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Preface


No other collection of writings is perhaps better served with Guides and Introductions, both scholarly and popular, than the New Testament. To supply yet another might seem at best unnecessary, at worst impertinent. Further, to offer a beginner’s guide not only to the New Testament, but to early Christianity and the Synoptic Gospels as well, when others have written, at length and in depth, on these weighty subjects, and on these significant texts, might appear no less than foolhardy. Clearly, therefore, a strategy is required. This Beginner’s Guide proceeds from the presupposition that the historical value of the New Testament writings lies in the fact that they represent (though not exclusively, as we shall see), the foundation documents of early Christianity. To understand them, one must therefore have a broad, historical awareness of the wider social, economic, political, cultural and religious context in which they were produced. To appreciate them, one must also have a more specific knowledge and understanding of the needs, circumstances and ideology of the first- and second-century Christian communities out of which they arose. To interpret them in their original context, furthermore, one must have some grasp of the methods of historical criticism which contemporary scholars apply to them (especially to the Gospels), and there is no better way to do this than to become familiar with at least some of the texts in some depth.


These presuppositions help define the strategy I have adopted in this book. Given its nature and scope, and the fact that it would be impossible to do justice to all twenty-seven of the writings which make up the New Testament, we shall proceed, therefore, in a series of ever-narrowing circles, moving from the general to the particular. In the first chapter, entitled ‘The World of the New Testament’, I shall be providing a survey of the creative milieu in which Christianity was born, giving due weight to the fact that this new religious movement was a product of two ‘chromosomes’, if you like, one provided by Hellenism, the other by the mother-religion, Judaism. The womb in which this new age child was conceived was the Roman Empire. In the second chapter, we shall examine the early church, outlining its origins and history, and commenting on the nature and development of belief and practice in the New Testament period (30–150 CE). Then, in our third and central chapter, we shall move on to the literature produced by the early church, the New Testament writings themselves. Here, I shall be pointing out the factors that led to the emergence of these writings, and offering a brief introduction to them. For more detailed information, the reader will be referred to the more specialized help that is available. In the fourth and fifth chapters, our focus will become narrower still. Here, I shall be concentrating on the special Gospel literature in which many of the traditions about Christianity’s founder, Jesus, are found (in particular the Synoptic Gospels), and we shall conduct this study armed with the tools that scholars use to interpret them.
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The world of the New Testament

The Roman Empire

Our study begins with the world of the New Testament, and so let me offer some preliminary definitions. What do I mean by ‘the world of the New Testament’? The world of the New Testament is the world of a) the Roman Empire; b) Greek language and civilization, or ‘Hellenism’; and c) Jewish religion and culture. What do I mean by ‘Hellenism’? The term ‘Hellenism’ comes from the Greek word hellenismos which means ‘imitation of the Greeks’. Hellenism, in the words of Norman Perrin, refers to ‘the culture that developed in the world conquered by Alexander the Great [in the first part of the fourth century BCE] as that world adopted the Greek language and imitated Greek ways’.1 The Hellenistic period may be said to have extended, then, from c.323 BCE [i.e. after the death of Alexander] to the end (for our purposes) of the New Testament period (c.150 CE). As one of its two parents, Hellenism was the surrounding and nurturing ethos for early Christianity and the New Testament writings.


With these preliminary definitions in mind, let us look in turn at each of the three political and cultural backgrounds which make up ‘the world of the New Testament’, beginning with the Roman Empire. At the height of its power, the Roman Empire encompassed an area that stretched from Britain southwards as far as Morocco, then eastwards as far as Arabia, then north to Turkey and Romania and finally westwards along the Danube to the Rhine. From its legendary founding by Romulus and Remus in 753 BCE, the little city-state of Rome had slowly risen to occupy this dominating influence in the Mediterranean world, particularly after North Africa was brought into its orbit with the defeat of the Carthaginians. By a series of military victories or astute alliances, Greece, Sicily, Sardinia, Corsica, Crete, Cyprus and Asia Minor were gradually brought under its sway. Syria and its neighbouring principality, Judaea, fell to Pompey in 64/63 BCE, Europe fell to Caesar in the Gallic Wars, Egypt to Octavian after the defeat of Antony and Cleopatra at the battle of Actium (31 BCE), and Britain (at least its ‘softer’ parts) to Claudius in 43 CE.

In the days of the Republic, power lay in the hands of an oligarchy (‘rule by the few’), a situation threatened by the imperial pretensions of Julius Caesar. These pretensions were ‘nipped in the bud’ with his assassination in 44 BCE at the hands of the republican conspirators, Brutus, Cassius et al. Brutus and Cassius were in turn defeated by Antony and Octavian who divided the Empire between them, Octavian ruling the western part (with its capital at Rome) and Antony and Queen Cleopatra the eastern part (with its capital at Alexandria). With the defeat of Antony and Cleopatra at the battle of Actium, and their consequent suicide, mastery of the whole Roman world passed to Octavian.

By 27 BCE, Octavian had subdued the Empire, and had established peace. He had handed the Empire back to the Senate and people of Rome, and was in turn pronounced princeps, chief citizen of the Republic. Addressed as Augustus (‘the exalted one’, a title hitherto reserved for gods), he inaugurated a new period of peace and prosperity, the ‘pax Augusta’, with a new form of government in which he, despite appearances, held all the reins of power. The Empire he had inherited as virtually sole ruler was destined to control the Mediterranean world from c.30 BCE to the end of the fifth century CE. Within its confines, Christianity rose (cf. Lk. 2:1) and spread, until by the first part of the fourth century CE it came, under Constantine, to be recognized as the state religion.


The Roman emperors of the New Testament period should be noted, and can be briefly summarized. After the death of Augustus in 14 CE, Augustus’ adopted son, Tiberius, took over (at the age of fifty-six) and reigned until 37 CE. It was under his reign that Pontius Pilate was installed as procurator (26 CE). Tiberius was, in general, conscientious and efficient but he became neurotic about the loyalty of his subjects, and his final years were marred by a number of political trials (‘treason trials’). The Prefect of the Praetorian Guard, Sejanus, one of the few he could trust, exerted great power and influence with Tiberius, and is considered to be the promoter of a number of the anti-Jewish policies associated with his reign. Pontius Pilate is reckoned by some scholars to have been Sejanus’ protégé and his treatment of the Jews (as reported by Josephus, the Jewish historian) may have had the backing of Sejanus. Sejanus himself fell in 31 CE, a fact that some have considered significant in light of Pontius Pilate’s vacillation over the trial of Jesus. He might have felt insecure, in the Emperor’s eyes, it is conjectured, after the fall of his mentor (cf. ‘If you release this man, you are not Caesar’s friend’, Jn 19:12).

Gaius Caligula, the son of Germanicus, Tiberius’ adopted son and nephew, succeeded Tiberius in 37 CE. Caligula was only twenty-five years old at the start of what was to prove a very brief reign (37–41 CE). A capricious despot, he courted divine honours, and, among other things, attempted to place a statue of himself in the Jerusalem Temple, a plan only thwarted by his untimely death. Some have seen a veiled reference to this sacrilegious act in Mark chapter 13, verse 14. Caligula’s uncle, Claudius, the conqueror of Britain (43 CE), took over from him (41–54 CE), and his imperial power impinges upon the New Testament when, according to the Roman historian, Suetonius, he expelled Jews from Rome (c.50 CE) ‘at the instigation of one Chrestus’ (could this be ‘Christus’?; cf. Acts 18:1).


The most famous emperor of the New Testament period, of course, was Nero, the great nephew, stepson and adopted son of Claudius. He it was who initiated the first major officially sanctioned Roman persecution against the Christians (Tacitus, Annals, XV.44). Reference will be made to this later. Nero’s relatively lengthy reign (54–68 CE) ended in civil war (68–69 CE), with no less than four contenders (Galba, Otho, Vitellius and Vespasian) battling for supremacy, and the right to occupy the imperial throne, when Nero died. That battle was won by Vespasian, thereby creating a Flavian dynasty which replaced the Julii and Claudii families of the previous emperors. Vespasian (69–79 CE) established a stable administration, renewed the principate initiated by Augustus and, where the New Testament is concerned, superintended the overthrow of the Jewish state, after the disastrous Romano-Jewish War of 66–73 CE.

Vespasian was succeeded by his two sons, Titus (79–81 CE.) and Domitian (81–96 CE), the former’s exploits in taking Jerusalem and presiding over the destruction of its Temple being recounted by Josephus, but his brother, Domitian, had a more effective and enduring reign, although he faced numerous frontier problems along the Danube and the Rhine as well as with the Parthians in the east. Sadistic and given to megalomania, his rule became increasingly oppressive as he, too, like Nero, courted divine honours. The Revelation of John is seen by many as a response to the persecution inflicted on Christians in his reign. Both brothers may in fact be alluded to in the enigmatic description of the Beast with seven heads in Revelation chapter 17, verses 9–11, the seventh head being Titus (‘when he comes he must remain only a little while’, 17:10) and the ‘beast that was and is not’, Nero redivivus in the form of Domitian (‘it is an eighth but it belongs to the seven and it goes to perdition’, 17:11).


Nerva (96–98 CE), an old man adopted by the Senate to replace Domitian, was the first in a line of enlightened emperors, who sought to rule in correspondence with the ideas of Greek philosophy (cf. e.g. Marcus Aurelius, 161–180 CE). He was succeeded by Trajan (98–117 CE) who restored Roman fortunes in the troublesome frontiers, and whose correspondence with the governor of Bithynia, Pliny the Younger (111–113 CE), which I shall refer to later, reflects a Roman’s view of a nascent Christianity suffering persecution in Asia Minor. The two last emperors of the New Testament period, Hadrian (117–138 CE) and Antoninus Pius (138–161 CE), are known to history as the ‘wall-builders’ of Britain, although, as far as the Jews were concerned (as we shall see in the next section), Hadrian was also a great destroyer of walls, the walls of Jerusalem, to be precise, in the disastrous Second Revolt (132–135 CE).


The social structure of Roman society was essentially a pyramid with Senate members and their families at the top, knights or equestrians beneath them, and the majority of Roman citizens or plebeians at the bottom. In addition, there were freedmen (ex-slaves who were normally non-citizens). At the base of the pyramid were the slaves, and at its pinnacle, over all, as princeps, was the chief citizen, the Emperor. The political structure of the Roman Empire was related to this and consisted of the Emperor at the head, with his council, the heads of government departments (procurators), the administrators of Rome and the provinces (prefects and proconsuls) and various other officials. There were two types of province: the public (or senatorial) province and the imperial province. Public provinces were governed by the Senate through proconsuls. Imperial provinces were ones that were usually militarily insecure and in which, therefore, the greater part of the army was stationed. In the first century CE between twenty-five and twenty-eight legions were under arms (at full complement a legion’s strength was six thousand men and officers, plus an equal number of auxiliary troops). Imperial provinces, as the name implies, were ruled by the Emperor himself through his governors. These imperial provinces (and their governors) were variously named depending on the extent or nature of the troops stationed there (some provinces had one or more legions, others a single legion, others auxiliary troops alone). It was mainly to administer these provinces that Augustus established the equestrian class. Although directly responsible for the imperial provinces, the Emperor was also given power to intervene in public provinces. For parts of the Empire not thought ready or suitable for direct administration, the Romans governed via ‘client kingdoms’ ruled by friendly local potentates (Flerod the Great, for example, was one of these).

Another mainstay of the Empire was Roman law, which was highly developed. Well in advance of Christianity’s influence, and in part as a result of Stoic philosophy (which we shall shortly turn to), the Roman legal system had introduced improvements in the status of women and the welfare of slaves. Punishment for public crimes, however, was severe, and consisted of crucifixion, beheading, burning alive, drowning and exposure to wild beasts. It was the right of any Roman citizen who was charged on a criminal matter to appeal directly to Caesar. The apostle Paul is described as doing this in Acts chapters 22 and 25ff. Roman citizenship was a coveted possession, and deemed a great privilege in the ancient world. It was often secured by the path of military service in the auxiliary forces.


Reference has already been made to the pax Augusta, or the pax romana, as it is often called. Under Roman rule, the material quality of life had improved for the Empire’s peoples. A flourishing trade existed throughout the Empire, its citizens accustomed to a wide variety of goods and products, whether wheat and papyrus from Egypt, marble from Greece, or perfume, spices, gems, ivory, pearls, silk and slaves from India and the Orient. Communications were good, as the second-century bishop of Lyons, Irenaeus, testified: ‘[T]hrough their instrumentality the world is at peace, and we walk on the highways without fear, and sail where we will’ (Adv. Haer. iv.30.3).2 Roadmaking was the genius of the Romans, although brigands or highwaymen still constituted a problem for some travellers, as the parable of the good Samaritan indicates (Lk. 10:30–37). Though suspended during the winter months on account of storms, sailing was another important means of transport, and a major achievement of the Empire in the first century CE was to clear the sea of pirates.

To pay for the benefits of the pax romana, the Empire’s peoples were subject to taxation. Various taxes were imposed, including the tributum, a direct tax (on land or personal property), which was levied on all who lived outside Italy (cf. Mk 12:13–17). The rights to collect these taxes were often sold to ‘publicans’ (publicani) who formed companies with shareholders in Rome and elsewhere. Although control of these companies was vested in procurators, abuses were common. To determine the tax base for the tributum and other taxes, local censuses were taken. After the deposition of Archelaus in 6 CE, for example, when Judaea reverted to direct Roman rule, Quirinius, the Roman commander in Syria, ordered a general census to be taken in Syria and Palestine (cf. Josephus, Ant. XVII.355; XVIII.1–10, 26). It may be a confusion with this particular census, which caused much protest, that lies behind the datum of Luke chapter 2, verse 1 that in the period of Quirinius’ governorship, a general ‘decree went out from Caesar Augustus that all the world should be enrolled’. Nothing, in fact, is known of a census at this time that was Empire-wide, and logically as well as logistically the idea is nonsensical.

The Empire also had a uniform system of coinage which served in addition the propaganda purposes of the Roman emperors. From 44 BCE onwards, when the Senate first authorized coins to bear the likeness of the ruler, the practice was adopted by successive emperors. Performing a role similar to today’s postage stamps, these often had political, religious or military symbols on the obverse side (cf. Mk 12:13–17).


Although welcomed by the majority of European, Mediterranean and Middle Eastern peoples,3 the pax romana was not viewed with entirely unmixed feelings by the Empire’s subjects. For one thing, it was never completely unified, since there were a number of rebellions throughout the Empire at various times, and numerous mutinies on the part of troops. Rome’s response to these was often brutal and merciless. In Calgacus’ famous words in respect of the Caledonian campaign: ‘To plunder, butcher, steal, these things they misname empire. They make a desolation and they call it peace’ (Tacitus, Agric., XXX).4 Rome was not always true to her image as a tolerant power and some of the peoples or communities of the Empire feared and hated her oppressive rule, a good example being the Jewish–Christian community of Asia Minor from which the Revelation of John emerged.

The Hellenistic background

Having said something about the first of the three political and cultural backgrounds which make up ‘the World of the New Testament’, the Roman Empire, let me now turn to the second, the background supplied by Greek language and civilization, or ‘Hellenism’. Here, I wish to concentrate on the cultural, social, philosophical and religious features of the Hellenistic world that have relevance for the New Testament. In speaking, moreover, of the Hellenistic background to the New Testament, I shall be making, by necessity, a number of general, and perhaps overly sweeping observations.


The catalyst for Hellenism, Alexander the Great, died in 323 BCE, but the vast Empire created by him did not survive his death. Politically, it disintegrated, with Hellenistic kings taking over Syria (the Seleucid dynasty) and Egypt (the Ptolemaic dynasty). Culturally, however, it survived and throughout the Mediterranean world Greek ways were being taken over and imitated. Greek culture was aped, appropriated, and coveted by all, and the Romans were no exception. When they took power in the Mediterranean world, they took over Greek architecture, Greek education, Greek science, and even the Greek ‘gods’ whom they identified with their own. The world was divided into Greeks and ‘barbarians’ (so-called, pejoratively, from the ‘bar-bar’ or indistinct noise or language deemed to be spoken by non-Greeks).

The Greek language became the lingua franca of the Roman Empire, its official language. Latin was used in the western provinces, however, and nothing was done to suppress the use of native languages (cf. Acts 14:11; 21:37). The Greek adopted was not classical Greek but koine (‘common’ or ‘mixed’), and it is in this language that the religious texts of the New Testament are written. One testimony to the widespread use of Greek is the fact that when Paul, a Jew, wrote to the Romans, he wrote to them in Greek, and not Latin!

The Hellenistic age produced a panoply of distinguished poets and historians (some of whom have been previously mentioned): Virgil, Horace, Ovid, Livy, Nicholas of Damascus, Strabo, Seneca, Musonius Rufus, Pliny the Elder, Philo, Josephus, Tacitus, Suetonius, Martial, Juvenal, Dio Chrysostom, Plutarch, Epictetus, etc. It is worth pointing out, moreover, in relation to this literature, that the New Testament, while Jewish in origin, nevertheless has its rightful place within the extensive realm of Greek literature, in its Hellenistic phase.


Greek science, too, was taken over by the Romans, but its progress was often retarded by the influence of the theological and philosophical systems and ideologies that dominated the ancient world. We shall consider these in a moment, but first let me say something about the social background. The climate of the earlier part of the Hellenistic Age was rationalistic and sceptical. Man was the ‘measure of all things’, and the old ‘gods’ were seen as projections on a cosmic screen of human values (or the lack of them – the old ‘gods’ were often an immoral or disreputable lot!). Thereafter, in Gilbert Murray’s famous and much repeated phrase, there was something of a ‘failure of nerve’ (i.e. before Rome established its Empire c.30 BCE and created order). Upheaval, unrest, uncertainty, a search for security in a changing world, confusion, turmoil – all these have been taken to characterize the latter part of the age. By the time of the birth of the New Testament, the tide of rationalism and scepticism had turned. The educated minority were taking refuge in philosophy, the lower classes in astrology, magic and superstition. There was a return to religion and to the ‘new’ gods sweeping in from the East. The New Testament era, then, was one of religious and cultural pluralism summed up in the apostle Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians chapter 8, verse 5: ‘There are many “gods” and many “lords”’.

Commentators often stress the immorality of the Hellenistic period, especially of the first century Roman world, and Hollywood epics like Quo Vadis or Caligula, with their uncomplimentary representation of Roman emperors, have done much to reinforce the popular image. Neither abortion nor the abandonment of infants was forbidden, and homosexuality (over which our own society is so divided) was sanctioned, and openly practised. Slavery was an accepted part of the system. Sexual promiscuity was widespread, especially on the part of emancipated Roman women. On the other hand, the kind of statistics on which we might base judgements on sexual practice, family matters, divorce rates, etc. are scanty for the ancient world. We often have to rely on the works of the Roman satirists (Musonius Rufus, Seneca, etc.) who frequently described extreme cases. Some of these moralists, moreover, were confirmed misogynists!


One response to the rootlessness of the age, the social disorientation or malaise, expressed itself in the number of voluntary groups that existed where people shared the same function, trade, profession or religion. Among them were associations termed collegia. The members of these collegia met to protect their common interests (e.g. the professional collegia), to worship the same deity (the religious collegia) or, in the case of the poor, to provide for welfare facilities and burial rights, as well as for fellowship (one might compare, in this respect, the nineteenth-century Friendly Societies). Although they were more inclusive socially than most Graeco-Roman collegia, from a sociological point of view, early church communities reveal a number of characteristics which resemble these distinctive Hellenistic associations.

If we turn to the philosophical background, then five philosophical schools dominated the age: neo-Platonism, Pythagoreanism, the Epicureans, the Cynics and the Stoics, the last three being particularly pre-eminent. The philosophy of Plato, the teacher of Alexander the Great, was influential at the beginning of the Hellenistic age, but had lost ground by the first century BCE. Plato’s thought had been rehabilitated, however, under the influence of Plotinus, and the influence of Platonic ways of thinking is to be seen in writers such as the Alexandrian Jew, Philo, or in the New Testament in the Epistle to the Hebrews. Platonism distinguished two worlds: the first, the ideal world of perfect forms or ideas; the second, the shadowy world of earthly existence, which is no more than a pale reflection of this upper, purer, more spiritual world. This ‘two world’ dualistic notion permeates the philosophical and religious thinking of the age.

The teaching of the sixth-century philosopher, Pythagoras, mathematician, miracle-worker and sophist – also experienced a revival from the first century BCE onwards. One of its main protagonists in the late Hellenistic period was Apollonius of Tyana, an itinerant philosopher–magician, who practised asceticism, urged people to honour the gods and care for their temples, and, like Jesus, was accredited with numerous healing and nature miracles, including exorcisms and even a return from the dead.


The founder of Epicureanism was Epicurus. For him, the supreme goal in life was ‘pleasure’ by which he meant ‘the absence of pain’. Epicurus advocated the virtue of ataraxia, i.e. impassiveness. He advocated the quiet life, withdrawal from the public, the cultivation of serenity. The community, he asserted, had no rights or claims over the individual, nor had the gods (who were to be treated with indifference rather than fear). Each person had to preserve his or her own peace of mind if fulfilment was to be achieved. Epicureanism was governed by Democritus’ philosophy of ‘atomism’, i.e. the theory that everything is a ‘fortuitous concourse of atoms’. The soul dissolves at death, and hence there is no afterlife for a man or woman to dread. What mattered in the end was this life.

If the ‘pleasure’ principle motivated the Epicureans, then the same cannot be said for the Cynics. Cynics stressed the worthlessness of all conventional standards. Virtue, they maintained, consisted in one’s capacity to reduce one’s needs to a minimum. The most famous Cynic was Diogenes who is said to have lived in a barrel! Like the Stoics, Cynics were itinerant ‘street’ preachers. They issued moralistic attacks on society which had a set form, the ‘diatribe’. This form is reflected in the New Testament writings (e.g. in the Pauline Epistles or the Letter of James). Links between early Christians and Cynics have recently been maintained, some scholars arguing that first-century marketplace audiences would have found little to distinguish between the message brought by Cynic preachers and that proclaimed by Christian missionaries. Some (e.g. F. G. Downing) have even claimed that Jesus was a Jewish Cynic, the often acerbic social teaching found in the Gospels bearing striking similarities to that promulgated by this philosophical school.5



Milder in this respect were the Stoics, a movement founded by Zeno of Citium (c.336–263 BCE). Other famous Stoics were Cleanthes, Chrysippus and Posidonius. Stoicism underwent many transformations and had a capacity to mix its philosophy with much mythology or superstition, a fact that accounted, some say, for its popularity. Stoicism saw the world as a unity or as a body whose soul, spirit, ordering principle, creative mind, intelligence – call it what you like – was God, the Logos (a supreme being also identified with Zeus). The divine Logos had many manifestations and could split into many creative spiritual forces. Man (the ancient world was not as gender-sensitive as we are today!), by virtue of his reason, participated in the divine Logos. Man can rise above his circumstances, the Stoics maintained, and be fulfilled, if he lives his life according to ‘reason’/logos, and this was interpreted as living according to nature, which reflected the divine Logos. All human life, especially as organized into society, should be governed by these laws of nature that reflect in turn the divine Intelligence. By virtue of logos, or indwelling ‘reason’, all men were equal, an emphasis which proved attractive to the citizens of the Hellenistic world, given their predilection for cosmopolitanism. A high moral tone (if somewhat austere) was also adopted by the Stoics, and correspondences between their teaching and that of the New Testament writers have been detected in a number of passages (cf. e.g. Acts 17:28; Rom. 1:19–23, 11:36, 13:1–7; 1 Cor. 7:17–24, 8:6; Col. 3:18–4:1; Eph. 4:6; Jas 3:1–5).

If philosophy was the refuge of the upper and middle classes, then religion dominated the lower classes. Greek religion, the official religion of ancient Greece, was civil and corporate, communal not personal. Worship was demanded of the old gods (the gods of Homer and the Greek tragedians), the gods of Olympus, at stated times and on formal occasions at which set rites or ceremonies were performed. The purpose of these rites was to secure the favour of the gods on the community and the Empire. Not to participate was seen as an anti-social, even anti-patriotic act. Worship of these old gods declined, however, in the Hellenistic period, and for three main reasons: first, many were purely local deities associated with a particular locale (e.g. Artemis or Diana at Ephesus; Athena at Athens); second, attacks on their morals had been launched by Greek writers (e.g. Plato, Euripides, Xenophanes, Euhemerus) and, third, the mythology surrounding them was no longer meaningful and was often found unadaptable to new circumstances, especially by the middle classes.


One prominent form of civil religion in the ancient world did flourish, however, namely, the imperial cult. The cult promoted the practice of worshipping the Emperor as a deity. Although adopted reluctantly in the West, it was common practice in the eastern provinces. In Italy and in Rome, sacrifice was made to the ‘genius’ of the Emperor, and not to the Emperor himself – Rome was uncomfortable with living ‘gods’ in its midst. In the West, emperors were usually only deified after their death. In the provinces, however, sacrifice was ‘to Rome and Augustus’. Taken over from the worship accorded to Hellenistic kings, especially in Asia Minor, the cult was found convenient, for political reasons, by Roman emperors. Organized, with priests, it was carefully controlled by them. It was only Jews and Christians who did not participate in the cult, special concessions having been granted to the former. Christians, however (when they came to be identified separately as such), excited charges ranging from lack of patriotism to atheism because of their non-participation, and drew official suspicion or even persecution or native pogroms as a result. A highly colourful and strongly condemnatory response to the cult can be seen in the last book of the New Testament, the Apocalypse or Revelation of John.

The Hellenistic age saw the influx of many new gods and cults, e.g. those dedicated to Asclepius, or to Dionysus. Asclepius was the god of healing, and the temples built to him were the hospitals of the ancient world. The cult of Dionysus (or Bacchus, as he was known to the Romans) emanated from the region of Thrace and/or Phrygia and was an orgiastic, life-confirming cult, with an emphasis on drama and ecstasy. Dionysus (like Jesus in the Fourth Gospel) was the god who could turn water into wine. Although not widely popular, Orphism, with its stress on sin and guilt, and on salvation through purification and holy living, also drew a number of adherents.


A key phenomenon of the Hellenistic age was what scholars have called syncretism. Syncretism means the identification of one god or goddess with another, and is hence marked by the fusing of names and attributes. The tendency, as a result, was towards monotheism, the one ‘supreme God’ or deity. A remarkable example of this occurs in Apuleius’ Metamorphoses (or The Golden Ass)6 where Isis announces herself to the hero Lucius with the words:


I am she that is the natural mother of all things, mistress and governess of all the elements, the initial progeny of worlds … manifested alone and under one form of all the gods and goddesses…. [M]y name, my divinity is adored throughout all the world in divers manners, in variable customs, and by many names. For the Phrygians … call me the Mother of the gods at Pessinus; the Athenians … Cecropian Minerva; the Cyprians … Paphian Venus; the Cretans … Dictynnian Diana; the Sicilians … Proserpine; the Eleusians … Ceres; some Juno … Bellona … Hecate … Rhamnusia … and the Egyptians … call me by my true name, Queen Isis (XI. 5).




The Hellenistic age saw in particular the influx of a number of esoteric cults or ‘mystery religions’ from the Orient, cults that worshipped ‘dying and rising gods’, saviour-figures, union with whom brought salvation from fate or death. The precursors of such rites were those celebrated in connection with Demeter at Eleusis. There were three main cults in particular: the cult of Isis and Osiris from Egypt; the cult of Cybele, the Great Mother Goddess from Asia Minor; and the cult of Mithras from Persia. Though a certain amount of mystery still surrounds them, these cults had certain general characteristics. They tended to offer highly emotional, dramatic rites in which the initiate was led to experience mystical union with the god and hence rebirth to new life. They practised baptism or ritual lustration, and shared sacred meals. They also had some special characteristics. The cults of Isis and the Great Mother were public cults, with itinerant, mendicant priests. The cult of Isis and Osiris, which was often spread by sailors, had its ‘madonna and child’, the mother goddess being depicted in figurines with the infant Horus on her knee. Mithraism, a rival to Christianity from the second century CE
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