
New Testament Background 1: 
The Hellenistic World 

A text from the first century is like a door between two rooms, an opening through which to 
look into another culture, a different world. However, if we look at the door without going 
through it, we see only how the space for the door fits into the decor of the room on our side of 
the door— with all the cultural assumptions and social configurations of our time and place. We 
see it only in the context of the world we inhabit. Instead, we need to imaginatively walk 
through the opening into the world on the other side of the door, into the very different 
cultures of first-century Palestine and the Roman Empire. – David Rhoads, quoted by Boring 
 
History of Hellenism 
Alexander, young king of Macedonia, in 333 BCE set out eastward with his disciplined troops to 
conquer the Persian Empire.  Within ten years, Alexander’s spectacular military conquest 
carried him through Greece and Asia Minor, down the Mediterranean coast through Palestine 
and into Egypt, then eastward through Persia to the border of India. All this was not mere 
personal ambition, but a continuation of the generations-long conflict between Greece and 
Persia, the effort of the outnumbered Greeks on the western edge of the great empires to 
escape from the Persian threat once and for all. For Alexander, his conquest was much more 
than a string of military victories that imposed Greek rule on the conquered countries. With the 
missionary zeal of an enlightened Westerner, he saw himself as bringing the blessings of Greek 
civilization to the “barbarians” of the East. (Boring, 74) 
 
Alexander had been taught personally by Aristotle, had absorbed and idealized Greek language 
and culture, and saw this heritage as the means of uniting the world under the banner of Greek 
civilization. He encouraged his soldiers to marry local women and settle down in the conquered 
lands. His strategy was to found new cities and refound old ones on the Greek model, with new 
leadership eager to cooperate with the new world power. The gymnasium— a combination of 
school, athletic field, intellectual center, and elite cultural club— became both symbol and 
means of advancing Greek culture. The presence of new gymnasia and Greek theaters in every 
urban center emphasized that the wave of the future lay with those who adopted Greek 
language, dress, and perspectives. Whether people favored it or not, Greek currency, measures, 
weights, and business procedures became the norm. Under the leadership of Alexander’s 
successors, the new city of Alexandria, with its new library, became the world center of Greek 
scholarship. Scholars from Athens relocated to the new intellectual center, which drew 
philosophers, rhetoricians, artists, and educators from throughout the Mediterranean world. 
Rural areas and villages were not so deeply affected, but in the towns and cities those who 
wanted to get ahead adopted the Greek ways and sent their children to schools where they 
could learn Greek, which had become, in the somewhat unified and simplified Koine (common), 
the lingua franca of the Mediterranean world. It was in this widely understood Greek that all 
the documents of the New Testament were written. Even Paul’s letter to the Romans was 
written in Greek. (Boring, 74) 
 
When Alexander came on the scene, Palestinian Jews had been exercising a limited local 
autonomy as a part of the Persian Empire; with the defeat of Persia they exchanged one 
overlord for another and began to adjust to Greek ways. When Alexander died in Babylon in 
323 BCE, his successors (Diadochoi) continued his policies. As the strategically desirable corridor 
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and buffer state, Judea came alternately under the control of the Syrian Seleucids to the north 
and the Egyptian Ptolemies to the south. (Boring, 75) 
 
For the first 100 years the Ptolemies generally dominated Judea.  By successfully a policy of 
political and financial cooperation the Jerusalem high priests avoided Ptolemaic interference in 
religion for most of the period and Jews became an important minority in Egypt.  By the early 
3rd century BC the process of translating the Scriptures into Greek (the LXX) was well underway 
there.  (Brown, 56)   
 
But also during the third century BCE Judea began to share the general restlessness of the 
peoples of the East under the Macedonian yoke, sometimes expressed in eschatological hopes. 
By the second century BCE, Judeans joined in active resistance, manifest in the riots in Egypt, 
Persia, and elsewhere. By and large, however, the gradual Hellenizing development would have 
continued unabated, encouraged by reform-minded priestly leadership in Jerusalem. Sirach 
(Ecclesiasticus), written about 180 BCE, is a good illustration of the kind of Judaism that was 
open to the new developments in the Hellenistic world while remaining true to its own 
traditions. Politically, Judea was coming more and more to resemble a typical Hellenistic 
territory, with Jewish faith adapting to Hellenistic ways of thinking and practice. (Boring, 75) 
 
In 175 BCE, Antiochus IV Epiphanes (the name means “[ God] Manifest”) became the Seleucid 
ruler in Antioch, with Judea part of his empire. In need of money, he dismissed and exiled Onias 
III, the authorized Zadokite high priest who defended the traditional faith, and appointed 
Onias’s brother Joshua, a Hellenizer who adopted the Greek form of his name, Jason. The high 
priesthood was hereditary and had been passed from father to son for centuries. The pious in 
Israel regarded the transformation of the high priesthood into an office subject to appointment 
by foreign kings and bribery by unfaithful Jews as representing the lowest point of apostasy. 
Jason had offered Antiochus a large sum of money for the office— to be raised by increased 
taxes on the people. However, he was later outbid by Menelaus, an even more radical 
supporter of the Hellenizing program.  With Menelaus’s personal supervision, Antiochus’s 
troops plundered the temple. (Boring, 75) 
 
The situation should thus not be romanticized, as though it was only the “evil empire” of the 
Antiochenes against the faithful Jews. The struggle was not a united Jewish community loyal to 
the ancestral faith versus the pagan overlords, but a conflict internal to Judaism as well. And 
this fierce internal struggle was not merely between faithful and apostate Jews, but expressed 
the intense debate concerning what it meant to be a faithful Jew: to hold fast to the old ways or 
to adapt theology and practice to the emerging cultural reality. The early Christians and authors 
of New Testament texts would face analogous situations. What does it mean to be faithful? 
When is adaptation a way of preserving the tradition, and when is it a betrayal of the faith?  
(Boring, 75) 
 
In 168 BCE Antiochus continued his attempt to expand his empire into Egypt. In a famous and 
symbolic scene, on his second foray into Egypt he was met by the representative of the new 
world power emerging on the western horizon, the Roman legate C. Popillius Laenus. In the 
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name of the Roman Senate, the Roman legate ordered Antiochus to withdraw. Antiochus 
backed off and started back north with his army. Jewish leaders in Jerusalem, misunderstanding 
the situation as the military defeat of Antiochus, began an internal struggle for power. 
Antiochus, in turn, understood this as a full-scale revolt, responded with great violence in which 
his soldiers killed many Jews, looted the temple treasury, demolished the city walls, and 
erected a citadel called the Acra in the old city of David. (Boring, 76) 
 
Antiochus decided their primitive religion should be abolished. He forbade observance of the 
Sabbath and the practice of circumcision. He made it a capital crime to possess a copy of the 
Jewish Scriptures, and converted the temple into a Hellenistic shrine devoted to the Olympian 
Zeus. Swine were sacrificed on a new altar built over the old one. This “desolating sacrilege” 
defiled the holy place and made it impossible for Jews to worship there.  Jews were forced not 
only to abandon their observance of the Torah, but to demonstrate their patriotism and loyalty 
to the government by participating, under pain of death, in the worship of Zeus. The aristocratic 
“reform party” among the Jerusalem priestly leadership seems to have encouraged these 
measures as a step in bringing Judea and Judaism into the modern world. These events and 
images, ineradicably burned into Jewish consciousness, were destined to play a continuing role 
in the future religious thought of both Judaism and Christianity. (Boring, 76) 
 
When the Syrian officer charged with enforcing the law came to the village of Modein, twenty 
miles northwest of Jerusalem, Mattathias, a priest loyal to the traditional faith, killed both the 
officer and the Jew who was about to offer the pagan sacrifice. This triggered an all-out revolt. 
Mattathias died soon afterward, but was succeeded by his son Judas, nicknamed “the 
Maccabean” (apparently “the hammerer”). Under his leadership battles were won, and the 
temple was cleansed and rededicated, an event still celebrated at Hanukkah. The revolt begun 
in order to achieve religious freedom expanded its goal to achieving political independence. 
Judas sent an embassy to Rome, which negotiated a treaty securing Roman support against the 
Seleucids (1 Macc 8: 1– 32). The revolt finally succeeded, and the Hasmoneans (as Judas, his 
brothers, and their descendants were now called) became the priestly rulers of the country. 
The Hasmoneans, who had begun as champions of the “true patriotism and religion” of rural 
Judea, established themselves as the new aristocracy, petty kings in the grand Hellenistic style, 
with standing armies of hired mercenaries. (Boring, 77) 
 
In 66– 62 BCE the Roman general Pompey carried out a successful campaign in the east, 
resulting in the incorporation of Syria as a province of the Roman Empire and establishing a 
permanent Roman military presence in eastern Asia Minor. Roman pacification had come, and 
the relative independence of the Hasmonean era was gone. After defeating Pompey in an east-
west Roman civil war, Julius Caesar came through Palistine and made the Hasmonean Hyrcanus 
“ethnarch of the Jews” (not king any more).  He then made Antipater a Roman citizen and 
procurator of Judea, with both military and political power. During the internal struggles that 
followed the assassination of Julius Caesar in 44 BCE, Antipater adroitly managed to stay on the 
winning side, as did his son Herod, who inherited the leading role in Judea when Antipater was 
killed in 43 BCE. (Boring, 77) 
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The Parthians, heirs of Persia on the eastern border of the Roman Empire, wanted control of 
Palestine and supported Herod’s rival, the Hasmonean Antigonus, as their puppet king. Herod 
went to Rome and was appointed king of Judea by Anthony and Octavian, but he had to 
conquer his “own” kingdom in a bloody war. Herod was considered an outsider, an Idumean 
half-Jew who wanted only to reign as a Hellenistic monarch under Roman control. Like 
Antipater, Herod owed everything to the Romans and thus gave them wholehearted support. 
Herod’s supporters were to be found mainly among the Gentile and nonindigenous settlers in 
Samaria and Idumea, and among the Hellenizing Jews who saw the future of Palestine as a 
Hellenistic Roman state. Despite Herod’s marriage into the Hasmonean family in an effort to 
establish his legitimacy, the Jewish population continued to regard him as an Idumean usurper 
and interloper, who had destroyed the legitimate Hasmonean dynasty in a personal power grab 
and ruled only with Roman support. (Boring, 78) 
 
Herod’s main obligation to Rome, aside from keeping the peace and providing a stable buffer 
state against the Parthians, was the annual raising of a considerable tribute. This required the 
extraction of exorbitant taxes. This, in turn, required a stable and functioning economy; it was 
to Herod’s advantage to promote peace and prosperity in his own realm, and he did so. He 
resettled peasants who had lost their land and helped them become productive farmers 
again— who could pay the needed taxes. He helped cities rebuild and become prosperous, and 
he founded new cities. His building projects maintained employment and promoted the 
development of skilled workers. At the end of his reign the economic situation of the people as 
a whole was better than at the beginning. (Boring, 79) 
 
From the perspective of skillful political and economic success, the title “Herod the Great” had 
some justification. Herod maintained good relations with his Roman overlords, especially 
Octavian/ Augustus, and sent his sons Alexander and Aristobulus to Rome to be educated and 
groomed for future leadership. In Palestine, however, Herod ruled with intrigue and terror, 
brutally eliminating real and suspected political opposition, and killing several of his ten wives 
and numerous sons whom he considered potential threats. Reflecting Herod’s lip service to 
Judaism that included abstinence from pork, Augustus allegedly remarked in a caustic wordplay 
that works only in Greek, “It is better to be Herod’s pig ( hus) than his son (υἱός huios).” (Boring, 
80) 
 
When Herod died in 4 BCE, his sons quarreled over the succession and went to Rome to plead 
their respective cases before Augustus. At home, disturbances and revolts broke out among 
elements of the exploited population of Palestine. A delegation from the people had also gone 
to Rome to plead that the country be placed under direct control of Rome, rather than being 
subject to any of the Herods. Meanwhile, Varus, governor of Syria, pacified the Palestinian 
countryside with brutal force, crucifying two thousand of the rebels. Augustus denied the title 
king to any of Herod’s sons, dividing Herod’s territory among them. Philip was appointed ruler 
of the territory north and east of the Sea of Galilee and conducted himself as a typical 
Hellenistic client ruler, building a temple to Augustus at the ancient shrine city of Banias, which 
he renamed Caesarea Philippi (Philip’s Caesarea). Herod Antipas, the “King Herod” of the 
Gospels, was made ruler of Galilee and Perea. His official title was tetrarch, literally “ruler of a 
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fourth part,” but the word simply meant “prince.” He comported himself royally and was 
popularly known as the king. He founded new cities and rebuilt others, all in the Hellenistic 
style. The ancient Sepphoris, less than four miles northwest of Jesus’ hometown of Nazareth, 
was rebuilt as a shining example of the new culture, complete with a palace and a theater that 
seated three thousand (see Josephus, War 2.511; Ant. 18.27, and fig. 15). (Boring, 81) 
 
Though Rome was the power behind the “throne” of “king” Herod, Galilee was not directly 
under Roman rule in the time of Jesus. The tax collectors of the Gospels, seen in terms of Jesus’ 
historical setting, were not collecting Roman taxes; the centurion of stories from Jesus’ Galilee 
mission (Matt 8: 5– 13) would not have been a Roman soldier but an officer of Herod Antipas’s 
army, which included local Gentiles and non-Jews from Syria. The census narrated in relation to 
Jesus’ birth (Luke 2) would not have affected Herod’s Galilee. The situation was different in 
Judea. As ethnarch over Judea, Samaria, and Idumea, Archelaus was awarded the heartland of 
his father’s kingdom, which included the major cities of Jerusalem, Samaria, Caesarea, and 
Joppa. He was the least competent of Herod’s sons. His oppressive measures were so 
unbearable that a Jewish delegation sent to Rome was able to persuade Augustus to replace 
him. His rule came to an end after ten years (4 BCE– 6 CE), and his territories were placed under 
direct Roman administration as a province of the empire. In preparation for the new tax 
program in which taxes would be paid directly to Rome, Quirinius, Octavian’s legate in Syria, 
took a census of the property of the Jews in Judea. (Boring, 81) 
 
While some governors attempted to implement Rome’s rule with sensitivity to local customs 
and religious traditions, the fifth procurator, Pontius Pilate (26– 36 CE), was so ruthless that he 
was suspended from his post. The census of 6 CE tangibly brought every resident of Judea 
under the direct fiscal and legal authority of Rome, precipitating the revolutionary movement 
begun by Judas of Galilee. Judas and his followers claimed that acceptance of the Roman yoke 
violated the fundamental convictions of Jewish faith, for Jews could worship only the one God 
and must resist both the introduction of Roman images they considered idolatrous and the 
claims by and about the emperors to divinity. Judas and his followers attacked the Roman fort 
in Sepphoris but were defeated. Judas was killed, and his followers were dispersed (Acts 5: 37; 
Josephus, War 2.117– 18; Ant. 18.1– 10, 23– 25). The movement he had begun smoldered 
underground, broke out afresh from time to time, and eventually became the Zealot movement 
that led to the disastrous war of 66– 70 CE. (Boring, 82) 
 
As the rebel movement gained influence, conditions in Palestine deteriorated. The chaos 
preceding the war is illustrated by events in the brief interregnum between the departure of 
Festus (60– 62) and Albinus’s assumption of office (62– 64). The high priest Ananus exploited 
the absence of a procurator to impose the death penalty on a number of his opponents, 
including James the brother of Jesus, the leader of the Christian group in Jerusalem (Josephus, 
Ant. 17.10– 7.278– 84; War 4.3.60– 65). If not illegal, this was at least ill-advised— for the 
Romans seem to have reserved the right of capital punishment for themselves— and the new 
governor Albinus deposed Ananus. When the revolt was signaled by the cessation of the daily 
temple sacrifices made for the emperor, Nero sent Vespasian, his best general, to take 
command of the Roman armies charged with quelling the revolt. (Boring, 82) 
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Nero’s suicide in 68 turned Vespasian’s attention toward Rome and his own ambition to be 
emperor. Amid great bloodshed and terrorism, in which the numbers of those crucified by the 
Romans grew into thousands, Vespasian’s son Titus completed the subjugation of Jerusalem in 
70 CE, destroyed the temple, and celebrated his triumphal procession in Rome the next year.  
At Vespasian’s death, his son Titus became emperor (79– 81 CE), succeeded by Domitian (81– 
96), Titus’s brother, the third member of the Flavian dynasty. In Domitian’s latter days, his 
increasing insistence on his own deity and interest in purifying the empire of foreign cults 
brought pressure on the growing Christian movement. During Nero’s time, Christians in Rome 
had already come to the attention of the empire as a group separate from Judaism. Nero 
blamed the great fire of 64 CE on them and with the approval of much of the population had 
large numbers of Christians in the city of Rome arrested and condemned to terrible deaths. 
During the whole period in which the church was growing and documents that became the New 
Testament were being written, the Christian community lived a harassed and fragile existence 
within the Roman Empire, but there was no systematic, empire-wide persecution or attempts 
to eliminate Christianity until the third century under the emperors Decius and Diocletian.  
The catastrophic war of 66– 70 CE inhibited, but did not destroy, the rebellious movements 
among the remnants of Jewish militants, some of which were fueled by eschatological fervor 
and messianic hopes. Yet the hope for rebuilding Jerusalem and the temple and the 
establishment of God’s rule through a messianic deliverer persisted. (Boring, 84) 
 
Hellenistic Cultural influences on Christianity 
In those early years, within a decade of the crucifixion of Jesus, the village culture of Palestine 
had been left behind, and the Greco-Roman city became the dominant environment of the 
Christian movement. (Meeks, 11) 
 
Today a tourist may manage comfortably with English or German through most of the Pauline 
mission area, so long as he stays in the cities, but if he wants to communicate in the villages of 
the same countries, he must know several languages and even then may find his best efforts 
stymied by local pronunciation or idiom. Just so, Greek was the universal urban language of the 
eastern Roman provinces, but not far beyond the city walls. It is no accident that all the 
documents of the New Testament and virtually all other extant writings from the first two 
centuries of Christianity were written in Greek. Yet, in the villages of Galilee, Aramaic was 
presumably still the dominant language. When Christianity in its new, urban forms eventually 
penetrated village cultures, the Greek documents had to be translated into the indigenous 
languages, including, ironically, Aramaic, now in the dialect spoken in the Syrian countryside. 
(Meeks, 15) 
 
Travel was undertaken specifically for the Christian mission, but much of the mission was 
carried out by people who were traveling for other reasons. Both were possible, and not 
surprising to the writers of the New Testament, because the people of the Roman Empire 
traveled more extensively and more easily that had anyone before them – or would again until 
the nineteenth century. (Meeks, 17) 
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One of the first things to strike one about the Roman world is its mobility.  The Christian 
tentmakers Aquila and Priscilla, variously located in Pontius, Rome, Corinth (Acts 18:1-3), 
Ephesus (Acts 18:18, 26; 1 Cor 16:19), and Rome again (Rom 16:3), fit this picture well.  
Christianity spread along the highways, but so did other religions of the day.  For the most part, 
in the first century, particularly outside Palestine, Christianity took root in major cities, 
frequently provincial capitals, on the main routes.  Another reason it spread rapidly was that 
people across the empire could communicate in the common (koine) Greek.  But the vitality of 
society at the time was in the cities, and so that is where Christianity flourished.  Philosophers 
also taught in their own schools and the salons of the rich or wherever they were invited to 
speak.  There is little evidence that Christians in the first century proclaimed their message in a 
very public manner.  The major exceptions are Paul’s preaching in Lystra and Athens, but even 
in the latter instance, after the initial contact in the marketplace, Paul was taken to the relative 
seclusion of the Areopagus where he delivered his sermon. The book of Acts describes Paul as 
first preaching in the synagogues and then moving his base of operation to private homes, and 
we frequently read of churches meeting in individuals’ homes. (Malherbe, 12-14) 
 
Jewish philosopher Philo would not participate in Pagan cults, yet he praised the gymnasium 
and frequented the theater where performance could very well include Pagan cultic acts, but 
certainly included Greek philosophical and social ideas.  Many Jews and Christians would be 
guests invited to dinners hosted by pagan friends, neighbors, and colleagues and these dinners 
frequently included meat sacrificed to idols for example. (Brown, 65) 
 
The hierarchical pattern of the family, in which the male was always superior to the female, as 
surely as parents to children and masters to slaves, was deeply entrenched in law and custom 
and its erosion constantly deplored by the rhetorical moralists and the satirists. (Meeks, 23) 
 
In lists of members of Greek associations, women appear alongside men, usually in fairly small 
proportions.  Fairly often in imperial times women were asked to serve as founders or patrons 
of men’s clubs.  In the Hellenistic and Roman periods, women seem to have been especially 
attracted to the syncretic cults produced by the spread of eastern and Egyptian religions 
through the Mediterranean cities. Conservative historians and satirists frequently blamed the 
lush growth of these cults on the superstition and irresponsibility of emancipated women. 
Plutarch urged that a husband use not only philosophy to protect his wife from such gullibility, 
but also a strong hand, for “it is becoming for a wife to worship and to know only the gods that 
her husband believes in, and to shut the front door tight upon all queer rituals and outlandish 
superstitions. For with no god do stealthy and secret rites performed by a woman find any 
favor.” (Meeks, 25) 
 
Slavery was a common practice in the Hellenistic world.  Ancient sources of slaves were pirate 
raids and the frequent wars around the edges of the Roman Empire.  As the empire settled into 
a more peaceful time under Augustus, the supply of slaves began to dry up, and became worse 
as many slaves were set free over time.  Yet the larger Roman estates needed a lot of slaves to 
manage them.  Some slaves such as those on galleys or in quarries had a brutal existence which 
led to periodic revolts, others could serve as administrators, physicians, teachers, artisans, and 



New Testament Background 1: 
The Hellenistic World 

household help.  Slaves were included in many early Christian communities, and Paul was 
clearly reluctant to challenge the institution even though he recognized the theological grounds 
for doing so (In Christ there is no slave or free). (Brown, 67) 
 
The pattern of Greek schooling was well established throughout the Roman Empire, but would 
have been more prevalent in the larger Hellenistic cities.  Greek style schools consisted of an 
elementary school for teaching reading, writing, music, and athletics; then tutoring in grammar 
and especially Greek poetry; and finally for a few there was an upper level education in rhetoric 
and philosophy.  There is little evidence that such schooling would have influenced Jesus or his 
disciples who lived in a more rural area, but it would have had a bigger influence on the writers 
of the New Testament, all of whom wrote in the common Koine Greek of the period (meaning 
they seem to have had some schooling, but not the more advanced training).  Paul on the other 
hand is said in Acts to have gone to the Areopagus in Athens and comfortably debated with the 
philosophers there. (Brown, 69) 
 
Antioch-on-the-Orontes was one of the giants in the first century, yet a person could easily walk 
the circumference in an afternoon. Even a modest estimate, perhaps a quarter of a million 
residents, yields a high density in a relatively small area. The scale of a Philippi or a Beroea or 
even a Corinth would be a good bit smaller, but the density probably as high. Further, given 
that much of the space – one fourth – was devoted to public areas, the bulk of the population 
had typically to put up with most uncomfortable crowding at home, made tolerable by the 
attractive spaciousness of public facilities. It follows that privacy was rare. Much of life was 
lived on the streets and sidewalks, squares and porticoes -even more than in Mediterranean 
cities today. Not much that happened in a neighborhood would escape the eyes of the 
neighbors. News or rumor would travel rapidly; riots could flare up in a moment. A peddler of 
copper pans or magic amulets, of horoscopes or a revelation, could count on the word’s getting 
around – once he had made his initial contacts. (Meeks, 29) 
 
When a stranger arrived in a city, it is taken for granted that he knew, or could easily learn, 
where to find immigrants and temporary residents from his own country or ethnos, and 
practitioners of his own trade. Nothing could be more natural, for these were the two most 
important factors in the formation and identification of neighborhoods. In Antioch the 
Kerateion, in the southeastern quadrant of the city, was “the traditional Jewish quarter,” 
although Jews lived elsewhere as well. Kindred crafts and trades also tended to gather in the 
same areas, which often took their names from the fact: Linenweavers’ Quarter, 
Leatherworkers’ Street, Portico of the Perfumers, etc. From what we have seen of Paul’s 
emphasis on his “working with my own hands,” we will not go far wrong in supposing that his 
contact with fellow artisans and their customers often provided the first contacts in a city. 
Hock’s suggestion that the workshop itself may have been a locus of much of Paul’s missionary 
preaching and teaching is not implausible. (Meeks, 29) 
 
Sources give us good reason to think that the individual household was the basic unit in the 
establishment of Christianity in the city, as it was, indeed, the basic unit of the city itself.  
However, we should remember that the oikos mentioned when the New Testament reports the 
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conversion of someone “with all his house” is broader than our concept of the nuclear family. 
“Family” is defined not first by kinship but by the relationship of dependence and 
subordination. The head of a substantial household was thus responsible for – and expected a 
degree of obedience from – not only his immediate family but also his slave, former slaves who 
were now clients, hired laborers, and sometimes business associates or tenants. To be part of a 
household was thus to be part of a large network of relationships. Within the household, a 
vertical but not quite unilinear chain connected unequal roles, from slave to paterfamilias, but 
also included bonds between client and patron and a number of analogous but less formal 
relations of protection and subordination. Between this household and others there were links 
of kinship and of friendship, which also often entailed obligations and expectations. It was 
ordinarily assumed that the subordinate members of a household, particularly the servile ones, 
would share the religion(s) of the master. (Meeks 30) 
 
Trade and professional associations were especially important. Guilds seem to have been 
purely social bodies, unconcerned with the business activities of their members. The ekklesia 
that gathered with the tentmakers Prisca, Aquila, and Paul in Corinth or Ephesus might well 
have seemed to the neighbors a club of the same sort. (Meeks, 32) 
 
Philosophy 
 
The New Testament was set in a world of classical mythology.  The Greek Zeus, Hera, Athena, 
Aphrodite, Hermes, and Artemis were now identified with the Roman Jupiter, Juno, Minerva, 
Venus, Mercury, and Diana.  There would have also been other more localized gods.  There 
were temples, priesthoods, and feasts dedicated to the patron god or goddess of a city. There 
were also Eastern mystery religions and widespread divining, consulting oracles, magic, and 
astrology.  There was also Emperor Worship which grew in the 1st century to the point that 
Caligula wanted divinizing statues set up in his honor, Nero regarded himself as divine, and 
Domitian styled himself “Lord and God”.  The cult of Isis from Egypt was popular among women 
throughout the empire.  Similarly the cult of Mithras from Persia was carried home by Roman 
soldiers and was very popular among men.  Many Christians would have continued to hold on 
to some of their beliefs in these other spiritual paths, much as modern Christians seek to hold 
their faith in balance with other beliefs and values. (Brown, 85-87) 
 
Epicureanism.  The followers of Epicurus organized themselves into groups of friends, including 
women, who sought to find fulfillment within their gatherings. They claimed to be indifferent to 
society and its values, and wished to pursue a serenity they thought comes from abandoning 
political and social ambition on the one hand, and religious fear of gods on the other.  
Opposition to the Epicureans was vehement and consistent. They were accused of atheism, 
ignorance, social irresponsibility, and sexual immorality.  But the same charges were also 
applied to Christians.  Their motivations were different, but in some ways there were striking 
similarities between them. Both held to the importance of the group for the development of 
the individual. Epicurus had begun developing procedures whereby members of the group 
cared for each other in an almost pastoral manner, and those techniques were highly refined by 
the time Paul established his churches and used the same methods. Just as Epicureans held 
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friendship to be the basis for the common life, so also Christians, who thought of their churches 
in kinship terms, held ‘love of the brethren’ to provide the framework for social behavior. 
(Malherbe, 18) 
 
Cynicism. Cynicism originated as a rejection of convention and an insistence on the 
independence of the wise. More a way of life than a system of thought, Cynicism’s stress on 
individualism was exemplified by Diogenes.  Dependent on no one, the Cynic was free and self-
sufficient. They thought it their duty to improve others by speaking frankly about the human 
condition and impressing on their listeners the need to change their lives by adopting reason 
rather than convention and its values as their guide. Cynics made a deep impression on their 
society with their stark way of life and their insistence on the profound distinction between vice 
and virtue.  Similarities have also been identified between Christians and Cynics. The Christian 
and the Cynic both view society and its values with some suspicion and maintain some sense of 
independence from them.  There are some sharp differences, however.  The Christians 
maintained a sense of fellowship and accountability to one another whereas Cynics were 
individualistic.  The Christians’ views were also focused on following Jesus first, whereas the 
true Cynic has no reference beyond self. (Malherbe, 18-19) 
 
Stoicism. Stoicism had become the dominant philosophy by the time of Paul. Stoicism sprang 
from Cynicism with the basic tenet that virtue is the only good.  The Stoics’ rule was to live 
according to nature, but they thought of nature as the physical universe permeated by the 
divine reason, or Logos.  They believed that humans, born with a capacity to think rationally, 
were to develop that reason throughout their lives and thus develop the knowledge that would 
enable them to live morally.  When a person is living in tune with universal/natural laws, then 
reason prevails and passions subside.  The ideal is apatheia – life without passions. Some of 
Paul’s converts in Corinth, impressed by their own knowledge (e.g. 1 Cor 8:1-3), asserted their 
right to live as they wished and justified themselves by quoting a Stoic slogan, ‘Everything is 
permissible to me’ (1 Cor 6:12; 10:23). Paul took great pains to counter this view, but evidently 
was unsuccessful, for he had to return to the subject in 2 Corinthians, where there are 
indications that some Corinthians still described themselves in Stoic terms. (Malherbe, 19-20) 
 
Platonism, a philosophy formulated by Plato in dialogues with Socrates would have enormous 
influence on the Church Fathers. The most important doctrine was that in this world people see 
only the shadows cast by another world of realities where perfect truth and beauty exist. To 
fulfill their destiny people must escape the material world and go to their true home in that 
other world. Some would find Platonic influence (directly or through Hellenistic Judaism) on 
John’s contrast between the world below and the world above, and his description of a Jesus 
who has come from above to give light to the true realities. (Brown, 88) 
 
Justin Martyr, [the early Christian apologist who lived from 100-165 C.E.], said that, before his 
conversion to Christianity, his study of Platonism and contemplation of its ideas furnished his 
mind with wings, and he expected to see God, for that was the end of Platonism. (Malherbe, 
17)  Platonism clearly had an influence on Justin Martyr’s interpretations of the Logos, or 
wisdom of God, once he became a Christian.  Logos is also the word in the Gospel of John which 
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we translate as “Word” and use in reference to Jesus.  So that interpretation of Jesus as the 
Word or Logos of God has some connection to Platonic philosophy of the day. 
 
Magic. People struggled with what seemed to be forces of nature or the gods that affected 
their lives for better or worse – good crops, droughts, health, sickness, children or lack there of, 
could all be seen as the influence of these natural forces.  Through the use of magic they sought 
to bring those powers into the service of their own interest. What is characteristic of magic as 
they knew it is that the power of some being or force is harnessed through the use of certain 
techniques, formulas, or rituals known to the magician, for purposes of good or ill.  The Romans 
liked to associate magic with foreigners, Jews included, and the latter, rather than shying away 
from it, claimed that Jewish magic was superior, since it was derived from the wisdom given to 
Solomon.  We may think of today’s versions of “black magic” or “voodoo”, which are really 
forms of African naturalistic superstition, and some of that sort of magic would have also been 
practiced in Roman times, but obviously for the Jews, their magic would have been to 
manipulate spiritual forces.  What seems evident is that there was not a clear demarcation of 
being a “practitioner or believer in magic” versus a believer in God or Jesus.  Often the same 
person did both.  When your child is sick, you may pray to God, but also go down the street to 
have the magician perform a helpful ritual. (Malherbe, 22-23) 
 
Oracles and Divination.  The human desire to receive direct divine guidance was fulfilled by 
divination – using supernatural means to predict future events and interpret past occurrences.  
Extremely important to Greeks was prophecy. It was thought that the prophet became the 
mouthpiece of a divine power that took possession of the prophet and spoke through him or 
her (not unlike Jewish and Christian notions to some degree).  The term oracle was applied to 
this kind of divination and could refer to the response of a god to a question.  The most famous 
two locations for oracles were at Delphi (associated with Apollo) and Dodona (associated with 
Zeus).  Another type of oracle that became important was that associated with the name Sibyl.  
The word was first used of one prophetess, then of many who wandered around Greece, some 
becoming attached to certain shrines. The proper name became generic and referred to 
prophecy of an ecstatic type. The prophecies were written down in Greek hexameter and 
collected, but the collection was destroyed when the Roman capitol burned in 83 BCE. New 
collections were made later, partly by Jews and Christians who found this particular oracular 
tradition convenient for promoting their own agenda.  Other forms of divination included 
casting lots (cf Acts 1:26), and astrology which became a major means of telling the future. 
(Malherbe, 23-24) 
 
The Mysteries. The Mysteries were secret cults in which the uninitiated were not permitted to 
participate. We still know little about them because the vow of silence that initiates took was 
very effective, and reliable literary sources that can inform us are very few.  One well known 
Mystery was the cult of the Egyptian goddess Isis which explained all fertility (of people, 
animals, crops, etc).  The Cult of Isis was popular among women.  By contrast, the Cult of 
Mithra, a god of Indo-Iranian origin, was very popular in the army and returning soldiers 
brought home the practice of the cultic rituals.  Cults like this spread easily through the very 
mobile Roman society, much like Christianity did.  These Mystery Cults were practiced by 
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groups of people and often included fellowship meals and in many cases even their own houses 
of worship. (Brown and Gonzalez) 
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