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This book is dedicated to ministers
and lay Christians who,
in the midst of ministry challenges
and hectic schedules,
still make the time to understand
what the New Testament means
in the various contexts in which
its parts were written,
and who believe
that a Christian
never need fear the pursuit of truth.
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Preface


Most Christians and others interested in the New Testament would love to be able to read it and understand what it means without having to read other books. Of course, one can always read some kind of meaning into a verse of Scripture. But those who understand that the books of the New Testament were written to specific people, in specific places, nearly two thousand years ago, know that this is not a good idea. If the New Testament texts were written to make sense to people in the first century, then we must try to put ourselves into their places in order to determine what the writers of the New Testament intended their readers to understand by what they wrote.

If we try to make sense of the Bible with no knowledge of the people who wrote it, those who read it and the society in which they lived, we will be inclined to read into the Scriptures our own society’s values and ideas. This would be a major mistake since our culture is very different from that of the ancient Romans.

This book is written with the nonscholar in mind. It uses technical terms only when necessary to make the point, and then explains them clearly. This does not mean, however, that the book is not suitable for the serious student. I am convinced that one does not have to sacrifice accuracy to make a work understandable to the inexpert.

Many Bible background books have been written over the years, but few have addressed thoroughly what the student of the New Testament needs to know about Greco-Roman societies and cultures of the time. Still fewer have been written by someone with expertise in both Roman history and early Christianity.

The birthplace of Christianity was a very complex and complicated place in the first century. Chapter one introduces the cultural and political milieu by means of a fictional dinner in Jerusalem. For those who want a fuller account, appendix A presents the Roman and Hellenistic historical background, with attention to themes and events such as the conquest of the eastern Mediterranean that will help place the early church in the Greco-Roman context. Chapter two tries to give the reader a sense of what it was like to live in the first century with a look at how the people of the day worked, played, traveled, ate, clothed themselves and attended to the deceased.

Although most of the population of the day lived in the countryside, Christianity arose in the cities of the Empire. So chapter three focuses on the city and city life in the Greco-Roman world and its impact on the early churches. Consult chapter thirteen for descriptions of the various cities and Roman provinces and their significance in the New Testament era. Chapter four looks at how the early Christians organized themselves within the cities and considers to what extent the synagogue, the Roman voluntary association, and Roman household structures may have affected the development of early church organization.

Religion was a very important element of life in the ancient world. Chapter five presents a brief overview of the key religions of the day. It shows how the Romans and others looked at religion, and how this affected Judaism and Christianity.

The next two chapters look at how the Romans ruled the Empire they assembled. Chapter six describes how Rome governed its provinces, with special attention to Palestine and the Near East. Chapter seven examines some of the key tools that the Romans used to control and administer their empire: taxes, the legal system and the military.

We cannot understand the connection between Christianity and Greco-Roman society until we realize the importance of honor and respect in the social order. The next several chapters address the various issues that contributed to a person’s social standing and how these issues affected Christians of the New Testament era. Chapter eight looks at social class and the complex way in which status was measured. Chapter nine examines the importance of citizenship, chapter ten presents the position of the Jews in the cities of the Empire, and chapter eleven shows the significance of slavery to ancient society and how its presence affected the first Christians.

An understanding of how peoples in the Roman Empire organized themselves privately also sheds light on the early Christian congregations. Chapter twelve surveys the family, the place of women, and education in the Roman world. It examines how New Testament comments about these topics relate to Roman ideas and practices.

Appendix B is a timeline of the events and persons described in this book. An index of Scripture passages is supplied to help the reader find comments related to a Bible passage he or she may be studying.

This work uses the phrases “New Testament era” and “first century A.D.” (or simply “first century”) to refer to the same period. Something also needs to be said about how I use the term Greco-Roman. Scholars generally use this term to refer to the interaction of Roman culture and society with Greek/Hellenistic culture and society, a process that began several centuries before the time of Christ. Sometimes this was a blending of ideas; other times it involved sharp opposition of ideas. But by the first century A.D., the Romans were in firm control of the eastern (as well as western) Mediterranean basin. So when we talk about the New Testament era in that area, we are talking about a society still influenced by Hellenistic ideas, customs, religion and language but dominated by Roman law, governmental forms, ideas of class and status, and the military. It was beginning to be influenced by Roman cultural values as well. So this book does not present a full-blown account of Hellenistic society and culture; rather it tries to present this society within the context of Roman control, hopefully in the way that Christians in the first century would have experienced it.

I would like to thank my editor at InterVarsity Press, Daniel G. Reid, for his invaluable help and support during the editing process. I am also in the debt of Craig S. Keener for his timely suggestions and enthusiasm about the manuscript. J. P. Moreland offered me the encouragement of a true friend and the insights of a gifted scholar. Finally, I want to thank my wife, Bonnie, for helping me think through this project at every point from its inception some five years ago.



James S. Jeffers






Chapter 1

Historical
Background to the
New Testament Era


IF YOU SUDDENLY FOUHND YOURSELF IN FIRST-CENTURY JERUSALEM,1 IN THE home of a member of the Jewish ruling class, you might be surprised by what you discover. You would soon learn that your host speaks Greek and some Latin as well as Aramaic.2 He dresses in Hellenistic clothing, possesses Roman citizenship and claims to worship the God of the Jews, but he does not follow Jewish dietary regulations very closely. In fact, the dinner he serves you seems more like a banquet in Athens or Rome than the meal of a devout Jew. The dinner table groans with various delicacies, some of which do not fit what you know of Jewish dietary regulations. The gleam of silver is everywhere, fine wine flows freely, and slaves bustle around you, each with his or her unique task.

His home is decorated with art from around the Mediterranean, and his library contains the works of a number of pagan authors. When he talks politics, he talks about the influence of the Jewish Sanhedrin, but also about the looming threat of Roman power. He speaks in hushed tones of Jewish desires for independence, as if afraid he might be overheard.

What has led to this situation, you ask your host. Why is his life such an amazing patchwork quilt of cultural and political influences? His answer leads you step by step into a world very different from ours, but in its own way equally complex and bewildering to an outsider.

Your host begins by telling you what you already know from reading the Jewish Scriptures—that Judea was once a prosperous, independent kingdom under David and his successors. Following conquests by the Assyrians and Babylonians, the Jewish people began a long history of varying levels of subservience to greater powers, and they gradually adopted some of those powers’ customs and ideas. They were allowed by their new overlords, the Persians, to rebuild the Jewish temple in Jerusalem, which the Babylonians had destroyed.

He tells you that Judea was still a client kingdom of the Persians when Alexander the Great and the Greeks arrived, conquering everything in sight. One of Alexander’s successors set up the Seleucid kingdom in the Near East, and another successor, Ptolemy, took control of Egypt. Ptolemy and his successors also ruled Judea for many years. Throughout Palestine the Hellenistic rulers built Hellenistic cities such as the cities of the Decapolis. Anyone doing business with them had to learn their language, Greek, and could not help but be influenced by their culture. Hellenistic culture, he adds, has much to offer the educated Jew. When you raise your eyebrows, he assures you that one can dismiss the idolatrous elements of Hellenism and still appreciate its philosophies and much of its culture. He adds that Egypt lost Palestine to the Seleucids in 198 B.C., so one way or another the destinies of the Jews were not theirs to control for nearly two centuries.

Then, with an air of pride, he says that an astonishing thing followed: the Jews successfully revolted from the Seleucids and set up an independent kingdom for the first time in centuries. It was not easy, and the Jews certainly benefited from the weakening state of the Seleucids, but it was a genuine victory against a despised regime. For the next century, Judea would pursue its own course—not without difficulties or infighting, but its own course nonetheless.

Your host becomes more subdued as he tells you that Rome came on the scene a little over a century ago. It had been chipping away at the old Hellenistic kingdoms in the eastern Mediterranean for a number of years, but finally, in the person of General Pompey, it came to Judea. Seeing that the Romans were too strong to resist, Judea voluntarily allied itself with Rome, becoming a semi-independent client state of what was now an empire in all but name. This protected Judea from domination by the more powerful states around it—the Seleucid and Ptolemaic empires at first and later the Parthian Empire to the east. Judea has remained a part of the Roman Empire, either as a client state or as a Roman province. Your host glances around as though he does not trust his slaves and quickly adds that, while Judea is not entirely free, the union with Rome has brought great benefits to the Jewish people and is certainly a gift from God.


[image: ]

Figure 1.1. View of the Mediterranean from the medieval crusader fortress (outer wall to the right) at Lindos on the island of Rhodes. The apostle Paul is said to have stopped here (Acts 21:1).




You must know something about the Roman people to understand the world we live in, your host says. The Romans arose some eight centuries ago on the Italian peninsula in the western Mediterranean. They were heavily influenced by Greek culture early on; consequently, the civilization of the Romans, at least in the eastern Mediterranean, is as much Greek as it is Roman. Rome was first ruled by kings, but the wealthy and powerful among them threw off their king and established a republic influenced by Greek ideas. The citizens of Rome elected the various officials of the Republic, but you must understand that much of the true power lay with the senate, a semiofficial body made up of the most wealthy and powerful men of the state who largely inherited their positions from their fathers.

In fact, the politics of Rome, like its religion and other institutions, was driven in part by an ancient institution: the patron-client relationship. This model, which grew out of Rome’s tribal origins, allowed aristocrats of the new republic to exercise power as patrons through their clients. A client, who was a Roman with less power and status than his patron, was expected to show honor to his patron, and to support him in any political action the patron took. The patron in turn owed his client legal protection and at times financial assistance. As Rome expanded, it would see the world through the lens of this relationship. Its generals would become the patrons first of their own soldiers, then of those people they conquered—even of entire nations in the case of great generals like Sulla, Pompey and Julius Caesar. This dynamic would weaken the power of the senate, as true power shifted from them to the generals. This power shift would help cause the transition from republic to empire.

Like a number of great civilizations of our past, Rome arose by gradually conquering the peoples around it. But unlike many other kingdoms, the Romans incorporated the conquered peoples into their society. They continue this practice today, he tells you, which helps explain why he is a Roman citizen. It was difficult at first for the Romans to accept the idea of sharing power with former enemies, but two things won them over. First, the Romans learned from dealing with their own people and the Italians they initially conquered that a small group of leaders can hold power only so long as the people let them do so. It took a series of uprisings in Italy to teach them this. Second, they learned that they could convince the upper classes of conquered peoples to buy into their system, partly out of greed and partly out of a sense of self-preservation. Your host adds, the Roman system offers great rewards to those locals who support it, as he himself has learned.

The Romans first took control of most of the Italian peninsula. After a series of bloody battles, many of which they lost, the Romans conquered their great rival in the West, Carthage in North Africa. This allowed them to dominate the western Mediterranean and freed them to pursue conquests in western Europe to their north. It also demonstrated an important lesson, your host says, which some of his countrymen tend to ignore to their grave peril: the Romans never give up. They can be bested in battle, even lose whole armies, but they are never beaten, for they refuse to admit defeat.

Then Rome turned its attention in a serious way to the east. They first defeated the kingdom of Macedonia and took control of Greece as well. Then they handed the Seleucids a series of defeats, which weakened them enough so that they could not prevent the establishment of an independent temple-state in Judea, under the rule of the high priest. By 143 B.C., Judea had voluntarily allied itself with Rome and thereby gained a number of important rights. To begin with, its religion was officially recognized by Rome. Later, when the odious cult of emperor worship was instituted, Jews were not required to participate, and Jews across Rome were allowed the unprecedented right to pay their annual tax to support the Jewish temple.

After dealing with a number of civil wars and revolts over the next century, it became clear that Rome had become an empire that could no longer be governed effectively by a large body of aristocrats. At the same time, these wars had made the generals of Rome even more powerful. Wars among them led to the emergence of a single leader, Julius Caesar, who seemed on the way to declaring himself king when he was killed by fellow senators. After more civil wars, his nephew, Octavian, used his uncle’s influence to take power as emperor in all but name. When he died early in the first century, Romans could call the Mediterranean “our sea.” Roman power in this part of the world was virtually unchallenged, and under the firm control of a single leader.

Your host turns to you with a half smile. So, he says, if you were in my place, what would you do? Would you try to fight against a power vastly superior to yours that you know has so far been unbeatable by anyone? Would you resist a people that, while at times insensitive to your beliefs and practices, for the most part allows you to pursue them in peace, a peace never known in this part of the world except perhaps at the height of King David’s power? Would you refuse out of principle to adopt those elements of Roman culture that are not necessarily in conflict with Jewish beliefs and values? Only if you are a fool, he says with a laugh.







Chapter 2

Life & Death in the First Century



I’ll teach him a trade—a barber’s or auctioneer’s or indeed a lawyer’s, for that’s what the devil alone can take away from him.

PETRONIUS SATYRICON 46: A POOR MAN THINKING OF HIS SON’S FUTURE





What race of men would you call more wretched than traders and shippers?

They sail about seeking markets ill-supplied, dealing with local agents and petty retailers, borrowing at unholy rates and risking their heads.

PHILOSTRATUS LIFE OF APOLLONIUS OF TYANA 4.32





But we exhort you, brethren, to do so more and more, to aspire to live quietly, to mind your own affairs, and to work with your hands, as we charged you; so that you may command the respect of outsiders, and be dependent on nobody.

1 THESSALONIANS 4:10-12






THE ANCIENTS LOOKED AT LABOR AND OCCUPATIONS DIFFERENTLY than the way we do on a number of counts. For example, they gave the greatest honor to those wealthy persons whose income came from agriculture. They respected the work of the lawyer as honorable in itself and as a main route to higher public service.

Some jobs and professions that we esteem they regarded with contempt. They knew that a lot of money could be made in trade, but the elite believed it was a dirty business. Any job typically done by a slave was despised. Professions that we regard highly, such as doctor, artist, and scientist, were part of the private realm, not qualifying one for service to the state. Because doctors and artists often were skilled slaves or former slaves, the upper classes did not esteem their work as much as we do. Figure 2.1 shows a medical procedure being performed by what appears to be a slave.


[image: ]

Figure 2.1. A bas-relief sculpture showing a medical procedure (removal of a spear), Herculaneum, Italy.





Food Production

In general, and much like the modern world, foodstuffs were produced in the country, and finished goods were manufactured in the city. Perhaps 90 percent of the Empire’s workers were engaged in farming and herding. The New Testament, especially the Gospels, depicts this more fully than does most of the other literature of the day.

Small, private farms were tended by the owning family, with perhaps some help from a couple of wage laborers or slaves. These independent farmers generally worked about 100 days a year. Often a wealthy landowner leased out five- to ten-acre plots of his land to tenant farmers (Mt 21:33-41; Mk 12:1-9; Lk 20:9-16). These farms may seem very small to us, but vegetables and cereals could be grown profitably on such small farms. At busy seasons, peasants would help each other with chores or hire extra workers by the day. Wealthy landowners, of course, could afford to add day workers (Lk 15:17, 19). Such day laborers waited in a public place each morning to be hired and were paid at the end of the day (Mt 20:1-16). James considers it sinful to withhold their wages (Jas 5:4).

Major landowners, especially in Italy, often farmed their lands with gangs of slaves under the supervision of slave or freed stewards. The use of slave gangs may have been a more efficient way to cultivate olives and grapes or to tend large flocks of sheep, goats or pigs. By the time of Jesus, this approach had become much more common among Roman aristocrats than was the practice of leasing land to tenants. This was because slaves could not be drafted into the army and thus lost to farming. In addition, slaves could be worked twice as many days as tenant farmers normally worked. Once the slaves finished the work in one field, they were simply rotated to another crop in another place.

Farmers with small holdings typically brought their own surplus to market. On carts and wagons they transported their goods to the city gates or to the town’s central market. Here they sold their olive oil, wine, grain, fruit and homemade wares.1

Herding meant caring for sheep, goats, pigs or cattle. Sometimes the owners cared for their own livestock, and sometimes they entrusted this work to their sons, slaves or hired hands (Jn 10:12-13). It was the custom in Palestine for shepherds to lead their flocks (Jn 10:4), but elsewhere it was more common to drive the flocks from behind. Shepherds protected the flock from predatory animals and thieves (Jn 10:1). At night they led the sheep to a place of shelter and protection, such as a field or a natural enclosure, where they counted them to see that none had strayed (Lk 15:3-7). In the New Testament, Christ declares himself the Good Shepherd who is known by his sheep and will one day be shepherd over all of God’s redeemed (Jn 10:11-16; cf. Heb 13:20; 1 Pet 2:25; 5:4). The leaders of New Testament churches are compared to shepherds in that they should feed and protect their human flocks (Acts 20:28-31). The same commission is repeated by Peter (1 Pet 5:1-4), who suggests that elders are undershepherds of Christ as Chief Shepherd. This metaphor is used in the tradition of the Old Testament (1 Chron 11:2).

In general, Greeks and Romans looked down on shepherds, who were thought of as dirty and smelly since they spent most of their time out of doors with animals. Aristotle said that among men, the “laziest are shepherds, who lead an idle life, and get their subsistence without trouble from tame animals; their flocks having to wander from place to place in search of pasture, they are compelled to follow them, cultivating a sort of living farm” (Politics 1.8).

Many Romans believed that shepherds practiced highway robbery as well. The metaphor of Christ as the Good Shepherd, one of the central metaphors of Christianity, would have made no sense to them apart from an understanding of Old Testament images of God and King David as loving, responsible shepherds. It would have seemed to Romans to confirm the disreputable nature of Christianity, what the Roman writer Suetonius called “a novel and mischievous superstition” (Vita Neronis 16).

The commercial fishing industry in Palestine used cast nets and dragnets. The cast net, or circular throwing net, was about fifteen feet in diameter, made of fine mesh and weighted with leaden sinkers (Mk 1:16). It was used in shallow water. The dragnet was a large net used with two boats. Once they came to the fishing area, the net was loaded half into one boat and half into the other. The boats then separated, letting out the net as they went. As they both sailed toward the shore, they pulled in the net on both sides and eventually dragged the net and its contents onto the shore (Mt 13:47-48). At times they just dragged the fish into the boats (Lk 5:6-9). Peter protested Jesus’ instruction to fish at night (Lk 5:5), probably because he knew the fish at that time would be in deep water and his cast net would be useless. Fishermen had to keep their nets mended (Mk 1:19). They also had to salt down and sell their fish.

An independent fisherman could make a living, but the initial cost and maintenance of the nets, boats and other equipment was high. The Gospels imply that fishermen on the Sea of Galilee, like Simon and the sons of Zebedee, formed small cooperatives that also hired additional help (Lk 5:1-11; Mk 1:20). Some scholars believe that the Zebedee family, the family of the apostles James and John, who were able to employ hired servants (Mk 1:20), had a concession for selling fish in Jerusalem. This could explain how the high priest knew the unnamed apostle with Peter, if he was in fact John as many believe (Jn 18:15-16).




Trade

Those with money to invest and the willingness to take great risks could make large fortunes in commerce. Because shipping involved many hazards, from shipwreck to piracy, if successful it paid off very well. Roman aristocrats considered trade to be a dirty business in which no self-respecting member of the upper class would be involved. The old-fashioned source of income for the elite was farming, but many aristocrats, enticed by the profits, did engage in trade or had slave or freed agents do so on their behalf. Jesus speaks in a parable of a master who went on a long journey and expected his servants to make a profit by trading (Mt 25:14-16). Below the aristocracy, people of all classes and statuses took part in trade. Those who enjoyed great success in trade were the main class of upwardly mobile persons in this period.

Trade did involve many risks, and the risks did not always pay off, as the Philostratus quote at the beginning of this chapter shows. Many lost their investments when a ship sank or a merchant was robbed. A Roman epitaph from the era says, “Whoever hopes he may grow rich by trade will be fooled in his hopes” (Corpus inscriptionum latinarum 6.9659).

Those engaged in trade did not form companies as we think of them today. When they formed partnerships with others in an investment, each partner remained personally liable for his investment and the partnerships usually were temporary.

The sale and transport of grain was normally a matter of private enterprise, but the cities usually took on the responsibility of making sure that an adequate supply was available for the urban population. Food normally was not transported very far, but large cities at times had to import grain from overseas. Aside from these special importations of grain, only specialty wines, exotic dried fruits, spices and other small luxury items such as jewels were regularly shipped long distances. We read in Matthew of a pearl merchant (Mt 13:45).




Banking and Debt

People in the New Testament era sought various ways to protect their savings. Many deposited their money in temples, hoping that the god would protect their money (Juvenal Satires 14). This helped a number of major temples across the Empire become important banking concerns. Some people buried their treasure in fields, risking the danger of having it discovered by a stranger (Mt 13:44). People often put at least part of their money and precious objects in strongboxes or hidden places in the safest room of their home (Mt 6:19; 12:29; 13:52; 24:43; Mk 3:27; Lk 11:21-22; 12:39; Jas 5:1-6). Excavations of large houses in the Italian city of Pompeii have uncovered strongboxes containing small fortunes of one thousand to two thousand denarii. Bankers’ records from Pompeii show deposits of up to ten times this amount. Probably many of the rich kept a small portion of their wealth at home, but deposited most of it at interest in the bank.

Wealthy Roman families all practiced some moneylending, at times using one or more slaves to operate a small, private bank. Usually, they lent money to the tenants on their properties, to their clients or to fellow members of the upper class. Those aristocrats whose clientele included entire cities or kingdoms sometimes made large loans to them.

The Empire also included professional bankers. Some operated small deposit and lending businesses. Among them were the “moneychangers” in the Court of the Gentiles of the Jerusalem temple (Mt 21:12; Mk 11:15). They provided a service to visiting Jews. They changed foreign money for the half shekels required of each Jew, living in Judea or not, as the temple tax on the Day of Atonement (Ex 30:11-15). This was necessary because Jewish coins were the only ones fit to be presented as an offering to God. Roman coins bearing the images of the deified emperors were considered idolatrous. Because of the absence of silver money with Hebrew inscriptions, however, the half shekel was paid in Tyrian silver coins. Jesus overthrew the tables of these moneychangers, not because they were changing money but because they were dishonest and charged exorbitant fees (Mt 21:13). These moneychangers also functioned as banks, receiving money at fixed rates of interest and lending it out to other borrowers (Mt 25:27; Lk 19:23).

Large-scale bankers included tax farmers (publicani) doing private business (see the discussion of the collection of taxes in chapter seven). Among their customers were government officials in the provinces who cashed government bills of exchange with them. Women were excluded from banking.2

Lenders often charged interest, as the Gospels indicate (Mt 25:27; Lk 19:23). A number of lenders, especially among the upper classes, did not charge interest. However, they could demand payment of their loans at any time.

Those who lent money, either formally or informally, were well protected from default. Under Greek, Roman and Near Eastern law, creditors could bind into permanent slavery or temporary debt bondage those debtors who did not pay up. The parable of the unmerciful servant illustrates this (Mt 18:23-25). When the servant cannot repay his loan, the king threatens permanent slavery. In turn, the servant threatens to place in temporary debt bondage another servant who owes him money. The law courts cooperated in enforcing this type of temporary debt bondage (Mt 5:25-26; Lk 12:58-59). Some Christians would later sell themselves into bondage in order to ransom fellow believers, or sell themselves into outright slavery in order to raise money for the churches in Rome.




Crafts and Manufacturing

Manufacturing in the ancient world was for the most part in the hands of small business and individuals. Large factories were rare, and every small business had to compete with many similar businesses. Because of this, one rarely became rich in manufacturing.

The upper classes scorned those employed in crafts. Since many who did this work were slaves, the work itself was deemed slavish by both Greeks and Romans. The Roman orator Cicero once said that a workshop does not befit the honor of a free person (On Duty 1.42.150). In addition, the elite typically considered artisans uneducated and lacking in virtue. Paul appears to respond to this attitude when he says that his labor has enslaved and humiliated him (1 Cor 9:19; 2 Cor 11:7). Paul was sometimes in financial need, suggesting that either his trade was not always profitable or that he was not able to practice it consistently (2 Cor 11:9; Phil 4:12).

The streets of ancient cities were lined with the shops of weavers, potters, fullers, barbers, bakers, butchers, book sellers, grocers, cobblers, auctioneers, money lenders and many others. They worked from sunrise to sunset, with a couple of hours off at midday for a siesta. They were proud of their work and trained their children to follow in their footsteps. In fact, throughout the Empire we find inscriptions of families in business together.

Like today, such merchants were known by their occupations. The New Testament describes Jesus as “the carpenter’s son” or the “carpenter” (Mt 13:55; Mk 6:3), Matthew as a tax collector (Mt 10:3), Simon as a tanner (Acts 9:43), Cornelius as a centurion (Acts 10:1) and Lydia as a seller of purple (Acts 16:14).3

Workshops were found in a room of the artisan’s home, on the ground floor of an apartment building or in a separate building. Most workshops were located near the city’s marketplace to facilitate the purchase of supplies and the sale of finished goods. A tentmaker’s shop, like that of Paul or Aquila and Priscilla, would have been quieter and less dirty than that of, for example, a smith or a sculptor.4 Shops of a certain trade tended to locate on the same street. Unlike much of the modern world, the small business atmosphere of that day seems to have been one more of amiable cooperation than of cutthroat competition.
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Figure 2.2. Exterior of the Flavian Amphitheater (Colosseum), Rome, Italy







Types of Manufacturing

Countless products were manufactured in the ancient world, but we must not imagine them being produced in modern factories on assembly lines. Most goods were made by artisans working alone, or with one or two slaves. The few factories that existed were tiny by modern standards. Potters made dishes and vases for everyday use, fullers and weavers produced cloth, workers in leather sewed shoes and awnings, blacksmiths made farm implements and artisans’ tools, carpenters made furniture and wagons, and sculptors made statues and decorative reliefs. They usually used raw materials available nearby and sold their finished wares in their own workshops.

Weaving was the most widespread and economically the most important industry of the ancient world. A number of the early Christians were involved in this clothing manufacture. The Roman Empire traded with Parthia, India and China to obtain silk, fine linen and other special cloth.

In Roman cities, bakeries ground the grain and provided finished bread. In the rural economy of the Gospels, however, breadmaking seems to have been confined to the individual household (Mt 13:33; 24:41).

Studies of the pottery industry of Arretium in central Italy during the New Testament period show us how such industries were organized. The highquality pottery from this region was produced in nearly a hundred small factories. Small numbers of skilled slave artisans, under ten at most locations and around sixty at the largest three, produced the bowls with the assistance of others who dug and cleaned the clay and tended the kilns. As the market for these products grew, the Romans built new small factories rather than expand existing ones.

The engraver carved or chiseled stone, gems, ivory, bone and metals to produce jewelry, seals, scarabs and various images (Acts 17:29). Silversmiths refined their metal and made silver vessels and jewelry. They also repaired silverware by heating the object until it became sufficiently softened for reworking. Then they soldered on any missing parts, such as legs or handles. Next they filled in holes and cracks with silver solder and hammered out any deformities or dents. Like most other artisans, they usually performed their work while squatting on the ground. Demetrius, who made silver shrines of the goddess Artemis at Ephesus (Acts 19:24), apparently belonged to a guild of silversmiths or artisans in that city. Paul mentions a coppersmith by the name of Alexander, who had done him great harm (2 Tim 4:14).

A fuller was a man or woman who cleaned cloth (Mk 9:3), the ancient equivalent of a dry cleaner. Newly woven material (“unshrunk cloth”; Mt 9:16; Mk 2:21) had to be cleansed of natural oils or gums before dyeing. The cloth was steeped in water mixed with a cleansing substance, stamped and felted, bleached with fumes of sulphur, and then pressed in the fuller’s press. Because this work caused foul odors, it typically was done outside of the city.

Since most persons in the ancient world lived at or just above a subsistence level, very few people could afford luxury items. The main market for such goods was the upper classes in the cities. However, itinerant merchants also brought luxury items to the various annual fairs held in celebration of the local patron deities in the smaller towns of the Empire. In this way fine silks from the Orient, or the linens for which Tarsus was famous in the second century A.D., were brought to less wealthy customers.

Fine dyes, often transported over long distances, could provide a lucrative income. Acts mentions Lydia, a merchant of such dyes (Acts 16:14, 40). She came from Thyatira in Asia Minor and was a prosperous resident of Philippi. The purple dye that Lydia handled was a pigment removed from the glands of mollusks. After treatment, it became light or dark purple. The Phoenicians kept the process secret for centuries.




Tentmaking and the Apostle Paul

Both men and women engaged in tentmaking, as the New Testament example of Aquila and Priscilla indicates (Acts 18:2-3). About his trade, Paul himself tells us only that he works with his hands (1 Cor 4:12). Acts tells us that Paul is a tentmaker (Acts 18:3). The meaning of the word translated “tentmaker” (skenopoios) is obscure, leading translators and scholars over the centuries to interpret it differently.

Since Paul came from Tarsus in Cilicia, he may have been trained to make tents from the wool or hair of Cilician goats. Tentmakers who worked with cloth first had to weave the tent cloth on their looms. In Palestine, camel hair and goat hair were used; these yielded a dark brown, almost black material. Then the long, narrow, loomed strips were sewn together. Cords attached to the cloth were tied to stakes when the tent was pitched.

Paul may have been a leatherworker who specialized in tentmaking, since most tents in this era were made of leather. This does not mean that he engaged in tanning leather. Rather, he would purchase leather from tanners or traders. Tanning was a complicated and smelly business. The hides of animals were tanned using tannic acid, which was extracted from lime, from the juice of certain plants, or from the bark of trees. Tanners often worked by the seashore to facilitate the disposal of chemicals and because they used salt water in the tanning process. Because of the very unpleasant odors the work generated, its practice was not allowed within cities.

Tanning was not held in favor among the Jews because the work with dead animals was ceremonially defiling. However, Simon the tanner was accepted among Christians (Acts 9:43; 10:6, 32). Peter stayed in Simon’s home in Joppa. Clearly Peter was becoming more liberal-minded about ceremonial rules.

Based on evidence from apprentice contracts of the era, Paul would have begun his apprenticeship around age thirteen and would have spent most days in the workshop. After two or three years of demanding training, he would have been as skilled as his trainer. He would have learned the various tools and techniques for cutting leather. Paul may have been given a set of tools at the end of his apprenticeship. Since the tools were fairly small and few, his was a readily portable trade.5 A tentmaker’s shop would have required a stool, a table, a sharpening stone for the tools, oil and blacking for treating the leather, and places to store leather material and finished goods. These things could be borrowed when the tentmaker came to a new town.

Paul says that in Thessalonica he worked “night and day” (1 Thess 2:9). That is, Paul began his work before sunrise and continued it during much of the day. Apprentice contracts usually specified sunrise to sundown as the expected workday. He would likely have followed the Mediterranean custom of taking off several hours in the middle of the day for rest and a meal. He may have used this time to minister, as well. We know that Paul taught during the middle of the day at Ephesus, but we do not know if this was true elsewhere. He also described his work as “labor” and as “toil and hardship” (1 Cor 4:12; 2 Cor 11:27). The work of an artisan like Paul never paid well and could only lead to a measure of success if the artisan’s reputation exceeded that of his fellows. For an artisan like Paul, always on the move and thus never able to build a reputation, the self-sufficiency Paul describes could have come only from long days of very hard work (Phil 4:12).

A number of passages depict Paul plying his occupation during his three missionary journeys ([1] 1 Thess 2:9; 1 Cor 4:12; 9:6; [2] Acts 18:3; [3] Acts 19:11-12; 20:34; 2 Cor 12:14). We have no direct testimony that he made tents during his earlier missionary efforts in Damascus, Syria and Cilicia. It seems likely that Paul used his workshop when possible to carry out missionary activity. The relatively quiet nature of leatherwork would have made possible discussions with fellow workers and customers. For example, the Bereans who examined the Scriptures daily in order to verify Paul’s claims may have met in his workshop (Acts 17:11).6


LEISURE AND GAMES


Baths, wine and love-making destroy our bodies, yet love-making, wine and baths make life worth living.

COMMON ROMAN GRAFFITO

 

Now the spring races are on: the praetor’s dropped his napkin

And sits there in state (but those horses just about cost him

The shirt off his back) one way and another; and if

I may say so without offense to that countless mob, all Rome

Is in the Circus today.

JUVENAL SATURNALIA 11

 

Do you not know that in a race all the runners compete, but only one receives the prize? So run that you may obtain it. Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. Well, I do not run aimlessly, I do not box as one beating the air; but I pommel my body and subdue it, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified.

1 CORINTHIANS 9:24-27





The Greeks and Romans were like modern Westerners in that they took their leisure time seriously. Those of independent wealth might exercise daily in the gymnasia of Greek cities. The gymnasium was considered by many Greeks to be just as important a part of civilized urban life as the temple. Usually built and maintained at public expense, the gymnasium was essentially a courtyard surrounded by a colonnade. Most athletic events occurred in the open-air courtyard. Rooms under the colonnade were used to instruct children in all areas of education and for bathing.

The public bath was a basic requirement of any self-respecting Roman city. In fact, the city of Rome alone had over two hundred public baths by the time of Paul. Life in an ancient Mediterranean city was often hot and dusty. After working in the morning, a Roman might exercise and meet business associates and friends in the baths for several hours in the afternoon. This public socializing was part of what it meant to be civilized to the Romans. Among the first structures Romans added to an Eastern city they occupied was the public bath. Observant Jews would have found the baths offensive.
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Figure 2.3. Interior of the Flavian Amphitheater (Colosseum), Rome, Italy. The horizontal line at the middle of the photo shows where the arena’s wooden flooring once rested. Below the flooring were many storage rooms and holding areas for animals, human victims and combatants.




Gentiles considered it foolish and wasteful of Jews to devote every seventh day to forced leisure, but they took time off from work periodically, usually during religious festivals. In fact, the holidays observed by the Romans exceed the number of our holidays and weekends combined. The weekend as we know it began to come into existence only in the fourth century, when Constantine the Great made Sunday a holiday.

Urban dwellers would lean out an exterior or courtyard window to gossip with neighbors, or chat with customers or the shopkeeper next door. They would recline for a proper business lunch with colleagues at a restaurant, or sit on a tavern stool to drink wine and chat with friends. Or they might just sit in the public square and watch the passing crowd. Dinner came several hours before sunset and was an occasion to visit and entertain. Ancient literature tells us about a number of dinner parties that went on long into the night, but most people tended to go home early since the streets in most towns were not safe. Those out at night risked being mugged by robbers or beaten up by a police patrol.

Special occasions offered relief from the normal routine. Dignitaries might celebrate the assumption of a new office or the dedication of a new public building by inviting their fellow citizens to a banquet. Aristocratic families might observe the coming-of-age of their sons, or the marriage of a child, by inviting the whole family to a party or by sending gifts of money to all the residents of their town. The practice got out of hand at times. In fact, a second-century governor asked the emperor Trajan if he should end the practice (Pliny the Younger Letters 10.116). This kind of special feast probably was more popular with the unemployed poor, who had nothing better to do, than with prosperous farmers and merchants (Mt 22:2-14; Lk 14:16-24).

Religious festivals also varied the pattern of daily life. On the day of a deity’s annual festival, the people decorated and opened the temple, made sacrifices and held parades. The event resembled a modern country fair.




The Games of Greece and Rome

The New Testament, especially the Pauline letters, make a number of allusions to athletics and games. These allusions refer to both Greek and Roman styles. The games of Greek cities were very popular. Some were held purely for locals, but others, which offered large prizes or were connected to an important religious observance, brought prestige to the city and attracted competitors from far away. In fact, some amateur competitors from the upper classes traveled from town to town to compete in the various games. Often the prize was very simple: a crown of greenery, usually olive or laurel leaves, as Paul notes (1 Cor 9:25). But the victor would return home to a hero’s welcome.

The chief sacred games of the Greeks, the Olympics, were held in the Greek town of Olympia every four years in honor of the god Zeus. The competitions included athletic, equestrian and musical contests. The second most prestigious games, the Isthmian games at Corinth, were held in a grove sacred to the god Poseidon in the second and fourth years of each Olympiad. The Greeks favored games of athletic skill, such as foot races, wrestling, throwing the discus and the javelin, and boxing. Greek athletes traditionally competed in the nude. Romans frowned on this practice and refused to adopt it.

Paul’s references to running and boxing in 1 Corinthians 9:25-27, and the fact that he addresses the believers in Corinth, indicate that he has in mind the Greek Isthmian games held only a few miles from his readers. He says that self-discipline and playing by the rules are necessary to winning. Hebrews 12:1 alludes to spectators watching a Greek foot race, in which Jesus Christ is the lead runner. The New Testament talks in a number of passages about life and ministry as a course to be run (Acts 13:25; 20:24; Phil 3:14; 2 Tim 2:5; 4:7). It also speaks of running in vain (Gal 2:2) and running well (Gal 5:7).

The major Roman games were also the oldest: the Ludi Romani, celebrated in honor of Jupiter. In addition, the Romans held the Ludi Plebes, which included drama; the Ludi Cereales, in honor of the goddess Ceres; the Ludi Apollinares, in honor of Apollo; the Ludi Megalenses, in honor of the Great Mother; and the Ludi Florales. The games were intimately connected with Roman religion, and priests frequently directed the games. Admission to the public games was free to Roman citizens. Slaves and free noncitizens were not allowed to attend.

The Roman games usually were held in an amphitheater or stadium. Some were wooden and temporary, while others have survived for two thousand years nearly intact. The largest stadium, the first-century B.C. Circus Maximus in Rome, allowed 150,000 to 180,000 spectators to view horse and chariot races. Chariots usually were pulled by four horses, but at times by even more. The chariot course was seven laps (almost 5.25 miles). The average racing day consisted of twenty-four fifteen-minute races. Four companies, identified by the colors white, red, green and blue, competed. Spectators identified fanatically with one or another of these companies, betting on and fighting over their favorites.7

The circular arena, or amphitheater, was designed for the combats of gladiators and wild beasts and was first used in Italy. By the time of Jesus and Paul, every large town had an amphitheater. The twenty-thousand-seat amphitheater in Pompeii probably could have seated the entire city, a testament to the popularity of the games. We know of more than seventy such theaters across the Empire, including famous ones at Corinth, Pergamum, Antioch and Alexandria. One of the most famous was the Flavian Amphitheater, known commonly as the Colosseum (see figures 2.2 and 2.3). It was 158 feet high and seated around fifty thousand people. In this arena large groups engaged in mock battle and humans fought wild animals. At times the arena was flooded to allow re-creations of famous naval battles. Contrary to the views of some modern authors, we have no evidence that Christians were persecuted in the Colosseum. It was not opened to the public until A.D. 80, long after the persecutions under Nero in A.D. 64.

Gladiatorial shows, probably the oldest form of Roman games, were held at irregular intervals. Although less popular than chariot races, they attracted huge crowds. Even the Greek cities of the East built or remodeled facilities for them. Skilled gladiators were almost always professional fighters, not amateurs, and some were quite popular. Most were slaves, often captured enemy soldiers. They specialized in one of several forms of fighting, and the crowd followed with avid interest their skills as they hunted wild beasts imported from exotic locales or fought in equally matched pairs. The blood, the odors and the threat of death gave the games a unique excitement for Romans.8

One or more executions of people convicted of capital crimes might be included in the gladiatorial program. Typically this consisted of an armed gladiator or soldier quickly killing an unarmed criminal. Since Romans did not find this very entertaining, such executions were scheduled at midday, when most left the arena to eat and take a nap. At times more imaginative executions were staged. For example, convicted persons might be thrown unarmed into the arena to be devoured by hungry, wild beasts. They might be dressed in animal hides or left naked. At times they were dressed as mythological characters and forced to enact in reality a brutal death from literature. During his A.D. 64 persecution, the emperor Nero executed Christians convicted of participating in a conspiracy to burn Rome by dressing them in animal hides and having them torn apart by wild dogs. Some of these displays occurred in the Circus Maximus. About this, the Roman historian Tacitus says:

Despite their guilt as Christians, and the ruthless punishment it deserved, the victims were pitied. For it was felt that they were being sacrificed to one man’s brutality than to the national interest. (Annals 15.44)


Theatrical performances also were popular but could not compete in popularity with the races and gladiators. The two main types of performances were comedies with stereotyped characters and the mimus, a clown burlesque made up of songs and crude jokes laced with sexual comments. Open sexual expression was a widespread theme in plays, dances and art, and in the private lives of Rome’s leaders.

Games might be hosted by a city or an individual. Games dedicated to the gods usually were funded from the public treasury. As the games grew in duration and grandeur, major cities around the Empire found their locally hosted games to be a significant financial drain. Individuals or organizations also hosted private games to commemorate births, marriages and funerals. Private games might be held as fundraisers that required payment for admission. At times, privately sponsored games would be opened to the public as a way to gain good will.

Roman leaders, especially in the city of Rome, used the games to neutralize the emotions of the populace. As the mime Pylades reportedly said to Augustus about the games, “It is to your advantage, Caesar, that we keep the public occupied.” During the Empire, since the emperors did not allow public political meetings, the games were the only mass assemblies of the Roman population. Sixty-five days of games per year were held in the city of Rome by the end of the Republic, and 135 by the end of the second century A.D. The city of Rome hosted far more games than the other cities of the Empire because of the wealth of its leaders and the desire to pacify a large and potentially unruly population.

Because they used the games to win the favor of the people, Roman leaders could be forced occasionally to give in to the people and release the hero of the moment. The classic story of this, although probably mythical, is that of Androcles and the lion. A runaway slave, Androcles, was captured and condemned to death by wild beasts. But the lion sent to kill him recognized him as the man who had once removed a thorn from his paw, and thus the lion refused to kill him. Once the spectators learned the circumstances, they demanded the release of both Androcles and the lion, and the emperor Claudius agreed.

While Paul seems to have Greek games in mind in his 1 Corinthians 9 passage, as noted above, he has Roman-style games in mind when he refers to fighting wild beasts in Ephesus in 1 Corinthians 15:32. The references to athletics in 2 Timothy could be to either Greek or Roman games (2 Tim 2:5; 4:7-8).


Travel


Three times I have been shipwrecked; a night and a day I have been adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from robbers, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brethren; in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure.

2 CORINTHIANS 11:25-27





Residents of the Roman Empire during the New Testament era frequently traveled the Mediterranean region, by both land and sea. In fact, the area had never known such extensive travel and would not again until the nineteenth century. Ronald Hock has calculated that Paul traveled nearly ten thousand miles during his reported career, sharing the roads with “government officials, traders, pilgrims, the sick, letter-carriers, sightseers, runaway slaves, fugitives, prisoners, athletes, artisans, teachers, and students”9 (see maps 4 and 5).

Two circumstances made such travel possible. The first was the travel infrastructure built by the Romans. That infrastructure included a strategic network of roads connecting the entire empire and myriads of ships plying the waters of the Mediterranean, as described below.

The second was the peace brought about and maintained by the Roman Empire, the Pax Romana. The Pax Romana resulted from Rome’s firm control of the various peoples of the Mediterranean. It meant that one could travel without stumbling into the middle of a regional war. Rome had by the first century B.C. greatly reduced the threat of piracy. It also maintained some control over bandits on land. One could usually avoid bandits by keeping to the main roads.

But we must not imagine modern travel, with its air-conditioned ocean liners and comfortable automobiles, in the ancient world. By our standards, travel was arduous, miserable and long. It also was not without dangers. Brigandage and piracy, shipwreck, and the many minor hardships of travel on the road still existed. On back roads in troubled provinces, a traveler might well be accosted by thieves, as the parable of the good Samaritan illustrates (Lk 10:29-37). Paul, who frequently left the main roads to pursue his mission, knew this all too well. He says that he had to deal with floods, robbers, shipwreck, sleeplessness, hunger, thirst and cold (2 Cor 11:25-27).

The impact of Greco-Roman culture, at least on the cities of the Empire, meant that an experienced traveler would have little trouble negotiating the streets of a new city. Although not as safe as credit cards or travelers checks today, the Empire’s coinage would be accepted anywhere. And language did not present a problem. Travelers who knew both Greek and Latin, and even those who knew only Greek, could expect to be understood in any city of the Empire.




By Land

Rome built and maintained hundreds of miles of roads for the sake of its military. These roads connected all the provinces and cities of the Empire, enabling Rome to respond quickly to uprisings from within or invasions from without. The roads were paved to withstand the wear of hobnail boots and loaded wagons. Engineers designed them to allow the transport of heavy wagons over mountain passes by means of switchbacks, and over rivers by means of fords, ferries or bridges. Though built for the army, these roads were open to all people and so provided a great benefit to travelers.

Most who traveled by land had to walk, but those who could afford it might ride a donkey, horse, or camel. The well-to-do traveler, like the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:26-31), used chariots or carriages pulled by mules or horses. Persons traveling long distances, such as the apostles, would carry a sack with food, a change of clothes and perhaps the tools of their trade. They would buy food in towns or from farmers along the way. When the apostle Paul stayed in a town for under a week, he probably spent more time in travel than in ministry.

The traveler between cities looked for the inns and way stations constructed for the imperial messengers. He could find such stations about ten miles apart along the major communication roads of the Empire. Here couriers could change horses and ordinary travelers could find food and rest. But those on government service had first claim to such facilities, as well as to the ships of the Roman navy. This included messengers bearing official dispatches, ambassadors from cities or client kingdoms delivering petitions, provincial governors going out to their provinces or moving about in them, or soldiers marching from one post to another. If a way station was full or nowhere in sight, the traveler could find many towns along the road offering places to eat and lodging to suit a range of budgets.

Those who could do so, from all social classes, stayed with friends or relatives when they traveled. This usually meant that the rich stayed with rich friends and the poor with poor friends, who might find it very straining to entertain guests, but in that culture one was expected to show hospitality to visitors, regardless of circumstances. Paul often stayed in private homes (Acts 16:12-15; 17:5; 21:16; 28:7, 14; cf. Philem 22).10

Who traveled the Empire besides government workers and apostles? Another important group was merchants: shippers, entrepreneurs and their agents, who traveled about making contracts and supervising the shipment of goods. Itinerant merchants also frequently shuttled back and forth, buying goods in one spot and selling them in cities and towns across the seas.

Slaves might be entrusted with a message to deliver or assigned by their masters to supervise some business enterprise abroad. It would not have been uncommon to see a strange slave traveling, by himself or with a few others, on his master’s business. Thus, a runaway slave like Onesimus (Philem 10-18) probably would not attract attention. Other travelers included touring companies of actors, athletes and pilgrims headed to a religious festival or shrine, and wandering philosophers, tourists, and farmers on their way to or from the town market.

One of the most important east-west highways was the “common route.” It crossed Asia Minor from Ephesus past Tralles, up the Maeander valley to Laodicea, to Apameia, Pisidian Antioch, Philomelium, across Lycaonia to Iconium, down by Laranda and the Cilician Gates to Tarsus, then either to Syrian Antioch or across to Zeugma on the Euphrates River. Most of these names will be familiar to those who have studied the apostle Paul’s missionary journeys, suggesting that Paul sought to plant churches where they could have the greatest influence.

Farther west, the major communication between Rome and the East was the Via Egnatia or Egnatian Way. It began at the Adriatic coast of Greece in two branches, one from Dyrrhachium (in modern Albania), the other from Apollonia to the south. Then it ran up the valley of the Genusos, crossing the river to Candavia, skirting the northern side of Lake Lychnitis to Lychnidos, across the mountains to Heraclea, Edessa, down the valley of the Ludias, across the Axius to Thessalonica, and on to Philippi’s port, Neapolis. Two of the most important settings for Pauline churches, Thessalonica and Philippi, were key points on the Egnatian Way.11




By Sea

The extensive shipping on the Mediterranean meant that ships that could carry passengers were more readily available than ever before. Travel by sea was faster and cheaper than travel by land. A ship could travel about a hundred miles a day, while the imperial messenger service, using fresh horses at regular intervals, could manage only twenty-five to thirty miles a day. Ordinary travelers by land, like Paul and his associates, probably covered at best fifteen to twenty miles a day (see in figure 3.3 a photograph of the port city of Herculaneum).12

Sea travel in the first century was safer than it had ever been, and even fairly safe by our standards, if one had an experienced crew and a seaworthy vessel and avoided the winter months. The Roman presence kept the threat of piracy low. The greatest risk by this time was shipwreck caused by storms or shallow waters.

The safest weather in which to travel occurred between May and October. Even then rough weather could swamp the ships of the first century. Ships normally were taken out of service between mid-November and mid-February to avoid the winter storms (Acts 20:3, 6; 28:11; 1 Cor 16:6; 2 Tim 4:21; Tit 3:12). A month before and after this period were considered somewhat dangerous times to travel because storm clouds were apt to hide the sun and stars and thus obscure navigation (Acts 27:9-13).

Well-known seaports in the first century included Seleucia near Antioch, Ephesus, Cenchrea (the port of Corinth; cf. Acts 18:18), Alexandria, Puteoli, Ostia (the port of Rome), and Caesarea Maritima (a harbor built by Herod the Great). Paul came to the port of Caesarea at the end of his second missionary journey (Acts 18:22) and sailed from it on his journey to Rome (Acts 23:33; 27:2). Myra, on the southern coast of Asia Minor, was a major port of the Alexandrian grain fleet. Paul and his guards boarded the grain ship here (Acts 27:5).

In Paul’s day the best seafaring service was between Alexandria and Rome, the route of the great ships transporting grain from Egypt. With favorable winds, the trip from Rome to Alexandria took as little as ten days, but the return trip could take up to two months. Unfavorable head winds frequently caused ships to travel from Alexandria to Rome by first heading northeast to Syria and Asia Minor. Paul’s trip to Rome followed this route (Acts 28:11).

Ships carrying official Roman government cargo during the first century A.D. commonly weighed between three hundred and four hundred tons, while private vessels were usually much smaller. The ships of Rome’s grain fleet were the largest of all, weighing up to twelve hundred tons and measuring up to two hundred feet long. They did nothing but travel back and forth between Egypt and Italy, bringing hundreds of tons of grain to the masses in the city of Rome. Grain ships had a great square mainsail, a raked foremast and a small square sail (Acts 27:40). Such merchant vessels had anchors, a sounding bell, rudders and sails (Acts 27:28, 29, 40). The grain ship that transported Paul on his trip to Rome had as its figurehead the images of the gods Castor and Pollux, the “Twin Brothers” of Roman mythology (Acts 28:11). The “boat” mentioned in Acts was the ship’s lifeboat (27:16, 30, 32).

While primarily cargo ships, these large grain ships often carried passengers. Josephus says he once sailed to Rome on a ship carrying 600 passengers (Life 3). Many if not most of the 276 persons on board Paul’s ship to Rome would have made up the crew. Passengers normally provided their own mattresses, blankets, clothes, materials for washing, food and cookware.


Dining


Four things are required for a good dinner: pleasant guests, well-chosen time and place, and good preparation. Guests should be neither too talkative nor too dumb.

… Moreover, the host must aim not so much at extravagance in his dinner as at an absence of meanness.

AULUS GELLIUS, NOCTES ATTICAE 13, 11, 3-4





Food will not commend us to God. We are no worse off if we do not eat, and no better off if we do. Only take care lest this liberty of yours somehow become a stumbling block to the weak. For if any one sees you, a man of knowledge, at table in an idol’s temple, might he not be encouraged, if his conscience is weak, to eat food offered to idols?

1 CORINTHIANS 8:8-10

 

Prosperous Romans had three main meals. Breakfast was a simple affair, usually featuring bread and cheese. Lunch was not much more elaborate, often bread, cold meat, fruit and wine. Dinner was the main meal of the day, served in the afternoon or evening. For those who could afford it, it consisted of three courses. The first course might include egg dishes, vegetables, salad, salt fish, shellfish, other hors d’oeuvres and wine mixed with honey. The second or main course included wine with boiled or roast meat or poultry. The third course featured fruit, sweets and more wine.

Romans ate while reclining on couches, usually situated in a ∪ shape (called a triclinium) around a low table. The triclinium had places for nine to twelve guests, including a place of honor (Lk 14:8-10). Diners supported themselves on their left elbows and ate with their right hands. The ancients did not have forks, only knives and spoons. In any event, seated in this position it was more convenient to eat with one’s fingers. The New Testament often refers to guests reclining at table (Lk 7:36; 11:37; 17:7; Jn 13:12). This posture explains how Mary could anoint Jesus’ feet (Jn 12:3) and how the disciple could lean on Jesus’ breast at the Last Supper (Jn 13:23, 25).


[image: ]

Figure 2.4. A popina or stand-up food counter in Herculaneum, Italy, c. first century A.D. The openings in the counters are the tops of clay pots, which held the food being served.




The banquet was very important to prosperous Romans. Banquets marked virtually every special occasion. They provided Romans a way to show off their wealth and to reward their clients and friends for their service. Romans had a great appreciation for good food that was served well.

The lower classes tried to imitate this interest of the rich in several ways. Those who had gained wealth in their lifetimes hosted their own great parties. The famous Banquet of Trimalchio is the writer Petronius’s satirical re-creation of such a party. The banquet’s coarseness and overwrought extravagance (it includes sixty-two separate dishes) is intended to show how the newly rich can imitate the opulence of the elite, but not their sophistication. The poor at times pooled their resources to stage a banquet. As noted in chapter twelve, burial associations used part of the dues contributed by their poor members to host banquets when a member died.

In general, however, lower-class Romans could not afford such sumptuous fare. In fact, many who lived in the apartment houses of the cities did not have indoor cooking facilities. They might cook on an outdoor charcoal brazier or purchase hot food from one of the many popinae, something like modern fast-food restaurants (see figure 2.4).13

At banquets in Palestine, guests were received with a kiss as a matter of courtesy (Lk 7:45). When it was time for the banquet to begin, the host would close the door, and no more guests would be allowed to enter (Lk 13:25). This is the basis for the parable of the five foolish virgins who are excluded from the marriage feast (Mt 25:10). Guests had their feet washed (Lk 7:36, 44) and at weddings were given garments to wear for the occasion (Mt 22:11-12). Typical entertainment included music and dancing (Mk 6:22; Lk 15:25).




Food

The ancients enjoyed many of the same foods that we do, but they seasoned and cooked them very differently. For example, the Romans loved to mix sweet and sour tastes in the same dish. They enjoyed fresh fish, but they might cook it in plum or apricot sauce. They loved mushrooms, which they cooked in honey. They might cook poultry in a sauce of oil, vinegar, honey, wine, mint, pepper and other seasonings. Sugar was unknown to the Mediterranean peoples; they used honey and fruit as sweeteners. The seasoning they used the most, garum, would be the hardest for us to stomach. It was made from fish and fish entrails left to ferment in the sun; then it was strained to create a very potent liquid that they might add to virtually any dish.

Among the staples of every household, by the New Testament era, was a variety of breads. Vegetables included broad beans, lentils, chickpeas, lettuce, cabbage, mushrooms, and leeks. Artichokes and asparagus were rare and enjoyed only by the rich. The most common fruits were apples, pears, cherries, plums, apricots, grapes and dates. Citrus fruits were not introduced from the East until the fourth century A.D. Olives were an important part of the Roman diet. They were eaten and their oil was used for cooking. In addition, people used olive oil for personal hygiene, applying oil before exercising and in the baths. Some oil was used as a perfume. Olive oil also fueled lamps. When olive oil was unavailable, people cooked in butter or lard. Poorer Egyptians used vegetable oil for cooking and personal hygiene.14

Meats favored by Romans included some we still eat: beef, pork, venison and wild birds. They also enjoyed meat that we no longer eat, such as wild ass, flamingo, stork, crane and peacock. Their favorite meat, however, was fish. The lower classes could only afford small fish preserved in brine. Wealthy Romans favored rare fish such as turbot, mullet and sturgeon.15

Wine was the staple drink of the Mediterranean peoples. Although Romans and Greeks did not drink beer, it was a favorite drink in northern Europe, Egypt and Ethiopia.

Jews were not the only people who abstained from eating pork. For example, Cappadocians and others in Asia Minor, many in Syria, Arabs and Indians all refused to eat pork. Egyptians, with few exceptions, would not eat lamb. Vegetarianism was practiced by followers of Pythagoras, who taught that souls transmigrate at death from humans to animals, and vice versa. Others refrained from meat for a variety of reasons.16

The New Testament does not enumerate the dietary restrictions of the Jewish Scriptures. According to Acts, the apostles in Jerusalem instructed Gentile Christians not to eat meat sacrificed to idols or the meat of animals who had been strangled and not to drink the blood of animals (Acts 15:29; 21:25). But Paul does not repeat these prohibitions in his letters. Paul takes up the issue of meat sacrificed to idols in 1 Corinthians. Priests of the temples of the Empire were allowed to sell to the public meat that had been sacrificed to their deity. People could buy that meat at a discount. Paul tells the Corinthian Christians that it is not sinful to eat such meat. He reasons that, since the meat has been offered to a god that does not exist, eating the meat does not involve identification with another god (1 Cor 8:4-13; 10:25-33). On the other hand, the Christian must consider the negative influence eating this meat might have on those who do not feel free to eat it; at times it would be best for the Christian to voluntarily refrain.




Attire and Fashions

Roman clothing and hair styles. Rank was asserted in the clothing that people wore. From Augustus on, only senators and their sons were allowed to wear a white toga with a broad purple stripe. The signs of the equestrians, the second level of the Roman elite, were a gold ring and a toga with a narrow purple stripe. The emperor Tiberius attempted to prevent members of the lower ranks from wearing gold rings in imitation of the equestrians.

The toga, the characteristic garment of male Roman citizens, was a massive semicircular piece of white woolen cloth. A complicated folding and draping process virtually immobilized one arm, so it was more ceremonial than daily wear, especially by the first century A.D. A tunic, a knee-length, short-sleeved, shirtlike garment, was worn under the toga. Freed male citizens wore a special toga to mark their status (the toga praetexta).

It is likely that, by the New Testament era, the average male Roman citizen outside of Italy did not wear the toga. This seems true for Paul since no one is able to identify him by sight as a Roman citizen (e.g., Acts 16:35-39). The toga was the dress of male citizens; women never wore it. A woman’s tunic was similar in design to a man’s, but longer, reaching to the ankles. The traveling cloak of Paul referred to in 2 Timothy 4:13 may have been a Roman garment, the paenula, a circular cape used for protection against stormy weather.17

The Romans normally did not cover their heads. However, to indicate piety, especially during prayer and sacrifice, they would lift their togas over the backs of their heads. Paul may want Christians to avoid any imitation of this pagan practice when he says that a man’s head must remain uncovered in worship (1 Cor 11:3).

Peasants and soldiers wore leather shoes with nailed soles and uppers slit into strips. The enclosed Roman boot had uppers of soft leather and a gaiterlike leg over the anklebone.

The traditional dress of Roman women was a tunic reaching to the ankles, covered by the stola, a gown belted at the waist. Roman women also wore leather sandals or shoes, veils, bonnets, and jewelry such as earrings (worn in pierced ears), bracelets, brooches and rings.18

Roman men wore long hair until the third century B.C. but came to consider long hair old-fashioned or barbaric. By contrast, Greeks typically wore their hair long. Greeks who wore their hair long at times felt contempt for fellows who cut their hair short in imitation of the Romans. Long-haired recruits to the Roman auxiliary army were given a haircut. Freeborn boys in Egypt in this period typically wore their long hair in braids. Women’s hair styles changed rapidly, often following the styles of the women in the imperial family.

Most Roman men gave up the custom of wearing beards in the second century B.C. They shaved with only water and a blade. At times young Romans wore small beards, to the consternation of their elders. For three centuries, Romans took a beard or long hair as the sign of a foreigner. Beards became popular again with Romans in the second century A.D.19

Near Eastern attire. Wool and linen (made of flax) were the favorite materials for clothing in Palestine (Mk 14:51; 15:46). The usual color was the natural white of the material, or white resulting from the bleaching process of fullers. However, dyeing was also popular from early times. Gold and silver thread were used in the clothing of royalty and the upper classes (Acts 12:21). John the Baptist, like others in the prophetic mold, wore rough garments. John’s clothing was made of camel’s hair, a course woven cloth (Mt 3:4).

Men and women wore the same basic articles of clothing in Palestine. The distinction between the two was more in the color and other details. The quality of the fabric of these garments indicated the wealth of the owner. The tunic or shirt, similar to that of the Romans and Greeks, was the principal ordinary garment worn by men and women (Lk 3:11; 6:29; 9:3; Acts 9:39). It was worn next to the skin and was essentially a long, tight-fitting shirt made of two pieces of cloth sewn together. The material might be wool, linen or leather. The simplest kind was sleeveless. Members of the lower classes often wore nothing more than the tunic in warm weather. At times, they would add a himation, a rectangular piece of cloth draped around the body.

Those who could afford it would add a cape fastened at the neck. Soldiers wore a purple version of this, such as the one placed on Jesus before his crucifixion (Mt 27:28). It was worn over the shoulders in pleasant weather and wrapped around the body like a heavy shawl when necessary for warmth (Mt 5:40; 9:20; 24:18; Lk 6:29; 22:36; Jn 19:2; Acts 7:58; 22:20).

Travelers would add a sash or belt to this outfit. It bound a loose tunic, allowing one to walk more freely (Acts 12:8). This was normally a long strip of cloth folded several times and wound around the waist over the tunic. It was often used as a money belt (Mk 6:8). Women wore it about the hips and usually tied it more loosely than did men. The loincloth or waistcloth, a simple piece of cloth or leather, was worn by slaves and laborers about the hips like a kilt or apron. Aprons were worn over outer garments by workers (Acts 19:12).

The typical footgear was leather sandals, much like those of the Romans. Leather soles were common, but felt, cloth and wood soles also existed. A leather thong bound the sole to the foot (Mk 1:7). Upper-class women had sandals elaborately embroidered with silk, silver and gold. In fact, a wealthy woman’s sandals might be the richest part of her attire. Palestinians generally removed their footwear during mealtimes (Lk 7:38; Jn 13:5-6).

Jesus and the disciples wore simple clothing. Jesus apparently wore an inner garment since he removed his outer garments (tunic and himation) before washing the feet of the disciples (Jn 13:4). His tunic was seamless (Jn 19:23) and therefore had short sleeves and fit closely at the neck. It was apparently a valuable garment, so it may have been given to him by one of the women who helped financially support his ministry (Lk 8:3). According to Josephus, the Jewish high priest also wore a seamless tunic (Antiquities 3.161-62). We do not know how such tunics were made. Jesus wore leather sandals on his feet (Mt 3:11). He probably wore the customary white turban on his head, since no Jewish teacher of that day would appear with his head uncovered and Jesus generally observed such morally neutral social mores. This was wrapped around the head, with the ends falling down over the neck, and fastened with a cord under the chin. The disciples probably dressed in similar fashion.

Jews typically wore beards and longish hair, except for those who shaved and cut their hair close in imitation of Roman styles. Paul wore his hair long, except when he took a Nazarite vow (Acts 18:18, cf. 21:24).

Arab men, like many other Near Eastern peoples, wore earrings in pierced ears. Ethiopian women wore a ring through the lip. Dacian and Sarmatian men, and Thracian women, often wore tattoos.20




Burial Practices

Roman burial. Death was a constant reality for Roman families, and they took their burial practices very seriously. This was true even in times of peace because of high infant and child mortality and diseases from which they had little protection. For example, about 80 percent of the burial inscriptions discovered in the Roman port city of Ostia are for persons younger than thirty years old.

The dead in the ancient world generally were either buried or cremated. The Romans favored cremation until the second century A.D. when they began switching to burial. The Greeks and Egyptians, like the Jews and later the Christians, usually buried their dead (see the photograph of a Greek woman’s burial marker in figure 12.2).

After a person’s death, Romans prepared the body for as much as seven days of lying in state. The mourning period among the poor tended to be shorter, usually one night. This was followed by a procession of family and friends through the city gates to the final resting place. Normally a pig was sacrificed and eaten at the grave. The body was burned on a pyre; then the ashes were carried to a tomb along one of the highways leading to the city. Famous persons’ bodies might be cremated on a pyre in a public square. The remains of those whose family could afford it were stored in urns and placed in niches in the family’s tomb, called a columbarium. Burial sites often featured inscriptions calling down curses on anyone who would desecrate the tomb.21

Anyone who could afford it was commemorated with a gravestone on which was inscribed one’s full name and information about any offices or public rank one held. The gravestones of freedmen often record their professional qualifications and successes. The Romans also honored their dead with sayings in verse and prose. The epitaphs left behind by the poor of Rome show how important they considered the duty to commemorate a relative’s death. This tradition seems to have been particularly Roman, but it was readily adopted by people of foreign birth or extraction.22

After the burial the family returned home for a rite of purification. Nine days later the family returned to the grave for another ceremonial meal. Sometimes family members visited the grave at regular intervals, such as on the birthday of the deceased.

The freedmen of Roman citizens had the right to be buried in the family tomb of their patron since they were part of his familia. They and their descendants were expected to maintain the regular observance of commemorative rites at the tomb. The poorer population used funeral associations, to which they made monthly payments, to assure themselves of a proper burial in one of the great funeral institutions for cremation or, for burial, in the catacombs.23

For a long time burial and cremation coexisted, but from the second century A.D. onward, burial began to predominate. It is unlikely that this change was caused by the spread of Christianity. The church was still too small in the second century to exert such an influence on pagan society (see in figures 4.1 and 4.2 photographs of a Christian burial site called the Catacomb of Domitilla).

Jewish burial. Palestinian Jews in the New Testament era practiced burial rather than cremation. They buried the dead on the day they died (Acts 5:6-10). They might hire professional musicians and mourners as a public demonstration of their grief (Mt 9:23). The body would be prepared with various spices, wrapped in linen, then placed in a coffin or stone sarcophagus (Jn 11:44; 19:39-40). By custom they visited the body several days later to be sure the person was truly dead and perhaps to finish burial preparations (Mt 28:1-2). Once the body decomposed, they placed its bones in a place of permanent rest in a chest. Archaeologists recently discovered a chest containing the remains of Joseph Caiaphas, the high priest when Jesus was crucified.24

Christian burial. Christians often used underground communal burial sites called catacombs. In addition to the famous catacombs outside the city of Rome, Christian catacombs have been found in Alexandria, North Africa, Syracuse, Malta and Naples. Several tiers of recesses were excavated along each side of the passages. Stone slabs or bricks sealed the openings of the recesses. Walls and ceilings were often covered in plaster and decorated. Contrary to the assertions of some modern authors, Christians did not bury their dead underground because they were trying to avoid detection by pagan authorities. The Romans respected the rights of all to bury their dead and were too superstitious about cemeteries to bother Christian graves. In fact, the entrances to Christian catacombs were often on main roads, readily visible to passersby. Christians also did not hold worship services in the catacombs. The galleries are far too small for public meetings, and the smell of corpses would have prevented such use.

Remains of Christians can be dated, in a few places, to the second century. The cemetery under Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome, considered by many the burial site of the apostle Peter, dates to the late first century. But scholars differ on whether it was a Christian burial ground at that time. We do not know how Christians disposed of their dead before that date. It seems certain that they practiced burial as opposed to cremation. That we have not discovered their tombs is probably a result of the relatively small number of Christians. It is also possible that they did not mark their tombs with Christian symbols in this early period.
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