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1

1

On Writing a History of Origins

Jesus of Nazareth is a figure of history, and the Christian movement is a wit-
ness to the impact of this person. One who writes a history of early Chris-

tianity from a distance of two thousand years inevitably confronts the basic 
problem of historical research and knowledge. How does history take place? 
What happens when a document of the past is interpreted in the present with 
a claim on the future? How do historical reports and their arrangement relate 
to the contemporary framework of the historian/exegete’s understanding?

1.1. History as Interpretation of  the Present and the Past

Interests and the Acquisition of  Knowledge

The classical ideal of historicism, to “demonstrate what happened,”1 turns 
out to be an ideological postulate in a variety of ways. With its transition 
into the past, the present irrevocably loses its character as reality. Thus it is 
not possible to make the past to be present in unbroken form. The temporal 
interval means a distance in every respect. It denies historical knowledge in 
the sense of a comprehensive recovery of what happened. Rather, one can 
only make known one’s own interpretation in the present of what happened 
in the past. The past meets us exclusively in the mode of the present, in an 

1. Ranke, “Geschichten der romanischen und germanischen Völker,” in Ranke’s Sämtliche 
Werke: Zweite Gesamtausgabe 33/34:vii, “People have conferred on history the responsibility 
of restoring the past, to make it useful for the instruction of years to come. The present work 
does not accept such a high office; it only wants to set forth what actually happened.”
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interpreted and selective form. What is relevant from the past is only that 
which is no longer past but rather influences the contemporary world forma-
tion and world interpretation.2 The historians’ social settings, including their 
geographical location and political and religious value systems, necessarily 
shapes what they say in the present about the past.3 The writing of history is 
never a pure image of events because it has a history of its own, the history 
of the writer. The subject does not stand over history but is entirely entangled 
in it. Therefore, “objectivity” is not appropriate as the opposite of “subjec-
tivity” in describing historical understanding.4 Rather, one should speak of 
“reasonableness” or “plausibility” of historical arguments.5 The actual event 
is not accessible to us, but rather only the various interpretations from the 
standpoint of the interpreter. Only through our attribution of meaning do 
things become what they are for us. History is not reconstructed, but rather 
it is unavoidably and necessarily constructed. That is, “it becomes history, 
but it is not history.”6 The writing of history involves much more than a mere 
relationship to the past. It is a way of establishing and shaping meaning, 
without which individual and collective life would not be possible.

Facts and Fiction

History turns out to be always a selective system, with which interpreters 
arrange and interpret not only the past but also their own world.7 The linguis-
tic construction of history that takes place, therefore, is always a process that 
bestows meaning on both the past and the present. Historical interpretation 
involves creating a coherent framework of meaning. With the production of 
a historical narrative, the facts become what they are for us. Thus historical 
reports must be made accessible to the present and articulated so that in the 
presentation or narration of historical events, “facts” and “fiction,”8 data and 

2. Cf. Droysen, Outline of  the Principles of  History, 11. “The data for historical investiga-
tion are not past things, for these have disappeared, but things that are still present here and 
now, whether recollections of what was done, or remnants of things that have existed and of 
events that have occurred.” Cf. Schnelle, Theology of  the New Testament, 28.

3. Cf. Straub, “Über das Bilden von Vergangenheit.”
4. Cf. Goertz, Umgang mit Geschichte.
5. Cf. Kocka, “Angemessenheitskriterien historischer Argumente.”
6. Droysen, Historik, 69. Concerning the historical subject matter, Droysen correctly observes: 

“They are only historical because we grasp them historically, not objectively in and of themselves, 
but in our own perspective and through them. We must, so to speak, transpose them.”

7. Cf. Cassirer, Versuch über den Menschen, 291: “Historical study is not the knowledge of 
outward facts or events; it is a form of self- knowledge.”

8. “Fiction” designates not simply the popular sense of “unreal” or “untrue” but is intended 
in a functional and communicative sense and approximates the original meaning of “fictio”: 
construction, formation. Cf. Iser, Act of  Reading, 53–54.

On Writing a History of Origins
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the creative work of an author, are combined with each other. As historical 
reports are combined, empty historical places must be filled in, and reports 
out of the past and their interpretation in the present come together as some-
thing new.9 Through the interpretation, the event takes on a new structure 
that it never had before. Facts must be given a significance; the structure of 
this process of interpretation constitutes the understanding of the facts. The 
fictional element opens an access to the past and makes possible the essential 
rewriting of the presumed events.

Reality as Given

At the same time, statements are always interwoven with the conceptions 
of existing reality and time, without which construction and communication 
are not possible. There undoubtedly exists a reality, which is before, alongside, 
and after, but above all independent of our perception and description. Every 
person is genetically preconstructed and is constantly being coconstructed 
by sociocultural dynamics. Reflection and construction are always later ac-
tions that refer to something that is already given. Thus self- consciousness is 
never based on itself but necessarily requires reference to something beyond 
itself that grounds it and makes it possible. The fact that the question about 
meaning is even possible, and that meaning can be attained, points to an 
“unimaginable reality,”10 which precedes all existence and gives it the status 
of reality. A basic principle thus emerges: History comes into being first, 
after the underlying event takes place, and becomes elevated into the status of 
the past that is relevant to the present. Thus history does not have the same 
claim to reality as the underlying events. It is not our world and life that is a 
construction, but rather our perspective about it. For us, the two cannot be 
kept apart.

1.2 History and Method

The indispensable fictional or creative element of any writing of history re-
quires a comprehensive inclusion of all relevant sources, a consideration of the 
central cultural presuppositions and contexts, and a combination of various 

9. Cicero, Orator 2.54 (the historian Antipater is singled out with praise: “the others do not 
embellish the story, but are only chroniclers”); Luke 1:1–4; Plutarch, Alexander 1.1 (οὔτε γὰρ 
ἱστορίας γράφομεν ἀλλὰ βίους, “For I do not write history, but instead I draw life portraits”) indi-
cates that ancient authors had a clear consciousness of these relationships. Cf. also Thucydides, 
Historiae 1.22.1; Lucian, Historia 51; Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria 8.3.70.

10. Cf. Rüsen, “Faktizität und Fiktionalität der Geschichte,” 31.

1.2 History and Method
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questions in order to guard the natural subjective element from subjectivistic 
reductionism.11

Sources

The main sources are naturally all writings of the NT, especially the letters 
of Paul, Acts, and the Gospels. In addition one must also consider the Greek 
OT (Septuagint) and the entire Jewish literature from about 200 BCE to 100 
CE insofar as they are relevant to early Christianity (see 3.3.1). In addition 
there are the writings of Flavius Josephus (ca. 37/38 CE–100 CE), whose main 
works, Bellum Iudaicum (Jewish War, written around 78/79 CE) and Antiq-
uitates Iudaicae (Antiquities of  the Jews, 94 CE) are of greatest significance 
for the understanding of ancient Judaism. From the Greco- Roman world the 
major sources are Tacitus (ca. 60–120 CE; major works Historiae [Histories], 
ca. 105 CE; Annales [Annals], ca. 115 CE), Suetonius (ca. 70–140/150 CE; 
major work De vita Caesarum [Life of  the Caesars], 120 CE), and Dio Cassius 
(ca. 160–235 CE; major work, Ῥωμαϊκὴ ἱστορία [Historia romana, Roman 
History], ca. 230 CE).12 They had access to numerous (no longer extant) 
sources and transmitted valuable information about the relationship of the 
Roman state to Judaism and to emerging early Christianity. Also noteworthy 
are individual noncanonical witnesses to Jesus and to early Christianity that 
indicate how this person/movement was perceived. A distinctive source for 
the perception of Christians by the Romans appears in the exchange of letters 
between the governor Pliny and the caesar Trajan (ca. 110 CE), which offers 
an insight into the thinking of the imperial leadership over legal questions 
(see 12.4 below). The great philosophical movements in the first century are 
also significant: in contrast to today, philosophical- religious thinking influ-
enced a large segment of the population. Finally, the inscriptions, coins, and 
architectonic witnesses (e.g., the Titus Arch in Rome) are to be considered, 
especially when they are significant for early Christianity.

Chronological Basis

In any historical depiction, a chronological framework is a starting point. 
The direct and indirect presuppositions must be expressed, including the 
central lines of development and the major events. The places of the events 
and the influential persons must be connected to the chronology. Geographic/

11. On the world of the historical disciplines, cf. Jordan, Theorien und Methoden; on meth-
ods, approaches, and problems, cf. Maurer, Aufriss der Historischen Wissenschaften, vols. 1–6.

12. Cf. Flach, Römische Geschichtsschreibung.

On Writing a History of Origins
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local history and cultural- religious aspects complement each other, for, as a 
rule, it is no coincidence that relevant developments occur only or primarily 
in specific places.

Cultural Contexts and Personae

Early Christianity can neither be viewed in isolation nor explained in a 
monocausal way. Rather, the starting point for depicting it is its embeddedness 
in the multifaceted world of Hellenism. Judaism, indeed, as the first refer-
ence point of early Christianity, is a part of Hellenism. Hence an intentional 
further methodical horizon must be chosen, with which the religio- history 
and societal history, including the world of politics, economics, and culture, 
are included (see chap. 3 below). Likewise, individual and collective actors are 
not mutually exclusive in historical developments. Thus Paul is undoubtedly 
the most influential individual within early Christianity, but at the same time 
the individual unknown communities and nameless missionaries in the begin-
ning period are of great significance for the development of the empire- wide 
movement of the “Christians” (cf. Acts 11:26). Likewise, a plausible, logical 
intentionality may be inherent in historical processes yet also may cause or 
support accidental developments.

The interaction of individual actors and comprehensive developments must 
thus be complemented by an understanding of those who thought otherwise 
(“opponents”) in specific communities in specific places. They played a signifi-
cant, but not always comprehensible, role in the history of early Christianity, 
for they are known only indirectly from the perspective of later literature that 
has been preserved (see 11.3). They are nevertheless indispensable for the 
understanding of the total development of early Christianity. Theologically 
revealing and historically necessary controversies are intelligible only when 
the positions of respective dissenters are included in the depiction.13

History of  Ideas and Social Conditions

A purely materialistic basis of history, according to which the genetic con-
figuration and social reality alone determine the thought and action of human-
ity, is reductionistic, as is the idealistic concept of the historical personality 
or powerful idea/ideology that determines the course of history. The world of 

13. Discourse analysis is helpful for the understanding of these positions. It is a method/
formulation of a question intended to understand and demonstrate the formation and estab-
lishment of discourses in history and the associated linguistic expressions/views/arguments/
intentions/interests/claims to power. Cf. Keller, Diskursforschung; Landwehr, Historische 
Diskursanalyse.

1.2 History and Method
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ideas is a formative element of history, as are the actual relationships. Thus 
the history of ideas and social history should not be considered antithetical; 
rather, ideas and theological concepts in their concrete social and literary 
manifestations as a rule merge into one another in a positive development. 
With the early Christians this connection is immense, for faith in Jesus Christ 
was experienced in a new social form, the Christian house church, in which 
fundamental distinctions of the ancient world were abolished (cf. Gal. 3:26–
28). Furthermore, early Christianity was, at the level of the history of ideas, 
a highly creative phenomenon (see chap. 13), for it developed forward- looking 
interpretations of God and the world, a distinctive language of faith, its own 
forms of literature, and new forms of living, which were obviously perceived 
as attractive, made history, established the success of the new movement, and 
thus belong in the depiction of this history.

Microhistory

The history of early Christianity is a form of microhistory, which is reflected 
almost exclusively in its own literature. It was a movement that had only small 
groups of followers (house churches with ca. 30–40 people) at the beginning 
and was only slowly recognized by outsiders. Thus from the earliest time only 
those witnesses exist that were recognized as relevant at a later time in the 
process of the formation of the canon. Furthermore, literature from the begin-
ning period simply became lost, including, according to 1 Cor. 5:9, a letter of 
Paul and, according to Luke 1:1–4, early (pre-)forms of the gospel literature. 
At the same time, one must affirm that the number and the quality of the wit-
nesses that have been preserved are distinctive in the history of religions: (1) In 
comparison with the original phase of other world religions (e.g., Judaism 
and Islam), the number, the age, and the various authors of the writings from 
the beginning era are remarkable. After an initial phase of oral tradition and 
the earliest written activity (see 6.7), the first independent witness of the new 
movement was 1 Thessalonians, written around 50 CE, about twenty years 
after the death of Jesus. With the logia source (Q) came the first account of 
the life and proclamation of Jesus Christ around 50–60 CE.14 (2) With more 
than 5,000 manuscripts of the NT,15 the production of texts and traditions in 
antiquity is unique to early Christianity and a reliable foundation for historical 
questions. (3) Inasmuch as texts come from every important stream of early 
Christianity, one cannot speak of the history written by the victors.

14. For the basis of this dating, cf. Schnelle, History and Theology, 44–45.
15. Cf. K. Aland and B. Aland, Der Text des Neuen Testaments; Parker, New Testament 

Manuscripts.

On Writing a History of Origins
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Macrohistory

Finally, the history of early Christianity clearly demonstrates that each 
element of microhistory is part of a macrohistory in many respects:

 1. In its emerging phase the movement of Christ- believers was a part of 
Jewish history (see chap. 5).

 2. This brought them into the tense relationship between the Jews and the 
Romans in a parallel history.

 3. With the successful Pauline mission in Asia Minor and Greece, the 
emerging Christianity was part of the Jewish (diaspora) history and 
was perceived in this way by the Romans (Edict of Claudius; Paul before 
Gallio). At the same time the new movement developed its own dynamic 
in actual Roman history (the fire of Rome under Nero).

 4. The destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CE had great significance for early 
Christianity (see chap. 9) but affected it less than it affected Judaism.

 5. The larger early Christianity became, the more it participated in Roman 
history and was at the same time destined for a long- lasting confronta-
tion with the Romans. The special arrangement by which Judaism was 
tolerated as a religion did not apply to the Christians. The imperial cult 
made conflict with Christians inevitable (see chap. 12).16

What is generally true applies to the writing of history: To be human is to interpret; 
that is, to be able to understand oneself and others, one relies on an interpretation 
of the self and the world. This interpretative process must be consciously shaped 
and reflected upon. One considers the historical sources as well as the history of 
interpretation and the conditions of the contemporary construction of history. 
Multiple perspectives as well as one’s own standpoint are not mutually exclusive 
but complement each other. Both the origin and basis of a historical phenomenon 
must be distinguished but can never be separated.

16. The frequently used concept of “religio licita” for Judaism is misleading because it was 
never officially recognized from the Roman side; cf. D.-A. Koch, Geschichte des Urchristentums, 
548–50. As a rule, the Romans accepted “ancient” cults and religions and provided Judaism 
special rights only from time to time and from caesar to caesar.

1.2 History and Method
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2

Definition and Demarcation of the Epoch

2.1 Primitive Christianity or Early Christianity?

Since the end of the eighteenth century the term Urchristentum has pre-
vailed as a terminus technicus in German scholarship for the earliest his-
torical epoch of the origin of Christianity. Within itself it includes multiple 
meanings that are different categories and must be analyzed separately. In a 
temporal- descriptive sense it refers to the moment of beginning, and primitive 
Christianity means the original Christianity. With the term primitive (Ger-
man: with the prefix ur), a value judgment is commonly made that equates 
the beginning of Christianity with its essence. Primitive Christianity then 
means the original Christianity, the original condition. By this understanding 
“primitive Christianity” and “the primitive church” presuppose the concept 
of a pure, unadulterated origin in contrast to the later development of a his-
tory of decline.1 The beginning of Christianity is equated with its essence, 
and in most cases unity is regarded as the characteristic of the beginning, and 
opposition/conflict is characterized as a sign of the later decline. However, 
this usage involves value judgments, that is, views of history that cannot be 
verified in the texts.

Thus neutral terms have been suggested in order to characterize the be-
ginning stage of Christianity. Terms such as “apostolic/postapostolic era” or 
“primitive Christianity” have not been widely accepted because they include 
many value judgments. On the other hand, in German and in English- language 

1. Cf. Alkier, Urchristentum, 261ff.
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scholarship, the term “early Christianity” (Frühchristentum) is used2 because 
it most clearly makes possible a purely phenomenological understanding and 
neutral designation; it concerns the beginning era of a movement that has 
existed for 2,000 years. A normative element still resonates since a special 
meaning for all time is attributed to the beginning. This term does not preju-
dice how one describes the beginning— whether as unified movement or as 
a multistructured or even divided entity. Thus “early Christianity” is used in 
this book as the most neutral terminus technicus.

2.2 The Chronological Framework

From what point can one speak of early Christianity? First of all, the term 
“early Christianity” is an interpretative category that emerges from the impact 
of the movement but was not used by its members. Acts 11:26 (“the disciples 
were called Christians first at Antioch”) and the letters of Paul indicate that, 
between 50 and 60 CE, the new movement developed a consciousness of its 
distinctiveness and separate identity (see 8.7). At this point we may speak of 
the beginnings of the movement of Christ- believers (see chap. 4): people who 
believed in Jesus as the Messiah were followers of Christ. First the Pauline 
mission creates the presuppositions and the consciousness of an independent 
entity (see 8.7), which then creates in the Gospels the basic narrative (9.4). 
From this point in time the designation “early Christianity” is a historical 
category. The term is not used for the time before that, except in popular 
discourse.

How does one structure the epoch of the origin of early Christianity? First 
of all, it is evident that the new movement of Christ- believers begins where 
the earthly life of Jesus of Nazareth ended (in the year 30 CE).3 Two reasons 
support this conclusion: (1) Jesus of Nazareth proclaimed the coming of the 
kingdom of God4 and did not understand himself as founder of a new and 
lasting movement; (2) the appearances of the Resurrected One (see chap. 4) 

2. Alkier, Urchristentum, 265, offers a variant: “I propose to replace the term ‘primitive 
Christianity’ (Urchristentum) by the term ‘early Christianity’ [Frühchristentum], which is al-
ready in common use.” Lüdemann, Primitive Christianity, prefers to keep the term “primitive 
Christianity” (Urchristentum), but without the idealizing connotation; similarly D.-A. Koch, 
Geschichte des Urchristentums, 24, gives a chronological indefiniteness to the term “early 
Christianity.”

3. Jesus of Nazareth was crucified probably on Friday, the 14th of Nisan (= April 7) of the 
year 30 in Jerusalem as a rebel against the Romans. Cf. A. Strobel, “Der Termin des Todes Jesu”; 
Riesner, Paul’s Early Period, 52–63. Skeptical about this dating is Bond, “Dating the Death of 
Jesus,” who favors a period between 29 and 34 CE.

4. On the proclamation of Jesus, cf. Schnelle, Theology of  the New Testament, 61–155.

2.2 The Chronological Framework
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introduced something new, for now Jesus Christ was worshiped as a divine 
being and as the founder of a new (inner Jewish) discourse.5

The next turning point that can be established is around 50 CE.6 The 
apostolic council in 48 CE (see chap. 7) and the associated second (48–51/52 
CE) and third missionary journeys (52–55 CE) with the crossing into Eu-
rope mark a new theological and geographic orientation within the emerg-
ing early Christianity. The independent circumcision- free Pauline mission 
turned programmatically to people from the Greco- Roman culture, univer-
salized the movement, and transferred its primary location to Asia Minor 
and Greece.

The third decisive turning point was undoubtedly the year 70 CE (see chap. 
9). Between 60 and 70, the epoch of the founders ended with the deaths of 
Peter, Paul, and James (see 9.1). With the destruction of the temple and of the 
Jerusalem church, early Christianity lost its previous center and had to estab-
lish itself elsewhere. The origin of new literature emerged out of this radically 
changed situation. The new literary form, gospel, and the pseudepigraphical 
apostolic letters (deutero- Pauline, letters under the name of Peter, James, and 
Jude) indicate the consciousness of a new epoch. The Jesus traditions had to 
be secured, and the personal ministry of the apostles at the beginning had 
come to an end. These were challenges to be overcome in a new literature. The 
year 70 introduces the last epoch of early Christianity, but the end is difficult 
to determine. To be sure, in the period around 130 CE a clear shift occurs at 
several levels.

 a. New issues. The early apologists defend themselves to the outside world 
against persecution and slander of Christians, first with apologetic,7 
directing their defense to the Roman caesar. Around 125/126 CE, Qua-
dratus wrote to caesar Hadrian8 to protest against the unproven accu-
sations against Christians. Around 127 CE the Athenian philosopher 
Aristides likewise turned to Hadrian, explaining the teaching of the 

5. Similarly, Conzelmann, History of  Primitive Christianity, 7: “Jesus’ life and teaching are 
the presupposition of church history.” Totally different is the view of Hengel and Schwemer, 
Jesus und das Judentum, 3–20, who begin their history of early Christianity with the appearance 
of John the Baptist and the ministry of Jesus. The second epoch is the period from 30–72 CE; 
the third epoch encompasses the time from 70–138 CE (the death of Hadrian).

6. Cf. also Schramm, Fünf  Wegscheiden, 151.
7. Apologetic is present also in the NT, especially in Acts. Both the leaders of the Jews and 

the people persecute Jesus and ultimately the Christians (Mark 15:16–20, omitted in Luke; cf. 
also Acts 13:50; 17:5–7, 13; 21:17ff.); at the attack of the Jews, the Roman authorities intervened 
and protected them.

8. See the dating and texts (particularly Eusebius, Historia ecclesiastica), in Fiedrowicz, 
Christen und Heiden, 24–25.

Defnition and Demarcation of the  Eoch
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Christians and appealing for understanding.9 A common feature of the 
early apologies is a new perspective and a new self- understanding: The 
Christians see themselves as a significant group within the society, placed 
permanently into history, and as loyal citizens of the Roman Empire 
who demand their natural rights of protection.10 Thus, as believers in 
God, they distinguish themselves from Jews and Greeks, as attested in 
the Kerygma Petrou (ca. 125 CE): “For what has reference to the Greeks 
and Jews is old; but we are Christians, who as a third race worship him 
in a new way.”11

 b. New literary forms. A new literary form came into being that had not 
existed before: the apologies. These were works of exhortation and 
especially of argumentation, which were intended for the caesar and/
or the senate and similar to the literary form of a petition. It is striking 
that the authors of the early apologies appeared as philosophers in order 
to gain the attention of the caesar.

 c. New mass movements. Gnosticism developed around the end of the first 
century CE (see under 14.2), and then from the first third of the second 
century it grew into an independent mass movement within Christianity. 
Around 180 CE it had spread and gained so much power that Irenaeus 
saw the church as endangered and published his foundational work, 
Adversus haereses (Against Heresies).

 d. The Bar Kokhba Rebellion (132–34 CE). This event marks a turning 
point. As a result of it, the national status of Judaism, which had al-
ready been severely constrained, came to an end (see under 3.3). This 
strong and sustained weakening of Judaism led to a strengthening of 
the independence and self- assurance of emerging Christianity, which is 
evident in the “dialogue” between Justin and the Jewish philosopher 
Trypho (Dialogue with Trypho, ca. 155 CE).

As a rule, historical processes in antiquity cannot be established to a specific year. 
Rather, the developments occur as the old still dominates while the new emerges.  

9. Cf. Fiedrowicz, Christen und Heiden, 25–28.
10. Other early apologists: Justin (around 155 CE); Athenagoras (around 177 CE); on the 

history of apologetic, cf. Conzelmann, Gentiles, Jews, Christians, 275–342.
11. Kerygma Petrou (Preaching of Peter) 2d, trans. Schneemelcher.

2.2 The Chronological Framework
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Thus the structuring, the demarcation, and the dates merely indicate the basic 
movements in early Christianity.12

12. While in almost all outlines the year 30 CE is given as the beginning of primitive/early 
Christianity, the transition to the ancient church is established in various ways. Paulsen (Zur 
Wissenschaft vom Urchristentum, 210) proposes 150–180 CE. Lüdemann, Heretics, 15, sug-
gests the end of the second century; J. Becker, Das Urchristentum als gegliederte Epoch, 12, 
assumes 120/130 CE; D.-A. Koch, Geschichte des Urchristentums, 153–56, argues for 150 CE, 
because only now are the new developments set in motion by apologetic and gnosis. Justin in 
particular speaks against such a late dating of gnosis. He probably made a comprehensive at-
tack on Gnostic systems in his (now lost) Syntagma, written around 145 CE. Thus one must 
assume an origin and spread of gnosis and thus its origin must be earlier, e.g., in the first third 
of the second century.

Defnition and Demarcation of the  Eoch
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3

Presuppositions and Contexts

Early Christianity is bound up equally with the history of Judaism and the 
Greco- Roman world. It came into being as a movement within Judaism 

and developed into a new, Greek- speaking, universal religion in the Roman 
Empire. The precondition for this development was Hellenism, which created 
a new world culture from the fourth century BCE. The NT also came into 
existence in this setting.

3.1 Hellenism as a World Culture

The term Hellenism as a designation of a historical epoch was first coined 
by the historian Johann Gustav Droysen (1808–84).1 Hellenism (Ἑλληνισμός 
= Greek language and customs) designates the spread of Greek language, 
customs, administrative structures, art, architecture, literature, philosophy, 
and religion in the Near and Middle East that occurred with the rise of Alex-
ander the Great (356–323 BCE). This movement encompassed the region from 
Macedonia to the edge of India, from the north coast of the Black Sea and 
the shores of the Danube to Nubia in the Sahara. The cultural expansion of 
Hellenism was founded especially on the Greek cities, which were perceived as 
attractive.2 With the founding of new cities, with their imposing architecture, 

1. On the political, economic, and societal aspects of Hellenism that are not treated here, 
see Gehrke, Geschichte des Hellenismus, 165ff.; Meissner, Hellenismus, 97ff.

2. Cf. Metzler and Kolb, Die Stadt im Altertum, 121–40.
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military and economic potential, and open forms of life, Alexander’s brief 
military success had a long, enduring effect.

Hellenism did not come to an end with the rise of the Roman Empire:3 
it gained influence in the entire Roman world. It was significant for the 
course of history; both Byzantium and the renaissance of the Middle Ages 
are unimaginable without Hellenism. The primary marker of Hellenism is 
the increased blending and saturation of various cultures in which national 
cultures were transformed by Greek life and thought. At the same time, how-
ever, Greek and later Roman culture became open to oriental influences.4 The 
new global culture did not remove the existing national or regional cultures: 
it transformed them at the same time. Thus a relatively unified cultural area 
emerged that allowed cultural peculiarities and differences without coming 
apart.

Greek as a World Language

The spread of the Greek language must be regarded as an excellent example 
of this process. In the NT era, the Greek language was the world language. 
Inscriptional discoveries indicate especially that in Palestine of the first century 
CE, two linguae francae overlapped.5 Greek was spoken along with Aramaic, 
even in the simplest levels of society.6 A comparable linguistic situation existed 
in Syria, where Aramaic and Greek dominated.7 After Alexander’s conquest, 
Asia Minor came under Greek influence, so that Greek defined the linguistic 
face of Asia Minor in the first century CE.8 Alongside Greek, the local dialects 
continued to be spoken (e.g., Acts 2:5–11; 14:11). The linguistic situation in 
Greece was clear, in contrast to Italy and Rome, where the linguistic situation 
is difficult to ascertain.

Educated Romans had a good knowledge of Greek; so also did many of the 
slaves who had been brought to Rome from the East. Thus in a limited sense 

3. The temporal delimitation of “Hellenism” is determined in a variety of ways. While a 
relative consensus exists that with Alexander’s conquest a new epoch began (year of death is 
usually given as 323 BCE and the beginning of Hellenism), the end of the period is judged in 
various ways: with the incorporation of Egypt into the Roman Empire (30 BCE) or with the end 
of the Roman Empire, that is, with the end of antiquity. Cf. Timpe, “Hellenismus.”

4. Interaction between Greece and the Orient naturally already existed; cf. Dihle and Feld-
meier, Hellas und der Orient.

5. Cf. Rosén, “Die Sprachsituation im Römischen Palästina”; Millard, Pergament und Pa-
pyrus, 81–114.

6. Cf. Rosén, “Die Sprachsituation im Römischen Palästina,” 236–37.
7. Cf. R. Schmitt, “Die Ostgrenze von Armenien über Mesopotamien, Syrien bis Arabien,” 

in Die Sprachen im Römischen Reich der Kaiserzeit, 195–205.
8. Cf. G. Neumann, “Kleinasien.”

3.1 Hellenism as a World Culture
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one can say that Rome was bilingual.9 All authors of the NT write in Greek. 
For example, Paul conducts his mission with one language and communicates 
with all levels of society. The language of the diaspora Jews was also Greek. 
Besides the Septuagint and the other numerous writers of Hellenistic Judaism, 
Philo and Josephus are especially important. Philo of Alexandria called Greek 
“our language,”10 and Josephus writes his history of the Jewish War around 
78/79 CE in Greek for a predominantly Roman audience.11

Judaism and Hellenism

From the time of the diadochoi (from ca. 300 BCE), ancient Judaism (see 
under 3.3) was politically and culturally a part of Hellenism. The Hellenistic 
influence was stronger in the diaspora than in Palestine. This fact is especially 
evident in the development of Hellenistic- Jewish literature.12 The most signifi-
cant literary production was the Greek translation of the OT, the Septuagint 
(LXX).13 Because increasingly fewer Jews in the diaspora understood Hebrew, 
there was a great need to translate the Scriptures into Greek, the language 
of the worship service. The Septuagint is especially significant in the history 
of culture: with it, the greatest work of translation in antiquity, the Semitic 
and Greek language cultures meet in the third century BCE (probably from 
250 BCE in Alexandria) and form a distinctive literary tradition. Beyond 
the Hebrew tradition, besides the additions and revisions of the Hebrew 
Bible, the Septuagint includes nine other books: Wisdom of Solomon, Jesus 
Sirach, Psalms of Solomon, Judith, Tobit, and 1–4 Maccabees. While in the 
Septuagint, Greek cultural influence is disputed, it is obvious among other 
authors: Aristobulus (beginning of the 2nd cent. BCE), the Greek Jesus Sir-
ach (132–117 BCE), Joseph and Aseneth (2nd cent. BCE), 4 Maccabees (1st 
or 2nd cent. CE) and, of course, Philo of Alexandria (see below, 3.2.1), who 
interpreted the Jewish religion with the help of allegorical interpretation and 

9. Cf. Kajanto, “Minderheiten und ihre Sprachen in Rom,” 84ff. On the significance of Greek 
as an international language in the Roman Empire, cf. Zgusta, “Die Rolle des Griechischen im 
römischen Kaiserreich.” Cicero offers an instructive example, in Pro Archia 23: “For if anyone 
thinks that one gains a smaller gain of glory from Greek verses than from Latin ones, he is 
greatly mistaken, because Greek poetry is read among all nations, Latin is confined to its own 
linguistic area, which is rather small.”

10. Cf. Philo, Prelim. Studies 44.
11. Cf. Josephus, J.W. 1.3.
12. Nickelsburg gives an overview in Jewish Literature, 191–221. See also Gruen, Heritage 

and Hellenism.
13. It received this name because, according to the tradition of the Letter of Aristeas, this 

work was produced by seventy- two scribes in seventy- two days; on the Septuagint, cf. Tilly, 
Einführung in die Septuaginta.

PresuEEositions and Contexts
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thus employed a Platonic hermeneutic, portraying it as the old and, at the 
same time, supreme philosophy.

The influence of Hellenism was by no means limited to the diaspora but 
rather was also present in Palestine. Beginning in the third century BCE, increas-
ingly more Jews adopted the Greek way of life, which was contained by the 
Maccabean Revolt (see under 3.3) but not defeated. Evidence of the influence 
of Hellenism may be seen not only in the Greek inscriptions and sarcophagi 
but also in the numerous theaters, amphitheaters, and hippodromes.14 As an 
expression of the Hellenistic way of life, the culture of public baths was inte-
grated into Judaism, and regional rulers such as Herod the Great (40–4 BCE) 
and his sons conducted themselves like Hellenistic princes. The architectural 
program of renovating the Jerusalem temple under Herod also exhibited Greek 
influence: splendid architecture with giant columned halls and Corinthian and 
Ionic capitals. In Galilee, Sepphoris and the new capital Tiberias (beginning 
in 19 CE, named for the caesar Tiberius) showed a Hellenistic stamp. Herod 
Antipas (4 BCE–39 CE) was, like his father Herod the Great, a Hellenistic ruler 
with a Roman orientation who nevertheless emphasized his Jewish identity. 
The marriage of Herod Antipas to Herodias, who previously was married to 
his half- brother, was denounced by John the Baptist (cf. Luke 3:19–20; Mark 
6:14–29). This political- cultural (anti- Hellenistic?) critique resulted in the exe-
cution of the Baptist (see under 3.3). Herod Antipas evidently feared the Baptist 
as he also feared Jesus (cf. Luke 13:31–32) as leaders of messianic movements.

Hellenism did not abolish the identity of Judaism, but changed it as it learned to 
understand itself as a part of global culture, from which no one could withdraw.

The NT is also a part and expression of Hellenism, for Hellenism undoubt-
edly benefited the emergence of new religious movements and the associated 
process of the blending of cultures. All writings of the NT exist in the Greek 
language. No single writing was produced in Palestine; instead, they were 
produced primarily in Asia Minor, Greece, and Rome. Very early the area 
of activity of the new movement took place outside Palestine and with the 
Pauline mission moved especially into genuine Greek territory. Paul was a di-
aspora Jew from the Hellenistic metropolis of Tarsus. He had been educated 
as a Pharisee in Jerusalem (cf. Acts 22:3) but had a Greek education.15 In the 

14. Cf. Kasher, Jews and Hellenistic Cities in Eretz Israel.
15. Cf. Vegge, Paulus und das antike Schulwesen, 423: “The creation of a text completed 

with an appropriate disposition and style requires a basic education in grammar and rhetoric. 

3.1 Hellenism as a World Culture

_Schnelle_FirstHundredYears_WT_djm.indd   41_Schnelle_FirstHundredYears_WT_djm.indd   41 2/20/20   12:57 PM2/20/20   12:57 PM

Udo Schnelle, The First One Hundred Years of Christianity
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.



18

Pauline churches, the majority lived in the Greco- Roman tradition. They did 
not then come into contact with Hellenism but rather came originally from 
Hellenism. The literary genres of the NT, including the letters of Paul, the 
Gospels, and Acts, have their closest parallels in Hellenistic literature. Early 
Christianity did not develop out of Judaism into Hellenism but was a part 
of Hellenism from the beginning. The question of the influence of Hellenism 
cannot be reduced to the thesis that all of Hellenism in early Christianity was 
mediated through Hellenistic Judaism.16 Thus it is evident not only in Paul 
that the early Christians participated in debates that were current in both 
Judaism and the Greco- Roman environment.

One cannot deny that the anchor of early Christianity was (primarily 
Hellenistic) Judaism. The early Christians lived with the understanding of 
their basic continuity with the history of God with Israel. They lived with the 
Septuagint, and here the believers found anticipations of God’s act in Jesus 
Christ and formed their religious life in the living encounter with Scripture 
(e.g., the Psalms). Thus one should not create false alternatives, for the early 
Christians operated in an expansive cultural region, to which, of course, the 
Greco- Roman culture belonged. A combined heritage in Judaism and Hel-
lenism was one of the decisive presuppositions for the successful reception 
of the new faith in mixed communities and thus was characteristic of early 
Christianity.

3.2 Greco- Roman Culture

Greek Religion

Greek religion is very complex and diverse. Geographically it encompasses 
not only Greece itself  but from the eighth century BCE also extended to 
southern Italy and the Black Sea coast. From the time of Alexander the Great 
it extended to Asia Minor, Syria, Egypt, Iraq, and Iran. Local and informal 

Thus the quality of Pauline texts attests the solid general literary education, a familiarity with 
the form and content of rhetorical and philosophical discourse of their authors.” Cf. also T. 
Bauer, Paulus und die kaiserzeitliche Epistolographie, 404–18, who assumes a higher schooling 
and rhetorical education of Paul. Arzt- Grabner, Gott als verlässlicher Käufer, 412, concludes 
from the frequent use of commercial terminology in Paul’s letters: “As a trained handworker, 
who presumably had a leading function in shops for handworkers, Paul was familiar with sales 
and work contracts.”

16. Contra Hengel, “Das früheste Christentum,” 198: “Whatever pagan influences in early 
Christianity were assumed can be traced fully to Jewish mediation. One can nowhere dem-
onstrate a direct, continuing influence by pagan cults or non- Jewish thought. What one calls 
‘Hellenistic’ in the New Testament originates as a rule out of Jewish sources, which neither 
could or wanted to withdraw from the ‘religious koine’ of the Hellenistic period.”

PresuEEositions and Contexts
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customs form the foundation of this religion, which has these characteristics: 
(1) a mythologically oriented polytheism, (2) a highly developed art, with 
images and temples, and (3) a public cult praxis concentrated on animal sac-
rifice at festivals determined by the local calendar. In Greek religion there is 
no (1) revelatory writing,17 (2) religious founder, or (3) organized priesthood 
extending throughout the land.

Within Greek religion, Homer (8th cent. BCE) and Hesiod (ca. 740–670 
BCE) handed down the genealogy of the gods, preserved their epithets, and 
established their area of responsibility.18 For our epoch, the Homeric gods, 
considered to be a great family living on Mount Olympus, are especially 
crucial. All of the powers that determine life and make it intelligible are vis-
ible in the Olympic gods. In most cases twelve gods are attributed to Mount 
Olympus, although the number varies.19

 1. In the first place stands Zeus (Ζεύς, genitive Διός, Roman Jupiter), for the 
Greeks in particular, the weather god who throws lightning bolts and is 
the mightiest of all gods. Hesiod relates the myth of how Zeus overthrew 
the old gods, including Kronos and the Titans, and chained them in the 
underworld. Zeus represents victorious order to which all must submit and 
which provides the benefits that the sons of Zeus share. Zeus stands over 
all beings and has no one over him. He is also the only god who could be 
elevated to be the supreme god: the god of earth, heaven, and the universe.

 2. Hera (Ἥρα, Roman Juno) is the jealous and quarreling spouse of Zeus. 
In the cult she was revered as the great maternal goddess who was en-
throned over the festivals.

 3. Poseidon (Ποσειδῶν, Roman Neptune) is the brother of Zeus, the lord 
of the sea, and patron of fishermen and horsemen.

 4. Athena (Ἀθηνᾶ, Ἀθήνη, Roman Minerva), the goddess of the citadel of 
Athens, originated from the head of Zeus; she is the armed protector 
of her city.

17. Cf. Baumgarten, Heiliges Wort und Heilige Schrift, 223: “There is no evidence of an 
effort by the Greeks to put old religious traditions in writing in a systematic way.”

18. Herodotus (ca. 484–425 BCE) handed down the legend of the founding of Greek religion: 
“Hesiod and Homer flourished not more than four hundred years earlier than I; and these are the 
ones who taught the Greeks the descent of the gods, and gave the gods their names, and determined 
their spheres and functions, and described their outward forms” (Hist. 22.53.2). In the critique of 
anthropomorphism of the Homeric gods, one also finds very early the idea that there can only be 
one god among the gods; cf. Xenophanes (ca. 570–475 BCE) frag. B23 (Mansfeld 1.224): “A single 
god is the greatest among the gods and humans” (εἷς θεὸς ἔν τε θεοῖσι καὶ ἀνθρώποισι μέγιστος).

19. Cf. Otto, The Homeric Gods; on the distinction between Greek and Roman polytheism, 
cf. Ebner, Die Stadt als Lebensraum, 120–22.

3.2 INSERT IMAGE

3.2 Greco- Roman Culture
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 5. Apollo (Ἀπόλλων) is the radiant son of Zeus. He embodies the flower 
of youth. Placed on the famous sanctuaries of Delos and Delphi, he is 
the most widely venerated god of the Greeks.

 6. Artemis (Ἄρτεμις, Roman Diana) is the twin sister of Apollo, the god-
dess of animals and virgin huntress. She assists women in childbirth.

 7. Aphrodite (Ἀφροδίτη, Roman Venus) is the goddess of spiritual and 
physical love; Eros is her son.

 8. Hermes (Ἑρμῆς, Roman Mercury) is the messenger of the gods, who 
invents sacrifice and music and brings culture to humankind.

 9. Hephaestus (Ἕφαιστος, Roman Vulcan) is the god of fire and of the 
forge and the patron of the crafts.

 10. Ares (Ἄρης, Roman Mars) is the violent god of war.
 11. Demeter (Δημήτηρ, Roman Ceres) is the mother of the earth and of 

grain.
 12. Dionysus (Διόνυσος, Roman Bacchus) is the the god of wine.

The distinguishing feature of the Olympian family of gods is an anthropo-
morphic polytheism20 (cf. Euripides, Alcestis 1159: “The divine knows many 
forms [πολλαὶ μορφαὶ τῶν δαιμονίων]”). At the center of classical Greek 
thinking is the divine nature in human form. Homer reports, “The gods take 
on many forms as they wander through the cities in the guise of strangers 
from a distant place.”21The gods are a category of their own, distinct from 
humans yet nevertheless concerned about humans. The origin of culture was 
traced back to the intervention of the gods. Thus Zeus sends Hermes to 
teach humanity justice and reverence.22 Hermes, Heracles, and Apollo take 
on human form as messengers of the gods; that is, they work as gods among 
humankind. Gods in human form can have an eternal as well as an earthly 
origin. Among the heroes (demigods),23 Heracles (Roman Hercules) ranks 
first; he was venerated continuously from Homeric times until the imperial 

20. Cf. Burkert, Greek Religion, 182–215.
21. Homer, Odyssey 17.485–86; also Homer, Iliad 2.167–72; 5.121–32; 15.236–38; Homer, 

Odyssey 7.199–210; Euripides, Bacchae lines 1–4 and 43–54; Plato, Sophista 216a–b; Diodorus 
Siculus 1.12.9–10; Dio Chrysostom, Or. 20.27, “As long as life was newly established, the gods 
visited us in person and sent from their midst leaders, a type of governors, who looked after us; 
for example, Heracles, Dionysus, Perseus, and all of the others who, we are told, stayed with 
us as sons or descendants of the gods.”

22. Cf. Plato, Protagoras 322c–d.
23. Cf. Plato, Cratylus 398c–d, where Socrates says, “Do you not know that the heroes are 

demigods [οὐκ οἶσθα ὅτι ἡμίθεοι οἱ ἥρωες]? . . . All of them sprang either when Eros provided a 
god to a mortal or a goddess to a mortal.” On this topic, see Burkert, Greek Religion, 203–11.

PresuEEositions and Contexts
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period. Heracles destroyed injustice and lawlessness on the earth, and Zeus 
conferred immortality upon him because of his virtue (ἀρετή).24

Greek religion is shaped by ritual practices, the actions determined by 
the custom of the ancestors or the city. The central concern (also among 
the Romans) was purification. “Our ancestors believed that every sin and 
every cause of ill could be wiped out by rites or purgation. Greece set the 
example: she deems that the guilty can rid themselves of their crimes by 
being purified.”25 By the ritually proper execution of the sacrifice dedicated 
to the gods,26 through ceremonial slaughter and eating, through ceremonial 
purification rituals, the disturbances in the relationship between the gods 
and humankind and of humans with each other were taken away.27 The basis 
of this practice was the generally valid religious conception, the principle: 
do ut des (I give so that you might give). By means of the sacrifice by the 
people, the gods preserve the order and stability of public and private life. 
The gods are the guarantors of life, and those who neglect them or turn away 

24. Cf. Isocrates, Orationes 1.50; Epictetus, Diatr. 2.16.44; Ench. 15 (Diogenes and Heracles 
are, because of their exemplary character, coregents of the gods, “and thus they are deservedly 
called divine”).

25. Ovid, Fasti 2.35–37.
26. Cf. Plato, Leges 4.716d: “To engage in sacrifice and communion with the gods continu-

ally, by prayers and offerings and devotions of every kind, is a thing most noble and good and 
helpful towards the happy life, and superlatively fitting also, for the good man.”

27. Cf. Burkert, Greek Religion, 75–84.

3.2. Greek temple in Paestum, south of Naples (fifth cent. BCE)
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from them endanger the cosmic order. The usual animal sacrificed was the 
sheep, but they also sacrificed goats and pigs. The highest sacrifice was the 
bull. Sacrifices were understood as festive performances of the communion 
between humankind and the gods. Alongside the animal sacrifice, the gift of-
fering was also significant, especially in the sanctuary the gift of the first of 
the harvest from the field or the fruits from the orchard. Similarly basic was 
the drink offering (libation) and the prayers that accompanied it.28 Sanctuaries 
were pervasive in Greece, normally encircled and marked by stones or trees, 
and most often connected with a spring.29 The altars on which the sacrifices 
were offered consisted normally of simple rectangular stones. As a rule, the 
sacrificial festivals were held at the temple by local functionaries rather than 
a select group with a special training and consecration. They were not rep-
resentatives of a distinct “theology” or “religion” but rather practitioners 
for the cult at a particular place. Numerous social functions were associated 
with the cult, for the community defined itself through participation in it. 
The family defined itself by the hearth. Groups of families came together for 

28. Burkert, Greek Religion, 70–73.
29. On the architectonic program, cf. Gruben, Irmer, and Hirmer, Griechische Tempel und 

Heiligtümer; on the theological dimensions, cf. Burkert, Greek Religion, 84–92.

3.3. The sanctuary of Delphi
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festivals, and city associations had their own sanctuary. Within the city this 
was documented with a festal calendar, which defined the specific festivals 
and the related cultic activities.30 In Greco- Roman antiquity, religion was a 
public and therefore a political matter.

Because no revelatory literature existed, the observation of signs as mes-
sages of the gods played a major role. The flight of birds and the entrails 
of chickens were interpreted by seers. Besides the seers, the oracles at sanc-
tuaries took on great significance, especially the sanctuary of Apollo at 
Delphi.31The oracles primarily gave options for actions to politicians and 
the military concerning war and the founding of colonies, and also advice 
for daily problems.32

Roman Religion

According to common understanding, Roman religion is the official religion 
of the city of Rome, and thus the religion of the entire Roman Empire. Little 
is known about the Roman religion in the early period. It probably originated 
in the eighth century BCE as various tribes between the Alban Hills and the 
Tiber came together and began the original settlement.33 At the beginning 
period the dominant influence was that of the Etruscans, whose traditions 
are reflected in both temples and images of the gods. Under the influence of 
the Etruscans, from the fifth century BCE the Roman religion came under the 
influence of Greek mythology. Consequently, an increased overlapping and 
blending of Roman and Greek deities took place. Roman religion also was 
defined by multiple deities, each of which was responsible for a particular 
area of life. The three chief Roman gods and the highest gods of the state 
were Jupiter, Juno, and Minerva. Jupiter, like Zeus, reigned over all as the 
highest gods of heaven. Juno stood at the side of Jupiter like her model Hera. 
Minerva probably became the protector of artists and handworkers in ac-
cordance with the analogy of Athena. As the god of war, Mars had a great 
significance; every five years a great sacrificial festival was celebrated at his 
altar on the field of Mars. Other significant deities include Janus, the god 
of doors, entrances, and beginnings; and Vesta, the goddess of the hearth. 
A distinct feature of Roman religion was the veneration of household gods, 

30. On the basic function of public religious festivals and processions, cf. Burkert, Greek 
Religion, 99–109; André, Griechische Feste, Römische Spiele.

31. Plutarch, Mor. 116c–d organizes his philosophy around two central inscriptions at Delphi: 
“‘Know yourself’ and ‘Avoid extremes,’ for in these principles is self- knowledge.”

32. Cf. here Ebner, Die Stadt als Lebensraum, 306–28.
33. Cf. Kolb, Röm, 27–114; see under 3.4.1.

3.2 Greco- Roman Culture
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whose altars stood in the home: the Lares and the Penates.34 The spirits of 
the deceased members of the family, good spirits that continued to live and 
protect the family, the Romans called Lares. The Penates were the gods of 
the cupboard, who ensured that all went well with the family and that they 
always had enough to eat. As with the Greeks, the religion of the Romans was 
primarily defined by the cult, which established and ensured the communica-
tion with the gods. A religious act was regarded as a necessary obligation 
that was to be fulfilled conscientiously. Cicero derived the concept of religio 
etymologically from relegere (reread, retrace).35 Religion is constituted thus 
through praxis, the exercise and practice of customs that have a ritual char-
acter, and through the observing of regulations. The definitive role of cults 
and rites in Roman religion can be explained from the conviction that only by 
holding on to what has been passed down is there the guarantee of a happy 
life for the individual and for the state as well. Rituals served to determine 
the will of the gods and to ensure their favor. The tradition, more precisely, 
what has been passed down from the ancients (mos maiorum = customs of 
the ancestors), formed the second basic pillar of Roman religion. According 
to Cicero, “one may not introduce anything new that is not in accordance 
with the exemplary precepts of the ancestors.”36 Fides (trust, faith, loyalty, 
commitment) was not only venerated as a goddess but was also considered 
the highest virtue in all areas of life. The encounter with the gods occurred 
in the cult; thus great significance was attributed to the images of the gods 
in the temple. The offering of sacrifices to a specific deity served as an ad-
ditional central element of Roman religion in order to reinforce its effective 
power. Products of nature, such as fruit, wine, milk, and honey, were given 
as sacrifices without bloodshed; cattle, sheep, and bulls were also sacrificed. 
Thus the proper performance of the cultic activity was essential in order to 
protect the state through the appeasement of the gods. In the private realm, 
a wide variety of expiatory acts were used for purification in order to restore 
the earlier innocence and thus to avoid the wrath of the gods, again under 
the principle of do et des. Magical practices also took on meaning; thus the 
Romans adopted from the Etruscans the technique of interpreting omens 

34. Cf. Cicero, Leg. 2.27: “Furthermore, the holy custom of the family and the ancestors 
should be maintained.”

35. Cf. Cicero, Nat. d. 2.72: “Those, on the other hand, who carefully reviewed and, so to 
speak, retraced all the lore of ritual were called ‘religious,’ from relegere (to retrace or reread).” 
He also speaks of the “religious norms and precepts” and of religious rituals, customs, and 
ceremonies (Nat. d. 2.8; 3.5: sacrifices, augury, and prophetic warnings as the foundation of 
Roman religion).

36. Cicero, Pro Lege manilia (De Imperio Cn. Pompeii) 60; cf. Cicero, Leg. 2.25–26.

PresuEEositions and Contexts
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(portents, such as the flight of birds or the appearance of lightning).37 The 
Romans understood themselves as a religious people. Religion was a social 
reality of the greatest importance for the stability of society; for prosperity 
and success were considered by the Romans as a sign of the continuing favor 
of the gods.

Mystery Religions

In the Hellenistic Age the classical Greek and Roman religion experienced 
a period of increased, reciprocal saturation and fertilization. Greek deities— 
such as Zeus, Apollo, Artemis, Dionysus, Heracles, or Hermes— were revered 
in the entire East and entered (primarily with Roman names) into the Roman 
pantheon. Greek and Roman religion shared a common basic perspective. 
One is religious who honors the gods, the ancestors, and the parents in the 
maintenance of tradition. At the same time, Greek and Roman religion in-
fluenced the cults of the East. Alongside the Homeric gods of heaven and the 
official or public national, state, and house gods, the ancient world knows a 
further form of religiosity, the so- called mystery cults (μυστήριον = mystery).38 
They are distinguished from the official cults by their secret knowledge and 
hidden rites, into which one was initiated after a time of testing. Because 
participants had to be silent, the secrecy (Latin arcanus = secret) is one of the 
main reasons that little is known about these cults.39 The basic distinguishing 
marks of the mystery cults were (1) secret discipline, (2) rites of initiation, 
(3) common meals, (4) identification with the fate of a deity, and (5) hope for 
the afterlife/conceptions of rebirth.40

The mystery cults were primarily a matter of  personal option within 
the polytheistic system of  antiquity. The initiates received a new status 

37. Cf. Valerius Maximus, Facta et dicta memorabilia 1.1, where the characteristic features 
of Roman religion are enumerated: “Likewise, according to an old custom people employed 
the following forms: prayer, . . . vows, . . . thanksgiving, . . . the plea for favorable omens, . . . 
sacrifice.”

38. Introductions and surveys are found in Cumont, Oriental Religions in Roman Pagan-
ism; Burkert, Ancient Mystery Cults; D. Zeller, “Mysterien/Mysterienreligionen,” TRE 23; 
Klauck, Religious Context of  Early Christianity, 81–148; Kloft, Mysterienkulte der Antike; 
Giebel, Das Geheimnis der Mysterien; Ebner, Die Stadt als Lebensraum, 236–73. Images of 
the sanctuaries of the mystery cults and their rites are found in D.-A. Koch, Bilder aus der Welt 
des Urchristentums, 224–49.

39. An exception is the novella Metamorphosis by Apuleius (composed around the end of 
the second century CE, with older materials included), in which an Isis initiation in Corinth is 
described. The bad reputation of the mystery cults is documented by Philo (as in Spec. Laws 
1.319–20), who associates them with darkness and forbids the Jews to be initiated into these 
rites, for “both the teaching and the learning of the mysteries is no small sin.”

40. I am dependent largely on Colpe, “Mithra- Verehrung, Mithras- Cult.”

3.2 Greco- Roman Culture
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when they participated not only in the festivals and rites of  the cult but 
also in the fate or the benefits of  the deity. In this way the mystery cults 
had similarities with early Christianity, for in contrast to most local Greek 
cults, the mystery religions combined an expectation of a favorable afterlife 
with their rites.

The mysteries of Eleusis (ca. 8th cent. BCE) were probably the oldest of the 
Greek mystery cults. They were conducted near Athens, where a sanctuary of 
Demeter stood.41 As the goddess of grain and fertility, Demeter symbolized 
the eternal cycle of rebirth and dying, which gave the initiate the hope for a 
better life after death. The cult reached its greatest period of activity in the 
Roman period, and thus Cicero and Roman caesars such as Augustus and 
Hadrian were initiated there.

The cult of Dionysus belongs to the most significant and yet puzzling 
phenomena in ancient religiosity.42 Dionysus (son of Zeus and the princess 
Semele), also called Βάκχος (Latin Bacchus), is a polymorphic and multilay-
ered deity. He stood for unrestrained nature, metamorphosis, and ecstasy, 
often associated with indulgence in wine, with music, dancing, and to some 
extent, debaucherous sexuality. In the retinue of Dionysus belonged libidi-
nal mixed beings such as the satyr, the shepherd god Pan, and the Maenads, 
the ecstatic followers of the god. In addition, Dionysus (that is, his masks) 
played an important role in theatrical and cultic performances. Originally, 
Dionysus was probably a god of vegetation who was venerated on islands 
(Crete) toward the end of the second millennium BCE and in time took on 
influences from Thrace and Asia Minor and then migrated into the central 
area of Greece. Thus from the sixth century BCE the cult was in evidence. In 
the cities numerous Dionysus festivals and sanctuaries and theaters and pro-
cessions dedicated to him attest to his great popularity.43 In the year 185 BCE 
the secret cult of the Bacchanalia was temporarily forbidden by the Roman 
senate because the nocturnal meetings with orgiastic elements were regarded 
as a conspiracy that threatened public order (Livy 39.8–18). Afterward the 
Dionysius cult established itself also in Italy, as numerous archaeological, ar-
tistic (e.g., in Pompeii), and literary witnesses attest. Rules from the Dionysus 
associations indicate that the ecstatic elements remained an essential element 
of the myth but were no longer practiced. Dionysus was especially regarded 
as the guarantor of a good afterlife, which, according to ancient conceptions, 

41. Cf. here Giebel, Das Geheimnis der Mysterien, 17–53.
42. Cf. Burkert, Greek Religion, 161–66.
43. Cf. Merkelbach, Die Hirten des Dionysos, which depicts the pervasive Dionysus festi-

vals and mysteries of the imperial period. Texts on Dionysus and his cult are provided in NW 
I/2:112–18.

PresuEEositions and Contexts
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involved drunken orgies. “Passports of the dead”44 secured the passage of the 
initiate into the afterlife, where the festival of the mystery would be continued 
and the initiate would lead a good or better life. Dionysus became more and 
more a redeemer who did not just make it easy to forget earthly cares; rather, 
the elements of his myth were interpreted symbolically and allegorically by 
many as saving events.

Evidence indicates that the cult of Isis existed at the end of the third millen-
nium BCE in Egypt. In the Hellenistic Age it took on strong Greek elements 
and spread to almost every province in the Roman Empire.45 Isis mysteries are 
attested, for example, in Alexandria, Corinth, Thessalonica, Puteoli, Pompeii,46 
and Rome. According to the basic myth,47 Osiris, the brother and consort of 
Isis, was drowned in the Nile and dismembered by his evil brother, Seth, who 
then scattered the body parts all over the land. Isis finds her husband and con-
ceives from him the son Horus in order to mourn and bury Osiris along with 
her sister Nephthys. Osiris came to power in the land of the dead, while Horus 
grew up and then, with the help of Isis, defeated Seth. Finally, Horus became 
the true ruler of the world. While Horus rules the earth, Osirus and Isis rule 
in the underworld. In the course of the Hellenization of the cult, Isis is in part 
identified with Serapis and increasingly takes on features of the all- powerful 
Zeus. The myth of the killing of Osiris and his revitalization by Isis symbol-
izes not only the eternal cycle of decay and renewal; it also opens numerous 
connecting points. In the initiation into the Isis cult, the initiates experience 
the journey to the boundary of death; they experience a “voluntary death” 
that prepares them for the future, as reported by an initiate in Apuleius who 
describes the central event of an Isis initiation: “I came to the boundary of death 
and entered the threshold of Proserpina. I have traveled through all elements 
and then returned. In the middle of the night I saw the sun in dazzling bright 
light. I came face to face with the gods above and below and paid reverence 
to them in the closest proximity.”48 Isis, the “queen of heaven,”49 promises to 

44. Cf. two Thessalian gold tablets on Rom. 6:3 in NW II/1:122–23; also Fritz Graf and 
Johnston, Ritual Texts for the Afterlife. Plutarch reports in Mor. 611d–f about hopes for the 
afterlife in the cult of Dionysus, into which he was initiated.

45. Cf. Merkelbach, Isis regina— Zeus Sarapis.
46. The significance of Isis in the public life of Pompeii is indicated by the fact that, after 

the earthquake in 62 CE, the Isis temple was rebuilt before the other temples.
47. The most important text is Plutarch, Isis and Osiris, which is available in Görgemanns, 

Drei religionsphilosophische Schriften, 132–35.
48. Apuleius, Metamorphoses 11.23.8. In Firmicus Maternus, Die errore profanorum reli-

gionum 22, an Isis priest says, “Be of good courage, initiates, since your god is redeemed. For 
salvation from suffering will be yours” (θαρρεῖτε μύσται τοῦ θεοῦ σεσωσμένου· ἕσται γὰρ ὑμῖν ἐκ 
πόνων σωτηρία).

49. Cf. the prayer in Apuleius, Metamorphoses 2.1.

3.2 Greco- Roman Culture
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the initiate not only a happy life but also an escort into the world below.50 As 
co-ruler of the world below, mistress, and mother, Isis guides the initiates in 
the path through the dangerous realm of the dead and grants salvation. The 
Isis mystery is distinguished by a comprehensive cultic- ritual system of levels 
through which the initiate must pass in order to attain the full protection of 
the goddess. These levels include holy meals51 as well as numerous festivals and 
processions. In Italy especially, Isis became the goddess of women, a miracle 
worker and all- powerful and omnipresent goddess.52 Plutarch demonstrates 
how intellectuals around 100 CE could understand these remarkable stories 
from Egypt about hostilities within families of the gods, the animal deities, 
holy numbers, and rites. “One does not worship them, but through them one 
worships the divine, insofar as they, by their nature, are mirrors of the divine.”53 
The symbolic interpretation enabled them to apply the entire myth, with all of 
its specific features, to the divine logos and open it to reason.

50. Cf. Apuleius, Metamorphoses 11.6.6: “A life full of happiness and glory awaits you under 
my guardianship. And once the span of your life has been completed and you have gone to the 
world below, there also, even in the hemisphere under the earth, I will illuminate the darkness 
of hell and command the palace of the dead.”

51. Apuleius, Metamorphoses 11.24.
52. On these roles, see, e.g., the Isis- aretalogy from Kyme [in Asia Minor] 1–65, which 

originated in the first or second century CE (NW I/2:370–71).
53. Plutarch, Isis and Osiris, in Görgemanns, Drei religionsphilosophische Schriften, 76.

3.4. The temple of Isis in Pompeii
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