.). 

The Rule of the Seleucids (198-167 B.C.). Antiochus III the Great (223-
187 B.C.) brought the period of peace to an end in 219. After several attempts 
he finally wrested Palestine from Egypt about the turn of the century. The Jews 
readily changed allegiance and welcomed Antiochus. It proved to be a tragic 
mistake to expect better conditions. Antiochus' expansion of his realm was 
checked when the Romans defeated him at Magnesia in 190 B.C. and imposed 
such a heavy tribute that the Seleucids thereafter were in financial difficulties. 

During this time there was a rivalry between the Oniads and Tobiads, two 
leading Jewish families that were related by marriage. The house of Onias held 
the high priesthood in succession from Zadok, and the house of Tobias held 
the right of collecting taxes for the Ptolemies and presumably for the Seleucids. 
Against this background the Jewish Hellenizers attempted to promote more 
openly their cultural and political objectives. 

The high priest Onias III was in Antioch to answer calumnies by the 
Tobiads against him, when in 174 B.C. his brother Jason appeared and with the 
payment of a large bribe secured appointment as high priest from Antiochus IV 
(175-163 B.C.). It seems Onias III was murdered in Antioch (2 Macc. 4:33ff.) and 
that his son, Onias IV, who would have been the legitimate high priest, fled to 
Egypt and continued a pro-Egyptian policy by founding a temple for the mil
itary colony of Jewish settlers at Leontopolis (Fontrast Josephus, Ant. 12.3.1 

[62ff.] and War 7.10.2 [423ff.]). This event was not important to Egyptian Jewry 
as a whole, and the temple was closed by the Romans in A.D. 73. 

The process of Hellenization in Jerusalem accelerated under Jason. He 
changed the constitution of Jerusalem from that of a temple-state to a Greek 
city-state with council, citizen list, gymnasium, and ephebeia. To dramatize these 
changes the city was renamed Antioch. The high priest was now a Seleucid official. 
The old orthodox Jews were scandalized to see the young aristocrats in Jerusalem 
wearing the broad-brimmed Greek hat ("by their hats you shall know them"), to 
hear of the young priests hastening to finish their duties at the temple so that they 
could go exercise naked in the Greek manner at the gymnasium, and worst of all 
to learn that some youths underwent an operation to hide their circumcision so 
as not to be ridiculed by Greeks (1 Macc. 1:13-15; 2 Macc. 4:10-17). 
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TETRADRACHM OF ANTIOCHUS IV, 167 B.C. 

The obverse portrays the king, and the reverse Zeus. The inscription reads "Of King 
Antiochus, god made manifest and victorious." (Jewish Museum, New York) 

The Seleucids needed money, and rich Jews wanted power in Jerusalem. 
Menelaus (Menahem) represented the extreme Hellenizers who could not be 
content with the Oniad Jason. Menelaus, presumably on no ancestral grounds 
but with Tobiad support, offered a higher sum of money for the high priesthood. 
Such "piety" could not go unrewarded and he was appointed. The law-loving 
Jews were exasperated. A dear division appeared between the Hellenizers, who 
supported Greek culture, and the l:Iasidim (the "pious"), leaders among the 
people who were loyal to the law and the covenant. The course of events soon 
eroded any middle ground. 

Antiochus Iv, escorted by Menelaus, plundered the temple at Jerusalem 
in 169 B.C. to help finance his plans against Egypt. 12 Plundering temples was 
standard policy, but in this act the Jews saw an early stage of Antiochus' pro
ceedings against their religion. In 168 B.C. Antiochus was on the verge of securing 
his designs on Egypt and restoring Seleucid power when Rome intervened and 
forced his withdrawal. Rumor in Jerusalem had it that Antiochus had died in 
Egypt, so Jason attempted to drive out Menelaus, who fled to the king for 
support. Faced with an attack from the Syrian army, Jason abandoned the city; 
after his rebuff in Egypt Antiochus was in no mood to be conciliatory and took 
a harsh vengeance for the revolt. The walls of Jerusalem were broken down, a 

12. For the order of events I follow Victor Tcherikover, Hellenistic Civilization and the 
Jews (Philadelphia, 1961),152-234; but see Martin Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism (Phildelphia, 
1974), 1:267-309 for supplement and revision. 
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new citadel (the Acra) was erected to dominate the temple area, and a garrison 
was stationed there converting the city into a military settlement. Menelaus and 
the Jewish Hellenizers collaborated with the military settlers in modifying the 
temple service into the worship of the Semitic "Lord of Heaven" (Baal 
Shamayim), who was identified with Zeus. 

According to Jewish sources Antiochus N in 168 or 167 B.C.13 issued 
decrees prohibiting the practice of the Jewish religion: the Scriptures were to 
be destroyed, the Sabbath and festivals were no longer to be observed, the food 
laws were to be abolished, and circumcision was no longer to be practiced 
(1 Macc. 1:41-64). Moreover, at the end of 167 a smaller altar was erected on the 
top of the great altar of burnt offering, and as the s~preme insult to Judaism 
swine were sacrificed on it. (Feasts of Dionysus included the sacrifice of pigs, 
and there was an identification of the Jewish God with Dionysus.)14 Although 
the Jews saw these attempts to promote one cultural policy throughout his realm 
as a religious persecution, Antiochus' aims may have been strictly political. 
Actually, it is likely that the initiative for these decrees came not from Antlochus, 
but from Jews with extreme pro-Hellenistic sympathies, who saw that the only 
way to maintain their position was to eliminate the traditional religion and win 
the cooperation of the king or his ministers. Nevertheless, there was justification 
for Antiochus' contemporaries making a pun on his title Epiphanes ("God 
Manifest") by referring to him as Epimanes ("the mad man").15 

The Maccabean Period (167-63 B.C.)16 

Although many Jews followed the decrees against the law, there was also violent 
resistance to them. The influences of Hellenism had been slower reaching rural 
districts. The resistance movement came from the people there, augmented by 
the pious who fled Jerusalem. The books of 1 and 2 Maccabees give an extensive 
account of the Jewish revolt against the Seleucids and the early years of inde
pendence. 

When representatives of the government came to the Judean village of 
Modin and sought to persuade the priest Mattathias as the leading citizen to 
set an example by sacrificing to the pagan gods, Mattathias not only refused 
but also killed a Jew who stepped forward to comply with the royal request; in 
addition he killed the king's officer. Mattathias and his sons then fled to the 

13. For the change from the traditional 167 and 164 (next page) to 168 and 165, see L. L. 
Grabbe, "Maccabean Chronology: 167-164 or 168-165 BCE," JBL 111 (1991):59-74. 

14. Cf. Plutarch, Moralia 671C-72C. 
15. Polybius 26.1a (10); Athenaeus 1O.439a. 
16. D. J. Harrington, The Maccabaean Revolt: Anatomy of a Biblical Revolution 

(Wilmington, Del., 1988); Joseph Sievers, The Hasmoneans and Their Supporters: From Mat
tathias to the Death of John Hyrcanus I (Atlanta, 1990). 
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hills of Judea and called upon all those zealous for the law of their fathers to 
rally to them. This family soon gained leadership of an organized resistance 
movement. 

Judas (d. 160 B.C.)P Before his death Mattathias in 166 or 165 B.C. gave 
the leadership to Judas, one of his five sons. Judas bore the nickname "Mac
cabee" (the "hammer"?), a name that was popularly given to his brothers and 
their descendants and the resistance movement as a whole. The family, however, 
is more accurately named Hasmonean from an ancestor Hashmon, and their 
period may be better termed the Hasmonean period. 

From their strongholds in the wilderness Judas and his followers carried 
on a guerilla campaign, raiding villages, overthrowing pagan altars, killing Jews 
who were Hellenist sympathizers, and circumcising children by force. After a 
group of faithful Jews were killed on the Sabbath because they judged it a 
violation of the commandments to fight on that day, even the J:Iasidim decided 
to dispense with Sabbath observance when it was necessary for self-defense. For 
better or worse the pious cast their lot with Judas, and the resistance movement 
assumed the character of a holy war. 

Judas proved himself a master of guerilla tactics. With a knowledge of the 
countryside and fresh support with each new success, he defeated every Syrian 
detachment sent after him. The need for troops in the east against the Parthians 
and internal conflicts kept the Syrians from throwing their full force against the 
Jewish insurgents. 

Finally, in 165 or 164 B.C. Antiochus IV withdrew the ban on the Jewish 
religion but left Menelaus in the high priesthood and the garrison on the Acra. 
Nevertheless, Judas' troops moved into Jerusalem and kept the Syrians occupied 
while the temple area was rededicated. The idol altar was dumped in an "unclean 
place" (valley of Hinnom?), and the sacred furniture was restored. According 
to the sad note of 1 Maccabees 4:40 the altar of burnt offering that had been 
defIled was dismantled and the stones deposited "in a convenient place on the 
temple hill until there should come a prophet to tell what to do with them." 
This was one indication of the realization during this period that prophecy had 
ceased. A new altar built according to the directions in the law was set up. On 
the twenty-fifth of Kislev (Dec. 14), 164 B.C., the third anniversary of the pro
fanation of the altar, the daily burnt offering was resumed. In commemoration 
of the event a new festival was added to the Jewish religious calendar, lfanukkah 
(or "Dedication"; John lO:22), commonly called the Feast of Lights. 

When Antiochus IV died the following year, Judas laid siege to the Syrian 
garrison in Jerusalem. The Syrian regent, Lysias, led an army southward. As he 
was on the point of crushing Judas' forces, news of trouble for him in Antioch 
caused him to stop the attack. He confirmed the restoration of the temple service 

17. B. Bar-Kochva, Judas Maccabaeus, The Jewish Struggle against the Seleucids (Cam
bridge, 1989). 
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according to ancient practice but ordered the destruction of the fortifications 
the Maccabees had erected in the temple area. He further deposed Menelal\S 
and nominated Alcimus for the high priesthood. 

The Hasmoneans were not content with their achievements and rejected 
the Syrian-appointed Hellenizer, Alcimus. The l:Iasidim, however, at first ac
cepted Alcimus in return for his recognition that they represented the correct 
interpretation of the ancestral laws. They withdrew from the revolt once the 
narrow religious aims had been accomplished, but Judas continued the struggle, 
undertaking campaigns for religio-political purposes. Judas also began a policy 
of concentration of the Jewish population, bringing groups of Jews from out
lying regions into Judea for their protection and for the strengthening of his 
position. 

Fresh disturbances by Judas led Alcimus and the Hellenizers to appeal for 
Syrian help. Judas was killed in an engagement against an overwhelming Syrian 
army in 160 B.C. 

Jonathan (160-143 B.C.). For a time Syrian military power kept Judea quiet, 
but Judas' brother Jonathan did not give up. Finally, dissension over the Seleucid 
throne played into his hands. 

The pretender Alexander Balas claimed to be the son of Antiochus IV. He 
won the support of Jonathan's partisans in 152 B.C. by allowing him to maintain 
a military force and appointing him to the high priesthood, vacant since the 
death of Alcimus. The Hasmonean period offers many ironies, but one of the 
strangest was that a Hasmonean, whose family rose in revolt against Antio
chus IV for his intervention in Jewish religious affairs that began with deposing 
and appointing high priests, would accept the high priesthood from one who 
based his right to bestow it on a claim to be the son of that same Antiochus. 

Jonathan had neither the military genius of Judas nor the statesmanship 
of his successor Simon, but he succeeded in playing off the rival claimants to 
the Syrian throne until the Syrian general Trypho, acting as regent for the infant 
son of Alexander Balas, used treachery to imprison and finally kill him. 

Simon (143-134 B.C.). The last survivor of the five brothers was Simon. 
With strong Jewish backing he supported the cause of the Seleucid king 
Demetrius II against Trypho. In return, Demetrius in 142 B.C. lifted tribute from 
the Jews, a decision that implied complete independence. The following year 
the garrison on the Acra was starved out, and the last vestige of Seleucid control 
was removed from Judea. 

An assembly of the Jewish people in 140 B.C. formally proclaimed Simon 
commander of the army, ethnarch of the nation, and high priest. The last office 
was confirmed to his family "forever until a trustworthy prophet should arise" 
(1 Macc. 14:41) to declare the will of God. Up to this time Jonathan and Simon 
had technically been Seleucid officials; now was laid the legal foundation for 
the rule of a new dynasty. 

Efforts to reassert Syrian authority were repulsed, but Simon (perhaps the 
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worthiest of the sons of Mattathias) was not immune to internal troubles. In 
,34 B.C. he was assassinated and two of his sons were imprisoned by his son
in-law Ptolemy. The Maccabees had captured the imagination of many people, 
but later religious leaders were more inclined to examine their conduct in the 
priesthood. The books about them were not included in the Jewish canon of 
Scripture. 

John Hyrcanus (134-104 B.C.). From the securing of religious freedom 
under Judas (162 B.C.) to the supplanting of the priestly aristocracy under 
Jonathan (152 B.C.) to the gaining of political independence under Simon 
(142 B.C.), the house of Hashmon was to go on to military conquest under John 
Hyrcanus and to kingship under his sons. 

John acted swiftly on the death of his father Simon. He routed Ptolemy, 
who killed John's two brothers and mother (whom he held before fleeing the 
country), and was acclaimed by the people as his father's successor. 

Beginning in 133 B.C. Antiochus VII succeeded in imposing Seleucid over
lordship once more on Judea for five years. With his death no other strong ruler 
came to the Syrian throne, and the internal weakness of Syria was such that no 
further threat to Jewish independence came from there. John Hyrcanus was free 
to embark on a policy of expansion, and he began to use hired mercenaries. He 
subjugated the Idumeans to the south (Idumea is Latin for Edom) and by 
compelling them to be circumcised formally incorporated them into the Jewish 
nation. To the north he destroyed the Samaritan temple on Mt. Gerizim (c. 
128 B.C.) and captured Samaria (109 B.C.). 

Josephus mentions the Pharisees as an opposition group to the Has
monean high priesthood in connection with the reign of John Hyrcanus (Ant. 
13.10.5-6 [288-98]). John, however, received the support of another group, the 
Sadducees, the dominant party in the Sanhedrin (cf. pp. 486-87). 

The rule ofJohn Hyrcanus brought stability and security to Judean affairs 
so that he was remembered as the outstanding Hasmonean leader. Josephus 
says, "He was accounted by God worthy of three of the greatest privileges -
the rule of the nation, the office of high priest, and the gift of prophecy" (Ant. 
13.10.7 [299]). The last was ascribed to him because of some instances of his 
allegedly knowing at a distance the outcome of events in which he was vitally 
interested. Coins attributed to him emphasized the priesthood and associated 
the people with him: "John the high priest and the congregation of the Jews" 
(but see p. 84). 

Aristobulus I (104-103 B.C.). John's son Aristobulus I was the first of his 
family to take the title "king" after the fashion of the Hellenistic monarchies 
(Josephus, Ant. 13.11.1 [301] is to be preferred over Strabo 16.2.40, who says 
Alexander Jannaeus). This is but a further indication of the increasing accep
tance of Hellenization by the dynasty that had come to power in reaction against 
Hellenism. He made conquests in "Galilee of the Gentiles" (the "region" of the 
Gentiles) and began the settlement of new Jewish colonists in that region. That 
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Joseph of Bethlehem dwelt in Nazareth may be the result of the expansionist 
policy of the later Hasmoneans, who in order to secure their new conquest 
settled Jewish colonists in the conquered regions. 

Alexander Janneus (103-76 B.C.). Aristobulus' widow, Salome Alexandra, 
designated his oldest brother, Alexander Janneus, as high priest and king and 
then married him. Of all the Hasmoneans he acquired the worst reputation. 

Alexander extended his conquests to the greatest extent of any Jewish ruler 
since Solomon. To do this he had to make extensive use of foreign mercenaries. 
He issued bilingual coins: in Hebrew, "Yehonathan the king," and in Greek, 
"King Alexander." Alexander was frankly a Hellenistic monarch without 
scruples who had little regard for the spiritual dignities of his priestly office. 

Strained relations soon developed between king and people. We are told 
how at one Feast of Tabernacles as Alexander was about to offer sacrifice the 
people began to throw at him the citrons they carried with the palm branches 
at the festival (Josephus, Ant. 13.13.5 [372]). The people finally raised a rebellion 
against him, which he was compelled to put down with mercenaries. The rebels 
called in the Seleucid king Demetrius III to aid them. This was the irony of 
ironies: the Jews who had supported the Hasmoneans in order to throw off 
the Seleucid yoke now invited a Seleucid king to help rid them of the oppres
sions of a Hasmonean! Alexander was defeated in the battle, but at the moment 
of victory the Jews deserted Demetrius and went over to Alexander. Josephus 
says the strange conduct was due to pity at the sight of their own king helpless 
(Ant. 13.14.2 [379]). There is evidence, however, that the Syrian king attempted 
to enter the temple, and, more likely, the Jews were roused to resist this 
sacrilege. 

This was the turning point in Alexander's fortunes, and he took gruesome 
revenge on his most die-hard opponents. While he caroused with his concu
bines, eight hundred men hung on crosses as their wives and children were 
butchered at their feet. This introduction of mass crucifixion among the Jews 
had the desired terrifying effect on dissidents. 

The Pharisees were the major antagonists of Alexander Janneus, but ac
cording to Josephus (Ant. 13.15.5-16.1 [398-406]), the king on his deathbed 
advised his wife to make peace with them. 

Salome Alexandra (76-67 B.C.). Alexander bequeathed his kingdom to his 
wife, to whom he owed it in the first place. Israel's only queen in second-temple 
times, she had a better record than did the Old Testament queens. She appointed 
her elder son, Hyrcanus II, high priest. He was retiring and pliable enough to 
permit her to run mundane affairs. Under her reign the Pharisees came to 
dominance in the Sanhedrin. 

Hyrcanus II and Aristobulus II (67-63 B.C.). Aristobulus II, the younger 
son of Alexandra, was ambitious and had allied himself with the Sadducees. On 
his mother's death, he defeated Hyrcanus II and assumed the kingship and high 
priesthood. Hyrcanus may have been willing to retire, but Antipater, governor 
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of Idumea, saw an opportunity to use Hyrcanus to advance his own interests 
and kept strife and suspicion stirred up between the brothers. Civil war broke 
out between Aristobulus and Hyrcanus, the latter supported by Aretas III, king 
of the Nabatean Arabs. 

The armies of the Roman general Pompey appeared in Syria after having 
overcome Asia Minor, Armenia, and the last vestiges of Seleucid power. Both 
Jewish claimants presented their cases to the Romans. 

The Roman Period (from 63 B.C.) 

The Roman Conquest. When Pompey approached Jerusalem, he sided in favor 
of Hyrcanus. Aristobulus' followers barricaded themselves in the temple but 
could not withstand the siege. Josephus records that the priests in the temple 
court went on with their duties as if nothing were happening (Ant. 14.4.3 
[65-68]). Pompey entered the Holy of Holies and was amazed to fmd only 
emptiness. The shock of his action is reflected in the nearly contemporary 
Psalms of Solomon, the first Jewish writing to express complete hostility toward 
Rome. The author expresses the ardent expectation of a righteous Davidic 
king-messiah who would deliver the holy land from unholy enemies. Pompey 
confirmed Hyrcanus in the high priesthood, but his rule (without the title of 
king) was confined to Judea and Idumea, a region made tributary to Rome and 
subject to the oversight of the governor of Syria. The above-mentioned Antip
ater, who resolved on a course of friendship to whoever represented Roman 
authority, held the substance of power. During Pompey's time the Greek cities 
in the region of the Decapolis ("ten cities") were given independence; afterward 
more cities than ten were included in the designation. Pompey carried many 
slaves to Rome; later emancipated, they added significantly to the Jewish com
munity in Rome. 

Aristobulus II and his two sons revolted unsuccessfully three times against 
Roman rule between 57 and 55 B.C. Hyrcanus was deprived of civil rule so that 
the land could be brought under the closer jurisdiction of the governor of Syria. 

The last century of the Roman Republic was beset by civil wars, and after 
Pompey's time Jewish affairs were complicated by these troubles. Antipater and 
his sons, Phasael and Herod, successfully changed allegiance with each change 
in Rome - to Julius Caesar, to Mark Antony, and to Octavian. One notable bit 
of assistance to Caesar brought the Jews to Roman favor. After Pompey's assas
sination in 48 B.C. Caesar landed in Egypt; but the supporters of Ptolemy XII 
blockaded him in Alexandria. Timely aid from Antipater enabled Caesar to 
defeat his enemies, and he responded with favors to the Jews. 

According to 1 Maccabees 8, Judas had made an alliance with Rome; and 
in view of the Roman policy to weaken the Seleucids this is plausible. The 
Hasmoneans had continued this alliance. Now Caesar granted new privileges, 
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BRONZE COIN OF HEROD THE GREAT 
Bronze coins were minted in Judea, but silver and gold coins only at imperial 

mints. The coin of "Herod the king" shows an incense altar on the reverse (left) 
and a helmet and star between palm branches on the obverse (right). 

(Courtesy British Museum) 

including a reduction in tribute and an exemption from military service. He 
made Antipater a Roman citizen with the title of procurator of Judea, and he 
named Hyrcanus ethnarch ("ruler of a people"). 

Antipater was poisoned in 43 B.C., but Mark Antony made Herod and 
Phasael joint tetrarchs, once more terminating Hyrcanus' political authority. 
The title "tetrarch" was used in Roman times to denote the ruler of any part 
of a province and was inferior in dignity to ethnarch. 

Antigonus, son of Aristobulus II, gained power in Judea in 40 B.C. on the 
strength of a Parthian invasion in which Phasael was killed. For three years he 
held the titles of king and high priest, the last Hasmonean to do so. He impris
oned his uncle, Hyrcanus II, and bit off his ears (Josephus, War l.l3.9 [270]) so 
as to disqualify him from the high priesthood, since according to the Old 
Testament the high priest must be without physical defect. 

Herod the Great (37-4 B.C.).18 Fleeing to Rome, Herod was declared king 
of the Jews by the senate in 40 B.C. The not -so-easy task of actually winning his 
kingdom was accomplished in 37 B.C. Herod persuaded Antony to put An-

18. A. H. M. Jones, The Herods of Judaea (Oxford, 1938); S. Perowne, The Life and Times 
of Herod the Great (London, 1957); M. Grant, Herod the Great (New York, 1971); M. Avi-Yonah 
and Z. Baras, The Herodian Period (New Brunswick, 1977). 



390 BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

tigonus out of the way. He was bound to a cross and flogged - "a punishment 
no other king had suffered at the hands of the Romans" (Dio Cassius 49.22) -
and then killed.19 Although Herod was officially "friend and ally of the Roman 
people," as a client king he was bound to carry out the will of Rome. 

Herod proved to be an able king. His firm rule brought peace and order 
to his realm and successfully put down brigandage. He brought great wealth to 
his kingdom through agricultural and commercial enterprises. He spent these 
funds in a lavish building program - not only in his own realm but in other 
cities as well. Most notable for Jewish history was his massive rebuilding of the 
temple, planned so that the building of the sanctuary was done by trained priests 
without the interruption of the worship. The rabbis paid tribute to Herod's 
work by saying, "He who has not seen Herod's temple has not seen beauty" (b. 
Baba Bathra 4<1). Herod had many Gentile subjects as well, and he built temples 
and other structures for them too. He also built a theatre and amphitheatre in 
Jerusalem; and on the site of Strato's Tower he built the city of Caesarea as the 
port of entry to his realm. 

Although Herod was a Jew by religion, his racial descent was Edomite; 
and in spite of his efforts to appease the Jews he was never popular. Jewish 
hostility is expressed in the almost contemporary Assumption of Moses 6:2-7. 
Among his wives was the Hasmonean princess Mariamne, granddaughter of 
both Hyrcanus II and Aristobulus II. Not only was this marriage politically 
advantageous for legitimating Herod's position in the eyes of the Jews, he 
also seems to have had a strong affection for Mariamne. There was constant 
friction, however, between the Idumean and Hasmonean branches of his 
family. 

Though it may be true that Herod was an extremely able ruler, it is also 
true that he was intensely jealous of his position. He killed the two sons of 
Mariamne when his suspicions were aroused that they might become the ral
lying point for Jewish patriotism. Mariamne herself was killed when his mind 
was poisoned against her by his sister. The slaughter of the infants of Bethlehem 
(Matt. 2) finds no independent confirmation in sources outside the New Testa
ment, but the incident fits well the reign of terror of Herod's last years. A man 
who killed a large part of his own family and arrested large numbers of the 
most prominent citizens with orders for their execution when he died so there 
would be mourning at his death (Josephus, Ant. 17.6.5 [173-75], but not carried 
out - 8.2 [193]) would not have caused much of a stir by liquidating a score 
of children in an obscure village. Knowing of Herod's conduct and the Jewish 
scruples about pork, the emperor Augustus was reported to have said that he 
would rather be Herod's pig than Herod's son.20 

19. Josephus, War 1.18.3 [357], says he "fell beneath the axe." 
20. Macrobius, Saturnalia 2.f.11. Although reported in Latin, the saying depends on a 

pun in Greek - hyn (pig) and huion (son). 
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Herod's Sons.21 On Herod's death in 4 B.C., in spite of Jewish pleas that 
the former temple-constitution be restored with internal autonomy under a 
governor appointed by the emperor, his kingdom was divided by Rome basically 
according to his will (cf. Matt. 2:22; Luke p). 

Archelaus received Judea, Samaria, and Idumea as ethnarch. He possessed 
his father's bad qualities without his abilities. Protests from the Jews and Sa
maritans finally secured his dismissal in A.D. 6. 

Philip was made tetrarch of Iturea and Trachonitis, northeast of the Sea 
of Galilee. Until his death in A.D. 34 he governed justly and conscientiously. He 
rebuilt his capital of Pan ion (modern Banias) and named it Caesarea (Caesarea 
Philippi). Philip married Salome, daughter of his half-brother Herod Philip by 
Herodias. Josephus' judgment was that "in his conduct of the government he 
showed a moderate and easy-going disposition" (Ant. 18.4.6 [106J). 

Herod Antipas22 was made tetrarch over Galilee and Perea. The most 
capable and astute of the brothers, he ruled for some forty years. He divorced the 
daughter of the Nabatean king Aretas IV (9 B.C.-A.D. 40; cf. 2 Cor. 11:32) in order 
to marry his niece Herodias, the wife of his half-brother Herod Philip (not to be 
confused with Philip the tetrarch). John the Baptist's condemnation of this union 
led to his execution (Mark 6:17-28). Josephus, who also relates the story (Ant. 18.5.2 
[116-19 J; see pp. 457-58), says that a heavy defeat inflicted on Antipas by Aretas was 
interpreted as divine retribution for his treatment of John. 

The Early Governors (A.D. 6-41).23 In A.D. 6 the territory of Archelaus was 
made a Roman province and placed under imperial governors known as prefects 
and later as procurators (see pp. 41-42). The governors established their resi
dence at Caesarea on the coast and went up to Jerusalem only on the feast days 
and other special occasions, but a strong Roman military presence was main
tained in Jerusalem at all times. Whereas Herod had made frequent changes in 
the high priesthood to keep the office under his control, the governors did so 
to enrich themselves. The man who held the office the longest in the first century 
was Joseph Caiaphas,24 son-in-law of Annas, who officiated from A.D. 18 to 36. 

21. S. Perowne, The Later Herods (London, 1958). 
22. H. W. Hoehner, Herod Antipas (Cambridge, 1972). 
23. The early governors were as follows: 

Coponius, A.D. 6-9 (War 2.8.1 [U7]) 
Marcus Ambibulus, A.D. 9-12 (Ant 18.2.2 [31]) 
Annius Rufus, A.D. 12-15 (Ant. 18.2.2 [32-33]) 
Valerius Gratus, A.D. 15-26 (Ant. 18.2.2 [33]) 
Pontius Pilate, A.D. 26-36 (see below) 
Marcellus, A.D. 36-37 (Ant. 18.4.2 [89]) 
Marullus, A.D. 37-41 (Ant. 18.6.10 [237]) 

24. An ossuary apparently bearing his name has been found in Jerusalem. Final report 
on the excavations by Zvi Greenhut, "The Caiaphas Tomb in North Talpiot, Jerusalem," 
Antiqot 21 (1992); popular report by idem, "Burial Cave of the Caiaphas Family," and Ronny 
Reich, "Caiaphas Name Inscribed on Bone Boxes," Biblical Archaeology Review 18 (1992):28-36, 
76 and 38-44, 76. 
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The Sanhedrin, the council of seventy presided over by the high priest, had 
considerable, if limited, authority over internal affairs. The Romans in general 
showed great respect for Jewish religious scruples: for example, Jews were ex
empted from appearing before a magistrate on a Sabbath or holy day; a sacrifice 
offered at the temple "for Caesar and the Roman nation" was taken as a suffi
cient expression of loyalty; and copper coins minted in the country carried no 
human portrait but only the emperor's name and inoffensive emblems, as did 
the Roman standards. 

The best known of the early governors (p. 42) is the one of most interest 
to readers of the Gospels, Pontius Pilate25 (A.D. 26-36). Pilate had a powerful 
patron in Rome in Sejanus, prefect of the praetorian guard; and Pilate's change 
from arrogance toward the Jews in his early years as governor to deference at 
the trial of Jesus may be due to Sejanus' fall from power.26 He was the first of 
the governors seriously to antagonize the Jewish populace. 

Four episodes from Pilate's governorship are reported outside the Gospels. 
Shortly after assuming office, under cover of night he introduced into Jerusalem 
Roman standards to which were attached images of the emperor (Josephus, 
Ant.1B·3.1 [55-59]; War2.9.2-3 [169-74]). Large numbers ofJews appeared before 
Pilate in Caesarea imploring him to remove the standards from Jerusalem. 
When he refused, they fell prostrate around his house and remained in that 
position for five days and nights. On the next day Pilate took his seat on the 
tribunal in the stadium and summoned the Jews. He then had soldiers surround 
them and threatened to cut them down unless they admitted the images of 
Caesar. The Jews, however, fell to the ground and as one man bared their necks 
to the sword. The astonished Pilate relented and ordered the standards removed 
from Jerusalem. 

In a later incident Pilate did not yield to the Jews. He had taken funds 
from the sacred treasury known as Korban (cf. Matt. 27:6) to pay for the 
construction of an aqueduct into Jerusalem (Ant. 18.3.2 [60-62]; War 2.9-4 
[175-77]), from his standpoint a normal thing to do. When he visited Jerusalem, 
a crowd of Jews protested this use of money devoted to the purchase of sacrificial 
animals. Pilate had interspersed among the crowd soldiers in civilian dress 
armed with cudgels. On an agreed signal they began to beat the rioters. A large 
number perished, and the protest was silenced. 

In an incident that probably occurred toward the end of his governorship, 
Pilate dedicated in Herod's palace in Jerusalem some shields coated with gold, 
inscribed with his name and Tiberius' (which presumably included his title as 
"son of the deified Augustus"), "not so much to honor Tiberius as to annoy 

25. Paul L. Maier, Pontius Pilate (Garden City, N.Y., 1968); Jean-Pierre Umonon, Pilate 
et Ie gouvernement de La Judee: Textes et monuments (Paris, 1981). 

26. Paul L. Maier, "Sejanus, Pilate, and the Date of the Crucifixion," Church History 
37 (1968):3-13. 
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COpy OF PILATE INSCRIPTION 
The only inscription found containing the name of Pontius Pilate is important for 
establishing that his correct Latin title was "Prefect." The original, now in the Israel 

Museum, Jerusalem, was found at the theatre in Caesarea. Transcribed on p. 42. 
(Milan Archaeological Museum) 
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the multitude" (Philo, Embassy to Gaius 38.299-305).27 The Jews asked for them 
to be removed as an infringement of their traditions. Pilate, "naturally inflexible, 
a blend of self-will and relentlessness," refused. The Jews then threatened to 
send a petition to Tiberius. Pilate feared that an embassy to the emperor would 
"expose the rest of his conduct as governor by stating in full the briberies, the 
insults, the executions without trial constantly repeated, the ceaseless and su
premely grievous cruelty." Letters finally were sent, and Tiberius ordered the 
shields removed from Jerusalem and set up in the temple of Augustus at 
Caesarea. 

Pilate's wrath was not limited to the Jews. A Samaritan convinced a num
ber of his countrymen that if they accompanied him to Mt. Gerizim he would 
show them the sacred vessels Moses had buried there (Josephus, Ant. 18.4.1-2 

[88-89]). The people showed up armed, but Pilate blocked their ascent with a 
detachment of soldiers, who killed many of the assembled Samaritans. A council 
of the Samaritans went to Vitellius, governor of Syria, to protest that their 
purposes were religious, not rebellious. Vitellius removed Pilate from office and 
dispatched him to Rome to give an account to the emperor Tiberius, who died 
before Pilate arrived. 

Herod Agrippa [.28 One of Mariamne and Herod's sons left a child who 
became known to history as Herod Agrippa. He was sent to Rome by Herod 
for an education. There he lived a dissolute life but made an important friend, 
the future emperor Gaius Caligula (see p. 31). 

When Caligula came to the throne in A.D. 37, he gave Agrippa the former 
tetrarchies of Philip and Lysanias (Luke 3=1) with the title of king. Herodias, 
Agrippa's sister and now wife of Herod Antipas, urged her husband to secure 
the title of king for himself. When Antipas went to Rome for this purpose, 
intimations of disloyalty from Agrippa led to his banishment in A.D. 39. To 
Herodias' credit she chose to accompany her husband into exile. Antipas' tet
rarchy was now given to Agrippa. 

Caligula, indignant at the Jewish attitudes, conceived the mad idea in 
A.D. 40 of ordering his statue to be erected at the temple in Jerusalem (Josephus, 
Ant. 18.8.2-9 [261-309]; War 2.10.1-5 [184-203]; Philo, Embassy to Gaius 29.184-

42.348; Tacitus, History 5.9). He sent Petronius, governor of Syria, with two 
legions to enforce the order. Generally, as noted above, the Romans had re
spected Jewish feelings, but Caligula was not an ordinary Roman ruler. Agrippa's 
intercession convinced Caligula to send further word that if the statues had not 
yet been erected to take no further action. Petronius, however, had already 
written to the emperor that it was impossible to carry out the order without 

27. Some consider this incident a variant account of the first, but see Paul 1. Maier, 
"The Episode of the Golden Roman Shields at Jerusalem," HTR 62 (1969):109-21, and Gideon 
Fuks, "Again on the Episode of the Gilded Roman Shields at Jerusalem," HTR 75 (1982):503-7. 

28. D. R. Schwarz, Agrippa I: The Last King of Judaea (Tubingen, 1990). 
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exterminating the Jewish people. For this insubordination Caligula commanded 
Petronius to commit suicide. Due to wind currents, however, the ship bearing 
the news of Caligula's assassination at Rome reached Syria twenty-seven days 
before the suicide order did. 

When Claudius became emperor in A.D. 41, he continued to favor Agrippa, 
this time by adding the province of Judea to his territory. Outwardly Agrippa 
took every care to court the favor of the Jews, not only observing the customs 
of the people but also beheading James the son of Zebedee and imprisoning 
Peter (Acts 12). According to the Mishnah, when at the Feast of Tabernacles in 
A.D. 41 he read from Deuteronomy according to custom and came to the pas
sage, "You may not put a foreigner over you" (Deut. 17:15), he wept; but the 
people cried out, "Grieve not, Agrippa; you are our brother! You are our 
brother!" (Sotah 7.8). On the other hand, he struck coins bearing the image of 
the Caesars and pagan scenes and participated in pagan ceremonies. 

Agrippa's gruesome death in A.D. 44 is recounted by Josephus (Ant. 
XIX.viii.2 [343-52]) as well as in Acts 12:20-23. 

Herod Agrippa II. At seventeen, Agrippa's son was not judged ready to 
rule in his father's place. About A.D. 50, however, he succeeded his uncle, Herod 
king of Chalcis, on the latter's death. This kingdom was exchanged in A.D. 53 
for his father's former holdings north and east of the Sea of Galilee. Although 
he never ruled over Jewish territory, he was given supervision of the temple 
services and the right of appointing the high priest, and the Romans looked 
to him as an expert in Jewish affairs. In the latter capacity he heard Paul's 
defense (Acts 26). He was accompanied on the occasion by Bernice, his sister 
and widow of his uncle Herod; his relations with her were the subject of 
widespread scandal (Josephus, Ant. 20.7.3 [145]; Juvena16.156-60). Bernice later 
lived for a time with Titus (Tacitus, History 2.2; Suetonius, Titus 7). Agrippa 
strongly supported the Romans and sought to dissuade the Jews from con
tinuing the revolt that broke out in 66. With his death about 92/93 the last 
Herodian territory was incorporated into the province of Syria, and the 
Herodian family passed from history. 

The Later Governors (A.D. 44~6).29 With the death of Agrippa I the 
government ofJudea reverted to governors (procurators). The later governors 
were a bad lot; and if Josephus is to be believed, they became steadily worse. 

29. The later governors were as follows: 
Cuspius Fadus, A.D. 44-46 (Ant. 19.9.2 [363]; War 2.11.6 [220]) 
Tiberius Julius Alexander, A.D. 46-48 (Ant. 20.5.2 [100]) 
Ventidus Cumanus, A.D. 48-52 (Ant. 20.5.2 [103]; War 2.12.1-7 [223-46]) 
Antonius Felix, A.D. 52-59 or 60? (Ant. 20.7.1 [137]; War 2.12.8 [247]; Seutonius, Claudius 

28) 

Porcius Festus, A.D. 59 or 60-61 or 62? (Ant. 20.8.9 [182]; War 2.14.1 [271]) 

Albinus, A.D. 61 or 62-64 (Ant. 20.9.1 [197]; War 2.14.1-2 [272-77]) 
Gessius Florus, A.D. 64-66 (Ant. 20.11.1 [252-53]; War 2.14.2 [277]) 
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SHEKEL OF FIRST JEWISH REVOLT 
Coins of the Jewish revolt use Jewish symbols and Hebrew inscriptions. 

This "shekel of Israel" shows a chalice and is dated year one of the revolt, A.D. 66. 
(Courtesy British Museum) 

Mention may be made of Tiberius Alexander, the nephew of Philo but an 
apostate from Judaism who later as prefect of Egypt took the lead in declaring 
Vespasian emperor, and Felix and Festus before whom Paul made appearances 
(Acts 24, 25). Felix, although only a freedman, had three wives of royal birth, 
the last of which, Drusilla, was a sister of Agrippa II and Bernice. According to 
Tacitus' oft-cited characterization of him, "practicing every kind of cruelty and 
lust, he exercised royal power with the instincts of a slave" (Histories 5.9). About 
the year 62 when Festus died and Albinus had not arrived, the high priest Ananus 
(or Annas) II, son of the Annas of the Gospels, took advantage of the oppor
tunity to kill James the brother of Jesus and the leading Christian in Jerusalem.30 

The First Jewish Revolt (A.D. 66-70).31 The request by the Jews at the trial 
of Jesus for the release of Barabbas, a revolutionary (Mark 15:6-15), and not 
Jesus, the prince of peace, was symbolic of the next century of Jewish history; 
they got what they asked for - many false messiahs and revolutionaries. The 
word for the "robbers" (iestai) crucified with Jesus is often used by Josephus in 
reference to "revolutionaries." The instances of insurrection mentioned in Acts 

30. Josephus, Ant. 20.9.1 [200]; see pp. 458-59; Eusebius, Church History 2.23.1-18; 
Second Apocalypse of James (Nag Hammadi Library V, 4) 61-62. 

31. David M. Rhoads, Israel in Revolution 6-74 C.B. (Philadelphia, 1976). R. A. Horsley 
and J. S. Hanson, Bandits, Prophets, and Messiahs: Popular Movements at the Time of Jesus 
(Minneapolis, 1985); M. Goodman, The Ruling Class of Judaea: The Origins of the Jewish Revolt 
Against Rome, A.D. 66-70 (Cambridge, 1987); Edwin Yamauchi, "Christians and the Jewish 
Revolts Against Rome," Fides et Historia 23 (1991):11-30; J. J. Price, Jerusalem under Siege: The 
Collapse of the Jewish State, 66-70 C.B. (Leiden, 1992). 
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ARCH OF TITUS, Rome 
Inside the Arch of Titus on the Forum in Rome the suppression of the Jewish revolt 

was celebrated in the representation of the triumphal procession carrying the 
seven-branched lampstand from the temple to Rome. (Courtesy B. K. Condit) 
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5:36-37 and 21:38 also are recounted by Josephus: Theudas, although placed at 
a different date (Ant. 20.5.1 [97-99]), Judas the Galilean (Ant. 18.1.1 [4-10]; War 
2.8.1 [118]), and the Egyptian (Ant. 20.8.6 [169-72]; War 2.13.5 [261-63]). And 
these insurrections represent only a small part of the disturbances in first
century Palestine. Even good governors had to contend with Jewish resentment 
against foreign rule and memories of independence. Revolutionary ideology 
(see below on Zealots, pp. 497-99) had a considerable following, and even 
moderates in the populace could be provoked by incidents. 

The seizure of seventeen talents from the temple treasury by the governor 
Florus, coming after a string of incidents in an atmosphere of seething unrest, 
precipitated the revolt of A.D. 66. The legate of Syria advanced on Jerusalem to 
put down the disturbance, but he was put to flight, and Zealot leaders were 
convinced the hour of deliverance had come. Moderates tried to stave off the 
revolt, but to no avail. 

Nero appointed Vespasian to put down the revolt. By the end of 67 Galilee 
was subdued. Its command had been held by Josephus, who has left a very 
detailed account of the progress of the war (The Jewish War). He went over to 
the Romans and won the patronage of Vespa sian by predicting he would become 
emperor. By 68 Judea was subjugated, but Nero's death brought a suspension 
of operations. According to a report in Eusebius (Church History 3.5.3), Chris
tians abandoned Jerusalem and took refuge in the Transjordan, principally at 
Pella in the Decapolis.32 The year A.D. 69 was the year of the "four emperors" 
in Roman history. Out of the civil war Vespasian emerged victorious. 

In the meantime Vespasian had left his son Titus to lay siege to Jerusalem. 
The siege was pressed in earnest in A.D. 70. Three rival factions among the rebels 
contested for leadership, and the internecine strife of the Jews hastened the fall 
of the city. In July Herod's fortress of Antonia was captured. On the ninth day 
of the fifth month (August 5), the anniversary of the destruction of the first 
temple by the Babylonians, the sanctuary was set on fire by the invaders. A 
month later the whole city was in Titus' hands. The arch of Titus on the east 
end of the Forum in Rome depicts the table of showbread and seven-branched 
lampstand from the temple being carried in the triumphal procession. Some 
strongholds held out longer. The last to fall was Masada (possibly as late as 74), 
where the defenders chose suicide to surrender (Josephus, War7.8.1-7 [252-388]). 
Judea was made a full province governed by a legate of praetorian rank. The 
organization and worship of Jewry were profoundly affected. The Sanhedrin 
was dissolved, and the temple could no longer serve as a center of unity. 

Jewish Reorganization. During the height of the siege ofJerusalem, according 
to one story (Aboth R. Nathan 4.llb-12a), Rabbi Johanan ben Zakkai was smuggled 

32. Reservations on the historicity of this tradition are set forth by Gerd Ludemann, 
"The Successors of pre-70 Jerusalem Christianity," in The Shaping of Christianity in the Second 
and Third Centuries, ed. E. P. Sanders (Philadelphia, 1980), 161-73-
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AERIAL VIEW OF MASADA 
Herod built a palace and fortress at this easily defensible site near the Dead Sea. 

Sicarii occupied the site in the first revolt against Rome and held out at least three 
years after the temple in Jerusalem fell. (Courtesy Werner Braun) 

out of the city in a coffin and secured permission from Roman authorities to 
reestablish his academy at Jamnia (Yavneh).33 Johanan was a leader of the school 
of Hillel, lenient in the interpretation of the law, and in favor of submission to 
Rome. He was a colorful figure, had been a priest but not a Sadducee, was reputed 
to be the only survivor from the pre-70 Sanhedrin, and was learned in the oral 
tradition (see further p. 461). Although other rabbinic academies grew up after the 
destruction, that ofJohanan became the dominant one and later received official 
authorization from Rome as representing the Jewish people. 

33. J. Neusner, Development of a Legend (Leiden, 1970). 
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The academy at Jamnia became the administrative seat of Jewish life. Its 
council, bet-din (lit. "house of judgment"), became a successor to the Sanhedrin 
at Jerusalem. Under Johanan and Gamaliel II, grandson of Paul's teacher, post
destruction Judaism took shape. The Jamnia period marks the beginning of the 
change from a temple-oriented Judaism comprising a variety of sects to a more 
united Judaism centered around the local synagogues.34 The rabbis at Jamnia 
discussed the canonicity of certain Old Testament books (Ecclesiastes, Song of 
Songs), but these discussions had more of the nature of settling doubts as to 
why these books were recognized than they were a determination of the canon. 
They were debating a canon they received, not creating one (p. 505). Acceptance 
by the community was determinative in making books authoritative. At least, 
there was nothing like a "Council of Jamnia" comparable to the later Christian 
councils that listed the New Testament books.35 

Later Revolts and Results. Vespasian ordered the closing of the temple at 
Leontopolis lest it become a rallying point. Nevertheless, there was an uprising 
of Jewish communities in Cyrene, Egypt, and Cyprus in A.D. 115 during the reign 
of Trajan.36 The fighting was savage, and the revolt was not put down until 117. 
This was the only known Jewish rebellion in the Diaspora, and it seems to have 
been prompted more by the Jewish quest for greater rights and civil status than 
by messianic aspirations. 

The Jews still had not fully learned their lessonY Two edicts of the 
emperor Hadrian, not aimed at the Jews, caused them to revolt in Palestine 
in 132: imposing the death penalty for castration, which was worded to include 
circumcision (Historia Augusta, Life of Hadrian 14.2), and planning to rebuild 
Jerusalem as Aelia Capitolina with a temple to Zeus on the site of the old 
temple (Dio Cassius 69.12).38 A leader arose by the name of Simon, who was 
recognized by Rabbi Akiba, a student of Johanan's at Jamnia, as the Mes-

34. S. J. D. Cohen, "The Significance of Yavneh: Pharisees, Rabbis, and the End of 
Jewish Sectarianism," Hebrew Union College Annual 55 (1984):27-53. 

35. Jack Lewis, "What Do We Mean by Jabneh?" Journal of Bible and Religion 32 
(1964):125-32. See p. 505n.250 for bibliography on the Hebrew canon. 

36. S. Applebaum, "Notes on the Jewish Revolt under Trajan," JJS 2 (1950):26-30; idem, 
"The Jewish Revolt in Cyrene in 115-117 and the Subsequent Recolonisation," JJS 2 (1951):177-
86; idem, "Cyrenensia Iudaica: Some Notes on Recent Research Relating to the Jews of 
Cyrenaica in the Hellenistic and Roman Periods," JJS 13 (1962):31-43; A. Fuks, "The Jewish 
Revolt in Egypt (A.D. 115-117) in the Light of the Papyri," Aegyptus 33 (1953):131-58; idem, 
"The Jewish Revolt of 115-117," Journal of Roman Studies 51 (1961):98-104; V. Tcherikover, 
"The Decline of the Jewish Diaspora in Egypt in the Roman Period," JJS 14 (1963):1-32; 
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37. S. Applebaum, Prolegomena to the Study of the Second Jewish Revolt (A.D. 132-135) 
(Oxford, 1976); Joseph A. Fitzmyer, "The Bar Cochba Period," in Essays on the Semitic Back
ground of the New Testament (Missoula, Mont., 1974), 305-54. 

38. Some have argued that these actions by Hadrian were the result rather than the 
cause of the rebellion; see H. Mantel, "The Causes of the Bar Kokba Revolt," JQR 58 
(1968):224-42. 
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COIN OF BAR KOKHBA 
The religious ideology of the second Jewish revolt is shown by the representation 

of the temple and the ark of the covenant on this silver shekel. 
(Courtesy British Museum) 

siah.39 He was designated Bar Kokhba, "son of a star," from Numbers 24:17. 

Later, when his revolt failed, he was called Bar (or Ben) Koziba, "son of a lie." 
Since some of his correspondence during the revolt has been discovered in 
connection with the neighboring Dead Sea Scrolls, we know that both were 
puns on his proper name, Simon ben Koseba. The villages that were destroyed 
and the numbers of Jews killed or sold into slavery left Judea no longer Jewish, 
ended Jewish nationalism, and marked the end of accommodations to Hel
lenism. After the suppression of the Bar Kokhba revolt in 135 Judea was 
devastated and the center of Jewish life became Galilee. The principal rabbinic 
academy was now located at Usha, but eventually the center of learning became 
Tiberias.4o 

The execution of the two Jameses, the Christians' flight from Jerusalem, 
the excommunication of Christians from the synagogue under Gamaliel II (but 
see pp. 461-62), and the Bar Kokhba revolt - these events marked a century of 
increasing alienation between Jews and Christians. The separation of Chris
tianity and Judaism was a process over a period of time. 

By now the Romans had learned their lesson. With the suppression of the 

39. Y. Yadin, Bar-Kokhba: The Rediscovery of the Legendary Hero of the Last Jewish Revolt 
against Imperial Rome (London, 1971). 

40. For the later history, see M. Avi-Yonah, The Jews of Palestine: A Political History 
from the Bar Kokhba War to the Arab Conquest (Oxford, 1976); G. Alan, The Jews in Their 
Land in the Talmudic Age, 2 vols. (Jerusalem, 1980, 1984); Lee Levine, ed., The Galilee in Late 
Antiquity (Cambridge, Mass., 1992). 
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revolt in 135 Hadrian proceeded with his plans for Jerusalem: the official name 
of the city became Colonia Aelia Capitolina, and a temple to Jupiter Capitolinus 
was erected on the site of the former temple and a statue of Hadrian set up. 
Hadrian forbade Jews to set foot there, and so Jerusalem became the pagan city 
(but not of the same kind) envisioned in the days of Antiochus IV. 

Rome dealt with the Jews through a patriarch.41 The patriarchate was 
hereditary in the family of Hillel until it was abolished in the fifth century. The 
patriarchs claimed descent from David and so were termed Nasi by the Jews, a 
title with royal connotations. Otherwise, Judaism was detached from national
ism until the founding of the modern Israeli state. Judaism had already been 
set on its course as a religion of the synagogue and law, divorced from temple 
and land. The Judaism that emerged in the period between A.D. 70 and the 
compiling of the Talmuds became normative for Judaism until modern times. 
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JEWS IN THE EARLY ROMAN EMPIRE 

The Jewish dispersion, which had its origin in the Assyrian and Babylonian 
captivities of Old Testament times and had been furthered by the Hellenistic 
and Roman rulers (pp. 376-77, 381) and the normal movement of families in 
the mobile conditions of Hellenistic and Roman times, had by the beginning 
of the Christian era covered the Roman empire and the Parthian empire to the 
east. Strabo could say that "it is not easy to fmd a place in the inhabited world 
which this tribe has not penetrated and which has not been occupied by it."42 
As many as two-thirds of the Jews in the first century were living outside 
Palestine. Besides the large and important communities in ancient Babylonia 
(pp. 376-77, 466) now under Parthian rule, the largest concentrations of Jews 
outside Palestine were in Syria and Egypt, but sizeable groups were found 
throughout Asia Minor and not insignificant numbers in Phoenicia, Cyrene, 
Greece, and Rome, with probably lesser numbers farther west. By the first 
century the Jewish population had grown enormously.43 Estimates of the total 
numbers of Jews are little more than guesses and range from three to eight 
million, but even minimum estimates put the number of Jews at about 7 percent 
of the population of the Roman empire.44 The large numbers of Jews would 
have been due not only to reproduction but also to conversions, whether by 
force, as during the Maccabean wars (pp. 386-87), or by attraction (p. 515). A 
notable development in the first century was the conversion of the king of 
Adiabene, Izates, and his mother, Helena (p. 512).45 

The problem of numbers is complicated (apart from the lack of statistical 
information) by the difficulty of defining a Jew. We have a general idea of what 
is meant today, but when racial, religious, or even political aspects are con
sidered, a precise defmition is hard to give. We have even less confidence about 
the viewpoints from which Jews were being perceived in the Roman world. See 
p. 502 for a certain minimum definition in terms of common practices and 
beliefs. Even allowing for exceptions to the few common features noted there, 
they are a reminder that Judaism was a single ifby no means uniform phenom
enon. Nevertheless, Josephus himself wavers on the status of Herod (Ant. 14.1.3 
[8-9]; 11.4 [283]; 15.2 [403]; 20.8.7 [173]) and is not fully consistent on the 
Samaritans (Ant. 9.14.3 [288-91]; 11.8.6-7 [340-46]). Compromises were made 
on such minimum matters as circumcision (see on Izates, p. 512). When the 

42. Quoted by Josephus, Ant. 14.7.2 [U5J; other statements in Sibylline Oracles 3.271-72; 
Philo, Embassy to Gaius 36.281-83 (cf. 214, 245); Against Flaccus 7.45-46; Josephus, War 2.16-4 
[398J; 7·3·3 [43J· 
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Philo, Life of Moses 2.42.232. 
44. V. Tcherikover, Hellenistic Civilization and the Jews (Philadelphia, 1961), 292-93, 

with various estimates summarized on p. 505 n.86. 
45. Josephus, Ant. 20.2.1-5 [17ff.J. 
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varieties within first-century Judaism in Palestine alone are considered (pp. 
480ff.), we are warned against simplistic defmitions. 

Most cultivated Greeks and Romans expressed a negative attitude toward 
Jews (p. 479). Various reasons lay behind this judgment: Jews shared the op
probrium in which easterners in the Greco-Roman cities were held; the Jewish 
religion and customs were strange according to Greek standards; the Jews were 
resented for their privileges and their efforts to secure further political advance
ment. The other side of the picture was the attraction to Judaism (p. 515). 

The Jews themselves in the early empire, whether in Palestine or abroad, 
experienced the impact of Greek culture. This was felt more strongly in their 
western dispersion, but even in Greek cities it was more a matter of degree than 
something providing a difference in substance between "Hellenistic" and 
"Palestinian" Judaism. The use of Hellenistic literary forms in the New Testa
ment (pp. 111-17) was already present in Judaism. As the Greek language, litera
ture, education, and customs became known and to a degree accepted, Judaism 
felt the influence of universalism and individualism (pp. 9, 14). The Jews re
sponded in a variety of ways to Hellenistic and Roman cultural influences. In 
this they were no different from other peoples transplanted from one culture 
to another or brought into contact with another culture: some "go native" and 
reject their traditions for the customs of the new culture; some withdraw into 
a mental, if not neighborhood, "ghetto"; and others make various intermediate 
compromises with the new situation. Jews may be found representing the whole 
range of reactions. Some turned to their own traditions and customs with a 
fiercer and more uncompromising loyalty than before. Many who joined the 
Maccabean revolt (pp. 383-84) opposed any compromise with Hellenism. An 
unusual but probably not unique example of the opposite reaction of assimi
lation to Hellenism was the Jew reported by Clearchus of Soli to have been 
"Greek not only in his language, but also in his soul."46 And there were prom
inent Jews who apostatized from the law, such as Tiberius Alexander (p. 396). 
Others simply did not stress their Jewishness. More often the assimilation, it 
seems, was of the forms of Hellenism and not of its spirit and content. Rabbi 
Meir could say, "When in Rome do as the Romans do" (Gen. Rab. 48). Although 
there were varying degrees of accommodation to the new environment, the Jews 
maintained their distinctiveness more successfully than did any other people of 
the Mediterranean world. Indeed, an emphasis on certain distinctives may have 
been more characteristic of the dispersion than of Palestinian Jewry, perhaps 
because this was necessary. Even where much else might be given up, the 
Sabbath, circumcision, and the law were emphasized. 

Judaism enjoyed a privileged position in the Roman empire. The Jews 
were an ancient people with a traditional religion, had been allied with Rome 
during the Maccabean age, and had rendered important assistance to Roman 

46. Quoted by Josephus, Against Apion 1.180. 
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leaders such as Julius Caesar. Consequently the Jews had free exercise of their 
religion and were exempted from worshiping the deities of the Roman state. 
They could regulate life within their own communities by their law. (No central 
authority in Jerusalem possessed legal authority outside Palestine.) Many con
cessions were granted locally from time to time in deference to Jewish scruples: 
exemption from military service,47 protection in observing the Sabbath48 (in
cluding nonappearance in court on Sabbath days), and protection for mes
sengers who carried the annual temple tax to Jerusalem.49 A daily sacrifice on 
behalf of the emperor was accepted as proof of loyalty (see p. 532). Josephus 
may sometimes have stretched the meaning of documents he quotes in order 
to make it appear that Jews had citizen status when they did not (cf. p. 41), but 
it seems clear that the Jews were recognized and accorded a distinctive place in 
many cities of the Mediterranean world.50 The political condition of the Jews 
in the empire appears to have remained unaffected by the revolts of their 
countrymen in Judea, although the diversion of the temple tax to the royal 
coffers after 70 did cause unrest. 

Some Jews became prominent in the Roman administration and in inter
national politics - the Herods (pp. 389-91, 394-95), Philo (p. 450), Tiberius Alex
ander (p. 396). Jewesses, of race or of religion, reached even higher circles: Drusilla, 
wife of the governor Felix (p. 396); Bernice, consort of Titus (p. 395), and Poppaea, 
wife of Otho and then of Nero (p. 33; Josephus, Ant. 10.8.11 [195]). 

Most Jews found themselves in less prominent, and less exposed positions. 
In fact, they are found in nearly every occupation and circumstance of life 
known from the ancient world, and cannot be stereotyped as to wealth or 
employment. On one end of the economic scale was Alexander, the brother of 
Philo, who was able to lend large sums of money.51 On the other end were the 
poor and beggars.52 The percentage of Jewish slaves (before the enslavement of 
the rebels by Titus in 70) appears to have been less than among other peoples. 
In between the extremes, many occupations are explicitly attested, with farming 
the most widely represented - not only in Palestine and Syria, but also in Egypt 
and Asia Minor. 
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JEWISH LITERATURE AND OTHER SOURCES 
IN THE HELLENISTIC AND ROMAN PERIODS 

The literature produced by Jews testifies to the geographical extent, social differ
ences, and religious variety among Jews of the Greco-Roman period. Some of the 
great variety of kinds of literature and some examples of each are as follows: 

Rewritings of the Bible 

Jubilees, Genesis Apocryphon, Pseudo-Philo's Biblical Antiquities, 
Josephus' Jewish Antiquities; 

Interpretations of the Bible 

Qumran pesharim, Philo's commentaries, rabbinic midrashim; 

Legal texts 

Qumran Temple Scroll, rabbinic Mishnah and Talmuds; 

Testaments 

Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Assumption of Moses, Testament 
of Job; 

Narratives 

Tobit, Judith, Additions to Daniel, Joseph and Aseneth; 

Histories 

1 and 2 Maccabees, Josephus' The Jewish War; 

Apocalypses 

(pp. 446-49); 

Wisdom writings 

Sirach, Wisdom of Solomon, Epistle of Aristeas, Pseudo-Phocylides; 

Apologies 

Philo's Against Flaccus and Embassy to Gaius, Josephus' Against Apion; 



Philosophical treatises 

Philo; 

Hymns 
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Song of the Three Young Men in Greek Daniel, Qumran Thanksgiving 
Hymns, Psalms of Solomon; 

Prayers 

Prayer of Azariah in Greek Daniel, Prayer of Manasseh, Additions to 
Esther. 

These literary categories cut across the different groups among the Jews. Rather 
than following a classification according to these literary forms, we will intro
duce the sources according to their traditional groupings. The literature surfaces 
from nearly every part of the empire, documents the varieties within early 
Judaism, and witnesses to the concerns that provided the context in which 
Christianity was born and grew up. When the archaeological sources and pagan 
literary references are added, yet more details can be included in the picture. 
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The Old Testament in Greek 

Septuagint 

The name Septuagint (from the Latin for seventy, thus often abbreviated LXX) 
derives from the legend that the translation was the product of seventy (-two) 
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Jewish scholars sent by the high priest from Palestine to Alexandria to provide 
a Greek translation of the law for the library in Alexandria at the request of 
Ptolemy II Philadelphus. This traditional theory is recounted in the Epistle of 
Aristeas (p. 424) and was often repeated. 53 

Modern scholars have suggested other theories of origin. Twentieth
century controversy has centered around Paul Kahle's theory that the Septuagint 
originated as a "targum," not as a translation proper.54 According to this theory, 
in various Greek-speaking synagogues oral paraphrases of the Hebrew Scrip
tures were in use before being written down, in the same way that there were 
extempore, oral translations into Aramaic before the official Targums (see pp. 
468-70) were reduced to writing. Thus the history of the text of the Greek Bible 
is not that of one "official" or standard text undergoing change in the process 
of copying and revision, but of a variety of texts to which Christians later 
brought a measure of standardization. 

Kahle's theory seems reasonable, and the initiative for a Greek translation 
of the Hebrew Scriptures probably did come from the needs of Greek-speaking 
Jews to have the Scriptures in their language, particularly in synagogue worship. 
Scholars, however, have found the textual evidence decisive against this theory. 
While rejecting the claims for supernatural inspiration of the Septuagint, most 
students of it accept with the Epistle of Aristeas the view that the Pentateuch 
was translated at Alexandria in the third century B.C. as at least a semiofficial 
undertaking. They consider it the work, however, of Alexandrian Jews, initiated 
within the Jewish community, whatever encouragement may have come from 
Ptolemaic officials and whatever approbation may have been given the project 
by temple authorities in Jerusalem. Translation of the prophets and writings 
(see p. 505 on the three parts of the Hebrew canon) would have followed in 
time. Since the Aristeas story applies only to the Pentateuch, it is better to use 
the terminology "Old Greek" for the earliest form of the different parts of the 
Greek Bible, which would have had a different textual history. The prologue to 
the Greek translation of Sirach, by the author's grandson, indicates that all three 
parts of the Hebrew canon were available in Greek by the end of the second 
century B.C. (although not necessarily all of the books in the second and third 
part):55 

You are urged therefore to read with good will and attention, and to be 
indulgent in cases where, despite our diligent labor in translating, we may 
seem to have rendered some phrases imperfectly. For what was originally 
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expressed in Hebrew does not have exactly the same sense when translated 
into another language. Not only this work, but even the law itself, the prophe
cies, and the rest of the books differ not a little as originally expressed. 

The process of transmission produced different local texts with variant 
readings. Scholarly activity at Christian centers tried to establish the text. At the 
end of the fourth century A.D. Jerome knew three different recensions (trifaria 
varietas) of the Septuagint: those attributed to Hesychius (Egypt), Lucian (An
tioch), and Origen (Caesarea).56 Origen (early third century) produced the 
greatest piece of textual criticism in the ancient church in compiling his Hexapla, 
parallel columns containing the Hebrew text, a Greek transliteration, and the 
translations of Aquila, Symmachus, the Septuagint, and Theodotion (see pp. 
411-12). The fifth column was the important one, where Origen supplied critical 
notations marking which passages were not represented by the Hebrew and 
where there were omissions from the Hebrew. The Hexapla was too bulky to 
be copied in its entirety, so it is known now only from fragmentary copies and 
quotations. 57 (To add to the confusion in the transmission of the Septuagint 
the fifth column was copied without its critical markings.) 

The work of Paul Anton de Lagarde lies behind the modern critical study 
of the Septuagint. Lagarde sought to reconstruct the threefold form of the 
Septuagint text known to Jerome as the best method of getting back to the text 
of the proto-(original) Septuagint. Lagarde attempted to classify manuscripts 
according to these three families and to establish the form of the text associated 
with each recension, and then by comparing these readings work back to the 
original. But mounting evidence of major revisions of the Septuagint that 
antedate these later Christian recensions have caused scholars to question this 
enterprise. Most important of these revisions are the so-called proto-Lucian 
and Kaige (a kind of proto- or Ur-Theodotion). They reflect pre-Massoretic 
readings of the Hebrew text and indicate that the later translators and revisers 
used readings already in circulation. Some of the variations in Old Testament 
citations by the New Testament, church fathers, and Jewish Hellenistic literature 
may be explained by these early recensions. 

The two major critical editions of the Septuagint in this century have been 
influenced by Lagarde and presuppose an original, uniform Septuagint. The 
two projects are associated with Cambridge, England, and Gottingen, Germany. 
Both are represented by student "handbook" editions and major critical edi
tions. The Cambridge scholars have printed the text of the Septuagint as it is 
known to have existed in one time and place, with variant readings given in the 
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critical apparatus. This has meant printing the text of Codex Vaticanus (B) or 
where it is missing that of one of the other great uncial manuscripts (Alexan
drinus, Sinaiticus). H. B. Swete, Introduction to the Old Testament in Greek, and 
A. E. Brooke, N. McLean, and H. St.-J. Thackeray, The Old Testament in Greek, 
use this method. The Gottingen scholars, continuing directly the work of La
garde but profiting from his mistakes, have printed an eclectic text with variants 
in the apparatus. A. Rahlfs, Lagarde's successor, brought out a manual edition 
based on Vatican us, Sinaiticus, and Alexandrinus, entitled Septuaginta, the most 
widely used student edition. The major Gottingen edition constitutes a more 
extensive examination of manuscripts. The Cambridge project has unfor
tunately been suspended, but the Gottingen project is still proceeding and is 
now the standard work. 

The New Testament professor who advised those of his students who did 
not own a Septuagint to sell their commentaries and buy one had a good point. 
Much of the grammar, vocabulary, and thought-world of the New Testament 
finds its best parallel and illustration in the Septuagint. The distinctive religious 
meaning of many New Testament words (e.g., ekklesia, baptisma, presbyteros, 
psallo, cheirotonia) is to be found not from etymology or classical usage but 
from the adaptations already made by Greek-speaking Jews, as known from the 
Septuagint, Philo, Josephus, the Apocrypha, and the Pseudepigrapha. As the 
first translation of a sacred book into another language, the Septuagint is one 
of the most significant events in all religious history. The putting of Hebrew 
religious ideas into the Greek language was an important transitional step that 
prepared the way for Christian preaching. Moreover, most of the New Testament 
citations of the Old Testament follow the Septuagint.58 The Bible of the early 
church, except for some Jewish believers and a few scholars, was the Greek Old 
Testament. The Septuagint was the most important literary event, perhaps the 
most important single development of any kind in the Hellenistic period, for 
the background of early Christianity. 
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Other Greek Translations 

Aquila made his translation during the Jamnia period and completed it in the 
early second century. 59 It was an official translation supervised by the rabbis 
Joshua ben Hananiah, Eliezer ben Hyrcanus, and Akiba60 for the use of Jews in 
the Greek Diaspora. Aquila was a proselyte to Judaism and came from Pontus; 
some identify him with the Onqelos of the Aramaic Targums. The translation 
may have been designed in part to replace the Septuagint, which had been 
appropriated by Christians. The Jewish-Christian debate over Aquila and 
the Septuagint is already reflected in Justin, Dialogue with Trypho, in the mid
second century. Aquila's work was extremely literal, even word-for-word. It was 
also designed to enable Greek-speaking Jews to follow the rabbinic exegetical 
methods that interpreted every word, even particles. It followed the text of the 
Hebrew Bible, which was being standardized in this period (corresponding to 
what is now called the Massoretic text). 

Symmachus was an excellent Greek stylist. Christian sources state that he 
belonged to the Jewish Christian sect of Ebionites.61 The date of his translation 

59. A. E. Silverstone, Aquila and Onqelos (Manchester, 1931); D. Barthelemy, Les De
vanciers d'Aquila (Leiden, 1963); J. Reider and N. Turner, Prolegomena to a Greek-Hebrew and 
Hebrew-Greek Index to Aquila (Leiden, 1966). 

60. j. Megillah 1.71C; j. Kiddushin 1.59a. 
61. Eusebius, Church History 6.17. 
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is usually put in the early third century, but his position in the Hexapla and 
one statement from Epiphanius62 would put him earlier than Theodotion. 

Theodotion was a Jewish proselyte from Ephesus.63 His version is midway 
between the literalness of Aquila and the stylistic excellence of Symmachus. It 
was produced in the second half of the second century. Theodotion's version 
of Daniel supplanted the Septuagint version in nearly all Christian manuscripts. 
Origen preferred Theodotion's Daniel, and it was shortly after his time that the 
transition occurred. Many readings identified with Theodotion are known from 
the New Testament and other sources earlier than Theodotion. The traditional 
Theodotion, therefore, may have been simply a reviser of an earlier version from 
the late pre-Christian age produced in western Asia Minor. 64 

Alexandrian Canon 

Since the Septuagint manuscripts contain books outside the Hebrew canon of 
the Old Testament (see p. 414 on the Apocrypha), it has been commonly sup
posed that the Jews in Alexandria accepted a wider canon than that of the Jews 
in Palestine. Actually, there is no evidence for an "Alexandrian canon," or for 
any other Jewish canon larger than the traditional one. Philo, the most extensive 
literary representative of Alexandrian Jewry, gives no indication of accepting as 
authoritative any of the books included in the Apocrypha. Moreover, the Sep
tuagint manuscripts and the early Christian lists do not agree on which if any 
books beyond the Hebrew canon are to be accepted. This lack of agreement 
suggests that in Christian circles varying books out of the Jewish heritage were 
found valuable and included in biblical manuscripts and employed in study 
and teaching. They thus passed into the tradition of the church, but it was very 
much later before any authoritative decision was reached in the Christian church 
about these books which lay outside the Hebrew canon. The debates between 
Origen and Julius Africanus over the additions to Daniel65 (p. 420) and between 
Augustine and Jerome over the extent of the canon are indicative of the situa
tion. But there was no Jewish canon other than the one in Hebrew that has 
come down to US.66 

62. De Mens. et Pond. 16-18, but there is an internal contradiction in the passage. 
63. Irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.21.1, and Eusebius, Church History 5.20.6. 
64. Barthelemy (n.59 above) argues for Palestine. 
65. Julius Africanus, Epistle to Origen, and Origen, Epistle to Africanus in Ante-Nicene 

Fathers 4.385-92. 
66. Albert C. Sundberg, The Old Testament of the Early Church (Cambridge, Mass., 

1964); B. F. Westcott, The Bible in the Church (London, 1891; repro Grand Rapids, 1979); Roger 
Beckwith, The Old Testament Canon of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, 1986). See pp. 400, 
505-6. 
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Jewish Literature in Greek: Fragments 

The first literary productions of Greek-speaking Jews after the Septuagint sur
vive only in fragmentary form through quotations made by later writers. Most 
of these were compiled by Alexander Polyhistor (c. 80-35 B.C.), whose book On 
the Jews strung together extracts from various authors concerning the Jews. 
Alexander's work is lost, but many of his quotations are preserved in Eusebius 
of Caesarea's Preparation for the GospeL A few passages are found in other 
writers, especially Josephus and Clement of Alexandria. These fragments show 
that quite early in their contact with Hellenism the Jews were attempting, not 
very successfully at first, to communicate their religion and culture through 
Greek literary conventions. The first Jewish authors in Greek were forerunners 
of the historical work of Josephus and the philosophical work of Philo in the 
first century. They were important for the creation of apologetic material that 
held a central place in Jewish propaganda and then in Christian preaching and 
apologetics. 

The fragmentary Hellenistic Jewish authors were especially active in pro
ducing historical writings.67 These works developed the argument for the su
periority of the Jewish people on the basis of their great antiquity. The Jews had 
introduced alphabetical writing (Eupolemus), and even all important aspects 
of civilization (Artapanus). Some Jewish authors attempted to appropriate 
Greek poetry in order to tell the Jewish story in epic and drama: for example, 
Theodotus (c. 100 B.C.) - a poem On Shechem; Philo (the Elder) the Epic Poet 
(c. 100 B.C.) - On Jerusalem; Ezekiel the Tragic Poet (181-145 B.C.) - The Ex
odus and other dramas.68 They were not too proficient in breathing life into 
Greek hexameters (epic) and iambic trimeters (drama). A few Jewish authors 
went beyond the use of Greek literary forms to a blending of Jewish and Greek 
thought in philosophical writings that employed an allegorical interpretation 
of the Scriptures. The argument for Jewish priority and superiority in history 

67. Note the following: 
Demetrius the Chronographer (c. 215 B.C.) - On the Kings in Judea 
Eupolemus (c. 150 B.C.) - On the Kings in Judea; and Pseudo-Eupolemus, a Samaritan 

of about the same date 
Artapanus (c. 100 B.C.) - On the Jews 
Cleodemus Malchus (c. 100 B.C.) - a history of the Jews (untitled) 
Aristeas (c. 100 B.C.) - On the Jews 
Pseudo-Hecataeus (c. 100 B.C.) - On the Jews and On Abraham 
Thallus (under Tiberius, A.D. 14-37) - a universal history 
Justus of Tiberias (first century A.D.) - Chronicle of the Jewish Kings and History of the 

Jewish War 
Texts, translations, and notes in Carl R. Holladay, Fragments from Hellenistic Jewish 

Authors, vol. 1, Historians (Chico, Calif., 1984). 
68. Texts, translations, and notes in Carl R. Holladay, Fragments from Hellenistic Jewish 

Authors, vol. 2, Poets (Atlanta, 1989). 
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and culture was extended to include the claim that Greeks had learned philos
ophy from Moses.69 

Apocrypha 

The books Protestants call the "Apocrypha" are called by Roman Catholics 
"Deuterocanonical." Those so designated in modern translations are an ar
bitrary selection out of the considerable Jewish literature produced in pre
Christian and early Christian times. They include the seven books (eight if 
Baruch and the Letter of Jeremiah are separated) and the additions to Esther 
and three additions to Daniel (Greek versions) accepted as canonical by the 
Council of Trent (1546), plus 1 Esdras, 2 Esdras (4 Ezra), and the Prayer of 
Manasseh that Catholics treat as an appendix to the Bible.70 The collection thus 
does not correspond even with the Catholic canon, much less with the contents 
of any ancient list or manuscript. The need for "handles" on convenient group
ings within Jewish literature in Hellenistic and Roman times is so great that the 
arbitrary distinction between Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha (terms that could 
apply to books in both classifications with equal appropriateness) will no doubt 
continue (p. 422). 

Although the historical accuracy and moral tone of some of these books 
is doubtful (the value of 1 Maccabees for history and Sirach for moral teaching 
is quite high), their neglect in most Protestant circles is regrettable for the loss 
in perspective this entails for understanding the background of New Testament 
times. Only a few words of introduction to each may be offered here with the 
encouragement that they be read. 

1 Esdras 71 

Greek Ezra is based on material in Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah. It is written 
in much better Greek than the Septuagint translation of those books, which is 
later and is translated from a different recension of the Hebrew text. It relates 
the history from 621 B.C. to Ezra's reading of the law after the return from 
captivity. The only major addition to the Hebrew books is the court tale of three 
youths in the bodyguard of King Darius (3:1-5:6).72 Each young man argued 

69. Aristobulus (181-145 B.C.) - An Explanation of the Mosaic Law. 
70. The Prayer of Manasseh and 4 Ezra are included in the Pseudepigrapha in James H. 

Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (Gatden City, N.Y., 1983, 1985). 
71. Jacob M. Myers, I and II Esdras: Introduction, Translation, and Commentary, Anchor 

Bible (Garden City, N.Y., 1974); R. J. Coggins and M. A. Knibb, The First and Second Books 
of Esdras, Cambridge Bible Commentary (Cambridge, 1979). 

72. F. Zimmermann, "The Story of the Three Guardsmen," IQR 54 (1963/64):179-200 

argues for an Aramaic, non-Jewish original of the story, worked over by the Jewish editor. 
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on behalf of what he considered the strongest thing in the world: the first said 
wine, the second (a good politician) said the king, and the third (Zerubbabel) 
said women. Then Zerubbabel added that "truth prevails over all" and gave a 
further discourse on behalf of truth. The addition by the same speaker is a 
giveaway that the story originally circulated without the "moral" and was in
cluded for its own sake but was given a "religious" conclusion by the addition 
of the words about truth. The outcome was that Zerubbabel was honored by 
the king and given royal assistance to carry out the rebuilding of Jerusalem. 

2 Esdras 73 

Second Esdras is also known as 4 Ezra, because the Latin Vulgate (the Latin 
version alone preserves the entire book) counted Ezra, Nehemiah, 1 Esdras, and 
2 Esdras 3-14 as 1, 2, 3, and 4 Ezra respectively. Some modern scholars designate 
chapters 1-2 as 5 Ezra and 15-16 as 6 Ezra. Fourth Ezra, therefore, properly 
applies only to chapters 3-14 of the present work; 2 Esdras is in more common 
use for the whole work. The Syriac and other eastern versions contain only 
chapters 3-14. The original work (probably in Hebrew or Aramaic), consisting 
of seven visions (chaps. 3-14), was an apocalypse written about A.D. 100. Because 
of its date, it is treated in Catholic Bibles as an appendix to the New Testament 
and thus might more appropriately be placed in the Pseudepigrapha. As the 
same genre of literature (apocalypse) and coming from about the same date, it 
is instructive for comparison with the Christian Book of Revelation. Written in 
terms of Judah's exile to Babylon, the book struggles with theodicy in the face 
of the destruction of Jerusalem thirty years before and the apparent collapse of 
Jewish hopes,74 Its response to those circumstances was quite different from the 
response by the rabbis at Jamnia. Christians added to the Greek version chapters 
1-2 in the late second century and 15-1675 in the third century. The Greek (except 
for fragments) is now lost, but the Latin is a faithful rendering of the Greek. 
The book is notable for its tendency to blame Adam for human sinfulness 
(3:20-26; 4:30; 7:118), its scheme of eschatology (a special curiosity is its messianic 
kingdom of four hundred years preceding the resurrection and judgment -
7:28-29), its vision of the man rising from the sea (called God's son) who delivers 
the world (chap. 13), and the tradition it preserves about the place of Ezra in 
transmitting the Old Testament Scriptures and seventy secret writings reserved 
for the wise (14:22, 42-48). 

73- M. E. Stone, Fourth Ezra: A Commentary on the Book of Fourth Ezra (Minneapolis, 
1990); idem, Features of the Eschatology of IV Ezra (Atlanta, 1990). 

74. A. L. Thompson, Responsibility for Evil in the Theodicy of N Ezra (Missoula, Mont., 
1977). 

75. T. A. Bergren, Fifth Ezra: The Text, Origin, and Early History (Atlanta, 1990). 
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Tobit 76 

This edifying short story has been transmitted in three quite different Greek 
recensions, which poses a considerable problem in textual criticism.77 The 
discovery of Aramaic and Hebrew fragments at Qumran7S confirms a Semitic 
original for the work. It seems to date from the early second century B.C., before 
the Maccabean revolt. 

Tobit is one representative of the piety of Judaism in the dispersion, the 
story being set in the exile of the northern tribes among the Assyrians, but 
maintains a strong national identity (separation from Gentiles) and reverence 
for the temple in Jerusalem. It is particularly notable for its prayers79 and its 
emphasis on burying the dead as the foremost charitable work. Against the-
background of Tobit, the sharp challenge of Jesus, "Let the dead bury their 
dead" (Matt. 8:22; Luke 9:60), takes on added significance: the duty to follow 
him and respond to the message of the kingdom took precedence over the 
highest obligation of contemporary religion. Angels play a prominent role, 
reflecting the more developed angelology of the post-Persian period. One may 
wonder about the morality of the angel who presents himself under false pre
tenses (5:4-12); otherwise there is much sound moral advice. 

The story employs the motifs of "the grateful dead" and "the dangerous 
bride" from folk literature. The pious Tobit sent his son Tobias to collect a 
deposit. On his journey he stayed with a kinsman whose daughter had lost seven 
husbands in the bridal chamber.so Tobias' traveling companion, the angel 
Raphael disguised as a relative, instructed him to burn with incense the liver, 
heart, and gall of a fish that had been caught earlier on the journey, promising 
that the smoke would drive away the demon who had caused the death of the 
previous bridegrooms. (A fish kept without "refrigeration" for a long period of 
time should drive away even demons!) The presence of magic alongside a strict 
observance of the law is notable. Tobias married the girl and accomplished his 
mission. The historical background given the story is quite confused and ob
viously fictitious, used as a vehicle to express moral and religious ideas of great 
interest and importance. 

76. F. Zimmermann, The Book of Tobit, Jewish Apocryphal Literature (New York, 1958); 
C. A. Moore, "Scholarly Issues in the Book of Tobit before Qumran and After: An Assess
ment," Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha 5 (1989):65-81. 

77. J. D. Thomas, "The Greek Text of Tobit," JBL 91 (1972):463-71. 
78. J. T. Milik, "La patrie de Tobie," Revue Biblique 73 (1966):522-30. 
79. N. B. Johnson, Prayer in the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, JBL Monograph Series 

2 (Philadelphia, 1948). 
80. Is this the background for the Sadducees' question in Matt. 22:23ff.? 
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Judith 81 

Judith exists in a Greek translation from Hebrew. There is little firm indication 
of date, but it would fit the period around the middle of the second century 
B.C. It emphasizes patriotic loyalty to the law, which will effect deliverance from 
foreign invaders. The work is historical fiction: Holofernes, the general of the 
Assyrian {sic] king Nebuchadnezzar, was besieging a Jewish town where a beau
tiful and wealthy widow named Judith resided. When the siege became severe, 
Judith undertook a plan to save her people. She was very scrupulous about the 
ritual law, but one may wonder about her regard for the moral law. Judith 
presented herself to Holofernes and by her intelligence and beauty won his 
favor. She was provided with quarters and given permission each night to go 
outside the armies' lines to a stream to perform her ritual ablutions and to pray, 
so her going and coming evoked no notice from the troops. One night after 
Holofernes was overcome with wine, she cut off his head, hid it in a bag, and 
returned to the city. The head of Holofernes was hung on the city wall, and at 
the sight of it the next morning the besieging army fled. 

Additions to Esther 82 

The colophon to the Greek text of Esther gives a date of 114 B.C. for the Greek 
translation, but this does not necessarily guarantee that all the additions were 
made at this time. The Septuagint Esther contains six pieces not found in the 
Hebrew, mainly official decrees and prayers. The latter give expression to Jewish 
religion, and in general the additions amply supply the name of God, which 
was so conspicuously absent from the Hebrew book. Some of the additions may 
have originated in a Semitic language. 

Wisdom of Solomon 83 

The Wisdom of Solomon was written in Greek, probably by an Alexandrian 
Jew about 50 B.C. or thereafter. It is one of the most important works in the 
Apocrypha, both as representing an early effort to reconcile Hellenistic philos
ophy to the Hebrew Wisdom tradition and as incorporating ideas important 
for the background of the New Testament (ideas with which [and likely the 
book itself] Paul was familiar). 

81. Morton S. Enslin and Solomon Zeitlin, The Book of Judith (Leiden, 1972); Toni 
Craven, Artistry and Faith in the Book of Judith (Chico, Calif., 1983); J. C. VanderKam, ed., 
"No One Spoke III of Her": Essays on Judith (Atlanta, 1992). 

82. Carey A. Moore, Daniel, Esther, and Jeremiah: The Additions, Anchor Bible (Garden 
City, N.Y., 1977). 

83. J. M. Reese, Hellenistic Influence on the Book of Wisdom and its Consequences (Rome, 
1970); David Winston, The Wisdom of Solomon, Anchor Bible (Garden City, N.Y., 1979). 
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Addressed to the "rulers of the earth" and "kings," the book calls for 
justice and praises wisdom. Wisdom is seen as the guiding force in Israel's 
history. It was present (9:9) when God created the universe by his spoken word 
out of formless matter (11:17). As his imperishable breath continues in all that 
lives (12:1), so Wisdom is preexistent (7:26) and permeates the universe (7:24; 
c£ the divine reason or breath in Stoicism). Wisdom, however, is not hyposta
tized, although Christians reading the book with their understanding of Christ 
as preexistent Wisdom found much to support their Christo logy in the book, 
which became very popular among Christians especially in Alexandria. Wisdom 
brings immortality of the soul (8:!7); not Plato's doctrine of a natural immor
tality but an immortality based on the eternal nature and moral character of 
God (2:23; 3=1ff.; 15:3). The denunciation of the folly of idolatry and its moral 
consequences (13-14) has similarities with Romans 1. Philosophical views are 
reflected in the explanation that idolatry originated either in regarding the 
elements and stars as gods or in affection for the deceased and devotion to a 
distant king. The author considers the Egyptian worship of animals as the lowest 
form of religion. Typically Jewish is the claim that idolatry is the root of 
immorality (14:12, 27). The four cardinal virtues of Hellenistic philosophy are 
said to be Wisdom's teaching and of greatest value in life (8:7). 

Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) 84 

"The Wisdom of Jesus the Son of Sirach" (Greek title) or "Ecclesiasticus" (Latin 
title) is now usually cited simply as Sirach or the Wisdom of Sirach. Joshua 
(Jesus) ben Sira (his Hebrew name) wrote the work in Hebrew between 190 and 
175 B.C. According to the Prologue (pp. 408-9), his grandson went to Egypt in 
132 B.C. and there translated the work into Greek. Ben Sira was a teacher and 
scholar in Jerusalem, and his work invites students to study under him. His 
book is a worthy continuation of the Wisdom literature of the Old Testament. 
About two-thirds of the work is represented in medieval Hebrew manuscripts 
and most of chapters 39-43 is contained in a scroll discovered at Masada.85 The 
Hebrew manuscripts represent two different recensions; the main Greek manu
scripts follow the shorter. 

Sirach continued the conservative religious views of the Old Testament 
but was aware of and tried to meet the challenges of Hellenism. His book 
employs Hellenistic motifs to promote the traditional piety and wisdom of 
Judaism. He uses Torah (law) ordinarily with reference to the Pentateuch. The 
law is identified with Wisdom and is eternal. "If you desire wisdom, keep the 

84. J. G. Snaith, Ecclesiasticus, Cambridge Bible Commentary (Cambridge, 1974); 
Jack T. Sanders, Ben Sira and Demotic Wisdom (Chico, Calif., 1983); P. W. Skehan and A. A. 
Dilella, The Wisdom of Ben Sira, Anchor Bible (New York, 1987). 

85. Y. Yadin, The Ben Sira Scroll from Masada (Jerusalem, 1965). 
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commandments, and the Lord will supply it for you" (1:26; cf. 1:9-10; 19:20). 
Wisdom has three aspects: secular, moral, and religious. The author includes 
such traditional Wisdom themes as relations to various classes of people 
(parents, children, women, wives, slaves, friends, the poor), use of the tongue, 
money, food and wine, and the dignity of work. Motives for obedience range 
from self-interest to obedience for its own sake. Reward and retribution are in 
this life; there is no developed concept of the afterlife. Sirach strongly emphasizes 
freedom of the will. He recognized in human beings an evil impulse, a yezer, to 
sin. God created it, since God is Creator of everything, but human beings are 
free and are not enslaved to the impulse. Moral conduct and prayer are the 
essence of religion; nevertheless, Sirach was interested in the priesthood, sacri
fice, and the temple service. His special section in "Praise of the Fathers" in 
chapters 43-50 concludes with a eulogy on the high priest Simon II, who is 
perhaps the same as Simon the Just of rabbinic tradition. 

Baruch 86 

Baruch purports to have been written during the Babylonian captivity by 
Baruch, the secretary of Jeremiah, and sent to Jerusalem to be read on feast days 
as a confession of sins. The book is a composite work: 1:1-3:8 is in prose and 
comprises an elaborate introduction confused in its history and little related to 
the author's message (1:1-14), and a confession of sin (1:15-3:8); 3:9-4:4 is a poetic 
piece in praise of Wisdom (similar to Job 28); and 4:5-5:9 is a poetic piece of 
comfort. The parts may come from different periods but the general opinion 
is that they date between 150 and 60 B.C. 

Letter of Jeremiah 

The Letter of Jeremiah in some Greek and Syriac manuscripts and in the Latin 
version is attached to Baruch and so is sometimes treated as chapter 6 of that 
book. It was, however, a separate work in the oldest Greek manuscripts. The 
original language was Hebrew (or Aramaic). The letter purports to have been 
sent by Jeremiah in 597 B.C. to those Jews going into Babylonian captivity; it 
actually seems to date from the Hellenistic period, before 100 B.C. It is a denun
ciation of Babylonian idolatry, identifying the image with the god. The author 
shows little real knowledge of Babylonian religion, and follows the stock Jewish 
apologetic against paganism as this was applied to Greek idolatry. Jeremiah 10:11 
provided the text. The theme, "From this you know that they are not gods," is 
repeated nine times. 

86. Carey A. Moore, "Toward the Dating of the Book of Baruch," CBQ 36 (1974h12-20j 
Emanuel Tov, ed. and trans., The Book of Baruch also called I Baruch (Greek and Hebrew) 
(Missoula, Mont., 1975). 



42 0 BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

Additions to Daniel 

Prayer of Azariah and Song of the Three Young Men. Both the Septuagint and 
Theodotion insert this material between 3:23 and 24 of the Hebrew text of 
Daniel. The prayer (vv. 3-22) and the song (vv. 29-68) are poetry, preceded by 
brief prose introductions. The Prayer of Azariah suggests that prayer replaces 
sacrifice for those deprived of a place for sacrifice. The song calls upon all 
creation to praise God. The author was influenced by Psalms 136 and 148 and 
may have written first for a liturgical context. This and the other Greek additions 
to Daniel have been dated about 100 B.C., as a round figure, but there is actually 
very little to go on in determining their date. 

Susanna. The story of Susanna is one of the most familiar from the Apocry
pha and was popular among early Christians. The Septuagint and the Vulgate 
placed it after chapter 12 of the Hebrew Daniel as a thirteenth chapter, but 
Theodotion placed it at the beginning of Daniel as an introduction to the book. 

Susanna is a marvelously told short story about the beautiful and pious 
wife of the wealthy Joakint. Two elders who frequently came to the house 
developed a passion for her. She refused their advances, however, and in reprisal 
they claimed to have caught her in adultery with a young man. She was con
demned to death, but Daniel came forward and cross-examined the two elders 
separately. He was able to convict them of perjury, and they were killed instead 
of the virtuous Susanna. 

Bel and the Dragon. These two tales were designed to ridicule idolatry in 
contrast to the worship of the living God. In the first, the king claimed that the 
image of the Babylonian god Bel ate the huge amounts of food and drink set 
out as offerings to the god each day. Daniel placed ashes in the temple in order 
to reveal the footprints of the priests who came during the night to take the 
food. In the other story, Daniel destroyed a great serpent that was an object of 
worship by putting lumps of pitch, fat, and hair in its mouth. For punishment, 
he was placed in the lions' den. An angel of the Lord took the prophet Habakkuk 
by the hair and carried him to Babylon so he could take food to Daniel, who 
remained unharmed by the lions. 

Prayer of Manasseh 

The Prayer of Manasseh is justly famous as one of the finest pieces in this 
literature. It is a penitential prayer supplying what 2 Chronicles 33=11-13 (cf. 
18-19) refers to but does not include. The earliest use is the Christian Didascalia 
7 [2.22] (Syriac, mid-third century A.D.), which incorporates it. Septuagint 
manuscripts beginning with Codex Alexandrianus included it in the collection 
of biblical odes appended to the Book of Psalms. It has been dated as early as 
250 B.C., but again there is little indication of date in the contents. Since it is 
not included in the Catholic canon, it can be included in the Pseudepigrapha. 
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1 Maccabees 87 

First Maccabees was originally composed in Hebrew around 100 B.C.,88 and the 
Greek translation in which the work survives probably followed shortly there
after. The author was a Jew living in Jerusalem who supported the Hasmoneans. 
He tells the history from the accession of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, 175 B.C., to 
the death of Simon, 135 B.C. The author gives a straightforward, if patriotic, 
account of the careers of the three Hasmonean brothers - Judas, Jonathan, 
and Simon. His chief bias is national achievement. There is good reason why 
all of the secondary accounts of the Maccabean period sound very similar: ever 
since Josephus they have relied on 1 Maccabees as their principal source. There 
is nothing of the miraculous in the narrative, but the author dearly sees the 
providence of God in the victories of his people. The author recognized the 
cessation of prophecy in his time. 

2 Maccabees 89 

Jason of Cyrene wrote a five-volume history of the Maccabean revolt in Greek 
about 100 B.C. A Jewish historian well schooled in Hellenistic rhetoric, Jason 
nonetheless adhered to the law and held to the viewpoint of his countrymen 
in Palestine. His history survives only through the epitome known as 2 Mac
cabees. The epitomist, besides abbreviating Jason's work, added chapters 1-2, 

15:37-39, and a few comments throughout the work. This popular summary of 
Jason's work covers the history from about 176 B.C. to 161 B.C. 

The work is independent of 1 Maccabees and varies in content, sequence, 
and details from the latter. On most matters historians have preferred 1 Mac
cabees, but allowing for some misunderstandings and displacement of material, 
2 Maccabees is a useful source. The differing outlooks of the two books may be 
compared on several points. First Maccabees extols patriotism and the national 
power; 2 Maccabees expects a celestial reward for pious martyrs. In 1 Maccabees 
the Jews suffered persecution because of the wickedness of the heathen; in 
2 Maccabees it is because of their own sins. First Maccabees talks about the 
achievements of the Hasmoneans; 2 Maccabees makes much of God's care for 
the temple and his people. First Maccabees has nothing of God's direct inter
vention; in 2 Maccabees there are supernatural manifestations. 

As can be expected from the foregoing, 2 Maccabees is more interested in 

87. J. C. Dancy, A Commentary on I Maccabees (Oxford, 1954); J. A. Goldstein, I Mac
cabees: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, Anchor Bible (Garden City, 
N.Y., 1974). 

88. S. Schwarz, "Israel and the Nations Roundabout: 1 Maccabees and the Hasmonean 
Expansion," "S 42 (1991):16-38, says it should be dated 130 B.C. 

89. Robert Doran, Temple Propaganda: The Purpose and Character of 2 Maccabees 
(Washington, 1981); J. A. Goldstein, II Maccabees: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, Anchor Bible (Garden City, N.Y., 1983). 
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theology than 1 Maccabees, and it makes some significant statements for the 
history of theology. The book contains the fIrst explicit statement of creation 
ex nihilo (7:28). It is the only book in the Apocrypha to teach the resurrection 
of the flesh (12:43-45). It recounts intercession made for the dead (ibid.), but it 
should be noted that nothing is said about purgatory and the context is that of 
the Old Testament doctrine of atonement and has only a remote connection 
with the Reformation controversies that made the Apocrypha a battleground 
because of this passage. 
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Pseudepigrapha 

Since Roman Catholics use "Deuterocanonical" for the books Protestants call 
the Apocrypha, they call "Apocrypha" what Protestants have called Pseud
epigrapha. Actually both terms are arbitrary: there is much "hidden" about the 
Pseudepigrapha, and some writings in the Apocrypha are pseudepigraphical. 
Although Jude quotes from 1 Enoch and apparently the Assumption of Moses 
and some of the Pseudepigrapha enjoyed a certain measure of authority in 
limited circles, none of these books seems ever to have been a serious contender 
for canonical status. That is the main reason for leaving them in a separate 
category. 

The Pseudepigrapha has been a catchall for the Jewish literature that did 
not fall in some other category. Many types of literature are represented: Wis
dom (4 Maccabees), edifying expansion of Hebrew Scriptures (Jubilees, Martyr
dom of Isaiah), apocalypses proper (1 and 2 Enoch, 2 Baruch), testaments 
(Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, Testament of Job; the Testament of 
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Abraham is a narrative and not a testament), prayers and psalms (Psalms of 
Solomon, Prayer of Joseph), and others. 

A comprehensive listing of the "Extrabiblical Books" is found in Charles
worth (see bibliography, p. 435). A few introductory words will be said here 
about some of the better-known books in this classification and those with the 
greatest relevance for the backgrounds of early Christianity. 

3 Maccabees 90 

There is general agreement that 3 Maccabees was written in Greek in Egypt, 
probably in the first century B.C. Third Maccabees is pseudo-history. Its alternate 
title, Ptolemaica, would be more appropriate, forit is set in the reign of Ptolemy 
Philopator after he defeated Antiochus III at Raphia in 217 B.C. Ptolemy desired 
to enter the holy place of the temple at Jerusalem, but God prevented him by 
striking him down with convulsions and paralysis. When the king returned to 
Egypt, he instigated a persecution of the Jews. They were assembled in the 
hippodrome, where a herd of elephants who had been maddened with drugs 
was to be turned loose. But God frustrated the king's plans several times, and 
then in response to the prayer of the righteous Eleazar two angels appeared and 
turned the elephants back upon the Egyptian troops. The king's mind was 
changed, and he gave the Jews a banquet and other honors and allowed them 
to kill apostates from the law. 

4 Maccabees 91 

Fourth Maccabees is usually dated in the first century A.D. and placed in Alex
andria, but good arguments can be made for Syrian Antioch. Fourth Maccabees 
is a discourse in Greek on the theme "Whether the Inspired Reason is Supreme 
Ruler over the Passions." Although the author introduces his work as a philo
sophical diatribe, from 3:19 on the closest rhetorical parallels are to the en
comium on those who died in the service of the state. 

The Jewish author has drawn heavily on Greek philosophy, especially 
Stoicism, for his theme and many of his ideas. He employs the four cardinal 
virtues the Stoics took from Plato: prudence, justice, courage, and temperance 
(1:18). Preeminence is given to prudence or self-control as the means through 
which the reason masters (but does not extirpate) the passions (3:5). The author 
speaks of the immortality of the soul instead of a resurrection (18:23; cf. 17:12; 

90. M. Hadas, The Third and Fourth Books of Maccabees, Jewish Apocryphal Literature 
(New York, 1953). 
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Vigiliae Christianae 28 (1974):97-113; S. K. Williams, Jesus' Death as Saving Event: The Back
ground and Origin of a Concept (Missoula, Mont., 1975). 
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14:5f.). The standpoint, however, remains that of a Jew loyal to the law of Moses 
(there is none of Philo's allegorizing). God gave the law to guide the reason 
(2:23). The Greek ideal of virtue is attainable only by Judaism. 

The author refers to Old Testament heroes Joseph, Moses, and David as 
examples of the reason ruling the passions. But his principal examples (5:1-17:6) 
are Eleazar and the seven young men and their mother whose steadfastness to 
death was told in 2 Maccabees 6:18-7:42. The death of the martyrs is seen as a 
ransom for the nation's sins (17:22). Fourth Maccabees had its principal circu
lation in Christianity and influenced Christian ideas of martyrdom. 

Epistle of Aristeas 92 

The Epistle of Aristeas purports to be an account by an official in the court of 
Ptolemy II Philadelphus to Philocrates. The actual date is disputed, but most 
scholars put it at least a century later, sometime in the second century B.C. 

Aristeas gives an account of his embassy to Eleazar, high priest of the Jews, to 
secure the service of elders and scholars to make a translation of the Hebrew 
law into Greek and of the things he learned about the Jews. The framework of 
the account is the request from the chief librarian to have a translation of the 
Hebrew Scriptures in the library at Alexandria, the king's provisions for this 
enterprise, the work of the seventy-two translators (six from each tribe) who 
completed the task in seventy-two days, and the acceptance of the translation 
by the Jewish people and Ptolemy. The association of the letter with the Sep
tuagint has meant that about two dozen manuscripts survive in Greek. 

The story of the translation, however, actually occupies only a small part 
of the whole. Also included are an account of the release of the Jewish prisoners 
who had been deported to Egypt by Ptolemy I, a description of Judea and 
Jerusalem, an explanation of some features of the law (i.e., a moral interpreta
tion of the food laws) by the high priest Eleazar, and (the longest section) the 
table conversations of Ptolemy II with the Jewish translators in which the king 
asked each man a question about kingship, philosophy, or the good life. The 
letter thus is an important source for Jewish propaganda in the Diaspora from 
circles open to accommodation to Hellenistic ideas. The whole work serves not 
only to commend the Septuagint as an official translation but also to commend 
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Testamentum 13 (1963):357-79; A. F. J. Klijn, "The Letter of Aristeas and the Greek Translation 
of the Pentateuch in Egypt," NTS 11 (1964/65):154-58; S. Jellicoe, "The Occasion and Purpose 
of the Letter of Aristeas: A Re-Examination," NTS 12 (1965/66):144-50; George Howard, "The 
Letter of Aristeas and Diaspora Judaism," ITS N.S. 22 (1971):337-48. 
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more liberal Hellenistic Judaism: either to inquiring pagans or to more conser
vative countrymen. 

Jubilees 93 

The Book of Jubilees was apparently written around the mid-second century 
B.C. The text survives in entirety only in Ethiopic translation, but the discovery 
at Qumran of fragments from nine or ten manuscripts of the work confirm 
that the original language was Hebrew. Although R. H. Charles with the limited 
information available in his time postulated that the author was a Pharisee, a 
priest, and an upholder of the Maccabean priesthood (a strange combination), 
the popularity of the work at Qumran shows that it was at least acceptable to 
the Essenes, and the large number of parallels to other documents from Qumran 
suggest that the author was an Essene or a representative of the type of piety 
out of which that movement developed. Prominent among these similarities is 
the polemic on behalf of a solar calendar of 364 days a year in which the feasts 
would fall on the same day of the week each year. 

Jubilees is a rewriting of history from creation to the giving of the law on 
Sinai. The book is presented as a revelation from an "angel of the presence" to 
Moses while he was on the mount, and the mediation of angels is prominent 
throughout. The history is dated by Jubilee periods (forty-nine years) and weeks 
of years (or Sabbath years, i.e., seven years). The book emphasizes the absolute 
supremacy of the law. It traces the origin of various ordinances to incidents in 
the lives of the patriarchs. Even the angels observe the Sabbath, but it is said to 
have been given to Israel alone among the nations. The sins most frequently 
and strongly opposed are fornication, idolatry, and eating blood (cf. Acts 15:20, 

29). Angels who sinned are led down to a place of punishment and imprison
ment (as in Jude 6; cf. 1 Pet. 3:19). 

1 Enoch 94 

First Enoch is a composite work with a most complicated history. The present 
work, extant in its entirety only in Ethiopic, is composed of five parts: (1) The 

93. The standard critical text and translation is J. c. VanderKam, The Book of Jubilees, 
2 vols., CSCO 510-11 (Louvain, 1989). For studies see 1. Finkelstein, "The Book of Jubilees 
and the Rabbinic Halaka," HTR 16 (1923):39-61; E. Wiesenberg, "The Jubilee of Jubilees," RQ 
J:l (1961):3-40; G. 1. Davenport, The Eschatology of the Book of Jubilees (Leiden, 1971); J. C. 
VanderKam, Textual and Historical Studies in the Book of Jubilees (Missoula, Mont., 1977); 
John C. Endres, Biblical Interpretation in the Book of Jubilees (Washington, 1987). 

94. M. Black, ed., Apocalypsis Henochi Graece (Leiden, 1970); J. T. Milik, The Books of 
Enoch: Aramaic Fragments of Qumran Cave 4 (Oxford, 1976); review by E. Ullendorff and 
M. Knibb in Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 40 (1977) :601-2; also reviewed 
in JTS 29 (1978):517-30; M. A. Knibb and E. Ullendorff, The Ethiopic Book of Enoch: A New 
Edition in the Light of the Aramaic Dead Sea Fragments, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1978); M. Black, "The 
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Parable of Enoch (1-36) - introductory visions and parables of Enoch, including 
his journeys through the heavens, underworld, and earth, perhaps third century 
B.C.; (2) Book of the Similitudes (37-71) - of uncertain date, perhaps first century 
B.C. or A.D.;95 (3) Book of Heavenly Luminaries (72-82) - an astronomical 
treatise in support of the solar year of 364 days, third century B.C at the latest; (4) 
Dream Visions (83-90) - in which Enoch relates to his son Methuselah in 
symbolic form the history from antediluvian times to the founding of the messi
anic kingdom in Maccabean times, c. 166-161 B.C.; (5) The Two Ways of the 
Righteous and the Sinner (91-107) - Enoch's admonitions to his children, begin
ning of the first century B.C., if not earlier, followed by a Conclusion (108). 

The contents are actually much more complex than this outline; the final 
editor apparently rearranged and combined material from several sources in all 
of the sections except possibly the fourth. R. H. Charles identified in the first 
section before the journeys of Enoch (17-36) a parable on the future condition 
of the wicked and the righteous (1-5), a fragment from a Noah book (6-11), 
and an announcement of doom to the fallen angels (12-16). And he found in 
the fifth section in addition to the admonitions giving blessings upon the 
righteous and pronouncing woes upon sinners an Apocalypse of Weeks (93; 
91:11-19) from pre-Maccabaean times, and another fragment of the book of 
Noah (106-7). J. T. Milik has argued that the original five parts were as follows: 
(1) Book of Watchers (1-36); (2) Book of Giants; (3) Astronomical Book of 
Luminaries (72-82, but the Ethiopic has lost a long part of the original Aramaic 
work); (4) Book of Dreams (83-90); and (5) Epistle of Enoch (91-107). There 
were later incorporated in part one the Visions of Enoch (6-19) and part of the 
Book of Giants, when the position of the latter was replaced in the Christian 
era by the Book of Similitudes. 

Eschatology of the Similitudes of Enoch," JTS N.S. 3 (1952):1-10; J. P. Thorndike, "The Apoc
alypse of Weeks and the Qumran Sect," RQ 3:1 (1961):163-84; S. Aalen, "St. Luke's Gospel and 
the Last Chapters of I Enoch," NTS 13 (1967):1-13; J. T. Milik, "Problemes de la Litterature 
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Jonas C. Greenfield and Michael E. Stone, "The Enochic Pentateuch and the Date of the 
Similitudes," HTR 70 (1977) :51-65; M. A. Knibb, "The Date of the Parables of Enoch: A Critical 
Review" and C. 1. Mearns, "Dating the Similitudes of Enoch," NTS 25 (1979):345-69; D. W. 
Suter, Tradition and Composition in the Parables of Enoch (Missoula, Mont., 1979); G. W. E. 
Nickelsburg, "The Book of Enoch in Recent Research," Religious Studies Review 7 (1981):210-
17; J. c. VanderKam, Enoch and the Growth of an Apocalyptic Tradition (Washington, 1984); 
M. Black, The Book of Enoch or I Enoch: A New English Edition with Commentary and Textual 
Notes (Leiden, 1985); Margaret Barker, The Lost Prophet: The Book of Enoch and Its Influence 
on Christianity (Nashville, 1989); M. Black, "A Bibliography on 1 Enoch in the Eighties," 
Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha 5 (1989):3-16. 

95. The absence of the "Similitudes" from the Dead Sea Scrolls and the similarities of 
this section to the New Testament (e.g., the "Son of Man" passages) have led some scholars 
to argue that it is Christian in origin (Milik dates it as late as the third century); but most 
scholars are convinced that the "Similitudes" are Jewish and pre-70 in date. 
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Fragments of eleven Aramaic manuscripts containing parts of four of the 
sections of the Ethiopic book (missing is the Similitudes) have been found at 
Qumran; one of these (from the Book of Heavenly Luminaries) was copied 
about 200 B.C. The original language may have been Hebrew or Aramaic, or (as 
Daniel) a combination of the two. Also existing are fragments of the Greek. The 
work was not only popular at Qumran, exhibiting definite similarities with the 
Essene calendar and angelology, but was used in early Christianity (Jude 14-15 
quotes 1 Enoch 1:9, and Tertullian considered the work inspired Scripture
see On the Apparel of Women 1.3; cf. On Idolatry 4 - although he recognized 
that others did not accept it). 

The Similitudes offer some of the most interesting material in 1 Enoch 
for the study of the New Testament, especially the Gospels. The titles "Son of 
man," "Elect One," and "the Anointed" appear to be used almost interchange
ably. Associated with this figure are his people, spoken of as elect ones, holy 
ones, and righteous ones. The usual name for God is Lord of Spirits. The four 
angels of the presence are Michael, Gabriel, Raphael, and Phanuel. The resur
rection is taught in chapter 51. 

The different sources in 1 Enoch have not been harmonized into a con
sistent eschatology. Noteworthy is the description in chapter 22 of Sheol with 
its four divisions - one for the righteous and three for different classes of 
sinners. The demonology of 1 Enoch is similar to that of Jubilees and provides 
part of the background for the New Testament view of angels and demons. The 
angels who kept not their first estate (cf. Jude 6; 2 Pet. 2:4 for the phrase, if not 
the incident) are watchers who fell from lusting after the daughters of men and 
have been imprisoned in darkness (1 Enoch 6-16). Demons are disembodied 
spirits of the giants; they work moral ruin until the final judgment (1 Enoch 
16). Satan is the ruler of the kingdom of evil, but he is subject to the "Lord of 
Spir!ts." The functions of the Satans are tempting to evil (69:4-6), accusing the 
fallen (40:7), and punishing the condemned (53:3; 56:1). In the first part of the 
work the origin of evil is traced to the fallen angels, but in the last part man is 
himself the source of moral evil (98:4-5). 

2 Enoch 96 

Second Enoch is also called the Book of the Secrets of Enoch or Slavonic Enoch, 
because the book survives only in longer and shorter Slavonic recensions, trans
lated from a Greek original. The place and date of composition cannot be 
determined. 

96. K. Lake, "The Date of the Slavonic Enoch," HTR 16 (1923):397-98; A. Rubenstein, 
"Observations on the Slavonic Book of Henoch," llS 13 (1962):1-21; S. Pines, "Eschatology 
and the Concept of Time in the Slavonic Book of Enoch," Types of Redemption, Supplement 
to Numen 18 (Leiden, 1970). 
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According to the work, an elaboration on Genesis 5:21-32, Enoch was led 
through the ten heavens - the tenth being the throne of God. God gave Enoch 
an account of creation. The fall of Eve is given a sexual interpretation, for it is 
said that the Devil seduced her. History corresponds to creation: the world will 
last for seven thousand years and there will follow an eighth eternal period in 
which there will be no counting of time. Enoch returned to earth to give his 
children final instructions. These include certain close parallels to the teachings 
of Jesus: judgment on those who revile, are angry with, or spit on a person 
(44:1-3; cf. Matt. 5:22); God's demand of pure hearts, with outward sacrifice only 
to test the heart (45:3; cf. Matt. 12:7; 23:23); swearing with "yes, yes" and "no, 
no" (49:1; cf. Matt. 5:34-35); feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, etc. (51:1; 

63:1; 9:1; c£ Matt. 25:34). 

Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs 97 

The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs is the principal representative of the 
literary genre of testament, the formal setting in which an ancient worthy on 
his deathbed bequeathed a spiritual message to his descendants. Two major 
concerns of testamentary literature are ethical paraenesis and apocalyptic fore
casts of the future. (New Testament examples of testaments are John 13-17, Acts 
20,2 Timothy, and 2 Peter). This work purports to be the last words of each of 
the twelve sons of Jacob as they gathered their own families about them, each 
in turn, before their death. It survives in several Greek manuscripts containing 
Christian passages; therefore it has been claimed as a Christian work incor
porating Jewish traditions (and so is translated in the Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vol. 
VIII, pp. 9-38). The case for the alternative hypothesis that this was a basically 
Jewish work to which Christian scribes made interpolations has been strength
ened by the discovery of Aramaic fragments of a Testament of Levi in Caves 1 

and 4 at Qumran and a Hebrew fragment of a Testament of Naphtali in Cave 

97. M. de Jonge, Testamentum XII Patriarchum (2d ed.; Leiden, 1970); M. de Jonge, et 
al., The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs: A Critical Edition of the Greek Text (Leiden, 1978); 
G. R. Beasley-Murray, "The Two Messiahs in the Testaments of the 12 Patriarchs," ITS 48 
(1947):1-12; C. Burchard, J. Jervell, and J. Thomas, Studien zu den Testamenten der Zwoif 
Patriarchen (Berlin, 1969); Jiirgen Becker, Untersuchungen zur Entstehungsgeschichte der Testa
mente der Zwoif Patriarchen (Leiden, 1970); M. de Jonge, Studies on the Testaments of the 
Twelve Patriarchs: Text and Interpretation (Leiden, 1975); G. W. E. Nickelsburg, Jr., ed., Studies 
in the Testament of Joseph (Missoula, Mont., 1975); H. Dixon Slingerland, The Testaments of 
the Twelve Patriarchs: A Critical History of Research (Missoula, Mont., 1977); J. H. Charles
worth, "Reflections on the SNTS Pseudepigrapha Seminar at Duke on the Testaments of the 
Twelve Patriarchs," NTS 23 (1977):296-304; M. de Jonge, "The Main Issues in the Study of 
the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs," NTS 26 (1980):508-24; H. W. Hollander and 
M. de Jonge, The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs: A Commentary (Leiden, 1985); 
M. de Jonge, "The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs: Central Problems and Essential 
Viewpoints," ANRW II, Principat, 20.1 (Berlin and New York, 1986), 359-420. 
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4. These fragments do not prove the case for a Jewish original, since they are 
not identical with the Greek testaments; but their discovery opens up a new 
perspective on the study of the transmission and compilation of this literature. 
There evidently were several stages of rewriting and borrowing, and the process 
requires much more study. It is safe to say that there was a Jewish original and 
that the present form is Christian, but what lies in between is not clear. There 
is a consensus that the clearly Christian elements belong to the second century, 
but there is no general agreement on the Jewish stages of the work. 

The testaments of Levi and Naphtali, the ones for which fragments have 
been found at Qumran, do not follow the same pattern as the rest. Most of the 
testaments follow the form of a narrative section about an event in the patriarch's 
life (especially as related to Joseph), an ethical admonition based on a key word 
from the narrative, and an account of eschatological blessings and curses. The 
Testament of Reuben warns against fornication, a sin with which the testaments 
show considerable preoccupation. The Testament of Simeon warns against envy. 
The Testament of Judah has a longer historical narrative, stressing the prowess of 
Judah (perhaps to justify his military leadership as the royal tribe), but the ethical 
section warns against the dangers of wine, fornication, and the love of money. The 
Testament of Issachar commends the virtue of singleness of heart (integrity), the 
Testament of Zebulun the quality of mercy. The Testament of Dan warns against 
lying and anger, that of Gad against hatred. Asher presents his ethical teaching in 
terms of "two ways [of good and evil] and two inclinations" (1:3; cf. Didache and 
Barnabas). The testaments of Joseph and Benjamin are less focused on one key 
idea but continue the exaltation of Joseph as the pious Jew who keeps the law and 
obeys God at all times.98 The Testament of Joseph is compiled from two sources: 
3:1-9:5 recounts Joseph's avoidance of the temptations of Potiphar's wife, com
mending his chastity and piety; 11:2-16:6 is a narrative about Joseph's early life with 
a commendation of the patient love that does good to those who wish you evil 
and hides the faults of others.99 In its present form it teaches that God exalts those 
with endurance, humility, and fear of God. The Testament of Benjamin says to 
"fear the Lord and love your neighbor" (3:3). The teachings of the testaments 
about love for God and neighbor, forgiveness, and universalism provide close 
parallels to the New Testament. 

Several testaments in the pseudepigraphalliterature commonly emphasize 
a foretelling of future history,100 an element in the Testament of Levi (third in 

98. Harm W. Hollander, loseph as an Ethical Model in the Testaments of the Twelve 
Patriarchs (Leiden, 1981). 

99. H. Dixon Slingerland, "The Testament of Joseph: A Redaction-Critical Study," IBL 
96 (1977):507-16. Others begin and end the two sections at different places. If the second story 
was the original form of the Testament of Joseph, it would be brought into close conformity 
with the other testaments. 

100. A. B. Kolenkow, "The Genre Testament and Its Use for Forecast of the Future in 
Hellenistic Judaism," lSI 6 (1975):57-71. 
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the group) and the Testament of Naphtali (eighth), which include dreams that 
prefigured the future. The Testament of Joseph is one of the longest, and the 
way the other testaments take the relationship to Joseph as the point of depar
ture would argue that it was the nucleus, or part of the nucleus, around which 
the collection grew. On the other hand, there is a unifying thread of exhortations 
to the families to follow Levi and Judah. Normally, it is stressed that the priest
hood was given to Levi and the kingship to Judah (Simeon 7:1-2; Issachar 5:7; 
Naphtali 5:3; 8:1; Joseph 19:11; Benjamin 11:2). Since the former was valued more 
highly (Judah 21:2), Levi is given preeminence, which in some places extends to 
giving him the kingship as well (Reuben 6:7, 11-12; cf. Levi 8:4-5). 

The ideological associations of the testaments show further the complex
ity of this work and add to the difficulty of tracing its history. Some passages 
seem to support the Maccabean ideology, as in the promise of sovereignty as 
well as priesthood to Levi. On the other hand, there are even more points of 
contact with the thought-world at Qumran. The assigning of the kingship to 
Judah and the priesthood to Levi corresponds to the two messiahs at Qumran. 
The doctrine of the "two spirits in man" (Judah 20; cf. Asher 1) and the role 
of Beliar (cf. 2 Cor. 6:15, Belial) are particularly close contacts. There are also 
frequent references in the testaments to the Enoch literature. Although some 
of the ethical teaching may have received Christian glosses, the principal signal 
of a Christian hand is doctrinal assertions relative to Christ. The messianic
apocalyptic sections present us with the Christ of the Gospels. 

Testament of Job 101 

The Testament of Job is of uncertain date and provenance, perhaps about the 
beginning of the Christian era in Egypt. It praises the virtue of patience as 
superior to everything (27:7). The prominence of women, mystical tendencies, 
references to the language of angels, and information on burial practices have 
drawn the attention of modern scholars. 

Assumption of Moses 102 

The work which goes under the name Assumption of Moses is primarily the 
Testament of Moses; most of the Assumption proper is missing at the end. The 
work survives only in a sixth-century Latin palimpsest manuscript. References 

101. S. P. Brock, Testamentum lobi (Leiden, 1967); R. A. Kraft, The Testament of Job 
(Missoula, Mont., 1974); M. A. Knibb and P. W. van der Horst, eds., Studies on the Testament 
of Job (Cambridge, 1990). 

102. J. Licht, "Taxo, or the Apocalyptic Doctrine of Vengeance," llS 12 (1961):95-103; 
G. W. E. Nickelsburg, ed., Studies on the Testament of Moses: Seminar Papers (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1973); A. Schalit, Assumptio Mosis (Leiden, 1985); J. Tromp, The Assumption of Moses: 
A Critical Edition with Commentary (Leiden, 1993). 
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by Greek authors to the Assumption (Clement of Alexandria, Frg. in Ep. Jude 
9, and Origen, On First Principles 3.2.1) make almost certain that Jude 9 cited 
the now lost section of the Assumption. Jude 16 also seems influenced by the 
Assumption of Moses 5:5; 7:7, 9.103 The original language apparently was Hebrew 
or Aramaic. Majority opinion is that the document was written during the 
lifetime of Jesus; at the least the present form of the work belongs to his time 
because it refers to the sons of Herod ruling. It has been argued that the 
Testament of Moses in its present form is a redaction of a work from the time 
of the Maccabean revolt. The Testament and Assumption originally may have 
been separate works that were united under the latter title. 

The Assumption of Moses is a rewriting of Deuteronomy 31-34. Moses 
commissioned Joshua as his successor and foretold the history of the Jewish 
people to the first century of our era. The author has harsh things to say about 
the Hellenizers, the Maccabees, the priesthood, and Herod. He commends the 
example of Taxo, who led his seven sons into a cave to die rather than transgress 
the commands of God. He expects God shortly to usher in his kingdom to 
avenge the blood of such faithful men. The author thus represents a pacifist 
stance opposed to militant nationalism. He rejects the validity of present cultic 
acts but not of sacrificial cultus as such. There is a great exaltation of Israel, for 
whom the world was created, and of Moses, who is so great that all the world 
is his sepulchre. Moses is not, however, supernatural, and is presented primarily 
as a prophet. 

Ascension of Isaiah 104 

The present form of the Ascension of Isaiah, which survives entire only in an 
Ethiopic version, contains three separate works: (1) Martyrdom of Isaiah (1:1-
3:12; 5=1-14); (2) Testament of Hezekiah (3:13-4:18); and (3) Vision ofIsaiah (6-11). 
The first part is Jewish in origin, probably written in Hebrew, and perhaps from 
the second century B.C. It tells of the accession of Manasseh to the throne of 
Judah, his wickedness, Isaiah's withdrawal to the wilderness, and finally of Isaiah 
being sawed in two. Isaiah's death in this manner apparently is referred to in 
Hebrews 11:37 and is also included in the pseudepigraphal Lives of the Prophets, 
the Talmud (b. Yebamoth 49b; j. Sanhedrin 10), and Testimony of Truth from 
the Nag Hammadi library (IX.3,40, 21). 

The other two parts of the book are Christian in origin, written in Greek 
perhaps as early as the end of the first century. The Testament of Hezekiah 
relates Isaiah's vision of the descent of the Beloved, his crucifixion and resur-

103. Josephus, Ant. 4.8.48 (326), from near the same date as Jude, is also aware of the 
work. 

104. R. H. Charles, The Ascension of Isaiah (London, 1900); J. Fleming and 
H. Duensing, "The Ascension of Isaiah," in New Testament Apocrypha, ed. E. Hennecke and 
W. Schneemelcher (Philadelphia, 1965), 2:642-63. 



432 BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

rection, the establishment of the church, and subsequent departures from the 
teaching of the Twelve. The Vision of Isaiah relates Isaiah's journey through the 
seven heavens; from the seventh heaven he watches the descent of Christ, his 
life, and his reascent to the right hand of Glory. 

2 Baruch 105 

Second Baruch, or the Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch, survives in entirety in a 
single Syriac manuscript and in Arabic. Chapters 78-86, Baruch's epistle to 
the nine and one-half tribes in the dispersion, circulated separately and was 
included in the Syriac Bible. The Syriac is a translation from the Greek, of 
which a fragment of chapters 12-14 was found in the Oxyrhynchus Papyri. A 
Hebrew original is likely. Second Baruch was written (or compiled) about 
A.D. 100 or shortly thereafter. It has close contacts with the concerns of 
2 Esdras. 

The book recounts the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians and 
more successfully maintains the standpoint of the assumed date of writing than 
most of the pseudepigrapha do, but it would seem that the destruction of A.D. 70 
is what the author really had in mind. When Jerusalem was about to fall, angels 
caused the earth to swallow up the sacred vessels to hide them until the mes
sianic age and broke down the walls of the city so that the heathen could not 
boast of doing so. As in other apocalypses, a survey of history in symbolic form 
is included; an interpretation is also provided. God explained to Baruch the 
justice of his judgments. The advice to the people is "not to withdraw from the 
way of the law" (44:3). Second Baruch is particularly noteworthy for its descrip
tions of the messianic age (the marvelous productivity of the earth in 29:5 was 
picked up by the Christian writer Papias) and of the resurrection body (the 
earth gives up the dead as it received them and they have the same shape but 
then they are transformed; 50:2; 51:1-6; cf. 1 Cor. 15). 

Between the opening announcement of the destruction of Jerusalem (1-5) 
and the concluding Epistle of Baruch (78-86), the contents are structured by 
seven revelations to Baruch (6-7; 10:1-3; 13-20; 22-30; 36-43; 48-51; 53-76), five 
of which are prepared for by fasts (5:7; 9:2; 12:5; 21:1; 47:2) and three of which 
are followed by addresses to the people (31-34; 44-46; 77). 

105. S. Dedering, Apocalypse of Baruch (Leiden, 1973); A. F. J. Klijn, "The Sources and 
the Redaction of the Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch," lSI 1 (1970):65-76; Gwendolyn Saylor, 
Have the Promises Failed: A Literary Analysis of 2 Baruch (Chico, Calif., 1984); F. J. Murphy, 
The Structures and Meaning of Second Baruch (Atlanta, 1985); F. Leemhuis, A. F. J. Kiijn, and 
G. J. H. van Gelder, The Arabic Text of the Apocalypse of Baruch (Leiden, 1986). 
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The Psalms of Solomon 106 

We can date the Psalms of Solomon from the allusions in chapter 2 to Pompey's 
appearance in Jerusalem (63 B.C.) and death in Egypt (48 B.C.). The collection 
of eighteen psalms exists in Greek and Syriac, but the original language was 
Hebrew. They are the product of a single author, or at least reflect similar 
thought from the same period of time. The occasion for the association with 
Solomon is unknown, since the contents make no connection or allusion to 
him. The Psalms of Solomon have commonly been identified with the Pharisees, 
but the discovery of the Thanksgiving Hymns at Qumran has opened up the 
possibility of comparison with the Essenes; thus, we cannot at this time confi
dently assign them to any group. The Psalms of Solomon testify to a common 
Jewish piety and are a reminder that individuals do not stay in a box for the 
convenience of later historians. 

The headings use the terms psalm, hymn, and ode interchangeably (cf. Col. 
3:16; Eph. 5:19). The author makes a sharp distinction within the nation between 
the righteous, who are frequently called the "poor" (cf. the Gospels and Qumran), 
and the unrighteous sinners who are charged with oppressing the righteous, 
pleasing men, profaning the sanctuary, and setting up a worldly monarchy. The 
author rejects the Hasmonean monarchy and advocates a Davidic king (chaps. 
17-18). This Son of David will be a righteous king, the anointed of the Lord: 

Gird him with strength that he may shatter unrighteous rulers, and that 
he may purge Jerusalem from nations that trample her down to destruc
tion .... He shall destroy the godless nations with the word of his mouth. 
(17=24-25) 

He will gather together a holy people who are like a firstborn, only-begotten 
son (18:4; 13:8). The righteous will be raised to eternal life (3:16). The apparent 
"mission" language in chapter 11 pertains to the gathering in of the saints from 
allover the world. 

Pseudo-Phocylides 107 

A didactic poem with contacts with Jewish Wisdo;n literature and Hellenistic 
gnomic literature, the Pseudo-Phocylides may he included among the Jewish 

106. J. O'Dell, "The Religious Background of the Psalms of Solomon," RQ 3:2 
(1961):241-58; R. B. Wright, "The Psalms of Solomon, the Pharisees, and the Essenes," 1972 
Proceedings: International Organization for Septuagint and Cognate Studies and the Society of 
Biblical Literature Pseudepigrapha Seminar, ed. R. A. Kraft (Missoula, Mont., 1972), 136-47; 
Joachim Schupphaus, Die Psalmen Salomos (Leiden, 1977); Robert Hann, The Manuscript 
History of the Psalms of Solomon (Atlanta, 1982); Joseph L. Trafton, The Syriac Version of the 
Psalms of Solomon (Atlanta, 1985). 

107. P. W. van der Horst, The Sentences of Pseudo-Phocylides (Leiden, 1978); idem, 
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pseudepigrapha. It was written, it seems, by a Jew, probably early in the first 
century, possibly in Alexandria. Its ethical teachings show influence of Jewish 
teachings that have affinities with early Christianity. 

Sibylline Oracles 108 

The Greeks and Romans applied the term Sibyls to aged, inspired women not 
attached to a particular oracular shrine who, in a state of ecstasy, prophesied 
coming events. The ancient testimony regarded Sibyl as a proper name, and 
the earliest writers mention only one Sibyl. Soon as many as ten are mentioned, 
but the most famous was at Erythrae in Ionia. She was rivaled by the Sibyl at 
Cumae near Naples, who sold three Sibylline books to King Tarquin of 
Rome. 109 A special commission in Rome had charge of these Greek oracles 
and consulted them on request of the magistrates at times of crisis for the 
state. This official collection burned with the Capitoline Temple in 83 B.C. A 
commission was then dispatched to collect oracles wherever they might be 
found. This apparently became the occasion for a great increase in the pro
duction of spurious oracles. There were already in existence certain private 
collections. So many "Sibylline oracles" were found, often of a politically 
subversive nature, that Augustus had two thousand volumes destroyed; and it 
was still necessary to carry out a weeding process. The Jews found the circu
lation of oracles attributed to the Sibyl an effective propaganda device, and 
the Christians imitated them in this. The surviving collection was edited about 
the fifth or sixth century A.D. in fifteen books, of which books 9, 10, and 15 

are missing, and there are gaps in the others. Books 3-5 are Jewish, and there 
is a Jewish base for the Christian redaction in most of the rest (although some 
pagan elements have been kept).110 

Book 3, despite being quite heterogeneous, is the oldest, probably coming 
from the second century B.C. Book 4 comes shortly after the destruction of 

"Pseudo-Phocylides and the New Testament," Zeitschrift fUr die neutestamentliche Wissen
schaft 69 (1978):187-202; idem, "Pseudo-Phocylides Revisited," Journal for the Study of the 
Pseudepigrapha 3 (1988):3-30; the latter two reprinted in idem, Essays on the Jewish World of 
Early Christianity (Freiburg, 1990), 19-34, 35-62. 

108. Texts by J. Geffcken, Die Dracula Sibyllina (Leipzig, 1901), and A. M. Kurfess, 
Sibyllinische Weissagungen (Munich, 1951); translations by M. S. Terry, The Sibylline Oracles 
(New York, 1899), and J. J. Collins in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, ed. James H. 
Charlesworth (Garden City, N.Y., 1983), 1:317-472; study by J. J. Collins, The Sibylline Oracles 
of Egyptian Judaism (Missoula, Mont., 1974); idem, "The Development of the Sibylline 
Tradition," ANRWII, Principat, 20.1 (Berlin, 1987), 421-59; H. W. Parke, Sibyls and Sibylline 
Prophecy in Classical Antiquity (London, 1988). 

109. Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities 6.42. 
110. Some of the main Christian passages are translated in E. Hennecke and W. 

Schneemelcher, New Testament Apocrypha (Louisville, 1992), 2:656-84. 
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Jerusalem and the eruption of Vesuvius, to which it refers. Book 5 was written 
under Hadrian before the Bar Kokhba revolt, but there are later insertions. The 
Jewish Sibyllines emphasize the unity and sovereignty of God over against the 
various practices of idolatry and the moral corruptions of paganism. Much 
attention is given to the history of the world and God's judgments on the 
different peoples. The hatred for Rome is intensified in the Christian books. 
Some scholars have seen Essene influence, especially in book 4 where there is a 
repudiation of animal sacrifice and temples and reference to grace before meals 
and purification by washing in water, III but this connection is rather tenuous. 1 12 

The eschatological portions are quite similar to what one reads in apocalyptic 
writings. 
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Dead Sea Scrolls 

The Dead Sea Scrolls have had a major impact on recent interpretations of 
Judaism and Christian origins. They have enlarged the understanding of 
Judaism in Palestine, especially in regard to messianism, eschatology, and reli
gious observances. In making accessible new evidence for variety in first -century 
Judaism, they have required a modification of descriptions projecting "norma
tive" Judaism on this period. This in turn has supplied new configurations in 
the background of Christianity (see pp. 493-96). 

Following the discovery in 1947 of manuscripts hidden in caves in the 
vicinity of Khirbet ("ruin") Qumran on the northwest shore of the Dead Sea, 
explorations in the general area produced other manuscript discoveries. The 
finds range from excellent, well-preserved manuscripts to masses of fragments. 
The documents include biblical manuscripts, previously known apocryphal and 
pseudepigraphal works, and previously unknown sectarian documents. Before 
we concentrate our attention on the finds at Qumran, however, we will briefly 
note discoveries made at other sites. 

Two caves in the Wadi (a seasonal stream) Murabba'at, some eleven miles 
south of Qumran, have yielded documents related to the rebellion of Bar 
Kokhba in 132-135, including letters from the leader of the revolt himself. Most 
of the fragmentary biblical works, legal documents, and letters belong to the 
period from 70 to 135, but an eighth- or seventh-century-B.C. papyrus in Hebrew 
is the earliest papyrus in that language ever found. The major fmd is a well
preserved scroll of the Twelve Minor Prophets. Since the text agrees with the 
traditional Hebrew text and the earlier manuscripts of the Twelve from Qumran 
do not, there is firm evidence that the so-called Massoretic text was standardized 
in the period between 70 and 135. 

South of En Gedi at Nabal Hever and Nabal Se'elim a more extensive 
collection of letters from Bar Kokhba has been found along with other documents 
from his era. 1 13 Receiving greatest interest among the biblical materials is a frag
mentary copy of the Twelve Minor Prophets in Greek from the first century A.D. 

The ruins of the Byzantine monastery at Khirbet Mird, east of Bethlehem, 
have yielded late Byzantine and early Arabic documents. 

The Wadi Daliyeh, north of Jericho, has been the source of important 
legal papyri from 375 to 335 B.C. 114 The documents are in Aramaic and apparently 
were brought to the cave by persons from Samaria fleeing before soldiers of 
Alexander the Great in 331 B.C. 

Masada, the fortress built by Herod and occupied by the Sicarii during 
the first revolt, has yielded some important manuscripts: a text of Sirach in 

113. N. Lewis, ed., The Documents from the Bar Kokhba Period in the Cave of Letters: 
Greek Papyri (Jerusalem, 1989). 

114. Frank M. Cross, "The Discovery of the Samaria Papyri," BA 26 (1963):110-21. 
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A DEAD SEA SCROLL 
The process of unrolling one of the fragile Dead Sea Scrolls was a delicate operation. 

(Courtesy Israel Department of Antiquities and Museums) 

Hebrew, fragments of biblical books, and some works previously known only 
from Qumran (e.g., the "Angelic Liturgy"). 

For most people, however, reference to the Dead Sea Scrolls means the 
remains of the library of the community that lived at Qumran from the second 
century B.C. until its destruction in A.D. 68. Eleven caves in the vicinity of Qumran 
have produced manuscripts or fragments. The official method of designation and 
citation for one of these documents is to give the Arabic numeral for the cave in 
which it was found, Q for Qumran, the abbreviation for the (Hebrew) title of the 
document (unidentified fragments are given a number), and, if more than one 
copy is represented, a lower case letter as a superscript, followed by the Roman 
numeral and Arabic numerals to designate the column and lines of the manu
script. Thus 4QpIsac 4-7 ii 2-4 refers to Cave 4, Qumran, a pesher (commentary) 
on Isaiah, the third copy, fragments 4-7, column 2, lines 2-4. The major documents 
are also known popularly by their modern titles. I IS 

115. A list of most of the documents and abbreviations is found in Society of Biblical 
Literature Membership Directory and Handbook, 1991 (Decatur, Ga., 1991), 198, and more 
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Cave 1 produced the initial excitement and was the source of the principal 
complete (or nearly so) documents on which much of our knowledge of the 
Qumran community rests: two scrolls of Isaiah and five sectarian documents 
(lQS, 1QM, 1QH, 1QpHab, and 1QapGen; see below) - all now housed in the 
Shrine of the Book in Jerusalem. Fragments of other works bring the total of 
different works in Cave 1 to seventy-two. 

Caves 2,3, and 5-10 have been designated Minor Caves because of the paucity 
of finds, both in extent and quantity, totaling 130 pieces. Most notable is the Copper 
Scroll (3Q15), a list of temple treasures with their hiding places (apocryphal?), from 
Cave 3. The claim that some of the Greek fragments from Cave 7 represent part of 
the Gospel of Mark has been sensational because the paleography would date 
about A.D. 50.116 Christian works would not be out of the question, because these 
fragments may have been deposited on another occasion. Dating on paleographi
cal grounds has to allow for at least some decades of variance. Critical response 
has not been favorable to the claim, however, and it seems likely that the fragments 
are in fact from the Greek Old Testament. ll7 

Cave 4, near the ruins of the ancient settlement, has proved to be the main 
depository of the Qumran library. Fragments of about four hundred documents 
have been found; unhappily most are in a poor state of preservation. About one 
hundred of these are from biblical manuscripts: all of the books of the Hebrew 
canon except Esther are represented. 4QExf dates from the mid-third century 
B.C., making it at present the oldest biblical manuscript in existence. A consid
erable number of previously known apocryphal and pseudepigraphal works are 
included (e.g., 1 Enoch, Jubilees, Tobit), plus a large number of previously 
unknown sectarian works. 

Cave 11 has furnished a large Psalms scroll, which contains some Psalms 
not in the Hebrew canon,1l8 a Targum on Job, and a copy of Leviticus in 
paleo-Hebrew script. 
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We will discuss the beliefs and practices of the community that produced 
the Dead Sea Scrolls in the section on Jewish parties and sects (pp. 487-96). In 
the present section our discussion is limited to brief introductions to some of 
the principal writings that originated with the Qumran community. All men
tioned here are in Hebrew, except the Genesis Apocryphon. 

Rule of the Community (or Manual of Discipline -lQS)1l9 

The abbreviation S is from the Hebrew Serek ("Rule"). This document is of 
fundamental importance for understanding the structure and ideology of the 
Qumran community and will be drawn on for the description of the sect later. 
In addition to lQS and its supplements (see below) caves 4 and 5 have yielded 
fragments of twelve other manuscripts of the Rule of the Community. 

The Rule of the Community comes from the early years of the sect in the 
second century B.C. Some have thought that the sect's founder, "The Teacher 
of Righteousness," is its author, but more likely he only inspired it, or perhaps 
wrote just part of it. As a working manual for the organization and discipline 
of the group, it was modified during the sect's history. 

We may outline the contents as follows: i.I-15 - Introduction; i.I6-iii.12 
- Admission of new members and annual renewal of vows with a strong 
denunciation of those who refuse to enter the covenant; iii.13-iv.26 - Doctrine 
of the two spirits, light (truth) and darkness (perversity) with their respective 
works,120 appointed by God to preside over humankind; v.l-vi.23 - Purpose 
of the community and regulations for its communal life; vi.24-vii.25 - Penal 
code for various transgressions; viii.I-ix.26 - Ideal community; x.l-xi.22-
Praise of God and concluding hymns. 

Rule of the Congregation (or Messianic Rule _lQSa)121 

One leaf with two columns of text originally belonging to the same scroll as 
lQS was broken off through use and is designated lQsa. It is closely related to 
lQS but is an independent work, now badly preserved. As the opening words 
say, it is "a rule for all the congregation of Israel at the end of days." Column i 

(Decatur, Ga., 1986). Was the Qumran Psalter different from that of the rest of Judaism, were 
the contents of the Psalter not fixed in Judaism as a whole at this time, or was the scroll a 
hymnbook containing a selection of canonical psalms plus others? 

119. P. Wernberg-M0ller, The Manual of Discipline (Leiden, 1957); A. R. C. Leaney, The 
Rule of Qumran and its Meaning (Philadelphia, 1966); J. Murphy-O'Connor, "La genese 
litteraire de la Regie de la Communaute," Revue Biblique 78 (1969):528-49. 

120. P. Wernberg-M0ller, "A Reconsideration of the Two Spirits in the Rule of the 
Community (lQSerek III,13-N,26)," RQ 3 (1961):413-4l. 

121. L. H. Schiffman, The Eschatological Community of the Dead Sea Scrolls: A Study of 
the Rule of the Congregation (Atlanta, 1990). 
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sets forth ages at which certain duties are to be assumed. Principal interest 
attaches to column ii with its description of a meal at which the Priest and the 
Messiah of Israel are present. At the blessing of the bread and wine precedence 
belongs to the Priest who first extends his hand over the bread; then the Messiah 
of Israel extends his hand over the bread, and then all the congregation utter a 
blessing. 

Book of Blessings (lQSh)122 

The scroll containing 1QS originally contained a collection of benedictions, of 
which five columns survive, designated 1QSb. The benedictions carried intro
ductory statements. The blessings that survive are for the Faithful, the High 
Priest, the Sons of Zadok the Priest, and the Prince of the Congregation. Since 
the last sentence is incomplete, there was at least one more column. 

Damascus Document (CD )123 

The Damascus Document has been known since 1910 when Solomon Schechter 
published two manuscripts he had found in 1896 in the storeroom (geniza) of 
a Cairo synagogue. He called the manuscripts "Fragments of a Zadokite Work" 
from the prominence given to the priests as descendants of Zadok. Manuscript A 
contains eight leaves of parchment written on both sides (sixteen columns) and 
was written about the tenth century; manuscript B is a single leaf written on 
both sides from about two centuries later, overlapping columns 7 and 8 of A 
but containing at the end material not found in A. The abbreviation CD stands 
for Cairo (place of discovery) and Damascus (name of the document, because 
of prominence given in the contents to a migration to Damascus - whether 
literal or metaphorical). The discovery of extensive fragments at Qumran and 
similarities to 1QS show that the document belongs to the same circles, although 
perhaps from a different settlement or reflecting a later development in the sect. 
The Qumran fragments supply the introduction and conclusion to the work 
and some additional matter as well as paralleling the Cairo fragments. 

The Damascus Document has two principal parts: Exhortation and Pre
scriptions. The former includes a brief history of the sect. Three hundred ninety 
years after the destruction of the temple by Nebuchadnezzar, God "caused a 

122. S. Talmon, "The 'Manual of Benedictions' of the Sect of the Judaean Desert," RQ 
2 (1960):475-500. 

123. Chaim Rabin, The Zadokite Documents (Oxford, 1958); S. Schechter, Documents of 
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The Damascus Covenant, in Journal for the Study of the Old Testament, Supplement 25, and 
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root of planting to spring from Israel and Aaron to possess his land." They were 
"like blind men and like men groping to find their way for twenty years." Then 
God "raised up for them a Teacher of Righteousness to lead them in the way 
of his heart." The group entered into a new covenant (actually a renewal of the 
old covenant) and went out from the land of Judah to the land of Damascus. 
They pledged to keep the commandments of the Teacher until "the coming of 
the Anointed out of Aaron and Israel" (Ms. B ii.l) or "until the arising of him 
who will teach righteousness at the end of the days" (Ms. A vi.l0-U), which 
some have interpreted (but without good reason) as referring to an expected 
resurrection and return of the Teacher of Righteousness. The Prescriptions offer 
information about the community, which we will look at later. As examples of 
the interest of the document for New Testament studies we may note that the 
sect was more strict in their Sabbath interpretation than were the Pharisees. 
Their consistency in not lifting a beast out of a pit on the Sabbath (xi.13-14; but 
a man could be helped out, 16-17) would have avoided the force of Jesus' 
argument directed to the Pharisees in Matthew 12:U. An argument against 
polygamy in the exhortations prohibits "marrying two women during their 
lifetime" (iv. 21); it is based on Genesis 1:27, the text (combined with 2:24) on 
which Jesus based his argument for monogamy (Matt. 19:4). 

War Scroll (lQM)124 

The War Scron which gives the "Rule for the War of the Sons of Light against 
the Sons of Darkness," is one of the best preserved of the Dead Sea Scrolls. The 
scroll contains five sheets joined together and has nineteen columns of writing. 
It is nine and one-half feet long with the end missing. The War Scroll or "War 
Rule" (milchamah, "war") is a unique document from the ancient world. The 
author was well informed on Roman military science (which he integrated with 
the biblical instructions for holy war), as well as on Jewish liturgical practices 
(he was evidently a priest). There is little indication of date, but late first century 
B.C. or early first century A.D. seems likely. 

We may outline the contents as follows: i-Identification of the sons of 
light and of darkness and announcement of the eschatological war that shall 
destroy the latter; ii.1-14 - Duties of the priests, mobilization of fighting men, 
and list of enemies in each year of the war (a forty-year period is envisioned 
but no service during the Sabbath years [5] and six years of preparation, so only 
twenty-nine years of fighting); ii.15-iii.11 - Instructions concerning the priests' 
trumpets; iii.12-V.2 - Instructions concerning the standards of the different 
units; v.3-ix.18 - Array, weapons, and maneuvers of the infantry and cavalry 

124. Y. Yadin, The Scroll of the War of the Sons of Light against the Sons of Darkness 
(Oxford, 1962); Philip R. Davies, 1QM, The War Scroll from Qumran, Its Structure and History 
(Rome, 1977). 
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and the role of the priests and Levites; x.1-xiv.16 - Exhortation by the high 
priest and prayers, blessings, and curses; xv.1-xix.13 - Exhortation by the high 
priest and description of the last battle against the Kittim. 

The "sons of light" are the "exiles of the wilderness." The "sons of dark
ness" are the traditional enemies ofIsrael in the Old Testament, plus their Jewish 
allies ("the wicked of the covenant") and the Kittim. Scholars have debated 
whether those identified in the scrolls as the Kittim are the Greeks or the 
Romans. The Nahum Commentary (4QpNah) refers to "kings of Greece from 
Antiochus to the appearance of the rulers of the Kittim" and seems conclusive 
for the Romans, unless the term was used with a different reference in different 
works. The reference to three kinds of holy days as "feasts, new moons, and 
Sabbaths" (ii.4) provides a parallel to Colossians 2:16 (but cf. also 1 Chron. 23:31). 
The four chief angels are Michael, Gabriel, Sariel, and Raphael (ix.15-16). Some 
of the passages are quite moving; others display a blatant militancy. 

Thanksgiving Hymns (lQH)125 

The Thanksgiving Scroll contains eighteen columns of text, with some thirty
two separate hymns (many quite defective). The hymns date from the middle 
of the second century B.C. to the early first century A.D. There are additional 
fragments of the same scroll, and fragments from Cave 4 reflect other collections 
of hymns. Since nearly all of the hymns begin, "I give thee thanks, 0 Lord," the 
collection has been entitled Hodayot (Thanksgivings). 

The hymns are written in the first person singular and contain many 
autobiographical reflections on the author's sufferings and experiences of the 
grace of God. (A liturgical setting and use are nonetheless possible.) There is a 
note of predestination and of the author's duty, in spite of his human frailty, 
as one to whom God has revealed his mysteries to be the bearer and interpreter 
of God's truth. It seems likely that at least some, if not all, of the hymns were 
written by the Teacher of Righteousness himself. The author was surely an early 
leader of the sect. The depth of piety reflected in the Hymns would explain how 
the Teacher of Righteousness, if he is the author, had such spiritual power. It 
was out of such spiritual experience and personal conviction that the Qumran 
sect was created. 

125. J. Baumgarten and M. Mansoor, "Studies in the Thanksgiving Hymns," IBL 74 
(1955):115-24, 188-95; IBL 75 (1975):107-13; IBL 76 (1957):139-48; S. Holm-Nielsen, Hodayot: 
Psalms from Qumran, Acta theologica danica 2 (1960); M. Mansoor, The Thanksgiving Hymns: 
Translated and Annotated with an Introduction (Grand Rapids, 1961); B. Thiering, "The Poetic 
Forms of the Hodayoth," ISS 8 (1963):189-209; Paul Rotenberry, "A Translation and Study of 
the Qumran Hodayot," Ph.D. Diss., Vanderbilt Univ., 1968; E. H. Merrill, Qumran and Pre
destination: A Theological Study of the Thanksgiving Hymns (Leiden, 1975); B. P. Kittel, The 
Hymns of Qumran: Translation and Commentary (Chico, Calif., 1981); D. Dombkowski
Hopkins, "The Qumran Community and 1QHodayot: A Reassessment," RQ 10 (1981):323-64. 
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Habakkuk Commentary (lQpHab)126 

This is the major surviving representative of a genre of writing much employed 
at Qumran - interpretations of segments of Scripture. Other important com
mentaries from Qumran represented by substantial fragments are on Psalms 
37, 57, 68, Isaiah, and Nahum. The particular kind of commentary produced at 
Qumran has been called pesher (hence the abbreviation pHab), because after 
giving the biblical text the writer used the word pesher ("the interpretation or 
meaning [lit., presaging] is").l27 This word was used in Daniel, an influential 
book at Qumran, for the interpretation of dreams (e.g., Dan. 4:9). The pesher 
may be defmed as a revealed interpretation of inspired mysteries with reference 
to history. Characteristic of the pes her commentary at Qumran is the interpreta
tion of the biblical text as foretelling contemporary events of importance to the 
community, thus giving the text a present application as if it had been written 
literally with reference to their own time. Techniques employed include giving 
a different grammatical form to the word in the text, using synonyms, making 
a pun by rearranging the letters or words, using a different textual tradition, or 
connecting the statement with earlier or following passages. The methods of 
dealing with the biblical text are an important background to early Christian 
interpretation of the Old Testament, about which more will be said under the 
Qumran community. 

The Habakkuk Commentary comments on chapters 1 and 2. We cannot 
determine whether the author's text lacked the prayer of chapter 3 or whether 
as a liturgical piece chapter 3 did not suit the author's purpose of interpreting 
prophecy in terms of contemporary events. 

The various interpretations of the text were quite explicit to the sect but 
are not to the modern reader. Thus, while the author identifies the Chaldaeans 
of Habakkuk as the Kittim, we are uncertain who they are - an important part 
of efforts to date the scrolls (see above on War Scroll). The Kittim will destroy 
the Wicked Priest, who "betrayed the statutes for the sake of wealth," "defiled 
the temple of God," and "persecuted the Teacher of Righteousness." He was 
assisted by other priests "who gathered wealth from the spoil of the peoples," 
the Man of Falsehood who "rejected the Law," and the House of Absalom "who 
kept silent when the Teacher of Righteousness was reproached." The Teacher 
was the one to whom "God revealed all the mysteries of the words of his servants 
the prophets." His followers were "men of truth, the doers of the Law." Since 

126. K. M. T. Atkinson, "The Historical Setting of the Habakkuk Commentary," ISS 4 
(1959):238-63; F. F. Bruce, "The Dead Sea Habakkuk Scroll," Annual of Leeds University Orien
tal Studies 1 (1959):5-24; L. H. Silberman, "Unriddling the Riddle: A Study in the Structure 
and Language of the Habakkuk Pesher (IQpHab)," RQ 3 (1961):323-64; J. G. Harris, The 
Qumran Commentary on Habakkuk, Contemporary Studies in Theology, vol. 9 (London, 
1966). 

127. M. Horgan, Pesharim: Qumran Interpretations of Biblical Books (Washington, 1979). 
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no names are given, the pesher itself is in need of a modern scholar with the 
Teacher of Righteousness' gift of insight into divine mysteries in order to un
derstand. With a proper interpretation, a fairly detailed account of the origins 
of the sect would emerge. 

Precise dating depends on exact interpretation, but the late second century 
B.C. is the most likely range. 

Genesis Apocryphon (lQapGen)128 

Rewriting and supplementing Genesis seems to have been a popular thing to 
do in late Judaism.129 The scroll containing the Genesis Apocryphon is badly 
damaged. The early columns concern the story of Noah, with parallels to the 
Noah book in 1 Enoch. The best-preserved part, columns 19-22, concerns 
Abraham in Genesis 12-15. The story is told by Abraham, who speaks in the 
first person throughout, as does Lamech in the early part. The author was not 
a particularly effective storyteller, but the work is valuable for providing a 
sample of Aramaic at the beginning of the Christian era. 

Copper Scroll (3Q15 or 3QTreasure)130 

Perhaps better named the Copper Plaque, this work consists of two parts rolled 
up to resemble scrolls inscribed in Hebrew similar to that of the Mishnah. 
Containing a list of treasures with topographical descriptions of their hiding 
places, it was enough to turn scholars into treasure hunters. The work may have 
had nothing to do with the Qumran community. Some have thought it a list 
of the temple treasures hidden at the time of the Roman siege; others consider 
the contents imaginary. 

Temple Scroll (llQTemple)l3l 

At approximately twenty-eight feet long, this is the longest of the scrolls. There 
are points of contact with the Qumran community in regard to calendar and 

128. N. Avigad and Y. Yadin, A Genesis Apocryphon: A Scroll from the Wilderness of 
Judaea (Jerusalem, 1956); J. A. Fitzmyer, S,J., The Genesis Apocryphon of Qumran Cave I: A 
Commentary (Rome, 1971). 

129. Jubilees, Pseudo-Philo, Joseph and Asenath, Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, 
rabbinic midrashim. 

130. J. T. Milik, "The Copper Document from Cave III of Qumran: Translation and 
Commentary," Annual of the Department of Antiquities of Jordan 4-5 (1960):137-55. 

131. Y. Yadin, The Temple Scrol~ 3 vols. (Jerusalem, 1983); idem, The Temple Scroll: The 
Hidden Law of the Dead Sea Sect (London, 1985); Johann Maier, The Temple Scroll: An 
Introduction, Translation, and Commentary, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 
Supplements 34 (1985); see also Ben Zion Wachholder, The Dawn of Qumran and the Teacher 
of Righteousness (New York, 1983); G. J. Brooke, ed., Temple Scroll Studies (Sheffield, 1989). 
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strictness in interpreting the law. Yadin dates the scroll to the last third of the 
second century B.C., but this is disputed. The handwriting of the scroll is that 
of the early first century. God is presented as speaking in the first person, giving 
Torah to the people. The contents are a rewriting of the law. There are four 
major sections: festivals, with their respective offerings; regulations pertaining 
particularly to ritual uncleanness and purification; a description of the temple 
(almost one-half of the scroll), corresponding to neither Solomon's nor Herod's 
temple, so presumably the eschatological temple; and instructions for the king's 
bodyguard and for mobilization in war. 

Halakhic Letter (4QMMT)132 

A letter from the members of what became the Qumran sect to the leader (high 
priest?) of the people in Jerusalem is preserved in six manuscripts. It is given 
the title Miqsat Maaseh Ha-Torah ("Legal Rulings of the Torah") from a phrase 
in its concluding section that describes its contents. The document sets forth 
some twenty points on which the sect differs from the Jerusalem establishment 
over the interpretation of the laws governing sacrifices and rituals of purifica
tion. There are significant parallels to the Temple Scroll. More important, some 
of the interpretations agree with positions that rabbinic literature ascribes to 
the Sadducees, reinforcing the Zadokite, priestly origins of the Qumran sect.· 
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Apocalyptic Writings 

Apocalyptic writings are found in four of the artificial (from a literary stand
point) categories of literature falling in our period: the Jewish and Christian 
canons of Scripture (Daniel, Revelation), the Apocrypha (2 Esdras), the 
Pseudepigrapha (Ethiopic Enoch, Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch, to name only 
the purest representatives), and the Dead Sea Scrolls (War Scroll). They were 
not the particular expression of anyone religious group. Although apocalyptic 
literature has a prehistory in Isaiah 24-27, Ezekiel, and Zechariah, the earliest 
apocalypse (which set the pattern) was Daniel. 

We should keep in mind several distinctions, as failure to do so has further 
complicated the study of this subject, so strange to many readers of the Bible. 
First of all, the term apocalyptic is to be distinguished from the term eschato
logical. Eschatology, which means "the last things," is a broad term and refers 
to whatever is influenced by a doctrine of the end of the ages. Apocalypse means 
revelation or unveiling and normally refers to the kind of writing that gives a 
revelation of hidden knowledge, particularly of God's control over when and 
how history ends. The literary form of an apocalypse, however, could be em
ployed for subjects having little or nothing to do with eschatology proper (as 
the Gnostic apocalypses that reveal the Gnostic understanding of existence, the 
Shepherd of Hermas that deals with Christian living and repentance, or even 
the Apocalypse of Peter with its revelations of the condition of the damned, 
although it deals with "eschatology" but does not contain the characteristic 
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apocalyptic concern with the imminent end of history). Further, the symbolism 
of apocalyptic could be employed in messages of another type (some would 
argue that this applies to the Book of Revelation). 

These comments already suggest another important distinction. One 
should distinguish between the literary character of an apocalypse and the world 
of ideas in apocalyptic literature. Confusion would be reduced if we use "apoc
alyptic" as an adjective for a "mode of revelation" or the content of the revela
tion, and instead of "apocalyptic" as a noun we use "apocalypse" for the literary 
genre, "apocalyptic eschatology" for a set of ideas, and "apocalypticism" for a 
social ideology. Here we must describe these phenomena in generalizations to 
which there are frequent exceptions and varying degrees of purity in type (there 
was no "manual of style" of what must go in an apocalypse). 

As to literary form, an apocalyptic writing was normally pseUdonymous. 
(Revelation is an obvious exception, written by a prophet in his own name to 
communities to whom he was well known and with no effort to present his 
message as a revelation from the ancient past; Rev. 1:1-2.) An apocalypse usually 
is presented as a vision, dream, or supernatural journey received by one of the 
great men of Israel's past (Enoch, Ezra, etc.), written down, then sealed and 
hidden according to God's decree, and now made known to the generation that 
must experience the things foreseen. Often there is an angelic interpreter. Apoc
alypses based on an otherworldly journey include 1 Enoch 1-36; 37-71; 72-82; 
2 Enoch; Testament of Abraham; Testament of Levi 2-5; Apocalypse of 
Zephaniah. Part of what is presented as prediction is often a symbolic survey 
of history up to the real author's own time. This plus the "scientific" material 
about the structure of the cosmos apparently functioned to give credence to 
the message concerning the end. The survey of history in future form is a 
common feature of apocalyptic but is not present in all, just as an otherworldly 
journey is often but not always present 133 "Historical" apocalypses include 
Daniel, 1 Enoch 85-90; 93 and 91:11-19; 4 Ezra, and 2 Baruch. The account of 
the revelation is set in different literary forms in different books: some present 
the material within the framework of a farewell discourse (testament), others 
as a predictive discourse, and still others as an account of a vision. Other literary 
forms employed are the oracular utterance, interpretive rewriting of the Bible 
(midrash), prayer, and paraenesis. Often more than one of these literary forms 
is employed in the same work. There is frequent use of repetition and recurring 
patterns. All is told with a supernatural coloring. The highly figurative language 
is most striking. The imagery is drawn from near eastern mythology, the Old 
Testament, and Hellenistic syncretism. Foreign nations are depicted as wild and 

133. John J. Collins, "Apocalypse: Towards the Morphology of a Genre," Society of 
Biblical Literature 1977 Seminar Papers (Missoula, Mont, 1977):359-70 (Semeia 14 [1979]:1-20), 
suggests a typology of apocalyptic writings according to whether or not they contain an 
otherworldly journey with three subdivisions of each according to content: a "historical" 
review, a cosmic and/or political eschatology, or only a personal eschatology. 
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ravenous beasts, Israel as domesticated animals, rulers as horns, angels and 
supernatural beings as stars. Numbers also have symbolic meaning. 

Modern writers often mean the thought-world rather than the literary 
genre when they refer to apocalyptic. Apocalyptic eschatology may be said to 
present a philosophy of history. It is concerned with universal history, but 
especially as it affects God's people. Events are marching toward a predetermined 
goal; but while history is under divine control, individual decisions are not. 
There is both a universalism and an individualism in apocalypticism. God's 
plans are universal, but the individual (not the nation as a whole) decides whose 
side he is on and so where he will stand in the fmal cataclysm. An apocalyptic 
view of history is very pessimistic. Only an act of God working from the outside 
and bringing history to a close will deliver his people and defeat evil. The end 
is expected imminently. Human hopes are focused on the beyond. There is thus 
a dualism of the two ages,134 the present evil age (Gal. 1:4) and the age to come 
(Heb. 6:5). In addition to this doctrine of two ages, apocalyptic literature de
veloped two other contrasts from its Jewish heritage - the ethical dualism 
between good and evil and the "spatial" dualism between heaven and earth, 
God and the world. The divine transcendence stands out. This is perhaps related 
to the well-developed angelology and demonology of apocalyptic thought: the 
distance between God and humanity was fIlled up with intermediate beings, 
good and bad. 

Apocalypticism had roots in Israelite priestly and Wisdom sources, and 
especially in prophecy. Pseudonymity in apocalyptic points to the absence of 
prophecy at this time in Israel: only by appeal to a holy name in the past could 
the claim to revelation be maintained. There are apocalypticlike passages in 
various prophetic books; nevertheless there are some defInite differences be
tween classical Hebrew prophecy and apocalypticism. These can be overdrawn, 
for there are gradations and exceptions, but in general we may note these 
differences: (1) In prophecy the future grows out of the present and salvation 
and fulfIllment are looked for in history, but in apocalypticism the future 
represents a radical break for there is a pessimism about history and God must 
intervene from without and bring history to an end. (2) Prophecy is conditional 
and contingent: Jonah said, "Forty days and Nineveh will be overthrown," but 
it was not; yet he was not a false prophet nor was his message untrue. Something 
else - the repentance of Nineveh - intervened. By contrast, apocalypticism 
presents history as predetermined from the beginning. (3) The prophetic mes
sages were largely preached messages, but apocalypses were a literary product, 
so far as we can determine, though their actual sociological setting is yet to be 
fully established. (4) Prophetic oracles were often poetic in form, whereas apoc-

134. Dualism is a much abused word, and students need to watch in what sense it is 
being used. See John G. Gammie, "Spatial and Ethical Dualism in Jewish Wisdom and 
Apocalyptic Literature," fBL 93 (1974):356-85· 
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alypses were in prose (although it is difficult to determine this because the 
apocalypses are mainly preserved in translations). 

More study is needed on the social setting of apocalypticism. It originated 
and recurred in times of oppression and among groups experiencing alienation, 
but its eschatological perspective was widely influential, affecting many 
Pharisees and rabbis as well as sectarian groups like the Qumran community. 
Apocalypticism flourished especially in the times of trial imposed by foreign 
occupation of Palestine. It was written to meet the issue of how continued 
persecution could be squared with Israel as the chosen people and God as just 
and merciful. The writers sought to strengthen faith and instill hope. They did 
so through a symbolic universe that emphasized what God is doing on the 
cosmic level in contrast to mundane existence. It seems to be a feature of 
apocalyptic writings that the eschatological message was followed by exhorta
tion to a kind of life appropriate to the situation; the same is found in the New 
Testament (Mark 13; 1 Thess. 4-5; 1 Pet. 4:7ff.). 
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Philo 

In every way the opposite of apocalyptic thinking is Philo, who lived between 
approximately 30 B.C. and A.D. 50. The one incident from his life that is known 
involved a crisis for the Alexandrian Jewish community that occurred when he 
was an old man. Flaccus, the prefect of Egypt, instigated a series of anti-Jewish 
measures in A.D. 38 that resulted in a pogrom against the Jews (see p. 31). The 
events of this year are the subject of Philo's In Flaccum ("Against Flaccus"). 
After Flaccus was sent to Rome for trial and peace was restored in Alexandria, 
two rival delegations from Alexandria went to Rome to plead their case before 
the emperor Gaius Caligula. They were concerned about the responsibility for 
the recent riots and the civic status of Jews in Alexandria. Apion (p. 457) led 
the delegation from the Greek citizens, and Philo led the Jewish delegation. His 
Legatio ad Gaium ("Embassy to Gaius") relates the frustrations of the Jewish 
embassy in the years 39-41 while praising Augustus and Tiberius in contrast to 
the policies of Caligula.135 The troubles in Alexandria had to be settled by the 
new emperor Claudius.136 Philo, therefore, was a leader and respected member 
of the Alexandrian Jewish community. 

Philo had received a thorough Greek education (see pp. 100-102). He 
advocated for his fellow Jews a system of education similar to that of the 
Hellenistic schools of Alexandria and was able to integrate his appropriation of 
such an education into his Jewish religion and life (On the Preliminary Studies), 
Since his brother was wealthy (p. 405), we may assume that Philo was financially 
independent, allowing him the leisure for acquiring a thorough familiarity with 
pagan culture. 

Philo's educational background and social position as a member of the 
Jewish aristocracy, with time and money to indulge in intellectual pursuits, led 
him to respond to the atmosphere of Alexandria with a large literary output 
(see below, pp. 452-53). The extent of his writings plus the lack of biographical 
detail has resulted in a variety of characterizations. From his works he emerges 
first of all as a biblical commentator, next as an apologist for Judaism, and only 
third as a philosopher. He presents the modern reader with the concrete phe
nomenon of a person who apparently fully assimilated Hellenistic culture while 
remaining immovably loyal to his Jewish heritage. 

In his literary work Philo sought to promote a middle way between the 
rejection of the law by Jewish Hellenizers (c£ his own nephew; p. 396) and the 
naive, literal interpretation of the law he found among most of its adherents. 
He insisted that the outward forms of the law were to be observed, but he sought 

135. Philo Alexandrinus, Legatio ad Gaium, ed. with intro., trans., and comm. by E. M. 
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a philosophical interpretation of the meaning of its ceremonies and provi
sions. 137 Philo was widely read in the Hellenistic philosophers and drew eclec
tically what suited his purposes in commending Judaism as a rational religion 
and the source of the wisdom of the Greeks. Most of his works follow the order 
of the contents of the Pentateuch and show the philosophical wisdom found 
therein by means of allegorical exegesis. Philo used Hellenistic allegory to find 
cosmological information and ethical teaching in the law. He is useful to the 
modern student, therefore, for his method of exegesis and the philosophical 
materials he incorporated. There are often, moreover, important clues in his 
writings to features of the Hellenistic synagogue, and in this he is especially 
valuable. 

Harry Wolfson has emphasized Philo's philosophical importance and yet 
his essential Jewishness, showing his contacts with the main streams of 
Judaism. 138 For instance, much of Philo's biblical interpretation has many points 
of contact with rabbinic exegesis. On the other hand, E. R. Goodenough has 
emphasized Philo's Hellenistic background, even finding in him a Jewish version 
of a Hellenistic mystery religion. 139 It is true that Philo uses mystery ter
minology, but he was doing no more than the philosophers did in comparing 
their teaching to the mysteries, so Goodenough has had few followers on this 
point. On the other hand, the clarity and organization of Wolfson's work is due 
to his abilities; these are not Philo's qualities. In his defense, part of the impres
sion of muddleheadedness that Philo leaves is due to his method: instead of 
offering a systematic presentation (assuming he was capable of such), the pre
sentation of his ideas is governed by the order of material in the Pentateuch. 

Philo has an elaborate Logos speculation, and this has attracted students 
of the New Testament and Christology to his writings. According to Philo the 
Logos was the mind or reason of God, the locus of the ideas of Platonic 
philosophy (p. 313). The Logos was God in his rational aspect, but the Logos 
also functioned as the head of the hierarchy of intermediaries between the world 
and God. An aspect of God himself, the Logos was not hypostatized as a person 
as in Christianity and certainly never became incarnate. What Philo said only 
hypothetically, "God would sooner change into a man than man into a god" 
(Embassy to Gaius 16.118), the Fourth Gospel affirmed as reality (John 1:14). 

Three blocks of writings in the New Testament have been studied partic
ularly for possible indebtedness to Philo. As indicated by his Logos speculation, 
the Gospel of John is one of these. 140 The prologue, however, goes so far beyond 
anything in Philo that there seems no reason to postulate any more dependence 

137. Migration of Abraham 89-90. 
138. Harry Wolfson, Philo, 2 vols. (Cambridge, Mass., 1947). 
139. E. R. Goodenough, By Light Light. The Mystic Gospel of Hellenistic Judaism (New 

Haven, 1935). 
140. W. L. Knox, Some Hellenistic Elements in Primitive Christianity (London, 1944), 

55-90; C. H. Dodd, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge, 1953), 54-73-



452 BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

The Loeb Classical Library translates Philo's works according to the Pentateuchal 
order, except for the miscellaneous works and fragments. The following classifica
tion of Philo's writings is based on E. R Goodenough, Introduction to Philo Judaeus 
(New York, 1963), 30-51, where he gives a suggested order for reading Philo's works. 

Apologetic Writings 
1. Against Flaccus 
2. Embassy to Gaius 
3. On the Contemplative Life 
4. Apology for the Jews (or Hypothetica - fragments in Eusebius) 
5. Life of Moses 

Exposition of the Law 
1. On the Creation of the World 
2. On Abraham 
3. On Isaac (now lost) 
4. On Jacob (now lost) 
5. On Joseph 
6. On the Decalogue 
7. On the Special Laws (4 books) 
8. On Virtues 
9. On Rewards and Punishments 

The Allegorical Interpretation 
1. Allegorical Interpretation (3 books) 

a. Book I (Gen. 2:1-17) 
b. Book II (Gen 2:18-3:1) 
c. Book III (Gen. 3:8b-19) 

2. On the Cherubim (Gen. P4 and 4:1) 
3. On the Sacrifices of Abel and Cain (Gen. 4:2-4) 
4. The Worse Attacks the Better (Gen. 4:8-15) 
5. On the Posterity and Exile of Cain (Gen. 4:16-25) 
6. On the Giants (Gen. 6:1-4) 
7. On the Unchangeableness of God (Gen. 6:4-12) 
8. On Husbandry (Gen. 9:20) 
9. On Noah's Work as a Planter (Gen. 9:20b) 

10. On Drunkenness (Gen. 9:21) 
11. On Sobriety (Gen. 9:24) 
12. On the Confusion of Tongues (Gen. 11:1-9) 
13. On the Migration of Abraham (Gen. 12:1-6) 
14. Who is the Heir of Divine Things (Gen. 15:1-18) 
15. On the Preliminary Studies (Gen. 16:6-14) 
16. On Flight and Finding (Gen. 16:6-14) 
17. On the Change of Names (Gen. 17:1-22) 
18. On Dreams (2 books) (Gen. 28:12ff. and 31:11ff.) 

I 
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Commentary 
1. Questions and Answers on Genesis 
2. Questions and Answers on Exodus 

Miscellaneous Treatises 
1. On the Indestructibility of the World 
2. That Every Good Man Is Free 
3. On Providence 
4. Alexander (Whether Dumb Animals Have the Power of Reason) 

[Not in the Loeb edition but now available in Supplements to Studia Philonica, Abraham 
Terian, Philonia Alexandrini de Animalibus: The Armenian Text with an Introduction, Trans
lation, and Commentary (Chico, Calif., 1981).] 

on him than on any other philosophical background that made use of the Logos 
idea for what gave rational structure to the world. That he was a Jew of the 
Diaspora and his use of the Logos is prominent and extensive are the main 
reasons for thinking that the author of John knew Philo or speculations like 
his. In fact, other parts of John may offer better parallels between Philo and the 
Gospel. Regarding Christology, Philo's picture of Moses corresponds to func
tions of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel.141 The interpretation of the manna in the 
wilderness in John 6 has points of contact with interpretations found in 
Philo. 142 

Another place where some have advocated the dependence of a New 
Testament author on Philo is the Epistle to the Hebrews, which has some striking 
parallels in terminology, thought patterns, and interpretations of the Old Testa
ment. But again, although there is no reason why there may not be a direct 
indebtedness, the situation seems to be that Philo illuminates Hellenistic Jewish 
thought that provides the common background for both Philo and the New 
Testament writer. 143 

We can also see a relationship based on a background with much in 
common in regard to Paul, whose place in time and space makes it a bold 

141. W. A. Meeks, The Prophet-King: Moses Traditions and the Johannine Christology 
(Leiden, 1967). 

142. P. Borgen, Bread from Heaven: An exegetical study of the concept of Manna in the 
Gospel of John and the writings of Philo (Leiden, 1965). This has good Palestinian origins: 
Bruce J. Malina, The Palestinian Manna Tradition (Leiden, 1968). 

143. S. G. Sowers, The Hermeneutics of Philo and Hebrews (Zurich, 1965); Ronald 
Williamson, Philo and the Epistle to the Hebrews (Leiden, 1970); L. K. K. Dey, The Intermediary 
World and Patterns of Perfection in Philo and Hebrews (Missoula, Mont., 1975); R. Nash, "The 
Notion of Mediator in Alexandrian Judaism and the Epistle to the Hebrews," Westminster 
Theological Journal 40 (1977):89-115; J. W. Thompson, The Beginnings of Christian Philosophy 
(Washington, 1982). 
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assumption that he gave much attention to reading Philo. Nonetheless, as Henry 
Chadwick expresses it, "Both men fished in the same pool." 144 As a Greek-speak
ing Jew living in the Diaspora, whose outlook and mode oflife were determined 
by Jewish tradition and the Greek Old Testament, Philo provides an excellent 
counterpart to his younger contemporary Paul. The two men represent radically 
different responses to their urban cultures. Philo's lack of concern for messi
anism, eschatology, and missionizing throws the figure of Paul in bolder relief. 
On the positive side, some of the parallels between Paul and Philo have to do 
with the contrast of the Creator with idolatry, similar lists of virtues and vices, 
the notion of the conscience as a judge of past action, circumcision of the heart, 
and the similarities between Philo's Logos and Paul's idea of divine Wisdom. 

Such similarities may have contributed to the Christian "tradition" that 
Philo met Peter in Rome and was converted to Christianity (known already to 
Eusebius, Church History 2.17.1). As impossible as that may be, the Christian 
appropriation of the Jewish heritage included a virtual monopoly on Philo, 
whose works were preserved by Christians. Philo's synthesis of Hellenism and 
Judaism prepared for like efforts in Christian philosophy and theology, and his 
influence is even more direct and far more pervasive in early Christian thinkers 
after the New Testament. Alexandrian Christian authors such as Clement and 
Origen show a heavy dependence on Philo (the allegorical method of inter
pretation of the Old Testament, specific points of interpretation of the Old 
Testament, and general doctrinal viewpoint), and through them the whole 
stream of Christian theology, especially in its Greek branch, shows his influence 
and the questions he confronted.145 

Philo's writings also are of interest for the study of Gnosticism. Although 
"Gnostic" would be an inappropriate category for describing Philo, his thought
world is similar to that out of which Gnosticism came and so invites comparison. 

The Biblical Antiquities146 attributed to Philo was actually written some
time after A.D. 70 and is related to 2 Esdras and the Apocalypse of Baruch. It 
survives in a Latin translation of a Greek version made from the Hebrew 
original. The contents are a history from creation to the time of Saul, sup
plementing the existing biblical narratives. Unfortunately, only a part of the 
whole is preserved. 

144. "St. Paul and Philo," BIRL 48 (1966):286-307; cf. W. L. Knox, St. Paul and the 
Church of the Gentiles (Cambridge, 1939). 

145. Henry Chadwick, "Philo and the Beginnings of Christian Thought," Cambridge 
History of Later Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy, ed. A. H. Armstrong (Cambridge, 1967), 
137-92; Harry Wolfson, Philosophy of the Church Fathers (3d ed.; Cambridge, Mass., 1970). 

146. M. R. James, The Biblical Antiquities of Philo (London, 1917; repro 1969); Guido 
Kisch, Pseudo-Philo's Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum (Notre Dame, 1949); D. J. Harrington, 
Pseudo-Philon: LesAntiquites Bibliques (Paris, 1976); idem, "The Original Language of Pseudo
Philo's Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum," HTR 63 (1970):503-14; idem, "The Biblical Text of 
Pseudo-Philo's 'Liber Antiquitatum Biblicarum,''' CBQ 33 (1971):1-17. 
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Josephus 

Josephus was born 37/38 and died between 110 and 120. He was of royal blood 
(since his mother was a Hasmonean) and a priest who later gave his adherence 
to the Pharisees. 147 As an educated and energetic member of the aristocracy he 
was placed in charge of the defense of Galilee at the outbreak of the Jewish 
revolt in 6§. During the siege of Jotapata heand forty followers made a pact 
not to [.;}i -into the hands of the Romans. They drew lots to establish the order 
in which they were to die, each at the hands of his comrade. Josephus drew the 
last lot. After the others had been killed, he persuaded the next to last to 
surrender with him (War 3.8 [340-98]). Josephus prophesied to Vespasian that 
he would become emperor; when that became true, his future was made. 
Josephus pled unsuccessfully with his compatriots to give up the revolt. He went 
with Titus to Rome, where he received citizenship and a pension, taking the 
name Flavius from his patrons, the Flavian dynasty. He gave himself to ~liter~ry 
deie11,seof .theJewish pt!()ple, extolling its antiquity-ancf religiQl!§p~li~f.~.3I:!!d 
blal1)il),g .. the . reyoltgI}a few extremists. Josephus'ls'11ie-pfincipal SO\.l!~.l!J.or 
Jewis11_h.i~tQ!YjIL!he.tirst:~tJiIY and hence"exceedrogIy important for New 
Testament backgrounds. '" '.------.-" ,. 

Four works by Josephus survive, preserved and much read by Christians. 
He originally wrote The Jewish War (Bellum Judaicum) in Aramaic and then 
translated it into Greek with the assistance of collaborators; it was published 
between 75 and 82. (Unlike Philo, Josephus was not in his early work fluent in 
Greek; that he was writing for non-Jewish readers limits his usefulness for 
determining word usage by Jews.) The seven books begin with a survey in a 
book-and-a-half of Jewish history from the Maccabean revolt to A.D. 66. For 
the reign of Herod the Great Josephus employed the works of Nicholas of 
Damascus, court historian of Herod. For the war of 66-70 itself Josephus had 
his own notes and recollections plus official documents furnished by Vespasian 
and Titus. The Jewish War follows the tradition of military and political history 
represented by Polybius. 

The twenty-volume Jewish Antiquities (Antiquitates Judaicae) was pub
lished in 93 or 94. It covers the history of the Jews from creation to A.D. 66, 
following the Old Testament, and preserving some current interpretations and 
some that are Josephus' own, for the early history. The account is fuller than 
the War for the period from the Maccabean revolt to the revolt against Rome, 
and the material on Herod the Great is supplemented by sources hostile to 
Herod in addition to Nicholas of Damascus. The Jewish Antiquities represents 
the rhetorical historiography exemplified in Dionysius of Halicarnassus' Roman 

147. For the argument that Josephus never claimed to be a Pharisee (Life 2.12 is carefully 
worded) and was critical of them, see Steve Mason, Flavius Josephus on the Pharisees (Leiden, 
1991). 
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Antiquities, on which the book is modeled. Whereas in the War Josephus spoke 
for the Roman empire and the Flavian dynasty, in the Antiquities he spoke as 
the apologist for Judaism. 

The Life (Vita) is not an account of his whole career, but defends his 
activities as commanding officer in Galilee in 66-67 against criticisms by Justus 
of Tiberias about his conduct of the war. It was written as an appendix to the 
Antiquities and published shortly after it. 

Against Apion (Contra Apionem), the latest of Josephus' works, is a two
book apology for Judaism. The title refers to an Alexandrian grammarian con
temporary with Philo who had spoken derogatorily of the Jews. Josephus' work 
goes further than a response to Apion and corrects the prejudices, ignorance, 
and malignant statements about Judaism made by other writers. After answering 
accusations concerning Jewish history, conduct in Alexandria, and temple rites 
and laws generally, Josephus gives a positive account of Jewish precepts: one 
God, one temple, sanctity of marriage and family, education of children, hospi
tality, afterlife as a reward for living in accord with the law. Against Apion is a 
valuable source for quotations from writers whose works are now lost and for 
Jewish apologetics and propaganda in the Hellenistic-Roman world. 

Josephus' biases have often been noted by later historians: he was pro
Roman and sought to whitewash Titus; he defended the Jews by blaming the 
rebellion on a succession of incompetent governors and a few extremists among 
his own people; he praised himself and slandered his opponents; he was pro
priestly and pro-Hasmonean (he was identified with both groups), so his writ
ings reflect an aristocratic outlook; and he incorrectly interpreted the legal 
position of the Jews throughout the empire in order to claim special privileges 
for them. As an apologist he interpreted Judaism in terms familiar to his Gentile 
readers - for example, presenting the parties in Judaism as philosophical 
schools. These biases are to be expected and generally it is easy to discern 
Josephus' special pleading in contrast to the facts. With proper allowance made 
for his special interests and recognition that he was sometimes misinformed, 
the reader will find Josephus an invaluable resource not to be neglected. 

Three passages in Josephus bear directly on Christian origins. They pertain 
to John the Baptist, James the Just, and Jesus. Concerning John, Josephus says: 

He was a good man and exhorted the Jews to lead righteous lives, practice 
justice towards one another and piety towards God, and so to join in baptism. 
In his view this was a necessary preliminary if baptism was to be acceptable 
to God. They must not use it to gain pardon for whatever sins they committed, 
but as a consecration of the body, implying that the soul was thoroughly 
purified beforehand by right behavior. When many others joined the crowds 
about him, for they were greatly moved on hearing his words, Herod feared 
that John's great influence over the people would lead to a rebellion (for they 
seemed ready to do anything he might advise). Herod decided therefore that 
it would be much better to strike first and be rid of him before his work led 
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to an uprising, than to wait for an upheaval, become involved in a difficult 
situation and see his mistake. Accordingly John was sent as a prisoner to 
Machaerus, the fortress mentioned before, because of Herod's suspicious 
temper, and was there put to death. (Ant. 18.5.2 [117-19]) 

In most respects this account complements and supplements the New Testa
ment reports.148 Two differences call for comment. The New Testament, al
though also emphasizing the call to an inner change of heart and reformation 
of life (Luke 3=1-20; Matt. 3:1-12), gives the forgiveness of sins as the purpose of 
John's baptism (Mark 1:4; Luke 3:3; and note the problem this caused in regard 
to the baptism of Jesus as reflected in Matt. 3:13-15) and connected it with 
eschatology (Matt. 3:7, 11-12). Josephus' words about the baptism administered 
by John actually describe quite well the significance of the washings adminis
tered by the Qumran community (IQS v.13-14). A plausible hypothesis would 
be that Josephus (who was acquainted with Essene teaching; Vita 10) has 
elaborated the meaning of John's baptism in terms familiar to himself and has 
omitted its eschatological orientation (as part of his general toning down of 
eschatological expectations among the people at large) in favor of its moral 
significance. 

A similar discrepancy but one of wider significance concerns the back
ground and occasion of John's imprisonment. The New Testament says the 
motive was John's denunciation of Herod Antipas for marrying Herodias, his 
brother's wife (Mark 6:17-20; Matt. 14:3-5; Luke 3:19-20). Josephus says nothing 
of this personal matter but speaks only of Herod's fear of political unrest. 
However, the two may be closely related. The denunciation of Herod's marriage 
could have aroused the discontent of the people, and Josephus relates that 
Herod's divorce of his wife, the daughter of King Aretas of Nabatea, in order 
to marry Herodias eventually brought on war with the Nabateans in A.D. 36 
(Ant. 18.5.1 [109-15]). 

Josephus provides valuable supplementary information concerning James, 
the brother of Jesus, and his death at the hands of the Jews in A.D. 62: 

Possessed of such a character, Ananus thought that he had a favorable 
opportunity because Festus was dead and Albinus was still on the way. And 
so he convened the judges of the Sanhedrin and brought before them a man 
named James, the brother of Jesus who was called the Christ, and certain 
others. He accused them of having transgressed the law and delivered them 
up to be stoned. Those of the inhabitants of the city who were considered 
the most fair-minded and who were strict in observance of the law were 
offended at this. (Ant. 20.9.1 [200]) 

148. J. P. Meier, "John the Baptist in Josephus: Philology and Exegesis," IBL 111 

(1992):225-37· 
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A fuller account of the death of James was given in the later second century by 
Hegesippus, quoted by Eusebius, Church History 2.23.1-18. Josephus confirms 
the esteem in which James was held and that his condemnation was an assertion 
of Jewish presumption. There has been little question of the authenticity of this 
passage. Even the reference to Jesus as "called Christ" is too noncommital to be 
a Christian interpolation; but if Josephus identified James by reference to Jesus 
here, then presumably he had already identified Jesus. That would argue that 
the next passage to be considered is derived from some reference to Jesus in 
Josephus' original work. 

Both of the above statements appear to be genuine, but the situation is 
quite different in regard to the third, the testimonium Flavianum: 

At about this time lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one might call him a 
man. For he was one who accomplished surprising feats and was a teacher 
of such people as accept the truth with pleasure. He won over many Jews and 
many of the Greeks. He was the Messiah. When Pilate, upon an indictment 
brought by the principal men among us, condemned him to tl1e cross, those 
who had loved him from tl1e very first did not cease to be attached to him. 
On the tl1ird day he appeared to tl1em restored to life, for the holy prophets 
had foretold tl1is and myriads of other marvels concerning him. And tl1e tribe 
of the Christians so called after him has to tl1is day still not disappeared. (Ant. 
18.3.3 [63-64]) 

Some of these statements could not have been written by a Jew who did not 
believe in Jesus ("if one might call him a man," "He was the Messiah," "He 
appeared to them on the third day," "holy prophets had foretold this"). Indeed, 
there was a later legend to the effect that Josephus became a Christian and a 
bishop. There is no truth in this, and it is probably an outgrowth of reading 
teXts of Josephus containing this passage. The passage is in all three existing 
Greek manuscripts of Antiquities 18, but these are later than the eleventh century 
and were preserved by Christians. Origen provides decisive external evidence 
that the passage was not in his copy of Josephus, for he says that Josephus did 
not believe in Jesus (Commentary in Matthew 10.17; Against Celsus 1.47). On the 
other hand, it seems that at this point Josephus did make some reference to 
Jesus, which was then corrected and supplemented by Christian scribes. It is 
easier to believe that this happened than that the passage was invented in its 
entirety and interpolated here. Moreover, several of the statements are quite in 
accord with what Josephus could have said ("a wise man," "Pilate upon an 
indictment by the principal men among us condemned him to the cross," "the 
tribe of the Christians"). It seems likely, then, that Josephus made some refer
ence to Jesus that was revised by Christian scribes. That statement could have 
included reference to the crucifixion under Pilate as a consequence of charges 
by Jewish leaders, to his reputation as a miracle worker, to his claim to be the 
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Messiah, and to his being the founder of Christians. 149 The Slavonic version of 
Josephus carried the Christianizing tendency further. 1so 
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Rabbinic Literature 

At the beginning of the first century the two leading rabbis were Hillel 
(c. 50 B.C-A.D. 10)151 and Shammai, and their schools dominated Pharisaic in
terpretation of the law until A.D. 70. The school of Shammai prevailed in the 
predestruction era, but after 70 the school of Hillel took the lead in the reor
ganization of Judaism and so assumed the ascendancy in Jewish life. In general, 
the school of Shammai adhered to a stricter interpretation of the law, so that 
the Mishnah takes special note of those instances where they were more lenient 
than the school of Hillel. When similarities to the attitude of Jesus are found 
in rabbinic literature, one should remember that this literature reflects the later 
development when the more lenient views of Hillel prevailed and that the 
stricter views of Shammai prevailed during Jesus' ministry. 

The corpus of rabbinic literature was shaped by Hillelites. The leader of the 
school of Hillel during the mid-first century was his grandson Rabban Gamaliel 
the Elder, Paul's teacher (Acts 22:3; c£ 5:34ff.). The mishnaic tractate Sotah 9.15, 
which preserves tributes to outstanding rabbis, says that "when Rabban Gamaliel 
the Elder died, the glory of the law ceased and purity and abstinence died." His 
younger contemporary Johanan ben Zakkai152 (pp. 398-400) took the lead in the 
reorganization of Jewish life after the destruction of the temple through the 
rabbinical academy at Jamnia.153 "When the Rabban Johanan ben Zakkai died, 
the splendor of wisdom ceased." Also active at this time was Rabbi Eliezer. 154 

Gamaliel's grandson, Rabban Gamaliel II (active c. 80-120) ISS did not take so open 
a view toward Christianity. He introduced into the Eighteen Benedictions the 
curse, "Let the Nazarenes and the heretics perish as in a moment, let them be 
blotted out of the book of the living and let them not be written with the 

151. Nahum N. Glatzer, Hillel the Elder (New York, 1970). 
152. J. Neusner, A Life ofRabban Yohanan Ben Zakkili (Leiden, 1962); idem, Development 

of a Legend, Studies on the Tradition Concerning Yohanan ben Zakkili (Leiden, 1970); idem, 
First Century Judaism in Crisis (Nashville, 1975). 

153. Jacob Neusner, "The Formation of Rabbinic Literature: Yavneh (Jarnnia) from 
A.D. 70 to 100," ANRWII, Principat, 19.2 (Berlin and New York, 1979), 3-42. 

154. Ben Zion Bosker, Pharisaic Judaism in Transition: R. Eliezer the Great and Jewish 
Reconstruction after the War with Rome (New York, 1935); J. Neusner, Eliezer ben Hyrcanus: 
The Tradition and the Man (Leiden, 1973). 

155. Shammai Kanter, Rabban Gamaliel II: The Legal Traditions (Chico, Calif., 1980). 
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righteous," which effectively excommunicated Christians from the synagogues 
and formalized the break between the two faiths. 156 

Rabbi Akiba 157 was a leading figure in the period from A.D. 120 to 140. We 
have already noted his alleged recognition of Simon ben Kosebah as the Messiah 
in the abortive rising under Hadrian (pp. 400-401). Of him too it was said, 
"When Rabbi Akiba died, the glory of the law ceased." Akiba and his disciple 
Rabbi Meir made important contributions toward codifying the oral law. "When 
Rabbi Meir died, there were no more makers of parables." The authoritative 
compilation of the oral law in the Mishnah was the achievement of Rabbi Judah 
the Patriarch (or Prince) at the end of the second century. He was the great -great 
grandson of Gamaliel the Elder and is often cited simply as "Rabbi." Thus, 
"When Rabbi died, humility and the shunning of sin ceased." 

Rabbi Judah's compilation of the oral law in written form and with a few 
minor additions is the Mishnah, a topical collection of legal rulings. The word 
comes from a verb meaning "to repeat," and so means "study." The Tannaim 
(lit. "repeaters") were the rabbinic scholars of the first and second centuries 
whose interpretations are collected in the Mishnah. More specifically, the Mish
nah is a codification of the Halakah (pI. Halakoth). The verb halak means "to 
walk," and halakah referred to an authoritative legal decision on how one was 
to conduct himself according to the law. (Note the frequency of "to walk" in 
the practical, ethical sections of the New Testament Epistles - e.g., Gal. p6; 
Eph. 4:1, 17; 5:2, 8, 15; Col. 4:5; 1 Thess. 4:1.) 

The process of interpreting the Scriptures, the written law, was called 
midrash (exposition). Whereas Mishnah was the law codified in topical form, 
midrash was commentary that stated rabbinic interpretation of the laws ar
ranged according to the order of the biblical text. Not all midrash was halakic, 
or legal; it also includes haggadah, which refers to all biblical interpretation that 
is nonhalakic, that is, all edifying and informative commentary. 

When the Mishnah itself was commented upon, the result was Talmud, 
derived from a word for "study," or "instruction." The commentary on the 
Mishnah was called Gemara, from the verb gemar ("to complete"). The 
Amoraim ("speakers") were commentators on the Mishnah of Rabbi Judah. 

Since the rabbinic materials were not reduced to writing until later than 
the New Testament, the earliest apparently not until the second century, the use 
of this literature for the backgrounds of early Christianity is problematic. Much 
material from the first century and earlier is certainly preserved in rabbinic 
literature, but determining precisely the extent of such traditions is not easy. 

156. Such is the usual interpretation of the twelfth benediction in the Jewish daily 
prayer (see pp. 543-44), but the heretics there cursed may not have been Christians - see 
Reuven Kimelman, "Birkat Ha-Minim and the Lack of Evidence for an Anti-Christian Jewish 
Prayer in Late Antiquity," Jewish and Christian Self-Definition, vol. 2, Aspects of Judaism in 
the Greco-Roman Period, ed. E. P. Sanders (Philadelphia, 1981), 226-44. 

157. L. Finkelstein, Akiba, Scholar, Saint, and Martyr (New York, 1936). 



JUDAISM 

Many decisions and sayings are attributed to rabbis whose dates are known, 
but even here one is not always on firm ground. When the same statement is 
attributed to more than one person, it is clear that even these attributions do 
not give a secure basis for the date and origin of a tradition. Some traditions, 
moreover, will be older still than their first attribution to a given teacher. 
Sometimes early traditions have been modified in transmission so that they 
contain details of later date. Form -critical analysis and the inherent logic of the 
development of the teachings help in arranging the traditions in chronological 
order.I58 The quantity of reliable historical information for the pre-70 period 
in rabbinic literature is not great: even what is attributed to that period actually 
depends for its formulation on the second- and third-century situation. This 
question of dating has often left even specialists in dispute, but the difficulties 
do not mean that one should ignore the rabbinic literature. When used carefully 
in comparison with other sources the rabbinic writings often help to fill out 
the picture. 

Mishnah 159 

The Mishnah comprises sixty-three tractates (massekoth) arranged in six divi
sions or orders (sedarim) dealing respectively with laws pertaining to agricul
tural produce (Zeraim, "seeds"), the holy days and festivals (Moed, "set feasts"), 
women (Nashim), property rights and legal proceedings (Nezikin, "damages"), 
the holy things related to the temple (Kodashim, "hallowed things"), and un
cleanness and purification (Tohoroth, "cleannesses"). They are thus concerned, 
in order, with the holiness of the land of Israel, the holiness of time (proper 
conduct on holy days), the holiness of family life (with special reference to the 
transfer of women from the father's house to the husband's), the sanctification 
of property (the stable conduct of civil life), the holy place (stable conduct of 
the cult), and the bounds of holiness (purity in an unholy world). The Mishnah 
is concerned only with life lived in the Holy Land; it leaves out of account life 
in the Diaspora. That in large measure accounts for older scholars making a 

158. See the pioneering work of Jacob Neusner, e.g., Judaism: The Evidence of the 
Mishnah (Chicago, 1981), 14-22, which summarizes what is worked out in detail in his histories 
of mishnaic law. 

159. H. Danby, trans., The Mishnah (London, 1933); J. Neusner, The Mishnah: A New 
Translation (New Haven, 1988); text by J. Hutner, director, and N. Sacks, ed., The Mishnah 
with Variant Readings (Jerusalem, 1972-); H. Albeck and H. Yalon, Shisha Sidre ha-Mishnah 
(an edition with commentaries in Hebrew), 6 vols. (Jerusalem, 1952-1958); text and literal 
translation by P. Blackman, Mishnayoth, 7 vols. (New York, 1965); J. Neusner, The Modem 
Study of the Mishnah (Leiden, 1973); E. J. Lipman, The Mishnah: Oral Traditions of Judaism 
(New York, 1974); N. Kahana and L. Oschry, Elucidated Mishnah Series (Jerusalem, 1977-); 
J. Neusner, Judaism: The Evidence of the Mishnah (Chicago, 1981); Charles R. Gianotti, The 
New Testament and the Mishnah: A Cross-Reference Index (Grand Rapids, 1983); J. Neusner, 
The Mishnah: Introduction and Reader (Philadelphia, 1992). 
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The Orders and Tractates of the Mishnah160 

Zeraim ("Seeds") 

Berakoth ("Benedictions") 
Peah ("Gleanings") 
Demai ("Produce not certainly tithed") 
Kilaim ("Diverse Kinds") 
Shebiith ("Seventh Year") 
Terumoth ("Heave Offerings") 
Maaseroth ("Tithes") 
Maaser Sheni ("Second Tithe") 
Hallah ("Dough -offering") 
Orlah ("Fruit of Young Trees") 
Bikkurim ("First-fruits") 

Moed ("Set Feasts") 

Shabbath ("Sabbath") 
Erubin ("Sabbath Limits") 
Pesahim ("Passover") 
Shekalim ("Shekel Dues") 
Yoma ("Day of Atonement") 
Sukkah ("Tabernacles") 
Yom Tob or Betzah ("Festivals") 
Rosh ha-Shanah ("New Year") 
Taanith ("Days of Fasting") 
Megillah ("Scroll of Esther") 
Moed Katan ("Mid-Festival Days") 
Hagigah ("Festival Offering") 

Nashim ("Women") 
Yebamoth ("Sisters-in-Law") 
Ketuboth ("Marriage Deeds") 
Nedarim ("Vows") 
Nazir ("Nazirite Vow") 
Sotah ("Suspected Adulteress") 
Gittin ("Bills of Divorce") 
Kiddushin ("Betrothals") 

Nezikin ("Damages") 
Baba Kamma ("The First Gate") 
Baba Metzia ("The Middle Gate") 
Baba Bathra ("The Last Gate") 
Sanhedrin ("Sanhedrin") 
Makkoth ("Stripes") 
Shebuoth ("Oaths") 
Eduyoth ("Testimonies") 
Abodah Zarah ("Idolatry") 
Aboth ("Fathers") 
Horayoth ("Instructions") 

Kodashim ("Hallowed Things") 
Zebahim ("Animal Offerings") 
Menahoth ("Meal-offerings") 
Hullin ("Animals killed for food") 
Bekhoroth ("Firstlings") 
Arakhin ("Vows of Valuation") 
Temurah ("Substituted Offering") 
Kerithoth ("Extirpation") 
Meilah ("Sacrilege") 
Tamid ("Daily Whole-offering") 
Middoth ("Measurements") 
Kinnim ("Bird-offerings") 

Tohoroth ("Cleannesses") 
Kelim ("Vessels") 
Oholoth ("Tents") 
Negaim ("Leprosy-signs") 
Parah ("Red Heifer") 
Tohoroth ("Cleannesses") 
Mikwaoth ("Immersion-pools") 
Niddah ("The Menstruant") 
Makshirin ("The Predisposers") 
Zabim ("They that suffer a flux") 
Tebul Yom ("He that immersed himself 

that day") 
Yadaim ("Hands") 
Uktzin ("Stalks") 

160. For standard abbreviations, see Society of Biblical Literature Membership Directory 
and Handbook, 1991 (Decatur, Ga., 1991), 199-200. See J. Neusner's A History of the Mishnaic 
Law of . .. on the different orders in five parts and forty-three volumes for the series "Studies 
in Judaism in Late Antiquity" (Leiden, 1974-1985). 
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sharp distinction between Palestinian and Diaspora Judaism and for those who 
have studied Judaism primarily through the Mishnah and related materials 
taking it as "normative" for all Judaism. The tractates within each division are 
in general arranged according to length, the longest first. Passages from the 
Mishnah are not cited by the orders but by the name of the individual tractate 
followed by the chapter and section (paragraph) numbers. The language of the 
Mishnah is Hebrew. 

Since the Mishnah is primarily interpretations of the legal and cultic laws 
of the Pentateuch, much of it is of marginal interest to the student of early 
Christianity. Some, however, is of great importance for understanding the 
Judaism out of which Christianity arose and against which it reacted. The gem 
of the Mishnah is the tractate Aboth (Sayings of "the Fathers"), a collection of 
moral and practical wisdom that has maintained perennial interest. 161 The 
entire second division with its instructions about the observance of the Sabbath 
and the annual feasts is important for understanding the public expression of 
Judaism in the early Christian period. Berakoth gives the Jewish practice in 
regard to prayer. Tamid ("Daily Whole-offering") and Middoth ("Measure
ments") in the fifth division give information about the temple and its daily 
routine. Sanhedrin (fourth division)l62 describes the various law courts and 
some of the rules for their functioning. Nedarim ("Vows") in the third order 
and Shebuoth ("Oaths") in the fourth provide the background for Jesus' teach
ing on oaths, and Ketuboth ("Marriage Deeds"), Gittin ("Bills of Divorce"), and 
Kiddushin ("Betrothals") the background on marriage and divorce customs. 

Tosefta 163 

Tosefta ("Supplement") is a collection of interpretations contemporary with 
those included in Rabbi Judah's Mishnah but excluded from it (called baraita, 
"external"). Since it did not have the authoritative status of the Mishnah, it has 
been less studied, but for historical purposes it is of equal (or greater) value 
with the Mishnah. The Tosefta is arranged in orders and tractates parallel to 
those of the Mishnah; only four tractates of the latter are not represented. It is 
cited T. or Tos. (for Tosefta), then the name of the tractate, as with the Mishnah. 

161. R. T. Herford, The Ethics of the Talmud: Sayings of The Fathers (repr.; New York, 
1962); B. T. Viviano, Study as Worship: Aboth and the New Testament (Leiden, 1978). 

162. S. Krauss, The Mishnah Treatise Sanhedrin, ed. with intro., notes, and glossary in 
English and German (Leiden, 1909). 

163. Text by M. S. Zukermandel, Tosefta (Jerusalem, 1937; repro 1970), and S. Lieberman, 
The ToseftaAccording to Codex Vienna, 4 vols. (New York, 1955-1989); idem, Tosefta Ki-fshutah: 
A Comprehensive Commentary on the Tosefta, 9 vols. (New York, 1955-1989); an English 
translation is in progress by J. Neusner, The Tosefta: Translated from the Hebrew, 6 vols. (New 
York, 1977-); the tractates Sanhedrin, Berakoth, and Sukkah are available in 3 vols. in the 
series Translations of Early Documents, Series III, Rabbinic Texts (London, 1919, 1921, and 
1925); J. Neusner, The Tosefta: An Introduction (Atlanta, 1992). 
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Talmud 164 

The Mishnah plus Gemara ("completion") equals Talmud. Thus the Talmud 
includes the text of the Mishnah by sections and commentary on it. Two different 
Talmuds were produced, the Babylonian and the Jerusalem or Palestinian. The 
Babylonian Talmud comments on thirty-six and one-half of the tractates in the 
Mishnah, the Palestinian on thirty-nine; but the Babylonian Talmud is three to 
four times as long as its Palestinian counterpart. The Gemara of both are in 
Aramaic, but there are dialectical differences between Babylonia and Galilee. The 
Palestinian Talmud is the product of rabbinic schools in Palestine, particularly at 
Tiberias, and was compiled in the early fifth century. According to traditional 
theory, the Babylonian Talmud was basically complete at the end of the fifth or 
beginning of the sixth century, but recent study emphasizes that considerable 
material was incorporated in the sixth and seventh centuries. The Babylonian 
Talmud has enjoyed the greater authority of the two in Jewry as a whole. 

Although the Talmuds are the work of later generations of Jewish scholars, 
they nonetheless often contain traditions of greater antiquity (i.e., a baraita, 
"outside," referring to material of equal date not included in the Mishnah), and 
even where not of such age are still of importance in preserving the Jewish 
interpretation from an age close to the beginnings of Christianity. Passages are cited 
by j (Jerusalem) or (more frequendy) y (Yerushalmi) for the Palestinian Talmud 
and b (Babli or Babylonian) for the Babylonian Talmud, followed by the tide of the 
tractate and the folio number and column of the first complete printed edition. 

164. Text of the Babylonian Talmud by I. Epstein, ed., Hebrew-English Edition of the 
Babylonian Talmud (London, 1960-); J. Hutner, dir., and M. Hirschler, ed., The Babylonian 
Talmud with Variant Readings (Jerusalem, 1972-). Text of the Jerusalem Talmud in Talmud 
Yerushalmi [Hebrew] (New York, 1948); an edition including the traditional commentaries 
in Hebrew was published in 7 vols. (Vilna, 1922; repro New York, 1959). The standard English 
translation of the Babylonian Talmud is I. Epstein, The Babylonian Talmud, 18 vols. (London, 
1935-1948), with good indices; two other translations are in progress: J. Neusner, The Baby
lonian Talmud: An American Translation (Atlanta, 1984-; A. Steinsaltz, The Talmud: The 
Steinsaltz Edition with extensive commentary (New York, 1981}-). Neusner has also translated 
the Jerusalem Talmud, The Talmud of the Land of Israel, 35 vols. (Chicago, 1982-1989). For 
introductions and study aids: H. J. Kasouwski, Thesaurus Talmudis (Jerusalem, 1954-); 
L. Goldschmidt, Subject Concordance to the "Babylonian Talmud" (Copenhagen, 1959); 
M. Mielziner, Introduction to the Talmud (4th ed.; New York, 1968); M. Zevin and J. Hutner, 
eds., Encyclopedia Talmudica (Jerusalem, 1969-); J. Neusner, The Formation of the Babylonian 
Talmud (Leiden, 1970); idem, Invitation to the Talmud: A Teaching Book (San Francisco, 1984); 
A. Carnell, Aids to Talmud Study (Jerusalem, 1975); A. Corre, Understanding the Talmud (New 
York, 1975); Baruch M. Bosker, "An Annotated Bibliographical Guide to the Study of the 
Palestinian Talmud," ANRW II, Principat, 19.2 (Berlin and New York, 1979), 139-256; David 
Goodblatt, "The Babylonian Talmud," ANRWII.19.2, 257-336; J. Neusner, Judaism in Society: 
The Evidence of the Yerushalmi (Chicago, 1983); J. Neusner, Judaism - The Classical State
ment: The Evidence of the Bavli (Chicago, 1986); D. Kraemer, The Mind of the Talmud: An 
Intellectual History of the Bavli (Oxford, 1990); J. Neusner, The Talmud: A Close Encounter 
(Minneapolis, 1991). 
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Extracanonical Tractates 165 

At the end of the fourth seder of the Talmud are seven tractates compiled in 
the post-Talmudic period and of lesser authority. The first of these, Aboth de 
Rabbi Nathan, gives additional biographical information and sayings of the 
rabbis of the Tannaitic period.166 Derek Eres ("Moral Conduct") may also date 
from Mishnaic times; it and Derek Eres Zuta ("small," containing instructions 
for scholars) have been used to elaborate on Paul's moral teaching. 167 

There are seven other "small tractates"168 that did not attain "canonical" 
authority among the Jews. One of these, Gerim ("Proselytes"), is of special 
interest to students of early Christianity due to its subject. 

Midrashiml69 

The rabbis of the early Christian centuries produced an extensive commentary 
literature. We can note here only a sampling of these works, primarily from the 
early period, in order to indicate the richness available. The midrashim are 
sometimes classified as halakic or haggadic, with halakah predominating in the 
Tannaitic midrashim and haggadah in the later, but most of the midrashim 
contain both types of interpretation. 

Three works of Tannaitic midrashim from the second century form a 
group: Mekilta (of Rabbi Ishmael) on Exodus 12-23,170 Sifra on Leviticus,171 and 
Sifre on Numbers 5-35 and Deuteronomy.ln 

165. A. Cohen, ed., The Minor Tractates of the Talmud, 2 vols. (London, 1965; repro 1971). 
166. J. Goldin, The Fathers according to Rabbi Nathan (Leiden, 1955), translates Ver

sion A; A. J. Saldarini, The Fathers according to Rabbi Nathan (Leiden, 1975), translates Ver
sion B. 

167. E.g., W. D. Davies, Paul and Rabbinic Judaism (3d ed.; London, 1970). 
168. M. Higger, Seven Minor Treatises (New York, 1930). 
169. See p. 509 below on Jewish scriptural interpretation for bibliography pertinent to 

this literature in general. Gary Porton, Understanding Rabbinic Midrash: Texts and Commen
tary (New York, 1985), translates and explains selected passages from the major rabbinic 
midrashim. He introduces Midrash, but from a limited standpoint, in "Midrash: Palestinian 
Jews and the Hebrew Bible in the Greco-Roman Period," ANRW II, Principat, 19.2 (Berlin 
and New York, 1979), 103-38; cf. A. Wright, The Literary Genre Midrash (New York, 1967); 
J. Neusner, Midrash in Context: Exegesis in Formative Judaism (Philadelphia, 1983); idem, 
Invitation to Midrash: The Workings of Rabbinic Bible Interpretation: A Teaching Book (San 
Francisco, 1989). 

170. Text and translation by J. Z. Lauterbach, Mekilta de Rabbi Ishmael, 3 vols. 
(Philadelphia, 1949); W. S. Towner, The Rabbinic "Enumeration of Scriptural Examples," A 
Study of a Rabbinic Pattern of Discourse with Special Reference to Mekhilta d'Rabbi Ishmael 
(Leiden,1973). 

171. J. Neusner and R. Brooks, Sifra: The Rabbinic Commentary on Leviticus - An 
American Translation (Atlanta, 1985). 

172. W. S. Green and J. Neusner, Sifre to Numbers (Atlanta, 1986); L. Finkelstein, Sifre 
on Deuteronomy (New York, 1969 repr.); R. Hammer, Sifre: A Tannaitic Commentary on the 
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Of the later midrashim we should mention Midrash Rabbah - a collection 
of midrashim on the Pentateuch and the Five Scrolls (Megilloth: Song of Solomon, 
Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther) ranging in date from the fourth to the 
twelfth century,173 the individual parts of which are sometimes cited separately, 
as Bereshith Rabbah (Genesis RabbahJ174 and Midrash on Psalms (Midrash Tehil
lim) - from the ninth century or later although the nucleus may be second to 
fourth century.175 Homiletic midrashirn are collections of synagogue sermons 
(see p. 545). The three earliest are Pesikta (de Rab Kahana) -homilies on the 
festivals and special sabbaths; Pesikta Rabbatil76 - also covering certain feasts 
and sabbaths; Tanhuma (or Yelammedenu) - a homiletic midrash on the whole 
Pentateuch. In The homilies are mainly of two types: (1) proem - from an intro
ductory text chosen outside the Scripture readings of the day but linking them, 
with a key word tying the beginning to the end of the sermon; 178 (2) yelammedenu 
- based on a request for instruction (see p. 545). In both types texts of Scripture 
were strung together with interpretive material. 

Targumiml79 

An important source for the way in which the Hebrew Bible was understood is 
found in the Targumim (plural of Targum). As knowledge of biblical Hebrew 

Book of Deuteronomy (New Haven, 1986); J. Neusner, Sifre to Deuteronomy: An Analytical 
Translation (Atlanta, 1987); S. D. Fraade, From Tradition to Commentary: Torah and Its Inter
pretation in the Midrash Sifre to Deuteronomy (Albany, N.Y., 1991). 

173. English translation by H. Freedman and M. Simon, Midrash Rabbah, 10 vols. 
(London, 1939-1951). 

174. J. Neusner, Genesis Rabbah: The Judaic Commentary to the Book of Genesis - A 
New American Translation, 3 vols. (Atlanta, 1985); idem, Genesis and Judaism: The Perspective 
of Genesis Rabbah - An Analytical Anthology (Atlanta, 1985); idem, Comparative Midrash: 
The Plan and Program of Genesis Rabbah and Leviticus Rabbah (Atlanta, 1986). 

175. English translation by W. G. Braude, The Midrash on Psalms (New Haven, 1959). 
176. English translation by W. G. Braude, Pesikta Rabbati: Discourses for Feasts, Fasts, 

and Special Sabbaths (New Haven, 1969). 
177. John Townsend, trans., Midrash Tanhuma (New York, 1989). 
178. J. Heinemann, "The Proem in ilie Aggadic Midrashim: A Form-Critical Study," 

Studies in Aggadah and Folk-Literature: Scripta Hierosolymitana 22 (Jerusalem, 1971), 100-200. 
179. R. Le Deaut, Introduction a la litterature targumique (Rome, 1966); P. Nickels, 

Targum and New Testament: A Bibliography together with a New Testament Index (Rome, 
1967); John Bowker, The Targums and Rabbinic Literature: An Introduction to Jewish Inter
pretation of Scripture (Cambridge, 1969); M. P. Miller, "Targum, Midrash and ilie Use of ilie 
Old Testament in the New Testament," JSJ 2 (1971):29-82; Martin McNamara, Targum and 
Testament (Grand Rapids, 1972); Bernard Grossfeld, Bibliography of Tar gum Literature, 2 vols., 
Biliographica Judaica 3 and 8 (Cincinnati, 1972, 1977); Martin McNamara, The New Testament 
and the Palestinian Targum to the Pentateuch (2d ed.; Rome, 1978); J. T. Forestell, Targumic 
Traditions and the New Testament: An Annotated Bibliography with a New Testament Index 
(Chico, Calif., 1979); R. Le Deaut, The Message of the New Testament and the Aramaic Bible 
(Chicago, 1982); Bruce D. Chilton, A Galilean Rabbi and his Bible; Jesus' Use of the Interpreted 
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declined, the custom arose of following the Scriptqre reading in Hebrew in the 
synagogue with an Aramaic paraphrase (p. 545), the Targumim or Targums. 
They preserve the way passages were commonly interpreted. Since the people 
often remembered passages best according to the way they were paraphrased, 
it is not surprising that sometimes the text was quoted according to the meaning 
given in the Targum rather than according to its actual wording. Thus Ephesians 
4:8 cites Psalm 68:18 according to a form known to us only from the Aramaic 
Targum (and the apparently related Syriac translation of the Psalms). For a long 
time the Targums were not written down, but eventually, as with the oral law, 
they were. The dates below pertain to the written texts; much earlier traditions 
of interpretation may be included. 

The two principal Targumim are Targum Onqelos to the Pentateuch, which 
perhaps originated in Palestine before being used in Babylonia at the end of the 
third century where it soon won high esteem;180 and Targum Jonathan to the 
Former and Latter Prophets, in use in Babylonia in the early fourth century.181 
The names Onqelos and Jonathan are the equivalent of Aquila and Theodotion, 
and may have been transferred from their Greek versions to the Aramaic Tar
gums. These were the Targums in use in Babylonia. 

Most of the Palestinian Targums are later. That to the Torah came to be 
called also by the name of Jonathan (as in the Etheridge translation), but it is now 
commonly called Targum Yerushalmi or Targum pseudo-Jonathan to distinguish it 
from the Targum on the Prophets. The Targums to the Writings came later,182 
although that to the Psalms is fourth or fifth century. Fragments of earlier 
Palestinian Targums to the Pentateuch exist. One manuscript (Codex Neofiti I in 
the Vatican Library) contains a complete Palestinian Targum to the whole Penta
teuch. Considerable attention has been given to the claim that it contains an early 
form of the Palestinian Targum, perhaps going back as early as the first century. 183 

Scripture of his Time (Wilmington, Del., 1984). An English translation in 19 vols. of The 
Aramaic Bible (the Targums), ed. Martin McNamara, is in progress (Collegeville, Minn.). 
Pierre Greiot, What Are the Targums? (Collegeville, Minn., 1992). 

180. Text ed. A. Sperber, The Bible in Aramaic, vol. 1, The Pentateuch according to 
Targum Onkelos (Leiden, 1959); J. W. Etheridge, trans., The Targums of Onkelos and Jonathan 
ben Uzziel on the Pentateuch with Fragments of the Jerusalem Targum (repr.; New York, 1968); 
KTAV is publishing an English translation and ·commentary of Targum Onqelos, of which 
Genesis, Exodus, and Deuteronomy have appeared. 

181. Text ed. A. Sperber, The Bible in Aramaic, vol. 2, The Former Prophets according to 
Targum Jonathan (Leiden, 1959), and vol. 3, The Latter Prophets according to Targum Jonathan 
(Leiden, 1962); text and trans. of Isaiah by J. F. Stenning, The Targum of Isaiah (Oxford, 1949); 
Bruce Chilton, The Glory of Israel: The Theology and Provenance of the Isaiah Targum (Shef
field, 1983); 1. Smolar, M. Aberbach, and P. Churgin, Studies in Targum Jonathan to the 
Prophets (New York, 1983). 

182. English translation by E. Levine, The Targum to the Five Megillot (Leiden, 1977). 
183. See A. Diez Macho, Neophyti 1. Targum Palestinense de la Bibliotheca Vaticana 

(Madrid, 1968), for text and translations into Spanish, French, and English. 
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Archaeological SourcesI84 

The literary sources for Judaism in the period surrounding the origins of Chris
tianity are supplemented by archaeological sources. These are not extensive but 
are more numerous than is generally recognized and add a significant dimension 
to the understanding of Jewish history and religion. For instance, there were 
Jewish catacombs in Rome. 18S 

184. James F. Strange, "Archaeology and the Religion of Judaism in Palestine,» ANRW 
II, Principat, 19.2 (Berlin and New York, 1979),646-85; E. M. Myers and J. F. Strange, Archae
ology, the Rabbis and Early Christianity (Nashville, 1981); R. Hachlili, Ancient Jewish Art and 
Archaeology in the Land of Israel (Leiden, 1988). 

185. A. Konikoff, Sarcophagi from the Jewish Catacombs of Ancient Rome: A Catalogue 
Raisonne, rev. ed. (Stuttgart, 1990). 
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Numismatics 186 

The study of coinage is adding significantly to the understanding of Jewish 
history from the first century before Jesus to the second century. The coins 
reflect titles and claims of rulers, ideas being promoted (p. 84), and religious 
and political symbolism. They also often help determine chronology. 

Inscriptions 187 

The basic collection of Jewish inscriptions from the Greco-Roman world was 
made by J.-B. Frey (Rome, 1936-1952) and has been reprinted with a supplement 
by Baruch Lifshitz to bring the collection up-to-date,188 The inscriptions from 
Palestine were collected by S. Klein, but many have been found since his time. 189 
Most surviving Jewish inscriptions are either epitaphs or donations. The ma
jority are in Greek, but some are in Latin, Hebrew, or Aramaic. 

Necropolises 

A principal source of archaeological information relative to Jews comes from 
excavations of Jewish burial sites. Palestine and Italy have provided the most 
abundant evidence. The necropolis of Hellenistic-Roman Jericho provides many 
tombs from the period before A.D. 70.190 Significant finds include wooden 
coffins and evidence of primary and secondary burials in the same context. 
Beth Shearim, between Haifa and Nazareth, was a principal burial place in the 
Holy Land in the third and fourth centuries, and many persons came from 

186. See bibliography on coinage, p. 87, for Jewish coins. 
187. L. H. Kant, "Jewish Inscriptions in Greek and Latin," ANRW II, Principat, 20.2 

(Berlin and New York, 1987), 671-713; R. S. Kraemer, "Jewish Tuna and Christian Fish: Iden
tifying Religious Affiliation in Epigraphic Sources," HTR 84 (1991):141-62; P. W. van der Horst, 
Ancient Jewish Epitaphs (Kampen, 1991). 

188. J.-B. Frey, Corpus of Jewish Inscriptions (New York, 1975), reprint of Corpus Inscrip
tionum Iudaicarum with Prolegomenon by Baruch Lifshitz. See also F. V. Filson, "Ancient 
Greek Synagogue Inscriptions," BA 32 (1969):41-46, based on B. Lifshitz, Donateurs et Fon
dateurs dans les Synagogues Juives (Paris, 1967). New corpora of Jewish inscriptions are being 
prepared at Tiibingen and Cambridge. For the latter, W. A. Horbury and David Noy, eds., 
Jewish Inscriptions of Graeco-Roman Egypt (Cambridge, 1992). 

189. S. Klein, Judisch-piilastinisches Corpus Inscriptionum (Vienna and Berlin, 1920); 
J. Naveh, On Stone and Mosaic: The Aramaic and Hebrew Inscriptions from Ancient Synagogues 
[Hebrew] (Jerusalem, 1978); J. A. Fitzmyer and D. J. Harrington, A Manual of Palestinian 
Aramaic Texts (Rome, 1978). 

190. R. Hachli, "A Jerusalem Family in Jericho," Bulletin of the American Schools of 
Oriental Research 230 (1978):45-56; idem, "The Goliath Family in Jericho: Funerary Inscrip
tions from a First Century A.D. Jewish Monumental Tomb," ibid. 235 (1979):31-66; idem, 
"Jewish Funerary Customs During the Second Temple Period in the Light of Excavations at 
the Jericho Necropolis," Palestine Exploration Quarterly 115 (1983):109-32. 
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abroad to die there.19I Thirty-one catacombs have been identified, including 
the family tomb of Rabbi Judah the Patriarch. The finds include many inscrip
tions and some ornate sarcophagi. Jewish catacombs have also been found at 
Venosa in Italy, including many inscriptions and a tomb with frescoed decora
tion. Of the seven Jewish catacombs discovered in Rome, only three are acces
sible - two under the Villa Torlonia on the Via Nomentana and the Vigna 
Randanini. They have produced many frescoes, inscriptions, sarcophagi, and 
artifacts that have been used to provide a major study of the Jewish community 
in Rome. l92 

Herodian Palestine 

The intense archaeological excavations in modern Israel have revealed much 
from the period of Herod the Great and early Roman times. 193 In addition to 
the Herodian fortresses of Herodion near Bethlehem and Masada near the Dead 
Sea, the building activities of Herod the Great are manifest in many urban 
structures at Caesarea, Samaria, Jericho, and Jerusalem. In addition to Herod's 
work on the temple mount in Jerusalem, private homes and other evidence of 
everyday life in the first century have been found. Excavations are in progress 
at the capitals of two of his sons - Sepphoris (Antipas) and Caesarea Philippi 
(modern Banias - Philip). 

Papyri 

Egypt is the major source of papyri, and with papyri pertaining to the Jews 
scholars have gained new insights about Jews in Alexandria and other parts of 
Egypt. The principal collection, with English translation and an important 
historical prolegomenon, is edited by V. A. Tcherikover, A. Fuks, and 
M. Stern.194 The papyri have clarified in particular the legal status of Jews in 
the Hellenistic cities (pp. 41, 405). They have furthermore provided valuable 
data on the occupations and economic activities of Jews. The adoption by Jews 
of non-Hebrew names is sometimes a clue to the degree of cultural accommo
dation. 

191. B. Mazar, M. Schwabe, B. Lifshitz, and N. Avigad, Beth She' arim, 3 vols. (Jerusalem, 
1973-1976). 

192. H. J. Leon, The Jews of Ancient Rome (Philadelphia, 1960). See also George LaPiana, 
"Foreign Groups in Rome During the First Centuries of the Empire," HTR 20 (1927):183-403, 
but LaPiana is incorrect in assuming a central organization for the Jews in Rome. Note also 
E. S. Brettman's catalogue for the exhibition by the International Catacomb Society. Vaults 
of Memory: Jewish and Christian Imagery in the Catacombs of Rome (Boston, 1985). 

193. M. Avi-Yonah, ed., Encyclopedia of Archaeological Excavations in the Holy Land, 4 

vols. (Jerusalem, 1975-1978). 
194. Corpus Papyrorum Judaicarum, vols. 1-3 (Cambridge, 1957-1964). 
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SYNAGOGUE, Sardis, 4th c. 
The most impressive Diaspora synagogue is at Sardis. The reading desk at the front is 
at the opposite end from the double Torah shrine, where the scrolls of the law were 

kept, between the three entrances on the east end. 

Synagogues 195 

The synagogue buildings that have been excavated provide a specific, physical 
setting for information supplied by literary sources about the synagogue service 
and related aspects of Jewish life (see pp. 539-46). Most of them date from the 
post-New Testament era. Synagogues of possibly pre-70 date have been found at 
Masada, Herodion, Magdala, and Gamala. Among the more impressive synagogues 
excavated in Palestine are those at Capernaum, Chorazin, Hammath Tiberias, 

195. E. 1. Sukenik, Ancient Synagogues in Palestine and Greece (London, 1934); H. G. 
May, "Synagogues in Palestine," BA 7 (1944):1-20; S. J. Saller, Second Revised Catalogue of the 
Ancient Synagogues of the Holy Land, Publications of the Studium Biblicum Franciscanum, 
Collectio Minor, vol. 6 (Jerusalem, 1972); A. T. Kraabel, "The Diaspora Synagogue: Archaeo
logical and Epigraphic Evidence since Sukenik," ANRW II, Principat, 19.2 (Berlin and New 
York, 1979),646-85; Hershel Shanks, Judaism in Stone: The Archaeology of Ancient Synagogues 
(Washington, 1979); 1. I. Levine, ed., Ancient Synagogues Revealed (Jerusalem and Detroit, 
1981); M. J. S. Chiat, Handbook of Synagogue Architecture (Chico, Calif., 1982). 
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MOSAIC FLOOR, synagogue at Hammath Tiberias, 3d/4th c. A.D. 

Along with characteristically Jewish emblems -lions, ark of the covenant (or Torah 
shrine), and menorahs - the signs of the zodiac and a personification of the sun in 

his chariot occur on synagogue floor mosaics. These seemingly pagan symbols 
apparently represented the universe as subject to God's law (p. 225). 

Bar'am, Beth Alpha, and Maaon; of those outside Palestine especially notable are 
Ostia, Stobi, Delos, Sardis, and Dura Europus. There is no uniform architectural 
plan, but they do share some common features. Synagogues were commonly 
oriented toward Jerusalem (to the east; Josephus, Against Apion 2.10); but not with 
absolute consistency or accuracy. The Diaspora synagogues were frequently built 
near a source of water (sea or river)l96 or had cisterns near the entrance. The 
essential part of the furniture was an ark (chest) for keeping the biblical scrolls. This 
ark or Torah shrine was originally a portable chest (Taanith 2.1) brought in for the 
service; but later permanent structures appear, usually on the wall facing Jerusalem, 
attached to a niche, aedicula, or apse. Most synagogues had a platform where there 
would have been a reading stand; other features were benches lining the walls and 
a chief seat ("Moses' seat"; Matt. 23:2) for the person presiding. 197 Many had guest 

196. Cf. Josephus, Ant. 14.10.23 (258). 
197. Bernd-Jarg Dielner, "Zur literarischen und monumentalen Ueberlieferung der 

sog. 'Moseskathedra'," Studien zur spiitantiken und byzantinischen Kunst, vol. 2 (Bonn, 1986), 

147-55· 
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rooms adjoining the assembly room. Pictorial evidence indicates the use of a 
menorah (lampstand). 

Jewish Symbols and Art 198 

Something of a surprise has been the presence of art in many of the syn
agogues. Apparently not all Jews applied the prohibitions in the Decalogue 
(Exod. 20:4; Deut. 5:8) as strictly or extensively as rabbinic interpretation 
attempted. 199 In addition to sculptured architectural elements (column capi
tals, etc.) were mosaic floors with scenes from the Bible and nature (from the 
fifth and sixth centuries; p. 225),200 and wall paintings. (For Jewish funerary 
art, see pp. 229-32, 471). 

The most important of the early synagogues to be excavated from the 
standpoint of pictorial art is at Dura Europus on the Euphrates.201 The walls 
of this third-century synagogue were lined with spectacular frescoes, including 
scenes from the life of Moses, the career of Elijah, the anointing of David, the 
vision of Ezekiel, the Book of Esther, a sequence dealing with the history of the 
ark, and portraits (biblical characters?). Copies of the paintings are housed at 
Yale; the originals are in Damascus. 

Jewish religious emblems occur not only in synagogue architecture and 
decoration but also on objects of everyday use, such as lamps.202 Objects 
associated with the festivals (palm branch, citron, menorah) are especially 
prominent. 

The major collection of Jewish art and symbols by E. R. Goodenough 
should be used for its collection of evidence but not for Goodenough's inter
pretation, which involves a particular theory of the transfer of symbolic mean
ings and a speculative interpretation of Hellenistic Judaism.203 The nearly 
ubiquitous Jewish symbol was the menorah (the lamp stand, usually but not 

198. E. R. Goodenough, Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period, 13 vols. (New York, 
1953-1968); J. Gutmann, "Early Synagogue and Jewish Catacomb Art and its Relation to 
Christian Art," ANRWII, Principat, 21.2 (Berlin and New York, 1984). 

199. C. Konikoff, The Second Commandment and its Interpretation in the Art of Ancient 
Israel (Geneva, 1973). 

200. R. and A. Ovadiah, Hellenistic, Roman, and Early Byzantine Mosaic Pavements in 
Israel (Rome, 1987). See p. 225. 

201. C. Kraeling, ed., The Excavations at Dura Europos, 8:1, The Synagogue (New Haven, 
1956; New York, 1979); Jonathan Goldstein, "The Central Composition of the West Wall of 
the Synagogue at Dura Europos," Journal of the Ancient Near Eastern Society 16/17 

(1984/85):99-142; Joseph Gutmann, The Dura Europos Synagogue: A Reevaluation (1939-1992), 
2nd ed. (Atlanta, 1992). 

202. Varda Sussman, Ornamented Jewish Oil-Lamps from the Destruction of the Second 
Temple Through the Bar-Kokhba Revolt (Warminster, England, 1982). 

203. See reviews by A. D. Nock in Gnomon 27 (1955):558-72; 29 (1957):524-33; 32 
(1960):728-36 (Essays, 877-918); and Morton Smith in JBL 86 (1967):53-68. 
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SYNAGOGUE WALL PAINTINGS, early 3d C., Dura Europus 
The most nearly complete cycle of paintings from an ancient Jewish synagogue was 

found at Dura Europus on the Euphrates. Biblical scenes and characters are the 
theme, especially events associated with the ark of the covenant. 

(Courtesy Yale University Art Gallery) 
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COLUMN CAPITAL 
The menorah was the almost ubiquitous Jewish symbol, but it was 

often accompanied by other symbols such as the lulab (palm branch) and 
ethrog (citron). This capital came from the synagogue at Corinth. 

(Corinth Museum) 

477 

always seven-branched).204 It is found sculptured on the column capitals in 
synagogues and on sarcophagi, on mosaic pavements of synagogues, painted 
on walls of catacombs, on gold glasses, on lamps, and on bone and ivory 
carvings. The menorah held the place in Jewish symbolism occupied by the 
Chi-Rho and later the cross in Christian symbolism. Other emblems occurring 
with great frequency in various media in Jewish art include the Torah shrine 
containing scrolls of the Scriptures, the lion (of Judah), lulab (palm branch) 
and ethrog (a citron) representing the Feast of Tabernacles, incense shovel for 
the Day of Atonement, and the shofar for New Year's Day. The association of 
these with the temple and its ritual and. festivals is noteworthy for the self
understanding of the synagogue and the transformation of older symbols into 
a new setting. 

Among biblical stories the sacrifice of Isaac occupied a special place in 
Jewish art. Its frequency in synagogue art suggests that the Aqedath Isaac ("bind-

204. D. Sperber, "The History of the Menorah," liS 16 (1965):135-59; Carol Meyers, The 
Tabernacle Menorah (Missoula, Mont., and Chico, Calif., 1976). 
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JEWISH GOLD GLASS 
Symbols of religious festivals - water jars, palm branches, citron, and ram's horns

as well as furnishings from the temple continued to be important to the Jews. 
(Courtesy Vatican Museum) 

ing of Isaac") was emphasized. Did this come to prominence as a counterpart 
to the Christian doctrine of redemption, or was this the background of Paul's 
formulation of the significance of Jesus' death?205 

205. The latter is the position of H.-J. Schoeps, Paul: the Theology of the Apostle in the 
Light of Jewish Religious History (Philadelphia, 1961), 141-49; cf. G. Vermes, Scripture and 
Tradition in Judaism (Leiden, 1983), 193-227, and R. Wilken, "Melito, The Jewish Community 
at Sardis, and the Sacrifice of Isaac," Theological Studies 37 (1976):53-69; but see P. R. Davies 
and Bruce Chilton, "The Aqedath: A Revised Tradition History," CBQ 40 (1978):514-46. The 
Jewish sources are compiled in S. Spiegel, The Last Trial: On the Legends and Lore of the 
Command to Abraham to Sacrifice Isaac (New York, 1967). 
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Pagan References to Jews 

Pagan references to Jews in the Greco-Roman period do not add a great deal 
to what can be learned from Jewish literature about Judaism itself, but they are 
very important for how Jews and Judaism were perceived and thus are significant 
for various purposes. It is impossible here to provide a listing of the pagan 
sources for the study of Judaism, but fortunately there are extensive collections 
of these readily available. Varied motives lay behind comments on Jews, and 
various attitudes toward them were expressed. Some Gentile writers were 
favorable to Judaism and found it attractive, looking on the Jews as philosophers 
and as an ancient source of wisdom with pure concepts of the divine and how 
it is to be worshiped. Other men of affairs had very negative impressions of the 
Jews because of the struggles over citizen rights and the special privileges of the 
Jews in the empire.206 The pagan sources do permit some conclusions about 
the impact of Jews in the Greco-Roman world and what features of the Jewish 
religion and way of life were prominent to outsiders: Sabbath, circumcision, 
abstention from pork, and the worship of the one God. Even the hostile state
ments indicate that the pagan sense of what constituted Jewish identity con
formed closely to Jewish self-understanding (pp. 502ff.). 

One of the more scurrilous accounts of Jewish history and religion is 
found in Tacitus, Histories 5.2-13, whose charges conform closely to those to 
which Josephus responded in Against Apion (pp. 457-58). Tacitus' report cor
rectly notes that Moses was the founder of the Jewish religion and mentions 
many of the details of Jewish practice: abstention from pork, use of unleavened 
bread, paying tribute to Jerusalem, loyalty to other Jews, general avoidance of 
intermarriage with non-Jews, circumcision, making proselytes, not exposing 
children, burial and not cremation of the dead, worship of one God, and absence 
of an image in the temple. His interpretations show the hostile attitude: the 
Jews were driven out of Egypt; they worship an ass (alluded to); the Sabbath 
rest is kept from indolence; the Jews hate other peoples; and they are lustful. 

Apart from those with political reasons to oppose Jews, such negative 
opinions come primarily from a conservative circle of Roman literary figures. 
Anti-Semitism surfaced mainly where Jews appeared most alien - in race and 
particularly in customs - and would not conform to pagan society. Where Jews 
were most at home in society, attitudes were favorable. Jewish exclusivism 
appears repeatedly in the texts. Hostility from pagan traditionalists increased 
in proportion to the numbers of Gentiles attracted to Judaism. The pagan 
perception of Christianity, initially, was colored by the stereotypes of Jews (pp. 
556-64). 

206. V. Tcherikover, Hellenistic Civilization and the Jews (Philadelphia, 1961), 357-77. 
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PARTIES AND SECTS 

That Judaism in the first century was far from a monolithic entity is evident 
from the divisions in Palestinian Judaism. The well-known groupings discussed 
in this section do not exhaust the varieties. Even within these groups were 
subdivisions, as is known from the controversies among the Pharisees. Modern 
scholars make a distinction between "parties" (groups that recognize the exis
tence of others from whom they are separated as having a place in the total 
people; cf. modern Christian denominations or political parties in a country) 
and "sects" (groups claiming an exclusive right to represent the total people 
and having exclusive possession of the truth). According to this distinction the 
Pharisees and Sadducees were parties but the Essenes were a sect. 
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Pharisees 

History 

The name Pharisee is usually derived from the Hebrew parush, meaning "sep
arated," but even those who agree on this etymology do not agree concerning 
from whom or of what was the separation: Of Israel from the nations? Of a 



JUDAISM 

select group, the Associates (Haberim), from the "people of the land" ('am 
ha-aretz of the Mishnah)? Of themselves from ritual impurity? Of the tithes 
according to the Torah? 

Although Josephus' first reference to the Pharisees occurs in his discus
sion of Jonathan (Ant. 13.5.9 [171]), his first reference to their activities that 
connects with historical events falls in the reign of John Hyrcanus (13.10.5-6 

[288-98]). It may be that they emerged out of the I:fasidim at the time of the 
Maccabean revolt.207 After the success of that revolt, if one did not choose to 
drop out of political life and withdraw to the wilderness as did the Qumrani
ans, one of two courses could be followed with regard to the law. The tradi
tional code might be expanded to meet new circumstances and be reinter
preted in accord with new beliefs; or these experiences could be left outside 
the scope of its authority and new ideas be left unrecognized. Those who 
accepted the first policy became the Pharisees, and those who adopted the 
second became the Sadducees. 

According to Josephus the Pharisees rejected Hyrcanus' right to be both 
king and priest, so he gave his allegiance to the Sadducees. The Pharisees appear 
in Josephus as a political party who sought to impose their interpretation of 
the law upon the nation. Their conflict with the Hasmoneans became intense 
under Alexander Jannaeus, who severely persecuted them; however, they came 
to power under his widow Alexandra. They successfully wrested control of the 
governing council and, although lay scholars, supplanted the priests as inter
preters of the law. Rabbinic literature credits Simeon ben Shetah with restoring 
the Torah at this time. 

When Aristobulus turned once again to the priestly hierarchy, the 
Pharisees began to lose some of their authority. With the coming of Roman 
rule and the establishment of the Herodian dynasty, the Pharisees' political 
power was limited and they concentrated on their own fellowships and on 
influencing the life of the nation on the local level. It may be that Hillel the 
Elder is significant in this change of approach. At any rate, in the New Testament 
and rabbinic literature the,.PJ1<!risees appear principally as a table-fellowship 
who kept the_~aJ:p.~Ja,wsofJi1\Jill""p.Uri.tr~an(fso might eat together. Rabbinic 
literature's concern for agricultural law, Sabbath and festival regulations, and 
rules of cleanness agrees with the Gospels' picture of Pharisaic concerns. The 
New Testament, Josephus, and rabbinic literature agree in characterizing the 
Pharisees as those most concerned with accurate interpretation of the law and 
Witnproinotmg-UieIr-owD. tradition.208 Josephus gives"th~ir number in the first 
century as six thousand and attributes to them the greatest influence of any 

207. John Kampen, The Hasideans and the Origin of Pharisaism: A Study of 1 and 
2 Maccabees (Atlanta, 1988). 

208. A. I. Baumgarten, "The Name of the Pharisees," IBL 102 (1983):411-28; idem, "The 
Pharisaic Paradosis," HTR 80 (1987):63-77. 
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party on the common people. However, this claim, it has been argued, may 
reflect the situation only in the late first century (or be part of Josephus' 
campaign to commend the Pharisees to the Romans at the expense of other 
groupS).209 After 70 the Pharisees did take the lead in giving the Jewish people 
a new center of religious life apart from the temple.2lO The Pharisaic scholars 
at Jamnia and at Usha after the Bar Kokhbah revolt were recognized by Rome 
as the governing body for the internal life of the Jewish people, so the Pharisees 
again became a party with political power as well as religious influence. The 
Judaism that survived was primarily Pharisaic Judaism. 

The Pharisaic Program 

The twin pillars of the Pharisaic system were "Torah and Tradition." Torah 
(teaching, or law) was primarily the five books of Moses. A written law must 
be interpreted and applied. The process of applying the teaching contained in 
the Torah involved new precepts. The Pharisees differed from the Sadducees in 
giving divine authority to the interpretation and application of the law. "It is 
more culpable to teach against the ordinances of the scribes than against the 
Torah itself' (Sanhedrin 11.3). The Sadducees answered the question "By what 
authority?" in terms of Deuteronomy 17:8-13, that the priests were to give the 
authoritative applications of the Torah, but their instructions were not Torah. 
The Pharisees, on the other hand, felt that the Torah had been given to all Israel, 
not just to the priests, and therefore was open to all who were competent to 
interpret it. Here the scribes came in. They were not identical with the Pharisees, 
but there is good reason why scribes and Pharisees appear together so frequently 
in the Gospels. The scribes were the official scholars of the Torah. Most of the 
scribes accepted the principles of the Pharisees, and the Pharisees followed the 
teachings derived from scribal interpretations. Moreover, the Pharisees felt that 
if the applications of the law were to be binding, they had to have the force of 
Torah itself. The means to achieve this was the idea of oral law ("tradition of 
the elders"; Mark 7:3, 5), equally authoritative with the written law (for more 
about the oral law see pp. 507-8). 

The Pharisees appear to have been for the most part non-priests. The 
concerns of the rabbis who succeeded them, as indicated by rabbinic literature, 
would indicate that their adherents included small landowners and the shop
keepers and artisans of the towns. The Pharisees' reputation for exactitude in 

209. Steve Mason, "Pharisaic Dominance Before 70 CE and the Gospels' Hypocrisy 
Charge (Matt 23:2-3)," HTR 83 (1990):363-81, argues that Josephus shows antipathy to the 
Pharisees and their dominance in Jewish life even pre-70 and so is to be believed on their 
influence. 

210. Jacob Neusner insists that post-70 rabbinism is not simply to be equated with 
pre-70 Pharisaism; see "The Formation of Rabbinic Judaism: Yavneh (Jamnia) from A.D. 70 
to 100," ANRW II, Principat, 19.2 (Berlin and New York, 1979), 3-42. 
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the study and interpretation of the biblical law and their applications of it to 
areas of life where other Jews did not apply it distinguished them from other 
Jews. Their interpretations and applications were attributed to the "traditions 
of the elders."21l The concern with ritual purity led to a great interest in the 
proper preparation of foods, careful observance of the agricultural laws, and 
meticulous tithing. 

Because the Pharisees saw Torah as a developing, dynamic social force, 
they sought to keep the law of Moses from becoming a dead ritual and to give 
it new meaning and life. Thus they were also open to further doctrinal devel
opments - resurrection of the body, last judgment, and rewards and punish
ment in the afterlife. 

The flexibility of the Pharisees may also be seen in their approach to the 
problem of fate and free will. As characterized by Josephus, the three principal 
"philosophical schools" among the Jews were distinguished on this issue in this 
way: the Essenes assigned everything to fate (heimarmene); the Sadducees as
signed everything to human freedom; and the Pharisees believed in both fate 
and free will (Ant. 13.5.9 [171-72]).212 Josephus was borrowing the Greek philo
sophical terminology; for fate one should understand God's governance, or 
providence (cf. Gamaliel's advice in Acts 5:38-39). As Rabbi Akiba expressed it, 
"All is foreseen but freedom is granted" (Aboth 3-16). 

Jesus and the Pharisees 

The sharp rebukes Jesus administered to the Pharisees and their frequent 
appearance as his antagonists have obscured the considerable area of agree
ment between them. Jesus lived as a loyal Jew and accepted the authority of 
the Torah (cf. such details as Mark 6:56; 1:40-45; 14:12; 12:36). He had many 
friendly contacts with certain Pharisees (Luke 7:36ff.; 11:37; 13:31-33; 14:1; Mark 
12:28-34; Matt. 23:1-2). These verses, if nothing else, should have made un
necessary the lesson many Christians have had to learn from Jewish scholars 
that "Pharisee" was not synonymous with "hypocrite." Any way of life based 
on authoritative teaching or law has a tendency to hypocrisy, and no doubt 
there were hypocrites among the Pharisees. Yet just as Epicurus was not an 
"~picurean," so the Pharisees were not "Pharisaical." The relationship be
tween inner motive and outward conduct is often differently perceived by 
those who adhere to a given practice and those who disagree with it. Much 
of Jesus' ethical teaching finds parallels in rabbinic literature. Most often cited 
is the negative form of the "Golden Rule" attributed to Hillel. The effort to 
reduce the law to as few principles as possible (Matt. 22:36) was a rabbinic 

211. E. P. Sanders, Judaism: Practice and Belief 63 BCE-66 CE (Philadelphia, 1992),444. 
212. George F. Moore, "Fate and Free Will in the Jewish Philosophies According to 

Josephus," HTR 22 (1929):371-89. 
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concern.213 According to one story a Gentile volunteered to become a pros
elyte on the condition that he be taught the whole Torah while he stood on 
one foot. Hillel converted him with the teaching: "What is hateful to you, do 
not to your neighbor. That is the whole Torah, while the rest is commentary; 
go and learn" (b. Shabbath 30b). 

Precisely because there was so much in common, the points on which 
Jesus took issue stand out boldly.214 Four stories illustrate the underlying dif
ferences. (1) Jesus' association with "sinners" illustrates a different conception 
of separation from the world (Mark 2:15-17; Matt. 9:9-13; Luke 5:27-32). The 
Pharisees' attitude was well defined: the pious must keep apart from those 
neglectful of the law, ceremonial cleanness, and payment of tithes, especially in 
their meals. The Essenes took this a step further and practiced a spatial as well 
as moral separation from the world; the Pharisees did not attempt spatial 
withdrawal but tried to achieve the same kind of physical separation while living 
in the world. In contrast, Jesus was often in the homes of and ate with "publicans 
and sinners." He thus rejected the effort to extend the priestly regulations to 
the people as a whole. He defended his own conduct in terms of his sense of 
personal mission (Mark 2:17 and par.; cf. Luke 19:10). Jesus took a different 
model for the religious life - involvement with sinners while not partaking of 
their sins. Saving the world required contact with it. 

(2) Ritual purity illustrates differences on the authority of tradition (Mark 
7:1-23; Matt. 15=1-20). Behind the Pharisaic separation from sinners lay their 
concern for ritual purity. The basis for their interpretation was the oral law 
("the tradition of the elders"). Jesus not only rejected the emphasis on ritual 
purity (that which defiles is internal, not external), he also rejected the Pharisaic 
basis of authority. The oral law had actually contravened the written law in 
many instances. 

(3) Sabbath-keeping illustrates a different set of priorities (Mark 2:23-3:6; 
Matt. 12:1-13; Luke 6:1-11). The scribal interpretations entered into the question 
of what constituted work on the Sabbath. The conduct of Jesus' disciples in 
picking and rubbing grain and Jesus' healings on the Sabbath did not contravene 
any specific text in the Old Testament but did run counter to the current 
Pharisaic interpretation. Mark's account defends the disciples on three bases: 
the Old Testament allowed exceptions in case of need; human values take 
precedence over ritual requirements;215 and finally messianic authority deter
mines the law. The priority of human needs also figures in Jesus' defense of his 
healings on the Sabbath. 

(4) Divorce illustrates a difference in interpretation, whether by principle 

213. b. Makkoth 23b-24a says Moses gave 613 laws; David reduced them to 11 (Ps. 15); 
Isaiah to 6 (Isa. 33=15-16); Micah to 3 (Mic. 6:8); Isaiah to 2 (Isa. 56:1); Amos to 1 (Amos 5:4) 
and Habakkuk to 1 (Hab. 2:4). 

214. For this section see B. H. Branscomb,]esus and the Law of Moses (NewYork,1930). 
215. Cf. b. Yoma 85b. 
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or by precept (Matt. 19:3-12; Mark 10:2-9). The practice involved here was the 
method of interpreting the law. Jesus was questioned in regard to a difference 
among the Pharisees themselves concerning the meaning of Deuteronomy 24:1 
("unseemly thing," "indecency," or "uncleanness"). Hillel allowed divorce for 
any cause, whereas Shammai limited it to sexual immorality (Gittin 9.10). Jesus 
agreed with Shammai in principle, but his answer went on to state the divine 
intention in regard to marriage. In so doing he repudiated the ultimate authority 
of the Mosaic legislation, appealing in its place to the divine purpose expressed 
in the order of creation. This interpretation of the law in terms of fundamental 
principles distinguishes Jesus from the rival groups in the Judaism of his day. 
According to him the Sadducees were right in exegesis - the Scriptures did not 
mean what the Pharisees made them mean - but they were wrong in relegating 
Scripture to the place of an archaic relic with less and less relevance to the 
present. The Pharisees were right in trying to keep Scripture applicable, but 
were wrong in their method by making tradition superior or equal to the written 
word. Jesus offered a corrective to both viewpoints. The written word is author
itative, but the great fundamental principles therein take precedence and pro
vide the standard by which it is to be interpreted and applied. 
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Sadducees 

The derivation of the name Sadducee is not certain, but it is usually connected 
with Zadok, either the high priest under David or some later Zadok. 

The Sadducees were the party of the wealthy priests and their friends in 
the aristocracy (Acts 5:17). They combined conservative religious attitudes with 
power politics. Their political position and practical sense of survival led them 
into an openness toward certain Hellenistic cultural influences and a rejection 
of the Pharisees' innovations. After the coming of Rome,. they encouraged 
collaboration with the ruling power and were interested in maintaining the 
status quo, which preserved their power and influence. Their center of strength 
was the temple. With its destruction and the collapse of their program and way 
of life after 70, they ceased to influence Jewish religious life. One of the high
priestly families was that of Boethus, which was so prominent that in Talmudic 
literature Boethusians is at times almost equivalent to Sadducees. The Boethusi
ans, however, appear to have been originally distinct from the Sadducees, per
haps as one branch of them. 

The Sadducees are known now only through the eyes of their opponents: 
Pharisees - Josephus and the traditions in rabbinic literature - and Chris
tians - the New Testament. Hence, they are known primarily for those points 
on which they differed from the Pharisees; that is, they are known negatively 
and not for positive things for which they stood. The Sadducees accepted only 
the written law of Moses as authoritative and rejected the oral law of the 
Pharisees. Of course, they had their own traditions of interpretation relative to 
the temple ritual and legal matters, but these were not Torah and were not 
binding. Even the prophets and writings were not treated as a source of doctrine. 
Jesus, therefore, in responding to their question about the resurrection (Matt. 
22:23-33 and par.) cited a passage from the Pentateuch (Exod. 3:6) in support 
of the idea of a resurrection and not one of the more obvious texts from Isaiah 
or Daniel. These would have carried no conviction for the Sadducees, given 
their understanding of authority, so Jesus met them on their own ground. 

The question about the resurrection introduces another negative identi
fying belief of the Sadducees: their denial of the resurrection. Their question to 
Jesus presupposed the common Pharisaic understanding of a literal resurrection 
involving the same physical activities in the world to come as characterize 
human life now. Luke's account is more explicit in rejecting this understanding 
of the resurrection (20:34-36), but the main thrust of Jesus' answer was to put 
the emphasis on the nature of God, his power, and his relationship to humanity. 
He did so because the Sadducees apparently went beyond a rejection of a fleshly 
resurrection. According to Acts 23:8, "The Sadducees say there is no resurrection, 
neither angel nor spirit." The verse has created problems not only because there 
is no external confirmation of a Sadducee denial of angels and spirits but 
because there would seem to be enough about angels in the Pentateuch to satisfy 
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even a skeptical literalist. Therefore, it has been suggested that the Sadducees 
did not deny all angels but the elaborate angelology and demonology developed 
in the postbiblical period and accepted by the Pharisees. Another possibility is 
that the latter two negatives in Acts 23:8 are distributive: they denied a resur
rection (not only physical) whether in the form of an angel or a spirit. In this 
case Jesus' affirmation is even more to the point ("like angels") in affirming 
what the Sadducees rejected. Another possibility is that two questions are being 
dealt with and the phrase "nor angel nor spirit" refers to an intermediate state 
before the resurrection.216 At any rate, Jesus' answer went to the heart of the 
Sadducees' problem: a temporal concern that gave inadequate (if any) attention 
to the spiritual side of human existence. 
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Qumran Community, Essenes, and Therapeutae 

History of the Qumran Community 217 

The principal Dead Sea Scrolls have been introduced in the "Jewish Literature" 
section of this chapter. The use of the scrolls for historical study depends upon 
their date. Although there has been debate over the exact age of the scrolls, 
several converging lines of evidence have convinced the great majority of 
scholars that they belong to the last two centuries of the Second Templt; (~ecgnd 
cent':lrr!.c~to_fl~s_Lc~I1t':lry _A.DJ. (1) Paleography, the study of ancient hand
writing, places the writing of the scrolls in this time period. (2) The carbon 14 

test on the linen cloths in which some of the scrolls were wrapped gave a date 
of A.D. 33 and then of 20 B.C., both with a range of plus or minus two hundred 
years. (3) Linguistic studies place the kind of language employed in this time 
period. (4) The historical allusions fit the events of this period, although names 
are seldom given and the internal evidence is not so explicit as would be hoped. 
(5) Archaeology has provided the conclusive evidence. It has connected the 
manuscripts found in the caves near the Wadi Qumran with the ruins (Khirbet) 
of the settlement at Qumran. Jars of the same type in which the scrolls were 
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stored when placed in the caves have been found in the ruins, one jar beside a 
coin dated A.D. 10. Dried ink in the scriptorium at Qumran matched exactly in 
chemical content the ink with which the scrolls were written. The evidence of 
the jars and coins unmistakably places the period of occupation at Qumran in 
the late Second Temple period. 

Excavations at Qumran have revealed provisions for a complete commu
nity. The members of the sect apparently slept in tents, or perhaps in caves. 
They carried on farming activities at Ain (spring) Feshka to the south. But the 
center of all communal activities was at Qumran. There was an elaborate water 
system with canals and cisterns to provide water for the community and pools 
for its ritual washings. There were workshops and facilities for pottery making, 
a kitchen, and storerooms. There was an assembly hall and a library or scrip
torium with writing tables where presumably the manuscripts were written. 

By correlating the archaeological evidence with the internal evidence of 
the scrolls, it is possible to reconstruct a general outline of the history of the 
Qumran community.2lS 

Prehistory. The Ifasidim initially supported the Hasmonean revolt, but 
after Judas restored the worship in Jerusalem, they withdrew from further 
involvement in political affairs. For about twenty years the group was leaderless. 

Phase One - from the founding to the rule of John Hyrcanus. The date 
of the founding of the sect depends on the identification of the Wicked Priest, 
who persecuted the Teacher of Righteousness (better, "Righteous Teacher") and 
his followers. Proposed candidates have included Jonathan, Simon, and Alex
ander Jannaeus, with Jonathan appearing as the most likely candidate.219 That 
there are several candidates for the title "Wicked Priest" is commentary on the 
religious situation in Jerusalem, but one must recognize the narrow definitions 
of the Qumran literature. When Jonathan assumed the high priesthood and 
pursued a secular policy in his civil rule, around the mid-second century B.C., 
one branch of the pious under the leadership of the Teacher of Righteousness 
withdrew into the wilderness ofJudea. They advocated the rights of the Zadokite 
priesthood against the Hasmoneans. This was the period of the initial settlement 
at Qumran and of zealous Essenism. 

Phase Two - from John Hyrcanus to Herod. John Hyrcanus' break with 
the Pharisees brought an influx of new recruits to Qumran. The archaeological 
evidence shows that during Hyrcanus' reign (134-104) the settlement entered 
its most flourishing stage. Other groups were formed, and Pharisaic influence 
may perhaps be seen in the interpretation of the law. 

Phase Three - the reign of Herod. An earthquake in 31 B.C. has left clear 

218. This outline follows J. T. Milik, Ten Years of Discovery in the Wilderness of ludaea 
(London, 1959), 49-98. 

219. This assumes that the Wicked Priest was a reigning high priest; the case for his 
being the leader of a rival faction in the community is argued by B. E. Thiering, "Once More 
the Wicked Priest," IBL 97 (1978):191-205. 
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signs of its destruction at Qumran, which the Essenes abandoned. During this 
period Essenes were prominent in support of Herod, the antagonist of the 
Essenes' old enemies, particularly the Hasmoneans. 

Phase Four - from Archelaus to the Jewish revolt. About the beginning 
of the Christian era rebuilding and reoccupation began at Qumran. The un
settled conditions in first-century Palestine made the monastic-type life at 
Qumran once more attractive. As tensions with Rome increased, Zealot influ
ences may have been felt at Qumran. The settlement was destroyed by Roman 
troops in A.D. 68, but not before the library had been hidden in nearby caves. 
Some of the Essenes apparently found refuge with the defenders of Masada and 
brought some of their literary works with them. 

Identity: The Essenes 

The debate over the proper identification of the Qumran community has 
centered on the Essenes. Of the previously known sects in Judaism the Qumran 
community has the closest affinities with the Essenes. The Qumran covenanters 
were either Essenes, a branch of the Essenes, or a previously unknown sect 
similar to the Essenes. The derivation of the name Essene is unclear, but a likely 
suggestion is that this is a Graecizing of Aramaic hasayya, the "pious ones," and 
possibly equivalent to Ifasidim in Hebrew.22o The Essenes were known previ
ously from Latin and Greek sources (listed below in bibliography).221 

There are striking similarities between the accounts of the Essenes in these 
previously known sources and the information in the Dead Sea Scrolls about 
the community at Qumran: there was a one-year waiting period and two years 
of probation before full membership in the sect (War 2.8.7 [137-38J; lQS vi.14-22 
requires two stages of probation, of one year each, before full membership); 
oaths were sworn at initiation; there was a strict discipline (both War 2.8.9 [147] 
and lQS vii.13 mention that spitting into the assembly was forbidden); purifi
cation baths were practiced regularly; a common meal was eaten together by 
the community; there was a community of goods; and the study of the Scrip
tures was a prominent activity. 

Some of the very similarities, however, show discrepancies in details among 
the sources; yet those between the scrolls and the Greek sources are no greater than 
those between Josephus and Philo. The nature and extent of the community of 
possessions may not be the same in the Greek and the new Hebrew sources.222 

Philo states that the Essenes banned marriage altogether (Hypothetica 11.14), 

220. Philo connects the name with hosiotes, "holiness" (Every Good Man Is Free 75 and 
Hypothetica 11.1). 

221. T. S. Beall, Josephus' Description of the Essenes Illustrated from the Dead Sea Scrolls 
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sical Sources (Sheffield, 1989). 

222. M. Black, The Essene Problem (London, 1961), 19-26. 
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whereas Josephus knew both marrying and nonmarrying Essenes (War 2.8.13 
[160]). The scrolls do not indicate a condemnation of marriage, and the Qumran 
cemetery contains bones of women and children as well as men. It may very well 
be that celibacy was practiced by some (or most) but was not a general rule among 
the Essenes. Another area that is not clear is the attitude toward animal sacrifice. 
Philo implies a rejection of it (Every Just Man Is Free 75), and the manuscripts of 
Josephus have the Essenes sending votive offerings to the temple but performing 
their own sacrifices (Ant. 18.1.5 [19]). The situation seems to be that they objected 
to the Jerusalem cultus but not to sacrifice per se. What if any sacrifice they offered 
at Qumran remains unclear. 

It may be that Essene was a broad term including several similar sects, one 
segment of which was the Qumran community. Or, perhaps some modifications 
in practice were made over the years (the different forms of the Rule of the 
Community and its relations with the Damascus Document would confirm that 
this did happen, as is always to be assumed in regard to a living community). 
The discrepancies are not enough to overthrow the Essene hypothesis or weaken 
the broad areas of agreement and even detailed similarities. If the Qumran 
community was not an Essene group, it was a similar sect, active in the same 
time period and in the same location. 

Organization, Beliefs, and Practices at Qumran 

We have already alluded to some beliefs and practices, and some will be treated 
best in relation to Christianity. The Qumran sect was a closely structured com
munity in which priests predominated. They called themselves the "sons of 
Zadok," but they provided for priests, Levites, Israelites, and proselytes in their 
membership. An annual examination assigned a rank to each member according 
to his knowledge and spiritual progress, and he sat and spoke in the assembly 
according to this rank. The organization included oligarchic, monarchic, and 
democratic elements. The supreme council of the community was a group of three 
priests and twelve laymen (elders?).223 The administration of affairs was handled 
by an overseer (mebaqqeror paqid) who examined candidates for membership, 
had charge of finances, and directed the labor of the community.224 A number of 
decisions were made by the sessions of the "Many," as the assemblies of the whole 
were called, although again the hierarchical structure dictated who could speak 
when. There was a tight system of discipline, and even minor infractions could 
result in exclusion from communal life for varying periods of time.225 

223. The Damascus Document provides for ten judges. 
224. According to the Damascus Document the overseer, however, did not have the 

prestige of the presiding priest, who directed the study of the Bible. 
225· M. Weinfeld, The Organizational Pattern and the Penal Code of the Qumran Sect: 

A Comparison with the Guilds and Religious Associations of the Hellenistic-Roman Period 
(Gottingen,1986). 
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One became a member, after a time of probation, by taking an oath to 
live by the law of Moses as interpreted by the "men of the covenant" and by 
being admitted to the water of purification. He turned his "knowledge, powers, 
and possessions" over to the sect. 

The Qumran community lived under a strong eschatological expectation. 
They believed that they were living in the last days, and they interpreted the 
prophets as referring to their times. They looked forward to the coming of a 
Prophet and the Messiahs (Anointed) of Aaron (the eschatological Priest) and 
of Israel (the messianic King), according to lQS ix.9-11 and 4QTest. They made 
a sharp distinction between the "sons of light" and the "sons of darkness." 

As the community awaited God's action they spent their tinIe in intense 
study of the Scriptures. Wherever ten members were together, someone was to 
be studying the law at all tinIes, and the members took turns reading and praying 
together night and day (lQS vi.6-8). The interpretation followed the lines laid 
down by the Teacher of Righteousness, who was believed to have revealed the 
true knowledge of God and the correct understanding of the Bible. 

The meals of the community had a sacred character, and the proceedings 
were carefully regulated. 

The community lived by a solar calendar, identical with that of Jubilees 

SCRIPTORIUM, Qumran 
The Dead Sea Scrolls were written or copied in the Scriptorium. The buildings 

at Qumran provided for the full needs of the community. 
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and 1 Enoch, rather than by the luni-solar calendar observed by the Jerusalem 
priesthood.226 This calendar contained 364 days, divided into 52 weeks, with 12 
months of 30 days and one extra day every three months. New Year's and the 
first day of each three-month period began on a Wednesday; festivals and 
Sabbaths always fell on the same day of the year. This meant that the festivals 
fell on different days at Qumran from those at Jerusalem. The difference over 
the religious calendar appears to have been a principal point of contention with 
the Jerusalem priesthood. 

Qumran and the New Testament 227 

Of individuals known from the New Testament the strongest circumstantial 
case for a connection with Qumran can be made for John the Baptist. 228 As 
noted above, Josephus described John's baptism in terms of the Qumran wash
ings (pp. 457-58). Several facts support the theory that John lived at Qumran: 
he was of a priestly family, his parents were old at the time of his birth (Luke 
1:7), the Essenes reared orphan children (Josephus, War 2.8.2 [120]), and the 
scene of his activity was the wilderness of Judea (Luke 3:2). 

It might further be suggested that John learned the practice of baptism there, 
but his baptism was different from the Qumran ceremoniallustrations in impor
tant respects. John's was a "baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins" (Luke 
3:3). It was a once-for-all act. The washings at Qumran - apparently by immersion 
(CD X.ll and the pools at Qumran) - were daily purifications; we may assume 
that the first ablution had a special meaning but we are not told this in the texts. 
The Qumran bath was noninitiatory, for one was admitted to the water only after 
taking the oath of membership. The roots of the Qumran practice were in the Old 
Testament washings for purification. It was presumably self-administered, as were 
Jewish washings, although we have nothing explicit on this. However, what made 
John's baptism unique was that he administered it himself, hence his name "the 
baptizer." Furthermore, John's baptism was related to the coming of the Messiah 
and saved one from the wrath to come (Matt. 3:6-7; Acts 19:4). 
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Another point of contact was the use of Isaiah 40:3. Once more there is 
a difference: Qumran, following the Hebrew text, emphasized the going into 
the wilderness to prepare the way for the Lord (lQS viii.13-14), whereas Chris
tians interpreted John as the "voice crying in the wilderness" (Matt. 3:3, follow
ing the LXX text). Moreover, his asceticism if anything was stricter than Qum
ran's. These and other differences indicate that if John grew up at Qumran (and 
he may have), he made a break with it. Most significant is his prophetic role. A 
new impulse sent him forth "to make ready" the way of the Lord. The Qumran 
covenanters did not offer a public call to repentance in view of the imminent 
judgment, as did John. They were content to set an example and await the Lord's 
action. John actively undertook a call to repentance. 

Even less may be made of possible associations of Jesus with Qumran.229 

Some of his teachings may parallel those of the Essenes, while even more have 
parallels in the Talmud. More will be said of such similarities later, but since 
Jesus, the Essenes, and the rabbis all accepted the same biblical revelation and 
addressed themselves to similar problems in the same period of time, it would 
be more surprising if no affinities were found. However, the structure of thought 
within which the teachings were placed is significantly different, as are some 
particulars. For example, Jesus refers to the teaching "Love your neighbor and 
hate your enemy" (Matt. 5:43), a teaching for which we have no previous record, 
and such may only have been Jesus' way of formulating the effects of some 
interpretations of the Old Testament command. However, now a similar state
ment is known from Qumran (lQS i.9-11; ix.21-22).230 Furthermore, Jesus did 
not forsake the temple and religious life of the people, nor did he practice the 
asceticism of Qumran. He also had a different understanding of the Sabbath. 

Various books of the New Testament have been closely studied for con
tacts with Qumran. Curiously, the Gospel exhibiting the closest similarities is 
the one considered the most Hellenistic of the New Testament, the Fourth 
Gospel.231 Many of the ideas thought to be Greek (e.g., the dualism of light 
and darkness) can be seen as quite Jewish. This has led even to the suggestion 
that John is the earliest of the Gospels. As unlikely as this is, that the suggestion 
could be made shows how thoroughly at home the Fourth Gospel is in first
century Palestine. 

Others have sought the background for the ideas in the Epistle to the 
Hebrews in Qumran, but this endeavor has not gone beyond illuminating 
certain aspects of the thought.232 Perhaps most significant in this regard is the 
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Melchizedek speculation now known from Qumran.233 This shows how another 
figure of the Old Testament became a focus of Jewish speculations in the first 
century and could provide a category with which Christians could interpret the 
significance of Jesus, who for them was the fulfillment of all the varied expec
tations arising from the Jewish heritage. 

There may have been connections between Christianity and Qumran 
through other persons unknown to us (e.g., Acts 6:7); and the Ebionites of the 
second and third centuries may have been influenced by Essenes. 

Several features of the early church may parallel Qumran, but each has 
significant differences. Christian baptism is a step further removed from the 
Qumran baths than John's baptism. The Lord's Supper has in common with 
Qumran the blessing of bread and wine, but this was a common feature of 
Jewish meals. Nothing in the Qumran meals is comparable to the new signifi
cance given the bread and wine in Christianity - a memorial of the death of 
the Savior.234 The organization at Qumran offers some parallels: a single over
seer has been compared to the bishop in the second-century church (but the 
Greek sources speak of the Essene overseer as epimeletes and not episkopos, so 
any direct dependence is unlikely). The council at Qumran has been likened to 
the twelve apostles or to the college of elders, and the assembly of the "Many" 
to exercise discipline (IQS Vi.I-2) may be compared to Christian assemblies (cf. 
2 Cor. 2:6). Early Christianity shows nothing of the dominance of priests at 
Qumran. 

Various doctrines also show similarities. The Qumran people saw them
selves as the redeemed, elect community of which one must be a member to 
be saved. They were the people of a new covenant, and they gave an eschato
logical interpretation to history. But Christianity and Qumran, although for
mally parallel in these respects, were yet different. They looked forward to two 
different kinds of new age: Qumran wanted a revival of the best ideals of the 
old age, whereas Christianity saw the new age as having already dawned in the 
coming of the Messiah. 

The calendar at Qumran may offer an explanation of some anomalies in 
the New Testament - for example, the recognition that different groups fol
lowed different calendars may be the explanation for the apparent contradiction 
between the Synoptics and John on the date of the crucifIXion (although other 
explanations are possible).235 

There are more significant values to the student of early Christianity from 
the study of the Qumran documents than these efforts to establish direct 
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connections. Qumran introduces us to an eschatological interpretation of the 
Old Testament in which prophecy was read as fulfilled in the events affecting 
the community.236 This is the same approach as in early Christianity. Moreover, 
the prophets were interpreted in their own right and not just as supplements 
to or commentary on the law. The three best-represented books at Qumran
Psalms, Deuteronomy, and Isaiah - are also the three most quoted books in 
the New Testament. Certain Old Testament readings documented from the 
biblical manuscripts at Qumran seem to represent the form of Old Testament 
text known by New Testament writers.237 Qumran therefore helps us to under
stand some features of the use of the Old Testament by New Testament writers 
as in keeping with the practices of the time. The question remained: Who had 
the right key to the understanding? For Christians Jesus and the events sur
rounding him provided that key; history refuted the Qumran alternative. 

The Qumran documents provide a better understanding of some terms 
and ideas in the New Testament. The list is extensive, but we will cite only a 
few. The correct reading and translation of Luke 2:14 as "Peace among men of 
God's good pleasure," that is, his chosen ones, is strongly supported by similar 
language at Qumran.238 The use of "poor" as a religious term for the voluntarily 
poor and humble (Matt. 5:3) may be illuminated by the similar use at Qumran 
(IQpHab xii.3, 6, 10 and lQH ii.32).239 The terminology of flesh and Spirit 
referring to spheres of life and not to metaphysical dualism is illuminated by 
the Qumran documents.24o 

The Qumran community leads us into the atmosphere of piety and in
tense religious hope in first-century Palestine. The scrolls permit us to see the 
structure and life of a sectarian Jewish religious community. One cannot help 
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but understand Christianity better as it is seen, both positively and negatively, 
against this new background. 

The decisive difference for Christianity was provided by the person of 
Jesus. That difference was between seeking and finding. Jesus united in himself 
the various messianic concepts. He rather than the community was the suffering 
servant. His mission of salvation could not succeed by withdrawal from sinners. 
The resurrection in particular changed things: the Holy Spirit was given, the 
age of redemption had begun, and Gentiles were brought in. Christians were 
living in a later moment of eschatological time. 

There are numerous similarities between Essene and the authentic early 
Christian doctrine .... In early Christianity, however, all these features ... 
are taken up into a new doctrinal structure and the integration of these 
elements with the central beliefs of the new faith transforms each one of 
them. Sometimes the transformation is merely qualitative, certain elements 
being more stressed and assuming a greater importance in the new system .... 
But in other cases the adoption of Essene beliefs into an organic unity with 
the new doctrines completely transforms them. So, for instance, the period 
of the End has for the Christian already been inaugurated with the coming 
of the Messiah. Further, the sense of the sinfulness of human nature is so 
radicalized that a merely human mediation of the New Covenant and a merely 
human Messiah would no longer seem effective .... 

Accordingly, although Essenism bore in itself more than one element that 
one way or another fertilized the soil from which Christianity was to spring, 
it is nevertheless evident that the latter religion represents something 
completely new which can only be adequately explained by the person of 
Jesus himself.241 

Therapeutae 242 

Philo's Contemplative Life describes a Jewish community living near Lake 
Mareotis in lower Egypt. He calls them Therapeutae, meaning either "healers," 
"worshipers," or "miracle workers." Philo presents them as representing the 
contemplative life in parallel with the Essenes representing the active life. They 
may have been a dispersion branch or imitation of the Essenes. 

The Therapeutae renounced private property in their quest for the vision 
of God. The community consisted of men and women, but they had renounced 
all family life. They prayed at sunrise and sunset and spent the intervening time 
studying the Scriptures ("law, prophets, and psalms") and writings, giving an 
allegorical interpretation of the Scriptures. They also composed hymns and 

241. J. T. Milik, Ten Years of Discovery in the Wilderness of Judaea (London, 1958), 143. 
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psalms. They fasted until sunset and even then took little food. The Sabbath 
was spent in a common assembly, seated by age with the men and women 
separated by a partition, listening to sacred discourses. Every fiftieth day (or 
Pentecost) there was a festal assembly with prayers, a discourse by the president, 
responsorial singing, a simple meal, and an all-night vigil of song concluded at 
sunrise with prayer. 

Their community life, asceticism, and worship practices seemed so similar 
to the Christian monastic communities in Egypt with which he was familiar 
that Eusebius considered them to have been Christians (Church History 2.17), 

but if the treatise is genuinely by Philo this is chronologically impossible. 
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Zealots 

Josephus attributes to Judas of Galilee, who led a revolt in A.D. 6 against the 
Roman census undertaken when Judea became a Roman province, the ideology 
of the revolutionary "Fourth Philosophy" (after Pharisees, Sadducees, and Es
senes) among the Jews: it was unlawful to pay taxes to Rome (cf. Matt. 22:17), 
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for God alone was Lord; God would help the Jews throw off foreign rule if they 
undertook armed rebellion against Roman rule. In other respects they agreed 
with the Pharisees, differing only in their passion for liberty and willingness to 
die for their convictions. 

The choice of the name Zealot harks back to Phinehas (Num. 25:1-11). The 
term appears primarily in the context of the revolt in A.D. 66. The Zealots were 
the extremists among the revolutionaries and took the lead in the revolt; con
sequently, they receive harsh treatment in Josephus' account. The position has 
been taken that as a technical term for a party, Zealot came into use only at this 
time. As a consequence, the designation of one of the Twelve by this title (Luke 
6:15; Acts 1:13), if not an anachronism, must mean a general characterization 
rather than a member of the Zealot party. Matthew 10:4 and Mark 3:18 use the 
term Kananaios, a transliteration into Greek of the Hebrew word Luke translates 
as "Zealot." The presence of revolutionary activity against Rome from the time 
of the census in A.D. 6, apparently motivated by a similar ideology, leaves open 
the possibility that Zealot was already in use earlier in the century, if not as a 
technical party name, at least as a semitechnical description. Indeed, on the 
other hand, it has been advocated that Jesus himself had very close connections 
with revolutionary sentiment and that it was not accidental that the authorities 
were suspicious and had him tried on a charge of sedition. This interpretation, 
however, has to ignore or deny such a large body of evidence in the New 
Testament about the teaching of Jesus that it has not won much scholarly 
support. 

One branch of the revolutionaries were known as the Sicarii (Acts 21:38), 
the "knife-men," mentioned in connection with the events of the 50S (Wan.13.3 
[254-57]; 4.7.2 [400-405]; Ant. 20.8.10 [186-87]). They mingled among the crowds 
on festival occasions with daggers hidden in their garments. After striking down 
prominent collaborators with Roman officials, they disappeared in the crowd. 
These terrorists contributed to the atmosphere of tension in first-century 
Palestine. They were the group that seized and held Masada, preferring suicide 
to capture by the Romans. 
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Herodians 

The Herodians are not mentioned outside the Gospels, and the Gospels tell us 
nothing about them. The formation of the word means the party or adherents 
of Herod. They evidently were supporters of the Herodian dynasty. There is 
nothing in the name to indicate that they were other than political partisans. 

The new study of the Essenes sparked by the Qumran scrolls has brought 
forward the theory that the Herodians were Essenes. It is known that Herod 
was favorable to the Essenes, and nothing in the Qumran discoveries can be 
said to speak disparagingly of the Herods. This or any other identification of 
the Herodians must remain hypothetical in the absence of further sources. 
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Samaritans 

The origins of the Samaritans have traditionally been traced to the situation 
described in 2 Kings 17 (so Josephus, Ant. 9.14.3 [288-91)), but this interpretation 
of the chapter seems to be a piece of later Jewish slander against the rival 
religious community that chose Shechem and Mt. Gerizim rather than Jerusa
lem and Mt. Zion as its holy place (pp. 378-79).'The religious community of 
the Samaritans encountered in the New Testament (Luke 10:33; 17:16; John 4:9, 
39-40; 8:48) and continuing until today appears to have been religiously very 
conservative and not inclined toward syncretism with paganism. They preferred 
to refer to themselves as samerim, "keepers" (of Torah), and to distinguish 
themselves from someronim, "inhabitants of Samaria." There seems to be no 
Old Testament text unambiguously referring to them . 

• By New Testament times the Jews looked upon the Samaritans as foreigners 
(Luke 17:18; cf. Matt. 10:5). Josephus' references to them show the Jewish hostility 



500 BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

and are the basis for the traditional picture of them. The earliest certain references 
to a rival religious community based on Mt. Gerizim near Shechem are from the 
second century B.C. (Sirach 50:25-26; 2 Macc. 5-6; cf. Testament of Levi 5-7; 
Jubilees 30).'The Samaritans shared with Jews who looked to Jerusalem many 
characteristic beliefs: an uncompromising belief in and worship of the one God; 
avoidance of images; loyalty to the law given by Moses, as shown in rigid obser
vance of the Sabbath, circumcision, and festivals; a sense of being the chosen 
people with attachment to the land given to the fathers (associated in their case 
with the Joseph tribes); and expectations of a glorious destiny. Samaritanism 
evidently emerged in the postexilic period out of the common matrix that 
produced various other sectarian movements in Judaism. The sources do not 
permit us to pinpoint one event that constituted a definitive break and accounted 
for the intensity of mutual hostility. There was apparently a period of gradual 
drifting apart during which a number of antagonisms, economic and political 
advantages, as well as religious differences intensified feelings (see pp. 378-79). The 
separation of Samaritans and Jews was more a process than an event. 

Samaritan religious texts are from the fourth century and later. Substantial 
Christian and Jewish references are equally late, so the study of Samaritan 
history and beliefs in the New Testament era is extremely difficult. Moreover, 
the Samaritans did not form a uniform community. The Dositheans were a lay 
movement deriving their name from a first-century leader who was accepted 
as the Mosaic eschatological prophet. They were branded as heretical by the 
dominant priestly party; nevertheless they survived into the Middle Ages and 
contributed to the ultimate synthesis of Samaritan theology. 

,The most obvious point of difference between the Samaritans and the 
Jews, and one that went right to the heart of religious unity, was the adherence 
to a rival sanctuary on Mt. Gerizim. Josephus (Ant. 2.7.1-8.7 [297-347]) places 
the building of the Samaritan temple (from their standpoint a rebuilding) in 
the days of Alexander the Great, and archaeology offers some confirmation of 
this.243 At the beginning of the Greek period, the noble families in Samaria, 
deprived of political leadership by the new Macedonian rulers, moved to the 
ancient site of Shechem, rebuilt it, and also built a sanctuary on the adjoining 
holy mountain of Gerizim. John Hyrcanus destroyed this sanctuary two centu
ries later, but the site was still considered sacred and worship was continued 
there (cf. John 4:20). Accompanying this rival sanctuary was the Samaritans' 
own priesthood, which they traced to the true Aaronite line through Eleazar 
(the Samaritan Chronicle places the schism in Israel in the time of Eli and Samuel 
when a high priesthood descended from Ithamar was established at Shiloh 
instead of at the proper sanctuary at Shechem). The Qumran covenanters too, 
one should remember, rejected the Jerusalem priesthood. 
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In addition to the opposition to the Jerusalem cultus, the Samaritans had 
other points of difference from emerging Judaism. They preserved their own 
text of the Pentateuch, the Samaritan Pentateuch, deriving from a Hebrew text 
at least as old as the second century B.C. It preserves some north Israelite 
dialectical peculiarities and alterations in the interests of the Samaritan cultus, 
but in some passages preserves original readings. Only the five books of Moses 
were accepted by the Samaritans as authoritative, a view shared with the Sad
ducees. Other items of belief and practice also reflect the variety within Judaism 
of the pre-Christian centuries: the rejection of the resurrection was not unusual 
(cf. the Sadducees again);'distinctive was the expectation of a prophetic figure, 
the ta'eb ("the one who restores" or "the one who returns"), in fulfillment of 
Deuteronomy 18:18, but again, messianic expectations took a variety of forms 
in early Judaism (see pp. 517-19). 

The Samaritans were open to the same influences as Jews in the early 
Christian centuries (cf. Simon in Acts 8). Their position of religious proximity 
to but alienation from Jews who looked to Jerusalem meant that Christian 
preaching to them was a significant step toward the universalism of the gospel 
(Acts 8). The effort to find traces of Samaritan influence on the New Testament 
has concentrated on the Fourth Gospel and Stephen's speech in Acts,244 but the 
results are inconclusive. 
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BELIEFS AND PRACTICES 

At any given time it would be possible to fmd Jews believing almost anything 
and everything, and this is especially true at the beginning of the Christian era. 
To list the elements of Jewish "orthodoxy" is an all but impossible task. It could 
even be argued that Judaism was more a matter of "orthopraxy" than of "or
thodoxy." Jews were not different from their Greek and Roman neighbors in 
defining religion in terms of action, not belief. One of the quotations of the 
scribes was attributed to Simeon the Just: "By three things the world is sustained: 
by the [study of] law, by worship, and by deeds of charity" (Aboth 1.2). All three 
were necessary to make the religious life complete. Judaism has traditionally 
emphasized ethical principles more than beliefs. Moreover, one identified a Jew 
(religiously) in the ancient world by his observance of male circumcision as the 
seal of belonging to the people, the Sabbath rest, and the other religious holy 
days. Nevertheless, certain fundamental convictions and attitudes were quite 
general among the Jews (even among many who were not practicing Jews). Most 
common were belief in the one God (the God of Israel), the special status of 
Israel (the chosen and separate people), and the Torah (the law given by the 
one God to his chosen people and read regularly in the synagogue assem
blies).245 The general characterizations of belief below may be considered the 

245. See pp. 403-4. Note the charges against Paul in Acts 21:28 that he taught against 
the people, law, and temple (cf. Acts 6:13-14). N. J. McEleney, "Orthodoxy in Judaism of the 
First Christian Century," IS/4 (1973):19-42. Harry Wolfson, Philo (Cambridge, 1947), 1:164ff., 
combines Philo's passages in On the Making of Man 61, 170-72, Special Laws 1.60.327-63.344, 
Decalog 4.15, and Life of Moses 2.3.4 to come up with eight principles that Philo thought 
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underlying Jewish attitude, but the specific illustrations will often be drawn 
from rabbinic literature, for that is the most extensive surviving source and 
represents the development of the belief into its authoritative expression. 
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One God 

The chastisement of the exile largely cured the Jews of the problem of idolatry. 
Although difficulties with syncretism (identification of the God of Israel with 
the Most High God of Hellenism) continued, the emphasis upon monotheism 
was one of the characteristics of Jewish belief. This was underscored in the daily 
recitation of the Shema (p. 527). Along with their emphasis on his oneness, the 
Jews also emphasized God's holiness and transcendence. They put equal stress 
on the personal nature of God and his nearness to his people. In contrast to 
Greek and Roman thought, for Jews God is the measure of all things.246 

The effort to preserve proper reverence toward God led the Septuagint 
translators, the rabbis, and the Targumists to modify some of the anthropo
morphisms of the Bible. Instead of making God the subject, they employed the 
passive voice: "it was seen before God," "there was happiness before God." (This 
practice may account for some of the passives in the Gospels.) The divine name 

constituted the essentials of biblical religion: the existence of God, the unity of God, divine 
providence, the creation of the world, the unity of the world, the existence of incorporeal 
ideas, the revelation of the law, and the eternity of the law. 

246. The thought is expressed in the Greek context by Plato, Laws 4.716C. 
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Yahweh was not pronounced except in connection with the temple service. For 
instance, when the Scriptures were read, the word Adonai (Lord) was read 
instead of Yahweh. A number of substitutes for the divine name came into 
common use. The Targums regularly use Memra (Word) instead of the personal 
name of God. Other favorite substitutes were "the Name," "Power" (cf. Mark 
14:62), "Heaven" (cf. the preference in Matthew for kingdom of heaven instead 
of kingdom of God), "Glory." Sanctification of the name entered into every 
reference to God: one meets repeatedly in rabbinic literature the phrase "the 
Holy One, blessed be he." Such may be seen as "putting a fence around the 
law" to avoid transgressing the command, "You shall not take the name of the 
LORD your God in vain" (Exod.20:7). 

Israel, the Chosen People 

The conviction of being the chosen people was not weakened - if anything, it 
was enhanced - by the experience of the exile. Ezra's program called for a 
stringent separation from other peoples. The separatism of the holy nation 
found expression in a number of the practices discussed below - circumcision, 
observance of the Sabbath, etc. Exclusivism when practiced by others has not 
been a popular human characteristic, and this feature did not help the pagan 
estimate of the Jews. The Jews held a strong conviction of the necessity of being 
a member of the chosen race by pure descent in order to share the future 
blessings; thus a great deal of attention was given to racial purity. Associated 
with the belief in being the chosen people was the high regard for the land of 
Israel:247 the Jews believed that burial in Israel guaranteed resurrection and that 
those buried there would be revived first when the Messiah came (Genesis 
Rabbah 74.1). A corollary of being the chosen people was the expectation of a 
glorious destiny; aspects of this will be discussed below under the headings 
"Messiah" and "Afterlife." 

The basis of God's choice was sometimes stated as the merits of the fathers; 
at other times it was stated that Israel alone of all nations chose to be God's 
people. The mercy of God in choosing Israel was balanced by the picture of 
Abraham (and others) as the model of the righteous person so that Israel's 
election was the reward of his merit. The reverse of this was a conviction that 
all "Israel shall never see the inside of Gehenna" (Fathers according to Rabbi 
Nathan 16) and so a pride in being children of Abraham. Jewish confidence that 
they would not be rejected because of the promise to the fathers is combatted 
in the New Testament (Luke 3:8; John 8:33-39; Rom. 2:28-29; 9:7-8). Nonetheless, 
there was recognition in the New Testament that Israel was God's possession 

247. W. D. Davies, The Gospel and the Land: Early Christianity and Jewish Territorial 
Doctrine (Berkeley, 1974). 
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out of all the nations of the earth: Paul speaks authentically from his Jewish 
heritage in reciting Israel's blessings (Rom. 9:4-5). Closely associated with the 
idea of election was the gift of the law, which only Israel was worthy to receive. 

Torah, Tradition, and Scripture248 

The Jews understood the national tragedy of 586 B.C. as due to the failure to 
keep the law of Moses. Following the exile the study of the law became a duty 
of supreme importance (cf. 2 Baruch 85:3) and brought the class of professional 
scribes (soferim; cf. Ezra 7:6) to prominence as the interpreters of the law. The 
law was identified with Wisdom (Sirach 24) and so was assigned preexistence 
and a share in the world's creation. The law was to have an eternal validity. The 
relation of the law to the cosmic structure of things was such that each com
mandment, indeed each letter, had absolute importance. In copying the law, "if 
you leave out a single letter or write a single letter too much, you will be found 
as one who destroys the whole world" (Erub. 13a Baraita). It is notable that 
Christ is presented in the New Testament as law and wisdom. Many of the 
scriptural symbols (e.g., manna and living water) and the functions assigned to 
the law in Judaism are assigned to Christ in Christianity.249 

The contrast between the Greek emphasis on seeing (and thus visual 
imagery) and the Hebrew emphasis on hearing (and thus on the written and 
preached word) finds support in the Jewish emphasis on Torah. The Hebrew 
word torah has been universally translated into other languages as "law," but 
Jewish scholars insist that it means "instruction" or "teaching." Mizwoth is the 
word for specific "commandments." Torah was at first the five books of Moses, 
but just as it was extended to include all Scripture, so it encompassed the oral 
law as well. 

The Hebrew Bible is divided into three parts - Pentateuch, Prophets, 
and Hagiographa or Writings.250 The modern Hebrew name for the complete 
Jewish Bible is Tanak, a word made up from the first letter of the name in 
Hebrew for each of the three parts (T = Torah [Law]; N = Nebiim [Prophets]; 
K = Kethubim [Writings]). All parts are viewed as divinely inspired but as 

248. R. Marcus, Law in the Apocrypha (New York, 1927); G. Vermes, Scripture and 
Tradition in Judaism (Leiden, 1961); Z. W. FaIf, Introduction to the Jewish Law of the Second 
Commonwealth (Leiden, 1972); E. P. Sanders, Jewish Law from Jesus to the Mishnah: Five Studies 
(Philadelphia, 1990). 

249. W. D. Davies, Torah in the Messianic Age and/or the Age to Come, JBL Monograph 
Series 7 (Philadelphia, 1952). 

250. Sid Leiman, The Canonization of Hebrew Scripture: The Talmudic and Midrashic 
Evidence (Hamden, Conn., 1976); Roger Beckwith, The Old Testament Canon of the New 
Testament Church (Grand Rapids, 1986), who traces the threefold division to Judas Maccabee 
(pp. 152-66); E. E. Ellis, The Old Testament in Early Christianity: Canon and Interpretation in 
the Light of Modem Research (Grand Rapids, 1991). See p. 400. 
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unequal in authority. The five books of Moses were the law in the primary 
sense. It was binding; the rest was supplementary. The Former Prophets were 
the historical books (Joshua through Kings), and the Latter Prophets were 
Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the twelve minor prophets. The Writings were 
Psalms, Job, Proverbs, the Five Scrolls (Ruth, Canticles, Ecclesiastes, Lamen
tations, Esther), Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Chronicles.2s1 The Hebrew order 
of the books seems to be reflected in Matthew 23:35. The terminology for the 
third part of the Hebrew scriptures varied. Luke's statement, "the Law of 
Moses, the Prophets, and the Psalms" (24:44), may be compared with state
ments from Jewish sources around or in the first century: Prologue to Sirach 
- "Law, Prophets, and the other Books of the fathers"; Halakhic Letter from 
Qumran - "the Book of Moses, the Prophets, and David and the history of 
the generations" (4QMMT); Philo - "the Laws and the Oracles given by 
inspiration through the Prophets, and the Psalms and the other books" (Con
templative Life 25); Josephus - "Books of Moses, ... the Prophets after Moses, 
... Hymns and Precepts for the conduct of life" (Against Apion 1.7-8.37-43); 

early rabbis - "[Law], Prophets ... , Sacred Writings" (Baba Bathra 14b 
Baraita). Whereas Jeremiah 18:18 referred to persons - priest, wise man, and 
prophet - as sources of divine instruction, Sirach 39:1 identifies the same 
three with the books of law, wisdom, and prophecy. His grandson in the 
Prologue to the Greek translation of his book refers to persons - "law, proph
ets, and others that followed them," but he expected to find their teachings 
in books (as quoted above). 

Two foundational principles of rabbinic Judaism (taken over from the 
Pharisees) were the conceptions of written law and of unwritten law. The Bible 
was the source of religious knowledge and conduct. As the constitution of 
Judaism, it gave the principle of continuity. The idea that the Bible should not 
always be taken literally and that the constitution could be amended by the oral 
law gave the principle of development and progress. 

God's greatest gift to his people was the revealed Torah. The law was both 
a grace and a duty: it was to be kept, of course, but it was above all a gift, a 
privilege, and not a burden. The law was offered to all nations, but only Israel 
accepted it. Rabbinic literature often expresses the joy of keeping the command
ments.2S2 Josephus indicates a considerable part of the people observed the law 
(Against Apion 1.38-46). The Torah governed all aspects of life - the social and 
legal system as well as religion. Its study was an act of worship. The effort was 
made to instruct the whole nation in the Torah. 

Among the Pharisees was the conviction that the law had to legislate on 

251. This is the order in modern Hebrew Bibles. The Talmudic order (Baba Bathra 
14b) for the Prophets is Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Isaiah, and the 
Twelve; for the Writings it is Ruth, Psalms, Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Canticles, Lamentations, 
Daniel, Esther, Ezra-Nehemiah, and Chronicles. 

252. Sifre Deuteronomy 90b; b. Sabbath 30b. 
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every problem of life. It was inconceivable that any problem could arise for 
which the law did not have an answer. "Turn it and turn it again for everything 
is in it; and contemplate it and grow gray and old over it and stir not from it 
for than it you can have no better rule" (Aboth 5.22). The rabbis found 613 
commands in the law (Mekilta 67a is probably the earliest statement; cf. Mak
koth 23b). As is characteristic of most legalisms, there were more negative than 
positive commands: 365 negative (the days in the solar year) and 248 positive 
(the limbs in the body, according to Targum Yerushalmi on Gen. 1:27). The 
numerical symbolism noted that the Decalogue in Hebrew has 620 letters, 
representing the whole Torah plus 7 rabbinical commands. To violate one was 
to reject the whole law (Sifre on Numbers 15:22; cf. Jas. 2:10). 

For the Pharisees and rabbinical Judaism, alongside the written law existed 
the oral law. Aboth begins with the declaration: "Moses received the [oralllaw 
from Sinai and committed it to Joshua, and Joshua to the elders, and the elders 
to the prophets; and the prophets committed it to the men of the Great Syn
agogue" (Aboth l.l). The tractate continues with the succession through named 
teachers - Simeon the Just, Antigonus of Soko, the "Pairs" concluding with 
Hillel and Shammai and rabbis in the school of Hillel. A later story said that 
three thousand rules were forgotten in the days of mourning for Moses, and 
Joshua forgot another three hundred; but these were restored by clever rabbis 
(b. Temurah 16a). To the Great Synagogue is attributed the saying, which be
came the program of the rabbis: "Be deliberate in judgment, raise up many 
disciples, and make a fence around the law" (Aboth l.l). Much of the oral law 
developed in the Jewish law-courts as they interpreted and applied the law. 
Rabbis served as judges and trained and ordained disciples to carryon their 
interpretations. The interpretations placed a hedge or fence around the law, on 
the principle that if one does not break through the fence then he will not be 
able to break the law itself. The oral law itself was finally reduced to writing in 
the Mishnah and Talmud. In practice the unwritten law was the operative 
authority: "If a man ... discloses meanings in the Law which are not according 
to the Halakah, even though a knowledge of the Law and good works are his, 
he has no share in the world to come" (Aboth 3.l2; see further p. 482). 

The oral law had other purposes in addition to putting a fence around 
the written law. Some of its contents arose in the process of interpretation; some 
represented a deepening of ethical insights; and some of its prescriptions were 
designed to circumvent the letter of the law (for various motives). An example 
of the last, with a worthy intention, was the prosbul of Hillel. The law had 
prescribed the release of all debts in the seventh year (Deut.lp-3), quite suitably 
in an agricultural economy where the land was to lie fallow every seventh year. 
In the urban commercial setting of the first century this law meant that loans 
were not being extended as a sabbatical year approached and so a hardship was 
being worked on borrowers. The prosbul was a declaration made in court that 
the loan might be collected whenever the lender desired it; as a consequence 
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the law requiring the release of debts in the seventh year did not apply to such 
a loan (Shebiith 10.3-4). 

Some Pharisees based the oral law simply on tradition: it along with the 
written law had been delivered to Moses and was transmitted through the succes
sion given at the beginning of Aboth and referred to above. Hillel, on the contrary, 
sought to ground all halakoth in the exegesis of the Scriptures. The rabbinic 
literature preserves competing interpretations, for although the legal decision was 
according to the majority of the sages, freedom of interpretation was allowed. 
Opinions of the minority were preserved and studied as part of the tradition, 
because majority rule was an expedient for practical purposes and not a determi
nation of final truth. Yet respect for the views of the majority of scholars was deeply 
rooted in the development of Judaism. It was a principle adhered to in the face of 
miracles and even a voice from heaven (bath qol). After a series of miracles failed 
to convince the Sages of Rabbi Eliezer's halakah, he exclaimed, 

"If the halakah agrees with me, let it be proved from Heaven!" Whereupon 
a Heavenly Voice cried out: "Why do you dispute with R Eliezer, seeing that 
in all matters the halakah agrees with him!" But R. Joshua arose and ex
claimed: "It is not in heaven." What did he mean by this? Said R. Jeremiah: 
That the Torah had already been given at Mount Sinai; we pay no attention 
to a Heavenly Voice, because Thou hast long since written in the Torah at 
Mount Sinai, "After the majority must one incline." (b. Baba Metzia 59b) 

Three constant reminders of the law to Jews of Pharisaic persuasion were 
the zizith, mezuzah, and tefillin. The zizith were the fringes or tassels worn on 
ends of garments253 and prescribed in Numbers 15:37ff. and Deuteronomy 22:19. 
The mezuzah was a small container for selected passages of Scripture attached 
to the door facing (in literal fulftllment of Deut. 6:9; 11:20). The practice dates 
at least from the first century B.C.254 The tefillin (Gk. phylactery) were prayer 
straps containing passages of Scripture worn on one's arm and head in fulfill
ment of Exodus 13:9, 16 (cf. Matt. 23:5).255 These symbols represented the com
mandments and life lived in obedience to them. 

Although Christianity did not follow Judaism in its adulation of the law, 
it did take over Judaism's Scriptures in which the written law was contained. 
Christianity shared the Jewish conviction that the Scriptures were divinely 
inspired, but it attached itself more to the prophets than to the law. This may 
be seen in the way in which "law" was the designation among Jews for the entire 
Bible (cf. John 10:34), whereas for Christians "prophets" became the inclusive 
designation for the Old Testament (Justin, Apology 1.67). 

253. Matt. 9:20; 23:5; Aristeas 158; the extracanonical small tractate Zizith. 
254. Aristeas 158-60; Josephus, Ant. 4.8.13 (213); Sifre Deuteronomy 36 (65-68). 
255. See n.254; J. Bowman, "Phylacteries," Studia Evangelica 1 in Texte und Untersu

chungen 73 (Berlin, 1959):523-38. 
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The early church inherited from its parent religion not only a Bible, but 
also an interpreted Bible. The different methods of interpreting the Bible in 
the first century influenced New Testament writers in their handling of the 
Scriptures.256 We may classify Jewish exegesis in the apostolic period under 
the following headings: (1) Literalist - the plain, straightforward meaning, 
though this was often applied in a hyperliteral way by the rabbis.257 An 
example of the literalist approach in the New Testament is Paul's argument 
from "seed" in Galatians 3:16. (2) Targumic - interpretation by paraphrase 
(see discussion of the Targums, pp. 468-69). (3) Typological- a correspon
dence between people and events of the past and those of the future. The 
application by the prophets of events from Israel's history to their own day 
and for the future (e.g., the Exodus motif) may be seen as a kind of typological 
exegesis. Paul does the same in 1 Corinthians 10:1-11. (4) Allegorical- an 
eternal spiritual meaning (usually cosmologial or ethical as practiced by Philo) 
divorced from its historical setting. Paul develops an allegory but not of the 
Philonic type in Galatians 4:21-31; a more Philonic-type allegory is Hebrews 
7:1-3. (5) Pesher - the hidden mystery in a text clarified by its fulfillment. A 
pesher explained the meaning of the text by a one-to-one correspondence to 
its fulfillment. The Qumran commentaries employed this type of exegesis, as 
did Matthew. (6) Midrashic- a combining of Scriptures so as to give a new 
interpretation with an application to new situations according to personal 
experience or some event. Midrash expands the relevance of the text (see 
pp. 467-68). Found in much of the rabbinic literature, this type of interpreta
tion can also be seen in much of Paul's handling of the Old Testament. The 
paraphrase of one Scripture by another often brings Midrash and Targum 
close together. Christian interpretation differed from Jewish by interpreting 
according to Jesus rather than according to the law. 

Rabbinic interpretation often seems strange to modern readers, but it 
proceeded according to formal rules. Hillel is credited with seven rules (mid
doth) of interpretation:258 (1) Qal wahomer - inference from the less important 
to a more important case (lit., light to heavy), and vice versa. (2) Gezerah shawah 
- inference by verbal analogy from one verse to another; where the same words 
are applied to two separate laws it follows that the same regulations and appli
cations pertain to both. (3) Binyan 'ab mikathub 'ehad - building up a family 

256. J. Bonsirven, Exegese rabbinique et exegese paulinienne (Paris, 1939); K. Stendahl, 
The School of St. Matthew (Uppsala, 1954); J. W. Doeve, Jewish Hermeneutics in the Synoptic 
Gospels and Acts (Assen, 1954); Earle Ellis, Paul's Use of the Old Testament (Edinburgh, 1957); 
Merrill P. Miller, "Targum, Midrash, and the Use of the Old Testament in the New Testament," 
JSJ 2 (1971):29-82; Daniel Patte, Early Jewish Hermeneutic in Palestine (Missoula, Mont., 1975); 
Richard E. Longenecker, Biblical Exegesis in the Apostolic Period (Grand Rapids, 1975). 

257. D. W. Halivni, Peshat and Derash: Plain and Applied Meaning in Rabbinic Exegesis 
(Oxford,1991). 

258. Tos. Sanhedrin 7.11; Aboth de R Nathan 37; Sifra 3a. 
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from a single text; when the same phrase is found in a number of passages, then 
a regulation found in one of them applies to all of them. (4) Binyan 'ab mishene 
kethubim - building up a family from two texts; a principle is deduced by 
relating two texts together, and the principle can then be applied to other 
passages. (5) Kelal upherat - the general and the particular; a general principle 
may be restricted by a particularization of it in another verse, or conversely a 
particular rule may be extended into a general principle. (6) Kayoze bo bemaqom 
'aher - something similar in another passage; a difficulty in one text may be 
solved by comparing it with another that has points of general (though not 
necessarily verbal) similarity. (7) Dabar halamed me'inyano - a meaning estab
lished by its context. 

Ishmael in the early second century expanded the list to thirteen logical 
principles.259 Later in the second century lived Eliezer ben Jose Ha-gelili, to 
whom were ascribed thirty-two middoth.26o 

Jewish Mysticism 

Although most of the information concerning Jewish beliefs and practices is 
being developed in terms of the rabbinic literature, the presence of mysticism 
is a reminder of the variety in Judaism, even in the time of rabbinic literature 
and in some cases in rabbinic circles. The earliest surviving mystical Jewish 

259. These are still printed and translated in the Authorized Daily Prayer Book; the 
following are from the edition by Joseph H. Hertz (New York, 1963), 43. (1) Inference from 
minor to major, or from major to minor. (2) Inference from similarity of phrases in texts. 
(3) A comprehensive principle derived from one text or from two related texts. (4) A general 
proposition followed by a specifying particular. (5) A particular term followed by a general 
proposition. (6) A general law limited by a specific application, and then treated again in 
general terms, must be interpreted according to the tenor of the specific limitation. (7) A 
general proposition requiring a particular or specific term to explain it, and conversely, a 
particular term requiring a general one to complement it. (8) When a subject included in 
a general proposition is afterward particularly excepted to give information concerning it, 
the exception is made not for that one instance alone, but to apply to the general proposition 
as a whole. (9) Whenever anything is first included in a general proposition and is then 
excepted to prove another similar proposition, this specifying alleviates and does not 
aggravate the law's restriction. (10) But when anything is first included in a general prop
osition and is then excepted to state a case that is not a similar proposition, such specifying 
alleviates in some respects, and in others aggravates, the law's restriction. (11) Anything 
included in a general proposition and afterward excepted to determine a new matter, cannot 
be applied to the general proposition unless this be expressly done in the text. [Numbers 
4-11 are elaborations of number 5 in Hillel's list.] (12) An interpretation deduced from the 
text or from subsequent terms of the text. (13) In like manner when two texts contradict 
each other, the meaning can be determined only when a third text is found which har
monizes them. 

260. Listed in H. L. Strack, Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash (Philadelphia, 1931), 

95-98. 
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literature (postmishnaic) are the Hekhaloth ("palaces") and Merkabah ("char
iot") texts,261 describing heavenly palaces to which one ascends in a heavenly 
journey comparable to that described in apocalyptic literature. The ascent was 
an ecstatic vision in an altered state of consciousness but without the mystic's 
loss of individuality. In rabbinic mysticism the Torah was contemplated with a 
view to achieving a visionary experience of God. Ezekiel and the Song of 
Solomon were the basis of esoteric speculations. 

The person of God was protected by speaking of his Glory (kabod), to 
which anthropomorphic features were assigned, or his Angel, who manifested 
his presence. One of the major themes of Jewish mysticism, which issued in the 
Kabbalah of the Middle Ages, was the mystery of the aspects or manifestations 
(sefiroth) of the infinite God (Ein Sof). The ten sefiroth were described as 
"emanations," "garments," "lights," or "limbs" of the 'one God. The Infinite 
God clothed himself in the form of primordial man in order to create the 
material world. 

The Sefer ha' Zohar ("Book of Splendor") is the crowning achievement 
of the Kabbalah. It is a running commentary on the Pentateuch composed 
1280-1286. The Sefer Yezirah ("Book of Creation") from the third to the sixth 
century in Palestine is the oldest surviving text of systematic Jewish mystical 
speculation. According to it the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet 
were the instruments of creation. Although this work is late, it is contem
porary with the Mishnah and Talmud and (as they do) could contain earlier 
speculations and so not be completely unrelated to New Testament back
grounds. 
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Proselytes and Godfearers 

There was much interest in proselytes around the beginning of the Christian 
era. The Jews produced a considerable propaganda literature, and Jews scattered 
throughout the world attracted attention to their religion. Several features of 
Judaism appealed to many Gentiles: the pure monotheism, the high ethical 
standards, the philosophical (rational and nonsacrificial) worship of the syn
agogue, an ancient and inspired written revelation, and the social cohesiveness 
of the Jewish community. There is evidence of a considerable number of Gen
tiles drawn to Judaism, either as full proselytes or with a lesser degree of 
attachment to the Jewish community (see below on Godfearers). To become a 
proselyte meant to join the Jewish community. 

There is a difference between proselytism and missionary activity. The 
principal source cited for the latter is from the New Testament itself (Matt. 
23=15). It has been easy for Christians to interpret that verse in terms of the 
vigorous missionary enterprise associated with Paul but by no means limited 
to him. The practice in Judaism was different. A representative story is that of 
Izates, the young king of Adiabene (c. A.D. 40), recorded by Josephus (Ant. 
20.2.1-5 [34-53]; 5-2 [101]; c£ Eusebius, Church History 2.12.1). The royal family 
was attracted to the Jewish way of life through the teaching of a merchant. The 
requirements imposed were minimal, not even including circumcision. Then 
strict Jews appeared on the scene insisting on more complete compliance with 
the law, but they themselves did not undertake to make converts. This is the 
situation reflected in Matthew 23:15 (and also Gal. 2:11; Acts 15=1). Strict Jews 
went out from Judea endeavoring to maintain a higher standard of conformity 
to the law (by Jews and proselytes alike). 

Not only was there not a vigorous missionary enterprise (as distinct from 
propaganda on behalf of Judaism and from the above described corrective 
movement), but not all Jews looked favorably upon proselytes. In theory the 
proselyte had every advantage that a Jew by birth enjoyed, but in practice not 
all Jews welcomed converts so completely. For instance, a priest could not marry 
a proselyte. Tannaitic literature records the differing attitudes of the schools of 
Shammai and Hillel toward proselytes. Hillel was more receptive to proselytes 
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and welcomed them even though their knowledge and performance were faulty, 
whereas Shammai required full assent to the written and oral law before ac
cepting them. 

In the first century there seems to have been diversity of practice, but 
according to later documentation three steps were required of the Gentile in 
order to be initiated into Judaism: circumcision, baptism, and an offering at 
the temple.262 

Circumcision. This was the only requirement based on the written law. It 
was the most distinctive rite of the Jews in maintaining their separation from 
the surrounding world. 

The male child born into a Jewish family or born to parents who had 
already become proselytes received circumcision on the eighth day after birth 
(Shabbath 18.3-19.6; 9.3). This was the covenant seal, the sign that the boy was 
within the elect people. He did not become responsible for keeping the com
mandments until thirteen years of age. The ceremony of bar mizwah ("son of 
the commandment"), at which the boy began to wear phylacteries and assumed 
an active place in the community, originated at a later period. On a family's 
conversion to Judaism, all males received circumcision, regardless of their age. 

Efforts to eliminate the sign of circumcision or to restrict its practice led 
to revolts against Antiochus Epiphanes and Hadrian. In view of the central 
significance of circumcision to Jews, Paul's teaching that Gentile converts did 
not have to receive it understandably caused a serious crisis for Jewish believers 
(Epistle to the Galatians). 

Proselyte Baptism.263 More controversial, as far as the secondary literature 
is concerned, has been the practice of baptism. Both men and women were 
required to bathe themselves on becoming Jews. This led to a controversy among 
the rabbis as to which was more important, circumcision (commanded in the 
written law) or baptism (applicable to females as well as to males). The debate 
in Judaism may indeed be reflected in the controversy in the early church over 
the relative importance of circumcision and baptism (Acts 15; Gal. 2). Con
troversy between the schools of Shammai and Hillel (c. A. D. 80) over the degree 
of impurity of a convert from paganism (Pesahirn 8.8; Eduyoth 5.2) is the earliest 
secure evidence for the practice of proselyte baptism; therefore there is disagree
ment about the age of the practice, a matter of importance for determining 
whether proselyte baptism is part of the background for John's baptism and for 
Christian baptism. In spite of the lack of earlier attestation, it is widely assumed 
that proselyte baptism was earlier than the Christian era. It would seem unlikely 
that Jews copied a Christian practice, and debate over its significance in A.D. 80 

262. S. J. D. Cohen, "The Rabbinic Conversion Ceremony," ]JS 41 (1990):177-203. 
263. I. Abrahams, "'How Did the Jews Baptize?''' ITS 12 (1911):609-12; L. Finkelstein, 

"The Institution of Baptism for Proselytes," IBL 52 (1933):203-11; T. M. Taylor, "The Begin
nings of Jewish Proselyte Baptism," NTS 2 (1955/56):193-98; Karen Pusey, "Jewish Proselyte 
Baptism," The Expository Times 95 (1984):141-45. 
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would seem to presuppose a practice already well established. On the other 
hand, the meaning given to the act and the details of procedure found in later 
rabbinic sources may not be so old. The origin of an immersion bath for 
proselytes is probably to be found in the washings for ceremonial cleansing 
prescribed in the Old Testament. A deeper religious significance and an empha
sis on the moral meaning of becoming a Jew could very well have become more 
pronounced in Judaism as part of the competition with Christianity. Religious 
groups more readily borrow ideas and meanings than they copy basic rites. 

Proselyte baptism, like other baths of purification, was self-administered. 
Unlike them, it required the presence of witnesses who gave instructions in the 
commandments of Judaism. 

There is no doubt that proselyte baptism was an immersion. The tractate 
Mikwaoth ("Immersion Pools") in the Mishnah lays down requirements in 
regard to the size of the pool and the quantity of water in order to assure that 

MIKWEH, Masada 
The mikweh ("immersion pool") on Masada was constructed according to 

prescriptions recorded in the Mishnah. On the left is the actual immersion pool, 
which had a small basin in front of it to wash feet before entering. The pool on the 
right collected pure water, a small amount of which would purify the water in the 

other pool when allowed to flow into it. 
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a total immersion was possible. It maintains a clear distinction between those 
rites requiring sprinkling, pouring, and immersion. The preference for running 
water and natural sources accords with the preference expressed in the Didache 
7. Several first-century baths (mikwaoth) for ritual immersion have been dis
covered at excavations in Israel (purifications were necessary on many occasions, 
and proselyte baptism would have been a minor use).264 

Proselyte baptism also was administered to any children in the family. 
Those born after the family's conversion did not have to be immersed, for they 
were born "in holiness" (Yebamoth 11.2; cf. 1 Cor. 7:14) and the males only 
needed to receive circumcision. Children who received baptism and circumci
sion before being of age at the time of their parents' conversion, however, 
occupied an anomalous position. They were allowed to renounce Judaism, on 
coming of age, without being considered apostates. This curious position makes 
problematic any argument based on proselyte baptism for infant baptism in 
early Christianity. . 

Offering at the Temple. This requirement, if ever actually practiced, must 
have originated in the pre-70 period. Even then it could not have been kept by 
proselytes in the dispersion. The sacrifice was the same as required of Jews for 
purification. It, like the immersion bath, therefore, was not so much in origin 
a condition of becoming a proselyte as a condition of acquiring the necessary 
purification for the exercise of certain privileges in the Jewish community. But 
if Judaism is defined primarily in terms of practice, then this was an important 
aspect of what becoming a proselyte was all about. 

Godfearers. Circumcision was not only painful but also disgusting to 
Greeks and Romans, hence many more women than men became proselytes 
(note the frequent mention of Greek women associated with the Jewish syn
agogues in Acts 13:50; 16:15; 17:4,12). Often the men, husbands or kinsmen of 
the women converts, accepted the moral teachings and religious practices of 
Judaism without accepting the stigma of circumcision and so full identification 
with the Jewish community. Gentile sympathizers could show attraction to 
Judaism in varying degrees: admiring some aspect of Judaism, acknowledging 
the power of the God of the Jews or including him in the pagan pantheon, 
benefiting the Jews and being especially friendly toward them, practicing some 
of the rituals of the Jews, worshiping the God of the Jews and denying or 
ignoring the pagan gods, identifying with the Jewish community, or converting 
to Judaism and becoming a Jew.265 The term "Godfearers" or "worshipers of 
God" (theosebeis) could be applied to any of these. Luke uses phoboumenoi 
("fearers [of God]") in the early part of Acts (10:2,22,35; 13:6, 26) and sebomenoi 

264. E. P. Sanders, Jewish Law from Jesus to the Mishnah (Philadelphia, 1990), 214-27, 
surveys the types of immersion pools that have been found and cites the relevant secondary 
literature. 

265. S. J. D. Cohen, "Crossing the Boundary and Becoming a Jew," HTR 82 (1989) :13-33. 
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JEWISH INSCRIPTION, theatre, Miletus 
Inscribed on the seats of the theatre are the words, "Place of the Jews and the 

Godfearers" or "Jews who are Godfearers." 

("worshipers [of God]") in the latter part (13:43, 50; 16:14; 17:4, 17; 18:7)
perhaps reflecting a difference between a terminology influenced by the Old 
Testament and that which was more Hellenized but without difference in mean
ing.266 The discovery of a Jewish inscription at Aphrodisias, dated about A.D. 

210 and containing a list of 126 donors to the Jewish community, of whom 54 
are identified as "Godfearers" (theosebeis), gives indisputable evidence of the 
large number of Gentiles who could be attracted to the synagogue.267 Wives 
and children of Godfearers often became full proselytes. Christianity had a great 
appeal in the circles of Gentile adherents of the synagogue, for it preserved the 
attractions of Judaism without the disagreeable features and racial identifica
tion. 

Gentiles were not bound by the law of Moses, which was given to the 
covenant people alone. However, provision was made for Gentiles to come into 
the covenant and assume the yoke of the Torah. The rest of humankind lived 

266. A. T. Kraabel, "The Disappearance of the Godfearers," Numen 28 (1981):113-26, 
argues from the absence of archaeological evidence that the Godfearers in Acts are a Lukan 
theological construct. The evidence pro and con is discussed in Biblical Archaeology Review 
12 (Sept/Oct. 1986):44-69. 

267. J. Reynolds and R. F. Tannenbaum, Jews and God-fearers at Aphrodisias: Greek 
Inscriptions with Commentary (Cambridge, 1987); L. H. Feldman, "Proselytes and 'Synlpathiz
ers' in the Light of the New Inscription from Aphrodisias," Revue des etudes juives 148 
(1989):265-30 5. 
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under the commandments given to Noah. The principle of the Noachian com
mandments, given to the descendants of Noah, is attested already in Jubilees 
7:20. Righteous Gentiles, who lived according to these commandments, could 
still have a share in the world to corne. This was considered the minimum 
requirement for Godfearers (cf. Acts 15=19-20, 28-29). Rabbi Johanan systema
tized the Noachian commandments as follows: "Seven laws are binding on the 
descendants of Noah: establishment of courts of justice; prohibition of 
blasphemy; prohibition of the worship of other gods, of murder, of incest and 
adultery, of theft and robbery, and of eating the flesh of a living animal before 
it dies" (b. Sanhedrin 56a). 
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Messianism and the Glorious Destiny 

The Jewish national hope anticipated a glorious destiny for Israel, the "good 
times corning" when God's blessings would reveal to all his favor toward his 
people. This hope might or might not entail a personal Messiah as the agent 
for bringing about these good times. The Jewish expectation centered on the 
nation and the age to corne rather than on the Messiah, who forms the center 
of Christian faith. Christian scholars, looking back from the perspective of the 
early Christian interpretation of Jesus, have been responsible for the idea of 
"the Messianic hope" of the Jews. They have imposed a great deal more speci
ficity upon this expectation than the sources will bear out. In fact, it can be said 
that "Messiah" was only one of the "handles" appropriated from Judaism by 
the early Christians to take hold of the person of Jesus and to interpret his 
meaning to their contemporaries. And that "label" itself covered several possible 
conceptions. 

Messiah, or anointed, was used in the Old Testament for kings, priests, and 
metaphorically for prophets. Anointing with olive oil marked a person as a special 
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object of God's favor chosen by him for some special task. The postbiblical 
literature, in looking forward to God's future blessings upon his people, continued 
to employ Old Testament categories to express how these blessings would be 
brought about and so gave a future reference to what was largely a historical 
category in the Old Testament (Le., Messiah refers in the Old Testament to specific 
individuals at a given point in time). The Old Testament itself does not link the 
word with its expectations of future deliverance, and Messiah is not a particularly 
prominent concept in the intertestamentalliterature. 268 Sometimes God himself 
was seen as acting directly, without express reference to any human mediator or 
agent (e.g., Jubilees 1:19-28). Some works speak of a supernatural "Son of man" 
comparable to Daniel 7; unfortunately these sources are chronologically suspect 
(Similitudes of Enoch [1 Enoch 37-71]) or later than Jesus (2 Esdras 13). The 
Samaritans spoke of the ta'eb (reformer, restorer; cf. John 4:25). The Psalms of 
Solomon 17-18 refers to the corning king who will be son of David and "the 
anointed of the Lord." The Qumran Rule of the Community anticipates an 
eschatological "prophet and the messiahs of Aaron and Israel." The Rule of the 
Congregation speaks of the "priest," who has precedence, and the "messiah of 
Israel," presumably reflecting leadership in the postexilic community of the high 
priest from the tribe of Levi (through Aaron) and the governor (and hoped for 
king) from the tribe of Judah (through David).269 A more recently available text 
from Qumran, 4Q521, has a Messiah very like the Christian Messiah.27o Christians 
saw in Jesus the fulfillment of all these expectations - he was God acting among 
human beings, the Son of man who arises at the end of the age, the Son of David, 
and the anointed prophet, priest, and king. 

Rabbinic materials seem to indicate that in the first century the Davidic 
king became an essential part of Jewish eschatology, to be preceded by the 
coming of Elijah. It may have been only after 70 that this received special 
emphasis. Josephus tells of several revolutionary leaders who gathered followers, 
but does not use the word Messiah for them (see above, pp. 396, 398). They 
would have fit the Christian category of "false messiahs" (Matt. 24:24; Mark 
13:22). In some writings the concept of the "days of the Messiah" (Berakoth 1.5) 
was applied to a period of his righteous rule and its attendant blessings preced
ing the end of the world. The length of this period varied according to different 
sources: forty years (b. Sanhedrin 99a), four hundred years (2 Esdras 7:28-29; 
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Pesikta Rabbati 4a), one thousand years (Midrash on Psalms 90:17). Jubilees 23:27 

has a golden age of one thousand years without a Messiah. The kingdom of 
God (the rule or reign of God) could be applied to the messianic kingdom or 
to the heavenly kingdom. 

First-century Judaism, therefore, presented a variety of expectations about 
an age to come. Where a particular agent figured in this expectation, there was 
no carefully defined view of him, and Messiah was not a particularly common 
designation.'Where he appeared, the Jews thought more in terms of "days of 
the Messiah" rather than giving centrality to his functions or person. He was 
part of the "furniture" rather than the decisive factor. From a Christian per
spective the Jews had expectations that might be called "messianic," but Messiah 
was not the central category it was for Christians. When Jesus was recognized 
as the Messiah, the person of Jesus himself filled the term with the content it 
has come to have. 
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Afterlife 

There was no uniform Jewish doctrine in the New Testament period concerning 
the afterlife. A variety of viewpoints were expressed in the postbiblical literature. 
In general the Diaspora showed more interest in individual afterlife than in 
cosmological or nationalistic eschatology. 

Sirach repeats the view found in most of the Old Testament that at death 
the person, whether good or bad, enters the underworld (Sheol; cf. the Greek 
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Hades) and has a shadowy existence without reward or punishment (14:16-19; 
17:25-32; 38:16-23; 41:4; 48:5; 51:5-6). The Wisdom of Solomon, by contrast, 
although not fully consistent, alludes to the Greek philosophical teaching of 
immortality, with death as the penalty for the wicked (2:24-3:11; 5:15; 8:13, 17; 
15:2-3).271 Fourth Maccabees speaks more explicitly of the "immortality of the 
soul" (14:6; 18:23). Neither describes immortality as a natural quality of the soul 
(as in Platonism) but rather as the reward for righteousness. The notion of 
resurrection, found occasionally in the Old Testament (Isa. 26:19; Dan. 12:2), 
finds expression in 2 Maccabees 7:9, 11, 14, 23; 12:43-45 (reserved for the godly 
only). Resurrection is denied to the wicked in Psalms of Solomon 3:13-16; 13:10; 
14:6; 15:15; 1 Enoch 22:13; 2 Baruch 30; Sanhedrin 10.3. Second Esdras 7:75ff. 
contains an extended description of the torments of the spirits of the ungodly 
and the blessings of the godly in the period between death and the day of 
judgment that brings the world to an end. 

The doctrine of the resurrection became one of the essential dogmas of 
rabbinic orthodoxy, denial of which excluded one from a share in the world to 
come (Sanhedrin 10.1). Even so there remained varying ideas about the nature 
of the resurrection body. Some saw a repetition of activities in this life, only in 
a world of remarkable fertility and pleasure (Sibylline Oracles 4:181-91; b. Sanhe
drin 91b; Midrash Rabbah Genesis 14:5; 95:1; Midrash Rabbah Ecclesiastes 1:4,2). 
This view made the Sadducees' question in Luke 20 (and par.) so cogent and 
contrasts with the view of the resurrection body set forth in Jesus' reply. Others 
denied that there would be eating, drinking, sexual enjoyment, and the like 
(Berakoth 17a). Some statements seem not to allow the intermediate time de
scribed in 2 Esdras but place the judgment immediately at death (Sifre on 
Numbers 13:8; Mekilta on Exodus 15:1; b. Sanhedrin 9Ia). A great variety charac
terizes the descriptions of the abode of the righteous: with Abraham (4 Macc. 
12:17; 18:23), in the Garden of Eden or Paradise (b. Berakoth 28b), the third 
heaven (Apocalypse of Moses 40), the seventh heaven under the Throne of 
Glory (b. Shabbath 152b). 

There was an increasing tendency to use Sheol or Hades for the place of 
punishment for the wicked (cf. the English word Hell used for Hades). Some
times, as in the New Testament, Gehenna was the name for the place of punish
ment (Hagigah 15a). Fire was the usual form of the punishment in Gehenna 
(e.g., Pesahim 54a). Normally the punishment was considered eternal, but oc
casionally one comes across the idea of extermination of the wicked at the 
judgment (Midrash Rabbah on Genesis 26 on 6:3) or even of a temporary 
Gehenna, somewhat like a purgatory, for lesser sinners after which they join the 
righteous (Tos. Sanhedrin 13.3ff.). The favorite phrase in rabbinic literature for 
the afterlife is simply "the world to come." 

271. John J. Collins, "The Root of Immortality: Death in the Context of Jewish Wis
dom," HTR 71 (1978):177-92. 
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The Christian hope for the afterlife is often expressed as the "immortality 
of the soul" - a phrase that never occurs in the New Testament. Actually the 
biblical doctrine is of a resurrection of the body. The "immortality of the soul" 
is more a result of the philosophical (Platonic) tradition and its combination 
with the idea of resurrection in the church fathers. 
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Festivals and Holy Days 

The Jewish religious calendar included observance of the weekly Sabbath, the 
monthly New Moon, and the annual festivals (Col. 2:16; lQM ii.4; 1 Chron. 23:21; 
2 Chron. 2:4). The three great pilgrim festivals - Passover, Weeks (Pentecost), 
and Tabernacles - brought large numbers to Jerusalem from Palestine (Luke 
2:41ff.) and the Diaspora (Acts 2:5ff.). The biblical command of Exodus 23:17 
and Deuteronomy 16:16 was not interpreted, however, as requiring every person 
to go three times each year to the temple. Those who lived at a distance sought 
to go at least once in a lifetime. 

Sabbath 

The observance of the seventh day of each week as a holy rest day was an 
important element in Jewish separatism.272 Before New Testament times the 
day had become not only a day of rest but also a day of assembly when the 
principal synagogue service was conducted. As long as the temple stood, 
additional sacrifices were performed on the Sabbath. It was also the day for 
family and friends to share a common meal. The Sabbath and the wine with 

272. Exod. 20:8-11. Robert Goldenberg, "The Jewish Sabbath in the Roman World up 
to the Time of Constantine the Great," ANRWII, Principat, 19.1 (Berlin and New York, 1979), 
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as to the manner in which it was observed. 
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which the Sabbath evening meal began were sanctified by a benediction (the 
Kiddush). 

Admittedly, "the rules for the sabbath are like mountains hanging by air, 
for Scripture is scanty and the rules many" (Hagigah 1.8). The Mishnah tractate 
Shabbath 7.2 lists thirty-nine classes of work, deduced from the Scriptures, that 
were forbidden on the Sabbath. These thirty-nine principal activities were de
fined to cover their cognate operations; for example, grinding included rubbing 
grain in the hands (Mark 2:2-3). Exodus 16:29 was understood as prohibiting 
travel on the Sabbath. The effort to define what was a person's "own place" and 
what constituted "going out" led to the limitation of two thousand cubits on 
a Sabbath day's journey.273 It was possible, however, to extend this distance by 
depositing some of one's possessions within the two-thousand-cubit distance 
from home so as to make that too part of the domicile and thereby extend by 
another two thousand cubits from that spot the distance that could be traveled 
(see Erubin 3-4). 

Certain activities took precedence over the Sabbath command - circum
cision (John 7:22-23; Shabbath 18.3; 19.2) and sacrifice in the temple (Matt. 12:5; 
Shabbath 19.1; Pesahim 6). When human life was in danger, the Sabbath laws 
could be set aside, but since Isaiah 58:13 had rebuked "pursuing business on my 
holy day," the ordinary practice of medicine was considered a violation (Luke 
13:14; Yoma 8.6; Shabbath 22.6). The Pharisees allowed rescuing an animal 
(b. Shabbath 128b) but the Essenes did not (Damascus Document xi.13). 

The casuistry involved in the Sabbath laws was motivated by the noble 
intent of clarifying the law but involved the inconsistencies that accompany any 
legal system. These regulations come from literature representing only one 
segment of Judaism. Although religious Jews tried to keep the Sabbath in some 
way, the majority of ordinary Jews were probably unconcerned about minute 
restrictions. 

Outsiders, seeing only the negative aspects of Sabbath regulations, con
sidered it a dismal or gloomy observance or a sign of Jewish laziness. Not so, 
devout Jews. The best meal of the week was prepared in advance to eat on 
Sabbath evening. Fasting was forbidden (Jubilees 50:12; Judith 8:6; Damascus 
Document xiii.13). Things that might dampen the joy of the occasion, such as 
mourning and visiting the sick, were limited. 

New Moon 

The New Moon was observed like the Sabbath by rest and additional sacrifices at 
the temple. In the postexilic period it acquired eschatological connotations. Little 
note is taken of the New Moon in the sources pertinent for New Testament studies. 

273. Sotah 5.3; Josephus, Ant. 13.8.4 [252]; Damascus Document X.14-xi.18; Targum on 
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Passover (Pesach; Gk. Pascha)274 

Passover and the week of Unleavened Bread (Mazzoth) that followed it were so 
combined as often to be treated as one festival with the two names almost 
interchangeable. Passover was celebrated in commemoration of the exodus from 
Egypt and was a festival of redemption. Since huge crowds have a potential for 
disturbances, the Roman governors left Caesarea for Jerusalem at the time of 
the festival in order to keep a closer watch on things. Eschatological expectations 
of future deliverance also ran high at Passover time. 

Lambs, although killed by individual Israelites, could be slain only at the 
temple, for the blood was sprinkled on the altar, so this feature of the festival 
dropped out in the post-70 period except among the Samaritans, who continued 
a ritual slaughter of lambs without a temple. The waving of a sheaf of barley, 
the firstfruits of the grain harvest, on Sunday after Passover (Lev. 23:9-11) pro
vides the background to Paul's language of firstfruits for the resurrection of 
Jesus (1 Cor. 15:20-23; Rom. 8:23; 11:16). 

The Passover meal was eaten after nightfall in a family group of at least 
ten persons (Pesahim 7.13ff.), so individuals and small families combined for 
the celebration. They could not leave Jerusalem during the night of the meal. 
In addition to roast lamb the meal included unleavened bread and bitter herbs 
as a reminder of the bitterness in Egypt. It was eaten reclining, a symbol of 
being free persons. Four cups of wine mixed with water were passed around 
during the meal. The order of events given in the Mishnah tractate Pesahim 
("Passover") 10 is as follows. The occasion began with a benediction over the 
Kiddush cup and a benediction for the day. Green herbs, bitter herbs, and a fruit 
puree (haroseth) seasoned with spices and vinegar were eaten. Then in the dining 
room proper the second cup was mixed but not yet drunk. The son asked his 
father, "Why is this night different from all other nights?" and the father gave 
instructions about the people's history, "beginning with the disgrace and ending 
with the glory" (Pesahim 10.4). The first part of the Passover Hallel (Psalms 
113-114) was sung responsorially, and the haggadah cup was drunk. The meal 
proper began with the blessing of unleavened bread, to which the guests said 
"Amen." Each person used bread to scoop food from the dish and tasted at 
least some of the lamb. The third cup was called the "cup of blessing." With 
the fourth cup (hallel cup) the remaining Hallel Psalms (115-118) were sung and 
the gathering concluded. Which of the last three cups was the" cup of blessing" 
(1 Cor. 10:16) of the Last Supper is disputed, but presumably it was the third. 

Passover came in the spring. The lambs were slain on the 13th of Nisan (the 
month corresponded to March 27 to April 25), and the meal was eaten on the 

274. Exod. 12:1-13:10; Lev. 23:4-14. Rabbinic regulations are in the tractate Pesahim; see 
Baruch M. Bokser, The Origins of the Seder: The Passover Rite and Early Rabbinic Judaism 
(Berkeley, 1984); d. Jubilees 49; Philo, Special Laws 2.27.145-29.175; Josephus, Ant. 3.10.5 
[248-511; 17.10.3 [2131. 
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evening of Nisan 14, since the Jewish day began at sunset. The knottiest problem 
in New Testament chronology is the date of Jesus' Last Supper in relation to the 
Passover; the Synoptics apparently put the meal on Nisan 14 as a Passover supper, 
but John apparently has Jesus die at the time the lambs were being sacrificed on 
the 13th. The alternatives are that one of these sources is wrong, one source is being 
read incorrectly (either Jesus wanted to eat the Passover with his disciples but was 
not actually able to do so, or John is referring to Unleavened Bread and not 
Passover by his word "Feast"), or Jesus and his disciples were following a different 
calendar from the official calendar of the Jerusalem priesthood (made more 
plausible by the discovery of the different calendar observed by the Qumran 
sect).275 The identification of Christ as "our Passover lamb" (1 Cor. 5:7; cf. John 
19:36) is independent of the problem of dating. 

Pentecost or Weeks (Shabuoth)276 

The name Pentecost ("the fiftieth day") was common in Greek sources for the 
Old Testament Feast of Weeks or Feast of Harvest. It fell fifty days "from the 
morrow after the Sabbath" (Lev. 23=15-16). The Pharisees contended that the 
Sabbath intended was Passover itself, so Pentecost might fallon any day of the 
week. The Sadducees understood the Sabbath to be the weekly Sabbath of 
Passover week. The calendar followed at Qumran (Jubilees IP; 44:1-4) counted 
from the Sabbath following Passover week. Both of the latter methods of reck
oning had the effect of putting Pentecost always on Sunday. Josephus and 
Phil0277 calculated Pentecost according to the Pharisaic method,· hence it has 
been widely concluded that their method prevailed in the first century. On the 
other hand, it seems more likely that the practice at Jerusalem and the temple 
prior to 70 would have followed the interpretation of the Sadducees, who had 
control of the temple. 

Pentecost was originally a harvest festival, celebrating the conclusion of 
the spring grain harvest. Grain was planted in Palestine, as in other Mediter
ranean countries, in the fall, allowed to grow during the winter, and harvested 
in the spring. The festival eventually received a historical and redemptive sig
nificance as commemorating the giving of the law at Sinai. The evidence for 
this interpretation in the first century is unsatisfactory,278 but it would be quite 

275. J. Jeremias, The Eucharistic Words of Jesus (3d ed.; New York, 1966), defends the 
Passover character of the Last Supper and illuminates the event from Jewish customs. 

276. Exod. 23:15-17; 34:22; Lev. 23:15-21; Philo, Special Laws 2.30.176-87; Josephus, Ant. 
3.10.6 [252ff.]; Acts 2:1; 20:6; 1 Cor. 16:8; Tobit 2:1; 2 Mace. 12:32; Megilla Ta'anith 1; 
b. Menahoth 65a. 

277. Philo, Special Laws 2.30.176; Decalog 160; Josephus, Ant. 3.10.5-6 [250ff.]; cf. Lev. 
23:15-16 in the LXX. 

278. First mentioned in b. Pesahim 68b (c. A.D. 270); already in Jubilees 6:15-22, how
ever, the Feast of Weeks was interpreted as a renewal of the covenant. 
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fitting for Luke's account of the promulgation of the new law of pardon on 
Pentecost in Acts 2. 

Tabernacles (Sukkoth )279 

The Feast of Booths or Tabernacles was the most popular festival with the people 
and is called in Tannaitic literature "the Feast." It began on 15 Tishri (the month 
from Sept. 20 to Oct. 19) and lasted for eight days, coming after the grape harvest. 
It too was given a redemptive significance, commemorating the living in tents 
during the time of the wilderness wandering. The practice of building individual 
booths for the week of the festival is referred to in connection with the trans
figuration of Jesus (Mark 9:5). 

The observance of Tabernacles included a procession of the people car
rying palm branches (lulav or lulab, palm shoots bound together with three 
myrtle twigs and two willow branches) and citrons (ethrog), which were waved 
aloft during the daily singing of the Hallel (Pss. 113-118) as an expression of joy. 
(This practice led to the suggestion that Jesus' triumphal entry occurred at the 
time of Tabernacles and not a week before Passover as the traditional dating 
had it.) Each morning of the period of the feast priests brought water from the 
fountain of Siloam and poured it out as a libation on the altar. On the last day 
the priests marched around the altar seven times, praying for rain during the 
ensuing rainy season. Four large menorahs were set up around the temple courts 
and kept burning each night. Dancing and pipe-playing lasted most of the night. 
The Levites chanted the Psalms of Ascent (120-134), one for each of the steps 
between the court of Israel and the court of women. These customs at Taber
nacles (John 7:2, 14) provide the background for Jesus' statements "If anyone 
thirst, let him come to me and drink" and "I am the light of the world" (John 
7:32; 8:12). The cycle of Torah readings in the synagogue began at Tabernacles. 

New Year's Day (Rosh Hashanah)280 

The "head of the year" came on Tishri 1, following the ancient calendar, which 
began the year in the autumn. It was marked by the blowing of the ram's horn 
(shofar). Not a prominent day in its own right, it marked the beginning of a 
period of important religious days, including Tabernacles and the Day of Atone
ment. 

279. Exod. 23=14-17; Lev. 23:33-36, 39-44; Deut. 16:13-15. See the Mishnah tractate Suk
koth; cf. Philo, Special Laws 2.32-33.204-13; Josephus, Ant. 3·10.4 [244-47). 

280. Lev. 23:24-25. See the Mishnah tractate Rosh ha-Shanah. 
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Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur )281 

The Day of Atonement fell on Tishri 10. It was not a feast day but a solemn fast 
day (cf. Acts 27:9, "the fast") - a day of repentance (Yoma 8.8-9) and prayer 
for forgiveness. The ritual of Leviticus 16 and 23:26-32 was carried out while the 
temple existed. The high priest made his annual appearance in the Holy of 
Holies with blood for the atonement of the nation's sins and called upon Yahweh 
in prayer. The ritual provided the background of Hebrews 5:5; 10:4; etc. Philo 
indicates the fast was observed even by those not careful of other religious 
observances (Special Laws l.l86-88). Jewish people today continue to observe 
Yom Kippur as a holy fast day. 

Feast of Dedication (I:Ianukkah) or Lights 282 

This has been the most popular of the postbiblical feasts in Judaism. It was 
instituted by Judas Maccabeus to commemorate the rededication of the temple 
after its profanation by Antiochus Epiphanes (1 Macc. 4:42-59; 2 Mace. 10:1-8; 
Josephus, Ant. 12.7.6 [316-22]). The name Feast of Dedication (Heb. Ifanukkah) 
appears in John 10:22. The name Feast of Lights appears in Josephus (Ant. 12.7.7 
[325]) and is associated with the ceremonial lighting of eight lamps, an addi
tional one on each day of the feast. This practice derives from the legend that 
only one cruse of oil was found when the Jews reoccupied the temple, but it 
miraculously lasted for seven days so the lamp in the temple was kept burning 
until a new supply of oil could be consecrated (b Shabbat 21b). I:Ianukkah begins 
on the 25th of Kislev (Nov. 29-Dec. 27) and lasts for eight days. Its proximity 
to the Christian Christmas has meant that it has acquired for some Jews a 
comparable social significance including the custom of exchanging gifts and 
greeting cards. 

Purim 

The institution of Purim is told in the Book of Esther (cf. Josephus, Ant. 11.6.13 
[292-95]). It has been more of a joyous holiday, with no religious rites connected 
with it other than the reading of Esther in the synagogue (see Megillah). 
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Daily Devotions283 

The faithful Jew recited the Shema not only in the synagogue but daily. Shema 
("hear") is the opening word of Deuteronomy 6:4, the basic confession of 
Judaism. The recitation included Deuteronomy 6:4-9; 11:3-21; and Numbers 
15:36-41. During the time of the temple it was accompanied by reciting the 
Decalogue, preceded by benedictions, and followed by an attestation of faith 
and praises of God as redeemer of Israel. The Shema was recited each morning 
and evening. 

Prayer (tefillah) was said twice a day also, in the morning and at the time 
of the afternoon whole-offering in the temple (Berakoth 4.1; lQS x:u; Josephus, 
War 2.8.5 [128-31], concerning the Essenes; cf. Acts p). Some sources indicate 
prayer three times a day (Dan. 6:11; 2 Enoch 51:4). The tefillah consisted of a 
series of benedictions, finally fixed at eighteen (hence called Shemone Esre), 
about which more will be said in connection with the synagogue service (pp. 
542-44). 

Meals were set in a religious context of purification and blessing of the 
Creator. Hands were washed, bread was blessed and broken, and the meal was 
eaten, followed by a thanksgiving at the close. If wine was served, it received a 
separate blessing. 

ORGANIZATION AND INSTITUTIONS 

Temple and Priesthood 

Temple 

As the goal of the pilgrim festivals, the seat of the Sanhedrin, and the site of 
the sacrificial cultus, the temple was the focal point of world Jewry. It was located 
near the site now known as the dome of the rock in Jerusalem. Herod the Great 
in 20/19 B.C. had undertaken the rebuilding of the temple, which was largely 
completed in his lifetime but was still in progress during Jesus' ministry (John 
2:20) and was not completed until about A.D. 63 - shortly before the revolt 
that brought its fmal destruction in 70. Josephus said that to approaching 

283. See the Mishnah tractate Berakoth. 
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MODEL OF JERUSALEM, Holyland Hotel, Jerusalem 
The temple, the outer Court of the Gentiles (separated from the other courts by 
a barrier wall), and the Tower of Antonia (the barracks for the Roman garrison) 
in the upper right have been reconstructed to scale as nearly as possible to their 

appearance in the 1st century. 

visitors the temple appeared as a "mountain of snow" as it glittered in the 
sunlight (War 5.11.6 [223]). Although Jews in Egypt built temples at Elephantine 
(sixth century B.C.) and Leontopolis (second century B.C.) and the Samaritans 
had their temple on Mount Gerizim, the overwhelming Jewish attitude was that 
expressed by Josephus, "We have but one temple for the one God" (Against 
Apion 2.23.193). 

The temple proper (naos) was located in the northwestern part of an 
esplanade approximately 1,590 feet north-south and 1,030 feet east-west (the 
whole area was called the hieron). The esplanade was enclosed by colonnaded 
porches or porticoes (e.g., Solomon's Porch, John 10:23 and Acts 3:11, on the 
east) through which gates gave access from the city. The Western Wall, the only 
part that survives, was part of the retaining wall for the esplanade or terrace on 
the southern end of the west side. Just outside the sacred enclosure on the 
northwest was the Tower of Antonia (probably the "barracks" in Acts 21:34-40; 

22:24; 23:10). The open area of the sacred enclosure, mainly to the south of the 
temple proper, was known as the Court of the Gentiles. It was a principal 
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WARNING INSCRIPTION, temple in Jerusalem 
Non-Jews were warned against passing from the Court of the Gentiles to the Court 
of the Women on threat of death (cf. Eph. 2:14). (Archaeological Museum, Istanbul) 

thoroughfare providing a shortcut across the temple mount and also a place 
for commercial activity (Mark 11:15-17). A low balustrade separated the Court 
of the Gentiles from the temple proper. Placed in the wall were stones bearing 
the inscription, "No man of another nation is to enter within the barrier and 
enclosure around the temple. Whoever is caught will have himself to blame for 
his death which follows."284 

The Court of Women lay directly east of the temple, and any Israelite in 
a state of purity could gather in this area. Steps on the western end of the court 
gave access to the platform on which the temple was erected. On these steps 
the Levites stood to sing the "Psalms of Ascents." At the head of the stairs stood 
the Nicanor Gates, huge bronze gates extraordinary for their beauty (perhaps 
the "Beautiful Gate" in Acts 3:2).285 The Court of Israel surrounded the temple 
proper; only Jewish men could come so far. A low wall separated the Court of 
Priests from the Court of Israel. Within this area east of the entrance to the 

284 J.-B. Frey, Corpus Inscriptionum Iudaicarum 1400 (OGIS 598); cf. Josephus, War 
6.2.4 [125-26]; 5.5.2 [194]; Ant. 15.11.5 [417]; Mishnah Kelim 1.8; Acts 21:28-29; E. Bickerman, 
"The Warning Inscription of Herod's Temple," JQR 37 (1946/47):387-405. 

285. Middoth 2.3; Josephus, War 5.5.3 (201). 
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temple was the great altar of burnt offerings, reached by a ramp. It was fifty 
feet square. 

The temple proper kept the proportions and furniture (incense altar, table 
of showbread, seven-branched lampstand [menorah], and veil separating the 
Holy of Holies) prescribed in the Old Testament, except that the long-lost ark 
of the covenant had not been replaced. -Golden spikes on the roof prevented 
birds from defiling it. Josephus gives the dimensions of the facade as one 
hundred cubits broad and one hundred cubits high (War 5.5.4 [207]; cf. 5.5 
[215-21] and Ant. 15-11.3 [391]). 

During the first century A.D. the wealth of the temple probably reached 
its greatest amount. A major source of income was the half-shekel tax (Mish
nah Shekalim) that was supposed to be paid by every male Jew over twenty 
(Matt. 17:24-27; cf. p. 85).286 It was a sign of the attachment of Jews every
where to their homeland that delegations from cities in the Diaspora made 
up these contributions and traveled with special governmental protection to 
deliver the large sums collected (see p. 405; Philo, Special Laws 1.14.76-78; cf. 
Paul's collection among Gentile churches). Free-will offerings were left in 
thirteen trumpet-shaped boxes in the temple precincts (Mark 14:41-44). 
Sources of revenue available to the priests included perquisites from sacrificial 
animals, firstfruits of the grain and fruit harvests, and tithes (Josephus, Ant. 
20.7.8 [181]; 9.2 [206]). 

The temple, as other near eastern sanctuaries, served as a depository for 
keeping valuables. Hence, Jesus' action in cleansing the temple looked revolu
tionary. It was an assault on the economic system and a challenge to the position 
of the temple authorities.287 

Priests 

The priests were divided into twenty-four courses,288 each of which was re
sponsible for conducting the temple ritual for one week at a time, twice a year, 
and all were to be available at the great pilgrim festivals. Most of the priests, 
therefore, lived outside Jerusalem and were there only when their course was 
on duty. There was a considerable social gulf between the priestly aristocracy 
centered on the temple and the ordinary priests scattered throughout the 
country. Specific duties at the temple were assigned by lot. 

The installation of a high priest in Herodian and Roman times was 
accomplished by investiture with the garments of office (Horayoth 3.4; 
Josephus, Ant. 15.11.4 [403-8]; 18.4.3 [93]; 20.1.1 [16]). The office of high priest 

286. J. Liver, "The Half-Shekel Offering in Biblical and Post-Biblical Literature," HTR 
56 (1963):173-98. 

287. Neill Q. Hamilton, "Temple Cleansing and Temple Bank," fBL 83 (1964):365-72. 
288.1 Chron. 24. M. Avi-Yonah, "The Caesarea Inscription of the Twenty-Four Priestly 

Courses," in The Teacher's Yoke, ed. E. J. Vardaman (Waco, Tex., 1964), 42-57. 
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was inherited according to the Old Testament, but Hellenistic kings were 
accustomed to removing and appointing priests as political favors or in re
sponse to bribes (as the Seleucids did in Jerusalem on the eve of the Maccabean 
revolt). Herod the Great and his Roman successors changed high priests with 
some frequency - there were twenty-eight from Herod to A.D. 70. The family 
of Annas (who was high priest A.D. 6-15), however, furnished eight of the high 
priests in the first century. The expression chief priests in the New Testament 
and Josephus has been thought to refer to the ex-high priests and perhaps 
members of their family. An alternative explanation includes any distinguished 
priest of socially prominent families. Another possibility is that the high priests 
or chief priests were the permanent staff of officials at the temple who also 
had seats in the Sanhedrin.289 This well-defined group would have included 
the anointed high priest, the invested high priest (if different), the captain (or 
prefect) of the temple (Acts 4:1, 5-6; 5:24, 26; Josephus, Ant. 20.6.2 [131]; War 
6.5.3 [294]; Tamid 7.3; Yoma 4.1; 7.1), who had oversight of the cultus and was 
chief of the temple police, a temple overseer (there were at least seven of these 
in all, who held the keys to the gates and supervised the physical or external 
arrangements in the temple area; Luke 22:4, 52; Josephus passim), and three 
treasurers (who as agents of a seven-man council of supervisors administered 
the temple income and looked after its landed property and treasury; Josephus, 
Ant. 20.8.11 [194]). Serving under the captain of the temple were the directors 
of the weekly courses and then the directors of the daily courses. These 
overseers and the retired high priests and other treasurers also held positions 
in the Sanhedrin. 

The Levites too were divided into twenty-four courses. There were two 
main groups of Levites - singers and gatekeepers (1 ehron. 9:14-44; Ezra 2:40-
42). Four chief Levites were on the permanent staff of the temple: two overseers 
of the musicians (one of instrumentalists and one of singers) and two overseers 
of the Levitical servants (a doorkeeper and a supervisor of those who did the 
menial work). The Levites provided the music for the different services, certain 
physical and custodial duties, and police functions (Josephus, Ant. 20.9.6 [216-
17]; Philo, Special Laws 1.32.156). 

Cultus 

We have already noted something of the activity in connection with the annual 
festivals (pp. 523-26); it remains to say something about the daily routine and 
common features of temple procedure. 

The Tamid, the whole burnt offering, was sacrificed twice daily, according 
to the prescriptions in Exodus 29:38-42 and Numbers 28:1-8. The times of the 
morning (sunrise) and "evening" (afternoon - 3:00 P.M.) sacrifice at the temple 

289. J. Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time of Jesus (London, 1969), 160-81. 
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became hours of prayer for the people (cf. Acts 3:1). The priests who were to 
serve that day began by immersing themselves so that they would be in a state 
of purity. The various functions were assigned by lot: cleaning the altar of coals 
from the preceding day's sacrifice, preparing the cereal offering, burning incense, 
and trimming the lampstand. The lamb was completely burned on the altar, a 
drink offering was poured out, and the choir of Levites sang. At intervals in the 
singing, two trumpets were sounded, each time as a signal for the people to 
prostrate themselves. The priests themselves recited together benedictions, the 
Ten Commandments, and the Shema (p. 527). The incense offering on the altar 
in the Holy Place was the climax of the service. It was arranged that a priest 
ordinarily burned the incense only once in his lifetime (Tamid 5.2; Luke 1:5, 
8-lO). After this five priests stood on the steps to pronounce the priestly bene
diction (Num. 6:24-26) over those who came to pray. In Jerusalem the priests 
used the sacred name Yahweh in the benediction, but in the synagogue services 
in the provinces they used a substitute. 

The high priest did not himself have to preside at the daily ritual and 
probably did so only on the major festivals or other special occasions. Sirach 
50 gives a graphic description of the ceremony under the high priest Simon.29o 

The quantity of sacrificial animals was increased on the Sabbath and 
festival days. Moreover, the priests had to be available to assist when individuals 
came to make guilt, votive, or thank offerings. 

Also twice daily was a sacrifice "for Caesar and the Roman nation." This 
consisted of two lambs and an ox, and was accepted by the Roman authorities 
as a sufficient expression of loyalty. According to Philo, Augustus provided for 
the sacrifice out of his own funds.291 The discontinuance of this sacrifice, on 
the orders of the captain of the temple, was the signal for revolt in A.D. 66 
(Josephus, War 2.17.2-3 [409-16]). 

Some statements have been taken as an indication that sacrificial worship 
continued even after 70 without benefit of the physical structure of the 
temple.292 The evidence is tenuous, but even if there was some continuance, 
the destruction of the temple profoundly altered Jewish religious life and made 
irreversible the trend away from the temple to the synagogue as the focus of 
faith. 

290. F. O'Fearghail, "Sir 50:5-21: Yom Kippur or the Daily Whole Offering?" Biblica 59 
(1978):301-16. 
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Sanhedrin 

The word Sanhedrin, represents the Hebrew transliteration of the Greek word 
synedrion ("council," "meeting"). In various sources at different periods we hear 
of the gerousia, council (boule), Sanhedrin, and Beth Din. The immediate an
tecedent of the Sanhedrin in New Testament times was the council of elders or 
senate (gerousia) of Hasmonean times (1 Mace. 12:6; 2 Mace. 4:49; 11:27). 

The greater Sanhedrin in Jerusalem during New Testament times was 
composed of the chief priests, elders of the people (lay aristocracy around 
Jerusalem), and scribes (sages learned in the law).293 It tried cases dealing with 
a whole tribe, a false prophet, and the high priest (Sanhedrin 1.5). According to 
Tos. Sanhedrin 7-l it also had appellate jurisdiction over a court of twenty-three 
in interpreting the law. 

The rabbis replaced the Jerusalem Sanhedrin after 70 with the Beth Din. 
Executive, judicial, and academic functions were combined in the scholars. The 
high priest had presided over the Sanhedrin; since that office disappeared with 
the temple, the post-70 Beth Din was presided over by the president (Nasi, or 
prince) and vice-president, called the 'ab beth din (father of the house of 
judgment or court, a title also used for the president of a local court). Rabbinic 
tradition assigned these titles also to the senior and junior members of the 
zugoth (the pairs in the rabbinic chain of tradition). The Beth Din was a council 
of scholars to provide interpretations of the law. Rome came to recognize the 
position of the Nasi and his council as the body through which local government 
in Palestine could be administered. 

Doubt has been cast on the historical value for the New Testament period 

293. E.g., Matt. 16:21; Mark 8:31; 11:27; 14:43; 15:1; Luke 9:22; 20:1; cf. Josephus, War 2.14.8 
[301]; 2.15.2 [316]; 2.15.3 [318]; 2.17.3 [411]. 
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of the Mishnah's regulations concerning the Sanhedrin. They may have re
ferred primarily to the Beth Din (so that the tractate Sanhedrin would be better 
entitled Beth Din), or may have been only hypothetical interpretations pro
jected back on the pre-70 situation but not actually in force then, or may 
reflect a composite picture. The basis for the doubt is that the Greek sources 
(1 and 2 Maccabees, New Testament, Josephus) present a political council 
presided over by the head of state (king or high priest), whereas the rabbinic 
sources present a legislative-judicial body of scholars headed by the two leading 
Pharisaic scholars. The alternatives are that the Sanhedrin of the New Testa
ment and Josephus and the Beth Din of rabbinic literature were the same 
(differently described), existed in different periods (as implied above), or were 
different institutions both existing in the first century (one of which survived). 
In support of the last interpretation it has been argued that there were two 
principal councils in Jerusalem in the first century: the political Sanhedrin 
mentioned in the New Testament and Josephus, which was convened by the 
political ruler and had authority only as authorized by the appropriate official; 
and the Beth Din described in the Mishnah, also called boule, which was 
established in the Hasmonean period to promulgate laws not found in the 
Torah.294 The Mishnah in fact mentions three courts in Jerusalem: one that 
sat at the gate of the temple mount, one that sat at the gate of the temple 
court, and one that sat in the chamber of hewn stone (Sanhedrin 11.2). Their 
identification and functions are disputed. It has been suggested that these three 
(of twenty-three members each) were subdivisions of the Great Sanhedrin. 
Since Judaism did not in general distinguish political, judicial, and religious 
functions, likely there was only one supreme council that in different periods 
had different powers and composition. At various times we find legislative, 
judicial, and advisory functions performed by this council. 

The trial of Jesus becomes involved in this dispute. Were the judicial 
procedures described in the tractate Sanhedrin in force in the first century? 
The proceedings recounted in the Gospels are in flagrant violation of the 
regulations in the Mishnah. However, those regulations may not have obtained 
in Jesus' time or may have applied to a different court. On the other hand, the 
Sanhedrin may have been functioning only as a grand jury and not a trial 
body (see pp. 61-62).295 The competence of the Sanhedrin to impose the death 
penalty has also come under discussion. John 18:31 agrees with what is known 
of Roman law in the provinces where capital punishment was reserved for the 

294. E. Rivkin, "Beth Din, Boule, Sanhedrin: A Tragedy of Errors," Hebrew Union 
College Annual 46 (1975):181-99. 

295. G. D. Kilpatrick, The Trial of Jesus, Friends of Dr. Williams's library Lectures, 
vol. 6 (London, 1953); Ernst Bamme1, ed., The Trial of Jesus (London, 1970); Robert Gordis, 
ed., "The Trial of Jesus in the Light of History: A Symposium," Judaism 20 (1971):6-74; Paul 
Winter, On the Trial of Jesus (Berlin, 1974); Roy A. Stewart, "Judicial Procedure in New 
Testament Times," Evangelical Quarterly 47 (1975):94-109. 
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governor.296 Rome, however, gave considerable scope to local bodies to ad
minister justice according to local laws, and in the case of violators of the 
temple, for instance, seems to have delegated execution to the local authorities. 
Moreover, there are instances of the Jewish leaders executing those they found 
troublesome (e.g., Stephen [Acts 7]; James [Josephus, Ant. 20.9.1 (200)]).297 
These may be cases of taking the law into their own hands, particularly during 
the absence of a Roman governor. 

According to the Mishnah, a court of three judges is required for judicial 
decisions in cases involving property (Sanhedrin 1.1-3; 3.1). Several sources refer 
to the "Seven of a City" who ruled a city, functioned as judges, and had charge 
of financial affairs (Josephus, Ant. 4.7.14 [214] and 38 [287]; War 2.20.5 [571]; 
j. Megillah 3.74a; b. Megillah 26a and b; cf. Acts 6:1-6). Capital cases required a 
court of twenty-three (Sanhedrin 1.4); these were called a lesser Sanhedrin, and 
were located in the larger towns throughout Palestine (cf. Matt. 5:22). A city 
was required to have 120 men in order for it to have a Lesser Sanhedrin (Sanhe
drin 1.6; is this relevant to Acts l:I5?). The Greater Sanhedrin in Jerusalem had 
seventy-one members. Different interpretations as to whether or not this in
cluded the high priest gave rise to variant traditions whether the actual number 
was seventy or seventy-two.298 The background was the group of seventy elders 
in Israel's earlier history (Exod. 24:9; Num. 11:10-24; 2 Chron. 19:8?). It was 
characteristic of Judaism that through much of its later history the judiciary 
held the leading place in the government as a whole. 

The Mishnah explains how one was appointed to the Sanhedrin: 

The Sanhedrin was arranged like the half of a round threshing floor so that 
they all might see one another. Before them stood the two scribes of the 
judges .... 

Before them sat three rows of disciples of the Sages, and each knew his 
proper place. If they needed to appoint [another as judge], they appointed 
him from the first row, and one from the second row came into the first row, 
and one from the third row came into the second; and they chose yet another 
from the congregation and set him in the third row. (Sanhedrin 4·3, 4) 

This seating in the chair constituted the "ordination." Rabbinic ordination 
by laying on of hands did not become the official method of instituting a judge 

296. According to j. Sanhedrin 18a and 24b the power to impose the death sentence 
was taken away forty years before the destruction of the temple. John 18:31, however, may 
not be an absolute statement but might refer to the unlawfulness of executions at the Passover 
season (cf. Sanhedrin 4.1). 

297. The apostle James was killed while Agrippa was king (Acts 12), so a different legal 
situation obtained. 

298. This variation is reflected also in manuscripts of Luke 10:1. See Bruce M. Metzger, 
Historical and Literary Studies, Pagan, Jewish, and Christian (Grand Rapids, 1968), 67-76. 
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and successor until after 70.299 The significance of ordination in Judaism was 
judicial- the right to interpret and teach the law. 

Bibliography 

Mishnah tractate Sanhedrin. 

Hoenig, S. B. The Great Sanhedrin. Philadelphia, 1953. 
Mantel, H. Studies in the History of the Sanhedrin. Cambridge, Mass., 1965. 

Community Organization30o 

Jewish community organization shows oligarchic, democratic, and monarchic 
expressions, and not infrequently all three aspects functioning together. Author
ity belonged to the community and "the assembly of men of the city." Not all, 
however, carried equal influence (in the sense of "one person, one vote"). 
Normally a council of older men provided the leadership. Sometimes a learned 
scholar, the rabbi, or in special circumstances some other influential person was 
the effective leader.30l 

At the legal head of Palestinian Jewish communities, according to the later 
rabbinic sources, were local Sanhedrins whose members were "ordained" and 
wore the title "elder." Their method of appointment was the same as that for 
the Great Sanhedrin at Jerusalem, described in the preceding section (b. Sanhe
drin 17b). They had general oversight of community affairs, especially judicial 
and disciplinary. They interpreted and applied the law of Moses according to 
the precedents established by the scholars. The institutions or services that every 
city ought to provide were listed as "a law court competent to scourge, a prison, 
a charity fund, a synagogue, a public bath, a public latrine, a doctor and artisan, 
a scribe, a slaughterer, and a teacher of children" (b. Sanhedrin 17b). 

The Diaspora communities are best known from the inscriptions at Rome 
(see p. 472n.192). The terms presbyteroi (elders) and gerClUsia (council of elders) 
do not appear, but gerousiarch (ruler of the council) does several times. Since 
it always occurs with reference to a particular community and since there is no 
evidence of a central governing body for the Jews in Rome, we may conclude 
that each synagogue at Rome had its own council of elders and that there was 
no central organization of Roman Jewry. 

The term most used for the leaders of Jewish communities in the Diaspora 
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was archons (rulers), derived from Greek civic life. Individual members of the 
gerousia may have been called archon rather than elder, but it has been advocated 
that the archons were distinct from elders and formed an executive committee 
of the gerousia.302 The archisynagogos, who presided at the assembly (p. 546), 
was not of necessity an archon but he could be. The archons in the inscriptions 
figure mainly in the business dealings of the synagogue, but this may be due to 
the nature of the contents of inscriptions. The title "archon" was not always a 
technical term but could be honorary, even applied to children. 

The inscriptions employ a host of other titles for various functionaries in 
the Jewish communities. Most of these appear to have been borrowed from the 
private associations so much a part of Greek life. Quite frequent is the gramma
teus, clerk or secretary; it is not clear whether this was meant to translate soferim 
("the wise men," i.e., scholars or scribes), was a Greek-style secretary or town 
clerk, or represents a distinctive Hellenistic Jewish office. The "father" and 
"mother of the synagogue" appear to have been honorary designations for 
patrons or benefactors. 

Some inscriptions identify women as priestess, elder, ruler of the syn
agogue, or other functionary. The older interpretation referred such designa
tions to wives of priests, elders, rulers of the synagogue, or other community 
officials or as honorary titles. It is now considered likely that in some cases 
women actually ftlled these positions.303 

The sizable Jewish community at Alexandria did have a central governing 
body. The emperor Augustus in A.D. 10-12 abolished the post of Jewish ethnarch 
in Alexandria and put the administration of the Jewish population into the 
hands of a supreme Jewish gerousia. Very little is known of their selection and 
functions. Tannaitic sources give their number as seventy or seventy-one (Tos. 
Sukkah 4.6; b. Sukkah 51b). Philo (Flaccus 74 and 117) mentions the gerousia and 
archons, the latter presumably an executive committee. The Jewish population 
of Alexandria and perhaps other cities formed a politeuma, a self-governing 
association within the framework of the city (p. 41). 

The plurality of elders, perhaps with an executive in larger centers, in the 
Jewish community organization, and not the synagogue organization, appears 
to account for the presence of elders in the early Christian communities, par
ticularly those with close Jewish ties (Acts 11:30; 14:23; 20:17). 

302. Three archons in Judith 6:15-16 included elders but apparently not all the elders; 
8:10; 10:6; 1):12. 

303. B. J. Brooten, Women Leaders in the Ancient Synagogue (Chico, Calif., 1982); but 
the contrary view is still maintained by Burtchaell, From Synagogue to Church (n. 300),244-45. 
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Rabbis304 

The use of Rabbi as a technical term for an ordained scholar apparently belongs 
to the post-70 situation. In the period before 70 the term was used in a looser 
and more general way - note its use in the Gospels for addressing Jesus.30S 

Professional, salaried rabbis do not begin until the Middle Ages. 
Ordination as a rabbi was an appointment to an office. It gave one judicial 

authority in interpreting the Jewish law. This responsibility carried with it 
related functions of leadership, teaching, and preserving the tradition.306 In the 
period immediately after 70 when there was no central organization in Palestin
ian Jewry individual teachers ordained one or two of their own students to 
continue their work, but this was later replaced by a communal act when 
ordination was centralized under the Patriarch in the second century. Individual 
ordination was by the imposition of hands, but this was replaced by a ceremony 
giving the name or title of Rabbi. 

Qualifications included such qualities as "wisdom, understanding, fame" 
and being men who are "able, fear God, men of truth hating unjust gain."307 
In addition, a married man who had raised children and reached the age of 
about forty was preferred. 

Although the Judaism that took shape in the period after the revolts 
against Rome is often described as rabbinic Judaism, the rabbis did not represent 
or speak for all Jews. In drawing on, modifying, and reshaping the earlier 
tradition, the rabbis produced significant changes in Judaism: making the study 
of Torah a central act of piety incumbent on all male Jews, and developing 
prayer into a communal act of service to God. In the process, the rabbis elevated 
a new type of holy man - the scholar replaced the priest as the religious leader. 
Although the result in the circumstances of the post-70 period was something 
new, the rabbis were drawing on elements in the earlier Jewish tradition in 
fashioning "rabbinic Judaism." 
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SYNAGOGUE, Masada 
One of the few pre-70 synagogues to be identified was used by the defenders 
of Masada. The congregation gathered on the steps or benches on the walls 

around the room. 

Synagogue 

History 

539 

The word synagogue (here parallel to the word church) referred to the assembly 
of people and came to be applied to the building where the assembly occurred 
and then to the related institutional life. The word proseuche, "(place of) prayer," 
was also in common use, especially in Egypt. We have already looked at the 
physical features of synagogue buildings (pp. 473-75); here our attention will be 
on the organization and activities associated with synagogues. 

The origin of the synagogue is unknown. More plausible theories refer to 
the time of the exile or the postexilic period in gatherings for the reading and 
study of the law (Neh. 8:1 would reflect the situation out of which the synagogue 
emerged if not describing the actual precedent). Archaeological evidence indi
cates synagogues in Egypt from the third century B.C.308 Synagogues were cer
tainly a well-developed reality by the first century when they were located 

308. J. Gwyn Griffiths, "Egypt and the Rise of the Synagogue," ITS n.s. 38 (1987):1-15, 
argues for the Egyptian origin of the synagogue. 
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throughout Palestine and the Diaspora. The synagogue would not seem to have 
been created as a replacement or substitute for the temple, since the two coex
isted for some time, although after 70 synagogues increasingly incorporated 
such of the furniture, terminology, and ritual of the temple as could be adapted 
to them. 

The synagogue was the most important institutional development within 
Judaism insofar as Christian origins are concerned: it provided the locus for 
the teaching of Jesus and later his apostles and so the place of recruitment of 
the earliest Christian converts, and many aspects of the worship and organiza
tion of the early church were derived from the synagogue. Although a new 
institution, the synagogue represented an organized way of carrying out activi
ties commanded in the law.309 

Activities 

The synagogue was the center of community, religious, and social life for the 
Jewish people. It served as the schoolhouse (beth midrash), house of prayer (beth 
tefillah), meeting house (beth kenesseth), and house of judgment (beth din) for 
administering community discipline. The combination of religious, in
structional, and social-benevolent functions in the synagogue is seen in an 
inscription found in Jerusalem and sometimes dated to the mid-fIrst century 
but perhaps later: 

Theodotus, son of Vette nus, priest and archisynagogue, son of an archisyn
agogue, built the synagogue for the reading of the law and the teaching of 
the commandments, and the guest-house and the rooms and the water sup
plies as an inn for those who have need when they come from abroad; which 
synagogue his fathers founded and the elders and Simonides. ( Corpus Inscrip
tionum Judaicarum 1404)310 

Organized charity, as well as hospitality, was characteristic of Judaism. In 
Palestine there were community agencies for feeding the poor, clothing the 
needy, caring for the sick, burying the dead, ransoming captives, educating 
orphans, and providing poor girls with dowries. Jewish education (pp. 102-3) 
was essentially religious education, designed to further the study of the written 

309. H. C. Kee, "The Transformation of the Synagogue after 70 C.E.: Its Import for 
Early Christianity," NTS 36 (1990):1-24, appropriately calls attention to the important insti
tutional developments after 70 and the circumstance that the earliest meeting places were 
often domestic quarters indistinguishable architecturally and used for many purposes; but 
these facts should not be equated with a lack of organization and of structured forms of 
worship, something inconceivable for community life and contradicted by other first -century 
sources outside the New Testament. 

310. Some have identified this synagogue with the "Synagogue of the Freedmen" 
mentioned in Acts 6:9. 
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SYNAGOGUE INSCRIPTION, Jerusalem 
Theodotus, "a priest and ruler of the synagogue," set up this inscription to 

commemorate his building of a synagogue for those who came to Jerusalem from 
abroad (cf. Acts 6:9). (Courtesy Israel Department of Antiquities and Museums) 

SYNAGOGUE, Capernaum 
The 3d- or even 4th-c. synagogue at Capernaum occupied the site 

of the 1st-C. synagogue. 
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and oral law. Knowledge of the law was important to the performance of the 
law. The importance of education in Jewish life was indicated by the later dictum 
that a synagogue could be replaced by a schoolhouse, but a schoolhouse could 
not be replaced by a synagogue. Very often the synagogue building itself was 
the place of instruction. 

Synagogue Service 3lI 

The synagogue service had two foci: prayer and the study of Scripture. Several 
sources describe the service itself primarily in terms of reading and study of 
the Scriptures.312 This was the heart of the Sabbath service, but meetings were 
also held on market days (Monday and Thursday) for reading from the Scrip
tures. As indicated by its name "place of prayer," the second focus of the 
synagogue service was prayer. Prayer and confession of faith were also daily 
duties. 

The basic structure of the synagogue service has remained the same to 
the present.313 The meeting opened with a call to "Bless the Lord," followed by 
the Shema (see p. 527) with its two preliminary blessings and concluding pro
fession of faith and praise. The passages of the Shema were chanted by the 
leader and congregation in unison (b. Sotah 30b). 

The prayer (tefillah) of the public meeting was the Eighteen Benedictions 
(Shemoneh Esre), also called Amidah ("standing," because it was said while 
standing). Rabbinic tradition assigns to Rabban Gamaliel II about A.D. 80 the 
requirement to recite them daily (Berakoth 4.3). Most of the benedictions were 
earlier in date, at least in basic structure, although exact wording varied. 
Different versions were in use in Palestine and Babylon, for example. Although 
originating at different periods, all are pre-Christian except twelve and thirteen 
(which fall between 90 and 117) and three, four, five, seven, and eighteen (which 
are first century but before 70). The basic structure as developed was three 
opening blessings or praises, twelve (now thirteen) petitions, and three thanks
givings. On Sabbaths and festivals the central section of twelve blessings was 
replaced by a single prayer suitable for the day. The order of the prayers became 
the basis of the Jewish prayer book of today. The set forms secured uniformity 

311. Ismar Elbogen, Der Judische Gottesdienst in seiner geschichtlichen Entwicklung(Leip
zig, 1913); Louis Jacobs, Jewish Prayer (3d ed.; London, 1962); W. W. Simpson, Jewish Prayer 
and Worship. An Introduction for Christians (London, 1965); J. J. Petuchowski, ed., Contribu
tions to the Scientific Study of Jewish Liturgy (New York, 1970); Joseph Heinemann, Prayer in 
the Talmud: Forms and Patterns (Berlin, 1977); R. S. Sarason, "On the Use of Method in the 
Study of the Jewish Liturgy," Approaches to Ancient Judaism: Theory and Practice, ed. W. S. 
Green (Missoula, Mont., 1978), pp. 97-172; Lawrence Hoffman, The Canonization of the 
Synagogue Service (Notre Dame, 1979). 

312. Philo, Life of Moses 2.39.215-16; Josephus, Against Apion 2.175; cf. the Theodotus 
inscription above"p. 541; Megillah 3.6. 
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and participation by all, and the place for extemporaneous prayer gave room 
for individual needs. The Eighteen Benedictions in the Palestinian recension 
are as follows: 

1. Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, Our God and God of our fathers, God of 
Abraham, God of Isaac, and God of Jacob, the great, mighty, and revered 
God, God Most High, who art the Creator of heaven and earth, our Shield 
and the Shield of our fathers, our confidence from generation to generation. 
Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, the Shield of Abraham! 

2. Thou art mighty, who bringest low the proud, strong, and He that 
judgeth the ruthless, that liveth for ever, that raiseth the dead, that maketh 
the wind to blow, that sendeth down the dew; that sustaineth the living, that 
quickeneth the dead; in the twinkling of an eye Thou makest salvation to 
spring forth for us. Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, who quickenest the dead! 

3. Holy art Thou and Thy Name is to be feared, and there is no God beside 
Thee. Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, the holy God! 

4. 0 favor us, our Father, with knowledge from Thyself and understanding 
and discernment from Thy Torah. Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, who vouchsafest 
knowledge! 

5. Cause us to return, 0 Lord, unto Thee, and let us return anew [in 
repentance] in our days as in the former time. Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, who 
delightest in repentance. 

6. Forgive us, our Father, for we have sinned against Thee; blot out and 
cause our transgressions to pass from before Thine eyes, for great is Thy 
mercy. Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, who dost abundantly forgive! 

7. Look upon our affliction and plead our cause, and redeem us for the 
sake of Thy Name. Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, the Redeemer of Israel! 

8. Heal us, 0 Lord our God, from the pain of our heart; and weariness 
and sighing do Thou cause to pass away from us; and cause Thou to rise up 
healing for our wounds. Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, who healest the sick of 
Thy people Israel! 

9. Bless for us, 0 Lord our God, this year for our welfare, with every kind 
of the produce thereof, and bring near speedily the year of the end of our 
redemption; and give dew and rain upon the face of the earth and satisfy 
the world from the treasuries of Thy goodness, and do Thou give a blessing 
upon the work of our hands. Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, who blessest the 
years! 

to. Blow the great horn for our liberation, and lift a banner to gather our 
exiles. Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, who gatherest the dispersed of Thy people 
Israel! 

11. Restore our judges as at the first, and our counsellors as at the beginning; 
and reign Thou over us, Thou alone. Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, who lovest 
judgment! 

12. For apostates let there be no hope, and the dominion of arrogance 
[Rome] do Thou speedily root out in our days; and let the Nazarenes [Chris-
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tiansJ314 and the heretics perish as in a moment, let them be blotted out of 
the book of the living and let them not be written with the righteous. Blessed 
art Thou, 0 Lord, who humblest the arrogant! 

13. Towards the righteous proselytes may Thy tender mercies be stirred; 
and bestow a good reward upon us together with those that do Thy will. 
Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, the trust of the righteous! 

14. Be merciful, 0 Lord our God, in Thy great mercy towards Israel Thy 
people, and towards Jerusalem Thy City, and towards Zion the abiding place 
of Thy glory, and towards Thy glory, and towards Thy temple and Thy 
habitation, and towards the kingdom of the house of David, Thy righteous 
anointed one. Blessed art Thou, 0 God, God of David, the Builder of Jeru
salem! 

15. Hear, 0 Lord our God, the sound of our prayer and have mercy upon 
us, for a God gracious and merciful art Thou. Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, who 
hearest prayer! 

16. Accept us, 0 Lord our God, and dwell in Zion; and may Thy servants 
serve Thee in Jerusalem. Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, whom in reverent fear we 
serve! 

17. We give thanks to Thee, who art the Lord our God and the God of our 
fathers, for all the good things, the lovingkindness, and the mercy which Thou 
hast wrought and done with us and with our fathers before us: and if we said, 
Our feet slip, Thy lovingkindness, 0 Lord, upheld us. Blessed art Thou, 0 
Lord, unto whom it is good to give thanks! 

18. Bestow Thy peace upon Israel Thy people and upon Thy city and upon 
Thine inheritance and bless us, all of us together. Blessed art Thou, 0 Lord, 
who makest peace!315 

There were two readings, one from the Torah (parashah or seder) and one 
from the Prophets (haftarah), in the first-century service; there is a lack of 
evidence for a separate reading from the Writings. The cycle of readings ap
parently was not yet fixed in the first century, but soon there was established a 
cycle whereby the Torah was read through in three years in Palestine and in one 
year in Babylon. This calls into question efforts to analyze New Testament books 
in terms of the Jewish cycle of readings.316 After the readings from the Torah 

314. See p. 462n.156 for reservations concerning this being original to the prayer. 
315. According to the text reconstructed by G. Dalman, Die Worte Jesu (Leipzig, 1898). 

Translation based on C. W. Dugmore, The Influence of the Synagogue upon the Divine Office 
(Oxford, 1944), 115-24. Different translations may be found in F. C. Grant, Ancient Judaism 
and the New Testament (New York, 1959), 46-48, and Emil Schurer, The History of the Jewish 
People in the Age of Jesus Christ, ed. G. Vermes, et aI. (Edinburgh, 1979), 2:460-61; Ibid., pp. 
456-58 and Dugmore also give the Babylonian recension. , 

316. R. G. Finch, The Synagogue Lectionary and the New Testament (London, 1939); 
Leon Morris, The New Testament and the Jewish Lectionaries (London, 1964), is perhaps too 
skeptical; J. Mann and I. Sonne, The Bible as Read and Preached in the Old Synagogue, 2 vols. 
(Cincinnati, 1966); J. Heinemann, "The Triennial Lectionary Cycle," llS 19 (1968):41-48. 
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were set, the passage from the Prophets was chosen on the basis of linguistic 
affinity (less often by a common topic) with the opening verses of the Torah 
passage, with the purpose of bringing a message of comfort. On feast days and 
other special Sabbaths there were special readings related to the day. 

The Scriptures were read in Hebrew, which in many places was imperfectly 
(if at all) understood ~ the majority of the people. Hence, a running translation 
was provided in the vernacular. These paraphrases, the Targums, were in 
Aramaic in Palestine and lands to the east. The reading was from the Septuagint 
in Greek-speaking communities. Although the Targums were eventually re
duced to writing (see pp. 468-69), the original requirements were that they 
remain oral so as not to be put on the same level with the written law. Certain 
restrictions were placed on the targumist: the translation was not to be prepared 
beforehand; he could have no notes before him; the translation was not to be 
literal but was to give the people the sense of the passage (Kiddushin 49a). 
Certain common interpretations became an established feature of the Targums. 

A sermon regularly accompanied the readings, unless no one present was 
qualified. The sermon might be topical, drawing its text from something in the 
reading, or expository, developing the meaning of the text and applying it to 
the contemporary situation. It was characteristic to associate by key words 
passages from the Law, Prophets, and Writings. The style of preaching as known 
from the Midrash (p. 468) has been found to underlie the structure of some 
parts of the New Testament,317 but the rabbinic examples are later. 

On festival days the service concluded with the benediction of Numbers 
6:24-26 pronounced by the priests present with their hands raised (Sotah 7.6). 
If no priest was present, the benediction took the form, "Our God ... bless us 
with the threefold blessing ... which was spoken by Aaron and his sons, the 
priests .... " Other prayers and exhortations were added on certain occasions. 
Sometimes alms were collected. 

The present synagogue service begins with the chanting of the Psalms and 
other hymns, the use of which seems to be as early as the beginning of the 
Christian era. The Hallel Psalms (113-118) are best attested from rabbinic litera
ture for this period, and b. Sotah 30b (cf. Sotah 5.4) describes different forms 
of responsorial recitation. Philo (Contemplative Life 80, 83-87) gives a detailed 
description of the singing of Psalms and other hymns by the Therapeutae, 
presumably a more developed expression of synagogue practice. The Thanks
giving Hymns from Qumran may have been written for the community's use. 

317. P. Borgen, Bread from Heaven (Leiden, 1965); J. W. Bowker, "Speeches in Acts; a 
Study in Proem and Yelammedenu Form," NTS 14 (1967):96-111; Wilhelm Wuellner, "Hag
gadic Homily Genre in 1 Corinthians 1-3," lBL 89 (1970):199-204. 
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Organization 

A synagogue could be formed wherever ten men wanted to organize one. Any 
male could read the Scriptures, translate, preach, or lead the prayers and Shema. 
No special class had a monopoly on the conduct of the service. 

The "ruler of the synagogue" (archisynagogos) in Greek sources or "head 
of the assembly" (rosh hakeneseth) in Hebrew sources presided over and made 
arrangements for the services of the synagogue, designating the persons to 
perform each function (cf. Acts 13:15). In addition, he might also assume re
sponsibility for maintaining the traditional Jewish life and teaching (Luke 13:15; 
Acts 18:17). Sometimes the term appears in the plural (as Acts 13:15), and some
times it appears as more an honorary title for benefactors of the synagogue. 

The "servant" of the synagogue (Heb. Qazzan; Gk. hyperetes) was a salaried 
person who appears in many varied roles in different sources: the attendant 
with charge of the scrolls of Scripture (Luke 4:17, 20; cf. Sotah 7.7 and Yoma 7.1) 
and so with functions in the service (Sukkah 4.6); a sexton with care of the 
building and its furniture; a learned man who was the targumist and school
teacher; an officer of the community who administered the stripes on those 
punished by the court (Makkoth 3.12). One man was probably not all of these 
things, but the functions varied at different times and at different places accord
ing to the size and needs of the community. 

The archisynagogos and Qazzan have been seen as the precedents for the 
offices of bishop and deacon in the church. There are points of similarity, mostly 
arising from comparable needs, but the Christian functionaries certainly soon 
developed in their own distinctive ways. 

The relation of the "ruler of the synagogue" to the community organiza
tion of the Jews is not clear. His position seems not to have given him a voice 
in the administration of the community's affairs unless he was otherwise a 
member of the gerousia, but in some inscriptions the head of the synagogue 
was also a member of the ruling council. Practice probably varied (with the 
influence of a person as well as at different places) whether the ruler was a 
figurehead or the dominant personality. 
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I T is possible in this chapter to address only a few specific topics and to provide 
a general orientation, although we will also highlight some information from 

the other chapters. I have deliberately excluded an introduction of the New 
Testament writings and other early Christian literature. Rather, I intend to 
introduce additional sources not elsewhere covered, to point to the complexities 
of the historical setting of early Christianity, to summarize the varieties of early 
Christian expressions and the different accommodations by and responses to 
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Christian preaching, and then to review what the background means for the 
study of early Christianity and to indicate its special place in its milieu. 

LITERARY REFERENCES TO CHRISTIANITY 
IN NON-CHRISTIAN SOURCES 

This section merely lists references, since many of these passages are quoted or 
discussed elsewhere in this book. The page number accompanying the reference 
locates this quotation or discussion. 

Latin Authors 

Suetonius, Claudius 25.4 (p. 32); Nero 16.2 (p. 557). 
Tacitus, Annals 15.44 (pp. 556-57, 565). 
Pliny the Younger, Epistles 10.96, 97 (pp. 557-58, 567-68). 

Greek Authors 

Lucian, On the Death of Peregrinus 11-14, 16 (pp. 561-62); Alexander the False 
Prophet 25, 38. 

Celsus, True Doctrine (preserved in quotations by Origen, Against Celsus) (pp. 
562-63). 

Epictetus, Discourses 4.7.6 (p. 564); 2.9.19-122 (?). 
Marcus Aurelius, Meditations 11.3 (p. 563). 
Galen. See R. Walzer, Galen on Jews and Christians (London, 1949) (P.564). 

Jewish Sources in Greek 

Josephus, Ant. 18.5.2 [117-19] (pp. 457-58); 18.3.3 [63-64] (p. 459); 20.9.1 [200] 
(p. 458). 

Jewish Sources in Hebrew and Aramaic 

Benediction 12 [11] (PP.543-44). 
See the bibliography below. 
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL REMAINS BEARING 
ON EARLY CHRISTIAN HISTORY 

Inscriptions 

The Delphi Inscription of Gallio.1 Seven fragments of an inscription containing a 
rescript of the emperor Claudius were found at Delphi, Greece. The crucial dating 
formula (with probable restorations in brackets) may be translated as follows: 

Tiberius [Claudius] Caesar Augustus Germanicus ... [in his tribunician] 
power [year 12, acclaimed emperor] the 26th time, father of the country ... . 
[Lucius] Junius Galllo my friend and [pro]consul [of Achaia wrote] ... . 

From other sources it is known that Claudius' twenty-sixth acclamation as 
imperator must have occurred between the end of A.D. 51 and August 1, 52. At 
that time Gallio was governor of Achaia. Since governors of senatorial provinces 
entered upon their office in the summer, about July 1, and normally served for 
one year, Gallio's governorship must have occurred between the summer of 51 
and the summer of 52. The probable meaning of Acts 18:12 is that it was shortly 
after the assumption of his office that the JeWs brought charges against Paul, 
that is, the summer or fall of 51. Since Paul's ministry in Corinth lasted eighteen 
~mon~(Acts.!8:1l) and his dep~rtUre W:ClS sometinie after the Gallio episode, -" "--_.-

we can place his arrival in Corinth early in 50. The importance of this infor-

1. Adolf Deissmann, Paul (1927; repro New York, 1957), 261-86; Jack Finegan, Handbook 
of Biblical Chronology (Princeton, 1964), 316-19; J. Murphy-O'Connor, St. Paul's Corinth 
(Wilmington, Del., 1983), 141-52, 173-76. 
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GALLIO INSCRIPTION, from Delphi 
A rescript of the emperor Claudius mentioning Gallio, the proconsul of Achaia, by 

its dating formula permits the dating of Paul's stay in Corinth to the early 50S. 
(Courtesy Bcole Franfaise d'archeologie, Athens) 

mation is that it gives the one fIxed date for an absolute chronology of Paul's 
life and one of the few relatively certain dates in New Testament history. 

The Nazareth Inscription Against Grave Robbing.2 

Ordinance of Caesar. It is my pleasure that graves and tombs remain 
undisturbed in perpetuity for those who have made them for the cult of their 
ancestors or children or members of their house. If, however, any man lay 
information that another has either demolished them, or has in any other 

2. F. deZulueta, "Violation of Sepulture in Palestine at the Beginning of the Christian 
Era," JRS 22 (1932):184-97, whose translation is quoted, finds an Augustan date more probable 
and consequendy a different provenance from Nazareth; M. P. Charlesworth, Documents 
Illustrating the Reigns of Claudius and Nero (Cambridge, 1939), 15; Bruce M. Metzger, "The 
Nazareth Inscription Once Again," in Jesus und Paulus, ed. E. E. Ellis and E. Grasser (Gottin
gen, 1975), 221-38, repro in New Testament Studies: Philological, Versional, and Patristic (Leiden, 
1980), 75-92. 



CHRISTIANITY IN THE ANCIENT WORLD 551 

way extracted the buried, or has maliciously transferred them to other places 
in order to wrong them, or has displaced the sealing or other stones, against 
such a one I order that a trial be instituted, as in respect of the gods, so in 
regard to the cult of mortals. For it shall be much more obligatory to honor 
the buried. Let it be absolutely forbidden for anyone to disturb them. In case 
of contravention I desire that the offender be sentenced to capital punishment 
on charge of violation of sepulture. 

The ordinance (probably a rescript) says nothing about Christianity, and it 
represents the normal attitude of the ancient world against grave-robbing 
(which was nonetheless often enough done to be a subject for concern) and the 
normal pagan terminology. On the other hand, the story reported in Matthew 
28:11-15 and the place where the inscription was reportedly found have provoked 
conjectures. Was the story of the missing body and its significance for the origins 
of the Christian movement, which was so disturbing Jews throughout the 
empire by Claudius' time, behind this reaffirmation of traditional attitudes and 
the setting up of this inscription in Nazareth? We will probably never know, 
and any relevance of this ordinance to Christian origins is at best conjectural. 
We do not need official Roman testimony to know the centrality of the resur
rection in Christian preaching. If we had it, it would only indicate how early 
this came to governmental attention as a matter of concern. 

Papyri 

Letter of Claudius to the Alexandrians, A.D. 41.3 Claudius' disposition of the 
controversy between Greeks and Jews over political rights in Alexandria (which 
occasioned the embassy headed by Philo to Rome under Caligula [po 4501) has 
great importance for first-century Jewish history and implications for the legal 
status of Diaspora communities in general.4 The following passage from the 
letter is noted here because of the claim that it contains an allusion to Christian 
missionary activity: 

I explicitly order the Jews not to agitate for more privileges than they 
formerly possessed, and not in the future to send out a separate embassy as 
if they lived in a separate city, a thing unprecedented, and not to force their 
way into gymnasiarchic or cosmetic games, while enjoying their own privi
leges and sharing a great abundance of advantages in a city not their own, 
and not to bring in or admit Jews who come down the river from Syria or 

3. P. Lond., 1912 (A. S. Hunt and C. C. Edgar, Select Papyri [Cambridge, Mass., 1934], 
vol. 2, no. 212); see H. I. Bell, Jews and Christians in Egypt (London, 1924), 23-29. 

4. V. Tcherikover, Hellenistic Civilization and the Jews (Philadelphia, 1961), 296-332. See 
p. 405 above. 
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Egypt, a proceeding which will compel me to conceive serious suspicions; 
otherwise I will by all means take vengeance on them as fomenters of what 
is a general plague infecting the whole world. 

Claudius seems often to have had to deal with "the Jewish problem," frequently 
acerbated by the disturbances in the Jewish communities caused by Christian 
preaching (cf. Suetonius, Claudius 25). Christian preachers likely reached Alexan
dria from Palestine and Syria, and that as early as Claudius (Acts 18:24, D text), 
but there is no reason to see a reference to such in this passage, in spite of the 
language about fomenting "a ... plague infecting the whole world" (cf. Acts 24:5). 

Christian Papyri.5 The papyri have furnished our earliest written remains 
of Christianity. There are now several papyri dated as early as the third century 
containing parts of the New Testament. Quite famous is the oldest known 
fragment of a New Testament book, the John Rylands fragment of John (P52), 
dated before A.D. 150, which has given a terminus ante quem for the writing of 
the Fourth Gospel. Many of the Christian papyri represent noncanonical docu
ments, only some of which were previously known. Their addition to the 
knowledge of Christian origins will be variously assessed. The number is subject 
to constant increase with new finds, so the bibliographical note gives reference 
works where information about these papyri may be found. 

Coins6 

The extensive coinage of the early Roman empire affords numerous points of 
contact with the New Testament and its historical background. J. Y. Akerman's 
now quite old collections show the possibilities (and see the section on coins 
in Chap. 2). 
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It is now generally accepted that there are no securely datable Christian archaeo
logical remains before the late second century or about A.D. 200. This applies 
to the catacomb paintings? and the identifiable Christian inscriptions.s There 
are some remains for which a first-century date is certain but the Christian 
character of which is dubious. 

The Rotas-Sator Word Square 

This Latin word square is as follows: 

R 0 T A S 

0 P E R A 

T E N E T 

A R E P 0 

S A T 0 R 

Examples have been found as far apart as Cirencester in Britain and Dura 
Europus in Mesopotamia; two at Pompeii must date before A.D. 79. The mean
ing is not clear and scholars have offered many different interpretations. Its 
connection with Christianity rests on the rearrangement of the letters to spell 
Pater Noster ("Our Father" in Latin of the Lord's Prayer) twice in the form of 
a cross, with the N of Noster forming the point of intersection and with an A 
and an 0 left over for each cross bar. This rearrangement, although striking, 
appears to be coincidental. It demands assumptions of a liturgical use of the 
Lord's Prayer in Latin in the first century, the existence of a Christian commu
nity at Pompeii before its destruction, the use of the cross this early in Chris
tianity, and the representation of the Greek letters alpha and omega by an A 
and O. Even if the Pater Noster interpretation is correct, a better case can be 

7. J. Wilpert, Die Malereien der Katakomben Roms (Freiburg, 1903); L. Herding and 
E. Kirschbaum, The Roman Catacombs (London, 1960); Andre Grabar, The Beginnings of 
Christian Art (London, 1967); J. Stevenson, The Catacombs (London, 1978). 
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made for a Jewish origin.9 A good case also can be made for the Mithraic origin 
of the word square.10 

The "Cross" at Herculaneum 11 

A second-floor apartment in Herculaneum (destroyed by Vesuvius in 79) con
tained a chamber in which on one wall was a rectangle covered with white 
plaster. In the plaster was engraved a sign in the shape of a Latin cross, 0.43 
meter high and 0.365 meter wide. A chest on the floor underneath and slightly 
to one side of the "cross" was interpreted as an altar and the room therefore as 
a Christian cult place. Further consideration, however, has given a more utili
tarian purpose: the imprint in the plaster was left by wooden brackets for a wall 
cabinet or perhaps a shelf or mantel with a supporting upright piece. 

Other supposed "evidence" for Christianity at Pompeii and Herculaneum 
before A.D. 79 seems similarly capable of alternative, more likely interpretations. 

The Talpioth (Jerusalem) Ossuaries12 

Ossuaries from a tomb complex in the vicinity of the Talpioth suburb of 
Jerusalem have been thought to provide the earliest evidence of Christianity in 
the land of its birth. Since these ossuaries come from the middle of the first 
century, their evidence would be sensational indeed. One of the ossuaries was 
marked with a charcoal plus-shaped symbol on each of its four sides; the same 
sign has appeared on other ossuaries found on the Mount of Olives. They are 
inscribed with Hebrew names familiar from the New Testament: "Simeon Bar
saba," "Miriam, daughter of Simeon," an abbreviation of Mattathias. Most 
striking are two Greek inscriptions: one in charcoal, Iesous iou ("Jesus woe"), 
and one incised, Iesous aZoth. The latter is difficult to interpret: it may be a 
lamentation, and it has even been interpreted as a transliteration from Hebrew, 

9. Duncan Fishwick, "On the Origin of the Rotas-Sator Square," HTR 57 (1964):39-53. 
10. Walter O. Moeller, The Mithraic Origin and Meanings of the Rotas-Sator Square 

(Leiden,1973). 
11. L. de Bruyne, "La 'crux interpretum' di Ercolano," Rivista di Archeologia Cristiana 

21 (1945):281ff.; P. de Jerphanion, "La Croix d'Herculaneum?" Orientalia Christiana Periodica 
7 (1941):5ff. The Christian meaning is defended by L. W. Barnard, "The 'Cross of Hercu
laneum' Reconsidered," The New Testament Age: Essays in Honor of Bo Reicke, ed. w. C. 
Weinrich (Macon, Ga., 1984). 

12. E. L. Sukenik, "The Earliest Records of Christianity," AlA 51 (1947):3-30; 
D. Fishwick, "The Talpioth Ossuaries Again," NTSlO (1963):49-61; Erich DinkIer, "Comments 
on the History of the Symbol of the Cross," Journal for Theology and the Church, ed. Robert W. 
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82. 
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"Jesus, (let him who rests here) arise."13 The iou and aZoth may have been 
variants of Yahweh and Sabbaoth; at least the former occurred with this meaning 
in the magical papyri. Actually, it seems both should be read as personal names, 
"Jesus son of Judas," and "Jesus, son of Aloth." Most of the names on the 
ossuaries were common enough Jewish names that their identity with any New 
Testament figures is problematic. Even the name Jesus itself (Gk. of the Heb. 
Joshua) was quite common. 

The plus- and X-shaped crosses have been interpreted as the Hebrew letter 
taw, the sign of Yahweh in Ezekiel9:4ff., and thus perhaps of apotropaic signif
icance to protect the bones of the deceased against demonic malevolence or a 
general expression of faith in deliverance through the use of the sign of God's 
protection in Ezekiel's vision (cf. Rev. 7:3). The mark occurs in Jewish funerary 
settings (including a Jewish catacomb in Rome) with some frequency. On the 
Jerusalem ossuaries it may have had the utilitarian purpose of marking corre
spondence of lid and body of the ossuary. 

It is not out of the question that some of the ossuaries found in the vicinity 
of Jerusalem contained the bones of believers in Jesus, but the proof that the 
"earliest records of Christianity" have been found is lacking. 

The Tomb of PeterI4 

The excavations under St. Peter's basilica in the Vatican and the discovery of 
bones claimed to be those of Peter have created an enormous bibliography. 
From the latter half of the second century there was a memorial (tropaion) on 
Vatican hill commemorating Peter's martyrdom, but not definitely the site of 
his grave (Caius of Rome, cited by Eusebius, Church History 2.25.6-7). This 
appears now to have been certainly located by the excavations under St. Peter's 
and has been restored. The identification of the bones as Peter's is a more 
difficult and seemingly insoluble matter, further clouded by confessional loyal
ties. The bones could be but are not necessarily his. Literary and archaeological 
evidence do confirm a ministry in Rome by both Paul and Peter and their 
separate deaths there under Nero. IS 

13. B. Gustafsson, "The Oldest Graffiti in the History of the Church?" NTS (1956/57):65-

14. J. M. C. Toynbee and J. B. Ward-Perkins, The Shrine of St. Peter and the Vatican 
Excavations (London, 1956); Angelus A. DeMarco, The Tomb of Saint Peter: A Representative 
and Annotated Bibliography of the Excavations (Leiden, 1964); Graydon F. Snyder, "Survey and 
'New' Thesis on the Bones of Peter," BA 32 (1969):2-24. 

15. H. Chadwick, "St. Peter and St. Paul in Rome: the Problem of the Memoria Apos
tolorum ad Catacumbas," ITS 8 (1957):30-52; E. Kirschbaum, The Tombs of St. Peter and St. 
Paul (New York, 1959); O. Cullmann, Peter (2d ed.; London, 1962); D. W. O'Conner, Peter in 
Rome: The Literary, Liturgical, and Archaeological Evidence (New York, 1969). 
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ATTITUDES OF PAGANS TOWARD CHRISTIANS 

Pagan comments on and criticism of Christianity are significant for several 
reasons: what they tell us about the viewpoints and values of the society into 
which Christianity came; what they tell us about how Christianity and Chris
tians were perceived by others and so what was viewed as distinctive and what 
was considered commendable or disturbing (perception by others, as well as 
self-perception, is part of a historical understanding of persons and move
ments); and what they tell us about the significant issues of the time. 

When Christianity was first mentioned in the literature of the Roman 
upper classes in the early second century, it was described as a superstition 
(superstitio; cf. Acts 25:19). The word had connotations of "credulity," but it 
especially denoted the emotional personal religions from the east in contrast to 
religio, which was the due respect for the traditional public religion. 

Tacitus described the great fire of Rome in A.D. 64 and the subsequent 
persecution of Christians by Nero: 

But all human efforts, all the lavish gifts of the emperor, and the propi
tiations of the gods, did not banish the sinister belief that the conflagration 
was the result of an order. Consequently, to get rid of the report, Nero fastened 
the guilt and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a class hated for their 
abominations [flagitia}, called Christians by the populace. Christus, from 
whom the name had its origin, suffered the extreme penalty during the reign 
of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilatus, and a 
deadly superstition, thus checked for the moment, again broke out not only 
in Judaea, the source of the evil, but also in Rome, where all things hideous 
and shameful from every part of the world meet and become popular. Ac
cordingly, an arrest was first made of all who confessed; then, upon their 
information, an immense multitude was convicted, not so much of the crime 
of arson, as of hatred of the human race. Mockery of every sort was added 
to their deaths. Covered with the skins of beasts, they were torn by dogs and 
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perished, or were nailed to crosses, or were doomed to the flames. These 
served to illuminate the night when daylight failed. Nero had thrown open 
his gardens for the spectacle, and was exhibiting a show in the circus, while 
he mingled with the people in the dress of a charioteer or drove about in a 
chariot. Hence, even for criminals who deserved extreme and exemplary 
punishment, there arose a feeling of compassion; for it was not, as it seemed, 
for the public good, but to glut one man's cruelty, that they were being 
destroyed. (Annals 15.44.2-8)16 

Tacitus did not believe the charge of arson, but he had no regard for 
Christianity: it was "hideous and shameful," a "deadly superstition" from his 
aristocratic standpoint. He had the basic facts of its origin straight. The charge 
of being enemies of all other peoples had been made against Jews (Diodorus 
Siculus 34.1.1-2; Tacitus, Histories 5.5; Josephus, Against Apion 2.121, 258-59) and 
was extended to Christians as sharing with them the same characteristic of 
withdrawal from the activities of pagan society. Suetonius' reference to Chris
tianity was a capsule report of the same event: "Punishment was inflicted on 
the Christians, a class of men given to a new and wicked superstition" (Life of 
Nero 16.2). Christians continued to be a convenient scapegoat to blame for 
political problems and natural disasters for a long time thereafter (cf. Tertullian, 
Apology 40). 

Pliny, the Roman governor of Bithynia, in his correspondence with Trajan 
(c. A.D. 112) also labeled Christianity a "superstition," but while learning that 
much of what was said about the Christians was not true, he learned something 
else about them for which he did not care. Their obstinacy (contumacia) was 
no less a threat to Roman order and rule than their beliefs were to traditional 
religion .. 

It is my custom, lord emperor, to refer to you all questions whereof I am in 
doubt. Who can better guide me when I am at a stand, or enlighten me if I 
am in ignorance? In investigations of Christians I have never taken part; hence 
I do not know what is the crime usually punished or investigated, or what 
allowances are made. So I have had no little uncertainty whether there is any 
distinction of age, or whether the very weakest offenders are treated exactly 
like the stronger; whether pardon is given to those who repent, or whether a 
man who has once been a Christian gains "nothing by having ceased to be 
such; whether punishment attaches to the mere name apart from secret crimes 
{flagitia}, or to the secret crimes connected with the name. Meantime this is 
the course I have taken with those who were accused before me as Christians. 
I asked them whether they were Christians, and if they confessed, I asked 
them a second and third time with threats of punishment. If they kept to it, 
I ordered them for execution; for I held no question that whatever it was that 

16. J. Stevenson, A New Eusebius (London, 1957),2-3. 



558 BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

they admitted, in any case obstinacy and unbending perversity deserve to be 
punished. There were others of the like insanity; but as these were Roman 
citizens, I noted them down to be sent to Rome. 

Before long, as is often the case, the mere fact that the charge was taken 
notice of made it commoner, and several distinct cases arose. An unsigned 
paper was presented, which gave the names of many. As for those who said 
that they neither were nor ever had been Christians, I thought it right to let 
them go, since they recited a prayer to the gods at my dictation, made sup
plication with incense and wine to your statue, which I had ordered to be 
brought into court for the purpose together with the images of the gods, and 
moreover cursed Christ - things which (so it is said) those who are really 
Christians cannot be made to do. Others who were named by the informer 
said that they were Christians and then denied it, explaining that they had 
been, but had ceased to be such, some three years ago, some a good many 
years, and a few even twenty. All these too both worshipped your statue and 
the images of the gods, and cursed Christ. 

They maintained, however, that the amount of their fault or error had 
been this, that it was their habit on a fixed day to assemble before daylight 
and recite by turns a form of words to Christ as a god; and that they bound 
themselves with an oath, not for any crime, but not to commit theft or robbery 
or adultery, not to break their word, and not to deny a deposit when 
demanded. After this was done, their custom was to depart, and to meet again 
to take food, but ordinary and harmless food; and even this (they said) they 
had given up doing after the issue of my edict, by which in accordance with 
your commands I had forbidden the existence of clubs. On this I considered 
it the more necessary to find out from two maid-servants who were called 
deaconesses, and that by torments, how far this was true; but I discovered 
nothing else than a perverse and extravagant superstition. I therefore ad
journed the case and hastened to consult you. The matter seemed to me worth 
deliberation, especially on account of the number of those in danger; for 
many of all ages and every rank, and also of both sexes are brought into 
present or future danger. The contagion of that superstition has penetrated 
not the cities only, but the villages and country; yet it seems possible to stop 
it and set it right. At any rate it is certain enough that the almost deserted 
temples begin to be resorted to, that long disused ceremonies of religion are 
restored, and that fodder for victims finds a market, whereas buyers till now 
were very few. From this it may easily be supposed, what a multitude of men 
can be reclaimed, if there be a place for repentance. (Ep. 10.96)17 

This letter, along with Trajan's reply (which will be quoted in the next 
section), is of fundamental importance for determining the legal status of 
Christianity and will be more fully discussed in that connection. At this point 
we should note that Pliny found Christianity to be only a "perverse and extrav-

17. J. Stevenson, A New Eusebius (London, 1957), 13-14· 
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agant superstition," but he was disturbed that, as with other private associations, 
it might be a center of sedition. His main interest was a policy that might 
encourage apostasy, since his examination had not revealed any of the "secret 
crimes" supposedly associated with being a Christian. 

These "secret crimes" are known from the writings of the Christian apol
ogists. Athenagoras stated the charges against Christians succinctly: "Three 
things are alleged against us: atheism, Thyestean feasts, Oedipodean inter
course" (Plea 3). The charge of atheism, surprising to modern ears, is a special 
form of the charge of being a superstition and not a religion. It meant that 
Christians did not worship the state gods and the popular gods of paganism. 
The same charge was made against the Epicureans, who did not deny the 
existence of the gods (pp. 351-52). The Thyestean banquets (cannibalism) and 
Oedipodean intercourse (incest) are no less shocking. These charges have their 
broader background in the suspicions held of a foreign, aloof, and despised 
people. They had their immediate basis in a misunderstanding of Christian 
terminology and practice and perhaps a confusion of Christians with certain 
libertine Gnostic groups. IS Minucius Felix gives the version in which the story 
of Christian initiation circulated: 

An infant covered over with meal, that it may deceive the unwary, is placed 
before him who is to be stained with their rites: this infant is slain by the 
young pupil who has been urged on as if to harmless blows on the surface 
of the meal, with dark and secret wounds. Thirstily - 0 horror! - they lick 
up its blood; eagerly they divide its limbs .... On a solemn day they assemble 
at the feast, with all their children, sisters, mothers, people of every sex and 
of every age. There, after much feasting, when the fellowship has grown warm, 
and the fervor of incestuous lust has grown hot with drunkenness, a dog that 
has been tied to the chandelier is provoked, by throwing a small piece of offal 
beyond the length of a line by which he is bound, to rush and spring; and 
thus the conscious light being overturned and extinguished in the shameless 
darkness, the connections of abominable lust involve them in the uncertainty 
offate. (Octavius 9) 19 

Pagans had heard just enough of "eating the body" and "drinking the blood" 
and of Christian talk about "love" and "love feasts" and being "brothers and 
sisters" (terminology for husband and wife in Egypt) to get the wrong ideas. 
These stories circulated among the lower classes, but even the cultured orator 
from North Africa, Fronto, repeated them - whether as rhetorical appeal to 
prejudice or as a convinced acceptance of the popular charges we do not know 
(Minucius Felix, Odavius 31). 

The popular ridicule of Christianity also is seen in the graffito scratched 

18. Justin, Apology 1.26; Clement of Alexandria, Miscellanies 3.2.10. 
19. Trans. R. E. Wallis in Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 4 (repr. Grand Rapids, 1951). 
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ALEXAMENOS GRAFFITO 
Ridicule and slander of the Christian faith is expressed in this graffito from the 

vicinity of the Palatine Hill. (Courtesy Palatine Antiquarium, Rome) 

on a stone in a guardroom on Palatine Hill near the Circus Maximus in Rome.20 

The figure of a man with the head of an ass is shown hanging on a cross. Nearby 
another man raises his hand in a gesture of adoration, and the inscription reads, 

20. Stored at the Palatine Antiquarium: H. Solin and M. Iktonen, Graffiti del Palatino, 
I Paedagogium (Helsinki, 1966), 209-12. 
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"Alexamenos worships his god." Jews had been charged with worshiping an ass; 
this calumny was here transferred to Jesus.21 As repulsive as the picture is to 
Christians now, it conveys strongly how contemptible the idea of a crucified 
Lord was to pagan thinking. 

Generally by the mid-second century educated pagans knew the popular 
slanders were not true and were above the kind of crude ridicule of the Alexame
nos graffito. Nevertheless, Christians could still be considered objects of humor. 
The satirist Lucian, who found neady everything laughable, was the mocking 
rationalist as he talked about how the imposter Peregrinus (or Proteus) "took 
in" the gullible Christians: 

It was then that Proteus learned the wondrous lore of the Christians, by 
associating with their priests and scribes in Palestine. And - how else could 
it be? - in a trice he made them all look like children; for he was prophet, 
cult-leader, head of the synagogue, and everything, all by himself. He inter
preted and explained some of their books and even composed many, and 
they revered him as a god, made use of him as a lawgiver, and adopted him 
as their patron, next after that other, to be sure, whom they still worship, the 
man who was crucified in Palestine because he introduced this new cult into 
the world. 

Then at length Proteus was apprehended for this and thrown into prison; 
which itself gave him no little reputation to help him in later life and gratify 
his passion for imposture and notoriety. Well, when he had been imprisoned, 
the Christians, regarding the incident as a calamity, left nothing undone in 
the effort to rescue him. Then, as this was impossible, every other form of 
attention was shown him, not in any casual way but with assiduity; and from 
the very break of day you could see aged women lingering about the prison, 
widows and orphans, while their officials even slept inside with him after 
bribing the guards. Then elaborate meals were brought in, and sacred books 
of theirs were read aloud, and excellent Peregrinus - for he still went by that 
name - was called by them "a new Socrates." 

Indeed, people came even from the cities in Asia, sent by the Christians 
at their common expense, to succor and defend and encourage the hero. They 
show incredible speed whenever any such public action is taken; for in no 
time they lavish their all. So it was then in the case of Peregrinus; much money 
came to him from them by reason of his imprisonment, and he procured not 
a little revenue from it. The poor wretches have convinced themselves, first 
and foremost, that they are going to be immortal and live for all time, in 
consequence of which they despise death and even willingly give themselves 
into custody, most of them. Furthermore, their first lawgiver persuaded them 
that they are all brothers of one another after they have transgressed once for 
all by denying the Greek gods and by worshipping that crucified sophist 

21. Tacitus, Histories 5.3-4; Josephus, Against Apion 2.80; Tertullian, To the Nations 1.14; 
Apology 16.2; Minucius Felix, Octavius 9.3. 
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himself and living under his laws. Therefore they despise all things indiscrim
inately and consider them common property, receiving such doctrines tradi
tionally without any definite evidence. So if any charlatan and trickster, able 
to profit by occasions, comes among them, he quickly acquires sudden wealth 
by imposing upon simple folk. 

However, Peregrinus was freed by the then governor of Syria .... 
He left home, then, for the second time, to roam about, possessing an 

ample source of funds in the Christians, through whose ministrations he lived 
in unalloyed prosperity. For a time he transgressed in some way even against 
them - he was seen, I think, eating some of the food that is forbidden them 
[meat sacrificed to idols, or has Lucian confused Jewish food laws?]- they 
no longer accepted him. (On the Death of Peregrinus 11-14, 16}22 

The confusions with Judaism, which are recurrent in these texts, suggest that 
sometimes Christians are meant in passages which speak of Jews.23 This passage, 
besides its testimony to Christian attitudes and practices, reveals the pagan 
despising of Christians for worshiping a crucified man, abandoning Greek 
religion, believing in the resurrection ("immortality"), and accepting doctrines 
by faith rather than by demonstration. 

A more serious attack was launched on Christians by the philosopher 
Celsus in his book True Doctrine.24 Although he too confused Christians, Jews, 
and Gnostics, he had made an effort to be informed. Much of his work is known 
from the quotations by Origen, who answered him in the large apologetic work 
Against Celsus. Celsus as a philosopher shared Lucian's intellectual scorn and 
objected to the Christian doctrines of the incarnation, crucifixion, and resur
rection. He was critical of their emphasis on faith at the expense of reason (as 
he understood reason). 

Celsus urges us to "follow reason and a rational guide in accepting doc
trines" on the ground that "anyone who believes people without so doing is 
certain to be deceived." And he compares those who believe without rational 
thought to the "begging priests of Cybele and soothsayers, and to worshippers 
of Mithras and Sabazius and whatever else one might meet, apparitions of 
Hecate or of some other demon or demons. For just as among them scoun
drels frequently take advantage of the lack of education of gullible people 
and lead them wherever they wish, so also," he says, "this happens among 
the Christians." He says that "some do not even want to give or to receive a 
reason for what they believe, and use such expressions as 'Do not ask ques-

22. Translation by A. M. Harmon in Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, 1936). 
23. Is this the case in Dio Cassius, Epitome 67.14 (p. 566)? 
24. Text reconstructed by R. Bader, Der Alethes Logos des Kelsos, in TUbinger Beitriige 

zur Altertumswissenschaft 23 (1940); Eng. trans. by R. Joseph Hoffmann, Celsus on the True 
Doctrine: A Discourse against the Christians (New York, 1986); see Eugene V. Gallagher, Divine 
Man or Magician? Celsus and Origen on Jesus (Chico, Calif., 1982). 
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tions; just believe: and 'Thy faith will save thee.''' (Origen, Against Celsus 
1.9 )25 

Christians, Celsus further charged, were unprofitable members of society
weaklings, women, and slaves: 

"Their injunctions are like this. 'Let no one educated, no one wise, no one 
sensible draw near. For these abilities are thought by us to be evils. But as for 
anyone ignorant, anyone stupid, anyone uneducated, anyone who is a child, 
let him come boldly.' By the fact that they themselves admit that these people 
are worthy of their God, they show that they want and are able to convince 
only the foolish, dishonorable and stupid, and only slaves, women, and little 
children." 

"Those who summon people to the other mysteries make this preliminary 
proclamation: 'Whosoever has pure hands and a wise tongue.' And again, 
others say: 'Whosoever is pure from all defIlement, and whose soul knows 
nothing of evil, and who has lived well and righteously.' Such are the prelimi
nary exhortations of those who promise purification from sins. But let us 
hear what folk these Christians call. 'Whosoever is a sinner: they say, 'who
soever is unwise, whosoever is a child, and, in a word, whosoever is a wretch, 
the kingdom of God will receive him.''' 

He asks, "Why on earth this preference for sinners?" (Against Celsus 3.44, 
59,64; Chadwick, pp. 158, 168, 171) 

Especially upsetting to Celsus was the way in which Christians broke the order 
of society, abandoned the traditional religion, and did not help the emperor 
fight against Rome's enemies (e.g., Against Celsus 3.5; 5.25, 34; 8.65ff.). 

The obstinacy with which Christians chose martyrdom over conformity 
provoked the emperor Marcus Aurelius: 

What a soul that is which is ready, if at any moment it must be separated 
from the body, and ready either to be extinguished or dispersed or continue 
to exist; but so that this readiness comes from a man's own judgment, not 
from mere obstinacy [as with the Christians], but considerately and with 
dignity and in a way to persuade another, without tragic show. (Meditations 
11.3)26 

Marcus Aurelius refers to Epicurean, Stoic, and Platonic views, respectively, of 
what happens to the soul at death. His own Stoic creed permitted suicide, but 
he contrasted it to the disadvantage of the Christian's readiness for martyrdom. 

25. Trans. Henry Chadwick, Contra Celsum (Cambridge, 1953), 9. 
26. P. A. Brunt, "Marcus Aurelius and the Christians," Studies in Latin Literature and 

Roman History I, ed. C. Deroux, CoIl. Latomus 164 (Brussels, 1979), 483-520. 
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Epictetus also notes this characteristic of Christians. In commenting on freedom 
from fear of death and not caring for the things of life, he says: 

Therefore, if madness can produce this attitude of mind toward the things 
which have been mentioned, and also habit [ethos}, as with the Galilaeans, 
cannot reason and demonstration teach a man? ... (4.7.6) 

Once more Christian conduct was not attributed to reason, but this time to a 
habit - or a way of life, an ethical principle. 

Galen gave the most favorable report on the Christians. Going further 
than Epictetus, he saw Christians teaching and practicing a morality and way 
of life corresponding to that of philosophers. 

"Most people are unable to follow any demonstrative argument consecu
tively; hence they need parables, and benefit from them" - and he [Galen] 
understands by parables tales of rewards and punishments in a future life -
"just as now we see the people called Christians drawing their faith from 
parables [and miracles], and yet sometimes acting in the same way [as those 
who philosophize]. For their contempt of death [and its sequel] is patent to 
us every day, and likewise their restraint in cohabitation. For they include not 
only men but also women who refrain from cohabiting all through their lives; 
and they also number individuals who, in self-discipline and self-control in 
matters of food and drink, and in their keen pursuit of justice, have attained 
a pitch not inferior to that of genuine philosophers."27 

Thus at least one pagan intellectual accepted the claim of the Christian apolo
gists that their Master attained what philosophers did not in reforming the 
common people. 
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THE LEGAL STATUS OF CHRISTIANITY 

The Romans allowed the Jews, since they had an ancient religion and had 
formerly been independent allies of Rome, the free exercise of their religion 
(pp. 404-5). Initially, the Roman authorities did not distinguish Christianity 
from Judaism, and Christians shared the legal protection (and often social 
opprobrium, see below) of Jews. The Book of Acts reflects this situation, where 
Rome treated Jewish complaints against Christians as an internal problem (see 
esp. 18:12-17). The author may have had apologetic reasons for emphasizing 
favorable treatment of Christians by the authorities, but the nonantagonistic 
attitude was correct to the legal situation (13:4-12; 19:23-41; 25:13-19, 25; 26:30-31). 
Paul, of course, had the added protection Roman citizenship afforded (16:35-39; 
22:25-29; 23:26-30; 25:9-12). On the other hand, Acts also reflects the background 
to the later treatment of Christians: accusations by Jews eager to make a dis
tinction between Christians and themselves (13:50; 14:2,19; 17:5-6,13; 18:12; 24:1-2; 
25=1-3),28 popular turmoil (14:5; 19:23ff.; cf. Suetonius, Claudius 25.4), and the 
recognition that Christianity involved a way of life threatening to traditional 
pagan society (16:20-21). Everything depended on the attitude of the magistrates, 
which was at first friendly or at least indifferent. But Christianity started with 
several legal liabilities. It took its name from and was founded on a man who 
had been executed by Roman authority on a charge that amounted to treason. 
This was sure to provoke suspicion if not hostility in official circles. And then 
everywhere the teaching went it seemed to provoke disturbances and riots, 
something neither Rome nor the local establishments could view kindly. 

The first indication that the Jews had succeeded in convincing the Roman 
authorities that Christians were a distinct group to be treated differently comes 
in Nero's reign. Tacitus' account of Nero's action against the Christians in Rome 
(pp. 556-57) is the first recorded official persecution of Christians by the empire. 
The charge of arson might have had a certain plausibility against a group that 
claimed that the world would be destroyed by fire. Whether one accepts Tacitus' 
explanation that Christians were scapegoats (were Jews responsible for shifting 
the blame from themselves?), the underlying problem was one of hostility: 
Tacitus reflects an aristocratic outlook, but it may have been shared on the 
popular level. Christians were now clearly regarded as distinct from Jews. Nero 
apparently acted against the group, which would mean that "the name" itself 

28. W. H. C. Frend, "The Persecutions: Some Links Between Judaism and the Early 
Church," Journal of Ecclesiastical History 9 (1958):141-58. 
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placed one in jeopardy. First Peter 4:16 indicates "the name" as sufficient evi
dence for punishment. (However, the date of 1 Peter is in dispute, and it is not 
clear whether the background of this reference was local disturbances in Asia 
or the circumstances in Rome.) At any rate, although Nero's persecution applied 
only to Rome and even if any general proscription he might have issued against 
Christianity would have expired with him (the issue is debated), the action set 
a precedent. 

From primarily Christian sources Domitian is remembered as a persecu
tor. He took action against selected individuals in Rome, killing among others 
his cousin, the consul Flavius Clemens, and the latter's two sons, while banishing 
his wife Domitilla (Dio Cassius, Epitome 67.14; Suetonius, Domitian IS). The 
charge was "atheism" and reference was made to "Jewish customs,"29 but the 
primary reasons were probably political. Although the author of 1 Clement was 
presumably a member of the household of Flavius Clemens and a Christian 
cemetery was later located on Domitilla's property, the evidence is inconclusive 
that they were themselves Christians instead of adherents of Judaism. Domitian 
also had relatives of Jesus called in for questioning: again this was politically 
motivated by concern about revolutionary movements among the Jews. Euse
bius quotes Hegesippus on the incident: 

There still survived of the family of the Lord the grandsons of Jude, his 
brother after the flesh, as he was called. These they informed against, as being 
of the family of David; and the officer brought them before Domitian Caesar. 
For he feared the coming of the Christ, as did also Herod. And he asked them 
if they were of David's line, and they acknowledged it. Then he asked them 
what possessions they had or what fortune they owned. And they said that 
between the two of them they had only nine thousand denarii, half belonging 
to each of them; and this they asserted they had not in money, but only in 
thirty-nine plethra of land, so valued, from which by their own labors they 
both paid the taxes and supported themselves. They then showed him their 
hands, adducing as testimony of their labor the hardness of their bodies and 
the tough skin which had been calloused on their hands from their incessant 
work. They were asked concerning the Christ and his kingdom, its nature, 
origin, and time of appearance, and explained that it was neither of the world 
nor earthly, but heavenly and angelic, and it would be at the end of the world, 
when he would come in glory to judge the living and the dead and to reward 
every man according to his deeds. At this Domitian did not condemn them 
at all, but despised them as simple folk, released them, and decreed an end 
to the persecution against the church. (Church History 3.20 )30 

29. Suetonius also says that Clemens was "a man of most contemptible laziness" (from 
Sabbath observance or from nonparticipation in pagan activities?). 

30. Trans. by Kirsopp Lake in Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, 1926). 
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These events were distinct from the troubles in Asia that provide the 
background to the Book of Revelation. Christian tradition placed John's banish
ment to Patmos under Domitian and thus his reign as the date of the publication 
of Revelation (Irenaeus, Against Heresies 5.30.3). Asia had been the strongest 
center of the imperial cult since Augustus, and it seems that the religio-political 
issue came to the fore in that area. 

The reign of the emperor Trajan provides a fIxed point in the knowledge 
of the legal status of Christianity.31 It is noteworthy that Pliny, a well-educated 
member of the Roman aristocracy who had risen to the governorship of Bithyn
ia, had never been present at the trial of a Christian and had only the vaguest 
notions about Christianity. When informers brought the names of suspected 
Christians to his attention, his examinations raised problems about which he 
sought guidance from the emperor (see pp. 557-58). Pliny found the accused to 
fall into three classes - about the fIrst two of these he had no serious doubts 
concerning his treatment: (1) Those who confessed to being Christians and 
persisted in the confession were executed (except for Roman citizens, who were 
sent to Rome for judgment). Pliny knew that Christianity was not officially 
recognized, although he did not know why. At any rate he concluded that if for 
no other reason Christians deserved to be punished for obstinacy (pertinaciam) 
and unbending perversity (inflexibilem obstinationem), that is, refusing to do 
what a Roman governor told them to do. (2) Those who denied ever being 
Christians were released when they performed religious acts before the images 
of the emperor and the gods and cursed Christ. He had learned that genuine 
Christians would not do these things. Since no one was under normal obligation 
to burn incense or pour out a libation before the emperor's statue, the require
ment appears to have been an improvised test as a means of determining who 
was a Christian and a reasonable way of establishing loyalty in view of the 
Neronian charge. Refusal to perform these acts when commanded by a magis
trate could be viewed very seriously by the authorities. Performance of them 
satisfIed Pliny that these persons were not Christians and were loyal. (3) Those 
who had once been Christians but had become apostates (and confIrmed this 
by worshiping the images and cursing Christ) posed the most difficult problem. 
From examining them Pliny acquired the sketchy information he had about the 
nature of Christianity, and this made him doubt that Christians were necessarily 
involved in serious crimes. But he had a more important reason for referring 
the matter to the emperor: he wanted to encourage apostates, and he felt that 
many could be reclaimed from Christianity if the way was made easy to re
nounce it. Hence, he began his inquiry with three questions: (1) Is any distinction 
in treatment to be made for age and physical condition? Trajan ignored this 
question in his reply, for that was within a governor's discretion. (2) Are apos-

31. I follow here G. E. M. de St. Croix, "The Persecutions," in Crucible of Christianity, 
ed. A. Toynbee (London, 1969), 345-47. 
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tates to be pardoned? (3) Is it the name (nomen) or the crimes (flagitia) sup
posedly associated with the name which is to be punished? The latter two 
questions are interrelated. If the punishment was for the name (i.e., being a 
member of the group), the apostates could be pardoned. If the punishment was 
for the crimes, the inquiries and trials must proceed and the guilty be punished 
no matter how long ago the crimes were committed. Deniers and apostates 
would prefer the former policy, for this would release them immediately. Faith
ful Christians preferred the latter, because they were loyal to the name and 
insisted that they were not guilty of any crimes. Pliny's very uncertainty whether 
guilt attached to the name (membership in the group) or to crimes associated 
with the name presupposes that the name (Christian) was already suspect (since 
Nero?) and was not a new situation originating in his own time. 

Christian apologists of the second century argued that Christians 
should not be judged for the name but examined for specific crimes. This, 
however, was not government policy. Trajan answered according to Pliny's 
preference: 

You have adopted the proper course, my dear Secundus, in your exami
nation of the cases of those who were accused to you as Christians, for indeed 
nothing can be laid down as a general ruling involving something like a set 
form of procedure. They are not to be sought out; but if they are accused 
and convicted, they must be punished - yet on this condition, that whoever 
denies being a Christian, and makes the fact plain by his action, that is, by 
worshipping our gods, shall obtain pardon on his repentance, however sus
picious his past conduct may be. Papers, however, which are presented un
signed ought not to be admitted in any charge, for they are a very bad example 
and unworthy of our time. (Pliny, Ep. 10.97). 

Christians did receive two concessions: they were not to be sought out, and 
anonymous accusations were not to be heeded. They lost on the crucial issue: 
the government remained opposed to Christianity and encouraged those who 
rejected it. 

Hadrian reaffirmed this legal policy. His rescript to Caius Minucius Fun
danus, proconsul of Asia, about 125 was quoted by Justin and Eusebius; its 
genuineness has been doubted but is now generally accepted.32 

I received the letter written to me by your predecessor, the most illustrious 
Serenius Granianus, and it is not my pleasure to pass by without inquiry the 
matter referred to me, lest both the innocent should be disturbed, and an 
opportunity for plunder afforded to slanderous informers. Now, if our sub
jects of the provinces are able to sustain by evidence this their petition against 
the Christians, so as to accuse them before a tribunal, I have no objection to 

32. P. R. Coleman-Norton, Roman State and Christian Church (London, 1966), 1:5-8. 
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their prosecuting this matter. But I do not allow them to use mere clamorous 
demands and outcries for this purpose. For it is much more equitable, if any 
one wishes to accuse them, for you to take cognizance of the matters laid to 
their charge. If therefore anyone accuses and proves that the aforesaid men 
do anything contrary to the laws, you will also determine their punishments 
in accordance with their offences. You will on the other hand, by Hercules, 
take particular care that if anyone demand a writ of accusation against any 
of these Christians, merely for the sake of libelling them, you proceed against 
that man with heavier penalties, in accordance with his heinous guilt. (Justin, 
Apology 1.68; Eusebius, Church History 4.9)33 . 

Justin understood this rescript to mean that Christians were to be punished 
only for specific crimes and so in effect to secure them from persecution (cf. 
his argument in Apology 1.2-4). It seems, rather, that Hadrian was mainly con
cerned with protecting non-Christians from slander and preventing the kind 
of popular tumult that so often forced the hand of magistrates against Christians 
(as in the case of Polycarp; see Martyrdom of Polycarp 8-12). Hadrian's rescript 
was designed to regularize proceedings to the law courts where proper legal 
safeguards could be observed. 

This remained the official legal position of Christianity until the mid
third century. Persecutions, therefore, were local and sporadic, depending on 
charges being brought and magistrates following through. The threat of per
secution was ever present, but persecution was not a constant experience. Every
thing depended on the general circumstances of the empire, the attitude of the 
populace, and the policy of individual governors. Often the pressure from the 
crowds provoked persecution, while the authorities tried to get Christians to 
conform outwardly so as to avoid the death penalty. Thus times of economic 
or political disaster when someone was needed on whom to place the blame 
were particularly bad times for Christians.34 

This situation changed in 250 when Decius declared a supplicatio in which 
he called upon all the residents of the empire to sacrifice to the gods. Machinery 
was set up to enforce the decree whereby each person who complied received 
a libellus or certificate from the official before whom he performed the sacri
fice.35 Christianity was now legally proscribed: those who failed to comply were 
imprisoned and tortured, some killed. Fortunately, Decius did not live long 
enough for his threat to be fatal in the church. Later efforts to revive his policy 
did not obtain their objectives, for the church had grown too large and powerful 
to be crushed by force. 

The Roman government's treatment of Christianity may be profitably 

33. J. Stevenson, A New Eusebius (London, 1957), 16-17. 
34. Tertullian, Apology 40; Paul Keresztes, "Marcus Aurelius a Persecutor?" HTR 61 
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35. J. R. Knipfing, "The Libelli of the Decian Persecution," HTR 16 (1923):345-90. 



570 BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 

compared with its treatment of certain other religious groupS.36 Rome was 
tolerant except for religions associated with debauchery, disorder, or disloyalty. 
Druidism and the Bacchanalia were proscribed when they gave rise to antisocial 
acts. Because of the shameful things (flagitia) and crimes, the nomen (membership 
in the group) was constituted a capital charge by direct magisterial action. When 
the worshipers of Isis and the Jews were banished from Rome under Tiberius, no 
question arose whether this or that individual had committed any offense save 
that of being what he or she was, a member of the religious group determined to 
be unacceptable and therefore to be excluded. Similarly, when the Druids were 
suppressed, all their practices were put down, not simply the human sacrifice or 
magic, which was the official reason (it may well be suspected that political loyalty 
was the more basic concern). The nomen acted as a pointer to a man proper to 
examine if accused. One was presumed guilty by confession of the name. 

Ulpian's discussion of the Magi and Chaldeans illustrates the course of 
development in regard to Christians. A law was passed against the practice of 
magic because of the political unrest occasioned by the prophecies of astrolo
gers; there was at first no objection to beliefs of the magicians. But contumacia 
in the open practice of the forbidden acts produced a reaction and the basis of 
the objection was widened to include the name. The law first pertained only to 
Italy, but was then extended to the provinces by a series of imperial rescripts 
and imitative coercitio (governors acting on their own authority to enforce order 
by following the precedent set in Rome). Finally there was a universal suppres
sion of magicians, but it was enforced by the normal system of private accusa
tion (delatio). 

The action against the Christians followed a similar process. Under Nero 
there may have been a suppression of Christianity on account of the flagitia -
arson, magic, and perhaps the other charges known from the second century 
- by a magisterial edict. Christians had been the occasion of disturbances in 
Rome since the days of Claudius (cf. Suetonius), and popular animosity had 
been aroused by their aloofness and secretiveness (Tacitus' "hatred of the human 
race"). The action by Nero's magistrate established a precedent, which might 
or might not be followed in the provinces. Local enemies of Christians could 
try the precedent out, and Pliny provides evidence of such in Bithynia. When 
Pliny started investigating, he found so many Christians that he became worried. 
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HINDRANCES TO THE ACCEPTANCE OF CHRISTIANITY 

The pagan attitudes toward Christianity presented above - both sophisticated 
disdain and popular prejudice - formed a major obstacle to Christian preach
ing. The legal status of Christianity, at least after the time of Nero, constituted 
another hindrance. Such were the ambiguities and complexities in the situa
tion, however, that the hindrance could become a means of promoting Chris
tianity. Martyrdom was often a public spectacle that drew attention to Chris
tianity and advertised it. Second-century Christian apologists testified that the 
way in which Christians faced death convinced them of Christianity's truth
fulness.37 Tertullian's bold declaration has become an axiom: "The blood of 
Christians [the martyrs] is seed" (Apology 50). Nevertheless, we must remem
ber that the spread of Christianity was not an uninterrupted success story. 
Not everyone eagerly awaited the gospel message and was prepared to accept 
it immediately, nor was everything in the environment conducive to the spread 
of Christian teaching. 

A major barrier to a pagan becoming a Christian was the whole force of 
tradition and the structure of society. Christianity's legal status was only the 
outward symptom of the situation. Social, economic, and cultural life, as well 
as political, was interwoven with the polytheistic tradition. Even today mission
aries in many countries and cultures face the power of family custom, and they 
can understand the pressures to conformity that must be overcome by one who 
would break with the past to accept a new religion. The most conservative 
elements in pagan society - the aristocracy and the rural peoples - proved 
most resistant to Christianity. Its initial success came among city dwellers, those 
always most open to new ideas and to change. 

Some of the central articles in the Christian faith would have been initially 
unacceptable to outsiders. To worship as Son of God a man crucified was, as 
Paul said, "a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles" (1 Cor. 1:23). The 
idea of a suffering and dying son of God was not foreign to pagan thought, but 
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a crucifixion as a criminal by official authority was hardly the sort of teaching 
to find an immediately favorable response.38 

Although paganism had its stories of divine births, particularly of a deity 
fathering a hero through a human mother,39 and its stories of heroes such as 
Heracles who attained entrance into the circle of the immortal gods, it had no 
genuine doctrine of an incarnation. In fact such was repugnant, contrary to all 
notions about the divine. 

The doctrine of a bodily resurrection ran counter to hopes about the 
afterlife. Those who advocated most strongly and vividly an afterlife thought 
in terms of the immortality of the soul. The body was commonly thought of 
as a hindrance from whose weaknesses the soul must escape. To define hope in 
terms of a return to "bodily" existence was not what the educated pagan would 
have wanted. 40 

One circumstance about the origins of Christianity was particularly am
biguous in its consequences - its Jewish beginnings. As noted above, the Jewish 
identity gave the church an initial protection from Roman authorities; and as 
we will develop below, the Jewish connections provided the initial point of 
contact for missionary activity. Nevertheless, as reflected in some of the pagan 
attitudes toward Christians, the church had to share the opprobrium in which 
Jews were held by many in the ancient world (p. 479). Gentile distaste for Jewish 
exclusivism, resentment of Jewish privileges, hostility to Jewish ambition, and 
later suspicion of Jewish loyalty - all these affected attitudes toward Christians 
and were transferred to them to some degree at one point or another. 

The mention ofJews is a reminder of the religious environment into which 
Christianity came: an environment that was both an obstacle and an opportu
nity. 

RELIGIOUS RIVALS 

Judaism 

Despite negative pagan attitudes toward Jews - their exclusivism and intoler
ance of other religions, strange customs (Sabbath), repulsive practices (circum
cision) - and despite a tendency among the Jews toward withdrawal from 
contact with Gentiles after the Bar Kokhba revolt, Judaism remained a powerful 
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rival to Christianity for pagan converts. The appeal of Judaism (see p. 512) was 
still there. The Godfearers were a fruitful recruiting ground for Christianity, but 
their presence also testified to the appeal Judaism had for pagans, an appeal 
that did not end with the coming of Christianity, so Christianity was in a 
struggle with Judaism for their allegiance. Much of the tension between Jews 
and Christians and the Christian polemical literature against the Jews (even 
when academic and not reflecting real contact) resulted from this sense of 
competition. Even in the late fourth century there were Christians who were 
attracted to Jewish customs and had to be warned not to frequent the syn
agogues. Christianity eventually won the field as far as proselytes were con
cerned, but was frustrated in its expectations of converting Jews themselves to 
Jesus. Although Christianity proved to have advantages over Judaism in the 
competition for the Gentile mind, it did not have overwhelming appeal to Jews 
after the first century. 
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Pagan Religion and Philosophy 

As the chapters on Greco-Roman religion and philosophies have shown, Chris
tianity did not enter a vacuum. The presence of so many rivals for the intellec
tual, moral, and emotional loyalties of the populace gave Christianity ample 
competition. Many different factors have been suggested as important in Chris
tianity's eventual triumph. For those which pertain to the internal nature of 
Christianity itself, in comparison with its pagan rivals, see below on "Factors 
Favorable to Christianity" (pp. 579-82). A detailed comparison of Christianity 
with some of its principal rivals has already been given in connection with their 
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descriptions, for example, Stoicism, Mithraism, and mystery religions in general. 
Here we will attempt only a summary generalization about the weaknesses of 
its rivals. 

Although Stoicism allied itself with the traditional religion, not even 
Stoicism, nor any other pagan philosophy or religion, effectively integrated 
philosophy and religion into a single entity. A few Neoplatonists, as Julian, in 
the last stages of paganism accomplished this as a personal synthesis, but no 
ancient religion other than Christianity created its own philosophy out of the 
materials furnished by Greek thought.41 Not even Judaism did this to the extent 
of Christianity, in spite of the promising beginnings by Philo, to whom Christian 
philosophical theology owed so much. Nor did any Hellenistic philosophical 
school fully achieve the motivation and devotion of a religious faith. Thus none 
of the Gentile religions completely freed themselves from the anthropomor
phism, naturalism, bloody sacrifices, and crude mythologies with which they 
were associated. The extent to which the philosophies accommodated them
selves to these weakened their appeal, and the extent to which they distinguished 
themselves from these features of paganism separated them from the emotional 
and psychological appeal of religious faith and ceremony. None of Christianity's 
pagan rivals rose above the limitations of nature religions and mythological 
originS.42 . 

Determinism and fate, magic, and superstition had their appeal, as they 
still do. Such, however, could not provide complete explanations of reality 
(moral freedom, in particular) and were unable to provide an explanation for 
conscience or a basis for moral conduct. 

Popular religion was unable to hold the conviction of the educated, and 
philosophy was unable to reach the masses. Christianity successfully integrated 
a religious faith with a worldview and pattern of life that were philosophically 
defensible, if not "philosophical" in the strict sense. 

Nevertheless, the situation was not clear-cut. The pagan beliefs in demons, 
astrology, and magic were so resistant that they did not really die but were 
absorbed into the triumphant Christianity of a later age. Similarly, much of the 
traditional ritual survived in Christian ceremonies. 
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Gnosticism and Rival Versions of Christianity 

The religious vitality released by the Christian faith was accompanied by 
numerous accommodations of its teachings to other current beliefs. The variety 
of responses to the Christian message is indicated in the New Testament Epistles 
by the corrections made to incorrect responses (note esp.l Corinthians, Galatians, 
Colossians, 1 John). The canon itself reflects differing emphases between Paul, 
James, John, and Luke - to mention the more obvious. Walter Bauer advanced 
the thesis that heresy preceded orthodoxy, that is, that variety came first, that 
responses later judged heretical initially represented the majority of Christians at 
most places, and that" orthodox Christianity" only secured the upper hand at the 
end of the second century, primarily through the influence of the church at Rome 
and its allies. Bauer weighted the case in his favor by a narrow definition of 
"orthodoxy" in institutional terms to the neglect of normative elements of belief 
in the early preaching. He also minimized the evidences for "orthodoxy" in the 
apostolic fathers of the early second century.43 He and later scholars (e.g., Robin
son and Koester) have performed a useful service in reminding us of the consid
erable diversity in early Christianity and that the early history of the church was 
not a straight line development, doctrinally or organizationally. On the other 
hand, the variety can be emphasized to the neglect of the extent of the central core 
of faith, and the diversity can be taken as normative in such a way as to make 
unintelligible the sense of an apostolic norm, the history of the canon, and the 
development toward "orthodoxy."44 

The principal variant forms of Christianity fall under the general heading of 
Gnosticism (see pp. 282ff.). The second century also saw other powerful move
ments from within the church. Marcionism45 rejected the Old Testament and the 
Jewish roots of the church and postulated two gods, the just Creator of the world 
and the merciful Father of Jesus Christ. It accepted as Scripture a revised version of 
Luke and ten edited Letters of Paul. Montanism46 was orthodox in doctrine but 
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disturbed the harmony of the churches by its attempted revival of prophecy, its 
ascetic morality of marriage, fasting, and martyrdom, and its eschatological specu
lations. Doctrinal controversies disturbed the "mainstream" of the church. All of 
this disunity adversely affected the spread of Christianity. This occurred not only 
because outsiders confused unrepresentative elements with Christianity at large 
(e.g., pagan charges of immorality against Christians had some basis in fact in the 
practices of libertine Gnostics), but also because of the energy absorbed in con
troversyand clarification. Disunity blunted the Christian witness. 

Variant forms of Christianity resulted not only from the mixture of Gen
tile religion and philosophy with the gospel but also from efforts to domesticate 
it within its Jewish matrix. 
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Jewish Christianity 

Some Christian converts from Judaism never broke out of the Jewish mold, and 
even a survey of Christianity in the ancient world must take some note of this 
variant form of Christianity. 

Paul met virulent opposition to his ministry from Jewish believers loyal 
to the law of Moses who insisted that Gentile converts keep certain requirements 
of the law (Gal. 2:1-16; 2 Cor. 3:11; 11:15; Acts 15:1-2; 21:17-36). Their leader was 
James, but they often acted in ways he did not support.47 According to Eusebius 
(Church History 3.5.3) the Jewish Christian community in Jerusalem fled before 
the Roman siege and settled in the Transjordan (p. 398). 

It is certain that Jewish Christian believers continued after New Testament 
times, although their history is vague and the sources are limited.48 As the 
church became predominantly Gentile, some Jews gave up the Jewish way of 
life and became absorbed into the larger Gentile Christianity. Other Jewish 
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believers remained Jewish, increasingly a minority and increasingly alienated 
from Gentile Christianity, which came to regard them as heretical. These were 
subject to various influences, and although there is likely a genealogical con
tinuity with the Jewish Christians of New Testament times, we cannot assume 
that there was an identity of belief. Distinct tendencies (if not clearly defined 
sects) emerged and may be characterized in general terms. 

(1) Gnostic tendencies. Gnostic ideas affected some Christian Jews. This 
could produce some curious combinations, as with Cerinthus, a contemporary of 
the apostle John.49 If the sources are to be believed,5o he advocated some very 
Jewish ideas (millennialism) but also held to Docetic ideas (the divine Christ came 
upon the man Jesus at his baptism and departed before the crucifixion) and made 
the Gnostic separation between the primary God and the Creator. 

A Jewish Christian sect from the beginning of the second century is known 
to us as the Elkesaites, from the prophet Elkesai, who flourished during the 
reign of Trajan. Some of his utterances have been preserved by church writers. 51 
The Elkesaites practiced frequent immersions for purification and ate only food 
that had been carefully cleaned. They have assumed new importance in the 
history of religions from the discovery of the Mani Cologne Codex, which 
reveals that Mani, the third-century founder of Manichaeism, grew up in an 
Elkesaite community. 52 

(2) Mediating tendencies. Some Christian Jews continued to live by the 
law but accepted Gentile Christians, and did not require them to do so. Justin 
Martyr knew some of these in the second century (Dialogue 47). Jerome made 
frequent references to Christian Jews under the name Nazareans (cf. Acts 24:5).53 
Epiphanius distinguished Nazareans (Heresies 29) and Ebionites (ibid., 30), but 
his classification and descriptions reflect some confusion. 

(3) Sectarian tendencies. Best known to us are the Ebionites, who devel
oped exclusive, sectarian characteristics. Their name continued the religious use 
of the term "the poor" (Heb. ebion) with reference to the humble oppressed 
who trusted in the Lord, a use known from the Psalms (10; 25; 34; 37) and 
Qumran (4QpPS 37; lQpHab xii.!; lQM xi.13) and perhaps reflected in the New 
Testament (Matt. 5:3; Luke 6:20; Jas. 2:5).54 
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The Ebionites appear to represent a considerable segment of the Christian 
Jews who found refuge in the Transjordan. The Pseudo-Clementine literature 
incorporated some of their writings and thus furnishes some original source 
material. Unfortunately, its usefulness is mitigated by the very complicated 
problem of source analysis. 55 The fourth -century Clementine Homilies (Gk.) 
and Recognitions (Lat. version of Rufmus) rest on a common third-century 
source (Grundschrift) that incorporated several Ebionite works from the second 
century, among others, and sought to "catholicize" them. The recovery of these 
Ebionite sources from a work that itself must be reconstructed from later 
documents obviously has led to considerable disagreement among scholars as 
to their exact limits and contents. 

Comparison of the antiheretical writings of the orthodox church with the 
Pseudo-Clemen tines permits a general outline of their beliefs. The Ebionites, 
as Jews, believed in the one God, the law, and the hope of Israel. They continued 
certain Jewish practices - circumcision, observance of the Sabbath, and the 
dietary laws (extended to a prohibition of meat). They were antagonistic to Paul 
and said Gentiles must submit to the law. As Christians, they accepted Jesus as 
the Messiah, but regarded him as a man, the true prophet like Moses (Deut. 
18:15), who became the Messiah by reason of his righteous life. Thus, they 
rejected the virgin birth. Jesus taught the resurrection from the dead and himself 
arose from the dead. He came to destroy the temple and its cultus and instituted 
water baptism in place of sacrifice as the means of forgiveness of sins. They 
used the Gospel of Matthew but also produced their own Gospel of the Ebio
nites. They removed many passages from the Old Testament as "false pericopes," 
claiming that passages about animal sacrifice and the monarchy and offensive 
stories about the patriarchs were interpolations. 
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FACTORS FAVORABLE TO CHRISTIANITY 

External Circumstances 

After all has been said that can be said about the hindrances to Christianity
the power of tradition, prejudice, governmental authority, religious rivals on 
the outside, and Christianity's own unpalatable teachings and disunity - the 
historical fact remains that Christianity succeeded. We have seen that most of 
the negative factors are not entirely one-sided; the same is true for the positive 
factors. 

Background contributions to the spread of Christianity have often been 
summed up as "the fullness of time" (Gal. 4:4). 

The Roman empire brought a unified rule to the Mediterranean world -
and with it an end to the almost constant warfare there since the death of 
Alexander the Great. Even on the frontiers of the empire there were extended 
periods of peace. The blessings of a single, stable government were an important 
external factor in the growth and spread of Christianity. Not least of these blessings 
was the resultant ease of travel. Along with maintaining external peace Rome 
attempted to suppress piracy and brigandage; this too contributed to the safety of 
travel routes. Further, Rome's practice of building and maintaining roads greatly 
facilitated land travel. The Roman peace encouraged commerce; and travelers as 
well as merchants, missionaries as well as government officials benefited. 

Another important background contribution to Christianity was the 
spread of the Greek language. Greek was a sufficiently universal language in the 
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Roman empire that it provided a means of communication nearly everywhere. 
A common language provided more than direct intelligibility: with it went 
certain common ideas and ways of thinking, a certain level of education, and 
a manner of perception - that is, Greek philosophy, literature, and religion. 
This common frame of reference assisted vastly the task of preaching the gospel 
of Jesus. 

These external factors were available to everyone, so we must turn more 
specifically to the religious environment. One aspect here helped Christianity 
in a special way: Hellenistic Judaism. 

Hellenistic Judaism 

By the first century the Jews were numerous, spread widely over the Roman 
empire and even outside it, especially in the Parthian empire (see pp. 376-77). 
The synagogues of the Diaspora had already made the important adjustment 
of the Semitic faith to the Hellenized world. Here language provided the im
portant contact. The Hebrew Scriptures had been translated into Greek (the 
Septuagint), making the Old Testament faith available to Greek-speakers and 
beginning the conceptual translation of biblical thought into the Greek view of 
reality. Jews who lived in the Greek world had begun the process of defending 
biblical religion, propagating its virtues, and making intelligible its central af
firmations (in the process modifying some of those features in order to make 
them more acceptable). The synagogues in the Diaspora provided a base of 
operations for Christian preachers in the early years of the church. Moreover, 
they attracted many Gentiles who proved to be prime prospects for the Christian 
gospel and the beachhead into the wider Gentile world. The Hellenistic syn
agogue provided an outlook congenial to Christianity: some Jews who had 
moved away from a rigid adherence to details of their ancestral faith but were 
still loyal to its central affirmations, and Gentiles who were attracted to elements 
of the biblical faith. As there had been a variety of responses by Jews to Hel
lenistic culture (p. 404), so Paul and other Christian preachers met all kinds of 
response among Diaspora Jews: an even more intense opposition than he faced 
in Jerusalem (note Acts 21:27); those ready to reject Judaism altogether; Gentiles 
wanting to copy Jewish rites (Galatians); and religious Jews ready to hear the 
Christian gospel. 

Christianity offered all of the advantages that made Judaism appealing 
to serious-minded pagans: monotheism, high ethical standards, a close-knit 
social community, the authority of an ancient sacred Scripture, a rational 
worship. It did not carry the liabilities that Judaism did: the association with 
a single nationality, the rite of circumcision, restrictions that seemed mean
ingless (Sabbath, food laws). Christianity offered a contact with antiquity 
through its claim to the fulfillment of biblical prophecy, but it also offered a 
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satisfaction of the newer religious aspirations: salvation and deliverance 
through a personal redeemer. 

Religious Quest 

Part of the environment of early Christianity that prepared for its coming was the 
religious quest of the Gentile world. We have already noted the competing religions 
of the Roman empire, whose very presence testified to the religious interest of the 
time. Their presence thus was not altogether a negative factor. They were both 
symptomatic of and contributed to the spiritual longing. Many people, dissatisfied 
with their moral condition and with the available religions, were receptive to 
Christian preaching. This situation varied greatly with different people, in different 
localities, and in different economic and social situations. Nonetheless, there was a 
vital religious interest in the early centuries of the Christian era. Christianity was 
not perceived as satisfying all of these yearnings; the very diversity that developed 
within Christianity itself, however, testifies to the enormous appeal that some of its 
aspects had and to the spiritual energy it brought. 

The strengths of Christianity in the religious competition of the early 
Roman empire included several features.56 Its founder was a historical per
sonage with a real life story. It offered a sure triumph over death and a happy 
afterlife. It made exclusive claims and demanded an exclusive loyalty. It com
bined high moral standards with religious faith. It developed a worldview with 
a philosophical explanation and defense of its teachings. It had a social cohe
siveness that provided material security and psychological support. It promised 
deliverance from the power of demons, fate, and magic as well as redemption 
from sin and guilt. It offered salvation to all classes and conditions of persons. 
It released a powerful zeal and determination to propagate and conquer. A. D. 
Nock sums up the advantages of Christianity this way: 

The success of Christianity is the success of an institution which united 
the sacramentalism and the philosophy of the time. It satisfied the inquiring 
tum of mind, the desire for escape from Fate, the desire for security in the 
hereafter; like Stoicism, it gave a way of life and made man at home in the 
universe, but unlike Stoicism it did this for the ignorant as well as for the 
lettered. It satisfied also social needs and it secured men against loneliness. 57 

Nilsson, after noting that the imperial cult was strong on organization but weak 
on religious content and that the mysteries were too tied to national origin to 
form a truly universal religion, lists the fundamental causes for Christianity's 

56. Ramsay MacMullen, Christianizing the Roman Empire (A.D. 100-400) (New Haven, 
1984), has called attention to the importance of miracle in the conversion of the masses. 

57. Conversion (Oxford, 1933), 210-11. 
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advance as these: a firm belief in the truth of the Christian religion, universalism, 
brotherly love, charity, vitalizing force of self-government in a bureaucratic 
world, and ability to organize. 58 

WHAT WAS UNIQUE IN CHRISTIANITY? 

Christianity presented itself as the result of a new act by God in human affairs, 
as a divine revelation. Its authority is not dependent on absolute originality in 
its teachings and practices. Many Christian believers in fact have minimized the 
originality in order to emphasize the divine preparation for Christianity. Chris
tian claims rest on whether it is a revelation from God, not on its originality, 
and this is a claim not directly verifiable by historical examination. The decision 
for or against Christianity is a matter of faith, however much historical inquiry 
might support or discourage the decision. 

Neither the truth nor the value of Christianity depends on its uniqueness. 
The contents of this volume point to a number of areas where Christianity was 
not exactly paralleled in its contemporary setting. But if none of these points 
should stand further examination or future discoveries, nothing essential to 
Christianity is lost. 

That which is truly unique to Christianity is Jesus Christ. He was what 
was essential to its beginning and remains central to what it is. This is so in a 
historical sense. However much of his life and teachings might be paralleled 
from one part of the ancient world or another, Jesus - his person and work 
- are what was unique to Christianity. The point is well made by Frank Cross 
in a more limited context: 

It is not the idea of redemption through suffering but the "event" of the 
crucifixion understood as the atoning work of God that distinguishes Chris
tianity. It is not the doctrine of resurrection but faith in the resurrection of 
Jesus as an eschatological event which forms the basis of the Christian decision 
of faith. It is not faith that a Messiah will corne that gives Christianity its 
special character, but the assurance that Jesus rules as the Messiah who has 
corne and will corne. It is not the hope of a New Creation that lends unique
ness to Christianity, but the faith that Jesus is the New Adam, the first of the 
New Creation. Finally, it is not a "love ethic" that distinguished Christianity 
from Judaism - far from it. The Christian faith is distinguished from the 
ancient faith which brought it to birth in its knowledge of a new act of God's 
love, the revelation of His love in Jesus' particular life and death and resur
rection.59 

58. Greek Piety (Oxford, 1948), 183. 
59. Frank Moore Cross, The Ancient Library of Qumran (London, 1958), 184. 
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These historical statements are true regardless of the truth claims of Christianity. 
Yet the truth claims of Christianity are bound up with the "person and work" 
of Jesus, who he was and what he did. What would make Christianity unique 
in an absolute sense, with no possible historical rival, would be for Jesus to be 
what is claimed for him - the one and only Son of God, God who has come 
in the flesh; and to have done what is affirmed for him - to have brought a 
salvation and relationship with God that no one else than the Son of God could 
have brought. There we pass from history to faith. 
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Customs, 160,304,306 
Cybele, 260, 263, 264-270, 562 
Cymbals, 247, 267, 268 
Cynics, 204, 302, 305, 309,327-333, 338, 

355,357,362 
Cyprus, 17,38,400 
Cyrene, 38, 190,235,400,403 
Cyrenaics, 309, 348, 355 
Cyrus, 6, 7,376 
Cyrus the Younger, 7 

Daimon, Demon, 159, 164, 166, 167, 193, 
210,213,215,220-222,246,247,296, 
309,315,341,361,363,366,416,427, 
448,487,555,562,574,581 

Damascus Document, 440-441, 490, 522 
Dance, 68, 98,237,240, 243,246,247, 

248,263,264,525 
Danube, 36, 48 
Daphne, 204 
Dardanelles, 81 
Daric,83 
Darius, 6, 7,414 
Darius II, 11, l26 
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Dea Syria, 261-264 
Dead Sea Scrolls, 2, 401, 436-446, 487, 

489,491. See Qumran 
Death, 8,146,158,159-160, 175,176, 

205,228-234,232,240,248,254,257, 
258,261,275,277,279,280,291,310, 
314,321,325,332,345,351,354,387, 
416,428,433,478,479,494,519,520, 
540,561,563,564,581 

Decapolis, 388, 398 
Decius, 38, 39, 569 
Decuriones, 40, 54 
Deisidaimonia, 20, 221 
Deities: Greek, 14, 139-144, 148, 149, 150, 

154, 155, 161,167, 170, 171, 176, 180, 
181, 182, 183, 185, 187, 188, 191, 192, 
196,200,203,215,218,220,221,223, 
258,297,306,309,315,320,322,324, 
329,331,335,336,343,351,352,354, 
355,362,365,366,370,383,418,561, 
571,572; Roman, 155-157, 158,236, 
259,265,276,278,279,280,281,297, 
301,340,350,358,405,558,559,566, 
569. See individual deities 

Dekate, 181 
Delator, 62, 570 
Delos, 79, 166, 171,181,251,252,256,474 
Delphi, Delphic Oracle, 7,91, 149, 150, 

151,171, 180, 181,2~203,208,366, 
549,550 

Demeter, 142, 143, 150, 151,236,238-
239,240,242,246,249,336 

Demetrius II, 385, 387 
Demetrius Poliorcetes, 192 
Demetrius, Pseudo, 114 
Demiurge, 290, 313 
Democracy, 8, 20, 26,41,201,309,310, 

340,490,536 
Democritus, 350, 355 
Demosthenes,71 
Denarius, 48, 53, 83, 85, 86, 134, 135,218, 

566 
Determinism, 224, 225-226, 338-339, 

574, 577n.54 
Diadochi, 15, 380 
Dialogues, 108,302,312-313,358-359,366 
Diana, 105, 143, 162, 182. See Artemis 
Diaspora, 375, 463, 473, 474, 519, 521, 

530,536,540,551 
Diatribe, 302, 328,423 
Didache, 82, 429, 515 

Didrachm, 83 
Didyma, 204 
Diis Manibus, 159 
Dike, 246 
Dinner, 71, 245, 256 
Dio Cassius, 41n.30, 59, 108,343n.65, 

389,400,562n.23,566 
Dio Chrysostom, 64, 107, 305n.16, 

326n.38, 328, 330, 331, 357 
Diocletian, 6, 39, 95, 132 
Diodorus Siculus, 57, 107-108, 253n.181, 

307n.21, 380n.10, 403n.43, 557 
Diogenes, Epicurean, 354 
Diogenes of Babylon, 317 
Diogenes Laertius, 306n.18, 324-325, 

333n.51, 328, 348, 356nn.81and82 
Diogenes of Sinope, 327-328, 329, 330 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, 65n.17, 108, 

109, 113, 434n.109, 456 
Dionysus, 11, 88, 90, 134-135, 143, 150, 

151,179,183,187,200,208,232,236, 
242,243-249,264,266,383 

Dioscuri, 148, 149,237,277 
Divination, 155, 159, 165, 190,206-207, 

336, 352, 358 
Divorce, 68, 69, 123,465,484,485 
Domestic religion, 166-170 
Domitian, 35, 37, 48, 61, 95, 107, 197, 

253,331,361,566,567 
Doric, 127 
Doran, 181 
Dositheans, 500 
Dowry, 66, 69, 73 
Drachma, 80, 85, 134, 135, 205, 241 
Drama, 9, 89,90,99,151, 237n.170, 245, 

246,254,266,278,304,345,413 
Dreams, 109, 181, 206, 234, 252, 257, 258, 

351, 353: 358,426,430,443,447 
Drugs, 175 
Druids, 570 
Drusilla, 396, 405 
Drusus., 31 
Dualism, 270, 291, 294, 342, 346, 368, 

448,493,495 
Duovirs, 40 
Dura Europus, 129,271,474,475,476,553 
Dyrrachium, 79, 80 

Eagle, 48, 83, 196 
Ebionites, 411, 494,577 
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Eclecticism, 304,317-318,332,342,356-
359,363,364,365,367,451 

Economics, 13, 14,29,53,57,74-78, 123, 
131,132,136,171,354,380,472,500, 
530, 571, 581 

Education, 8, 9, 13-14,41,52,53,70,90, 
92,99, 100-104, 110, 139, 140, 154, 
246,300,302,303,310,330,344,357, 
378,379,404,450,456,457,540,542, 
563, 574, 580 

Egnatian Way, 79, 80, 81 
Egypt, 5, 6, 11,15-17, 18,22,25,28,35, 

38,42,48,54,74,75,76,79,80,83,87, 
117, 119, 123,133-134,155,176,186, 
187,190,192,193,222,224,243,249-
260,253,282,283,294,366,367,377, 
380,381,382,388,396,398,400,403, 
405,409,418,423,433,450,472,496, 
528,539,552,559 

Ekklesia,41,306 
Ekpyrosis, 336 
Elephantine, 377, 378, 528 
Eleusinian Mysteries, 150, 235, 237-243, 

252,256 
Eliezer, 461,510 
Elkesai,577 
Elysium, 146, 233 
Ennius,307 
Enoch, First, 422, 425-427, 430, 438, 444, 

446,447,492,518,520,527 
Enoch, Second, 422, 427-428, 447 
Entelechy, 320 
Entertainment, 88-99, 120, 136, 183 
Ephebes,95, 101, 102, 185,381 
Ephesian Letters, 216 
Ephesus, 18,40,76,79,81,83,89,95, 

127, 143n.8, 163,216,412 
Epics, 104, 139, 142, 146,413 
Epictetus, 74, 78,107,108, 175,305,333, 
342,3~34S,346,548,564 

Epicurus, Epicureans, 205, 305, 309, 325, 
333,337,342,348-356,358,359,483, 
559,563 

Epidaurus,89, 127, 180,201,208-210 
Epione,208 
Epiphanes, 192, 383 
Epistemology, 314, 321, 337, 352-353, 

358 
Epistle of Aristeas. See Aristeas, Epistle of 
Epistle to Rheginus, 287 
Epopteia, 237, 239, 240, 241 

Equestrian, 42, 51, 52,53-54,55,87,168, 
195,342 

Erastus, 40 
Erechtheum, 127 
Eros, 27, 143, 156 
Eschatology, 233, 270,291,415,427,429, 

436,445,446,454,458,491,494,495, 
500,519,522,523,576,582 

Esdras, First, 414, 415 
Esdras, Second, 414, 415, 432,446,454, 

518,520 
Esther, Additions to, 417 
Essenes, 425,427, 433, 435,458, 480,483, 

484,487-497,499,522,527 
Ethics, 65, 116, 165,281,291,300,301-

303,312,314,315,316,317,321,324, 
329,333,337-339,342,347,348,352, 
353-35~ 355,357,358, 364,428,429, 
434,448,451,483,502,507,509,512, 
564,580,582 

Ethrog, 84, 475, 477, 478, 525 
Etruscans, 20, 22, 155 
Euergetes, 192 
Eugnostos the Blessed, 287 
Euhemerus, 188, 307 
Eumenes,22 
Eumenes II, 117 
Euphrates, 23, 36, 271,475 
Euripides, 90, 154,243 
Eusebeia, 171 
Eusebius of Caesarea, 362, 396n.30, 398, 

411n.61, 413, 454, 459,497,512,555, 
566, 568, 576, 577nn.49and50 

Evocatio, 20 
Exposure of children, 56, 73-74 
Ex-voto, 180 
Ezra, 377,379,414,447, 504 
Ezra, Fourth, 414, 415, 447 

Familia Caesaris, 57 
Famil~65-70, 73,123,136,150,158,159, 

166,168,338,457,463,496 
Fas, 21 
Fasting, 175,240,243,258,267,432,497, 

522,526,576 
Fate, 8, 142, 154, 165, 199,215,221,222-

227,258,271,275,280,291,304,329, 
355,358,483,574,581 

Faustina, 197 
Felix, 55, 395n.29, 396, 405 
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Fertility goddesses, 18, 143, 163,238,261, 
263,264 

Festivals: Jewish, 383, 387,425, 442, 445, 
463,465,475,477,478,481,492,498, 
500,521-527,530,531,532,542,545; 
pagan, 101, 150, 151, 170, 17l, 172, 
173, 174, 176, 181, 183-185, 198,200, 
236,243,254,261,263,2~268,298, 

379 
Festus, 395n.29, 396 
Firmicus Maternus, 266, 268 
Flaccus, 31, 450 
Flamen, 157, 198 
Flaminius,84 
Flavian family, 35,48,60, 106, 132,235, 

456 
Florus, 395n.29, 398 
Foot races, 91,92 
Form, 312, 319, 320,321, 365 
Fortuna, Fortune, 226, 258, 328 
Forum, 75, 129,344,397,398 
Free will, 321, 339, 350, 352, 419, 483 
Freedmen, 32, 52,55,56,131,168,185, 

197,344 
Freedom, 303, 304 
Friendship, 56, 115, 303, 329, 332, 348, 

354,355,419 
Frontinus, 107n.63 
Fronto, 107, 559 
Funerals, 55, 91, 98, 132, 136, 167,228, 

231,232,279,475,555 

Gaius,61 
Gaius, emperor. See Caligula 
Galatia, 19,43 
Galba,35 
Galen, 548, 564 
Galilee, 88, 386,391,398,401,456,457 
Galli, 263, 264, 267 
Gallio, 32, 342, 549, 550 
Gamaliel the Elder, 461, 483 
Gamaliel II, 88,400,401,461,542 
Garnes, 92, 94,171, 181, 183,194, 198,266 
Gaugamela, 11 
Gaul, 20n.3, 22, 24, 56, 75 
Gehenna,504,520 
Gemara, 462, 466 
Genesis Apocryphon, 444 
Genius, 155,159-160,168,186,195,197, 

198 

Gerizirn, Mt., 378, 379, 386, 394, 499, 500, 
528 

Germanicus, 31 
Germans, Germany, 31, 35, 37, 56, 107 
Ghosts, 215 
Gladiator contests, 63, 90, 94 
Glass, 75,477,478 
Gnomes, 305 
Gnosticism, 2,199,204,217,224,282-

293,294,361,454,559,562,575-576, 
577 

Godfearers, 512, 515-517, 573 
Gospel of Philip, 287 
Gospel of Thomas, 283, 292 
Gospel of Truth, 283 
Gospels, 111-112 
Gracchi, 23, 28 
Greece, Greeks, 5,6,7-10, ll, 13,20,21, 

22,23,24,32,34,37,40,55,56,57,68, 
69,71,73,76,79,80,83,94,104,127, 
139,160,161,166-168,176,186,187-
188,223,224,229,232,233,235,236, 
243,249,256,260,261,271,289,294, 
297,304,306,329,334,339,351,358, 
359,366,370,403,433,451,505,515, 
549,551 

Greek language, 13,14,23,59,84,107-
109, 12~125, 192,235,283,323,335, 
375,379,381,387,404,407-414,417, 
421,423,424,427,434,436,456,471, 
498, 579, 580 

Gymnasia, 14,92, 93, 9~95, 101, 128, 
200,210,305,318,379,381 

Habakkuk Commentary, 443-444 
Haberim,481 
Hadad, 261, 263 
Hades, 142, 143, 146, 152,233,238,243, 

246,249,250,252,257,258,279,520 
Hadrian, 37, 38,107,197,229,400,402, 

462,513,568,569 
Haggadah,462,467 
Halakah, 462,467,507,508 
Halakhic Letter, 445, 506 
Hammath Tiberias, 225,473,474 
Handbooks, 323 
Hannibal, 21, 22, 264 
Hanukkah, 384,526 
Harpocrates, 249, 252, 259 
Hasidim, 382, 384, 385,481,488,489 
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Hasmoneans, 84, 384-388, 390, 421,433, 
456,457,481,488,533 

Hazzan, 103,546 
Healing, 154, 165, 175, 180, 182, 185,204, 

205,206,207-212,216,252,331,484, 
496,543 

Heavens, 432 
Hebrew language, 84, 103, 119, 125, 359, 

375,379,380,387,396,408,409,414, 
415,416,417,418,419,421,424,425, 
427,428,431,432,433,435,437,438, 
444,454,465,471,489,498,501,511, 
533,545,554,580 

Hecate, 182,213,214-215,296,562 
Hedon~m,309,353,355 

Hegesippus, 459, 566 
Heimarmene, 215, 227, 295, 483 
Hekhaloth, 510 
Heliodorus, 113 
Hellenistic Age,S, 13, 14, 15-19,71,75, 

79,84,90, 101, 122, 126, 138, 139, 154, 
161-165,166,171,191-193,201,222, 
223,224,226,232,233,235,245,246, 
248,249,270,315,323,333,355,357, 
375,403,410,414 

Hellespont, 10, 79 
Helmet, 50, 51, 276, 277, 389 
Hephaestus, 143, 153 
Hera, 143,236,243,261,336 
Heracleon, 287, 292 
Heracles, 11,83,95, 147, 149,242,572 
Heraclitus, 336, 355, 360 
Herculaneum, 35,127,255,256,348,554 
Hermes, 95, 98, 143, 167, 168, 208, 233, 

252 
Hermes Tr~megistus, 294 
Hermetic literature, 217n.132, 288, 294-

295 
Hermogenes, 109, 110 
Herod the Great, 43, 84, 388, 389-390, 

391, 392, 394,403,405,431,436,445, 
456,472,481,488,499,527,530,531 

Herod Agrippa I, 31, 32, 84, 90, 394-395, 
535n.297 

Herod Agrippa II, 84, 395, 396 
Herod Antipas, 88, 391,394,458,472 
Herod Philip, 391 
Herodians, 499 
Herodias, 391, 394, 458 
Herodion, 472, 473 
Herodotus, 7, 13, 82, 266n.198 

Heroes, 83, 131, 146, 148-149, 150, 151, 
154,170, 176,187,191,213,220,341, 
572 

Herondas, 16-17,90,176,180,181, 
211n.107 

Hesiod, 122, 146-149, 215n.118, 220, 334 
Hestia, 157, 166 
Hesychius, 409 
Hetairai, 70, 71,98 
Hexapla, 409, 412 
Hierapolis, 79, 263 
Hierocles, philosopher, 64n.16 
Hierocles, provincial governor, 362 
Hierophant, 238, 242 
Hillel, 399,402,461,481,483,484,485, 

507,508,509,512,513 
Hipparchus, 271 
Hippocrates, 211 
Hippodrome, 94, 379, 423 
Hippolytus, 133, 184n.69, 242, 282, 

577n.51 
History, 5-44, 84, 101, 102, lOS, 106, 107-

108,112-113,123,127,376-402,406, 
413,417,419,421,423,425,426,428, 
429,430,432,435,447,448,454,456, 
487-489,494,495,523,582,583 

Homer, 8, 10, II, 91, 102, 104, 122, 138, 
139-146,152,205,208,220,232,233, 
334, 335 

Homosexuality, 64, 69, 217 
Horace, 21, lOS, 182, 193n.85 
Horus, 249, 252, 254 

/Hospitality, 82, 145, 238, 457 
Houses, 71, 128, 166,230,233 

v' Household codes, 65, 303, 346 
Humanitas,100 
Huppah,68 
Hygeia,208 
Hymns, 111,181-182, 192,211,237,238, 

240,242,255,256,259,334,335,407, 
423,433,442,496,545 

Hypogea, 230 
Hypostasis of the Archons, 287 

Iamblichus, 215, 221, 367,370 
Iconium, 39,81 
Ideas, theory of, 312,313-314,318,319, 

451 
Idolatry, 63, 136, 171,188,322,378,418, 

419,420,425,435,454,503,562 
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Idumea, 388, 391 
Ignatius, 81 
iliad, 104, 139, 145, 146 
Images, 31, 149, 153, 155, 165, 168,171, 

173,179,192,198,199,210,251,252, 
254,256,258,262,263,265,274,319, 
320,331,362,392,394,402,419,420, 
479,500,558,567 

Immortality, 146, 165, 228, 232, 238, 243, 
258,271,280,288,314,321,336,347, 
351,418,423,520,521,561,562,572 

Imperium, 21, 61,62 
Imprecation, 219-220 
Incarnation, 292 
Incense, 177, 178,416,477,532,558,567 
Incubation, 210 
Individualism, 8, 9, 14, 126, 150, 153, 159, 

160, 199,292,294,295,3~305,307, 
330,404,448 

Infanticide, 73, 74 
Inferi,233 
Initiation, 235, 237,238, 239-243, 245, 
246,2~258,270,271,274,275,276-

277,278,280,281,282,295 
Inns, 81-82 
Inscriptions, 64, 72,123,125, 175,180, 

198,200,203,210,211,232,245,252, 
269,393,396,471,472,516,536,537, 
541,546,549-551,553,560; quoted: 
42n.31, 134-135,211,275,529,540, 
549,550, 553,561 

Instauratio, 159 
Ionia, 7, 18 
Ionic, 127 
Ipsus, 15, 380 
Irenaeus, 217, 282, 283, 287, 408n.53, 

412n.63, 567, 577n.50 
Isis, 164, 165,207,236,249-260,276,281, 

282,366,570 
Isocrates,9, 102, 172n.41, 187 
Issus, 11 
Isthmian Games, 91 
Italy, 20n.3, 22, 32, 35, 44,51,53,59,75, 

79,80,82,152,154,230,243,245,246, 
261,264,366,471,472,570 

lzates, 403, 512 

James, 287, 396,401,457,458,459,535, 
576 

James of Zebedee, 395, 401, 535n.297 

Jamnia, 31, 103,399,400,411,415,461, 
482 

Janus, 157, 168 
Jason, high priest, 381, 382 
Jason of Cyrene, 421 
Jeremiah, Letter of, 414, 419 
Jericho, 436, 471, 472 
Jerome, 276, 409, 412,577 
Jerusalem, 31, 38, 92, 102, 103,377,378, 

379,381,382,383,384,388,390,391, 
392,394,398,400,402,405,408,415, 
416,419,421,423,424,432,433,445, 
466,472,474,479,492,499,500,501, 
521,522,524,527,528,529,531,532, 
533,541,544,554,576 

Jesus, 30, 31, 32, 62, 78, 86, 105, 112,188, 
210,212,213,230,280,281,283,287, 
298,330,361,362,375,396,418,428, 
430,431,432,441,453,457,458,459, 
461,471,478,483-485,493,495,496, 
498,505,509,518,520,523,524,525, 
530,534,538,540,554,555,556,558, 
561,566,567,577,578,580,582 

Jewish Christianity, 280, 576-579 
Jews, Judaism, 1,2,9,15,16,18,21,31, 

32,33,34,35,37,38,41,49,62,63,65, 
6~6~ 71,7~ 74,82,88, 100,102, 115, 
119,125, 136,139, 141, 161,210,213, 
216,221,224,225,228,229,230,234, 
270,281,282,287,288,289,291,292, 
295,301,314,315,336,341,346,357, 
363,365,373-546,551,552,554,555, 
557,561,562,565,566,570,572-573, 
575, 576, 580-581 

Johanan ben Zakkai, 398, 399, 400, 461, 
517 

John the Baptist, 290, 391, 457, 492, 513 
John Hyrcanus, 84, 386, 481, 488, 500 
John Hyrcanus II, 387-388, 389, 390 
Jonathan, 385, 386,421,481,488 
Jonathan, Targum of, 469 
Jordan, 78, 290 
Josephus, 78, 90, 113, 221n.141, 252n.180, 

253n.182, 301n.4, 378, 379, 380, 381, 
386,387,388,389,390,391,392,394, 
395,396, 398,403, 405,408n.53, 410, 
413,421,456-461,474,479,481,482, 
483,486,489,490,492,497,498,499, 
500,506, 508n.255, 512, 518, 523n.274, 
524, 525n.279, 526, 527, 
529nn.284and285, 530, 531, 532, 
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533n.293, 534, 535, 548, 557, 561n.21; 
quoted, 457, 458, 459, 528 

Joshua, priest, 377 
Jubilees, 422, 425, 427, 438,500,517,518, 

519,522, 523n.274, 524 
Judah the Patriarch, 462, 465, 472 
Judas of Galilee, 398, 497 
Judas Maccabee, 384-385, 386,388,421, 

488, 526 
Judea, 6, 18,31,35,42,51,55,84,385, 

386,388,389,391,395,398,401,405, 
424,488,497,512 

Judicial, 40, 42, 53,61-62, 161,306,310, 
463,465,507,533-536,538,540,546 

Judith, 417, 522, 537n.302 
Jugurtha, 23 
Julia, 30 
Julian, 271, 297, 370, 574 
Julian family, 27, 34, 53, 132 
Julius Caesar, 24, 25, 26, 59, 80, 84,106,107, 

108,122,194,197,298,358,388,405 
Juno, 67,68, 143, 157, 159, 178, 197. See 

Hera 
Jupiter, 38, 105, 143, 155, 157, 178, 194, 

197,218,225,276,402. See Zeus 
Jupiter Dolichenus, 261-263 
Justice, 145, 146,246,309,312,315,317, 

418,423,517,564 
Justin Martyr, 73, 213n.112, 

221nn.139and142, 227n.155, 274n.208, 
301nA, 364, 408n.53, 411,508, 
559n.18, 568, 569, 577 

Justinian, 61, 370 
Juvenal, 64, 107, 252n.180, 303, 395, 

405n.52 

Kaige text, 409 
Kathtkon, 338, 339 
Katorth6ma, 338 
Ketubah,68 
Khirbet Mird, 436 
Kiddush, 522, 523 
Kingship, 13, 15,21,43,83, 185, 186,187-

188,191-193,386,415,424,430,433, 
445,481,517,518,534 

Kithara, 98, 182 
Knights, See Equestrians 
[(oint, 13, 14, 125 
Koinon, 43, 198 
Kore, 238, 242 

Lamps, 130,255,475,477,526,532 
Lance, 49 
Laodicea, 81, 96 
Lares, 160, 168,169,170, 171, 195 
Latin language, 23, 59, 90,104-107,232, 

359, 430, 471 
Latin league, 20 
Law: Greek, 143, 150,202,306,436; 

Jewish, 103,375,377,379,382,384, 
399,402,417,418,421,423,424,425, 
429,432,443,450,451,457,463,465, 
473,481,482,483,484,486,488,491, 
500, 502, 505-510, 512, 513, 516, 522, 
524,533,538,540,562,576,578,580; 
natural, 295, 306, 334, 358; Roman, 21, 
60,61-63,69,102,123,129,160,161, 
258, 534, 565-570 

Lectisternium, 179 
Legate, 31, 42, 48, 398 
Legions, 26, 34, 42, 46-48, 51, 53, 60, 394 
Lemuria, 228 
Leonidas, 7 
Leontopolis, 381, 400, 528 
Lepidus,25 
Lepton, 85 
Letters, Ill, 114-117, 120,305,342,551 
Levites, 442, 490, 518, 529, 531, 532 
Libanius, 114 
Libation, 11, 135, 166,168,177,240,246, 

525, 532, 567 
Libellus, 569 
Libraries, 16, 101, 117, 122,210,348,408, 

424,437,438,488,489 
Liknon, 246,247 
Literature, 8, 104-124,233,404,406-470 
Livia, 30, 86 
Livy, 71,105-106,245, 264n.195 
Logic, 312, 318, 333, 334, 343, 364, 369 
Logos, 294,335,336,337,339, 346,451, 

453,454 
Longinus, 108, 369 
Longus, 113 
Lo~,44, 135, 173,202,456,530,532 
Lucan, 106 
Lucian of Antioch, 409 
Lucian of Samosata, 80, 108, 113, 204, 

205, 221n.140, 261, 253n.182, 264, 
298n.245, 300nn.1and2, 330,331-332, 
548,561-562 

Lucius, 257, 258, 281 
Lucretius, 266, 350 
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Lulab, 84,475,477,478,525 
Lusitania, 35 
Lyceum, 318 
Lyre, 99, 143, 144,246 
Lysandros, 188 
Lysanias, 394 
Lysias,59 
Lysimachus, 15 
Lystra, 39, 154 

Ma,264 
Maccabees, 383-388, 403, 404,416,425, 

426,431,456,481,531 
Maccabees, Books of, 92,381,383,384, 

385,388,414,421-'22,423-424,500, 
520, 524n.276,526, 533,534 

Macedonia, 10, 11, 13, 15, 16,21,22,71, 
79,80,81,83, 188, 191, 201, 318, 334, 
379 

Macedonian Wars, 15,22 
Maecenas, 104 
Maenads,243,248 
Magic, 107, 164,165, 175, 199,212-219, 

220,258,267,279,296,352,361,362, 
367,370,416,555,570,574,581 

Magna Mater, 160, 264 
Magnesia, 18, 381 
Magos, 213,230,570 
Malediction, 212,218,220 
Mandaeans, 289 
Manes, 159, 186 
Mani, 290, 577 
Mantis, 145 
Manumission, 57, 58, 60, 202 
Marathon, 7, 9 
Marcion, 575 
Marcus Aurelius, 37-38,104,107,178, 

197,241,296,342,345-346,548,563 
Mariamne, 390, 394 
Marius, 23, 24 
Mark Antony, 25, 388, 389 
Marketplace. See Agora and Forum 
Marriage, 65-70,73, 123, 143, 158, 167, 

181,202,242,266,267,268,280,303, 
344,354,362,378,441,457,465,479, 
489,490,512,576 

Mars, 143, 157,225,276 
Marsyas, 98, 99 
Martial, 64, 106, 119 
Martyrdom, 33, 38, 170,228,300,310, 

346,361,421,422,424,431,555,563, 
571, 576 

Masada, 398, 399,418,436,472,473,489, 
498, 514 

Massoretes, Massoretic, 409, 411, 436 
Mathematics, 9, 100, 101, 109,223,224, 

312,350,360 
Mattathias, 383, 384 
Matte~ 288,290,291, 319,321, 335,351, 

361 
Matthew, 88 
Mausolea, 230 
Maximus of Tyre, 364 
Meals, 11,68,96-98, 158, 166, 168,179-

180,228,232,256,272,274,276,277, 
279,281,424,440,481,484,489,491, 
494,497,521,522,523,524,527,561. 
See Banquet 

Medicine, 8,9,102,143,205,207,208-
212,304,318,327,335,522 

Meir, Rabbi, 404, 462 
Mekilta, 467,507, 520 
Memory, 100, 101, 103, 110 
Men, 264 
Menander, 90, 232n.163, 323 
Menelaus, 382, 383, 384, 385 
Menippus,328,332 
Menorah, 397, 474,475,477, 525, 530 
Mercury, 143,225,276. See Hermes 
Merkabah, 510 
Mesopotamia, 11, 18,37,553 
Messianism, 2, 375, 388, 400,415,426, 

427,430,432,433,436,440,441,454, 
459,460,484,491,492,494,496,501, 
504,517-519,578,582 

Metics,55 
Mezuzah, 508 
Middle Platonism, 288, 296, 313, 317, 

357,363,364-367 
Midrash, 103,447,462,467-468,509, 

519,520,540,545 
Midrash Rabbah, 468, 504, 520 
Mikweh, 514, 515 
Military, 10, 11, 13, 15, 17, 19,21,23,24, 

27,28,30,35,37,39,42,44,46-52,53, 
54,60,76,79,80,101, 107n.63, 116, 
143,171,197,198,262,263,264,271, 
276,304,306,341,381,383,385,386, 
388,389,391,405,417,429,441,442, 
445 

Miltiades, 7 



INDEX OF SUBJECTS 597 

Mime, 90 
Minerva, 143, 157, 178, 189, 197. See 

Athena 
Minucius Felix, 559, 561n.21 
Miracles, 111, 182, 191, 192,211,213, 

274,361,362,363,421,459,496,508, 
564 

Misenum, 52, 54 
Mishnah, 102, 103,395,444,461,462, 

463-465,466,480,507,508,511,514, 
515,518,520,522,523, 
525nn.279and280, 526n.281, 527n.283, 
530,531,532,534,535 

Mithras, 217, 238, 264, 270-278, 281,282, 
298,554,562,574 

Mithridates VI, 24, 79, 271 
Mna,85 
Moira, 142,226 
Monotheism, 161, 164,221,224,296-298, 

301,329,366,479,500,502,503-504, 
512,517,578,580 

Montanism, 575 
Moon, 157,223,224,225,233,261,264, 

274,276,277,341,522 
Morals, Morality, 63-65, 69,71,73-74,90, 

94, 101, 116, 138, 145, 146, 154, 165, 
173,175,200,220,245,252,257,259, 
267,269,278,280,281,291,295,300, 
301,302,303,305,306,315,321,322, 
328,329,330,331,333,336,337,339, 
342,343,344,346,347,350,358,366, 
416,418,419,424,427,430,435,454, 
458,465,467,515,564,573,574,576, 
581 

Mos maiorum, 160 
Mosaics, 126,225,275,277,474,475,477 
Moses, 217, 336, 377, 394, 414, 424, 425, 

431,453,475,479,482,483,485,486, 
491,500,505,506,516,520,576,578 

Motion, 319, 320, 321, 341, 350 
Municipia, 40 
Murder, 74, 517 
Musaeus, 151 
Music, 8, 68, 71, 72, 84, 90,98-99, 101, 

143, 182, 183, 185, 255, 256, 263, 267, 
268, 531 

Musonius Rufus, 74, 344 
Mycenae, 139, 146,242 
Mysteries, 2, 3, 151, 153, 183, 185, 198, 

199,215,227,235-282,253,263,267, 
270,280,281,282,294,451,563,574 

Mysticism, 217, 226, 280, 288, 294, 295, 
341,369,370,430,510-512 

Myths, 106n.59, 113, 138, 139, 146,225, 
232,238-239,243,253-254,260,266, 
274,278,280,281,290,292,298,301, 
313,332,336,340,343,360,366,574 

Nag Hammadi, 283,284-287,292, 294, 
431 

Nal:J.al Hever, 436 
Nal:J.a1 Se'elim, 436 
Narcissus, 32 
Nasi, 402, 533 
Nature, 9,303,304,306,319,320,328, 

337,338,352,369 
Navy, 52, 54 
Nazareth, 387, 550 
Neapolis, 80, 81 
Nehemiah, 6, 378, 379 
Neleus,323 
Nemean Games, 91 
Nemesis, 145 
Neokoros, 173, 176 
Neoplatonism, 212, 215,296,297,301, 

317,322,346,347,357,360,363,364, 
367-371, 574 

Neopythagoreanism, 288,341,357,360-
364,365,368 

Neptune, 143. See Poseidon 
Nero, 32-34,61, 106n.61, 197,263,342, 

343,361,398,405,555,556,557,565, 
566,567,568,570,571 

Nerva, 35, 361 
Nicholas of Damascus, 456 
Nicopolis, 344 
Nigridius Figulus, 360 
Nik~83, 127, 164, 198,273 
Noachian Commandments, 517 
Nous, 320, 323, 368 
Novels, 113-114, 122 
Numa, 155, 161 
Numen, 155, 158, 197 
Numenius, 296, 341, 357, 363 
Numidia, 23 
Nymphs, 167,220,266 
Nysa,ll 

Oath, 48, 132, 134, 195, 219-220, 266, 
271,277,465,489,491,492,558 
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Obol, 85, 205 
Octavia, 33 
Octavian. See Augustus 
adeion,99 
Odyssey, 139, 142, 145, 146 
Oenomaus, 204 
Oikoumene, 14, 188 
Oligarchy, 8, 20, 340, 490, 536 
Olympia, Olympic Games, 91,170,180, 

183 
Olympias, 83, 190 
Olympus, Mt., 142, 149,208,210,238 
Omens, 11, 145, 159,203,206,224 
Omphalos, 200 
Onesimus, 58 
Oniads, 381, 382 
Onqelos, 411, 469 
Ophites, 287 
Opis,ll 
Oracles, 151, 171, 181, 185, 190, 199-206, 

336,352,434 
Oratory, 109-110 
Origen, 213n.112, 215n.122, 221n.139, 

248, 277n.212, 336, 345n.73, 362n.93, 
367,409,412,431,454,459,562,563, 
577n.54 

Oropos,207 
Orpheus, Orphism, 151-153,233,243, 

314,360,362 
Osiris, 249-260, 280, 281, 282, 366 
Ossuaries, 229, 391n.24, 554-555 
Ostia, 79, 129,271,273,275,276,277,474 
Otho, 35, 405 
Ovid, 106n.59, 252n.180, 266n.197 

Paideia, 100 
Painting, 126, 245, 273, 475, 476 
Palaestra, 95, 96 
Palas, 32, 55 
Palestine,S, 11, 14, 15, 17,31,34,37,43, 

74,78,84,87,125,130,229,230,271, 
280,375,376-402,403,404,405,408, 
421,436,466,469,471,489,493,498, 
521,533,538,540,544,545,552,561 

Palingenesia, 294, 336 
Pan, 167, 181n.61, 246, 248 
Panaetius, 333, 339-340, 341, 356 
Panamara,235,236 
Panathenaic Games, 91, 150, 183, 184 
Panegyreis, 183 

Pankration, 92 
Panthe~m, 294, 295,335,346, 368 
Pantheon, 127 
Pantomime, 90, 533 
Papyrus, 74, 76,102,114,117,119,120, 

121, 122, 123-124, 125,215-217,218, 
256,283,348,377,378,380,432,436, 
472,551-552,555; quoted, 74, 551-552 

Parchment, 117, 118, 119 
Paraenes~, 115, 116,302,428,447 
Parentalia, 228 
Parrhesia, 329,346 
Parthenon, 127, 153, 184,210 
Parthia, 18, 39, 384, 389, 403, 580 
Passover, 521,523-524,525 
Pastophoroi, 258 
Paterfamilias, 62, 158, 159, 160 
Patron, 55-56,72, 115 
Paul, 9, 32, 34, 43, 59, 60, 62, 63, 64, 79, 

80,81,90,92, 103, 115, 116, 154,280, 
289, 331, 335,341, 343, 355n.80, 375, 
395,400,417,453,454,461,467,478, 
505,509,512,513,530,550,555,571, 
575,576,578 

Pausanias, 108, 215n.118, 266n.196 
Pax romana, 28 
Peculium, 57 
Pedagogue, 57, 101 
Pegasus, 83 
Pella, Decapolis, 398 
Pella, Greece, 81, 318,334 
Peloponnesian Wars, 8, 9, 21 
Penates, 168, 170 
Pentathlon, 92 
Pentecost, 497, 521,524-525 
Perea, 391 
Peregrini, 55 
Pergamum, 15, 19,22,117, 126,127, 175, 

204, 210, 324 
Pericles, 8 
Peripatetics, 111,317,318-325,358 
Per~tyie, 128 
Persephone, 238, 239,240, 242,260 
Pe~eus,270,271,277 

Persia, 6-7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 13, 15,20,21,83, 
84,187,190,201,213,230,234,270-
278,282,291,376-379 

Persius, 106n.61 
Pesher, 443, 509 
Pesikta, 468 
Pesikta Rabbati, 468, 519 
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Pessinus, 160,264,266 
Peter, 34, 60, 287, 395, 454, 555 
Petronius, author, 55, 97, 106n.61, 113 
Petronius, governor, 31, 394, 395 
Phaedrus, 106n.61 
Phallus, 151,242,247,263 
Pharisees, 2, 375, 386, 387,425,433,441, 
449,456,48~485,486,497,498, 506, 
507,508,522,524 

Pharsalus, 24 
Phasael, 388, 389 
Phidias, 153, 184 
Philadelphia, 165, 175,269 
Philemon, 58 
Philip II of Macedonia, 9, 10, 83, 187, 

188,190,201,318 
Philip V of Macedonia, 84 
Philip, tetrarch, 391, 394, 472 
Philippi, 25, 39, 71,81 
Philo of Alexandria, 28, 31, 35, 253n.182, 

302,315,336,357,365,394,396, 
403n.43, 405, 408n.53, 410, 412, 413, 
424,4~455, 456,457,489,490, 496, 
497, 502n.245, 503n.246, 506, 509, 
523n.274, 524, 525n.279, 526, 530, 532, 
537,545,551,574 

Philo of Larissa, 317, 357, 358 
Philodemus, 348, 355n.79 
Philosophy, 6, 9, 14, 37, 64, 65, 92, 96, 98, 

101, 102, 107, 112, 122, 145, 154, 164, 
165,175,180,192,215,221,222,223, 
224,227,233,253,254,270,281,288, 
290, 294, 295, 296, 297, 299-371, 375, 
413,414,418,423,424,448,450,451, 
453,457,479,483,512,521,562,564, 
573-574, 576, 580, 581 

Philostratus, 109, 114, 221n.140, 361-363 
Phoebe, 56 
Phoenicia, 11,21,64,75,84,254,260-

261,263,403 
Phry~a, 79,160,242,260,264-270,344 
Phylactery, 508, 513 
Pietas, 160 
Pilgrimage, 199,210,263 
Pindar, 151 
Pistis Sophia, 217, 282 
Plataea,7 
Plato, 96, 102, 167, 172, 180, 188, 

211n.107, 220, 221n.138, 223, 233, 288, 
291,296,297,304,307,309,310-318, 
319,320,321,322,325,337,339,341, 

342,346,353,354,357,358,360,362, 
363,364,365,368,418,423,451,520, 
521, 563 

Plautus,90 
Plebeians, 54-55 
Pleroma, 290, 291 
Pliny the Elder, 106, 117, 118, 226n.154, 

326n.38 
Pliny the Younger, 106, 107, 114,548,557-

558,567,568,570 
Plotinus, 288, 363, 367-371 
Plutarch, 29, 64, 97,107, Ill, 171,203, 

204,206, 215n.118, 221, 222, 227n.156, 
232n.163, 233, 237n.169, 253, 271n.205, 
281, 303n.ll, 305n.16, 326n.38, 364, 
365,366-367, 383n.14 

Pluto, 143, 242. See Hades 
Pneuma, 335 
Poetry, 9, 104, 105, 122, 139, 146, 175, 

259,300,302,305,310,325,335,340, 
343,350,366,413,420,448 

Poimandres,294 
Polemon,315 
Polis, 8, 14, 18,41, 188 
Politeuma, 41, 537 
Polybius, 19, 22n.5, 113, 339, 340, 

383n.15,456 
Polycarp, 65, 569 
Pomerium, 159 
Pompeii, 35, 79, 82, 94, 97, 118, 126, 127, 

128,168,169,246,247,256,553,554 
Pompe~ 24,80, 106,271,360, 388,433 
Pontifex maxim us, 28, 86, 157, 158 
Pontius Pilate, 31,42,392,459,556 
Pontus, 19,24, 108,411 
Poppaea, 33, 405 
Popular philosophy, 64, 92, 301, 303-304, 

330,331,357,363,366 
Porphyry, 180n.55, 221, 200, 368,369, 

370 
Portraits, 232 
Poseidon, 91, 143, 150 
Posidonius, 224, 331, 335, 340-342, 346, 

356,364 
Postal Service, 116 
Potentiality, 320 
Praefectus urbi, 40, 52 
Praetorian Guard, 30,31,32,33,34,51, 

54,392 
Praetors, 40, 42, 53,61,62,398 
Praotes, 326 
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Prayer: Greek, 11,92, 111, 150, 167, 170, 
172, 174, 176, 180, 181-182,216,217, 
240,257, 263,351,362,558;Je~sh, 
407,416,417,419,420,423,442,443, 
447,465,496,497,508,526,527,532, 
538,542-544,545,546,553 

Prayer of Azariah, 420 
Prayer of Joseph, 423 
Prayer of Manasseh, 414, 420 
Predestination, 442 
Prefect, 30, 31, 33, 40, 42, 51, 52, 54, 391, 

392,393,396,450 
Priests: Jewish, 377, 378, 379, 380, 381, 

382,384,385,386,387,388,389,390, 
395,399,408,419,425,430,431,440, 
441,442,443,445,457,481,482,484, 
486,488,490,492,494,500,506,512, 
517,518,524,525,526,529,530-531, 
532,533,534,538,540,545; pagan, 16, 
18,55,65,72,78, 131, 134, 135, 136, 
145, 150, 157, 158, 159,161,168,170, 
171,172-174,175,176,177,181,185, 
190,193,194,197,198,200,201,202, 
211,223,237,238,240,245,247,252, 
253,254,255,256,257,258,263,264, 
265,266,267,278,282,300,420 

Principate, 28, 31, 32, 39, 43, 60, 104, 195 
Processions, 174, 183, 184,240,241,245, 

253,254,255,256,261,267,279,397, 
525 

Proc1us, 370 
Proconsul, 27, 41, 42, 81, 193,342,550 
Procurator, 42,54,389,391,395, 556 
Prodicus, 306 
Prolepsis, 352 
Propertius, 106n.59 
Prophecy, 202, 203, 204,206, 377,384, 

386,421,431,443,447,448,459,491, 
500,501,506,507,508,517,518,533, 
544,561,570,576,580 

Prosbul, 507 
Proselytes, 33,411,412,467,479,484, 

490,512-515,544,573 
Prostitution, 18,64,69,71,72,73,261, 

348 
Protagoras,8,306 
Protrepsis, 115, 301 
Providence, 334, 335,336, 344,351, 421, 

483, 503n.245 
Provinces, 21, 22, 27,28,35,36,37,41-

43,44,46,51,53,54,61,76,168,194, 

197,198,229,269,389,395,398,497, 
534, 549, 570 

Prudentius, 269 
Psalms of Solomon, 388, 423,433,518,520 
Pseudepigrapha, 410, 414, 415, 420, 422-

435,436,446 
Pseudo-Clementines, 114, 213n.112, 578 
Pseudo-Phocylides, 433-434 
Ptolemies, 15-17, 18, 19, 25, 42, 76, 187, 

191, 192, 193,252,378,380-381,408 
Ptolemy I Soter, 15, 16, 117, 249, 252, 

380,381,424 
Ptolemy II Philadelphus, 16, 193,408,424 
Ptolemy N Philopator, 423 
Ptolemy XIJ, 16,388 
Ptolemy of Alexandria, 109 
Ptolemy the Gnostic, 292 
Publicani, 87 
Punic Wars, 15,21, 108, 160 
Purgatory, 234, 422, 520 
Purifications, 150, 152, 165, 173, 174-175, 

200,202,203,210,228,233,234,237, 
238,240,257,267,268,269,276,277, 
280,281,296,360,369,435,445,463, 
481,484,489,491,492,513,514,515, 
527,532,563,577 

Purim, 526 
Puteoli, 79, 80 
Pyrrho, 326, 328 
Pyrrhus,22 
Pythagoras, Pythagoreans, 153,205,233, 

314,321,360,362 
Pythia, Pythian Games, 91, 200, 202, 203 
Python, 200 

Quaestor, 40, 53 
Quintilian, 101, 102, 107, 109 
Quirinus, 157, 194 
Qumran, 3, 291, 416, 425, 427, 428, 430, 

433,436,437,440,442,445,449,458, 
481,487-497,499,500,506,509,518, 
524, 545, 577. See Dead Sea Scrolls 

Rabb~,68, 103, 112,375,376,399,400, 
411,415,419,445,449,451,461-470, 
481,482,483,486,503,506,507,509, 
511,513,520,533,534,535,536,538, 
542 

Ravenna, 52, 54 
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Redeemer myth, 2, 3, 289, 294 
Reincarnation, 152 
Religio, 157, 556 
Religion, 6, 11, 14, 16,20,21,28,39,41, 

46,58,65,66,74,125,132,137-298, 
160,307,312,313,331,334,335,336, 
351,352,355,360,361,362,365,556, 
559,563,570,573-574,576,580,581; 
Hellenistic, 125, 161-165,300-301,327, 
347,370,562; Jewish, 31, 71, 419, 506 

Rephidim, 233 
Republic, 23-25, 26, 27, 28, 40, 53, 57,60, 

61,66,84,87, 104, 105, 132, 172, 194, 
198,238,359 

Res gestae, 26 
Resurrection, 234, 254, 257,260,266,270, 

280,281,287,292,314,415,422,423, 
427,431,432,483,486,496, 501, 504, 
520,521,523,551,562,578,582 

Rhetoric, 62, 64, 101, 102, 107, 108, 109-
110, 114,301,302,324,331,343,357, 
358,421,559 

Rhine, 22, 48 
Rhodes, 40, 339, 340, 357 
Roads,21,23,48,~81, 167, 168,579 
Rome, 5, 9,15, 16, 17, 19-44,52,53,55, 

56,59,60,61,68,69,71,73,75,78,79, 
80,81,83,84,87,93,94,96, 104, 107, 
108,113,126,127,129,132,155-161, 
168-170,171,174,188,189,194,195, 
197,198,202,210,229,233,245,252, 
258,262,263,264,266,271,275,281, 
297,317,324,331,335,339,342,343, 
344,350,357,358,360,366,367,369, 
381,382,388-406,434,435,450,454, 
456,470,472,486,489,497,498,515, 
532,535,536,543,551,555,556,563, 
565,566,570,575,576,579 

Rosh Hashanah, 525 
Rotas-Sator, 553 
Rubicon, 24 
Rufus, 106n.61 
Rule of the Community, 439, 490, 518 
Rule of the Congregation, 439-440 
Ruler cult, 11, 15,30,31,35,43,76,83, 

142,154, 164,171,185-199,238,567 
Rural religion, 166-170 

Sabazius, 264, 279, 562 
Sabbath, 378, 383, 384,392,404,405,425, 

441,442,465,468,479,481,484,492, 
493,497,500,502,504,521-522,532, 
542,572,578,580 

Sacramentum, 48 
Sacrifice, 92, 98, 131, 136, 145, 149, 150, 

158-159, 166, 170, 172, 174, 175, 17~ 
ISO, 181, 182, 183, 187, 190, 191, 192, 
197,198,200,203,211,221,237,240, 
241,256,261,266,267,269,301,322, 
351,362,387,392,405,419,420,428, 
431,435,445,477,490,512,515,521, 
522,527,530,531-532,569,574,578 

Sadducees, 386, 387,399,445,480,481, 
482,483,485,486-487,497,501,520, 
524 

Sailing, Ships, 79-80, 254, 335 
Salamis, 7 
Sallust, 113 
Sallustius, 370 
Salome, 391 
Salome Alexandra, 387, 481 
Salvius Julianus, 61 
Samaria, Samaritans, 288, 378-379, 386, 
391,394,403,472,4~50~ 518,523, 
528 

Samothrace, 126,237 
Sanballat,378 
Sanctuaries. See Temples 
Sanhedrin, 387, 392, 398, 399,400, 465, 

520,527,531,533-536 
Sarapis, 164,207,210,249-260 
Sarcophagi, 67, 229, 232, 245, 248, 472, 

477 
Sardinia, 21, 31 
Sardis, 7, 18, 82, 474 
Sarmatians,37 
Satan, 184,427,428 
Saturn, 277 
Saturnalia, 298 
Satyr, 98, 99, 167, 246, 248 
Science, 212,223,224,270,312,319,323, 

324,333,340,447 
Scipio Africanus, 21, 234, 339, 358 
Scribes, 102, 120,377,482,484,505,533, 

536, 537 
Scroll, 117,118,119,120,122,205,246, 

348,440,442,444,473,474,546 
Sculpture, 90, 95, 126, 182, 184, 232,242, 

273,319,320,475,477 
Sejanus, 30, 31, 392 
Seleucia, 18 
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Seleucids, 15, 17-19,22,24,78,187, 191, 
193,204,381-388,531 

Seleucus I Nicator, 17,380 
Self-sufficiency, 303, 346, 355 
Sellisternium, 179 
Semele, 151,243 
Senate, 20, 21, 22, 30, 31, 32, 35, 37,40, 

43,48,52,53,54,56,61,133,160,194, 
195,245,264,549 

Seneca, 32,33, 56, 59, 65n.17, 106, 114, 
305n.16, 342,356 

Sepher ha-Razim, 217 
Sepphoris,472 
Septimius Severus, 38, 73, 362 
Septuagint, 125, 359, 381, 407-411, 413, 

414,417,420,424,503,545,580 
Sestertius, 83, 85 
Set, 254 
Sethians, 287, 289,292 
Severan Dynasty, 38, 297,362 
Seviri, 195 
Sextus Empiricus, 306nn.19and20, 326-

327 
Sexuality, 63, 64, 71, 90, 106, 107, 143, 

145,157,173,203,235,257,266,267, 
303,329,344,354,425,428,429,485, 
490,517,520,559 

Shammai, 461, 485,507,512,513 
Shekel, 84,85,396,401,530 
Shema,503,527, 532,542, 546 
Shemoneh Esre, 461, 527, 542, 543-544 
Sheol, 233, 427, 519, 520 
Shield, 49, 50 
Shofar, 477, 525 
Sibylline Oracles, 204, 265, 403n.42, 434, 

520 
Sicarii, 399, 436, 498 
Sicily, 21, 154 
Sijra, 467, 509n.258 
Sifre, 467, 506n.252, 507, 508n.254, 520, 

538n.306 
Siglos,83 
Sileni, 167,243,246,248 
Silius ItaIicus, I07n.63 
Silvanus, 168 
Simeon ben Shetah, 481,502,507 
Simon II, high priest, 381,419,502,507, 

532 
Simon Maccabee, 84,385-386,421,488 
Simon Magus, 288, 292, 501 
Sin, 145, 152, 165,175,208,237,255,263, 

280,281,291,346,415,419,420,425, 
429,457,462,484,496,526,563,581 

Sinaiticus,410 
Singing, 68, 134, 181-182,240,246,254, 

255,263,497,529,531,532,545 
Sirach, 98, 380, 381,408,414,418-419, 

436,500,505,506,519,532 
Sistrum, 249,250, 255, 256, 276 
Situ la, 249, 253, 256 
Skeptics, 309, 316-317, 325-327, 332, 356, 
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Smyrna, 40 
Snake, 166, 168,208,209,210,211,253, 

420 
Social classes, 52-56 
Socrates, 14, 167, 180, 181n.61, 201, 

211n.I07, 220, 300, 305, 306, 307-310, 
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330,332,333,338,350,360,561 

Sol invictus, 274,297,298 
Solar religion, 296-298 
Solomon, 217 
Song of the Three Young Men, 420 
Sophia of Jesus Christ, 287 
Sophists, 8, 9, 14,54,304,306-307,309, 

329, 561 
Sophocles, 90, 153, 232n.163 
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Spain, 20n.3, 21, 22, 35, 36, 48,341,342 
Sparta, 7, 8, 21, 201, 309 
Speeches, 113, 114 
Speusippus,315 
Stadium, 91, 92,200,379,392 
Standards, 48,49, 392, 441 
Stars. See Astrology, Astronomy 
Staters, 82, 83, 85 
Statius, I07n.63 
Statues, See Images 
Stoa, 75, 77,333 
Stobaeus, 65n.17, 172n40, 294 
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Sttabo,41n.30, 323, 340, 386,403 
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Strigil,92 
Styx, 233 
Substance, 319, 320 
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Sulla, 23, 24, 157 
Sun, 143,223,224,225, 233,249, 261, 

273,274,277,296-298,314,335,340, 
341,370,474 

Suovetaurilia, 177 
Superstition, 20, 108, 109, 165,207,213, 

221-222,301,304,322,343,350,351, 
366,370,556,557,558,559,574 

Supplicatio, 159,569 
Susanna, 420 
Sword, 49,51,264 
Symmachus, 409, 411, 412 
Synagogue, 31,82, 103, 119,225,400, 

401,402,408,451,473-475,477,502, 
507,512,515,516,521,527,532,536, 
537,539-546,561,573,580 

Syncretism, 14, 162,215,238,297,362, 
370,499,503 

Syria, 5, 6, 15, 17-19,22,25,31,42,48, 
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380,381-383,384-388,394,395,398, 
403,405,415,432,433,551,552,562 

Syrinx, 98, 167 

Tabernacles, Feast of, 387,395,477,521, 
525 

Tablets, 118, 119,204,213,218 
Tacitus, 30, 34, 48, 85n.38, 107, 111, 

342n.63,343n.65, 396,479, 546,556-
557, 561n.21, 565, 570 

Talent, 85, 398 
Talmud, 102, 103,376,402,462,466, 486, 

493,507,511, 506nn.251and252, 508, 
518,520, 524nn.276and278 

Tanak, 505 
Tamid,531 
Tanhuma, 468 
Tannaim, 462, 512, 525, 537 

Tarentum, 22, 80 
Targums,103,408,411,438,468-470, 

503, 507, 509, 522n.273, 545 
Tarsus, 40, 59,81,271 
Tartarus, 233 
Taurobolium, 267, 268-269 
Tauroctony, 270 
Taxation, 39,43,44,74,86,87-88,380, 

381,405,497,530 
Teacher of Righteousness, 439,441,442, 

443,488 
Teachers, 57, 65, 102,290,306,310, 315, 

344,361,362,380,536,546 
Tefillah, 527, 540, 542 
Tefillin, 508 
Teles,302 
Tellus Mater, 158 
TelOnai, 87-88, 484 
Temenos,149 
Temple Scroll, 444-445 
Temples: Jewish, 6,31,38,84,225,377-

378,381,382,383,384,387,390,391, 
394,395,397,398,400,401,402,405, 
408,416,419,421,423,438,440,443, 
444,445,457,461,463,465,477,478, 
479,482,486,490,493,500,504,513, 
515,521,522,523,524,526,527-530, 
531,532,534,535,540,544,578; 
pagan, 11, 18,38,57,58,64,76,78,83, 
88, 128, 133, 136, 149, 150, 153, 154, 
155, 159, 170, 171, 173, 175, 177, 179, 
180, 191, 193, 194, 195, 197, 198, 191, 
200,201,202,203,204,206,210,220, 
238,241,249,251,252,253,254,255, 
256,257,261,262,263,265,267,268, 
270,272-274,400,402,434,435 

Tendance, 145 
Terence, 90 
Tertullian, 88, 133, 184n.69, 221n.139, 

276n.21O, 343, 427, 557, 561n.21, 571, 
577n.54 

Testament of Abraham, 422, 447 
Testament of Job, 422, 430 
Testaments, 406, 422, 428, 431, 447 
Testaments of 12 Patriarchs, 406, 422, 428-

430,447,500 
Tetradrachm, 83, 84, 85, 382 
Textual criticism, 122,409-410,411-412 
Thanksgiving Hymns, 433, 442, 545 
Theattes, 54,88-91,98,99, 128, 174,200, 

332,379,390,393,516 
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Thebes, 10,74,207 
Theios aner, 361 
Themistocles, 7, 201 
Theocritus,261 
Theodosian Code, 61 
Theodotion, 409, 412, 420, 469 
Theodotus, Gnostic, 292 
Theodotus, Inscription, 540 
Theon, 110 
Theophilus, 120, 253n.182 
Theophilus (4th cent. B.C.), 235 
Theophrastus, 166n.27, 180n.55, 222, 322-

323,325,351 
Theoroi, 190 
Therapeutae, 496-497, 545 
Thermopylae, 7 
Thessalonica,81 
Thessaly, 24 
Theudas, 398 
Theurgy,296, 367, 370 
Tholos, 127,210 
Thomas, 283, 292 
Thoth,294 
Thrace,7, 15,264 
Thucydides, 9, 113 
Thyrsus, 135,240,243,247,248 
Tiberius, 28, 30-31, 48, 55, 86, 106, 197, 

198,226,392,394,401,556,570 
Tiberius Alexander, 35, 395n.29, 396, 404, 

405 
Tibullus, 106n.59 
Tigellinus, 33 
Time, 146 
Timon, 326 
Titans, 151, 152 
Titus, emperor, 35, 36, 93, 94, 197,395, 

397,398,405,456,457 
Tobiad, Tobiads, 380, 381, 382 
Tobit, 85n.38, 416, 438, 524n.276 
Toga, 53 
Tombs, 219,230-233, 551, 554 
Torah, 102,377-378,418,473,474,481, 

482,483,486,502,505-510,511,516, 
525,543,544 

Tosefta,465, 509n.258, 520,533 
Trade, 28,44,54, 75,78~2,87 
Traged~ 90,151,152,260 
Trajan, 35, 36, 38,79, 106,127,229,331, 

400,557,558,567,568,577 
Transmigration, 152,314,360 
Travel, 28, 74, 78-82, 579 

Tribunes, 27, 28, 48, 51, 52, 53, 54 
Triclinium, 96, 97, 128 
Tripartite Tractate, 287 
Tripod, 202 
Triptolemus, 239, 242 
Triumvirates, 24, 25, 84, 193 
Troas, 39, 81 
Trophonius, 204 
Troy, Trojan War, 11, 139, 155 
Trumpet, 98, 441, 532 
Trypho, general, 385 
Tyche, 154, 164,221,226 
Typhon, 254 
Tyre, 11, 40, 84 

Uipian, 61, 570 
Urns, 230 
Usha, 401, 482 

Valentinus, 283, 287, 289, 290, 291, 292 
Valerius Flaccus, 107n.63 
Valerius Maximus, 106, 326n.38 
Varro, 57, 335, 340 
Vaticanus, 410 
Vegetarianism, 360, 361 
VelIeius Paterculus, 106 
Venosa,472 
Venus, 27, 126, 143, 156, 157, 197,225, 

276. See Aphrodite 
Vespasian, 34,35,94, 197,396,398,400, 

456 
Vesta, 157, 158, 168 
Vestal Virgins, 158 
Vesuvius, 35, 106,435,554 
Vettius Valens, 226 
Victory. See Nike 
Vigiles,52 
Villa, 128, 245 
Villa Item, 157,246, 247 
Virgil, 104-105, 157, 166n.27, 233 
ViteIlius, 35, 394 
Vitruvius, 106n.59 
Vows, Votive offerings, 92, 149, 150, 160, 

161,174,176,180-181,192,465 
Vulcan, 143 

Wadi DaIiyeh, 436 
Wadi Murabba'at, 436 
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War Scroll, 441-442, 446 
Wedding, 66, 67, 68, 98, 261, 276 
Wme, 78,81,96,97,98,143,166,177, 

237,243,244,257,362,415,417,419, 
429,440,494,521,523,527,558 

W~dom, 143,208,212,213,253,288, 
294,315,343,360,375,417,418,419, 
422,433,448,451,454,461,465,479, 
505,506,508,533,538 

W~dom of Solomon, 346,417-418, 520 
Women, 64, 65,66,67, 68,69,70-73,96, 

127,143,150,174,175,176,180,202, 
203,236,243,245,246,247,255,261, 
264,277,278,292,344,348,355,405, 
415,419,430,463,490,496,497,515, 
525,529,537,561,563,564 

World Soul, 296, 313, 336, 363, 365, 368 
Wrestling, 92, 95 
Writing, 100, 101, 117-122 

Xenocrates, 221, 315, 318, 364 
Xenophanes, 296 
Xenophon, 7,309,333 

Xenophon, Ephesian Tale, 113 
Xerxes, 6 

Ye1arnmedenu, 468 
Yom Kippur, 525, 526 

Zacchaeus, 88 
Zadok,381,440,445,486,488,490 
Zealots, 398, 489,497-499 
Zeno,317, 328,333,336,337, 338 
Zenodotus, 122 
Zenon, 380 
Zerubbabe1, 377, 415 
Zeus, 7, 11, 18, 83, 91, 126, 127, 138, 141, 

142, 143, 145, 146, 149, 150, 151, 155, 
157, 166, 171,175, 182, 190, 196,200, 
210,236,237,238,243,250,252,261, 
262,266,334,335,336,383,400 

Zeus Panarnaros, 182,236 
Zizith,508 
Zodiac, 225, 274, 474 
Zoroastrians, 234, 290 
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