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NT Religious Movements

Therefore, my beloved, flee from idolatry 
(1 Co 10:14)
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NT religious movements

• Jewish movements
• The Zealots
• Scribes
• Priests, Levites
• The Sanhedrin
• The Mishnah, The Talmud
• False gods compared with the Bible

 
• Roman religious life

– Roman gods
• Ancient Greek religion
• Mythology
• Emperor worship
• Mystery religion

• Philosophical Schools
– Epicureans
– Stoics
– Cynics

• Gnosticism
• Greek gods

– Altar to a nameless god
– Zeus
– Hermes
– Artemis
– Apollo
– Aphrodite
– Dionysos
– Castor and Pollux
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Jewish movements

-Practice terrorism against 
Romans
-Refused to pay taxes
-Adhered carefully to Torah 
interpretation

-Worked at copying and studying the 
Torah
-Lived in isolated communities
-Share property and communal 
meals
-Practiced ritual cleansing

-Ran the Temple and all its 
ceremonies
-Dominated the Sanhedrin-
the religious ruling council
-Lived a Hellenistic, affluent 
lifestyle
-Received Roman support

-Supported synagogues for Torah 
study and interpretation
-Strict, detailed obedience to oral 
and written law
-Accepted Rome as a necessary evil 
as long as they were allowed to 
practice their beliefs

Practices

-Theology resembled that of 
Pharisees, however, they 
believed only God could rule
-Slavery was the worst evil
-Taxes were due only to God
-Hated the rule of Romans

-They needed to withdrawal from 
corruption
-Believed true priests descended 
only from Zadok
-Believed in rigid adherence to the 
Torah
-Believed they had been chosen to 
prepare for imminent arrival of 
kingdom of God

-Only accepted the Torah as 
God's law
-Rejected oral traditions
-Believed the Temple was the 
only path to God
-Did not believe in bodily 
resurrection

-Believed in entire Old Testament as 
law
-Accepted oral interpretation of the 
Old Testament
-Believed study of Torah was the 
highest act of worship
-God's desire was for his people to 
keep the law
-Believed in bodily resurrection and 
life after death

Beliefs

Extreme Pharisess and religious 
Jews living primarily in Galilee

Possibly dissident Sadducees or 
Pharisees; preferred isolation in 
wilderness to participation in Temple 
services led by corrupt priests.

Priests who were wealthy, 
aristocratic, and often 
Hellenistic

Middle-class merchants numbering 
about 6,000

Members

A movement formed against a 
Roman census in 6 A.D. and led 
by Judas the Galilean

Registered Maccabees' claim to the 
high priesthood in approximately 
170 A.D.

Descended from Solomon's 
high priest, Zadok, and 
became a faction around 200 
B.C.

Descended from Hasidim freedom 
fighters of the Maccabee era

Origin

ZealotEsseneSadduceePharisee
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The Zealots
• When they had entered the city, they went up to the upper room where they were 

staying; that is, Peter and John and James and Andrew, Philip and Thomas, 
Bartholomew and Matthew, James the son of Alphaeus, and Simon the Zealot, and 
Judas the son of James. (Ac 1:13)

• Zealot (Gk. for Aram qana'na. Cananaean). A member of a Jewish patriotic political 
party, the surname of the apostle Simon (Mt 10:4; Mk 3:18; Lk 6:15; Ac 1:13), to 
distinguish him from Simon Peter. 

• Meyer (Com., on Mt 10:4) says: "Zealots were a class of men who, like Phinehas (Nu 
25:7), were fanatical defenders of the theocracy; and who, while taking vengeance 
on those who wronged it, were themselves guilty of great excesses."

• The Zealots or Canaaneans were extreme nationalists, frequently revolting, their 
restlessness resulted in 200,000 deaths from the beginning of the century up to the 
actual outbreak of war in 66 AD. 

• Herod kept revolutionary groups such as these in hand, but after his death, and 
especially at the census ordered by Augustus, rebellion broke out. In Judea, it was 
brought under control by the persuasion of the priests, but in Galilee two men, Judas 
and Sadduk by name, organized resistance. 

• Judas founded a religious sect sworn to "invincible liberty and to God as their only 
leader and Lord." Ac 5:37 shows that the rebellion failed. 

• A subgroup, the Sicarii, or assassins, appeared a few years after the middle of the 
century, and represented the extremists of an extreme movement. They held out for 
3 years after the fall of Jerusalem in 70. 
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The Scribes
• Just before and during the time of Jesus, the dominant role of the Sadducean families was 

being overtaken by a new and dynamic ruling class of scribes. 
• The scribes came from all classes. Some were priests, but the vast majority were 

merchants, artisans and labourers. Among the most famous scribes in Jesus' day, there 
was Shammai (a carpenter) and Hillel (a labourer). 

• Their authority was based on their learning. Anyone wanting to be a scribe had to devote 
years of study. He had to master the law and be thoroughly familiar with the Torah by the 
age of 14. Then he spent years closely associated with a recognized scribal teacher, 
receiving lengthy instruction in personal conduct and application of the law in everyday 
situations. 

• Such teachers were so venerated that pupils often observed not only their teachings but 
their actions as well. When a student reached the point where he could make his own 
personal decisions on points of law and justice, he became a non ordained scholar. 

• Only at about the age of 40 would he be formally ordained as a scribe in his own right, and 
from that time on he could be addressed as rabbi. 

• Young Jews came to Jerusalem to sit at the feet of the rabbis. At any given time there 
might have been 10 scribal schools in the Holy City. Rabbi Hillel had as many as 80 pupils 
at a time. Much of the teaching took place in the precincts of the Temple, but there were 
probably classrooms throughout the city. 

• The scribes were held in great awe and respect. Like the prophets, they were thought to 
possess vast, secret knowledge of the workings of the Lord's power. In many ways they 
might be viewed as the legitimate heirs of the prophetic tradition. 

• They were recognized by their long, flowing robes, fringed at the corners with very long 
tassels. When a scribe passed, ordinary people rose as a sign of respect. They were 
given the place of honour at important feasts and in synagogues. 
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Priests of the Temple
• The office of high priest   This carried unique privileges and responsibilities. 

The High Priest alone was permitted to enter the holy of holies on Yom 
Kippur to atone for the sins of the entire nation. He presided over the 
Sanhedrin, Israel’s highest administrative and judicial body. His daily life 
was governed by the strictest rules of ceremonial purity. His death was 
viewed as an act of atonement and was marked by the release of a 
condemned murderer. Even if he retired from office he continued to wield 
great influence. 

• The chief priests The high priest was the apex of an elaborate hierarchy of 
temple personnel. Directly beneath him in rank were the chief priests, an 
exclusive group of about 200 highborn Jews. The foremost was the captain 
of the temple, second only in rank and power to the high priest who 
supervised the whole body of priests and of all temple activities. Other chief 
priests had charge of the daily and weekly temple services, the temple 
treasury and the maintenance of the sacred vessels. 

• The ordinary priests The ordinary priests probably numbered about 7,200 in 
Jesus' time. This exclusive hereditary community of men traced their 
descent back to Aaron. Unlike the chief priests, most of them lived outside 
Jerusalem in the towns and villages of Judea and Galilee. They were 
divided into 24 priestly clans, each of which served a week at a time at the 
temple. Their duties included lighting the altar fires, attending to the 
offerings of incense and unleavened bread and killing the sacrificial animals. 

http://www.bible-history.com/jesus/jesusuntitled00000235.htm
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Levites
• "Likewise a Levite also, when he came to the place and saw him, passed by 

on the other side.” (Lk 10:32)
• The Levites are not mentioned much in the NT. In the parable of the Good 

Samaritan, they are portrayed as the type of a formal, heartless worship, 
without sympathy and without love. Barnabas was a Levite from Cyprus (Ac 
4:36) showing that the changes of the previous century had carried that tribe 
also into "the Dispersion among the Greeks."

• The Levites were the lowest-ranking temple officials. These men were 
descendants of Levi. 

• There were some 9,600 Levites in the 1st c BC. They also were formed into 
24 families or courses, each course serving one week at a time as guards, 
policemen, doorkeepers, singers, musicians and servants of the temple. 

• They were forbidden from entering the holy sanctuary or approaching the 
altar of sacrifice. The daily temple ritual required the services of nearly 1,000 
chief priests, priests and Levites. 

• On feast days all 24 courses were required to come to Jerusalem to 
participate in the elaborate ceremonies and sacrificial rites. This meant that 
there were nearly 18,000 temple personnel on hand during each of the 3 
great pilgrim festivals: Passover, Weeks and Booths. 
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The Sanhedrin
• The high priest and the chief priests were the elite religious nobles whose members were 

selected from a small number of wealthy families who traced their descent back to Zadok, 
the high priest of Solomon. 

• But in the time of Jesus, the dominant priestly families were not pure Zadokites. The 
powerful clans of Boethus, Annas, Phiabi and Kamith, all members of the illegitimate 
priesthood, supplied all the high priests. 

• The house of Annas was especially powerful. Annas was high priest from 6-15 AD, and 5 
of his sons, his son-in-law Caiaphas and his grandson Jonathan also held the post. 

• These men controlled not only the temple, but a large number of seats on the Sanhedrin, 
the supreme judicial body of Israel. 

• Its 71 members comprised 3 groups -- the chief priests, the elders and the scribes. The 
high priest was the presiding officer. Although in theory the Sanhedrin had executive and 
legislative functions as well as judicial authority, its powers had been restricted by the 
Romans. In Jesus' day, the Sanhedrin could not carry out the death sentence. 

• The elders were an influential lay nobility who had descended from ancient ruling families 
whose powers had originated in the days following the Conquest. After the return from exile 
in Babylon they were the representatives of the people in dealing with the Persian, 
Egyptian and Syrian rulers. Many elders were wealthy merchants and landowners.

• These two powerful ruling elites, the priestly and lay aristocracy of Judaism, made up the 
party known in Jesus' time as the Sadducees. They constituted a tightly closed circle of 
influential families who wielded great political power by virtue of their control of the 
Sanhedrin and their favoured status in the eyes of the Roman rulers. 

• They kept their position by cooperating with Rome. They were conservative both politically 
and religiously to preserve both the temple and their own authority. 
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The Mishnah, the Talmud
• The Mishnah was a collection of oral comments of the Pharisee rabbis on 

the Law over the first two centuries AD. It was compiled by Judah Hanasi 
about AD 200. These rabbis were the Tannaim (Teachers) and were chiefly 
concerned with decisions about regulations. A less important collection of 
their comments is known as the Tosefta (enlargement). 

• The later expositions on the Mishnah by the Amoraim (Expositors ) of Israel 
and of Babylonia were known collectively as the Gemara (Completion). 

• The Talmud is the combined text of the Mishnah and the related Gemara. 
These Pharisaic traditions form the basis of orthodox Judaism today. 

• Midrashim are sermons commenting on the scriptures. The earlier Tannaitic 
Midrashim were mainly concerned with regulations They included 
commentaries on Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. 

• The later Amoraic Midrashim include much folklore and legendary materials. 
The greatest collection, the 'Midrash Rabbah' was not compiled until the 6ht 
or 7th c AD. It includes commentaries on both the the Pentateuch and the 
five 'scrolls' of Canticles, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes and Esther. 
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False gods compared with the Bible

People today need to have a personal 
relationship with the one, true God through 
Jesus the Messiah.

Give themselves or other things credit 
for what God has really done (healing, 
etc.). 

People 
Today 

Jesus, seated at God's right hand, is Lord of 
Lords and King of the universe; God is the 
source of all truth. 

Emperor was viewed as lord of all, the 
supreme source of truth in the universe. 

Emperor 
Worship 

God alone provides these through Jesus, 
who healed many people, rose from the 
dead, and provides eternal life. 

Reputed to provide good health, healing 
from disease, and eternal life. Asclepius 

God alone provides these through Jesus, 
who fed thousands miraculously and shed 
his blood and rose from the dead so that 
people might receive eternal life.

Said to provide daily bread, resurrection, 
and eternal life through the blood of 
animals.

Demeter

God alone provides these through Jesus, 
who turned water into wine and rose from 
the dead.

Reputed to provide joy, eternal life, and 
meaning; said to be able to change 
water into wine.

Dionysus

God alone is King of Kings, Lord of Lords, 
Creator of the universe.

Acclaimed as king of kings, lord of lords, 
creator of the universe. Zeus

The TruthFalse ClaimsFalse gods
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Roman religious life
Early Times 
• Roman gods came from an admixture of influences. The early Latins worshipped many gods 

and spirits. At first, these were numina, divine manifestations, faceless, formless, but no less 
powerful. The anthropomorphized gods developed from the influence of Etruscans and Greeks. 

• The concept of numen persisted and was related to any manifestation of the divine. Numina 
inhabited everything in Nature, such as trees, rivers, fires, rocks, and houses, which explains 
the big number of deities in the Roman pantheon. 

• Numina manifested the divine will through natural phenomena, so great attention was paid to 
interpret omens and portents in every aspect of daily life. 

• Early Romans performed religious rites in the home which had a special altar called The 
Lararium for the household gods who watched over the family and the home. The Lar 
(represented as a gay dancing human figure) was the spirit that guarded the land. The Penates 
(represented as snakes) protected the food (pantry) and the grain (barn). Both were friendly 
spirits and every day the father placed small offerings (honey cakes & wine) on the altar and 
fresh flowers 3 times a month. 

Roman Republican Times 
• As time passed the spirits became personified. The hearth fire was worshipped as the goddess 

Vesta (The Vestal Virgins were young unmarried girls chosen to guard and care for the fire that 
burned continually in her honour). 

• Romans held public rituals for the most popular gods (Jupiter, Juno, Minerva, and Mercury. 
Gradually a state religion developed with priests, ceremonies, omens, and sacrifices and 
religion became identified with patriotism. Gods were worshipped and rituals performed for the 
safety of Rome. The state religion had no doctrines or moral codes, no promise of a happy 
afterlife, but only demanded obedience.

• After the death of Augustus in 14 AD, the state religion added a belief that the ruler was divine 
and a descendant of the gods.

• Many Romans also worshipped Isis (an Egyptian goddess) and Mithra (a Persian god) for more 
exciting rituals, personal religion and promises of afterlife. 
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Roman gods

• A group of 12 gods called Dii Consentes were held in great honour: Jupiter, 
Juno, Minerva, Vesta, Ceres, Diana, Venus, Mars, Mercurius, Neptunus, 
Volcanus, and Apollo, as listed by the Poet Ennius ca. 3rd c BC. Their gilt 
statues stood in the Forum, later apparently in the Porticus Deorum 
Consentium. 

• They may well have been the 12 worshipped at the lectisternium of 217 BC (a 
lectisternium is a banquet of the gods, where the statues of the gods were put 
upon cushions, and where these statues were offered meals). The number 12 
was taken from the Etruscans, which also worshipped a main pantheon of 12 
Gods. 

• But the Dii Consentes were not identified with Etruscan deities but rather with 
the Greek Olympian Gods (though the original character of the Roman Gods 
was different from the Greek, having no myths traditionally associated). 

• The 12 Dii Consentes are led by the first 3 (the Capitoline Triad). These are the 
three cornerstones of Roman religion, whose rites were conducted in the 
Capitoleum Vetus on the Capitoline Hill. 

Roman gods
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Roman gods
• Ancient guide-books of Rome, published in the middle 

of the 4th c AD mention 424 temples, 304 shrines, 80 
statues of gods, of precious metal, 64 of ivory, and 
3,785 miscellaneous bronze statues. The number of 
marble statues is not given. 

• It has been said, however, that Rome had two 
populations of equal size, one alive, and one of 
marble. (Rodolfo Lanciani, an archaeologist of the 
late 19th c AD) 

• (R) Every Roman household had its own personal 
guardian spirits. The lares were the spirits of the 
family's ancestors. The penates were kind spirits who 
guarded the larder. 

• Little figurines of these spirits were kept in a small 
household shrine, called the lararium, to be 
worshipped by the family on special days. Bits of food 
or wine might be sacrificed to them.

A lares familiares holding a 
drinking horn (rhyton) and a dish 
used for religious offerings 
(patera). (Munich, 
Praehistorisches Museum/ 
Barbara McManus) 
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Ancient Greek Religion

• A Greek worshipped the god at the local shrine. His blessing and favour 
were sought at certain times by those who had the right to worship there. 

• The gods were drawn after human types i.e. with human virtues and human 
frailties, and bodies almost human, except that they were not made to die; 
so in worship the gods were persons not unlike men in their nature. 

• Worship assumed that gods were like human rulers --- men honoured the 
gods by games and processions, sought to please them by gifts, and asked 
them to share banquets made in their honour. 

• In form they remained spirits more or less vague, but spirits who cared for 
men, who could be approached as a man approaches his ruler, spirits 
bound to man by close social ties which it is his duty and pleasure to 
strengthen.

• However by the 1st AD, belief in ancient myths was abandoned in favour of 
other options, except in the more backwater areas of the Empire, such as in 
Lystra (Acts 14). The other competing areas of interest were emperor 
worship, mystery religions, the philosophical schools like the Epicureans 
and Stoics, and Gnosticism. 
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Religious trends: Mythology
• Historians have described the 1st c AD as a time of a crisis of the 

conscience for many conventional Greco-Roman people and thinkers. The 
most well-known form of Greco-Roman religion, belief in the ancient myths, 
was increasingly being abandoned in favour of other alternatives.

A. Mythology
• There no doubt were many who still believed in the mythology of the past to 

one degree or another. Originally, it had found its appeal as a kind of 
substitute for primitive science (n). But by the 1st c many of the exploits of 
the gods and ancient myths had already been surpassed by human 
emperors from the time of Alexander the Great onward. Human emperors 
had conquered larger territories than even the gods of Greece and Rome 
were said to be able to rule. And science had already discovered the natural 
laws of cause and effect that account for much of the course of the events 
of the universe. Therefore, the myths increasingly lost significance. 

• The one place in the NT mentioning Greek mythology is in Acts 14 where 
Paul and Barnabas at Lystra were mistaken for Zeus and Hermes. The town 
was in a very backward and isolated place, where the old traditions often 
died the hardest. But the rest of the Roman world, particularly in the E part 
of the empire, was turning to emperor worship. This was a religious option 
that grew gradually.
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Religious trends: Emperor Worship

B. Emperor Worship
• Initially emperors were only deified by acclamation by the Roman senate 

after their deaths. Caligula (37 to 41 AD) claimed to be a god while he was 
alive, and most people thought he was insane. 

• It was not until the mid-60's, with Emperor Nero, where such claims, partly 
under duress, began to be taken more seriously. By the 1st c, by the time of 
the writing of the book of Revelation, Emperor Domitian was actually 
requiring all people in the empire to offer a pinch of incense to him and to 
say the words, "Caesar is Lord." 

• Thus early Christianity, like Judaism before it, was unacceptable. The 
persecution that Christianity eventually had to face as a result of emperor 
worship is a significant part of the religious background to the 1st c and the 
rise of the NT. 

• But in Jesus' day, at the very beginnings of this period, we must realize that 
offering a sacrifice on behalf of the emperor was seen by most people in the 
empire as little more than a patriotic act. It really did not define the depths of 
their religious identification.
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Religious trends: Mystery Religions
C. Mystery Religions
• These were a collection of very diverse, often new, movements, many influenced 

from the E, including from Egypt, that define themselves in a variety of ways; but all 
claim to have some secret revelation, known only to the initiates into the rites, into the 
cults, of these particular fraternal organizations.

• All of them had defining ceremonies that characterized what the cult would do when it 
assembled. Sometimes these were very serene—various forms of meditation. The 
corn-god, Demeter, was the object of one such mystery religion in which one simply 
meditated and reflected on an ear of corn. Others could be very bizarre, such as the 
blood baptism of the Cybelene cult, in which a priest was put in a pit in the ground 
and a bull was slaughtered and sacrificed on wooden latticework above the priest so 
that the blood would drip down and baptize, as it were, the new priest of this cult. 

• Some scholars have sought parallels between so-called baptismal rites in Christian 
baptism or between fellowship meals and the Christian celebration of Communion. 
For the most part, however, the mystery religions were quite different than 
Christianity, with two important exceptions:

• More clearly than in many traditional forms of Greek religion, they had a clear promise 
of eternal life, just as did Christianity. 

• Many of them claimed , quite radically, that all people, all genders, all walks of life, 
slave and senator alike, were equal in the eyes of the gods and goddesses. And 
whatever class distinctions may have dominated their lives by day, when the cult met 
secretly at night, these barriers were done away with. Christianity, too, did not 
differentiate its adherents, as Gal 3:28 says that in Christ there is neither slave nor 
free, Jew nor Gentile, male nor female.
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Religious trends: Philosophical Schools (Epicureans)

D. Philosophical Schools
• Perhaps more limited in its influence due to the rigours it 

demanded, was the option of the philosophers, to become an 
itinerant follower of one of the famous philosophers, past or 
present, in the Greco-Roman world. 

• The Epicureans, were well known for their slogan "eat, drink, 
and be merry, for tomorrow we may die," although they were 
not as pleasure seeking hedonistic as perhaps that slogan 
might suggest. More commonly, they simply sought to 
cultivate what today we would consider the arts—theatre, fine 
company, fine meals, fine wine—to enjoy life, and to eliminate 
as much pain as possible. 

• The followers of Epicurus led rather austere lives, withdrawn 
from worldly affairs to cultivate simple pleasures in the 
company of friends. They believed that fear of the gods and 
divine retribution after death were the source of human 
unhappiness. They rejected these fears because the gods 
were indifferent to human affairs and there was no life after 
death. 

• They were often attacked as atheists because they held that 
sense perception was the only basis for knowledge.

Epicurus (341-
270) 
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Religious trends: Philosophical Schools (Stoics)
• The Stoics, who dated at least 3 centuries before Christ, but who were 

still quite popular in the 1st c, Paul would likely have been familiar with 
the Stoics because Zeno once lived in Tarsus and it was a stronghold of 
Stoicism when Paul was growing up there. The Stoics were concerned 
with moral conduct and held that the divine Logos or reason that orders 
all things pervades all reality. 

• They were in some ways the opposite or the counterpart of the 
Epicureans. They too wanted to maximize pleasure and diminish pain, 
but did so by removing the extremes of delight in which the Epicureans 
indulged—care for the body by disciplining it so that one felt neither the 
intense rigours of suffering that one could not control or indulge in those 
things that might prove destructive to a person. The Stoic ideal of inner 
serenity is achieved by attuning one's life and character to the logos and 
by being indifferent to the vagaries of external events. 

• Since all share in the divine logos, all men are brothers, and should 
actively participate in the affairs of the world to fulfil their duty to the 
human community. 

• Theologically, the Stoics were pantheists i.e. God is everything and in 
everything, while the Epicureans thought that the gods, if indeed they 
existed at all, were too remote to be knowable. 

• Paul in Acts 17 dialogued with both Stoic and Epicurean philosophers, 
and in a sense played off one against the other. Against the Stoics he 
says that God is the Creator of all the earth. But against the Epicureans 
he says that God is not far from us, and, quoting a Stoic poet, says, "In 
him we live and move and have our being." 

The founder of 
stoicism is Zeno of 
Citium (333-262) in 
Cyprus. 
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Religious trends: Philosophical Schools (Cynics)

• There were other less well-known philosophies. One of them, the Cynics, 
founded by Antisthenes (445-365), were the hippies of the ancient world: the 
vagabonds, the beggars, the unkempt. 

• Cynicism involves living the simple life in order that the soul can be set free. 
It is a “back to nature” type of philosophy, ala St. Francis of Assisi or the 
Hindu ascetics.  

• They believed in eliminating one’s needs and possessions. One took care of 
the body only so much as to sustain its most basic needs and to depend on 
others for sustenance to free up the mental life, the spiritual life, for thinking 
about things above and beyond this material world. 

• There are some parallels to the itinerant ministry of Jesus and the hardships 
and rigours that He and His disciples faced, but again the differences seem 
to outweigh the parallels.
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Religious trends: Gnosticism
E. Gnosticism
• Another significant development was the rise of a religion known as Gnosticism, 

apparently coming out of roots going all the way back to the philosopher Plato, but 
imbibing in certain Jewish and more recent Greco-Roman elements. 

• By the 1st c, there was a movement emerging that was very world-denying in nature, 
what scholars call dualistic. They believed that the material world was by nature evil 
because, in fact, in the myths of the Gnostics Creation itself was a mistake, was an 
act of fallen emanation from the godhead—a sort of impersonal, abstract entity that 
decided to rebel against the otherwise remote and unknowable God of the Gnostics. 
And in creating matter, this emanation did something bad.

• Therefore, unlike Judaism and Christianity, one tries to deny oneself, even normal 
bodily appetites; although, ironically, occasionally, the Gnostics went to the other 
extreme and said in essence, "If matter doesn't matter, then let's just indulge the body 
without limits." 

• This Gnosticism, by at least the mid to late 1st c, began to combine itself with certain 
elements of early Christian teaching. The saviour for the Gnostic had traditionally 
been seen as sophia (Gk for “wisdom”, a reference to the kind of self-knowledge that 
recognized the divine spark that lived within all human beings). 

• This self-knowledge or self-salvation began to be translated to Jesus. Jesus could be 
equated with Sophia, as the saviour. 

• And at least by the very latest NT documents, particularly the epistles of John, we 
seem to see Christianity having to confront a rather developed form of Gnosticism, 
though there are hints of at least Gnosticising tendencies that the early church has to 
confront even earlier.
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Altar to a nameless god
• So Paul stood in the midst of the Areopagus 

and said, "Men of Athens, I observe that you 
are very religious in all respects.  23"For while 
I was passing through and examining the 
objects of your worship, I also found an altar 
with this inscription, 'TO AN UNKNOWN GOD 
' Therefore what you worship in ignorance, this 
I proclaim to you. (Ac 17:22-23)

• On his visit to Athens, Paul commented on an 
altar he had seen dedicated to an unknown 
god.  

• (R) This altar was found at Palmyra and dates 
to a later time (2nd-3rd c AD), but it was 
dedicated to the "nameless god."  The 
polytheistic society of that time feared failing to 
worship one of the deities, thereby incurring 
his wrath. 

Palmyra altar to a nameless god (IMA)

http://www.bibleplaces.com/newsletter/hr/Altar_to_nameless_god,_fr_Palmyra,_2nd-3rd_c,_tb041705895_gr.jpg
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Zeus
• Jupiter (Gk: Zeus) the supreme god of Hellenic theology, 

"king of gods and of men." In Italy he was worshipped under 
different names throughout the peninsula, and in Rome as 
Jupiter Optimus Maximus ('the greatest and best'). 

• Usually depicted as a mature, bearded god. He is sometimes 
shown with an eagle, and often holds a thunderbolt, symbol of 
his control over the sky and the weather, and a sign of his 
invincible power. 

• His father Cronos habitually swallowed his children so that 
none could usurp his power. Rhea, Zeus' mother, concealed 
the baby god in Crete, giving Cronos a stone to swallow in his 
place. Reaching maturity, Zeus forced Cronos to disgorge his 
other children. 

• Zeus ruled the sky and ruled over both his fellow immortals on 
Olympus and mankind, dispensing justice and settling 
disputes. His brothers Poseidon and Hades controlled the sea 
and the Underworld, and other deities had their particular 
roles. However, all acknowledged Zeus as supreme ruler. 

• His wife Hera suffered from his repeated infidelities. His 
amours with nymphs, goddesses and mortal women gave rise 
to offspring populating ancient Greek myths such as Athena, 
Apollo, Artemis, Ares, Eileithuia, Hebe, Hermes, Dionysos, 
the Seasons, the Fates, the Graces, the Muses, Aphrodite 
and Persephone. Children of mortal women included 
Herakles, Argos, Minos, Rhadamanthys, Sarpedon, Perseus, 
Helen, Castor and Pollux.

This bronze figure of Jupiter 
(Greek equivalent Zeus) is one of a 
group of 20 bronzes found near 
Paramythia in NW Greece (BM)

http://www.thebritishmuseum.ac.uk/compass/ixbin/hixclient.exe?_IXDB_=compass&_IXSR_=dn3&_IXSS_=_IXFPFX_%3dgraphical%252ffull%252f%26_IXNOMATCHES_%3dgraphical%252fno_matches%252ehtml%26%2524%2b%2528with%2bv2_searchable_index%2529%2bsort%3d%252e%26_IXDB_%3dcompass%26%257bUPPER%257d%253av2_free_text_tindex%3dzeus%26_IXspage%3dsearch%26_IXsearchterm%3dzeus&_IXFIRST_=24&_IXMAXHITS_=1&_IXSPFX_=graphical/full/lg&_IXimg=com9838a.jpg&submit-button=summary
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Zeus

Zeus, possibly from 
the nymphaeum of 
Herodes Atticus at 
Olympia 

View looking SE at the N and W sides of the 
Temple of Zeus at Euromos about 70 km SE of 
Ephesus. The temple building (cella) was 
completely surrounded by columns (peripteral). 
(HLP)

Head of Zeus, Gk Late 
Classical Period, 350–340 
BC. Mylasa, Caria, Turkey Ht: 
48cm, L: (of face) 26cm,
Marble from Mt. Pentelikon 
near Athens

http://www.thebritishmuseum.ac.uk/compass/ixbin/hixclient.exe?_IXDB_=compass&_IXSR_=kh2&_IXSS_=%2524%2bwith%2ball_unique_id_index%2bis%2b%2524%3dOBJ3089%26_IXMAXHITS_%3d1%26_IXDB_%3dcompass%26_IXFIRST_%3d1&_IXFIRST_=1&_IXMAXHITS_=1&_IXSPFX_=graphical/full/lg&_IXimg=ps312806.jpg&submit-button=summary
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Daniel, Paul and Zeus
• And they will set up the abomination of desolation. (Dn 11:31)
• In 168 BC Antiochus Epiphanes, "who on God's altars danced," set 

up an altar to Zeus in the sanctuary in the temple at Jerusalem on 15 
Kislev, 167 BC, and renamed it Jupiter Olympius. He likewise 
renamed the temple at Gerizim as Jupiter Xenius (2 Macc 6:1 ff).

• And they began calling Barnabas, Zeus, and Paul, Hermes, because 
he was the chief speaker. (Ac 14:12)

• We do not know why a miraculous healing provoked the people at 
Lystra to identify Barnabas as Zeus or Paul as Hermes. Perhaps this 
was because of the local cult of Zeus; another explanation is that the 
two gods were said to wander together on the earth in the tale of 
Philemon and Baucis (Ovid, Metamorphoses) and men secured their 
favour by showing hospitality.

• “…yet He did not leave Himself without witness, in that He did good 
and gave you rains from heaven and fruitful seasons, satisfying your 
hearts with food and gladness." (Ac 14:17)

• Paul skillfully reinterprets their belief in Zeus’ power as god of the 
sky, displaying himself in the weather, to give the principle of the 
gospel.  
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Hermes

• And they began calling Barnabas, Zeus, and Paul, 
Hermes, because he was the chief speaker (Acts 
14:12)

• Hermes (Roman: Mercurius) was the son of Zeus 
and a demigoddess named Maia. 

• He was the messenger of the gods, and Zeus’ 
attendant and spokesman.

•  A mischievous trickster, Hermes was also the god 
of thieves, travellers, shepherds, and merchants. 
He was the patron also of eloquence, literature and 
youth.  

• With his winged cap and sandals, Hermes could 
travel to the ends of the earth in the blink of an 
eye. His more serious duty was that of escorting 
the newly dead to the underworld. 

• Hermes had two famous sons: Pan, the god of 
shepherds, and Hermaphroditus, the son of 
Aphrodite and Hermes. 

Marble statue of Hermes, 
Roman, 1st c AD, from Italy 
(GR 1864.10-21.1, BM)

http://www.thebritishmuseum.ac.uk/compass/ixbin/hixclient.exe?_IXDB_=compass&_IXSR_=ol1&_IXSS_=_IXFPFX_%3dgraphical%252ffull%252f%26_IXNOMATCHES_%3dgraphical%252fno_matches%252ehtml%26%2524%2b%2528with%2bv2_searchable_index%2529%2bsort%3d%252e%26_IXDB_%3dcompass%26%257bUPPER%257d%253av2_free_text_tindex%3dhermes%26_IXspage%3dsearch%26_IXsearchterm%3dhermes&_IXFIRST_=13&_IXMAXHITS_=1&_IXSPFX_=graphical/full/lg&_IXimg=ps357294.jpg&submit-button=summary
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Artemis• Artemis (Roman: Diana, Cappadocia: Ma; Syrian: 
Atargatis or Mylitta; Phn: Astarte, Assy: Ishtar) 
Chief deity of Ephesus and her temple was one of 
the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. 

• Artemis was the daughter of Zeus and Leto, and 
twin sister of Apollo to whom she remained close. 
Being averse to marriage, she became a virgin 
goddess who was particularly associated with 
childbirth. 

• In Greece she was considered to be the goddess 
of the moon, chastity, wild animals and hunting. 
However, there is some debate as to her status in 
Asia Minor – in a place such as Ephesus. Some 
have suggested that at Ephesus she was fused 
with the fertility-cult of the mother-goddess of Asia 
Minor, Cybele, the 'Great Mother', who was 
identified with earth, nature, and fertility goddesses 
of surrounding cultures. 

• Early representations show her in the pose of 
'Mistress of Animals', with a wild creature at each 
hand. Later her bow and arrow identify her as a 
huntress, with dogs in attendance. 

View of the largest statue of Artemis found in the 
Prytaneion at Ephesus. This marble statue was 
probably clothed and may have worn jewellery. It is 
2.9 m high, dating to 1st c AD. The multiple 
appendages on her torso have been variously 
interpreted as breasts (probable if she was a fertility 
deity), bee eggs, bull testicles, etc. Note the pair of 
animals at her base, her feet, and above them, the 
animal representations on her "dress.“ (HLP)

http://www.thebritishmuseum.ac.uk/compass/ixbin/hixclient.exe?_IXDB_=compass&_IXSR_=dn3&_IXSS_=_IXFPFX_%3dgraphical%252ffull%252f%26_IXNOMATCHES_%3dgraphical%252fno_matches%252ehtml%26%2524%2b%2528with%2bv2_searchable_index%2529%2bsort%3d%252e%26_IXDB_%3dcompass%26%257bUPPER%257d%253av2_free_text_tindex%3dzeus%26_IXspage%3dsearch%26_IXsearchterm%3dzeus&_IXFIRST_=24&_IXMAXHITS_=1&_IXSPFX_=graphical/full/lg&_IXimg=com9838a.jpg&submit-button=summary
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Artemis

• Artemis’ main pursuit was hunting. Apollo sometimes hunted with her, but she was often 
accompanied by various nymphs whom she required to remain virginal, like herself. In her cult 
she was associated with childbirth, and with young things, both human and wild. 

• The Ephesian silversmiths who made her small images instigated a riot fearing that Paul’s 
success was cutting into their business: About that time there occurred no small disturbance 
concerning the Way. For a man named Demetrius, a silversmith, who made silver shrines of Artemis, was 
bringing no little business to the craftsmen (Ac 19:23-24)

• The tiny votary shrines or naoi were sometimes modeled after the temple, but often were very 
crude objects made at Ephesus by dependents of the temple. Pilgrims carried the models to 
worship Diana anywhere.

• The makers of the Diana shrines were a very large class. No silver shrine has been found, but 
those of marble and of clay have appeared among the ruins of Ephesus. They are exceedingly 
crude; in a little shell-like bit of clay, a crude clay female figure sits, sometimes with a 
tambourine in one hand and a cup in the other, or with a lion at her side or beneath her foot. 

• Though the shrines were sold as sacred dwelling-places, that the pilgrims who carried them 
home, or buried in the graves with their dead, might have her constant presence. Their real 
purpose was to increase the temple revenues by their sale at a price which was many times 
their cost.

• The reference to her image falling from the sky (19:35) is thought to be a meteorite. Pliny tells of 
a huge stone above the entrance of the temple, said to have been placed there by Diana 
herself. 

View looking N at the area where the Temple of Artemis was 
located in Ephesus. Not much remains of this once great 
temple. The water in the foreground, and the two (rebuilt) 
columns mark the spot where this temple once stood (HLP).  
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Apollo
• Apollo and his twin sister Artemis were born to Zeus 

and Leto. Hera wanted to prevent the pregnant Leto 
gaining a sanctuary, but Poseidon anchored the floating 
island of Delos and the children were born. 

• At an early age Apollo travelled to Delphi, and there 
killed a huge serpent (called Python, who guarded the 
ancient Delphic oracle). Apollo took over the oracle, and 
was well-known as the god of prophecy. Seers widely 
claimed to have learned their art from him. 

• Apollo was god of music, playing the lyre, and is often 
shown leading the Muses in song. 

• While his arrows could bring pestilence and sudden 
death, he was also a healer, and one of his most famous 
sons was the divine physician Asklepios.

• He had other offspring from various affairs, but his loves 
were often rather unsuccessful. Cassandra, Daphne, 
Marpessa and Sinope all rejected his advances. His two 
male lovers, Hyakinthos and Cyparissos, were 
transformed into the flower (hyacinth) and the tree 
(cypress) that bear their names. 

• Depicted as a youthful, sometimes even rather feminine, 
figure, beardless, with long, flowing locks of hair. He is 
often portrayed either with his bow and arrows or with 
his lyre. 

The Strangford 
Apollo 
Greek, c 500-490 
BC, said to be 
from the island 
of Anáfi, 
Cyclades, 
Aegean Sea (GR 
1864.2-20.1 BM)

Bronze head of Apollo: the 'Chatsworth 
Head‘, Greek, from c 460 BC, found near 
Tamassos, Cyprus  (GR 1958.4-18.1 BM)

http://www.thebritishmuseum.ac.uk/compass/ixbin/hixclient.exe?_IXDB_=compass&_IXSR_=qw4&_IXSS_=%2524%2bwith%2ball_unique_id_index%2bis%2b%2524%3dOBJ3228%26_IXMAXHITS_%3d1%26_IXDB_%3dcompass%26_IXFIRST_%3d1&_IXFIRST_=1&_IXMAXHITS_=1&_IXSPFX_=graphical/full/lg&_IXimg=k58752.jpg&submit-button=summary
http://www.thebritishmuseum.ac.uk/compass/ixbin/hixclient.exe?_IXDB_=compass&_IXSR_=op4&_IXSS_=%2524%2bwith%2ball_unique_id_index%2bis%2b%2524%3dOBJ3513%26_IXMAXHITS_%3d1%26_IXDB_%3dcompass%26_IXFIRST_%3d1&_IXFIRST_=1&_IXMAXHITS_=1&_IXSPFX_=graphical/full/lg&_IXimg=k67223.jpg&submit-button=summary
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Apollo

• Apollo was particularly 
associated with youth, prophecy, 
archery, healing, music and the 
sun. 

• The Temple of Apollo was at the 
lower city of Corinth, while that of 
Aphrodite was in the Acrocorinth.  

• Greek writers in the 5th-4th c BC 
characterized Corinth as a city of 
commercialized love and a 
"Corinthian girl" meant a 
prostitute.  

View of Apollo, the 
central figure of the 
W pediment of the 
Temple of Zeus at 
Olympia (HLP)

View looking NE at the Temple of Apollo (HLP). 

http://www.thebritishmuseum.ac.uk/compass/ixbin/hixclient.exe?_IXDB_=compass&_IXSR_=aa4&_IXSS_=%2524%2bwith%2ball_unique_id_index%2bis%2b%2524%3dOBJ3346%26_IXMAXHITS_%3d1%26_IXDB_%3dcompass%26_IXFIRST_%3d1&_IXFIRST_=1&_IXMAXHITS_=1&_IXSPFX_=graphical/full/lg&_IXimg=k126860.jpg&submit-button=summary
http://www.thebritishmuseum.ac.uk/compass/ixbin/hixclient.exe?_IXDB_=compass&_IXSR_=qs1&_IXSS_=%2524%2bwith%2ball_unique_id_index%2bis%2b%2524%3dOBJ3519%26_IXMAXHITS_%3d1%26_IXDB_%3dcompass%26_IXFIRST_%3d1&_IXFIRST_=1&_IXMAXHITS_=1&_IXSPFX_=graphical/full/lg&_IXimg=k104410.jpg&submit-button=summary
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Aphrodite
• Flee immorality. Every other sin that a 

man commits is outside the body, but the 
immoral man sins against his own body. 
Or do you not know that your body is a 
temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, 
whom you have from God, and that you 
are not your own? (1 Co 6:18-19)

• Aphrodite (Roman: Venus), the goddess 
of love, was worshipped in many places 
throughout Greece, particularly on the 
island of Cyprus. 

• In Corinth, she was worshipped at the 
Acrocorinth Temple. Strabo said that the 
Temple of Aphrodite owned 1,000 temple–
slaves and prostitutes. Thus the 
reputation of Corinth was well–known.

• Depicted as young and beautiful, and is 
sometimes accompanied by Erotes or 
cupids and doves.

Temple of Aphrodite: View, looking NE, at a column 
set up on the site of the temple which was on the 
summit of the Acrocorinth. This column is 574 m asl 
and is the highest spot on the Acrocorinth. In the 
distance is the Gulf of Corinth. (HLP)

Marble statue of 
a naked 
Aphrodite 
crouching at her 
bath, Roman, 2nd 
c AD (1963.10-
29.1 BM)

http://www.thebritishmuseum.ac.uk/compass/ixbin/hixclient.exe?_IXDB_=compass&_IXSR_=qs1&_IXSS_=%2524%2bwith%2ball_unique_id_index%2bis%2b%2524%3dOBJ3519%26_IXMAXHITS_%3d1%26_IXDB_%3dcompass%26_IXFIRST_%3d1&_IXFIRST_=1&_IXMAXHITS_=1&_IXSPFX_=graphical/full/lg&_IXimg=k104410.jpg&submit-button=summary
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Aphrodite
• There are two different accounts of her birth: 

sometimes she is described as the child of Zeus and 
Dione, sometimes as the daughter of Ouranos. 

• Married to the lame smith-god Hephaistos, but she 
loved Ares, the god of war. The love-affair between 
Aphrodite and Ares resulted in the births of Eros, 
Deimos, Phobos and Harmonia. 

• The Trojan prince Paris judged Aphrodite to be more 
beautiful than Athena or Hera. Her promise to him of 
the hand of Helen of Sparta, was the underlying 
cause of the Trojan War. Throughout the War she 
protected the Trojans, and to Paris in particular. 

• She was unable to prevent the fall of Troy or the 
death of Paris, but preserved the Trojan race by 
ensuring that her son Aeneas, a Trojan prince who 
she bore to the mortal Anchises, escaped to 
establish the city of Rome. 

Bronze head of a goddess, 
probably Aphrodite 
Hellenistic Greek, 1st c BC
From Satala, modern Sadak, NE 
Turkey (1873.8-20.1 BM)

http://www.thebritishmuseum.ac.uk/compass/ixbin/hixclient.exe?_IXDB_=compass&_IXSR_=zk2&_IXSS_=%2524%2bwith%2ball_unique_id_index%2bis%2b%2524%3dOBJ3313%26_IXMAXHITS_%3d1%26_IXDB_%3dcompass%26_IXFIRST_%3d1&_IXFIRST_=1&_IXMAXHITS_=1&_IXSPFX_=graphical/full/lg&_IXimg=k134535.jpg&submit-button=summary
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Dionysos
• Let us behave properly as in the day, not in carousing and 

drunkenness, not in sexual promiscuity and sensuality, not in 
strife and jealousy (Ro 13:13)

• Dionysos (Rom. Bacchus) Gk god of wine and mystical ecstasy. 
Lavish festal orgia (rites) called Dionysia (Bacchanalia) in his 
honour were widely instituted (n). 

• These drunken and licentious Bacchic orgies were carried on in 
secret at night. The initiated indulged in feasting and drinking, the 
coarsest excesses and the most unnatural vices. Young girls and 
youths were seduced, and all modesty was set aside; every kind 
of vice found here its full satisfaction. 

• Poison and assassination were carried on under the cover of the 
society; and its proceedings were carried on with shouts, and the 
deafening sounds of drums and cymbals. 

• Celebrations took place as often as 5 times a month. Their ill-
reputation led in 186 BC to a Roman Senate ban on the 
Bacchanalia throughout Italy. Still, it long continued in S Italy. 
The worship of Dionysus flourished long in Asia Minor, 
particularly in Phrygia and Lydia, and his cult was closely 
associated with that of numerous Asiatic deities.

• Dionysos is depicted usually as a youthful god, identified by such 
attributes as his thyrsos (a straight staff surmounted by a pine 
cone; sometimes the top was formed by a bunch of grapes or ivy) 
and the presence of his companions, though an older, bearded 
sculptural type was also known. 

Marble statue of Dionysos, 
Roman, c AD 40-60; copy of 
a Greek original of about 325 
BC; said to have been found 
at Posilipo, Campania, Italy 
(GR 1878.11-6.1 BM)

Figure of Dionysos from the E 
pediment of the Parthenon, The 
Acropolis, Athens, c 438-432 BC 
(BM)

http://www.thebritishmuseum.ac.uk/compass/ixbin/hixclient.exe?_IXDB_=compass&_IXSR_=aa4&_IXSS_=%2524%2bwith%2ball_unique_id_index%2bis%2b%2524%3dOBJ3346%26_IXMAXHITS_%3d1%26_IXDB_%3dcompass%26_IXFIRST_%3d1&_IXFIRST_=1&_IXMAXHITS_=1&_IXSPFX_=graphical/full/lg&_IXimg=k126860.jpg&submit-button=summary
http://www.thebritishmuseum.ac.uk/compass/ixbin/hixclient.exe?_IXDB_=compass&_IXSR_=kh2&_IXSS_=%2524%2bwith%2ball_unique_id_index%2bis%2b%2524%3dOBJ3089%26_IXMAXHITS_%3d1%26_IXDB_%3dcompass%26_IXFIRST_%3d1&_IXFIRST_=1&_IXMAXHITS_=1&_IXSPFX_=graphical/full/lg&_IXimg=ps312806.jpg&submit-button=summary
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Dionysos
• Son of Zeus and Semele. Hera, jealous of the liaison, tricked 

Semele into asking to see Zeus as he appeared on Mount 
Olympus. Mortal Semele was consumed by the thunder and 
lightening of his divine presence. 

• Zeus rescued her unborn child and sewed it into his thigh, 
from which Dionysos was later born. He was raised by 
Hermes, who hid him from Hera's wrath. 

• Dionysos wandered far with a band of satyrs (wild men, often 
with horses' ears and tails), seileni (older satyrs) and 
maenads, female followers habitually shown draped in animal 
skins and carrying a thyrsos. 

• This band performed intoxicated and ecstatic orgiastic rites 
including rioting in the countryside, sexual licence and 
dismembering wild animals. Many tales were told of the 
madness inflicted by Dionysos on those who were resistant to 
his cult. 

• Dionysos had love affairs with mortals, notably with Ariadne, 
whom he found abandoned by Theseus on Naxos, and was 
father to mortal children. He himself was always a god, 
however, and eventually took his place amongst the 
Olympians. 

Terracotta protome of Dionysos, 
Greek, c 350 BC, from Tanagra, 
Boeotia, Greece (GR 1874.3-
5.71, BM)

http://www.thebritishmuseum.ac.uk/compass/ixbin/hixclient.exe?_IXDB_=compass&_IXSR_=xd2&_IXSS_=%2524%2bwith%2ball_unique_id_index%2bis%2b%2524%3dOBJ3332%26_IXMAXHITS_%3d1%26_IXDB_%3dcompass%26_IXFIRST_%3d1&_IXFIRST_=1&_IXMAXHITS_=1&_IXSPFX_=graphical/full/lg&_IXimg=ps124137.jpg&submit-button=summary
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Castor and Pollux
• we set sail on an Alexandrian ship which had wintered at the island, and which 

had the Twin Brothers for its figurehead. (Ac 28:11) 
• The images of the twins were probably fastened one on either side of the ship’s 

bow.  
• The Dioscuri (“sons of Zeus”), Gk Castor and Polydeuces, Rom. Castor and 

Pollux, are the two chief stars in the constellation of the Heavenly Twins (Gemini 
the Twins). Sailors believed the constellation was especially favourable, hence 
ships were often placed under the protection of the twin gods. 

• They were twin and half-brothers (!), sons of Leda, queen of Sparta but had 
different fathers. King Tyndareus, was Castor's father, along with Clytemnestra, 
thus Castor was a mortal. Pollux was a son of Zeus, along with Helen (who was 
later abducted by Paris to Troy), so was immortal. All 4 children were born at the 
same time. 

• The legend says the brothers were most affectionate: they never strove in rivalry 
for the leadership, and never acted without consulting each other, which is a 
distinctive mark of real love and brotherhood. Both were most famous for their 
bravery and skill in fighting, and were both Argonauts in their youth. 

• Castor was killed and went down to the underworld, the Ades. Pollux, despite 
being immortal, could not live without him, so asked to die to be reunited with 
Castor. Zeus then allowed them to alternate each day, one in the Olympus and 
one beneath the earth in the Ades, and Poseidon gave them the power to aid 
shipwrecked men, stilling winds and waves. 

• The Dioscuri were revered by the Spartans and Romans in particular, who 
believed they secured victories against all the odds.

Sculpture of Castor and 
Pollux dated 1st AD (The 
Prado Museum, Madrid) 


