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C.  (
“Roman religion, as practiced by many, if not most, during the Empire, was characterized by formal observance of the rituals with little conviction. Proper performance of the rites of Roman religion became a symbol of one’s respect for the state and appreciation for tradition, not necessarily a sign of personal belief” 
(Jeffers, 100)
.
)Christianity and Greco-Roman Religion

a. Christianity and Roman Law

· Roman was very tolerant of other religions







· On the whole, the only type of religion that Rome would have not tolerated were those that:

1) posed some ________________________to the public order



2) were considered too __________________________


· Judaism was very widespread and accepted as a legal religion; Christianity was seen as a subset of Judaism




· Various events led to a more critical view toward Judaism/Christianity

· Jews – revolts in the 1st and 2nd cent.


· Misunderstanding of their practices 

· Sabbath observance = 


· agape feasts = 


· Worship of 1 God = a denial of all others = atheists (Jews/Christians)




 (
Roman Account of Christian Initiation Ceremony and Eucharist 
I know not whether these things are false; certainly suspicion is applicable to secret and nocturnal rites; and he who explains their ceremonies 
by reference to a man punished by extreme suffering for his wickedness, and to the deadly wood of the cross, 
appropriates fitting altars for reprobate and wicked men, that they may worship what they deserve. Now 
the story about the initiation
 of young novices is as much to be 
detested
 as it is well known. An infant covered over with meal, that it may deceive the unwary, is placed before him who is to be stained with their rites: this infant is slain by the young pupil, who has been urged on as if to harmless blows on the surface of the meal, with dark and secret wounds. 
Thirstily--O horror
!-
-they lick up its blood; eagerly they divide its limbs. 
By this victim they are pledged
 together; with this consciousness of wickedness they are covenanted to mutual silence. Such sacred rites as these are 
more foul
 than any sacrileges. And of their banqueting it is well known all men speak of it everywhere; even the speech of our Cirtensian testifies to it. On a solemn day they assemble at the feast, with all their children, sisters, mothers, people of every sex and of every age. There, after much feasting, when the fellowship has grown warm, and the fervour of incestuous lust has grown hot with drunkenness,
 a dog that has been tied to the chandelier is provoked, by throwing a small piece of offal beyond the length of a line by which he is bound, to rush and spring; and thus the conscious light being overturned and extinguished in the shameless darkness, the connections of abominable lust involve them in the uncertainty of fate. (Minucius Felix, 
Octavius
, 9)
)






· 











· [image: ]Christian language about “eating the body/flesh” and drinking the blood “(John 6) along with talk about “love” and “love feasts” and loving your “brother and sister in Christ” led to misconceptions of cannibalism and incest. 







·  (
Figure 
1
 Alexamenos Graffito (Rome). “Alexamenos worships God”
)Apathy toward paganism and growth of Christianity





· Pliny the Younger “Christianity was stealing people away from the state religion” (Jeffers, 106)

· the “temples which had been entirely deserted for a long time” and the “sacred rites which had been allowed to lapse” before his persecutions scared people away from Christianity” (Jeffers citing Pliny, 106).




· Two persecutions in the 1st century

· Nero (AD 64)








 (
Roman Account of Nero’s Persecution
But all human efforts, all the lavish gifts of the emperor, and the propitiations of the gods, did not banish the sinister belief that the conflagration was the result of an order. Consequently, to get rid of the report, Nero fastened the guilt and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a class hated for their abominations, called Christians by the populace. 
Christus
, from whom the name had its origin, 
suffered the extreme penalty during the reign of Tiberius at the hands of one of our procurators, Pontius Pilatus
, and a most mischievous superstition, thus checked for the moment, again broke out not only in Judaea, the first source of the evil, but even in Rome, where all things hideous and shameful from every part of the world find their centre and become popular. Accordingly, an arrest was first made of all who pleaded guilty; then, upon their information, an immense multitude was convicted, not so much of the crime of firing the city, as of hatred against mankind. Mockery of 
every sort was added to their
 deaths. 
Covered with the skins of beasts, they were torn by dogs and perished, or were nailed to crosses, or were doomed to the flames and burnt, to serve as a nightly illumination, when daylight had expired. Nero offered his gardens for the spectacle, and was exhibiting a show in the circus, while he mingled with the people in the dress of a charioteer or stood aloft on a car
. 
Hence, even for criminals who deserved extreme and exemplary punishment, there arose a feeling of compassion;
 f
or it was not, as it seemed, for the public good, but to glut one man's cruelty, that they were being destroyed.
 
(Tacitus, 
Annals
, 15.44.2-8)
)
















· Domitian (AD 89-96)







· Sum: 





· “[I]t was a religion that simply did not fit any of Rome’s categories: its monotheism prevented Roman religion from absorbing it, and its followers were not from a single conquered or allied people. As a result, it could not be a legally recognized religion” (Jeffers, 109).




b. Christianity and the Mystery Religions

· Apart from the state religions, which were devoted to various Greco-Roman gods (Jeffers, 93 for a list), there arose various “mystery religions.” 

· cult of Demeter (oldest)
· Orphic mystery religion (Greece)
· cult of Isis (Egypt)
· cult of Cybele (Mediterranean)

· cult of Mithra (East)




· Distinctives:

· spoke of some sort of ______________________


· emphasized a _________________________connection with their deity


· emphasized the concept of an ____________________________


· emphasized _________________________________


· secret ceremonies that bound one in ______________________to the deity


· at the center of the mystery religion was some sort of myth about their deity’s

 defeat of his/her enemies, death, and then _________________________________.




· Differences from Christianity

· mysteries often spoke of the death/life of their god as correlating with the agricultural cycle; death in the Fall and life in the Spring. 


· the resurrection of the gods of the mysteries was not nearly as central as that of Christianity

· Deities of these mysteries were mythical, not historical, very much unlike Christ. 



· The morality evident among early Christians is very different for the most part. 




· While “Union with God” may seem like a common motif, the mysteries spoke of being absorbed into the divine, which is different from Christianity. 




· What does the popularity of Mystery Cults tell us about the 1st century religious context?






c. Christianity and the Imperial Cult

· Most significant interaction between Christianity and Roman religion. 


· Popular in the East


· Caesar Augustus 


· Later emperors


· Posed a great dilemma for Christianity. 




· Jewish exemption







· Christian Gospel and the Roman Gospel (Power Point)




· Gospel = “proclamation about Jesus” (a message about the crucified and risen Savior)

· cf. a herald




· One of the biggest problems came in the similar terminology used by the emperor, which corresponds to terms used by Christians:


·  (
Priene Inscription
 (9 B.C.)
The providence which has ordered the whole of our life, showing concern and zeal, has ordained the most perfect consummation for human life by giving to it Augustus, by filling him with virtue for doing the work of a benefactor among men, and by sending in him, as it were, a
 
savior 
for us and those who come after us, to make war to cease, to create order 
everywhere.
 . . [
S]ince
 the Caesar [Augustus] through his 
appearance 
has exceeded the hopes of all former 
good messages 
[
euangelia
], surpassing not only the benefactors who came before him, but also leaving no hope that anyone in the future would surpass him, and since for the world the birthday of the god was the 
beginning
 of ‘
gospels’ 
of him [
euangelia
]. . . .
)Priene Inscription








· Plutarch and Josephus











· Parallels between Christian “gospel” and Roman “gospel(s)”





· Emperor was called:





· NT
· 1 Thess 5:3 



· Acts 17:7



· Rev 13:4, 8; cf. 14:9-10 (Rev 17:9-11; Beast = Rome)




· “Gospel” and OT Background

· Isaiah 40-66








· Summary: NT Gospel against its OT and Greco-Roman background







· Philippains 1-3

· 

· 

· 
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