
Paul  and  the  Mystery
Religions  –  Christianity
Defended
Was  early  Christian  teaching  influenced  by  the  mystery
religions of the day?  Don Closson presents a solid look at
this question; concluding that Christian doctrine as taught by
Paul and others was grounded in truth and was not influenced
by these other religious concepts.

Introduction
A common criticism of Christianity found on college
campuses today is that its core ideas or teachings
were dependent upon Greek philosophy and religious
ideas. It is not unusual for a student to hear from
a professor that Christianity is nothing more than
a strange combination of the Hebrew cult of Yahweh, notions
adopted from the popular Greek mystery religions of the day,
and a sprinkling of ideas from Greek philosophic thought. This
criticism of traditional Christianity is not new. In fact, its
heyday was in the late 1800s to the 1940s and coincides with
what is now called the History of Religions movement. This
group of theologians and historians accused Paul of adding
Greek ideas to his Hebrew upbringing, and in the process,
creating a new religion: one that neither Jesus nor His first
disciples would recognize.

Was the origin of Christianity dependent on existing Greek
philosophical and religious ideas? That question hinges upon
how one is using the word “dependent.” Philosopher Ron Nash
argues that dependency can be weak or strong and that the
difference is a vital one. A strong dependency would mean that
the idea of Jesus as a dying and rising savior-god would never
have occurred to early believers if they had not become aware
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of them first in pagan thought. It would be admitting that
Paul and the other new Christians came to believe that Christ
was a resurrected God-man who made an atoning sacrifice for
the sins of the world because of pagan ideas. Proving a strong
dependency of Christianity on Greek thought would be very
damaging to those who hold a high view of Scripture.

A  weak  dependency  means  that  the  followers  of  Jesus  used
common  religious  terminology  of  the  day  in  order  to  be
understood by the Hebrew and Greek culture surrounding them.
This poses no problem for a high view of Scripture. As Nash
states, ” . . . the mere presence of parallels in thought and
language  does  not  prove  any  dependence  in  the  strong
sense.”{1} Nash and others argue that only a weak dependency
can be shown to have existed between Greek religious thought
and the Gospel of Christ.

In this article we will consider arguments against the strong
dependency claims of the History of Religions movement and
modern critics. Specifically, we will compare the theology of
the apostle Paul with ideas found in the popular Greek mystery
religions present during the early church period.

Although these ideas rarely surface in everyday discussions,
Christians entering the academic world of our college campuses
would benefit from time spent understanding this issue. In the
hands of a professor hostile to Christianity, partial truths
and  exaggerated  similarities  between  Christianity  and  the
mystery  religions  can  overwhelm  an  unaware  teen.  Being
conscious  of  these  arguments  against  Christian  thought
prepares us to give an answer to everyone who questions the
hope that we have in Christ.

Arguments Against a Strong Dependency on
Mystery Religions Viewpoint
Previously we noted that the History of Religions movement



claimed  that  Christian  thought  had  a  direct  and  strong
dependency on the mystery religions. Although some scholars
agreed with this view, many did not. A good example is the
famous German historian Adolf von Harnack, who wrote:

We must reject the comparative mythology which finds a causal
connection between everything and everything else. . . . By
such methods one can turn Christ into a sun god in the
twinkling  of  an  eye,  or  one  can  bring  up  the  legends
attending the birth of every conceivable god, or one can
catch all sorts of mythological doves to keep company with
the baptismal dove . . . the wand of ‘comparative religion’
triumphantly  eliminate(s)  every  spontaneous  trait  in  any
religion.{2}

What  were  the  basic  traits  of  the  mystery  religions?  The
annual  vegetation  cycle  was  often  at  the  center  of  these
cults. Deep significance was given to the concepts of growth,
death, decay and rebirth. The cult of Eleusis and its central
deity,  Demeter,  goddess  of  the  soil  and  farming,  is  one
example. The mystery religions also had secret ceremonies and
rites  of  initiation  that  separated  its  members  from  the
outside world. Every mystery religion claimed to impart secret
knowledge of the deity. This knowledge would be communicated
in clandestine ceremonies often connected to an initiation
rite. The focus of this knowledge was not on a set of revealed
truths to be shared with the world, but on hidden higher
knowledge to be kept within the circle of believers.

At the core of each religion was a myth in which the deity
returned  to  life  after  death,  or  else  triumphed  over  his
enemies. As one scholar explains, the myth “appealed primarily
to the emotions and aimed at producing psychic and mystic
effects by which the neophyte might experience the exaltation
of a new life.”{3} On the other hand, the mysteries were not
concerned as much with correct doctrine or belief, but with
the  emotional  state  of  the  followers.  The  goal  of  the



believers was a mystical experience that led them to believe
that they had achieved union with their god.

The various religious movements found throughout the Roman
Empire  were  not  united  in  doctrine  or  practice,  and  they
changed dramatically over time. Any impact that they may have
had on Christianity must be evaluated by the time frame in
which the religions encountered one another. When comparing
religious systems, Philosopher Ronald Nash warns that caution
is advised against using careless language. He states, “One
frequently  encounters  scholars  who  first  use  Christian
terminology to describe pagan beliefs and practices and then
marvel  at  the  awesome  parallels  they  think  they  have
discovered.”{4}

What if someone told you that the root of Paul’s New Testament
theology was in obscure Greek mystery religions, rather than
his  Jewish  training  and  his  encounter  with  Jesus  Christ?
That’s exactly what the History of Religions movement argued
at the end of the 19th century. Many scholars still teach that
Paul’s portrayal of Jesus as a dying and rising savior would
never  have  occurred  without  the  presence  of  the  mystery
religions.  Next,  we  will  continue  to  consider  arguments
against what might be called “the strong dependency view.”

Weaknesses in the Strong Dependency View
The first argument against this view is the logical fallacy of
false cause. This fallacy occurs when someone argues that just
because two things exist side by side, that one must be the
cause of the other. As one theologian has written, the History
of Religions School had the tendency “to convert parallels
into  influences  and  influences  into  sources.”{5}  Causal
connection is much harder to prove than proximity. The mere
fact that other religions may have had a god who died and then
came back to life in some manner does not mean that this was
the source of Christian ideas, even if it can be shown that



the apostles knew of this other set of beliefs.

Some scholars, hostile to Christianity, tend to exaggerate, or
invent,  similarities  between  Christianity  and  the  mystery
religions. British scholar Edwyn Bevan writes:

Of course if one writes an imaginary description of the
Orphic mysteries . . . filling in the large gaps in the
picture left by our data from the Christian Eucharist, one
produces something very impressive. On this plan, you first
put in the Christian elements, and then are staggered to find
them there.{6}

An example might be the practice of the taurobolium in the
cult of Cybele or Great Mother. This initiation rite, in which
the blood of a sacrificed bull is allowed to pour over a
neophyte, is claimed by some to be the source of baptism in
Christianity.  Arguments  have  been  made  that  the  language
“blood of the lamb” (Rev. 7:14), and “blood of Jesus” (1 Peter
1:2) was borrowed from the language of the taurobolium and
criobolium in which a ram was slaughtered. In fact, a better
argument can be made that the cult borrowed its language from
the Christian tradition.

The cult of Cybele did not use the taurobolium until the
second century A.D.; the best available evidence for dating
the practice places its origin about one hundred years after
Paul  wrote  his  epistles.{7}  German  scholar  Gunter  Wagner
points out that there was no notion of death and resurrection
in the cultic practice.

After  noting  the  change  in  meaning  that  the  taurobolium
experienced over time, scholar Robert Duthoy writes:

It is obvious that this alteration in the taurobolium must
have been due to Christianity, when we consider that by A.D.
300  it  had  become  the  great  competitor  of  the  heathen
religions and was known to everyone.{8}



More Weaknesses in the Strong Dependency
View
A simple but powerful argument against the likelihood that
Paul would have turned to pagan thought for his theology was
his strict Jewish training. In Philippians 3:5 Paul boasts of
being a Hebrew of Hebrews. He had studied under Gamaliel, the
most celebrated teacher of the most orthodox of the Jewish
parties, the Pharisees. And in Colossians he warns against the
very syncretism he is being accused of proposing. According to
Bruce Metzger:

[W]ith regard to Paul himself, scholars are coming once again
to acknowledge that the Apostle’s prevailing set of mind was
rabbinically oriented, and that his newly found Christian
faith  ran  in  molds  previously  formed  at  the  feet  of
Gamaliel.{9}

We  find  no  accusations  in  the  New  Testament  of  Paul
incorporating pagan thought into his theology, nor does he
defend himself against such claims.

The very nature of the mystery cults, with the conflicting
pantheon  of  deities  and  mythical  beings,  makes  it  highly
unlikely that the strict monotheism and the body of doctrines
found in the New Testament would be their source. Although the
mystery religions did move towards advancing a solar god above
all the others, this change began after 100 A.D., too late to
impact the theology of the New Testament.

It  should  also  be  noted  that  early  Christianity  was  an
exclusivistic religion while the mystery cults were not. One
could be initiated into the cult of Isis or Mithras without
giving up his or her former beliefs. However, to be baptized
into the church one had to forsake all other gods and saviors.
This  was  a  new  development  in  the  ancient  world.  Machen
writes, “Amid the prevailing syncretism of the Greco-Roman



world, the religion of Paul, with the religion of Israel,
stands absolutely alone.”{10}

Paul’s  religion  was  grounded  in  real  events.  The  mystery
religions were not. They were based upon dramas written to
capture men’s hearts and passions. Reformed scholar Herman
Ridderbos writes:

Whereas Paul speaks of the death and resurrection of Christ
and places it in the middle of history, as an event which
took place before many witnesses . . . the myths of the cults
in contrast cannot be dated; they appear in all sorts of
variations, and do not give any clear conceptions. In short
they display the timeless vagueness characteristic of real
myths. Thus the myths of the cults . . . are nothing but
depictions of annual events of nature in which nothing is to
be found of the moral voluntary, redemptive substitutionary
meaning, which for Paul is the content of Christ’s death and
resurrection.{11}

Next we will conclude with further arguments against Paul’s
use of the mystery religions.

Conclusion
Muslim author Yousuf Saleem Chishti writes that the doctrines
of the deity of Christ and the atonement are pagan teachings
that come from the apostle Paul, not from Christ Himself.{12}
He  states  that,  “The  Christian  doctrine  of  atonement  was
greatly coloured by the influence of the mystery religions,
especially Mithraism, which had its own son of God and virgin
Mother, and crucifixion and resurrection after expiating for
the sins of mankind and finally his ascension to the seventh
heaven.”{13} Were these doctrines something Paul made up or
borrowed? What did Jesus teach regarding the atonement?

First, both Jesus and Paul taught that Christianity was the



fulfillment of Judaism. In Matthew 5:17 Jesus said that He
came to fulfill the law and the teaching of the Prophets, not
to abolish them. In Colossians (2:16-17), Paul writes that the
religious  codes  of  the  Old  Testament  were  merely  a
foreshadowing of the things that were to come, and that the
new reality is found in Christ. Both Christ and Paul taught
the necessity of the blood atonement for sin. Jesus stated
that, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but
to serve, and to give His life as a ransom for many” (Mark
10:45). At the Last Supper He added, “This is my blood of the
covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of
sins” (Matthew 26:28). Paul affirmed Christ’s teachings when
he wrote, “In him we have redemption through his blood, the
forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of God’s
grace” (Ephesians 1:7). Tying the doctrine back to the Old
Testament, Paul wrote, “Christ, our Passover lamb, has been
sacrificed” (1 Corinthians 5:7).

The idea that Jesus was the Son of God, born of a virgin,
dying on the cross, and being resurrected are hardly Paul’s
ideas alone. They are found in the earliest Christian writings
and held consistently wherever the faith spread. The parallels
between Christianity and Mithraism claimed by Chishti are hard
to evaluate or confirm. He gives us no references as evidence
for the similarities.{14} Other scholars who have looked at
the issue find that most of the similarities disappear on
close inspection. Where they do occur, it can be argued that
Mithraism borrowed ideas from Christianity rather than vice
versa. Bruce Metzger writes, “It must not be uncritically
assumed that the Mysteries always influenced Christianity, for
it is not only possible but probable that in certain cases,
the influence moved in the opposite direction.”{15}

Those who find Christianity hard to accept have offered many
reasons for not doing so. The claim that the doctrines of
Christianity had a strong dependency on the mystery religions
stands on shaky ground and should be investigated thoroughly



before one rejects the good news of the New Testament writers.
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A  Trial  in  Athens  –
Apologetics  in  the  New
Testament
Acts 17 provides one of the best examples of Paul engaging in
apologetics in the New Testament. Rick Wade shows how Paul
finds a point of contact with people to get a hearing.

The Apologist Paul
When  we  think  of  a  biblical  basis  for  apologetics,  we
typically think of Peter’s brief comments about defending the
faith in 1 Pet. 3:15. We don’t typically think of Paul as an
apologist. But in his letter to the church at Philippi, Paul
said that they were “partakers with [him] in the defense and
confirmation of the faith” (1:7; see also v.16). Apologetics
was a significant aspect of Paul’s ministry.

An event that has received a great amount of attention in the
study of Paul’s ministry is his address to the Areopagus in
Athens, recorded in Acts 17: 16-34. That address will be my
topic in this article. Maybe we can be encouraged by Paul’s
example to speak out for Christ the way he did.

Athens was a still a significant city in Paul’s day. Although
not so much a major political power, it retained its prestige
for its cultural and intellectual achievements.{1} What we see
today as the art treasures of the ancient world, however, Paul
saw as images of gods and places for their worship. And there
were a lot of them.

Being  provoked  by  this  in  his  spirit,  Paul  began  telling
people about Jesus. He made his way to the synagogue as he had
done in various cities before.{2} There he bore witness to
Jews and to God-fearing Gentiles.
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He also went to the Agora—the marketplace—to talk with the
citizens of Athens.{3} Among them were Epicurean and Stoic
philosophers. After hearing him for a bit, the philosophers
started calling Paul a “babbler,” a term of derision that
meant literally “seed picker.” F. F. Bruce wrote that “[this
word] was used of one who picked up scraps of learning here
and there and purveyed them where he could.”{4}

Peddlers of strange new religious beliefs were fairly common
in those days. But this was a risky thing to do. It was
unlawful  to  teach  the  worship  of  gods  that  hadn’t  been
officially authorized.{5} Not long before this event, Paul was
dragged  into  the  marketplace  in  Philippi  for  “advocating
customs unlawful for . . . Romans to accept or practice” (Acts
16:19-21). Eventually the people of Athens took Paul to the
Areopagus, a powerful court which had authority in matters of
religion and philosophy.{6} They wanted to know about these
strange new ideas he was presenting.

Paul had the opportunity to tell the highest religious and
philosophical body in Athens about the true God.

Greek Religion
As Paul looked around the city of Athens, his spirit was
provoked  within  him.  The  people  of  Athens  had  surrounded
themselves with idols that obscured the reality of the one
true God.

Other historical writings affirm the prominence of religion in
Athens. For example, a second century writer named Pausanius
claimed that “the Athenians are far more devoted to religion
than other men.”{7} His description of Athens names statue
after statue, temple after temple. There were statues of gods
everywhere, even on the mountains. There were temples built to
Athena, Poseidon, Hephaestus, Zeus, Artemis, Ares, and more.

Paul spoke of the altar to the unknown god (Acts 17:23).There



were quite a few such altars in those days. The late New
Testament scholar, Bertil Gärtner, wrote that these altars
were erected “either because an unknown god was considered the
author of tribulations or good fortune, or because men feared
to pass over some deity.”{8}

Greco-Roman religion was mainly about myth and ritual. Myths
were the religious explanations of life and the world, and
rituals were reenactments of them. Religion was mostly about
appeasing the gods with the proper sacrifices to gain their
favor and avoid their wrath.

Although  morality  wasn’t  closely  associated  with  religion,
that isn’t to say that the way one lived was irrelevant.{9} As
described in Virgil’s Aeneid, the souls of the dead were led
by the god Hermes to the depths of the earth to await the
decision about their eternal place. The guilty were sent to
“dark Tartarus.” The pious went to the Elysian Fields.{10} In
later years, the place of the blessed souls was said to be in
the celestial realm. The afterlife, however, was still one of
a shadowy existence.

There was no sacred/profane distinction in the Greco-Roman
world; religion was not only a part of everyday life, it was
integral to all the rest. Because of that, Christianity was
not just a threat to religious belief; it threatened to upset
all  of  culture.  This  is  why  Paul  ran  into  such  harsh
opposition not only in Athens but also in Lystra and Philippi
and Ephesus.

We live in a pluralistic society today. So did the apostles.
But this did not stop the spread of the gospel. As we see at
the end of Acts 17, some people did abandon their pluralism
for faith in the one true God.



Epicureanism
When Paul went to the Agora in Athens to tell people about
Jesus, he encountered some Epicurean and Stoic philosophers.

Epicureanism and Stoicism had “an influence that eclipsed that
of all rival [philosophical] schools.”{11} The late British
scholar Christopher Stead wrote that they “offered a practical
policy  for  ordering  one’s  life  which  could  appeal  to  the
ordinary man. It has been argued that this was especially
needed in the disorientation caused by the decline of the
Greek city-states in the face of Alexander’s empire.”{12}

The school of Epicureanism was founded by Epicurus in the
fourth century BC. His primary goal was to help people find
happiness and peace of mind. He taught that a happy life is
one in which pleasure predominates. These pleasures shouldn’t,
however, cause any harm or discomfort. They aren’t found in a
life of debauchery. Drinking and revelry just bring pain and
confusion.{13} Pleasure was to be found in living a peaceful
life in the company of like-minded friends. The intellectual
pleasures  of  contemplation  were  the  highest,  because  they
could be experienced even if the body suffered.

There  was  more  to  Epicureanism  than  simply  a  lifestyle,
however. Epicureans held two basic beliefs which stand in
stark contrast to the message Paul preached to the Areopagus.
These beliefs were thought to provide the basis for a tranquil
life.

First, although Epicureans believed in the existence of the
gods, they believed the gods had no interest in the affairs of
people. Epicurus taught that the gods were very much like the
Epicureans; they were examples of the ideal tranquil life.
Although Epicureans might participate in religious ceremonies
and “honour the gods for their excellence,”{14} they didn’t
seek the gods’ favor through sacrifice.



A second key belief was the denial of the afterlife. Epicurus
taught that after death comes extinction. According to their
cosmogony, the world was created when atoms, falling through
space, began to collide and form bodies. Like the heavenly
bodies, we also are merely material beings. When we die, our
material bodies decay and we no longer exist.{15} Thus, there
was no fear of judgment in an afterlife.

Stoicism
As Paul mingled with the people in the Athenian Agora, he
spoke not only with Epicureans, but with Stoics as well.

Stoicism was a school of philosophy founded by Zeno of Cyprus
who lived from 335 to 263 BC. During a time of political
instability,  Stoicism  “provided  a  means  for  maintaining
tranquility amid the struggles of life.”{16} As with Epicurus,
freedom  from  fear  was  a  motivating  force  in  Zeno’s
thought.{17}

What did the Stoics believe that released them from fear?
Stoicism  changed  over  the  centuries,  but  this  is  a  good
general description.

While the Epicureans believed the gods didn’t get involved in
the affairs of people on earth, Stoics denied the existence of
personal gods altogether.

Stoics  believed  the  universe  began  with  fire  that
differentiated itself into the other basic elements of water,
air, and earth. The universe was composed purely of matter.
The coarser matter made up the physical bodies we see. The
finer  matter  was  defused  throughout  everything  and  held
everything  together.  This  they  called  logos  (reason)  or
sometimes breath or spirit or even fire. The idea of logos
meant  there  was  a  rational  principle  operating  in  the
universe.



Because the universe was thought to be ordered by an inbuilt
principle and not by a mind, Stoics were deterministic. This
raises a question, though. If everything was determined, what
would that mean for ethics? Virtue was of supreme importance
for Stoics. How could one choose the good if one’s actions are
determined? One answer given was this: while people had the
freedom  to  choose,  the  universe  would  do  what  it  was
determined to do. But if one wanted to live well, one had to
live rationally in keeping with the rational order of the
universe. To do otherwise was to make oneself miserable.

Some Stoics believed that the universe would one day erupt in
a great fire from which would come another universe. Others
thought the universe was eternal. Some believed that in future
universes, people would repeat their lives over and over.
Others  believed  that  death  was  the  end  of  a  person’s
existence. In either case, there was no immortality as we
understand it.

Thus, Stoics sought peace in their troubled times by denying
the existence of meddlesome gods and an afterlife that would
bring judgment.

Paul’s Speech
When Paul was allowed to speak before the Areopagus, he made a
strategic move. By pointing to the altar to the unknown god,
and later referring to the comments of the Greeks’ own poets,
he averted the charge of introducing new gods. At least on the
surface!

Having brought their admitted ignorance to light, Paul told
them about the true God. His declaration that a personal God
made the heavens and the earth was a direct challenge to the
Epicureans and Stoics. His announcement that God didn’t live
in temples or need the service of people was a challenge to
the practices of the religious Greeks.



Paul told them that God wasn’t far off and unknown. The phrase
“in him we live, and move, and have our being,” which refers
to Zeus, likely comes from Epimenides of Crete. The line, “we
are his offspring,” is found in a poem by Aratus.{18} Paul
wasn’t equating Zeus with God, but was telling them which God
they were really near to.

Then  Paul  delivered  a  charge  to  the  people.  God  was
overlooking  their  time  of  ignorance  and  calling  them  to
repent.{19} This was more than simply a call to a virtuous
life  as  with  the  philosophers  or  a  call  to  perform  the
required  sacrifices  to  the  gods.  This  repentance  was
necessary, Paul said, for God has set a time to judge the
world through His appointed man, and that judgment is assured
by the raising of that man from the dead. (2:26)

This was too much for the people of Athens for a few reasons.
First,  Paul  presented  an  entirely  different  cosmology.
History, he told them, was bound by the creation of God on one
end and the judgment of God on the other. Second, there was no
room  for  a  historical  resurrection  in  Greek  thought.  The
dyings and risings of their gods didn’t occur in space-time
history.

By  attacking  the  Greeks’  religion,  Paul  attacked  the
foundations of their whole cultural structure. New Testament
scholar  Kavin  Rowe  writes  that,  because  religion  was  so
interwoven with the rest of life, Paul’s visit to Athens –and
to Lystra, Philippi, and Ephesus as well—“[displays] . . . the
collision between two different ways of life.”{20}

The gospel we proclaim doesn’t just lay claim to our religious
beliefs.  It  affects  our  entire  lives.  Paul  knew  what  was
central to the Greeks, what was the core issue that had to be
addressed. Likewise, we need to know the fundamental worldview
beliefs of our neighbors and how to address them with an
approach that will get us a hearing.
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Jesus in the Qur’an – Muslims
Receive a False View
Dr.  Zukeran  clearly  lays  out  the  differences  between  a
biblical view of Jesus and the view brought forth in the
Qura’n. He makes a strong case that the biblical reports are
supported by historical fact while the Muslim writings were
created to strengthen their case. Looking at the birth, the
life  and  the  death  of  Christ  he  highlights  the  distinct
differences and the case for a Christian view over an Islamic
view.

The Debate
Islam and Christianity both recognize Jesus as a significant
historical  figure.  However,  they  teach  contrary  doctrines
regarding the nature and person of Jesus Christ. Christians
have taught from the beginning that Jesus is the divine Son of
God. This was not a doctrine invented centuries after the life
of Christ as some allege, but was taught from the beginning by
Christ Himself and the church. There is strong evidence that
the New Testament was written in the first century, and there
are numerous verses proclaiming the deity of Christ (Matt.
1:23;  Mark  2:1-12;  John  1:1).  Old  Testament  prophecies
regarding the nature of the Messiah proclaimed that He would
be human as well as divine (Isaiah 7:14; 9:6). Even non-
Christian Roman historical works, such as the writings of
Pliny the Younger (AD 112) and Celsus (AD 177), acknowledge
that the Christians worshipped Christ as God.

 Muslims reject the biblical teaching that Christ is the
divine Son of God. Islam builds upon the teachings of the
Qur’an, which is considered perfect and without error. The
Qur’an teaches that Jesus was a significant prophet but not
the divine Son of God. Muslims reject the doctrine of the
Trinity,  and,  therefore,  worshipping  Jesus  as  God  is
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considered  shirk,  or  blasphemy  (Sura  5:72).

Islam teaches that Jesus Himself never claimed to be the Son
of God. Sura 9:30 states,”The Jews call Ezra a son of God, and
the Christians call Christ the son of God. That is a saying
from  their  mouth;  (in  this)  they  but  imitate  what  the
unbelievers of old used to say. God’s curse be upon them: how
they are deluded away from the truth!” The assertion that God
stands against those who believe in the deity of Christ is in
contradiction with the Bible. Sura 5:116-117 states:

And behold! God will say [i.e. on the Day of Judgment]: “Oh
Jesus, the son of Mary! Didst thou say unto men, worship me
and my mother as gods in derogation of God?” He will say:
“Glory to Thee! Never could I say what I had no right (to
say). Had I said such a thing, You would indeed have known
it. You know what is in my heart, though I know not what is
in Yours. For You know in full all that is hidden. Never did
I say to them anything except what You commanded me to say:
‘Worship God, my Lord and your Lord.’ And I was a witness
over them while I lived among them. When You took me up, You
were the Watcher over them, and You are a witness to all
things.”

Chapter five of the Qur’an asserts that Christianity taught
the worship of Mary as a god. From this passage and others,
many Muslims have incorrectly concluded that the Christian
doctrine of the Trinity is the Father, the Son, and Mary. In
fact, the New Testament never taught the worship of Mary.
Instead it clearly taught that one must worship the Lord God
alone (Matt. 4:10). The biblical doctrine of the Trinity never
included Mary. The chapter further states that Jesus Himself
clearly denied claiming to be the Son of God and would not
accept the worship of others. In contrast, the Bible teaches
that Jesus claimed to be the divine Son of God and received
worship (Jn. 8; Matt. 14:33; 28:17). Sura 5:75 states:



Christ, the son of Mary, was no more than a messenger; many
were the messengers that passed away before him. His mother
was a woman of truth. They had both to eat their (daily)
food. See how God makes His signs clear to them; yet see in
what ways they are deluded away from the truth!

The Qur’an emphatically teaches that Jesus was a prophet and
not the divine Son of God. Those who believe Jesus is divine
are “deluded.”

The Apostle John, writing in AD 90, states in chapter one of
his gospel, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was
with God, and the Word was God.” The Apostle Paul, writing his
letter to the Colossians in AD 60, states in chapter 2:9, “For
in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form.”

It is apparent that Christianity and Islam teach contrary
views of Christ and, therefore, cannot both be true at the
same time. In this article I will investigate what the Qur’an
teaches regarding the life of Christ and compare it with the
Gospels. Since they teach contrary views, I will examine to
see whether the Bible or the Qur’an has the greater weight of
evidence to support its teachings on the nature of Christ.

Infancy  Narratives  of  Christ  in  the
Qur’an
What does the Qur’an teach regarding the childhood years of
Christ? Not only do the Bible and the Qur’an teach contrary
views  regarding  the  nature  of  Christ,  they  also  record
contrary accounts of His early life. The Bible teaches that
Jesus was born in Bethlehem during the time of Caesar Augustus
and the reign of King Herod over Bethlehem. Jesus was born in
a stable because there were no rooms available for Mary and
Joseph. On the eve of His birth, shepherds, who were told of
his birth by angels, visited him. Later, wise men from the



East came and worshipped the child. Herod, threatened by the
announcement of a newborn king, sought to kill the child.
Joseph fled from Herod, traveled to Egypt, and, after Herod’s
death, returned to Nazareth where Jesus grew up. The Gospels
rely on eyewitness accounts for their source of information.

The Qur’an includes stories regarding the birth and childhood
of Christ, but it relies on very questionable sources that are
not eyewitness accounts. First, the Qur’an teaches that Jesus
was born in the desert under a palm tree. Sura 19 teaches that
Mary, feeling the pangs of childbirth, seized the trunk of a
palm tree and desired at that moment to die. However, the baby
Jesus speaks to her from beneath saying, “Grieve not; for your
Lord has provided a rivulet beneath you. And shake towards
yourself the trunk of the palm tree: it will let fall fresh
ripe dates upon you. So eat drink and cool [your] eye” (Sura
19: 24-25).

This story parallels an account from the apocryphal Gospel of
Pseudo Matthew, which is dated to the early seventh century AD
(between AD 600 and 625).{1} New Testament scholar Dan Wallace
dates this Gospel even later to the eighth to ninth century
AD.{2} Wallace’s date would push back the date of the Qur’an
to several generations after Muhammad. In chapter 20 of this
apocryphal work, Joseph and Mary are fleeing to Egypt and come
to rest under a tall palm tree. Mary longs to eat the fruit of
a palm tree and Joseph states their need for water. It is then
the infant Jesus speaks to the palm tree:

Then the child Jesus, with a joyful countenance, reposing in
the bosom of His mother, said to the palm: “O tree, bend thy
branches,  and  refresh  my  mother  with  thy  fruit.”  And
immediately at these words the palm bent its top down to the
very feet of the blessed Mary; and they gathered from it
fruit, with which they were all refreshed. And after they had
gathered all its fruit, it remained bent down, waiting the
order to rise from Him who bad commanded it to stoop. Then
Jesus said to it: “Raise thyself, O palm tree, and be strong,



and be the companion of my trees, which are in the paradise
of my Father; and open from thy roots a vein of water which
has been hid in the earth, and let the waters flow, so that
we may be satisfied from thee.” And it rose up immediately,
and at its root there began to come forth a spring of water
exceedingly clear and cool and sparkling. And when they saw
the spring of water, they rejoiced with great joy, and were
satisfied, themselves and all their cattle and their beasts.
Wherefore they gave thanks to God.

Historians  and  textual  scholars  such  as  F.  F.  Bruce  have
concluded  that  Muhammad  incorporated  this  story  from  the
apocryphal Gospel of Pseudo Matthew.{3}

Another infant narrative from the Qur’an teaches that not long
after Jesus’ birth, Mary presents the infant to her people,
several  of  whom  question  her  regarding  the  baby.  In  her
defense she points to the infant, which confuses the people
since  the  child  is  only  an  infant.  Then  to  everyone’s
surprise,  the  newborn  Jesus  speaks  saying:

I am indeed a servant of Allah, He has given me revelation
and made me a Prophet; And He has made me blessed wheresoever
I be, and He has enjoined on me prayer and charity as long as
I  live.  [He]  has  made  me  kind  to  my  mother,  and  not
overbearing or miserable; So peace is on me the day I was
born, the day that I die, and the day that I shall be raised
up to life [again]. Such was (Prophet) Jesus, the son of
Mary. A saying of truth, concerning what they doubt (Sura
19:30-33).

This  account  teaches  that  shortly  after  his  birth,  Jesus
spoke, proclaiming His calling as the prophet of Allah, and
defending the innocence of His mother Mary. The source of this
story  is  another  pseudo-gospel,  the  Arabic  Gospel  of  the
Infancy  of  the  Savior.{4}  According  to  Wallace,  this
apocryphal work was written in the fifth or sixth century



AD.{5} This work states:

We have found it recorded in the book of Josephus the Chief
Priest, who was in the time of Christ (and men say that he
was Caiaphas), that this man said that Jesus spake when He
was in the cradle, and said to Mary His Mother, “Verily I am
Jesus, the Son of God, the Word which thou hast borne,
according as the angel Gabriel gave thee the good news; and
My Father hath sent Me for the salvation of the world.”

Here  we  see  the  parallels  between  the  Qur’an  and  this
apocryphal work. This work specifically mentions the infant
Jesus speaking from his cradle, declaring His calling from
God.

A third account in the Qur’an records Jesus making birds out
of clay and then bringing them to life. Sura 3:49 states:

I have come to you with a sign from your Lord, in that I make
for you out of clay, the figure of a bird, and breathe into
it and it becomes a bird by Allah’s leave: And I heal those
born blind, and the lepers, and I quicken the dead by Allah’s
leave; and I declare to you what you eat and what you store
in your houses. Surely therein is a Sign for you, if you did
believe.

This story of Christ breathing life into clay birds has no
parallel  in  the  Gospels.  Instead,  this  story  comes  from
another  apocryphal  work,  The  Infancy  Gospel  of  Thomas.
Historical evidence indicates this Gospel was not written by
Thomas; moreover, it was not even written in the lifetime of
the apostles. The earliest manuscript of this Gospel dates
from the sixth century AD., but most scholars date this work
in the late second century.{6} New Testament scholar Wilhelm
Schneemelcher  writes  that  the  author  was  most  likely  not
Jewish but a Gentile Christian. He asserts the fact that “the
author was of gentile Christian origin may be assumed with



certainty,  since  his  work  betrays  no  knowledge  of  things
Jewish.”{7}

Another account of Jesus in this Infancy Gospel reveals a
capricious child who inflicts painful revenge several times on
those who cross him in a manner he does not like. Fred Lapham
states, “[M]any of the stories in the earlier part of the work
are morally offensive and indefensible, showing the growing
Jesus to be cruel, callous, and vindictive, and exercising
power without regard for the consequences.”{8} This account
portrays a young Jesus contrary to that in the Gospels. A
vengeful  and  bad-tempered  Jesus  would  be  contrary  to  the
description given in Luke which states that he was “filled
with wisdom and the grace of God was upon Him” (Lk. 2:40).
Also, a child of the character portrayed in the Infancy Gospel
of Thomas would not likely be described as growing in “wisdom
and stature, and in favor with God and men” (Lk. 2:52).

There are several concerns regarding the accounts of Christ in
the Qur’an. First, the infancy accounts of Christ contradict
the Gospels. The Qur’an teaches that Jesus was born in the
desert under a palm tree while the New Testament Gospels teach
that Jesus was born in the city of Bethlehem in a stable (Lk.
2:7). The infancy narratives in the Qur’an teach that Jesus
performed miracles in his infancy and childhood. However, John
2:11 states that Jesus’ first miracle was performed in Cana of
Galilee at the beginning of His ministry. Since the Qur’an and
the Bible present contrary accounts of the life of Christ,
both cannot be true at the same time.

What  Does  the  Historical  Evidence
Support?
The historical evidence strongly confirms the New Testament
Gospel accounts. First of all, two of these authors—Matthew
and John—were eyewitnesses. Meanwhile, Mark and Luke derived
their facts from the apostles themselves. There are numerous



facts that support this to be the case. The internal evidence,
archaeology, manuscript evidence, quotes from the early Church
Fathers, and ancient non-Christian historical works affirm the
first century date and historical accuracy of the gospels.{9}

Muhammad wrote the Qur’an nearly six centuries after the life
of Christ. Unlike the Gospel writers who relied on eyewitness
sources, Islam’s defense is that the angel Gabriel revealed
the information to Muhammad. However, the parallels to Gnostic
apocryphal works reveal that Muhammad’s sources came from a
mixture  of  Christian  fables  and  Gnostic  works  that  were
prevalent in Arabia at that time.

Muhammad no doubt had interaction with Christians. There were
several Christian communities in Arabia, and he would have
also met Christian traders traveling in caravans along the
trade routes. Also his first wife, Khadija, had a cousin named
Waraqa who was a Christian.{10} These Christian and Gnostic
“Christian”  sources  told  Muhammad  stories  from  the  New
Testament and also the fables and apocryphal stories spreading
at that time. Since Muhammad was illiterate, he was not able
to read and research these sources for himself; instead he
relied on second or third hand accounts told to him. As he
retold the stories, some of the details were changed due to an
incorrect telling, a lapse in memory, or a desire for them to
better fit his belief system.

In creating the Qur’an, Muhammad does recount some biblical
stories, but he also relies on apocryphal sources written
centuries  after  the  eyewitnesses.  These  works  present  a
Gnostic  refashioning  of  Christ  and  have  shown  to  be
unhistorical  in  nature.  Since  they  were  not  derived  from
apostolic sources and presented a false view of Christ, they
were never considered part of inspired Scripture. The evidence
strongly favors the New Testament Gospel accounts over the
Qur’an. Since the Qur’an presents stories contrary to the
Gospels, its historical accuracy and inspiration comes into
question. Also, if Muhammad recorded false stories regarding



the  infant  life  of  Christ,  one  must  also  question  his
understanding  of  the  nature  of  Christ  as  well.

In  citing  apocryphal  works  as  unreliable,  one  may  fairly
question whether the Bible quotes apocryphal works. Indeed,
there are occasions where the Bible does quote from uninspired
sources. One of the most questioned are Jude’s references to
the Assumption of Moses (Jude 9) and the Book of Enoch (Jude
14-15).  However,  these  two  references  do  not  present  a
theological or historical problem since they do not present
any teaching contrary to biblical revelation. So, although
Jude does quote uninspired sources, there is no reason to
reject the inspiration of Jude. Although the Assumption of
Moses and the Book of Enoch are apocryphal works, Jude is
referencing portions that are true and consistent with other
areas of the Bible. Therefore, this does not affect either the
doctrine of inspiration or the integrity of Jude’s book.

In contrast, the birth and infancy account of Christ in the
Qur’an  is  problematic  since  it  both  contradicts  the  New
Testament Gospels and presents a contrary view regarding the
nature of Christ. Therefore, unlike Jude, it is inconsistent
with the New Testament, and we must decide whether it is the
Qur’an or the Gospels that are in error.

The Life of Christ
The Qur’an speaks on five aspects of Christ’s life. The Qur’an
teaches that Jesus was a prophet of God but rejects the deity
of  Christ.  However,  it  does  affirm  that  Christ  lived  a
remarkable life. The Qur’an affirms the virgin birth of Christ
(Sura 3:42-47; 19:16-21). The Qur’an affirms the prophetic
call of Christ. It also affirms that Christ performed many
miracles. The Qur’an affirms that Christ was sinless (Sura
19:16-21).  However,  it  rejects  the  crucifixion  and
resurrection of Christ and instead teaches that Christ did not
suffer physical death but God raised Him up to heaven (Sura



4:158).

What is significant to realize is that, comparing Jesus to
Muhammad in the Qur’an, Jesus performs greater works than
Muhammad. First, according to the Qur’an, Christ is born of a
virgin while there is nothing miraculous regarding the birth
of  Muhammad.  Second,  the  Qur’an  teaches  that  Christ
accomplished many miracles, but Muhammad does not perform any
in the Qur’an. The Qur’an teaches that true prophets of God
are confirmed by miracles. It teaches that previous prophets
Moses and Jesus were confirmed as prophets by their miracles
(Sura 7:106-8; 116-119; 5:113). However, when the people ask
Muhammad to do so, he refuses, stating that the Jews witnessed
miracles from the prophets but remained in unbelief (Sura
28:47-51;  17:90-95).  If,  according  to  the  Qur’an,  God
confirmed His prophets through miracles, a question remains as
to why He would not confirm Muhammad with the same “seal” of
the  prophets.  This  certainly  was  within  God’s  ability  to
accomplish.

Contemporary  Muslim  author  Isma’il  Al-Faruqi  claims  that
“Muslims do not claim any miracles for Muhammad. In their
view, what proves Muhammad’s prophethood is the sublime beauty
and greatness of the revelation itself, the Holy Qur’an, not
any inexplicable breaches of natural law which confound human
reason.”{11} Muslim scholar Abdullah Yusuf Ali admitted that
Muhammad  did  not  perform  any  miracle  “in  the  sense  of  a
reversing of Nature.”{12}

Muslim apologists point to the miracle accounts of Muhammad in
the Hadith, a record of the sayings of Muhammad. However, the
Qur’an is the inspired book of God, and the Hadith does not
carry the authority of the Qur’an. The Hadith was written
nearly one to two centuries after the life of Muhammad. Since
this follows the pattern historians such as A.N. Sherwin-White
have  identified  of  miracle  accounts  that  appear  two
generations  after  the  lifetime  of  the  eyewitnesses,  the
alleged miracle accounts in the Hadith stand in question.



Moreover, the Hadith accounts seem to also go against the
spirit of Muhammad in the Qur’an who repeatedly refused to
perform  miracles  (3:181–84;  4:153;  6:8–9).  It  is  also
significant to note that many Muslim scholars such as Sahih
Bukhari, who is considered to be the most reliable collector
of the sayings in the Hadith, believed the vast majority of
the miracle stories to be false.{13}

When pressed to defend the miracles of Muhammad, some point to
Muhammad’s night journey in Sura 19 in which he claims to have
been transported to Jerusalem and then ascended to heaven on
the back of a mule (Sura 17:1). There is no reason to take
this passage as referring to a literal trip to heaven as even
many  Muslim  scholars  do  not  take  it  as  such.  The  noted
translator of the Qur’an, Abdullah Yusuf Ali, comments on this
passage, noting that “it opens with the mystic Vision of the
Ascension of the Holy Prophet; he is transported from the
Sacred Mosque (of Mecca) to the Farthest Mosque (of Jerusalem)
at  night  and  shown  some  of  the  Signs  of  God.”{14}  Even
according  to  one  of  the  earliest  Islamic  traditions,
Muhammad’s  wife  A’isha  reported  that  “the  apostle’s  body
remained  where  it  was  but  God  removed  his  spirit  by
night.”{15} Further, even if this were to be understood as a
miracle claim, there is no evidence presented to test its
authenticity. Since it lacks testability, it has no apologetic
value.{16}

Another miracle is the prophecy of victory at the Battle of
Badr (Sura 3:123; 8:17). However, it is a stretch to call this
a  supernatural  miracle.  It  is  common  that  generals  will
predict victory over an enemy army to inspire his troops.
Also, Muhammad did not prophesy his defeat at the Battle of
Uhud a year later.

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam teach that God confirms His
messengers  through  miracles.  The  Old  Testament  prophets,
Jesus, and the apostles have the testimony of miracles but
this is lacking in the testimony of Muhammad. The miracle



testimony of Christ affirms that He was more than a prophet.

The Resurrection
The Qur’an rejects the death, burial, and resurrection of
Jesus Christ because Muslims believe that Allah would not
allow His prophet to die such a shameful kind of death. The
Qur’an teaches that Jesus did not die on the cross. Sura
4:157-159 states:

That they said (in boast), ‘We killed Christ Jesus the son of
Mary, the Apostle of God’;—But they killed him not, nor
crucified him, but so it was made to appear to them, and
those  who  differ  therein  are  full  of  doubts,  with  no
(certain) knowledge, but only conjecture to follow, for of a
surety they killed him not:— Nay, God raised him up unto
Himself; and God is exalted in power, wise;—And there is none
of the people of the Book but must believe in him before his
death; And on the Day of Judgment He will be a witness
against them.

Muslims  believe  that  Jesus  did  not  die  on  the  cross  but
escaped death and was taken up to heaven. The phrase “God
raised him up unto Himself” is understood to teach that Jesus
was taken up alive to heaven, never experiencing death. Based
on the phrase, “it was made to appear to them,” orthodox
Muslims have traditionally interpreted this to mean that God
made  someone  else  look  like  Jesus,  and  this  person  was
crucified instead of Christ. There are various views regarding
the identity of this substitute. Candidates include Judas,
Simon of Cyrene, or a teen age boy.

The Bible clearly teaches that Jesus predicted His death and
resurrection (Matt. 26:2; Mk. 10:33; 14:8; Jn. 2:19). The
Bible records the crucifixion, burial, and resurrection of
Christ, which is central to the preaching of the apostles and
to Christianity. The Qur’an and the Gospels cannot be true at



the same time since they present contradictory accounts. One
must  examine  the  historical  evidence  and  determine  which
account the evidence supports.

There is strong evidence to support the historicity of the
Gospels and the fact that they were written by first century
eyewitnesses  or  their  close  associates.{17}  We  also  have
thousands  of  ancient  manuscripts  dated  as  early  as  the
beginning of the second century, confirming that the Gospels
have been accurately preserved.{18} There are also several
non-Christian Roman and Jewish historical works that affirm
both the death of Christ and that Christians believed He had
risen from the dead. These include the writings of Tacitus,
Thallus, Lucian, Josephus, and the Jewish Talmud.{19} Finally,
the preaching of the death and resurrection of Christ began
just  days  after  His  death  on  the  cross,  and  has  been
continuously preached since then for over two thousand years.
This  account  was  proclaimed  from  the  beginning,  not
generations  after  the  resurrection.

The Qur’an’s account is not built on historical evidence but
rather  a  commitment  to  Muslim  theology.  There  is  little
historical evidence to support the Qur’an in its denial of the
crucifixion and resurrection and its assertion that someone
else took Jesus’ place on the cross. To support their view,
Muslims often appeal to the “Lost Gospels.” These are the
Gnostic  Gospels  such  as  the  Gospel  of  Judas  and  others.
However, these have proven to be non-apostolic works, written
centuries  after  the  life  of  the  apostles.  They  are  not
regarded as historically accurate and were written by Gnostics
attempting to refashion Jesus in their image.{20}

The  death  and  resurrection  of  Christ  is  one  of  the  most
reliably recorded events in ancient history. The historical
evidence strongly favors the Gospel account. Therefore, the
Qur’an would be in error, and its inspiration must, therefore,
be questioned.



Conclusion
As we have studied, the Qur’an and the Bible present contrary
views on the nature and life of Christ. The Qur’an rejects the
deity of Christ and the death and resurrection of Christ. The
Qur’an presents stories regarding the infancy of Christ that
are  contrary  to  the  New  Testament  and  rely  on  Gnostic
apocryphal  works  as  its  source.  The  Qur’an  rejects  major
doctrines  and  events  recorded  in  the  Bible.  Since  the
historical evidence upholds the Gospels, the perfection and
inspiration of the Qur’an is in question since its teachings
contradict  major  doctrines  and  events  taught  in  the  New
Testament.

That being said, from a survey of the Qur’an, one should
realize  that  even  in  the  Qur’an,  Jesus  is  greater  than
Muhammad. First, Jesus’ titles in the Qur’an are greater.
Despite rejecting the deity of Christ, the Qur’an gives Jesus
several honorary titles. He is given the titles of Messiah,
the Word of God, the Spirit of God (Sura 4:169-71), the Speech
of Truth (Sura 19:34-35), a Sign unto Men, and Mercy from God
(Sura 19:21). Although these titles may refer to deity in
Christian theology, Muslims do not equate these titles in the
same way.

Second, Jesus’ miracles in the Qur’an are greater, for the
Qur’an affirms several miraculous aspects of Christ’s life.
The Qur’an affirms the virgin birth of Christ (Sura 19:16-21;
3:37-45).  The  Qur’an  also  affirms  that  Christ  performed
miracles (Sura 3:37-45; 43: 63-65). The Qur’an also affirms
the prophethood of Christ (19:29-31). The Qur’an also affirms
that Christ did not die but was raised up to heaven by God
(4:158; 19:33). In contrast, according to the Qur’an, there is
very little, if anything, supernatural regarding the life of
Muhammad.

Even in the Qur’an, Jesus lived a life that is much more
extraordinary than Muhammad. Since this is evident in the



Qur’an, it would be wise for all Muslims to study the life of
Jesus  in  the  Bible.  Not  only  is  the  Bible  an  accurate
historical record, but it is a text that Muhammad encouraged
Muslims  to  study  (Sura  10:94;  2:136;  4:163;  5:56;  5:68;
35:31). Muhammad believed the Bible in the sixth century AD
was accurate. We have many ancient New Testaments that predate
the sixth century. Examples include the Chester Beatty Papyri
(AD 250), Codex Vaticanus (AD 325 – 350), Codex Sinaiticus (AD
340), Codex Alexandrinus (AD 450), the Latin Vulgate (fourth
century AD), and Syriac New Testament (AD 508). From these we
can  be  assured  that  we  have  accurate  copies  of  the  New
Testament that predate the sixth century.

I encourage all Muslims, therefore, to read the New Testament
and learn what it says about Jesus Christ. One will soon
discover that He was more than a prophet; He was indeed the
unique Son Of God.
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Christianity: The Best Thing
That Ever Happened to Women
Sue Bohlin examines the facts to show us that a Christian,
biblical  worldview  of  women  lifted  them  from  a  status
equivalent to dogs to a position a fellow heirs of the grace
of  God  through  Jesus  Christ.   Christianity,  accurately
applied, fundamentally changed the value and status of women.

The Low Status of Women in Jesus’ Day
Some feminists charge that Christianity, the Bible, and the
Church are anti-female and horribly oppressive to women. Does
God really hate women? Did the apostle Paul disrespect them in
his New Testament writings? In this article we’ll be looking
at why Christianity is the best thing that ever happened to
women,  with  insights  from  Alvin  Schmidt’s  book  How
Christianity  Changed  the  World.{1}

 “What would be the status of women in the Western
world  today  had  Jesus  Christ  never  entered  the
human  arena?  One  way  to  answer  this  question,”
writes Dr. Schmidt, “is to look at the status of
women in most present-day Islamic countries. Here
women are still denied many rights that are available to men,
and when they appear in public, they must be veiled. In Saudi
Arabia, for instance, women are even barred from driving an
automobile. Whether in Saudi Arabia or in many other Arab
countries where the Islamic religion is adhered to strongly, a
man has the right to beat and sexually desert his wife, all
with the full support of the Koran. . . .{2} This command is
the polar opposite of what the New Testament says regarding a
man’s relationship with his wife. Paul told the Christians in
Ephesus, ‘Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the
church and gave himself up for her.’ And he added, ‘He who
loves his wife loves himself.'”{3}
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Jesus loved women and treated them with great respect and
dignity. The New Testament’s teaching on women developed His
perspective even more. The value of women that permeates the
New Testament isn’t found in the Greco-Roman culture or the
cultures of other societies.

In ancient Greece, a respectable woman was not allowed to
leave the house unless she was accompanied by a trustworthy
male escort. A wife was not permitted to eat or interact with
male guests in her husband’s home; she had to retire to her
woman’s quarters. Men kept their wives under lock and key, and
women had the social status of a slave. Girls were not allowed
to go to school, and when they grew up they were not allowed
to speak in public. Women were considered inferior to men. The
Greek poets equated women with evil. Remember Pandora and her
box?  Woman  was  responsible  for  unleashing  evil  on  the
world.{4}

The status of Roman women was also very low. Roman law placed
a wife under the absolute control of her husband, who had
ownership of her and all her possessions. He could divorce her
if she went out in public without a veil. A husband had the
power of life and death over his wife, just as he did his
children. As with the Greeks, women were not allowed to speak
in public.{5}

Jewish women, as well, were barred from public speaking. The
oral law prohibited women from reading the Torah out loud.
Synagogue worship was segregated, with women never allowed to
be heard.

Jesus and Women
Jesus’ treatment of women was very different:

The extremely low status that the Greek, Roman, and Jewish
woman  had  for  centuries  was  radically  affected  by  the
appearance of Jesus Christ. His actions and teachings raised



the  status  of  women  to  new  heights,  often  to  the
consternation and dismay of his friends and enemies. By word
and deed, he went against the ancient, taken-for-granted
beliefs  and  practices  that  defined  woman  as  socially,
intellectually, and spiritually inferior.

The humane and respectful way Jesus treated and responded to
the Samaritan woman [at the well] (recorded in John 4) may
not appear unusual to readers in today’s Western culture. Yet
what he did was extremely unusual, even radical. He ignored
the Jewish anti-Samaritan prejudices along with prevailing
view that saw women as inferior beings.{6}

He started a conversation with her—a Samaritan, a woman—in
public. The rabbinic oral law was quite explicit: “He who
talks with a woman [in public] brings evil upon himself.”
Another rabbinic teaching prominent in Jesus’ day taught, “One
is not so much as to greet a woman.”{7} So we can understand
why his disciples were amazed to find him talking to a woman
in public. Can we even imagine how it must have stunned this
woman for the Messiah to reach out to her and offer her living
water for her thirsty soul?

Among Jesus’ closest friends were Mary, Martha and Lazarus,
who  entertained  him  at  their  home.  “Martha  assumed  the
traditional female role of preparing a meal for Jesus, her
guest, while her sister Mary did what only men would do,
namely, learn from Jesus’ teachings. Mary was the cultural
deviant, but so was Jesus, because he violated the rabbinic
law of his day [about speaking to women].”{8} By teaching Mary
spiritual  truths,  he  violated  another  rabbinic  law,  which
said, “Let the words of the Law [Torah] be burned rather than
taught to women. . . . If a man teaches his daughter the law,
it is as though he taught her lechery.”{9}

When Lazarus died, Jesus comforted Martha with this promise
containing  the  heart  of  the  Christian  gospel:  “I  am  the



resurrection and the life. He who believes in me will live,
even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in me will
never  die.  Do  you  believe  this?”  (John  11:25-26)  These
remarkable words were spoken to a woman! “To teach a woman was
bad enough, but Jesus did more than that. He called for a
verbal response from Martha. Once more, he went against the
socioreligious custom by teaching a woman and by having her
publicly respond to him, a man.”{10}

“All three of the Synoptic Gospels note that women followed
Jesus, a highly unusual phenomenon in first-century Palestine.
. . . This behavior may not seem unusual today, but in Jesus’
day  it  was  highly  unusual.  Scholars  note  that  in  the
prevailing culture only prostitutes and women of very low
repute would follow a man without a male escort.”{11} These
women  were  not  groupies;  some  of  them  provided  financial
support for Jesus and the apostles (Luke 8:3).

The  first  people  Jesus  chose  to  appear  to  after  his
resurrection were women; not only that, but he instructed them
to tell his disciples that he was alive (Matt. 28, John 20).
In a culture where a woman’s testimony was worthless because
she was worthless, Jesus elevated the value of women beyond
anything the world had seen.

Paul, Peter, and Women
Jesus gave women status and respect equal to men. Not only did
he break with the anti-female culture of his era, but he set a
standard for Christ-followers. Peter and Paul both rose to the
challenge in what they wrote in the New Testament.

In a culture that feared the power of a woman’s external
beauty and feminine influence, Peter encouraged women to see
themselves as valuable because God saw them as valuable. His
call to aspire to the inner beauty of a trusting and tranquil
spirit  is  staggeringly  counter-cultural.  He  writes,  “Your
beauty should not come from outward adornment, such as braided



hair  and  the  wearing  of  gold  jewelry  and  fine  clothes.
Instead, it should be that of your inner self, the unfading
beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is of great worth
in God’s sight. For this is the way the holy women of the past
who put their hope in God used to make themselves beautiful.”

Equally staggering is his call to men to elevate their wives
with respect and understanding: “Husbands, in the same way be
considerate as you live with your wives, and treat them with
respect as the weaker partner and as heirs with you of the
gracious  gift  of  life,  so  that  nothing  will  hinder  your
prayers.” Consideration, respect, fellow heirs; these concepts
sound good to us, but they were unheard of in the first
century!

The apostle Paul is often accused of being a misogynist, one
who  hates  and  fears  women.  But  Paul’s  teachings  on  women
reflect the creation order and high value God places on women
as creatures made in his image. Paul’s commands for husbands
and wives in Ephesians 5 provided a completely new way to look
at marriage: as an earthbound illustration of the spiritual
mystery of the union of Christ and His bride, the church. He
calls wives to not only submit to their husbands as to the
Lord, but he calls husbands to submit to Christ (1 Cor. 11:3).
He calls men to love their wives in the self-sacrificing way
Christ  loves  the  church.  In  a  culture  where  a  wife  was
property, and a disrespected piece of property at that, Paul
elevates women to a position of honor previously unknown in
the world.

Paul also provided highly countercultural direction for the
New Testament church. In the Jewish synagogue, women had no
place and no voice in worship. In the pagan temples, the place
of women was to serve as prostitutes. The church, on the other
hand, was a place for women to pray and prophecy out loud (1
Cor.  11:5).  The  spiritual  gifts—supernatural  enablings  to
build God’s church—are given to women as well as men. Older
women are commanded to teach younger ones. The invitation to



women to participate in worship of Jesus was unthinkable—but
true.

Misogyny in the Church
Author Dorothy Sayers, a friend of C.S. Lewis, wrote:

Perhaps it is no wonder that the women were first at the
Cradle and last at the Cross. They had never known a man like
this Man—there had never been such another. A prophet and
teacher who never nagged at them, who never flattered or
coaxed or patronized; who never made arch jokes about them,
never treated them either as ‘The women, God help us!’ or
‘The  ladies,  God  bless  them!’;  who  rebuked  without
querulousness and praised without condescension; who took
their questions and arguments seriously, who never mapped out
their sphere for them, never urged them to be feminine or
jeered at them for being female; who had no ax to grind and
no uneasy male dignity to defend; who took them as he found
them and was completely unselfconscious.

She continues: “There is no act, no sermon, no parable in the
whole Gospel that borrows its pungency from female perversity;
nobody could possibly guess from the words of Jesus that there
was anything ‘funny’ about woman’s nature.”{12} And this is
one of the unfortunate truths about Christianity we have to
acknowledge: over the centuries, many Christ-followers have
fallen far short of the standard Jesus set in showing the
worth and dignity of women.

In  the  second  century  Clement  of  Alexandria  believed  and
taught that every woman should blush because she is a woman.
Tertullian, who lived about the same time, said, “You [Eve]
are the devil’s gateway. . . . You destroyed so easily God’s
image, man. On account of your desert, that is death, even the
Son of God had to die.” Augustine, in the fourth century,
believed that a woman’s image of God was inferior to that of



the man’s.{13} And unfortunately it gets even nastier than
that.

Some people mistakenly believe these contemptuous beliefs of
the church fathers are rooted in an anti-female Bible, but
that couldn’t be farther from the truth. People held these
misogynistic beliefs in spite of, not because of, the biblical
teachings. Those who dishonor God by dishonoring His good
creation of woman allow themselves to be shaped by the beliefs
of  the  surrounding  pagan,  anti-female  culture  instead  of
following  Paul’s  exhortation  to  not  be  conformed  to  this
world, but be transformed by the renewing of our minds (Rom.
12:2). The church in North America does the same thing today
by allowing the secular culture to shape our thinking more
than the Bible. Only nine percent of Americans claiming to be
born-again have a biblical worldview.{14} The church in Africa
and Asia does the same thing today by allowing animism, the
traditional folk religion, to shape their thinking more than
the Bible.

It’s unfortunate that some of the church fathers did not allow
the woman-honoring principles found in Scripture to change
their unbiblical beliefs. But that is the failing of imperfect
followers of Jesus, not a failure of God nor of His Word.
Jesus loves women.

Effects of Christianity on Culture
As Christianity spread throughout the world, its redemptive
effects elevated women and set them free in many ways. The
Christian ethic declared equal worth and value for both men
and women. Husbands were commanded to love their wives and not
exasperate their children. These principles were in direct
conflict with the Roman institution of patria potestas, which
gave absolute power of life and death over a man’s family,
including his wife. When patria potestas was finally repealed
by an emperor who was moved by high biblical standards, what a
tremendous effect that had on the culture! Women were also



granted basically the same control over their property as men,
and, for the first time, mothers were allowed to be guardians
of their children.{15}

The biblical view of husbands and wives as equal partners
caused  a  sea  change  in  marriage  as  well.  Christian  women
started marrying later, and they married men of their own
choosing. This eroded the ancient practice of men marrying
child brides against their will, often as young as eleven or
twelve  years  old.  The  greater  marital  freedom  that
Christianity gave women eventually gained wide appeal. Today,
a Western woman is not compelled to marry someone she does not
want, nor can she legally be married as a child bride. But the
practice continues in parts of the world where Christianity
has little or no presence.{16}

Another effect of the salt and light of Christianity was its
impact  on  the  common  practice  of  polygamy,  which  demeans
women. Many men, including biblical heroes, have had multiple
wives, but Jesus made clear this was never God’s intention.
Whenever he spoke about marriage, it was always in the context
of monogamy. He said, “The two [not three or four] will become
one  flesh.”  As  Christianity  spread,  God’s  intention  of
monogamous marriages became the norm.{17}

Two more cruel practices were abolished as Christianity gained
influence. In some cultures, such as India, widows were burned
alive  on  their  husbands’  funeral  pyres.  In  China,  the
crippling practice of foot binding was intended to make women
totter on their pointed, slender feet in a seductive manner.
It was finally outlawed only about a hundred years ago.{18}

As a result of Jesus Christ and His teachings, women in much
of  the  world  today,  especially  in  the  West,  enjoy  more
privileges and rights than at any other time in history. It
takes only a cursory trip to an Arab nation or to a Third
World  country  to  see  how  little  freedom  women  have  in
countries  where  Christianity  has  had  little  or  no



presence.{19} It’s the best thing that ever happened to women.
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The World of the Apostle Paul
Rick Wade examines different aspects of life in the day of the
Apostle Paul: religion, philosophy, the family unit, social
morality, and Christians’ conflict with the culture.

 This article is also available in Spanish.

Religion
The purpose of this essay is to take a look at the Greco-Roman
world in which the Apostle Paul lived so that we can better
comprehend his ministry. Understanding the historical context
helps us to gain such a perspective. We’ll discuss religion,
philosophy, the family unit, and the social morality of the
Hellenistic culture with a concluding look at the conflict
Christians faced.

Let’s  begin  with  the  religion  of  the  first  century.  Two
episodes  in  the  book  of  Acts  provide  insight  into  the
religious  beliefs  and  practices  of  that  time.

In Acts 19 we read about the trouble Paul’s companions got
into  over  His  ministry  in  Ephesus.  Craftsmen  who  made
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miniature shrines of Artemis, the local deity, objected to
Paul’s teaching that “man- made gods are no gods at all” (Acts
19:26). In Paul’s world, religion was an integral part of
everyone’s  life.  State-sponsored  civic  cults  were  one
religious expression participated in by everybody. Historian
Everett  Ferguson  notes  that  “the  most  deeply  ingrained
religious beliefs and practice in both Greece and Rome. . . .
were associated with the traditional civic cult.”(1) The state
both funded and profited by these cults.

Each city had its patron deity. The city of Ephesus honored
Artemis, the goddess of nature and of childbirth. The statue
of Artemis stood in a magnificent temple, four times as large
as  the  Parthenon  in  Athens.  Deities  such  as  Artemis  were
honored  with  festivals,  prayers,  and  sacrifices.  Annual
festivals  included  banquets,  entertainment,  sacrifices,
processions, athletic contests, and the performance of mystery
rites. Prayers included invocation, praise, and petition with
the goal of receiving the favor of the goddess. Sacrifices
were offered for praise, thanksgiving, or supplication.

The riot in Ephesus that resulted from Paul’s teaching was
prompted  partly  by  monetary  concerns;  the  craftsmen  were
afraid of losing business. But the chant, “Great is Artemis of
the  Ephesians”  which  went  on  for  two  hours–by  people  who
didn’t even know what the specific problem was–shows that
money  was  not  the  only  issue.  The  strength  of  religious
devotion to the civic cults was such that Roman emperors saw
the advantage of identifying with them instead of fighting
them. We’ll talk more about that later in this essay.

Ephesus was also a major center of magical activity, another
part of the religious practice of the first century. In Acts
19 we read about practitioners of magic or sorcery forsaking
their practices and burning their scrolls as they publicly
declared their new faith.

The Ephesians’ scrolls contained secret words and formulas



which were used to force the gods to do one’s bidding. The
precise  formula  was  critical.  Practitioners  sought  wealth,
healing, or power; they even used magic in an attempt to gain
another person’s love. Because it was also believed that to
know someone’s true name was to have power over that person,
names and formulas were blended to produce strong magic.

Paul  carried  his  message  to  a  world  with  a  multitude  of
religious beliefs, and the message he proclaimed showed its
power  over  them.  As  we  look  at  our  culture  with  its
increasingly pluralistic religious spectrum, we must remember
that we, too, carry the same gospel with the same power.

Philosophy
When the Apostle Paul visited Athens, he took the message of
Christ to the marketplace where a wide variety of people could
be encountered. Among those he talked to were Epicurean and
Stoic philosophers. We read about his encounter with them in
Acts 17.

Who were these Epicureans and Stoics? I’d like to give a
thumbnail sketch of their ideas about God, man, and the world
which will help us understand why Paul what he did.

Stoicism  and  Epicureanism  were  philosophies  which  were
developed to free people from the concerns of the present
life.

Stoicism was materialistic and pantheistic. That is, Stoics
believed that everything was composed of matter. The higher
form of matter was of a divine nature, and it pervaded the
universe. They called it various things: fire, Zeus, or even
God. They believed that this divine “fire,” or God, generated
the universe and would one day take the universe back into
itself through a great conflagration. This cycle of creation
and conflagration is repeated eternally.

Stoicism was thus deterministic. Things are the way they are



and can’t be changed. To find true happiness, they believed
one should understand the course of nature through reason and
simply accept things the way they are.

In contrast to the Stoics, Paul taught that God is personal
and not a part of this universe. He also taught that there
would be a judgment to come, not a giant conflagration leading
to another cycle.

Epicureans focused on the individual’s happiness, also, but
they went in a completely different direction than the Stoics.
They believed that the way to happiness was through maximizing
pleasure and minimizing pain. Tranquility was sought through a
quiet, contemplative life lived among a community of friends.

Epicureans  were  materialists,  also,  but  they  weren’t
pantheists. They believed the universe was formed from atoms
falling  through  space  which  occasionally  bumped  into  each
other accidentally, eventually forming the stars and planets
and us. When we die, we simply become dissolved into atoms
again. Epicureans believed in the gods, but thought they were
like men, only of a higher order. The gods resided out in
space somewhere, enjoying a life of quiet pleasure like that
of the Epicureans. They had nothing to do with men. Apart from
participation  in  sacrifices  and  religious  rituals  for
aesthetic purposes, Epicureans believed humans needn’t worry
about the gods.

Against the Epicureans, Paul taught that God is involved in
the affairs of His creation and created us specifically to
search  for  Him.  Of  course,  Paul’s  doctrine  of  a  future
judgment didn’t fit with their thinking either.

As Paul evangelized the Greek world, he sometimes used their
terminology and concepts; he even quoted their poets. But he
preached a very different message. Maybe we, too, can find
common ground with our culture by knowing what people believe
and by putting the gospel into terms they understand. Without



modifying the message itself, we must phrase it in a way that
it can be understood. If we don’t, we’ll have a hard time
getting people to listen.

The Family Unit
We’ve given some attention to the religion and philosophy of
Paul’s day, but what about the social structures of the Greco-
Roman world? More specifically, what was the family like in
the first century?

By  the  first  century  A.D.,  marriage  was  mostly  by  mutual
consent. Historian Everett Ferguson describes marriage this
way: “Consent to live together constituted marriage in all
societies, and the procreation of children was its explicit
object.  Marriages  were  registered  in  order  to  make  the
children  legitimate.”(2)  Although  marriages  were  mostly
monogamous, adultery was common. Divorce required only oral or
written notice.

Men had the dominant role in the family. They had absolute
authority over their children and slaves. Wives remained under
their  fathers’  authority.  Men  occupied  their  time  with
business interests and such social outlets as banquets, and
the gymnasia which included exercise facilities, pools, and
lecture halls. These functioned as community centers.

In the husband’s absence the wife might conduct his business
for him. However, managing the home was the wife’s primary
responsibility. Ferguson quotes the Greek writer Apollodorus
who said, “We have courtesans for pleasure, handmaidens for
the day-to- day care of the body, wives to bear legitimate
children  and  to  be  a  trusted  guardian  of  things  in  the
home.”(3)

Women weren’t necessarily confined to the home, however. Some
engaged in occupations as diverse as music, medicine, and
commerce. Many held civic office, and some held leadership



positions in the religious cults.

Children  were  not  considered  a  part  of  the  family  until
acknowledged by the father. They could be sold or exposed if
not wanted.

Parents were on their own to find suitable education for their
children. Girls could go to the elementary schools, but that
was  rare.  They  mostly  learned  household  skills  at  home.
Although most boys learned a trade at home or through an
apprenticeship, they could go through a series of primary,
secondary, and advanced schooling depending on their class
status.  Rote  memorization  was  a  key  element  in  primary
education. Rhetoric was the most important subject in advanced
education.

Slaves were a part of the family unit in the Roman Empire.
They might be obtained through a number of means including
war, child exposure, and the sale of persons to pay debts.
Slaves  might  work  in  the  mines,  in  temples,  in  homes  as
teachers, or in industry; they even held high positions as
administrators  in  civil  bureaucracy.  Slaves  often  earned
enough money to buy their own freedom, although they had to
continue working for their former owners.

Into this society the apostles brought new ideas about the
value  of  the  individual  and  about  family  relationships.
Husbands were to be faithful to their own wives and to love
them as their own bodies. Children were to be seen as much
more than economic assets or liabilities. Masters were told to
treat  slaves  with  justice  and  fairness.  People  today  who
revile Christianity as being “oppressive” probably have no
idea how much it elevated people in the Hellenistic world.

Social Morality
Moral instruction in the Hellenistic world was found more in
philosophy and custom than in religion. Religion was largely



external; that is, it was a matter of ritual more than of
inner transformation. Philosophy sought to teach people how to
live. Philosophers gave much attention to such matters as
virtue, friendship, and civic responsibility.(4)

Historian Everett Ferguson notes that evidence from the Greco-
Roman era indicates that many people lived quite virtuous
lives.  Inscriptions  on  grave  stones,  for  example,  include
praises  for  husbands  and  wives  for  kindness  and
faithfulness.(5)

In  spite  of  all  this,  history  reveals  a  morally  debased
culture  in  the  first  century.  One  example  is  sexual
immorality. “The numerous words in the Greek language for
sexual  relations,”  says  Ferguson,  “suggest  a  preoccupation
with this aspect of life.”(6) As I noted earlier, adultery was
common.  Men  often  had  courtesans  for  physical  pleasure.
Homosexuality between young men or between an older and a
younger man was openly accepted. Temple prostitution was part
of some religious cults.

A low estimate of human worth was exhibited in the Hellenistic
world. Earlier I mentioned child exposure as a way of getting
rid of children. Unwanted babies–more often girls–were put on
the garbage pile or left in some isolated area to die. They
might be picked up to be used, to be sold as slaves, or to
serve as prostitutes.

The brutality of the day was seen most clearly in the games in
the  Roman  amphitheaters.  Ferguson  notes  that,  “The
amphitheaters of the west testify to the lust for blood under
the empire. The spectacles of gladiatorial combat–man against
man, man against animal, and animal against animal–drew huge
crowds  and  replaced  Greek  drama  and  athletics  in
popularity.”(7) Executions were considered less exciting than
mortal combat. Consequently, when executions were included in
the day’s program, they were typically carried out during the
lunch break. One of the ways criminals were disposed of was by



dressing  them  in  animal  skins  and  throwing  them  to  wild
animals.

Such brutality was extended to the Christians in the days of
persecutions. Foxe’s Book of Martyrs records that Nero had
Christians thrown to the wild animals. He also had them dipped
in wax, mounted on trees, and burned like giant torches in his
gardens.(8)

Into this world of immorality and brutality came the message
of love and righteousness found in Jesus. As with Judaism
before, Christianity put religion and morality together. It
revealed God’s standard of goodness and the sacrificial love
of Christ, and it provided the power to attain that standard
through the regenerating work of the Spirit based on Christ’s
work on the cross.

Today, ethics and religion are again separate. And the results
are being seen. But as in the first century, Christians today
have a message of grace for our society: God not only tells us
what is good, He also enables us to be good.

Christians’ Conflict with the Culture
In the early church, the character of Christians was very
important for gaining a hearing and for winning converts as
they boldly gave testimony of their new faith.

What were these Christians like? The writer of the Epistle to
Diognetus, written probably in the early second century, said
this about them: “They marry as do all; they beget children,
but they do not destroy their offspring. They have a common
table, but not a common bed. They are in the flesh, but they
do not live after the flesh. They pass their days on earth,
but they are citizens of heaven. They obey the prescribed
laws, and at the same time surpass the laws by their lives.
They love all men, and are persecuted by all.”(9)

If their lives were of such an exemplary nature, what was it



that got Christians into so much trouble? Two of the most
important factors were their unwillingness to participate in
religious rituals and their refusal to bow before the images
of the emperors.

Earlier I mentioned the importance of the civic religious
cults in the Hellenistic world. The people believed that the
gods  required  their  sacrifices  and  other  observances;
otherwise, they would be angry and take their wrath out on the
people as a whole. For the Christians to refuse to participate
was to risk angering the gods.

The other factor was the matter of emperor worship. When Rome
conquered the Western world, the rulers saw how important
religion was to the people. Rather than fight against this,
they took advantage of it by putting images of the Roman
emperors in places of worship with the other deities. This
wasn’t a big problem for the Greeks. Apart from the fact that
the Romans were their rulers, Greeks weren’t exclusive in
their worship. To worship one deity didn’t preclude worshiping
others as well.

For the Christians, however, Jesus was Lord; there could be no
other gods besides Him, and they couldn’t bow before anyone
who claimed divine authority, including the emperor. However,
since in the minds of the Romans the emperor represented the
state, to refuse to bow before his image was to be an enemy of
the state.

Thus,  because  of  their  refusal  to  participate  in  these
activities, Christians were called atheists and enemies of the
state. Their behavior was baffling to their neighbors. Why
couldn’t they just go through the motions? As I already noted,
religion was non- exclusive. The people didn’t necessarily
believe in the gods to whom they made sacrifice, anyway. And
since there was little or no connection between religion and
ethics,  one’s  religious  activities  didn’t  normally  affect
one’s moral life. So, why couldn’t the Christians just play



along? The reason they couldn’t was that to bow before the
emperors or the gods would be to commit idolatry which was the
fundamental sin in the early church.

Christians in the early church had to decide where they could
conform to their society and where they couldn’t. There was a
difference of opinion as to what was appropriate and what
wasn’t. But it was clear that anyone who would be identified
as a Christian had to draw the line here: Jesus is Lord, and
there is no other.
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