
ET I a 

Christianity 

glace 
Koate 

Ronald H.Nash._— 



7 ~ 





J a 



Christianity 
and the 

Hellenistic 

World 



RONALD H. NASH 

About the Author 

Ronald H. Nash is Professor of Philosophy 
and Head of the Department of Philosophy and 
Religion at Western Kentucky University (Bowl- 
ing Green). He is a graduate of Barrington 

College (B.A.), Brown University (M.A.), and 
Syracuse University (Ph.D.). He has also taught 
at Barrington College, Houghton College, and 
Syracuse University. Dr. Nash is the author or 
editor of thirteen books, including Christian 

Faith and Historical Understanding; The Con- 
cept of God; Social Justice and the Christian 
Church; The Word of God and the Mind of Man; 
Freedom, Justice and the State; Liberation 
Theology; and Ideas of History. 



‘Christianity 
and the 
Hellenistic 

World , 

Ronald H. Nash 

fea Publishing House wuss Moy INTERNATIONAL 
5380-1046 



Theology ee 

SCHOOL OF THEOLOGY 

Copyright 

Library of Congress 
Cataloging in 

Publication Data 

ISBN 

Rights 

Place of Printing 

Series Editor 

Design 

AT CLAREMONT 
Californta 

© 1984 by Probe Ministries International 

Nash, Ronald H. 
Christianity and the hellenistic world. 

Bibliography: p. 

Includes indexes. 

1. Christianity and other religions. 2. Rome— 

Religion. 3. Philosophy, Ancient. 4. Christianity— 

Origin. 5. Church history—Primitive and early 
church, ca. 30—600. I. Title. 

BR128.A2N36 1985 230212 84— 14490 

0—310—45210-—4 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be 

reproduced in any form or by any means without the 
prior permission of the copyright owner. 

Printed in the United States of America 

Steven W. Webb, Probe Ministries 

Inside cover design by Paul Lewis 
Book design by Louise Bauer 

84 85 86 87 88 89/1098 7654321 



What Is Probe? 

Probe Ministries is a nonprofit corporation 
organized to provide perspective on the integra- 
tion of the academic disciplines and _ historic 
Christianity. The members and associates of the 
Probe team are actively engaged in research as 
well as lecturing and interacting in thousands of 
university classrooms throughout the United 
States and Canada on topics and issues vital to 

the university student. 

Christian Free University books should be ordered from 

Zondervan Publishing House (in the United Kingdom 

from the Paternoster Press), but further information 

about Probe’s materials and ministries may be obtained 

by writing to Probe Ministries International, P.O. Box 

801046, Dallas, Texas 75380-1046. 



Contents 

chapter one 

INTRODUCTION 

PART ONE: HELLENISTIC 

PHILOSOPHY 

chapter two 

PHILOSOPHY FROM PLATO TO 
MIDDLE PLATONISM 

chapter three 

— PAUL AND PLATONISM 

chapter four 

— STOICISM AND THE NEW 
TESTAMENT 

chapter five 

THE CHRISTIAN LOGOS 

chapter six 

THE BOOK OF HEBREWS: A 
TEST CASE 

27 

57 

67 

81 

89 



PART TWO: THE MYSTERY 

RELIGIONS 

chapter seven 

THE MYSTERY RELIGIONS: AN 

OVERVIEW 

chapter eight 

THE SPECIFIC MYSTERY 
RELIGIONS 

chapter nine 

THE MYSTERY RELIGIONS 
AND THE CHRISTIAN 

SACRAMENTS 

/ chapter ten 

THE MYSTERY RELIGIONS 
AND ESSENTIAL CHRISTIAN 

BELIEFS 

chapter eleven 

PAUL AND THE MYSTERY 
RELIGIONS 

PART THREE: CHRISTIANITY AND 

GNOSTICISM 

chapter twelve 

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE 
GNOSTIC QUESTION 

chapter thirteen 

THE NATURE OF GNOSTICISM 

1H5 

431 

149 

161 

183 

203 

213 



chapter fourteen 

BULTMANN’S GNOSTIC THESIS 

chapter fifteen 

THE HERMETIC WRITINGS 

AND PAUL 

chapter sixteen 

PRE-CHRISTIAN GNOSTICISM? 

chapter seventeen 

CONCLUSION 

REFERENCES 

FOR FURTHER READING 

INDEX OF PERSONS 

INDEX OF SUBJECTS 

225 

241 

251 

263 

os 

309 

312 

o12 



Book Abstract 

Many scholars still claim that early Christian- 
ity (first century A.D.) borrowed some of its 
essential beliefs and practices from the pagan 

religions and philosophical systems of that time. 
Scholars in the fields of biblical and classical 

studies regard this claim as highly improbable; 

yet, the claim persists in fields (such as philoso- 
phy and history) outside those disciplines which 

are most familiar with the problem. 
In this work, the author carefully examines the 

contemporary claims for Christian dependence 

on Hellenistic philosophy, the Greco-Roman 
mystery religions, and Gnosticism. He carefully 
discusses the historical-cultural milieu in which 
Christianity arose and during which its essential 
belief system gained ascendance. He finds the 

case for Christian dependence in the strong 
sense tenuous, demonstrating this by a philo- 

sophical and historical evaluation of the claims 

and evidence. 
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Introduction 

The author introduces the main issues dealt with in 
this book, including the claims of several modern 
scholars that early Christian beliefs were dependent 
on the pagan philosophical and religious belief sys- 

tems prominent in the first century A.D. 

This book offers an answer to one basic and 
extremely important question: Did early Chris- 
tianity (the Christianity of the first century A.D.) 
borrow any of its essential beliefs and practices 
from the pagan religious and philosophical sys- 
tems of the time? In other words, was first- 
century Christianity, the Christianity reflected in 
the New Testament, a syncretistic religion? 
During a period of time running roughly from 
about 1890 to 1940, scholars often alleged that 
primitive Christianity had been heavily 
influenced by Platonism, Stoicism, the pagan 
mystery religions, or other movements in the 
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Hellenistic world. Largely as a result of a series 

of scholarly books and articles written in rebut- 
tal, allegations of early Christianity’s depend- 

ence on its Hellenistic environment began to 
appear much less frequently in the publications 
of Bible scholars and classical scholars. Today, 

in the mid-1980s, most Bible scholars regard the 
question as a dead issue.! Since this is true, why 

should another ‘book on the subject be neces- 
sary? 

THE RATIONALE FOR THIS BOOK 

I can think of at least three good reasons why 
this book is needed: 

1. Even though specialists in biblical and 
classical studies know how weak the old case for 
Christian dependence was, these old arguments 
continue to circulate in the publications of 
scholars in such other fields as history and 
philosophy. For example, in a philosophy text 
that is still consulted, the late E. A. Burtt argued 
that the theology of Paul was dependent on ideas 
borrowed from the Hellenistic world.* Burtt 
claimed that Paul blended basic ideas from his 
Jewish background with various Hellenistic con- 
cepts. In his words, ‘‘Paul also absorbed from 
his Hellenistic environment, at Tarsus and else- 
where in the east Mediterranean region, reli- 
gious ideas which dominated the non-Hebraic 
world of his day, and for which he felt a deep 
personal need. Greco-Roman culture at this time 
was swept by a host of so-called ‘mystery cults,’ 
promising personal immortality to their converts 
through mystic identification with a savior-god 
who had died and then triumphed over death by 
resurrection to a renewed divine life.’’+2 The 
result of Paul’s mature reflection about his own 
religious experience, Burtt concluded, ‘‘may be 

*Burtt was, for many years, a professor of philosophy at 
Cornell University. 

TAs I will point out later, Burtt’s paragraph can serve as a 
paradigm of most of the errors and oversimplifications to 
which theories of this type are prone. 



briefly described as a remolding of the moralized 
cult of Yahweh, developed by the Hebrew 
prophets, into a mystery religion of personal 
salvation, in which the crucified Jesus of Naza- 
reth appears not merely as the promised Messiah 
but also as a savior-god.’”3 

Similar claims can be found in a widely used 
history of philosophy textbook by W. T. Jones, 
a professor of philosophy at California Institute 
of Technology. In The Medieval Mind, the 
second of a multivolumed set, Jones spends the 
first two chapters (about 70 pages) reiterating 
many of the old arguments about Christian 
dependence on the pagan mystery religions or on 
Hellenistic philosophy.‘ It is hardly to his credit 
that his one-sided discussion fails to inform the 
students who use his book of the weighty 
scholarly opinion opposed to his conclusions. In 
fact, Jones seems unaware of the extent to 
which his conclusions are disputed in scholarly 

circles. 
The circulation of such one-sided and misin- 

formed arguments is not limited to philosophers, 
however. In history books about the Hellenistic 
age, one occasionally encounters restatements 
of the old arguments about Christian syncretism. 
One example of such is The Ancient World, a 
textbook by Thomas W. Africa, a historian at 
the State University of New York at Bingham- 
ton.) In discussing the origins of early Christian- 
ity, Africa makes repeated assertions about its 
dependence on pagan systems in the Hellenistic 

world.°® 
These few examples of contemporary text- 

books that persist in repeating claims and argu- 
ments that should have been laid to rest decades 
ago make it clear that there is still work to be 
done. The contemporary student needs to be 
reminded of this older debate and to be shown 
the errors of these claims and arguments. 

2. But there is another reason for writing this 

book, namely, a renewed interest in the phenom- 
enon of ancient Gnosticism. This interest grows 
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out of the remarkable discoveries of long-lost 
documents like the Dead Sea Scrolls and the 
Gnostic writings found in Egypt. It has taken 
years for this material to be translated and 
studied. Advocates of an early Christian syncre- 
tism, after going into hibernation when the 
weakness of their claims became generally 
known, have felt new life as they. sense the 
possibility that some of these new discoveries 
may finally provide some of the evidence that 
their theories, to this point, have lacked. Conse- 
quently it is important that this book make 
available to nonspecialists the best up-to-date 
conclusions regarding these new discoveries. 

3. My third and final reason for writing this 
book is the lack of a recent book for nonspecial- 
ists that provides an overview and summary of 
the entire debate over the alleged syncretism of 
early Christianity. Even if the old errors were 
not being circulated in recent textbooks and 
even if there were not renewed interest in the 
Gnostic movement, there is a need for one book 
that will review deliberations over this question 
since 1900 and bring the discussion up to date. 

THE PLAN OF THE Book 

Consideration of the one basic question— Did 
early Christianity borrow its essential beliefs 
and practices from the Hellenistic world? —will 
necessitate my addressing three subsidiary mat- 
ters. These concern three proposed sources of 
the alleged syncretistic faith of first-century 
Christians. Each source will be examined in a 
separate part of this book. Part 1 will investigate 
possible influences of Hellenistic philosophy on 
the New Testament. Part 2 will discuss the 
relationship of early Christianity to the pagan 
mystery religions. And part. 3_will explore_the 
complex issues involved in the relationship 
“between early Christianity and Gnosticism. 

Each of the three major areas of alleged 
Christian dependence (that is, pagan philosophy, 
the mystery religions, and Gnosticism) gives rise 



to many additional questions. To consider only 
those associated with the problem of the mys- 
tery religions, these additional questions in- 
clude: 

1. What is a mystery religion? 
2. What were the major types of mystery 

religion? 
3. What were they like? 
4. In what ways were the mystery religions 

supposed to have influenced early Chris- 
tianity? 

5. What scholars made allegations of depend- 
ence? 

6. What reasons did they give? 
7. And finally, do claims of Christian depend- 

ence on the mystery religions hold up 
under careful examination? 

I mention these questions here at the begin- 
ning so the reader will have a clear idea of the 
difficult ground we have to cover. The impor- 
tance of this study should be obvious. Many of 
the claims about early Christian syncretism 
imply that New Testament Christianity is false. 
Unless those charges are answered, Christianity 
must be either rejected or else totally recast. 

PRELIMINARY DISTINCTIONS AND 

QUALIFICATIONS 

1. I do not plan to say much about Christians 
who wrote in the years after the close of the 
New Testament canon—that is, after the end of 
the first century a.p. Traditional Christians re- 
gard the books of the New Testament as divinely 
revealed truth, truth that is therefore normative 
for Christian belief and practice.” The conviction 
that the New Testament was inspired by God 
and thus authoritative would be weakened con- 
siderably by evidence that the New Testament 
‘writers had derived any essential beliefs from 
their pagan milieu. But one’s commitment to 
defend the New Testament writers against 
charges of essential accommodation to pagan 
ideas does not necessitate defending Christian 
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thinkers who wrote following the close of the 

New Testament canon. Prior to his conversion 
to Christianity, Justin Martyr (about a.p. 100- 
163) was a Platonist. After he became a Chris- 

tian, a number of sub-Christian ideas could still 
be found in his thought. Origen (A.D. 185- 

254) believed in the preexistence of the soul, an 
obvious residue of Platonism, even after his 
conversion to Christianity. Even Augustine 
(A.D. 354—430), the greatest of the church fathers, 
continued to believe in the preexistence of the 
soul for several years after his conversion. The 
discovery of unbiblical or pagan convictions in 
postbiblical writers should not be surprising. As 
Gordon Clark cautions: 

While Christianity and the Greek philosophies, as 

systems, have no element in common, the Chris- 
tians, as people, often held pagan ideas. They had 
been converted from paganism and could not divest 
themselves of familiar modes of thought all at once. 

Therefore when they came to expound and defend 
Christianity, they inconsistently made use of Pla- 
tonism or Stoicism. By a long and arduous struggle 
these inconsistent elements were gradually re- 

moved from a few fundamental areas, and thus a 
purely Christian Nicene Creed came into being. But 

on other topics, and especially in cases of individu- 
al authorship, the struggle was not so successful. 

Then, too, as time went on, the attempts to escape 
pagan ideas and to preserve the purity of New 

Testament thought grew weaker, and, one might 
say, almost ceased.’ 

My major concern is with problems that 
appear to undermine the fundamental Christian 
conviction that the New Testament is a divinely 
inspired book. 

2. | am also attentive to those Christian beliefs 
and practices that are essential. A belief is 
essential to Christianity if its truth is a necessary 
condition for the truth of Christianity: Such 
essential beliefs include the conviction that 
Jesus Christ was God incarnate, that He came to 
earth to die vicariously for the sins of the human 



race, that His death was accepted by God the 
Father as an atonement for human sin, and that 
the efficacy of His sacrifice was attested by His 
victorious resurrection from the dead. While it is 
a bit more difficult to provide a formal definition 
of an essential Christian practice, the obvious 
examples are baptism and the Lord’s Supper. If 
someone could prove that early Christianity 
borrowed essential elements of its Christology 
from paganism, it is difficult to see how the truth 
of traditional Christianity could be maintained. 
If it should turn out that Christian baptism or the 
Lord’s Supper was borrowed from earlier pagan 
rites, the consequences would be only slightly 
less serious. In addition to these essential beliefs 
and practices, the New Testament alludes fre- 
quently to nonessential beliefs and practices of 
the early church that, not surprisingly, reflect 
the fact that Christians belonged to a particular 
culture. They often used terms reflecting a pagan 
heritage. But as Gordon Clark points out, 
‘‘Since the New Testament was written in 
Greek, it uses words found in pagan writ- 
ings. . . . But the point in question is not the use 
of words but the occurrence of ideas... . One 
cannot forbid Christian writers to use common 
words on pain of becoming pagans [emphasis 
mine].’’? We should avoid jumping to the conclu- 
sion that simply because a New Testament 
writer used terminology prominent in some 

pagan philosophy or religion, he used it in the 
same sense or that his use proves his depend- 

ence on the pagan usage. 

3. Even the presence of real parallels between 

the New Testament and pagan literature does 

not necessarily prove dependence.* Nor do 

undeniable instances where a New Testament 

writer is aware of pagan ideas and terminology 

prove that he actually derived his concepts from 

his pagan milieu. Informed and _ responsible 

*| word my point in this way because, as my later 

discussion will reveal, many alleged parallels turn out on 

careful analysis to be spurious. 
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Christians do not believe that God dictated His 
revelation to human authors. They recognize 
that divine inspiration came to human writers 
whose writings reflect their distinctive back- 
grounds and education. It is one thing to discov- 
er that a New Testament writer like the anony- 
mous author of the Epistle to the Hebrews was 
familiar with Hellenistic philosophy. But this 
interesting bit of biographical information does 
not necessarily prove that the writer was actual- 
ly influenced by some alien system or terminolo- 

4. It is important to recognize different senses 
of the words influence and dependence.A casual 
disregard of these distinctions is responsible for 
much of the misinformation and faulty reasoning 
present in many discussions of the alleged 
Christian dependence on pagan sources. While I 
want to avoid getting too technical, there will be 
times when the need for clarity will force me to 
state my point in a technical way. This will be 
one of those times. 

In regard to the subject of dependence, there 
are at least two varieties of what can be called 
strong dependence. One takes ‘‘B is dependent 
on A”’ to mean that A is a necessary condition 
for B. Translated into more ordinary language, 
this means that if a writer had not first known or 
believed A, he would never have come to know 
or believe B. This theory of dependence is 
operative when scholars argue that Paul’s view 
of Jesus as a dying and rising savior-god would 
never have occurred to him if he had not first 
become aware of similar notions in the pagan 
mystery religions of his day. 

The other way to view strong dependence 
takes the statement ‘‘B is dependent on A”’ to 
mean that A is a sufficient condition for B. Thus 
someone’s knowledge of A or belief in A is the 
cause of his coming to know or believe B. If this 
second kind of dependence had been operative 
in Paul’s work, then Paul actually came to 
believe Jesus was the dying and rising savior-god 



because of the pagan ideas he absorbed. To 
consider a nonbiblical example, it is sometimes 
argued that Charles Darwin did not ‘‘discover”’ 
his theory of evolution but actually plagiarized it 
from the work of earlier thinkers. If this were 
true, these earlier writings functioned as a 
sufficient condition for Darwin’s own theory. 

In contrast with these strong senses of 
dependence and influence, there are several 

weaker senses of the terms that need pose no 
problem for someone holding a high view of 
Scripture. To continue my use of Darwin as an 
example, suppose we assume that Darwin's 

theory was original with him, that he did not 

plagiarize the theory of evolution from the work 

of earlier thinkers. If this was the case, Darwin’s 

claims about the importance of his discovery 

would not be diminished in any way by recogniz- 

ing his extensive background of information, 

including all of his observations during the 

voyage of The Beagle. Anyone can absorb from 

his culture a terminology and background of 

ideas that may consciously or unconsciously 

form only the backdrop for significantly new 

theories. Or one might recognize that if he is 

going to communicate effectively with his con- 

temporaries, he must use language and examples 

that will be understood by his audience. Many 

twentieth-century missionaries involved in 

translating the Bible for hitherto unevangelized 

people have found it necessary to accommodate 

their translations to the culture of their audience 

to facilitate better communication.* There is no 

question but that terminology and concepts from 

Hellenistic philosophy and religion appear in the 

New Testament Epistle to the Hebrews. But 

simply to note this and, without any further 

analysis, conclude that Hebrews is therefore a 

*Accommodate is another word that can be used in either 

a strong or a weak sense. Accommodation may also occur 

either in essential or nonessential matters. 

+Later in this book, I devote an entire chapter to the 

questions raised by this observation. 
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syncretistic work would be shoddy and simplis- 
tic scholarship. After all, Hebrews is at the same 
time the most Jewish and the most Greek book 
in the New Testament. We must ask about the 
author’s intentions in using such language and 
concepts. Was he actually borrowing from his 
non-Christian surroundings? Or was he using 
concepts and language familiar to him before his 
conversion, because they could help him com- 
municate better with an audience also familiar 
with these ideas and terminology?* Once again, 
the mere presence of parallels in thought and 
language does not prove any dependence in the 
strong sense. This is especially true in cases 
where the author appears to have used such 
concepts and language to communicate more 
effectively with a particular audience. While 
evidence of an early Christian dependence (in 
the strong senses noted above) on pagan writings 
or practices would create a serious problem for 
anyone holding a high view of Scripture, recog- 
nition of dependence or influence in one of the 
weak senses might only enhance our under- 
standing of Scripture. 

To repeat, the basic question examined by this 
book is this: Was first-century Christianity a 
Syncretistic religion? Was early Christianity a 
synthesis of ideas and practices borrowed from 
different sources, some of them pagan? To the 
extent that key words like dependence, 
influence, accommodation, and borrowed are 
understood in a strong sense, my answer to this 
question will be an unequivocal no. 

THE HELLENISTIC WorLD 

The word hellenistic was coined early in the 
nineteenth century as a name for the period of 
history that began with the death of Alexander 
the Great in 323 B.c. and ended with the Roman 
conquest of the last major vestige of Alexander’s 

*This would be influence in the weak sense. 



empire, the Egypt of Cleopatra, in 30 B.c. 
Obviously if this were the exclusive use of the 
term, it would make little sense to talk about 
‘‘Christianity and the Hellenistic world.’’ But 
the fact is that the phrase ‘‘the Hellenistic 
world’’ is used to refer to the whole culture of 
the Roman Empire. While Rome achieved mili- 
tary and political supremacy throughout the 
Mediterranean world, it adopted the culture of 
the Hellenistic world that preceded its rise to 
power. Thus, while political control of the 
Mediterranean belonged to Rome, the culture 

continued to be Hellenistic. 
One of the major characteristics of the Hellen- 

istic world was a new kind of cosmopolitanism. 
More than ever before, the peoples and nations 
of the Mediterranean world were united. In an 
even more important sense than mere political 
union (as under the one government of Rome), 
they were united by a common law, a common 
language (Koine Greek) and an increasingly 
common culture. People could trade and travel 
more widely; people of different races and 
nations could converse in a common language; 
intellectual exchange was easier. 

But along with the growing cosmopolitanism 
of the age was a new indivi ism. There was 
little room for individualism in the Greek city 
states prior to Alexander. This is evident in 
Plato’s and Aristotle’s political writings, which 
illustrate the subordination of the individual to 
the larger community that was the norm for their 
times. Even though Rome represented the great- 
est consolidation of political power to date, it 
also left more room for a growth of individual- 
ism. There was less emphasis on patriotism, for 
the simple reason that nationalism was less 
important. People tended to think of themselves 
less as some local group, whether national or 
racial, and more as Romans. Because of the 
difficulties involved in any individual man or 

woman identifying with such a massive empire, 
the very size and power of Rome added impetus 
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to the rise of individualism. Individualism in 
religion was encouraged by the general inclusiv- 
ism of the Roman religion. Even the insistence 
on the worship of the emperor was not regarded 
as inconsistent with other religious beliefs and 
practices. One major cause of the Roman perse- 
cution of Christians was the exclusive nature of 
Christian belief. Christianity simply did not 
tolerate the worship of any other God, including 
the emperor. 
A third general trait of the Hellenistic world 

was syncretism. In fact, theologian J. Gresham 
Machen has described the Hellenistic age as 
‘“‘the age of syncretism par excellence.’ The 
Hellenistic world contained an almost _endless 

phy. Christianity began in a world in which the 
spirit of syncretism was king. Students of the 
history of philosophy know that gradually, dur- 
ing the Hellenistic age, most of the walls be- 
tween the major philosophical systems began to 
break down. This is especially true in the case of 
Platonism and Stoicism from about 100 B.c. to 
A.D. 100. There was little to prevent an especially 
religious person from worshiping any number of 
gods that belonged to an equally large number of 
religions. As we will see, some have uncritically 
advanced the general eclecticism of the age as an 
important part of their argument that early 
Christianity was a syncretistic faith. One major 
flaw in this line of reasoning is early Christian- 
ity’s uncompromising exclusiveness. There is 
only one God, it taught; those who worship any 
but the true God are lost. There is only one 
Mediator between God and man: Jesus Christ. 
Any who seek to approach the Father in any 
other way are lost. There is only one ground of 
human salvation, the death and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ. Those who seek redemption in any 
other way will perish. Thus evidence furnished 
by the New _Testament suggests _ s_that_early 
Christianity was an exception to the syncretism 
and inclusiveness of the Hellenistic age. 



The Hellenistic world also spawned a revived 
interest in religion. Many writers have referred 
to the ‘‘Hellenistic quest for salvation.’ The 
Christian message did not come at first to an 
irreligious and spiritually unconcerned world. 
On the contrary, it came to a world that was 
yearning for salvation and a relationship with the 
divine. 

Christ appeared at the time when all the striving 
and hopes of all peoples were converging to a 
focus, when the vast majority of mankind were 
hungering for religious support, when East and 
West had been wedded, when men were expecting 

a new era, when the philosophy of Greece and the 

religious consciousness of the Hebrew were point- 
ing toward a new revelation. Christ came at the one 
time in history when all civilised nations lived, as it 
were, under one roof, when the happiness of 

mankind depended on the will of one, when all were 

able to communicate in one language, when men 

were unanimous as to the perils and needs of the 

world, when there was peace on earth.. .!! 

MacGregor and Purdy note both negative and 
positive aspects of the Hellenistic quest for 
salvation: 

Or. the one hand there is the negative aspect— 

escape from those forces which hold man a helpless 

prisoner, whether it be from the mere weight of 

material existence, or from that fear of Chance’s 

whim and Fate’s inexorable decree which with its 

denial of free will was perhaps the chief root of 

ancient pessimism, or, to put the same thought 

otherwise, from the wheel of cosmic necessity to 

which man imagined himself to be bound, con- 

trolled by starry influences and subject to those 

demonic .. . ‘‘world-rulers of this darkness” . . . 

which loom so large in Apostolic polemic. 

As for the positive side to the Hellenistic search 

for salvation, ‘‘it is the achievement by the 

individual of his quest for eternal life, wherein 

the soul, akin by nature to the divine, lays hold 

of its true birthright. And here we touch the core 

of Hellenistic theology; the way to such salva- 
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tion is through the knowledge of God.’’! Be- 
cause of this widespread interest in salvation, 
there may never have been a more opportune 
time for the proclamation of the Christian gos- 
pel. As MacGregor and Purdy explain, ‘‘men 
everywhere were keenly awake to every new 
message of hope and eagerly prospecting for a 
‘saviour’.’’'4 Many students of the Bible regard 
this as the message of Galatians 4:4. Christ came 
just when the stage was set, when the time was 
ripe. 

Once again, I warn, it is irresponsible for 
proponents of an early Christian syncretism to 
make too much of the Hellenistic concern for 
salvation. Early Christian writers welcomed this 
similarity as part of God’s providential prepara- 
tion of the world for the gospel. The Christian 
answer for the world’s spiritual hunger was 
unique in the sense that it offered one exclusive 
way of salvation not amenable to accommoda- 
tion to other religious systems. This exclu- 
siveness gave the Christian way of salvation a 
measure of difficulty missing in all of the com- 
petitors of Christianity. 

THE ROLE OF PRESUPPOSITIONS IN THE DEBATE 

Human beings do not think in a vacuum. Their 
conclusions frequently reflect ultimate commit- 
ments to basic presuppositions that are often 
unstated and unexamined. While the traditional 
Christian readily acknowledges his fundamental 
commitment to the inspiration, truth, and au- 
thority of the New Testament, this should not 
lead him to deny or ignore evidence that appears 
to contradict his understanding of Scripture and 
the Christian faith. Rather, he should forthright- 
ly test the alleged evidence. We will discover 
that the alleged evidence falls far short of 
proving the claim of early Christian syncretism. 
It is the proponent’s own naturalistic presuppo- 
sitions that bridge the gap between what the 
evidence actually supports and what the propo- 
nent of syncretism believes it supports. 



The reader should be constantly on the watch 
for ways in which the skeptic’s faulty evidence 
and reasoning are buttressed by his one control- 

ling presupposition, that is, that orthodox Chris- 
tianity is not true. For those with a skeptical 
approach to the facts, it is a simple matter to see 
dependence and influence where, in fact, none 
exists. For example, one frequently encounters 
in the literature a tendency to dismiss any 
disliked portion of the Gospels on the ground 
that it results from a Hellenistic influence on the 
Gospel writer. Thus, if one approaches the New 
Testament convinced of the impossibility of 
miracles, the presence of a miracle in the text 
can easily be disposed of as Hellenistic. If one is 
repelled by the New Testament doctrine of the 
atonement, charge it off as another intrusion of 
Hellenistic influence into the biblical text. A 

similar motivation can easily support the search 
for parallels for the virgin birth and the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus. Many of the claims that we will 
encounter are by no means inferences that 
objective scholars have been logically compelled 
to draw from indisputable evidence. We will find 
many instances where scholars ‘‘found’’ exactly 
what they were seeking. Their research and their 
reasoning were controlled by a prior commit- 
ment to what could and could not be true. 
We are seeking a more exact understanding of 

the relation between early Christian belief and 
the historical-cultural milieu in which that belief 

arose. The first area that we will examine is the 
prevailing philosophy of that time. Following 

that, we will turn our attention to the Hellenistic 
mystery religions and then to Gnosticism. 
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Philosophy 
From Plato 
to Middle 
Platonism 

This chapter introduces the major systems of 
Hellenistic philosophy popular just prior to and during 

the establishment of early Christianity. Further, the 
author reviews the tenets of these systems, focusing 

on Plato, Aristotle, and Middle Platonism. 

This chapter is the foundation of much that 
follows. It provides an introduction to the more 
important features of the major philosophical 
systems of the Hellenistic age. While many of 
the views to be examined are relevant to claims 
about an alleged Christian dependence on Hel- 
lenistic philosophy, to attain the necessary over- 
view requires some consideration of theories 
that usually do not appear in discussions of early 
Christian syncretism. 

If any Hellenistic philosophies influenced ear- 

ly Christianity, the place to look for them is the 
period of time between 100 B.c. and _a.p. 100. If 

chapter two 
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the apostle Paul, for example, studied any 

philosophy as a young man, he would probably 
have read philosophers like the Stoic Posidonius 
(130—46 B.c.), whose writings have been lost and 

whose views are seldom discussed except in the 
most specialized courses on Hellenistic thought. 

It would be a mistake to think that Paul could 
have visited a corner bookstore and picked up a 

copy of Plato’s Dialogues or Aristotle’s Meta- 
physics.* 

Philosophy during these two centuries (100 
B.c.—A.D. 100) is, for the most part, characterized 
by its lack of originality, by its eclecticism, and 
by the transitional role it played in the overall 

development of philosophical systems. When 
German scholars in the nineteenth century be- 
gan to write histories of philosophy, they coined 
names that make clear the transitional status of 
some of the Hellenistic systems. For example, 
they called some of the Platonists of this period 
Middle Platonists. As concerns the time from 
Plato (d. 347 or 348 B.c.) to Plotinus (a.p. 205— 
270, the most important representative of what 

is now known as Neo-Platonism), the relatively 
unnoticed Middle Platonists (100 B.c.—A.D. 

100) are seen as representing only a transition 
from an important past to an important future 
(Neo-Platonism). 

Stoicism between 150 B.c. and approximately 
A.D. 50 is also characterized by its transitional 
role between what is now called the Early Stoa 
(approximately 300 to 200 B.c.) and the Later 
Stoa, which includes the three best known Stoic 
authors—Seneca (a.p. 1-65), Epictetus (a.p. 50— 
138), and Marcus Aurelius (4.p. 121-180). While 
some aspects of Aristotle’s philosophy (such as 
his view of God) played a minor role during the 

*What we know today as the works of Aristotle are a 
result of editing and possible rearrangement some 250 years 
after his death. Aristotle’s writings were effectively lost for 
several generations until published in imperfect form in 86 
B.C. A much more accurate edition was published between 43 
and 20 B.c. 



two centuries we will examine, it took some time 

before Aristotelianism as a systen. gained much 

of a following. 
The fourth major philosophical system of the 

Hellenistic age, Epicureanism, also lacked much 
of a following and can safely be ignored as a 

possible source for any New Testament ideas.* 

The final system that will be mentioned here is 
now called Neo-Pythagoreanism, a revival of 
certain ideas first circulated by a movement in 

Italy a century or two before Plato. 
When I mentioned earlier the eclectic nature 

of Hellenistic philosophy during the centuries 

that interest us, I was referring to the fact that 

the sharp distinctions between the major schools 
of philosophy began to disappear during this 

period. This is especially true of Platonism and 
Stoicism. So-called Stoic philosophers evidence 

the influence of Platonism, while Platonists 
borrow from early Stoics. 

The purpose of this part of the book is to 
examine the possibility that some of the New 
Testament writers borrowed essential concepts 
from Hellenistic philosophy. As already ex- 
plained, if this did occur, the influence could 

have come either from representatives of first- 
century Platonism or from members of the 
Middle Stoa. Other possibilities include the 
Stoic philosopher Seneca, who was a contempo- 
rary of Paul, and the Jewish Platonist Philo, who 

lived from about 25 B.c. to about A.D. 50. 
To assess more accurately the claims of an 

early Christian dependence on these philoso- 

phers of the day, it will be necessary first to go 

back to the original sources of these Hellenistic 

ideas. Before one can fully understand and 

appreciate later Platonism, for example, it is 

important to have an overview of not only which 

elements of Plato’s thought were most important 

to members of the movement but also which 

*The other three, of course, were Platonism, Aristotelian- 

ism, and Stoicism. 
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elements they modified. These major changes 
that took place in Platonism came to affect the 
Stoic philosophers as Stoicism and Platonism 
moved closer to‘each other. This is not the place 
to provide anything approaching a complete 
exposition of Plato or Aristotle or the early 
Stoics.!5 In its stead, I will offer only a brief 
overview of those aspects of the work of Plato, 
Aristotle, and the early Stoics that have rele- 
vance to our investigation of the relationship 
between early Christianity and Hellenistic phi- 
losophy. 

THE PHILOSOPHY OF PLATO 

During the centuries following Plato’s death in 
347/348 B.c., his system underwent a number of 
significant developments. While it is important 
for us to know what Plato himself taught, it is 
equally important that we know what happened 
to his system in the centuries between his death 
and the origin of Christianity. To whatever 
extent Paul knew of Plato’s philosophy (and we 
have no direct evidence that he did), he would 
have known it through the mediation of thinkers 
like the Stoic Posidonius. To whatever extent 
the writer of the New Testament book of 
Hebrews knew Platonism (on this point, the 
evidence is more substantial), he knew it most 
likely through the mediation of Alexandrian 
Jews like Philo. 

While Plato’s writings raise many difficult 
problems of interpretation, it is clear that he 
opposed seven prevalent beliefs of his day: 
atheism, empiricism, relativism, hedonism, ma- 
terialism, naturalism, and mechanism. Plato’s 
view of God is anything but clear. While some 
passages in his dialogues refer to ‘‘the gods,” 
other texts support a possible movement of his 
thought toward an ambiguous monotheism. 
What is clear, however, is Plato’s rejection of 
atheism. Empiricism is the belief that human 



knowledge can be derived exclusively through 
the bodily senses. Plato opposed empiricism 
throughout all of his writings, maintaining that it 
is impossible for the human senses ever to bring 
a human being to knowledge. Plato’s own theory 
of knowledge is a form of rationalism: human 
knowledge is attainable only by reason. Relativ- 
ism, both in the areas of knowledge and human 
conduct, was propagated in ancient Athens by 
philosophers known as Sophists. Plato believed 
in the existence of absolute and unchanging 
standards that preclude moral or epistemological 
relativism. Neither truth nor goodness nor beau- 
ty is relative. Hedonism is the belief that 
goodness and pleasure are identical. Plato ob- 
jected to hedonism on the ground that since all 
men recognize the existence of bad pleasures, 
pleasure and the good cannot be identical. 

The materialistic strain of Greek philosophy is 
seen most clearly in the work of Democritus 
(460-371 B.c.), a contemporary of Socrates and 
Plato, who is one of the founders of Atomism. 
According to Democritus, everything in the 
universe (including the human soul) is composed 
of different combinations of solid, eternal bits of 
matter called atoms. In contrast, Plato opposed 
all forms of materialism by arguing for the 
existence of an immaterial or ideal world that 
exists independently of the physical world we 
inhabit through our bodies. Naturalism and 
mechanism are also typified by the atomist 
system of Democritus. Naturalism in this sense 
is the belief that the natural, material universe is 
self-sufficient and self-explanatory. Everything 
that happens within the natural universe hap- 
pens according to laws and principles that 
operate mechanically, without any presence of 
purpose or design. In contrast with the mech- 
anism of the atomists, Plato’s view of the 
universe was teleological in the sense that he 
believed that a divine intelligence and Ptnose is 

at work in the universe. 
A. H. Armstrong not only summarizes Plato’s 
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most important contributions to Western 
thought but also points out his relevance for 

later Christian thought: 

Everyone who believes in an objective and un- 
changing standard of morality governing public as 

well as private life, in the soul as immaterial and 
immortal and the most important part of man, in the 
governance of the world by Divine Reason and in 
the existence of eternal archetypes or patterns of all 
things that come to be and pass away, with which 

our behaviour and thought must conform, everyone 
who believes all this or an important part of it can 
claim to be in the tradition which goes back 
unbroken to Plato and Socrates: though the later 
development of the Platonic school and, much 
more, the transforming influence of Christianity 
have very much altered the content of these beliefs, 
yet the tradition of their development has been 
continuous. However much we may find ourselves 
in disagreement with Plato on really serious and 
vitally important subjects, the nature of God, the 
eternity of the cosmos, the uncreatedness of mat- 
ter, the value to be attached to the body and to 

sense-experience . . . yet in other vital matters we 
are still of his school. As against the host of 
materialists, relativists, pragmatists, positivists, de- 

niers of any eternal universal and objective truths 
or standards, who dominate so much of our think- 
ing today and whose feebler predecessors were 
dealt with by Plato in his time, we who still hold to 
the older tradition are on Plato’s side and he and 

Socrates are on ours, and we should reverence 
them as of the greatest among the founders and 
fathers of our thought.'¢ 

The heart of Plato’s philosophy is his theory 
of Ideas, or Forms. Plato believed that human 
beings participate in two different worlds. One 
of these is the physical world that we experience 
through our bodily senses. The particular things 
(e.g., trees, rocks, and animals) that are part of 
this world exist in space and time. The other 
world in which we participate is more difficult to 
describe, a fact that helps explain why so many 



people doubt its existence. It is a world of 

immaterial and eternal essences that we contact 

through our minds. Plato’s ideal* world (some- 

times called the world of the Forms) is actually 

more real than the physical world, inasmuch as 

the particular things that exist in the world of 

bodies are copies, or imitations, of their arche- 

types, the Forms. 

For Plato, a Form is an eternal, unchangeable, 

and universal essence. Some of Plato’s Forms 
are relatively easy to grasp. He believed that 

what we encounter in the physical world are 

imperfect examples of unchanging absolutes— 

including Goodness, Justice, Truth, and Beau- 

ty—that exist in an ideal, nonspatial world. 

Plato also believed that the world of the Forms 

contained exemplars of such mathematical and 

geometrical entities as numbers, circles, and 

squares. The imperfect circles that we encounter 

in the physical world are copies of one perfect 

and eternal circle that we know through our 

minds. It would be a mistake to think that Plato 

viewed these Forms as existing only in people’s 

minds. The whole point to his theory is that 

these strange essences have an objective, or 

extramental, existence. They would exist even if 

no human being were thinking of them. In fact, it 

is only when human minds focus on the Forms 

that genuine human knowledge becomes possi- 

ble. Truth, Beauty, Goodness, and the other 

Forms existed before there were any human 

minds. 
Sometimes Plato wrote as though there were a 

Form, or archetype, for every class of object in 

the physical world. If so, this would mean that 
the world of the Forms contains a perfect dog, a 

perfect horse, and a perfect man, along with the 

other Forms already noted. This last group of 

Forms raised some difficult questions for Plato, 

and some interpreters think he wavered on this 
matter late in life."” 
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In books 6 and 7 of his Republic, Plato 
appears to teach that the world of the Forms 
contains one Form that is higher, or more 
important, than the others. The language Plato 
uses to describe this Form—the Form of the 
Good—has led some interpreters to conclude 
that he is talking about his God. Plato’s first 
reference to the subject occurs in a discussion 
where Socrates points. out that even though 
Justice and the other virtues are great, there is 
something still higher. ‘“‘For you have often been 
told that the highest object of knowledge is the 
essential nature of the Good, from which every- 
thing that is good and right derives its value for 
us.’’'8 Plato has Socrates go on to make three 
points about the Good. 

First, the Good is the ultimate end of human 
life. The highest goal of which man is capable is 
knowledge of the Good. Without knowledge of 
the Good, the knowledge of everything else 
would have no value. In comparison, all else 
pales in significance. 

Second, the Good is the necessary condition 
of human knowledge. Without the Good, the 
world could not be intelligible and the human 
mind could not be intelligent. Just as light from 
the sun is necessary to turn potential color into 
actual color, so the light from the Good is 
necessary in order to make knowledge of the 
other Forms possible. If it were not for the Form 
of the Good, no human being could attain 
knowledge of any of the other Forms. 

Third, the Good is also the creative and 
sustaining cause of the intelligible world, the 
world of the Forms. Plato actually suggests that 
if the Form of the Good did not exist in some 
prior capacity, nothing else would exist, includ- 
ing the rest of the Forms.'? 

It is impossible to say if Plato himself thought 
of this highest Form, the Good, as his God. But 
we do know that this is how Xenocrates (396— 
315 B.c.), one of his important early followers, 
understood the passage. Much later, the iden- 



tification of God with the Good would become 

one of the more important innovations in Middle 
Platonism. Whatever Plato actually meant, his 
language conveys a meaning compatible with 

Christian truth. The Christian regards God as the 

creative and sustaining cause of everything else 
that exists. Unless God existed, nothing else 
would exist. The Christian also recognizes that 
God is the necessary condition of human knowl- 

edge. Unless human beings possessed the image 
of God,”° they would be mere brutes, incapable 
of knowledge. And finally, the Christian views 
God as the supreme absolute and ultimate end of 
human life. 

What was Plato’s view of God? In spite of the 
interesting way in which Plato in his Republic 

seems to approach the notion of one supreme 

God, his assorted comments on the subject make 
it quite impossible to answer the question with 

certainty. For one thing, he never completely 

disavowed the gods of the Olympian religion, 
though this may have been due to fear of 

persecution as much as anything else.* Even so, 
his attitude toward the Olympian gods was very 
noncommittal, and it seems likely that he himself 

did not believe in them. What complicates our 
understanding of Plato’s God is not the case of 

the Olympian deities; it is the presence of at 
least two other candidates for divinity that 

appear prominently in his writings. 
In the Timaeus, one of his most important 

writings, Plato presents a myth about the cre- 

ation of the world. He has Socrates ask if the 
world is eternal or if it had a beginning. He 
concludes that the world was indeed created.?! 
But how, then, did the world come to be, and 
who or what created it? Socrates explains that 

‘the maker and father of the universe’’ is 

*One of the official charges for which Socrates was tried 

and executed was impiety towards the Olympian gods. 
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difficult to know and even more difficult to 
explain to others.2? Plato goes on to describe the 
creation of the ‘world as the work of a divine 
Craftsman, or Demiurge, who fashions the world 
out of a preexisting matter after the patterns he 
finds in the world of the Forms. Interpreters of 
Plato have puzzled over the relationship be- 
tween the divine Craftsman of the Timaeus and 
the supreme Good of the Republic. No effort to 
combine these two figures into one being has 
succeeded. Does this mean that Plato leaves his 
readers with two candidates for God? 

Complicating the situation even more are 
some statements Plato makes in his Symposium, 
where he mentions intermediary beings (which 
may be viewed as gods) between God and the 
world.23 

The usual name for the branch of philosophy 
that studies human knowledge is epistemology. 
The first thing to note about Plato’s epistemolo- 
gy is the intrinsic connection that exists between 
being (what is real) and knowing. How humans 
know is related to what is. We have already seen 
that for Plato there are two distinct kinds of 
reality: the world of particular things and the 
world of the Forms. Corresponding to these two 
kinds of reality are two distinct epistemological 
states: opinion and knowledge. 

In order for a human being to have genuine 
knowledge (as opposed to some other epistemo- 
logical state, such as a belief or hypothesis), the 
object of that knowledge must be unchanging. 
One can only have knowledge of that which is 
unchanging. But Plato believed that immutability 
is an exclusive property of the Forms. Every 
particular thing existing in the physical world is 
constantly undergoing change. Since our bodily 
senses afford us only an awareness of the 
changing particular things in the physical world, 
it follows then, for Plato, that our senses can 
never give us knowledge. If the only possible 



objects of knowledge are the unchanging Forms, 
and if the only way to apprehend the Forms is 
through our reason, it follows that knowledge 
must be a function of our minds. The most that 
we can attain through our senses is opinion, not 
knowledge. Given Plato’s analysis of the mean- 
ing of knowledge, sense experience fails the test. 

Given Plato’s denigration of the bodily senses, 
it is not surprising to find that he often suggests 
that the human body is less important than the 
soul. Plato advanced one of the most rigorous 
separations of the human soul and body to be 
found in philosophical literature. Not only do the 
soul and body differ with respect to corporeality 
(the soul is immaterial, while the body is materi- 
al) and mortality (the body dies, while the soul is 
immortal); Plato’s philosophy also retained the 

older idea—taught by the Orphic religion and 

continued by the philosophical movement 

known as Pythagoreanism—that the body is the 

prison house of the soul. In this view, the body 

is not simply inferior to the soul; it is a real 

hindrance as the soul attempts to progress 

toward truth and virtue. The attainment of both 

truth and virtue depends on achieving a degree 

of freedom from the influence of the body. The 

human body, for Plato, is really secondary and 

incidental to humanness. The real person is the 

soul, which can exist whole and immortal in 

total isolation from its corruptible body. The 

philosopher should not fear death, because 

dying only delivers the soul completely from the 

hindrances of the body and makes it possible for 

the philosopher to achieve his ultimate goal of 

truth and virtue. 

One way to get a handle on the essence of 

Plato’s philosophy is to see it in terms of its 

basic dualism. Taking the points already dis- 

cussed, Plato’s system is marked by three kinds 
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of dualism: metaphysical, epistemological, and 
anthropological. 

1. The metaphysical dualism of Plato’s philos- 
ophy is seen in his distinction between two 
worlds, or two levels of reality—the imperfect, 
changing, temporal, material world of particular 
things over against the perfect, unchanging, 
nontemporal, nonmaterial world of the Forms. 

2. The epistemological dualism of Plato is 
evident not only in his radical distinction be- 
tween sense experience and reason but also in 
his claim that sense experience always falls short 
of producing knowledge. True knowledge is 
attainable only by reason and, even then, only as 
human reason apprehends the Forms. 

3. Plato’s anthropological dualism is apparent 
in his radical distinction between body and soul. 
Just as there are two worlds (particulars and 
Forms) and two ways of apprehending these two 
worlds (sensation and reason), so man is a 
composite of two parts (body and soul). For 
Plato, the attainment both of knowledge and of 
virtue depends on lessening the power of the 
body over the soul. 

Plato never completed his system. Like a 
fussy and temperamental artist, he continued to 
tinker with it until his death. Unfortunately, this 
meant that Plato never resolved a number of 
important questions that arise in his writings. He 
left his followers a number of loose ends. Many 
of the more important later developments in 
Platonism can be viewed as attempts to tie those 
loose ends together. Four of these unresolved 
questions have special relevance to develop- 
ments within Platonism during the early Chris- 
tian era. 

1. The first loose end resulted from Plato’s 
failure to remove the ambiguities in his view of 
God. We have already noted the two major 
candidates for Plato’s God: (1) the supreme 
principle, which in the Republic he calls the 



Form of the Good, and (2) the Craftsman, or 
Demiurge, who brings the material world into 
existence, as described in the Timaeus. Since he 
also applied the word god to intermediary beings 
who exist between the physical world and the 
supreme being, it is difficult to produce from his 
writings any systematic and coherent theory of 
God. Several attempts to produce such a theory 
have been made, of course. According to one of 
these, both the Good and the Craftsman may be 
considered to be God, because they are different 
ways of looking at the same being: the Good is 
God as He is in Himself, whereas the Craftsman 
is God in relation to the world. The demons, or 
intermediary beings, would then be forces, or 
powers, by which God deals with the world. A 
different interpretation sees the Craftsman, 
while still a divine being in some sense, as 
subordinate to the supreme being, the Good. 
The intermediary gods, on this view, would be 
lesser beings brought into existence either by the 
Good or by the Craftsman to serve as channels 
through which divine power might reach the 
world. Accordingly, these intermediary beings 
would be creatures with superhuman, not di- 

vine, properties and powers. 
One of the more important features of Middle 

Platonism was its adoption of the view that there 
is only one God who should be identified with 
Plato’s Good. Middle Platonism is often credited 
with originating the idea of intermediary beings 

between God and the world. But it should be 

remembered that the inspiration for the idea 

undoubtedly came from Plato’s writings. The 

identification of God with the Good became 

quite common in Hellenistic philosophy. It 

appears in Philo, in most of the Platonists of the 

Christian era, and also (as discussed in part 3 of 

this book) in the Hermetic literature.” 

It is interesting to speculate to what extent 

confusion over the relationship between Plato’s 

two ‘‘gods’’ contributed to certain developments 

in Gnosticism. In some of its forms, Gnosticism 
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taught the existence of two gods: (1) a good God 
analogous to Plato’s Good and (2) a second God. 
that it identified with the Demiurge of Plato’s 
Timaeus as well as with the Jehovah of the Old 
Testament. The creator-god described in the first 
verse of Genesis was not the Gnostic’s supreme 
good God but an inferior subordinate being who 
was, to put it as politely as possible, rather 
stupid. The Gnostics were radical dualists who 
believed that matter is evil. Thus, they conclud- 
ed, any being who would bring a material world 
into existence could not be the supreme good 
God who will have nothing to do with matter. 
Whatever contact the good God has with the evil 
and material world takes place through interme- 
diary beings. 

2. A second unanswered question in Plato’s 
system concerns the relation between God and 
Plato’s world of the Forms. If the Craftsman of 
the Timaeus was Plato’s God, then there is a 
sense in which the Forms are ‘‘above’’ God. At 
the very least, they exist independent of the 
Craftsman, whose creative power is limited by 
them. On the other hand, if Plato’s God is the 
Good, then the other Forms are subordinate in 
some sense to God. Plato certainly teaches that 
the other Forms depend on the Good for their 
very existence. The importance of this question 
becomes evident when we consider the systems 
of Philo (who died about A.p. 50) and the Middle 
Platonists (who can be dated after Philo). Both 
systems contain the exciting suggestion that the 
eternal Forms are really ideas that subsist 
eternally in the mind of God. Centuries later, the 
greatest of the church fathers, Augustine, made 
this theory a cornerstone of his theory of 
knowledge.?5 

3. The third unresolved problem in Plato’s 
system—noted here because of its role in the 
development of Hellenistic thought—is Plato’s 
failure to bridge the great gap he established 
between his two worlds. How is the eternal, 
unchanging, immaterial, and ideal world of the 



Forms related to the temporal, changing, corpo- 
real, and imperfect world of particular things? 
Given the radical separation between them in 
Plato’s system, how could any Platonist hope to 
bring them together? This problem became 
especially acute in the dualistic systems of the 
Hellenistic age: Philonism, Middle Platonism, 
and Gnosticism. Once we assume two radically 
distinct types of reality—one immaterial and 
good, the other material and evil—and once this 
dualism is coupled with the belief that the good 
God belongs to the spiritual world of light, how 
can we explain the origin of the temporal world 
and subsequent interactions between them? The 
Hellenistic dualists bridged this gulf with a host 
of intermediary beings that make it possible for 
the good God to maintain indirect contact with 

the material world. 
4. Plato’s system has one other loose end that 

I will mention, namely, the lack of an adequate 
answer to the question, how do human beings 
actually attain knowledge of the ideal world and 
of the good God who exists in that world? 
Plato’s claim that humans apprehend the ideal 
world through reason does not really answer the 

question; it only tells us where to look for an 
answer. Throughout his life, Plato sought an 

answer in several different myths and meta- 

phors. One of these is his famous allegory of the 

cave (Republic book 7), but, like most of his 

efforts, it ends up using unanalyzed metaphors 

like ‘‘seeing with the eyes of the mind.”’ In some 

of his middle dialogues, such as the Meno and 

Phaedo, he suggested an answer based on the 

myth of reincarnation. If reincarnation were 

true, then presumably the immortal human soul 

would have to dwell somewhere between incar- 

nations (between the death of one bodily exis- 

tence and rebirth in the next). If we assume that 

during these intervals the soul rises to the world 

of the Forms, it would be possible for the soul, 

unencumbered by its bodily prison, to see or 

view the Forms as they really are. Of course, 
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once the soul descended into another body, it 
would forget its vision of the Forms. But 
assorted experiences in life could bring some 
people to the point where a dim memory or 
recollection of the Forms could make knowledge 
possible. Many scholars doubt that the mature 
Plato meant this story to be understood literally. 
This doubt is supported by Plato’s failure to 
utilize the doctrine of recollection in his later 
writings. 

A clue to Plato’s possible dissatisfaction with 

all of his earlier attempts to answer this problem 
may appear in the complicated argument of one 

of his dialogues, the Parmenides. In this, his 
most puzzling work, Plato describes an imagi- 
nary conversation between a very young Soc- 
rates and Parmenides, the greatest of the pre- 
Socratic philosophers. Parmenides challenges 

Socrates’ belief in the theory of the Forms by 
using a series of arguments that Socrates appar- 
ently is unable to answer.* Our present question 
arises out of one of these arguments. Parmenides 
tries to get the young Socrates to see that once 
he admits a radical disparity between the world 
of the Forms and the world of bodies, he is faced 
with a whole series of problems. For one thing, 
Socrates admits that human beings are bound, 
by their bodies, to the lower world. But the only 
objects of true knowledge exist in the higher, 
nonmaterial world. If humans are stuck ‘‘down 
here’ and the only possible objects of knowl- 
edge are “‘up there,’’ how can any human being 
ever know anything? Moreover, God is ‘“‘up 
there,’’ in the world of the Forms. Consequent- 
ly, Socrates’ doctrine (which is really Plato’s) 
also implies the impossibility of any human 
knowledge about God. And, as if this were not 
bad enough, God, who dwells in the world of the 
Forms and who has perfect knowledge of all the 

*Plato often used Socrates as a spokesman for his own 
ideas, especially in his later writings. It is quite clear that the 
historical Socrates did not hold to the theory of the Forms: 
the concept was Plato’s . 



Forms, is precluded from knowing anything that 
exists in the physical world. And since human 
beings exist in the physical world, this means 
that God cannot possibly have knowledge about 
any human being! While Socrates agrees that 
depriving God of any knowledge at all would be 
a monstrous thing, he offers no escape from the 

skeptical trap laid by Parmenides.*¢ 
In the work of later Platonists, this aspect of 

Plato’s system evolved into a kind of general 
agnosticism with regard to the nature of God. As 
Philo, the Middle Platonists, and the Gnostics 
saw it, the good God is completely transcendent 
and is thus essentially unknowable. The earliest 
Christians, however, had a far different view. 
‘‘In the past,’’ they believed, ‘‘God spoke to our 
forefathers through the prophets at many times 
and in various ways, but in these last days he 
has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed 
heir of all things, and through whom he made the 

universe.’ ’?7 
Obviously, this chapter has provided only the 

sketchiest account of Plato’s philosophy. It 

necessarily ignores many important aspects of 

Plato’s philosophy, such as his ethics and his 

political theory. Once again, our concern is not 

simply to understand the Plato of the fourth 

century B.c. but to grasp the essential elements of 

that system that achieved prominence in Hellen- 

istic philosophy between 100 B.c. and a.p. 100. 

Tue MopIFICATION BY ARISTOTLE 

The fact that my discussion of Aristotle is so 

brief and appears as merely a section of a long 

chapter on Plato and Platonism is a sign neither 

of a negative bias nor of disrespect for Aristot- 

le’s unquestioned significance in the history of 

philosophy. It is instead a reflection of this 

book’s primary concern with those ideas and 

movements that are alleged to have had a 

formative influence on the writers of the New 

Testament. As important as Aristotle is for the 

history of philosophy in particular and the 
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history of Western civilization in general, I know 
of no one who has found any evidence that he 
had a direct influence on the New Testament. 
He did come to have an influence on early 
Christian thinkers after the first century because 
of elements of his thought that became a part of 
Middle Platonism. For several centuries after his 
death in 322 B.c. , his influence was spotty. This 
resulted largely from the fact that his writings 
became so inaccessible as to be almost forgotten 
until they were rediscovered, edited, and pub- 
lished in the late first century B.c. The school of 
Aristotle (the Peripatetic school) was less inter- 
ested in philosophical speculation than in more 
specialized scientific studies. My brief discus- 
sion of Aristotle will concentrate on some of his 
more important disagreements with Plato (as 
they pertain to the interests of this book) and the 
doctrines that later Platonists of the Hellenistic 
Age attempted to make a part of their theology. 

One way to approach Aristotle’s philosophy is 
to view it as a development of what Plato began. 
In a sense, the essence of Aristotle’s philosophy 
was a rejection of Plato’s more radical dualism. 
Aristotle rejected Plato’s metaphysical dualism, 
namely, Plato’s separation of the Forms from 
the material world. Aristotle objected to Plato’s 
epistemological dualism, which had set reason in 
oppostion to experience as an avenue to knowl- 
edge. And Aristotle replaced Plato’s anthropo- 
logical dualism with a holistic, or unitary, view 
of human beings. I will comment briefly on each 
of these three points before concluding my 
treatment of Aristotle with an examination of his 
view of God. 

As we saw, Plato’s primary reality was the 
unchanging world of Forms that exists separate, 
or apart from, the world of particular things. For 
Plato, the most important things that exist 
belong, not to the earthly world of bodies, but to 
the strange, spaceless, timeless world of the 



Forms. As Plato himself recognized in his 

Parmenides, the most serious problems with his 
theory result from the extreme ‘separation be- 

tween his two worlds. Aristotle repeated many 

arguments found in the Parmenides* against the 

separate existence of the Forms. To these he 

added the new charge that the world of the 
Forms is a useless duplication of the physical 

world. Aristotle believed he could avoid intro- 
ducing this unnecessary duplication of the one 
and only world that exists and still explain 

everything Plato tried to explain with his sepa- 
rate Forms. The central issue in Aristotle’s 
disagreement with Plato’s theory of the Forms 

was Plato’s insistence on their separate exis- 
tence. As things turned out, Aristotle continued 

to believe that Forms or universals exist. He 
also believed that the Forms were the only 

proper objects of human knowledge. What Aris- 
totle did—to describe his move in the rather 
crude way some professors adopt—was to bring 

Plato’s Forms down to earth. Aristotle brought 

Plato’s two worlds together. Although Forms 
exist, they exist in this earthly world as part of 
the particular things that constitute the world. 

Whereas Plato’s primary reality was the sepa- 

rate world of the Forms, the primary reality for 

Aristotle was this world of particular things. 

Plato’s thinking was always directed upward and 

outward toward the ideal world. Because Aris- 

totle’s attention was directed toward this world, 

one residual benefit of his approach is the extent 

to which it encourages the development of 

scientific thinking. Within this world, the pri- 

mary reality is what Aristotle called a substance. 

By substance, Aristotle meant any given thing 

that exists or has being. Hence, the chair I am 

sitting on, my typewriter, and the paper on 

*It is interesting to speculate whether Plato, the teacher, 

first heard some of those objections from Aristotle, the 

student. Aristotle’s arguments against Plato’s theory appear 

in his Metaphysics, Book I. 
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which these words are written are all sub- 
stances. Anything that has being is a substance. 

Aristotle believed that every being, with the 
exception of God and some other god-like 
beings, is a composite of two factors that he 
called Form and Matter. To put this distinction 
in its simplest possible terms, the Matter of any 
given substance is whatever it happens to be 
made of. The Matter of the chair on which I am 
presently seated happens to be wood, but it 
could just as easily have been metal or plastic. 
The Form of any given substance is the set of 
essential properties that makes it the kind of 
thing it is. Like Plato’s Form, Aristotle’s Form 
is an unchanging essence. But unlike Plato’s, 
Aristotle’s Form is an essential part of the 
substance it composes. For our purposes in this 
book, there is no reason to pursue the intricacies 
of Aristotle’s theory any further. His doctrine of 
substance, as constituted by Form and Matter, 
gains relevance for our study of Hellenistic 
philosophy because of its contribution to his 
peculiar theory of God. 

Aristotle certainly recognized the difference 
between reason and sense experience; who 
doesn’t? But whereas Plato denigrated the hu- 
man senses and argued that they could never 
supply human beings with knowledge, Aristot- 
le’s account of human knowledge is more com- 
plex. For one thing, once Aristotle rejected 
Plato’s doctrine of two separate worlds, he was 
released from Plato’s major reason for grounding 
human knowledge on reason alone. According to 
Plato, the bodily senses bring humans into 
contact only with the things that exist in this 
world of particulars, and no particular can ever 
be a sufficient object of true knowledge; thus it is 
obvious why Plato was the kind of rationalist he 
was. But in Aristotle’s system, the Forms 
(which for Aristotle continue to be the only 
proper objects of knowledge) are not in some 



other world where they can only be apprehended 

by reason. The Forms exist as essential parts of 

the particular things that we apprehend through 
our senses. Thus, Aristotle rejected Plato’s 
extreme disjunction between reason and sensa- 
tion, regarding them instead as integral parts of 

the knowing process. The way in which Aristotle 

explained what experience and reason contrib- 
ute to human knowledge turned out to be 
extremely significant in Hellenistic philosophy. 

For one thing, Aristotle distinguished between 

‘*soul’’ (psyché in Greek)* and ‘‘mind”’ (nous). 

He then drew a distinction between two aspects 

of the human mind, calling them the passive 

intellect and the active intellect.2? There is a part 

of the mind, Aristotle taught, that is passive in 

the sense that it receives information from the 

senses. Another part of the mind is active in the 

sense that it acts upon that which is received by 

the passive intellect. Aristotle explained our 

knowledge of the world as a product of the 

interaction of these two aspects of nous. The 

physical world, as we have seen, is the only 

world that exists for Aristotle. Obviously our 

knowledge of chairs and mountains and trees 

and humans is mediated by sensations that we 

have of those objects. The sensed object (a tree, 

for example) produces an image (phantasm) 

within the mind of the perceiver. This image of a 

sensed object is received by the passive intel- 

lect. But this sensible image of a particular thing 

is not yet knowledge; it is only potential knowl- 

edge. What is needed to turn this potential 

knowledge into actual knowledge is some addi- 

tional process that is performed by the active 

intellect. The active intellect abstracts from the 

particular sensible image the Form, or universal 

element, that alone can be the object of knowl- 

edge. Human knowledge, therefore, has two 

necessary components: the passive intellect, 

*The difference between Plato’s and Aristotle’s use of 

“soul”? will be examined in the next section of this chapter. 
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which receives information from the senses, and 
the active intellect, which alone performs the 
crucial function of abstraction that isolates the 
Form of the particular thing that has been 
sensed. 

Aristotle went on to say some very mysterious 
things about the active intellect, things that gave 
later interpreters much difficulty. For instance, 
he declared that the active intellect is ‘‘separable 
and immortal.’’ Coming from Plato, such words 
would not have raised so much as an eyebrow. 
But, scholars were convinced, the entire drift of 
Aristotle’s psychology was away from a Platonic 
soul that could exist forever in separation from 
the body. What then did Aristotle mean when he 
referred to an active intellect present in every 
human soul that is both separable and immortal? 
There have been three major attempts to inter- 
pret Aristotle’s doctrine of the active intellect in 
a way that would avoid any contradiction in his 
system. 

1. About a.p. 200, Alexander of Aphrodisias, 
greatest of the Aristotelian commentators, iden- 
tified Aristotle’s idea of the active intellect with 
God. According to this interpretation, the active 
intellect, or light within the soul that makes 
knowledge possible, would not be a part of the 
individual human soul but a presence of God 
within the soul. As an interpretation of Aristotle, 
Alexander’s view must be rejected because of its 
obvious inconsistency with Aristotle’s clear em- 
phasis on the transcendence (otherness) of God. 

2. During the Hellenistic Age, Plotinus inter- 
preted the active intellect as a cosmic principle 
of intelligence to which every human intellect is 
related. At death, the intellects of individual 
human beings are absorbed back into the cosmic 
mind (nous), which is eternal and impersonal. 
Later, Plotinus’s view appeared in the thought of 
such medieval Arabic Aristotelians as Averroes 
and the Christian Averroists whom Thomas 
Aquinas (1225-1274) debated. As Aquinas 
would go on to show, this doctrine is incompati- 



ble with Christianity because it leads to a denial 

of personal immortality. 
3. The third major interpretation of Aristotle’s 

doctrine of the active intellect was proposed by 
Aquinas himself as an alternative to the heretical 
teachings of certain Christian disciples of Aver- 
roes at the University of Paris. Aquinas iden- 
tified the active intellect with something individ- 

ual and particular in each human being. If 

Aquinas was right and the active intellect is a 

separate part of each human mind, then Aristot- 

le’s claim that the active intellect is both separa- 

ble and immortal could only mean that the great 

Aristotle believed there is something within 

human beings that is immortal. The major 

difficulty with Aquinas’s interpretation—which 

should be kept distinct from its merit as a 

separate theory—is its obvious conflict with the 

picture of humankind presented in Aristotle’s 

work on psychology, De Anima. 

For this reason, I concur with those who 

argue that the second interpretation of the active 

intellect, the one associated with Neo-Platonism 

and medieval Averroism, is most likely cor- 

rect.30 As we shall see, later Platonists will put 

Aristotle’s notion of a cosmic intelligence to 

good use as they gradually merge elements of 

Aristotelianism and Stoicism with Platonism. 

Aristotle also rejected Plato’s radical separa- 

tion between soul and body. Aristotle’s under- 

standing of human nature (which includes his 

view of the relationship between body and soul) 

is one of the more complex parts of his system. 

But this much is clear: Aristotle stressed a 

holistic, or unified, view of human beings. 

Humans are not a composite of two radically 

different substances—soul and body. They are 

instead a holistic unit; both body and soul are 

essential aspects of a human being. 

Aristotle’s use of the word soul is quite 

different from Plato’s. When Plato talked about 
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the soul, he meant the essential and immaterial 
part of a human being—the seat of intelligence 
and the cause of'motion. Aristotle used soul as a 
synonym for life. Once this is grasped, it 
becomes easier to understand what Aristotle 
meant when he said there are three levels of 
soul, or life: the vegetative, the sensitive (or 
animal), and the rational. Plants possess life, or 
soul, but they lack the higher powers of life that 
we find in animals and in humans. Animals 
manifest the basic life functions that go with the 
vegetative soul, but they are also capable of the 
higher functions of life that Aristotle associates 
with the sensitive soul. For one thing, they are 
capable of sense perception. But humans 
possess all three levels of soul. Like plants and 
animals, humans carry on basic life processes, 
such as digestion and respiration. Like animals, 
humans are capable of sense perception. But 
unique to human beings is the capacity for 
knowledge that is the function of the rational 
soul. Hence, unlike Plato, Aristotle drew an 
important distinction between soul and mind. 

What is Aristotle’s view of the relationship 
between the human soul and body? This is not 
an easy question to answer. It is clear that 
Aristotle thought the relation was much closer 
than did Plato. But interpretations of precisely 
what Aristotle meant have ranged from positions 
that see him as a precursor of behaviorism to 
views that present his position as an anticipation 
of the New Testament’s holistic view of human 
beings. I myself lean to the latter view.3! 

Aristotle was not an especially religious man. 
His God did not fulfill any particularly religious 
function; in other words, Aristotle did not 
worship or pray to his God. Aristotle believed in 
a supreme being because he thought there were 
certain things about the world that could not be 
explained without the existence of a God. His 
God was a metaphysical necessity, a concept 



required lest the rest of his system contain some 
huge holes. His system forced him to questions 

that he could not answer without postulating the 

existence of a perfect being who is the Unmoved 
Mover of the universe. Aristotle believed that 
there had to exist an uncaused and unchanging 

being who is the ultimate cause of everything 

else that exists. If this ultimate cause itself 

moved or changed in any way, it could not then 

be the ultimate cause, since we would be forced 

to ask why it changed and what changed it. 

Because of Aristotle’s earlier discussion of Form 

and Matter, he was forced to conclude that the 

ultimate cause of the universe had to be Pure 

Form unmixed with any Matter. Matter, Aristot- 

le thought, is synonymous with potentiality. But 

potentiality implies the possibility of change and 

hence imperfection. Therefore, Aristotle’s God 

would have to be Pure Actuality, in other words, 

Form without Matter. 

Now this doctrine of God as Pure Form has 

raised all kinds of problems in the histories of 

philosophy and theology. For one thing, what 

can a God who is Pure Form—the Unmoved 

Mover of the universe—do? He cannot go for a 

walk or preach a sermon, because He does not 

have a body (He lacks any Matter). He cannot 

do anything that entails change in His own being 

or knowledge, because He is perfect and incapa- 

ble of change.22 To shorten and simplify a rather 

long and complex argument, it turns out that the 

only thing Aristotle’s perfect and unchanging 

God can do is think. But since He is immutable 

perfection, it follows that all He can think about 

must also be perfect and unchanging. But this 

means that He can think only about Himself! We 

noticed how Plato’s reflections about God led 

many of his followers to a concept of an 

unknowable, transcendent God. Aristotle's 

reflections have brought us to the same spot. 

Once again, we are back to the concept of a 

radically transcendent, wholly other, God who, 
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it appears, can have no direct, personal, and 
essential relationship with people or the world. 

FURTHER DEVELOPMENTS IN PHILOSOPHY 

What is the significance of all this? While one 
must look very hard to find much of an Aristote- 
lian influence in Hellenistic philosophy between 
100 B.c. and a.p. 100, some elements of Aristot- 
le’s system gradually entered the mainstream of 
Hellenistic thought through the back door. One 
sign of this influence is the radical transcendence 
of God in the writings of Philo, of the Middle 
Platonists, and of many of the Gnostics. By the 
third century A.p., Plotinus and other Neo-Plato- 
nists effected a more complete synthesis of 
Platonism and Aristotelianism. Although the 
dominant philosophical movements of the centu- 
ries we are studying were Platonism, Stoicism, 
and mixtures of the two, an understanding of 
Aristotle’s system is necessary to complete the 
picture. 

The philosophers who are usually mentioned 
in discussions of Middle Platonism include Plu- 
tarch (A.D. 45-125), Albinus (second century 
A.D.), Apuleius (born around a.p. 125), and 
Atticus (active around A.D. 176). Two pre-Chris- 
tian thinkers— Antiochus (130-68 B.c.) and Eu- 
dorus of Alexandria (active around 25 B.c.)—are 
sometimes included in treatments of Middle 
Platonism, though they are usually regarded as 
precursors of the movement. The name Middle 
Platonism is a modern invention that, among 
other things, reflects a common prejudice that 
members of the movement were less important, 
transitional thinkers who helped prepare the way 
for the great Plotinus (died in a.p. 270) and the 
much more important movement called ‘‘Neo- 
Platonism.’’ Since the Middle Platonists from 
Plutarch on did their writing after the close of 
the New Testament canon, there can be no 
question that they had any influence on it. But 



since their work reflects what was going on a 
generation or two before them, and since some 
of their themes reappear in other movements of 
the time (Philo, the Christian Gnostics, the 

Hermetic literature), they deserve at least a brief 

mention. 

Middle Platonism is terribly difficult to recon- 

struct. Only the writings of popular thinkers 

have survived.* Our earlier discussion of Plato 

contained several suggestions of how the Middle 

Platonists sought to resolve unanswered ques- 

tions in Plato’s philosophy. For one thing, they 

identified the Supreme Mind, or God, of their 

system with Plato’s Form of the Good. A. H. 

Armstrong explains how their view of God was 

central to their position: 

The first and in many ways the most important of 

{Middle Platonism’s] distinctive theological doc- 

trines is the placing of a supreme Mind or God at 

the head of the hierarchy of being, as the first 

principle of reality. Of this Supreme Mind the 

Platonic Forms are represented as thoughts; they 

are aot only its content and the object of its 

thinking, but it is actually their cause.* 

A second major innovation of Middle Plato- 

nism was its interpretation of Plato’s Forms as 

ideas in God’s mind. Albinus went further, 

identifying Plato’s Good both with Plato’s 

Craftsman and with Aristotle’s Pure Form. 

From Aristotle, the Middle Platonists appear to 

have borrowed a rather extreme emphasis on the 

transcendence of God.*4 This led to a belief in 

God’s essential ineffability, or unknowability. 

Middle Platonism was primarily not an ab- 

stract philosophical system but a system of 

theology and a religion. ““The religion of a 

Middle Platonist consisted of a remote intellec- 

tual devotion to the remote Supreme, to the 

vision of whom he hoped to attain in the next life 

and perhaps for a few rare moments in this, 

*Plutarch wrote in Greek, whereas Apuleius wrote in 

Latin. 
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combined with a vigorous practice of the normal 
pagan piety towards the inferior gods, the star- 

gods and the other deities of mythology and 
public cult, who administered the affairs of the 
visible universe and with whom in this life we 
were most closely concerned.’’35 They devel- 
oped a theology that attempted to synthesize 
what Plato and Aristotle had taught about God 
and the universe. Locating the Forms in the 

mind of God, they merged Plato’s Forms, Pla- 
to’s Good, and Aristotle’s divine Mind into one 
system. As imperfect as the product of their 
efforts may have been, it laid an important 
foundation for significant developments that 
would be made by such later thinkers as the 
pagan Plotinus and the Christian Augustine. But 
these influences obviously do not imply any 
influence on New Testament writers. 

Other currents present in the Hellenistic world 
contributed to the development of the ideas we 
are tracing. Therefore, a few brief comments 
about Neo-Pythagoreanism are in order. As its 
name implies, this was a revival of an older 
movement that appears to have died out in the 
fourth century B.c. The old Pythagoreans were a 
Strange group of people who combined a keen 
interest in, and mystical reverence for, mathe- 
matics with a scientific curiosity about the role 
of number in the universe. They lived together in 
religious brotherhoods that believed in the trans- 
migration of the soul and followed a Strange set 
of moral rules that often provide a few laughs for 
students of ancient philosophy. Pythagoreanism 
had a definite influence on Plato. 
Neo-Pythagoreanism was equally strange, but 

in rather different ways. A. H. Armstrong 
explains: 

Neo-Pythagoreanism might mean nothing more 
than astrology, occultism, and twaddle about the 
mysterious properties of numbers. But it might also 



be quite a serious philosophy, and from Eudorus 
the eclectic Platonist of Alexandria down to 
Numenius at the end of the second and beginning of 

the third century a.p. we meet philosophers, some- 

times calling themselves Platonists, sometimes (like 

Numenius) Pythagoreans who emphasize certain 
doctrines which can be regarded as characteristic of 

this revived Pythagoreanism.*6 

The metaphysical beliefs of Neo-Pythagorean- 
ism are often indistinguishable from Middle 
Platonism, and this has resulted in some thinkers 
being placed in both schools. Apparently begin- 
ning in Alexandria, Neo-Pythagoreanism main- 
tained the extreme body-soul dualism that Plato 

had borrowed from the older Pythagoreanism. 

Neo-Pythagoreans borrowed heavily from Pla- 

tonism, Aristotelianism, and Stoicism. This is 
not to say that the school produced one official 

synthesis from these various sources. Rather, 

individual Neo-Pythagoreans borrowed different 

elements or emphasized different points in pro- 

ducing their own particular synthesis. The major 

historical significance of this movement appears 

to lie in its development of a divine hierarchy 

composed of an unknowable first God at the top, 

then a second God (the Demiurge), and finally 

the world. This view exerted an important 

influence on later Neo-Platonism. Neo-Pythago- 

reanism also had some connection with the 

Hermetic literature that we will examine in part 

3: 

CONCLUSION 

This completes our survey of the philosophi- 

cal background required to evaluate claims that 

early Christianity was a syncretistic religion. 

The rest of part 1 will deal with the alleged 

influence of Hellenistic philosophy on the early 

development of Christianity. Thus, in chapter 3 

I will examine the most frequently encountered 

charges that Paul was influenced (in the strong 

sense) by aspects of Platonism. Chapter 4 will 

consider allegations of the presence of a Stoic 
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influence in the New Testament. In chapter 5 the 
focus will be on the important New Testament 
use of the term logos, which functioned as a 
technical term in Stoicism and in the system of 
Philo. And finally, chapter 6 will conclude part 1 
by investigating claims about the presence of 
philosophical concepts and terminology in the 
Epistle to the Hebrews. 



Paul and 
Platonism 

It is frequently claimed that the writings of the 

apostle Paul in the New Testament exhibit Platonic 

dualism. This chapter examines those allegations in 

light of the available evidence. 

Claims about a Platonic influence on the New 

Testament used to be common. William Fair- 

weather’s book Jesus and the Greeks typifies the 

form these allegations took during the 1920s.37 

While the number of publications making such 

claims began to drop after the 1920s, they were 

still widespread during the 1930s.* By the 1960s, 

however, many New Testament scholars, such 

as Frederick C. Grant, were conceding a philo- 

sophic influence ‘‘only in certain rare passages” 

of the New Testament.* But apparently news of 

the growing skepticism about any philosophical 

influence (in the strong sense) on the New 

chapter three 
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Testament was slow in reaching scholars in 
other fields. American philosopher W. T. Jones, 
already mentioned in chapter 1, continued to 
advocate a strong Platonic influence in the 
writings of Paul.4 

ALLEGATIONS OF PLATONISM IN PAUL 

This chapter will examine the arguments for 
the view that Paul borrowed from Platonism or 
was influenced by it. By the time we are finished 
we will not only understand better why such 
claims are seldom made any more; we will also 
have cause to marvel at why any careful student 
of the New Testament ever thought the charges 
had merit. The publications that assert a Pauline 
dependence on Platonism all tend to center on a 
similar cluster of charges. For instance, Paul’s 
writings supposedly evidence a dualistic view of 
the world, a view that is said to be especially 
clear in his radical distinction between the 
human soul and body. Moreover, it is alleged, 
Paul manifests the typical Platonic aversion to 
the body, the body being evil, a prison house of 
the soul, from which the Christian longs to be 
delivered. Until this deliverance actually comes 
by means of death, the Pauline Christian is 
supposed to denigrate his body through various 
ascetic practices. Such are the charges that 
appear in almost every publication alleging 
Paul’s dependence on Platonism. 

These claims are typically supported by refer- 
ences to passages in Paul’s writings. Occasion- 
ally, portions of the texts that seem to support 
the allegation are quoted. More frequently, the 
author simply gives the location of the text in 
parentheses, safe in the knowledge that few 
readers will actually go to the trouble of check- 
ing to see if the verse says what he claims it 
does. And it is precisely at this point that the 
claims about Pauline dependence on Platonism 
fall apart. When the alleged proof texts are 
studied by anyone trained in theology and 
biblical studies, it is seen that the verses suppos- 



. edly proving Pauline dependence do nothing of 
the kind. Moreover, anyone without such train- 
ing who properly utilizes good- commentaries 
will be able to reach the same conclusion. 

A Stupy oF Major CLaims ABouT PAUL 

A good place to begin our examination of 

these claims and the relevant proof texts is a 

1928 book by George Holley Gilbert entitled 

Greek Thought in the New Testament.*' Gilbert 

writes: 

In his view of man’s constitution, the apostle 

[Paul] stands with the Greek philosophers rather 

than with the Hebrew Scriptures. With Plato he 

[Paul] thinks of a human being as consisting of an 

outer man and an inner man (2 Cor. 4:16), and with 

Greek philosophy in general he thinks of the body 

as the prison of the spirit (Rom. 7:24; 8:23). With 

the Orphic faith he holds the doctrine of original sin 

and locates the evil principle in the ‘‘flesh,’’ where 

it has been enthroned since the hour of Adam’s 

transgression (Rom. 5:12). The dual aspect of his 

thought comes to its classic expression in Rom. 

7:15-18.” 

When an author makes so many mistakes in 

such a short space, the real challenge is knowing 

where to begin one’s rebuttal. But I should 

remind the reader that there was a time in many 

universities and seminaries when errors like this 

held the status of an official doctrine. Suppose 

we begin with Gilbert’s claim that the distinction 

in 2 Corinthians 4:16 between an outer and inner 

man proves Paul’s dependence on Platonism. 

The verse actually reads as follows: ‘“Therefore 

we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are 

wasting away, yet inwardly we are being re- 

newed day by day.’’ Quite frankly, this hardly 

sounds like Platonism. Paul is using a very 

common form of speech, popular in his day (and 

now), to describe what could be obvious to 

many people totally uninformed about Plato- 

nism. Many people have felt their physical 

strength and health waning at the very time that 
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they felt themselves growing stronger mentally 
or spiritually. Where is the Platonism in all this? 
Ironically, the terminology ‘‘inner and outer 
man’’ does not even appear in Plato’s writings. 
This significant slip on Gilbert’s part suggests 
that he was just as willing to read Paul into Plato 
as the reverse. ; 

What about Gilbert’s second claim, that Paul 
thinks of the human body as a prison house of 
the spirit? Once again, it is important to see what 
Gilbert’s alleged proof texts actually say. Ro- 
mans 7:24 reads: ‘‘What a wretched man I am! 
Who will rescue me from this body of death?”’ It 
is obvious that in this verse Paul uses neither the 
word prison (phylaké) nor the idea that the body 
is a prison of the soul. As a matter of fact, 
nowhere in Scripture does Paul write of the body 
in terms of a prison. In all likelihood, Paul in this 
verse used the word body metaphorically. Gil- 
bert’s other proof text is equally useless in 
establishing his case. Romans 8:23 reads, ‘‘Not 
only so, but we ourselves, who have the 
firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we 
wait eagerly for our adoption as sons, the 
redemption of our bodies.’’ If anything, this 
verse disproves Gilbert’s thesis, since the re- 
demption that Paul awaits is the glory that will 
follow his bodily resurrection, a most un-Platon- 
ic hope. 

The next of Gilbert’s claims is probably 
central to the entire question of Paul’s alleged 
dependence on Platonism. Practically every au- 
thor who claims such dependence refers to 
Paul’s repeated use of the word flesh in contexts 
that associate it with evil. What could be more 
natural for any writer who approaches Paul’s 
writings already convinced that Paul is a Plato- 
nist than to conclude that his view of the flesh is 
a reflection of the Hellenistic belief that matter 
and the body are evil? To be sure, Paul 
repeatedly describes a moral conflict. Plato 
described a similar struggle between reason and 
desire. Later dualists saw the struggle in terms 



of a conflict between body and spirit. Paul 

identifies the antagonists as flesh and spirit. 

Philosopher Gordon Clark warns against a care- 

less reading of Paul that would make Paul’s term 

‘‘flesh’? mean body. Instead, Clark avers, a 

little attention to Paul’s remarks makes it clear 

that he means, not body, but the sinful human 

nature inherited from Adam.’’“ Theologian J. 

Gresham Machen elaborates on the real sig- 

nificance of Paul’s use of the term flesh. 

The Pauline use of the term ‘‘flesh’’ to denote that 

in which evil resides can apparently find no real 

parallel whatever in pagan usage. And the diver- 

gence appears not only in terminology but also in 

thought. At first sight there might seem to be a 

parallel between the Pauline doctrine of the flesh 

and the Greek doctrine of the evil of matter, which 

appears in the Orphic sects, then in Plato and in his 

successors. But the parallel breaks down upon 

closer examination. According to Plato, the body is 

evil because it is material; it is the prison-house of 

the soul. Nothing could really be more remote from 

the thought of Paul. According to Paul, the connec- 

tion of soul and body is entirely normal, and the 

soul apart from the body is in a condition of 

nakedness. It is true, the body will be changed at 

the resurrection or at the coming of Christ; it will be 

made more adequate for the Kingdom of God. But 

at any rate, there is in Paul no doctrine of the 

inherent evil of matter.* 

Paul’s condemnation of ‘‘flesh’’ as evil has 

absolutely no reference to the human body. It 

does not refer to the physical stuff of body but 

rather to a psychological and spiritual defect that 

leads every human being to place self or the 

creature ahead of the Creator. As Machen 

explains: 

The ‘flesh’? in Paul, when it is used in its 

developed, ethical sense, does not mean the materi- 

al nature of man; it includes rather all that man 

receives by ordinary generation. The contrast be- 

tween “‘flesh’? and ‘‘Spirit’’ therefore is not the 

contrast between matter and spirit; it is a contrast 
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between human nature, of which sin has taken 
possession, and the spirit of God. 

The New International Version makes this 
clear by translating sarx (‘‘flesh’’) by the phrase 
“sinful nature.’’ For instance, Romans 7:5, a 
verse often used as a proof text for the claim that 
Paul believed matter was evil, reads: ‘‘For when 
we were controlled by the sinful nature, the 
sinful passions aroused by the law were at work 
in our bodies, so that we bore fruit for death.”’ 
Once what Paul meant by flesh is understood, 
none of the texts in which he uses the term in its 
ethical sense can support the allegation that he 
was a Platonic dualist. Consider the well-known 
passage of Romans 7:15—18, where he describes 
the moral battle he felt within him: 

I do not understand what I do. For what I want to 
do I do not do, but what I hate I do. And if I do 
what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is 
good. As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but 
it is sin living in me. I know that nothing good lives 
in me, that is, in my sinful nature. 

Paul, then, never taught that his body was evil 
or the source of his sinning. Human beings 
commit acts of sin because they are born with a 
sinful nature. Paul’s use of flesh in this way has 
no parallel in pagan usage. Paul’s teaching was 
undoubtedly derived from the Old Testament, 
though he develops it beyond its Old Testament 
usage. 

The claim that Paul believed that matter is evil 
is also refuted by his belief that the ultimate 
destiny of redeemed human beings is an endless 
life in a resurrected body, not the disembodied 
existence of an immortal soul (as held by the 
Orphics, the Pythagoreans, and Plato). Paul’s 
doctrine of the resurrection of the body (1 Cor. 
15:12—58) is clearly incompatible with a belief in 
the inherent wickedness of matter. Attempts to 
attribute an evil matter—good spirit dualism to 
Paul also stumble over the fact that Paul be- 
lieved in the existence of evil spirits (Eph. 6:12), 



a belief that obviously implies that not all spirit 

is good. The additional fact that God pro- 
nounced His creation good (Gen. 1:31) also 
demonstrates how far removed dualism is from 
the teaching of the Old and New Testaments.’ 

It is an equally serious mistake to read a 
Platonic dualism into the biblical teaching of 
human nature. As British classicists A. H. Arm- 
strong and R. A. Markus explain: 

In Jewish-Christian tradition man is a single whole 
of which body is just as much a part as soul; and for 
this way of thinking the resurrection of the body is a 
natural and inevitable part of any doctrine of the 

future life. And the evils and impediments to the 
spiritual life which our present life in the body 
brings are explained not as natural and inevitable 
consequences of earthly embodiment but as the 
result of the Fall of Man, which leaves open the 
possibility that our Redemption from that fall may 

bring us to a perfect and glorious life in a spiritual- 
ized earthly . . . body and not require our transfer- 
ence to a body actually placed in the heavens and 

made of celestial material.* 

Armstrong and Markus go on to point out that 
‘“‘Christian theologians insist that the resurrec- 
tion bodies will be real human bodies, however 
spiritualized and transformed, and not properly 
astral or celestial bodies, thus remaining faithful 
to the Jewish-Christian tradition and avoiding a 
complete slipping back into the spatial other- 
worldliness of the cosmic religion.’’4? At this 
point, then, it would be difficult to imagine two 
views in sharper contrast than the Christian and 

Hellenistic views of man. 

OTHER CHARGES AGAINST PAUL 

The last points left to those seeking clear 
evidence of Platonism in Paul’s writings consist 
of appeals to various texts in which Paul alleged- 
ly denigrates the body, advocates asceticism, or 
actually mentions harming his own body. Gilbert 
appeals to 2 Corinthians 5:4 in order to support 
his claim that Paul denigrated the human body. 
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He considers Paul in this verse to be presenting 

the material body as ‘‘a house in which the spirit 

is burdened and. groans—this is the imagery that 

had long been familiar to Greek thinkers.’’ 

While that may be, it is also an imagery familiar 

to millions of human beings who never heard of 

Plato but who have suffered from headaches, 

arthritis, or birth pangs. All Paul is doing is 

referring to something that every human being 

who has experienced illness or the advent of old 
age knows personally. But Gilbert is not yet 
finished with Paul. From what he calls Paul’s 

‘‘fundamentally sad view of the body it is but a 
step to the ‘bruising’ it, of which Paul speaks 

(1 Cor. 9:27), and subjecting it to ‘bondage’... . 
Paul takes pleasure in persecutions and dis- 
tresses, in injuries and necessities, for he feels 

that they contribute to his inward strength 

(2 Cor. 12:10).’’5!' The charge that Paul was an 
ascetic is false, a fact that is clear to anyone 

familiar with the whole of his writings. Paul 

knew how to be abased and how to abound (Phil. 

4:12). He wrote the New Testament’s strongest 

attacks against asceticism (e.g., Col. 2:16—23). 

Clark correctly observes that Paul’s teaching “‘is 
not motivated by a desire to free a divine soul 

from a bodily tomb, much less by the idea that 
pain is good and pleasure evil. Rather, Paul was 

engaged in a race, to win which required him to 
lay aside every weight as well as the sin which 

so easily besets. Willing to suffer stonings and 
stripes for the name of Christ, he never prac- 

ticed self-flagellation.’’*? 

Paul’s views about sex and marriage have also 
been greatly distorted.°? Once one accepts the 
assumption that Paul was a typical Hellenistic 
dualist who denigrated the human body, it is a 
simple matter to conclude that such a person 
must also have despised sex and marriage and 
advocated celibacy. However, the texts that are 
offered in support of this conclusion are isolated 
either from their immediate context or from 
qualifying statements in other Pauline writings, 



or else they once again illustrate the tendency of 
people to read their prejudices into the text. The 
truth is that Paul spoke in support of marriage 
(e.g., 1 Tim. 3). He used the marriage relation- 
ship as an illustration of the close bond between 
Christ and His church (Eph. 5). He warned 
against ascetic heretics who prohibit marriage 
(1 Tim. 4:1-5). Most of the confusion about 
Paul’s views regarding sex and marriage is based 
on a misreading of what he says in 1 Corinthians 
7. But—as contemporary biblical scholar Robert 
Gundry succinctly points out—nothing in that 
chapter supports the dualist’s thesis. 

According to chapter 7 [of 1 Corinthians], volun- 
tary celibacy is good; but because of the sexual 

impulse God has provided marriage for the avoid- 
ance of illicit relationships. Within marriage, then, 
there should be a complete giving of the partners to 
each other. Paul wishes all might be free from 
marital responsibilities, as he is, not because asceti- 
cism is spiritually superior, but because the single 
person can devote full energy to preaching the 
gospel. He realizes, however, that in this respect 

God’s will varies for different Christians.*4 

After an intensive investigation of Paul’s 

views on sex and marriage, Herman Ridderbos 

concludes that ‘‘there is no basis for the opinion 

that on ascetic-dualistic grounds Paul considered 

sexual intercourse itself sinful, or would have 

judged marriage on the basis of ascetic-dualistic 

motives. The contrary is rather the case. Paul 

values marriage as an institution of God, protec- 

ted by the express commandment of Christ, to 

be accepted and experienced in Christian liber- 

ty. Even in 1 Corinthians 7, the chapter to which 

appeal is made for an opposite opinion, in our 

view no ascetic-dualistic motives are to be 

discovered with reference to marriage.’’* 

Part 3 of this book will investigate Paul’s 

relation to another type of Hellenistic dualism, 

Gnosticism. For now, at least, it is safe to say 

that the case for a Pauline dependence on 

Platonic dualism is extremely weak. 
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es 
An overview of the doctrines of Stoic philosophy 

important to the debate about Christian dependence 

is presented. Questions of alleged Stoic influence on 

Pauline and Petrine writings are raised and discussed. 

The other Hellenistic philosophy besides Pla- 

tonism that is said to have had a major influence 

on the New Testament is Stoicism. On the 

whole, cultured people during the first century 

A.D. were influenced more by Stoicism than by 

any other philosophical movement. 

SURVEY OF STOICISM 

The history of Stoicism is customarily divided 

into three periods: the Early Stoa, the Middle 

Stoa, and the Later Stoa. The Early Stoa, which 

can be dated roughly from 300 to 200 B.c., 

includes the major thinkers active during the 

chapter four 
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beginning of the movement: Zeno of Citium 
(336-264 B.c., the founder of the school), Cle- 
anthes (331—232 B.c.), and Chrysippus (280-204 
B.c.). The two major representatives of the 
Middle Stoa—approximately 150 B.c. to the 
beginning of the Christian era—were Panaetius 
of Rhodes (185-110 B.c.) and Posidonius (130-46 
B.c.). The Later Stoa is represented by philoso- 
phers whose names are more familiar, including 
Seneca (A.D. 1-65), who served in Nero’s gov- 
ernment; the Roman slave Epictetus (a.p. 50— 
138); and the Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius 
(A.D. 121-180).* The only complete Stoic writ- 
ings that have survived come from the Late 
Stoa.*° The thought of earlier Stoics must be 
carefully reconstructed from references and quo- 
tations in other books.t My treatment of Stoic 
thought will of necessity be selective. For the 
most part, I will focus on those theories that 
have relevance for our interest—the possible 
influence of Stoicism on the New Testament. 
Rather than say anything about the Stoics’ logic 
and epistemology, I will focus on their ethics 
and cosmology, especially their views about 
God, the Logos, and the conflagration of the 
world. I will also draw attention to some of the 
more important ways in which later Stoics 
modified the views of their predecessors. 

The early Stoics were materialists; they be- 
lieved that everything that exists, including God 
and the soul, is corporeal. They were also 
monists, seeing all reality as composed of one 
ultimate type of being. The Stoics followed 
Heraclitus of Ephesus (a pre-Socratic philoso- 
pher who flourished about 500 B.c.) in identifying 
fire as the basic arche of the universe—that is, 
the ultimate cosmic stuff of which everything 

*Marcus Aurelius reigned as emperor from A.D. 161 to 180. 
+The brief account below of the cosmology and ethics of 

the Early Stoa will be drawn largely from what we know of 
the work of Chrysippus. 



else is made. The Stoics were also pantheists, 
believing that the ultimate stuff of the universe is 

divine and that God has no personality. They 

thought that God and the world were related like 

soul and body: God is the soul of the world, and 
the world is the body of God. Unlike the Judeo- 
Christian God, who is an eternal, almighty, all- 

knowing, loving, spiritual Person, the Stoic God 
is impersonal and hence incapable of knowledge, 

love, or providential acts. 

The Stoics related their cosmic fire and imper- 

sonal God to a cosmic Reason that they called 

the Logos.* A divine but impersonal Reason is 

immanent throughout all of reality. What we 

know as human reason is but a part of, a divine 

spark of, the cosmic Reason. The Stoics even 

spoke of rationes seminales, rational seeds, 

which have been implanted throughout all nature 

and guide nature’s development. An important 

corollary of the Stoic confidence in a cosmic 

rationality was their belief in natural law. 

A. H. Armstrong ties these notions together and 

explains their significance: 

The most important expression of Stoic cosmopoli- 

tanism was their doctrine of ‘‘natural law,’’ the 

universal decrees of the Divine Reason which are 

the same for all men and with which all positive law 

should correspond. The idea of unwritten divine 

laws superior to human law goes far back in the 

Greek tradition. We can find it in the fifth century 

[B.c.] most notably expressed in the ‘*Antigone”’ of 

Sophocles, and as we have seen, the idea of an 

absolute moral law discoverable by reason is the 

foundation of the ethics of Socrates and Plato. But 

it was the Stoics ... who presented it first as a 

universal law, the law of the City of the Cosmos, 

the same everywhere and superior to merely local 

custom and tradition.*’ 

*Although logos was a common Greek word with a 

number of meanings (rule, law, reason, reasoning, measure, 

proportion, explanation, hypothesis), its first use as a 

technical term in philosophy occurred in the thought of 

Heraclitus. 
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The last element of the Stoic cosmology to be 
noted here is its determinism. The Stoics denied 
any possibility of free will or chance. Everything 
that happens occurs by necessity. Human free 
will is an illusion. Hence, there is nothing a 
human being can do to alter his or her future; 
there is no way to alter or avoid our fate. The 
Stoic ethic is an elaboration of the best life 
available to anyone who accepts the Stoic 
picture of the world. 

The Stoics taught that only one thing is 
intrinsically good: virtue. Conversely, only one 
thing is inherently evil: vice. Once we under- 
stand that by virtue and vice the Stoics are 
referring to traits or dispositions within a human 
being, the paradox of their claim becomes 
obvious. Most of us believe that all kinds of 
things that go on in the world beyond our mind 
are good or evil. Are not earthquakes and 
tornados evil? Is not war? Are not heart disease 
and cancer evil? They were not for a Stoic. After 
all, things like storms and earthquakes and 
disease are part of the determined course of 
nature (God). There is nothing we could have 
done to avoid them. It is best, then, not to think 
of them as evil but as morally neutral or 
indifferent. Similarly, neither money nor success 
nor good health is intrinsically good. They too 
are part of the inevitable plan of nature. There- 
fore, the Stoic says, to find good and evil, we 
must turn away from whatever happens of 
necessity and look within. The wise man will 
distinguish between the few things that are in his 
power (primarily his attitude) and the many 
things over which he has no control. Personal 
virtue or vice resides in our attitudes, in the way 
we react to the things that happen to us. 

The key word in the Stoic ethic is apathy. The 
good person will recognize that there is nothing 
he or she could have done to avoid what fate has 
sent. There is nothing he can do to avoid the 
inevitable that is yet to come. Hence, the good 
man or woman will acquiesce to his or her fate, 



will accept whatever happens as ‘‘the will of 
God.’’* One of the early Stoics illustrated this in 
terms of a dog tied by a rope to’a horse-drawn 
wagon. The poor dog is going to go wherever the 
cart goes, whether he knows it or likes it. That is 
his destiny. Thus, where the dog goes is not 
under his control. What is within the dog’s 
power is how he goes. The dog can fight, resist, 
and pull on the rope; or else he can put his head 
down and follow obediently wherever the cart 
goes. Either way, he will end up at the same 
place. The only difference is how he gets there. 
This is a picture of life, for the Stoics. Every- 
thing that happens to a human being is fixed by 
that person’s fate. But most humans resist their 
destiny. Like the dog, they struggle and com- 
plain. But none of their resistance or pain 
changes anything. Others, enlightened by Stoi- 

cism, become resigned to their fate and go along 

obediently. 
The Stoic believed, therefore, that our duty in 

life is to live according to nature, to accept the 

will of the Stoic’s impersonal God. As Epictetus 

was to put it centuries later, all of us are actors 

in a play. But the role we play and how long we 

play it is determined by Another. Our task is to 

play as best we can whatever role God (Nature) 

gives us. Central to the Stoic notion of happiness 

(the good life) is the notion of apathy. The truly 

virtuous person will eliminate all passion and 

emotion from his life until he reaches the point 

that nothing troubles or bothers him. 

The Stoic, then, is a person who lives in a 

materialistic universe controlled by an imperson- 

al Reason. A slave to his fate, the Stoic learns 

the secret of the only good life open to him: 

eliminate emotion from your life and accept 

whatever fate sends your way. 

One other element of the early Stoics must be 

noted here—their doctrine of the universal 

*It is important to remember that the phrase “‘the will of 

God”? meant something quite different to a pantheistic Stoic 

than it does in the context of New Testament theism. 
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conflagration. The early Stoics taught that the 
world would eventually be entirely destroyed by 

a universal conflagration. But then the world 
would begin anew and duplicate exactly the 
same course of events of the previous cycle. 
Each event would happen again in exactly the 

same order; each person would live again and go 
through precisely the same history until once 

again the world would be destroyed by fire. The 
Stoics coupled this with a doctrine of eternal 
recurrence: the history of the world will repeat 
itself an infinite number of times. As we shall 
see, this doctrine of the conflagration has been 
suggested as the source of the New Testament 
teaching that the world will be destroyed by fire 
(2 Peter 3). 

During the Middle and Late Stoa, Stoicism 
became more humane, gentle, and reasonable. 
During these periods of its development, Stoic 
writers adopted a number of elements from 
Platonism. One of the major changes introduced 
during the Middle Stoa was a rejection of the 
older Stoic belief in a universal conflagration. 
This view was probably totally abandoned by 
the beginning of the Christian era.* 
Any serious study of philosophy during the 

lifetime of Paul would have included the work of 
Posidonius, a middle Stoic who died about 46 
B.c. Armstrong refers to Posidonius as ‘*by far 
the most notable figure in the intellectual life of 
his age, a distinguished geographer and historian 
as well as a philosopher, and a voluminous 
writer.’’58 Unfortunately, none of his writings 
have survived. Because the accounts of his 
views that appear in the writings of others are 
fragmentary and often unclear, it is difficult to 
reconstruct his thought. He is believed by some 
to have been the first Hellenistic philosopher to 

*The Middle Stoa replaced the doctrine of universal 
conflagration with a belief in the eternity of the world. 



suggest explicitly that human beings are a kind 
of intermediary being, occupying a rank between 
the divine and the animal. He also appears to 
have been the first to suggest that the knowledge 
of God transcends the human mind. Like the 
early Stoics, Posidonius was both a materialist 
and a pantheist. He regarded the human soul as 

a part of the being of God. 

Cosmological speculations, though found of- 
ten during the period of the Early Stoa, are 
almost completely missing from the writings of 
the Late Stoa. By this time, Stoic authors had 
become preoccupied almost exclusively with 
reflections on the moral life. Seneca, tutor of the 
young Nero and later minister in his govern- 
ment, is the most superficial of the later Stoics. 
Armstrong describes his essays as little more 
than ‘‘lay sermons on practical moral topics.’’? 
The most important of the late Stoics are 

Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius, a Roman slave 

and emperor respectively. The writings of Epic- 

tetus are full of the joy that accompanies a 

willing acceptance of the divine will. He appears 

to have abandoned the impersonal God of earlier 

Stoic pantheism in favor of a personal and 

transcendent deity. Marcus Aurelius was anoth- 

er in a long line of Hellenistic eclectics. His 

thought included both Epictetus and Plato 

among its sources. Since the writings of Epicte- 

tus and Marcus Aurelius postdate the close of 

the New Testament canon, claims about a 

possible Stoic influence on the New Testament 

usually center on Seneca, especially Seneca’s 

possible relationship with Paul. 

STOICISM AND SCRIPTURE 

We turn our attention, therefore, to a consid- 

eration of the connection between Stoicism and 

Scripture, specifically the New Testament. We 

will discuss first the relation between Stoicism 

and Paul, then that between Stoicism and Peter. 
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Paul’s Alleged 
Dependence on 

Stoicism 

That Paul actually quoted from Stoic writers is 
clear. His famous sermon on Mars Hill in 
Athens (Acts 17) contains a quotation from a 

Stoic poet.* American philosopher John Her- 
man Randall, Jr., attributed the strong social 
emphasis of Paul’s moral philosophy to Stoi- 
cism.°! Others have claimed to find parallels to 
Stoicism in Paul’s ideal of human brotherhood. 
William Fairweather found a parallel in the fact 
that both Paul and Stoicism ‘‘attach importance 

[not to] the outward act, but [to] the 
animating motive.’ In other words, both 
stressed the importance of the inward motive in 
determining the morality of an action. About one 
hundred years ago it was fashionable in some 
circles to maintain that Paul used terminology 
that he obviously borrowed from Seneca. Wild 
flights of fancy accompanied speculation about 
Paul’s alleged relationship with Seneca. These 
theories ranged from suggestions that Paul was 
influenced by Seneca to claims that Seneca had 
become a Christian, perhaps under the influence 
of Paul. Theories at both extremes of the 
continuum have been rejected for years.% 

Does Paul’s quoting a Stoic writer in Acts 
17:28 demonstrate anything more than a passing 
acquaintance with Stoicism? It must be remem- 
bered that Paul was an educated man who was 
speaking to Stoics. What better way to gain their 
attention than to show that he had some ac- 
quaintance with their writers and could quote 
them with appreciation? But it would be exag- 
gerating the importance of Paul’s quotation to 
read more than that into it. One quote hardly 
proves that Paul had much familiarity with Stoic 
writings. Many modern men and women can 
quote two or three lines from Shakespeare 
without being especially familiar with the Bard’s 
writings. 

*The actual wording of Paul’s quote in Acts 17:28 could 
have come either from a hymn by Cleanthes or froma poem 
by Aratus. J. B. Lightfoot thinks Paul had both sources in 
mind. See n. 60. 



Many writers have examined and discredited 
the alleged parallels of expression in Paul and 

Seneca. Albert Schweitzer concluded that they 
‘*have only an external resemblance. They are 
not really analogous.’’ Schweitzer explained 

the pessimism of Stoics like Seneca as 

purely a result of reflection on the conditions of the 

present life. Existence appears to Seneca a burden 

which one may at any time cast off—by suicide. 
For Paul the present world is evil because it is 
sinful, lies under the dominion of the angel powers, 
and is subject to corruption. He judges it, not in 

itself, but with reference to a new and perfect world 
which is soon to appear. The idea of suicide does 
not enter into his thoughts, indeed he dreads that he 

might be released from the present earthly exist- 

ence before the parousia occurs. 

Although Seneca’s language may, on occa- 

sion, sound Christian, its meaning is quite 

different. When properly understood, Seneca’s 

ethic is repulsive to Pauline Christianity. It is 

totally devoid of genuine human emotion and 

compassion; there is no place for love or pity or 

contrition. It lacks any intrinsic tie to repent- 
ance, conversion, and faith in God. 

To be sure, there are coincidences of language 

and imagery between Paul and Stoics like Sene- 

ca. But even though Paul used such images and 

language, he transformed and purified the ideas. 

If Paul did actually use Stoic language, he gave 

the words a new and higher meaning and 

significance. ‘‘But for the Stoic and the Christian 

the same language did not necessarily convey 

the same meaning. To the Christian, God, as a 

personal Being and as a Father, is more than the 

world; sin is more than mere error; and regulat- 

ing the passions differs from merely crushing 

them. In Stoicism as represented by Seneca 

‘God is nature, is Fate, is Fortune, is the 

Universe, is the all-pervading mind.’ 

When a Stoic writer used a phrase like 

‘“imitation of God,’ he did not have in mind 
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anything resembling its New Testament mean- 

ing. As New Testament scholar J. B. Lightfoot 
explains, the Stoic meant ‘‘nothing deeper than a 
due recognition of physical laws on the part of 
man, and a conformity thereto in his own 
actions. The phrase [‘imitation of God’] is 
merely a synonym for the favourite Stoic formu- 
la of ‘accordance with nature.’ This may be a 
useful precept; but so interpreted the expression 
is emptied of its religious significance. In fact to 
follow the world and to follow God are equiva- 
lent phrases with Seneca.’’® Seneca’s equating 
‘following the world’’ with ‘‘following God” 
directly contradicts New Testament teaching. 

Stoics like Seneca also lacked any real con- 
sciousness of sin, which, of necessity, presup- 
poses an awareness of a personal and holy God. 

With Seneca error or sin is nothing more than the 
failure in attaining to the ideal of the perfect man 
which he sets before him, the running counter to 
the law of the universe in which he finds himself 
placed. He [Seneca] does not view it [sin] as an 
offense done to the will of an all-holy all-righteous 
Being, an unfilial act of defiance towards a loving 
and gracious Father. The Stoic’s conception of 
error or sin is not referred at all to the idea of God. 
His pantheism had so obscured the personality of 
the Divine Being, that such reference was, if not 
impossible, at least unnatural. 

Attempts to trace Paul’s attack on distinctions 
between Jew and Gentile back to Stoicism’s 
ideal of human brotherhood can only persuade 
those who are uninformed about the significant 
differences between Stoicism and Pauline Chris- 
tianity. As Machen explains, Christianity 

enunciated with an unheard-of seriousness the 
doctrine that all classes of men, wise and unwise, 
bond and free, are of equal worth. But the equality 
was not found in the common possession of human 
nature. It was found, instead, in a common connec- 
tion with Jesus Christ. ‘‘There can be neither Jew 
nor Greek, there can be neither bond nor free, there 
can be no male and female’’—so far the words of 



Paul can find analogies (faith analogies, it is true) in 
the Stoic writers. But the Pauline grounding of the 
unity here enunciated is the very antithesis of all 

mere humanitarianism both ancient and modern— 
‘‘for ye are all one person,”’ says Paul, ‘‘in Christ 
Jesus.’ Christianity did not reveal the fact that all 
men were brothers. Indeed it revealed the contrary. 

But it offered to make all men brothers by bringing 

them into saving connection with Christ.” 

Even if some coincidences between Paul and 
Seneca exist, they can be explained either as a 
‘‘natural and independent development of reli- 
gious thought’’?! or as one educated man’s use of 
contemporary language and imagery to commu- 
nicate an essentially different message. Only a 
serious misreading of the New Testament could 
give rise to claims of a Stoic influence (in the 
strong sense) on the New Testament. 

Students of the New Testament are familiar 

with the teaching in 2 Peter 3 that at the end 

time, God will destroy the world by fire. The key 

verses of this chapter (verses 7, 10, 12) read as 

follows: 

By the same word the present heavens and earth 

are reserved for fire, being kept for the day of 

judgment and destruction of ungodly men. . . . But 

the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The 

heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements 

will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and 

everything in it will be laid bare. . . . That day will 

bring about the destruction of the heavens by fire, 

and the elements will melt in the heat. 

Many writers have claimed to see in this passage 

echoes of the Stoic doctrine of a universal 

conflagration. For example, American theolo- 

gian George Holley Gilbert wrote: 

The conception of a conflagration that burns up not 

only the adversaries of God but all men and the 

solid earth and the host of heavens is not Jewish but 

Greek. The Stoic philosophers taught that the 
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cosmos will sometime be consumed by fire, and 
that after an interval the formation of a new 
universe will begin, which will be in all particulars 
like the old. . . . Thus it appears that the universal 
conflagration taught in Second Peter is adapted 
from Greek speculation.” 

But writers who allege the dependence of 
2 Peter 3 on the Stoic doctrine of a universal 
conflagration fail to mention one extremely 
important detail, namely, that major Stoic writ- 
ers had completely abandoned this doctrine by 
the middle of the first century B.c. Since the Stoic 
writers of the first century a.D. repudiated the 
doctrine, claims that the writer of 2 Peter bor- 
rowed from the prevailing Stoic teaching lose 
much of their credibility. 

Moreover, claims that 2 Peter 3 draws on the 
Stoic doctrine also ignore major differences 
between the long-since repudiated Stoic belief 
and the New Testament teaching. For example, 
the Stoic conflagration was an eternally repeated 
event that had nothing to do with the conscious 
purposes of a personal God who had created the 
world. American philosopher Gordon Clark, 
himself a specialist in Hellenistic philosophy, 
explains how the radical differences in the two 
views undercut the alleged dependence: ‘‘the 
conflagration in II Peter is a sudden catastrophe 
like the flood. But the Stoic conflagration is a 
slow process that is going on now: it takes a long 
time, during which the elements change into fire 
bit by bit. The Stoic process is a natural process 
in the most ordinary sense of the word; but Peter 
speaks of it as the result of the word or fiat of the 
Lord.’’? Furthermore, Clark explains, while the 
Stoic conflagration is part of a process in which 
all of reality is deified (is, in other words, part of 
a pantheistic system), the conflagration de- 
scribed in 2 Peter is the divine judgment of a 
holy and personal God upon sin. Finally, Clark 
argues, ‘“‘the Stoic conflagration occurs an 
infinite number of times in the infinite universal 
cycles. Peter’s occurs just once, like the flood. 



The new heavens and new earth are not a 
repetition of past history point by point as in 

Stoicism, but the final state of everlasting felicity 
with our Creator and Redeemer.’’” The parallel 

between 2 Peter 3 and the Stoic doctrine of 
universal conflagration turns out, on careful 
analysis, to be superficial. The two doctrines are 

different. 
Other, but considerably less significant, evi- 

dences of Stoicism are sometimes claimed to 

exist in the New Testament.’ But at most, all 

that any of them would show is that Christian 

writers utilized language and imagery of their 

time in a new and qualitatively different way. 

They do not prove that the New Testament 

appropriated any Stoic ideas.’ 
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The Christian 
Logos 

A number of scholars have claimed that the New 

Testament concept of Logos, prominent in the Fourth 

Gospel and other Johannine literature, was borrowed 

from either Philo or Alexandrian Judaism. This chap- 

ter examines not only those claims but also two 

alternative sources for the Logos concept. 

As we have noticed, the Greek word logos 

was a technical term used prominently in several 

philosophical systems that antedate Christianity. 

Its philosophic use goes back to Heraclitus 

(about 500 B.c.). It was then used by the Stoics, 

some of whom influenced Philo, the Jewish 

philosopher of Alexandria. It was probably 

inevitable that some writers would conclude that 

the important appearance of logos in the pro- 

logue to John’s Gospel evidences the influence 

of these earlier uses.” Fifty years ago, the view 

that the writer of the Fourth Gospel was 

chapter five 
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influenced by Philo’s use of logos was something 
of an official doctrine in certain circles.78 With 
very few exceptions, however, the drift of 
contemporary scholarship has been away from a 
Philonic source of the Johannine Logos doc- 
trine. But as we have already seen on several 
prior occasions, news of this change in scholarly 
opinion was slow in reaching some philosophers. 
And so, John Herman Randall, Jr., for many 
years a professor of philosophy at Columbia 
University, declared in 1970: ‘‘In his Prologue 
about the Word, the Logos, he [John] is adopt- 
ing Philo Judaeus’ earlier Platonization of the 
Hebraic tradition.’’” And in his history of philos- 
ophy text, W. T. Jones continues his search for 
Hellenistic sources of early Christian belief by 
claiming that the ‘“‘mysticism’’ of the Fourth 
Gospel was grounded in the Platonism of Hellen- 
istic Alexandria: 

John ... was more philosophically oriented than 
the apostle of the Gentiles [Paul] and brought to the 
developing Jesus movement his understanding of 
current philosophical concepts. For him [John], 
Christ Jesus was not Paul’s resurrected God; he 
was at once more exalted and more abstract—the 
logos of Hellenistic philosophy.* 

The purpose of this chapter and the one that 
follows is to evaluate such claims of an early 
Christian dependence on the Logos teaching of 
the Hellenistic world. 

HELLENISTIC JUDAISM AND PHILO OF 
ALEXANDRIA 

Hellenistic Judaism was distinct both from its 
predecessor—the religion of the Old Testa- 
ment—and from its successor—Rabbinic Juda- 
ism. By the beginning of the Christian era, 
Alexandria, Egypt—an important center of the 
Jewish Dispersion—had become the chief cen- 
ter of Hellenistic thought. The large colony of 
Jews who claimed Alexandria as their home 
became hellenized in both language and culture. 



While still observing the Jewish religion, they 
translated their Scriptures into*the Greek lan- 
guage (the Septuagint). This tended to increase 
their cultural isolation from their Hebrew roots 
because they now had even less incentive to 
remain fluent in the Hebrew language. Given the 
intellectual interests of the Alexandrian Jews, it 
was only natural that the importation of philo- 
sophical systems to Alexandria would eventually 
affect them. And so they. came to know about 
Platonism and Stoicism. An influential and typi- 
cal writing that came out of Alexandrian Judaism 
is The Wisdom of Solomon. Written by an 
anonymous Hellenistic Jew in Egypt and usually 
dated between 100 and 50 B.c., the work is a 
synthesis of Old Testament religion (primarily 
Moses and the Prophets) and the pagan Hellenis- 
tic philosophy of the day. Some commentators 

see signs that the writer was familiar with some 

of Plato’s writings (e.g., Phaedo and The Repub- 

lic), with Heraclitus, and with Stoicism. The 

Wisdom of Solomon appears to synthesize no- 

tions borrowed from Platonism and Stoicism 

with the personification of Wisdom found in 

Proverbs 8. The author’s view of creation is 

similar to Plato’s teaching in the Timaeus that 

the world was created out of a formless matter. 

He believes in the immortality, immateriality, 

and preexistence of the soul and writes of a 

Wisdom (the Greek word is sophia) that is 

immanent in the world. However, The Wisdom 

of Solomon does not use the word Jogos. 

The greatest of the Alexandrian Jewish intel- 

lectuals was Philo Judaeus, who lived from 

about 25 s.c. to about ap. 50. Philo’s work 

illustrates many of the most important elements 

of the synthesis of Platonism and Stoicism that 

came to dominate Hellenistic philosophy during 

and after his lifetime. He is the best example of 

how intellectual Jews of the Dispersion, isolated 

from Palestine and their native culture, allowed 

Hellenistic influences to shape their theology 

and philosophy. 
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Like Plato, Philo distinguished between the 

physical world and the ideal world of the eternal 

forms. But whereas Plato had left the relation- 

ship between God and the ideal world indetermi- 

nate, Philo took the important step of interpret- 

ing Plato’s forms as eternal thoughts in the mind 

of God. Philo also taught an exaggerated view of 

the divine transcendence, but this left him with 

the problem of explaining how his transcendent 

and unknowable God has any dealings with the 

physical universe. Philo explained this in terms 

of intermediary beings through whom God acts 

upon the world. The most important of these 

intermediaries, for Philo, was the Logos. 

Philo has become famous for his use of the 

term logos. Ironically, it is impossible to find 

any clear or consistent use of the word in his 

many writings. For example, he used logos to 

refer to Plato’s ideal world, to the mind of God, 

and to a principle subordinate to God. At other 

times, he applies logos to any of several media- 
tors between God and man (e.g., angels, Moses, 
Abraham, and the Jewish high priest). But his 
lack of clarity and consistency aside, his use of 
the term has raised questions about the interrela- 
tionship between Alexandrian Judaism and such 
New Testament writings as John’s Gospel. 

ALTERNATIVE SOURCES FOR THE JOHANNINE 

Locos 

In the rest of this chapter we will review the 
two most commonly offered alternatives to a 
Philonic source of the Johannine Logos. In 
chapter 6 we will examine the most important 
reasons given by scholars for discounting a 
Philonic source for the New Testament Logos. 
Also in chapter 6 we will examine the presence 
of an implicit Logos doctrine in the Epistle to the 
Hebrews, offer a theory that explains that 
presence, and suggest a new theory regarding 
the source of John’s use of the term logos. 



Most contemporary New Testament scholars 
see no need to postulate a conscious relationship 
between Alexandrian Judaism and the New 
Testament use of logos. They point out that 
alongside of the philosophical or Alexandrian 
views of logos, there were two similar but 
independent notions in the Judaism of the time. 

One of these was a pre-Christian Jewish specula- 
tion about a personified Wisdom. This person- 
ification of Wisdom appears in Proverbs 8:22- 
26, where Wisdom speaks as follows: 

The Lorp possessed me at the beginning of his 

work, before his deeds of old; 
I was appointed from eternity, from the beginning, 

before the world began. 

When there were no oceans, I was given birth, 

when there were no springs abounding with 

water; 

Before the mountains were settled in place, before 

the hills, I was given birth, 

Before he made the earth or its fields or any of the 

dust of the world. 

As British scholar T. W. Manson explains, 

‘‘We find in the late Jewish literature a tendency 

to speak of the attributes of God as if they had a 

separate existence. This tendency is specially 

marked in the Wisdom literature. The passages 

that are specially relevant to our present prob- 

lem are those in which the wisdom of God is to 

some degree personified.’’’! British New Testa- 

ment scholar James D. G. Dunn affirms that 

most specialists ‘‘would agree that the principal 

background against which the Logos prologue 

must be set is the Old Testament itself and the 

thought of inter-testamental Hellenistic Judaism, 

particularly as expressed in the Wisdom litera- 

ture.’’®? 

In the eighth chapter of Proverbs, Wisdom is 

personified and speaks, claiming both preexist- 

ence and involvement in creation. In a major 

difference with the Logos of John, while the 

Wisdom of Proverbs exists before the creation of 
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The Second 

Alternative 

the world, she herself is still created. Wisdom 
was the result of the first act of divine creation, 
following which she cooperated with God in 
creating the world. 

Aside from Proverbs, the other important 
texts that illustrate a Jewish personification of 
Wisdom exist outside the thirty-nine canonical 
books of the Old Testament. One of these is the 
apocryphal book of Ecclesiasticus, where, in 
1:4, a preexistent Wisdom is identified with 
Law. Chapters 7—9 of The Wisdom of Solomon 
constitute another important source. What this 
literature demonstrates is that if it is necessary 
to locate some source for John’s peculiar use of 
logos, there is no need to consider Philo as the 
exclusive source. The Wisdom literature shows 
how, even though totally unfamiliar with Philo, 
anyone could have started with the Jewish 
personification of Wisdom (sophia). 

Many scholars prefer a different hypothesis in 
their search for a non-Philonic source for John’s 
use of Jogos. They note that the phrases ‘‘The 
Word of God’’ and ‘“‘The Word of the Lord 
[Yahweh]’’ are used throughout the Old Testa- 
ment in ways that suggest an independent exist- 
ence and personification (see Pss. 33:6; 107:20; 
147:15, 18; Isa. 9:8; 55:10ff.). James D. G. Dunn 
explains that such texts present the word of 
Yahweh ‘‘as Yahweh _ himself acting, acting 
decisively in creation, in judgment, in salvation. 
When a sovereign speaks his subjects obey; 
when he commands it is done. So the utterance 
and command of Yahweh are simply ways of 
saying that Yahweh brought his will to effect, 
that Yahweh achieved his purpose; when Yah- 
weh speaks things happen.’’83 Dunn doubts that 
the personifications of Wisdom and the Word in 
the Old Testament really mean a literal personal- 
ization. They are simply different ways of 
describing God’s acts. 

It is a mistake, then, to assume that the early 



Christian use of logos had to be derived from 

Alexandrian Judaism. There are at least two 
separate Old Testament traditions that could 

have given rise to the teaching found in the 

Prologue to the Fourth Gospel. Practically 

speaking, it is probably both unnecessary and 

impossible to choose between the available 

hypotheses noted in this chapter. While T. W. 

Manson prefers the second alternative (the 

personification of the Word of God), he does not 

rule out the possibility that the notion of a 
personified Wisdom also rests somewhere in the 

background. But, he insists, 

With regard to Philo I do not think that John is 

dependent on him at all. The similarities between 

them are not due to the borrowing by John from 

Philo, but to the fact that both have borrowed from 

the same source—the Old Testament. The points of 

similarity are just those that both have in common 
with the Old Testament notion of the ‘‘word of 

God.”’ Philo’s logos is really Stoicism blended with 

the Old Testament ‘‘word of God.’’ John’s logos is 

Jesus Christ understood in the light of the same Old 

Testament ‘‘word of God.’’84 

Wholly apart from his sources, the author of 
the prologue to the Fourth Gospel was, as James 

Dunn explains, ‘‘the first to take that step which 

no Hellenistic-Jewish author had taken before 

him, the first to identify the word of God as a 

particular person; and so far as our evidence is 

concerned the Fourth Evangelist was the first 

Christian writer to conceive clearly of the per- 

sonal preexistence of the Logos-Son and to 

present it as a fundamental part of his mes- 

sage.’’® 

Thus it is wrong to hold that the biblical 

teaching about the divine Logos is a synthesis 

developed from earlier Jewish and Hellenistic 

speculation about mediators and then applied to 

Christ. On the contrary, L. W. Bard argues, the 

early Christian theologians, like John, 
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begin with Jesus as the fulfillment of God’s pur- 

poses, the logos which God has spoken and who 
lived a historical life on earth. The logos had 
become flesh—that was the line which divided 

Christian speculation from the speculations of 
Hellenistic and Rabbinic Judaism and Philo. How- 

ever, in using the idea of the logos early Christian 
writers no doubt were appealing obliquely to the 

contemporary world so that both Jewish and Greek 

readers would understand their meaning.®6 

After the close of the New Testament canon, 
some of the early church fathers made a rather 
extended use of the Logos concept. For exam- 
ple, Justin Martyr (about a.p. 100—163) argued 
that every apprehension of truth (whether by 
believer or unbeliever) is made possible because 
humans are related to the Logos, the ground of 
truth.’’ Further advances in the development of a 
philosophical use of logos appear in the later 
work of Clement of Alexandria (about a.p. 150— 
211) and Augustine (A.D. 354—430).88 

SUMMARY 

We have examined the charge that the author 
of the Fourth Gospel borrowed the term logos 
from Hellenistic philosophy, more specifically 
from the work of the Jewish Platonist, Philo; 
specific objections to that thesis will appear in 
chapter 6. We have noted two alternative 
sources in the Old Testament for John’s Logos 
doctrine, sources that could also have influenced 
Philo in the development of his particular syn- 
thesis of Hellenistic philosophy and Judaism. 
The presence of these alternatives shows clearly 
how unnecessary it is to seek a Hellenistic 
source for the Johannine Logos. In the next 
chapter, we will examine the possibility of 
another alternative that has not yet received the 
attention it deserves.®? 



The Book 
of Hebrews: 
A Test Case 

In addition to further discussion of the Logos 

concept, the author uses the New Testament Epistle 

to the Hebrews as a test case, offering an alternative 

explanation of the epistle’s relationship to Alexandri- 

an Judaism. 

In addition to concluding the discussion of the 

relationship between early Christianity and Hel- 

lenistic philosophy, this chapter will attempt to 

reach several other goals. For one thing, we will 

examine the argument that there is an important 

but often unrecognized Logos-Christology in the 

Epistle to the Hebrews. We will explore that 

book’s implicit use of the notion of Logos and its 

possible affinities to Philo and Alexandrian 

Judaism. I will present and defend the view that 

the anonymous writer of Hebrews both knew 

and utilized language and concepts learned while 

he himself was an active participant in the 

chapter six 
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thought world of Alexandrian Judaism prior to 
his conversion to Christianity. I will argue, 
however, that this falls far short of illustrating 
what I called in chapter 1 dependence in the 
strong sense. My hypothesis illustrates a way in 
which the writer of a canonical book could have 
known and used the concepts and terminology of 
a non-Christian system without thus compromis- 
ing his status as an inspired and therefore 
authoritative writer. It pictures one sense of 
what I have earlier called dependence in the 
weak sense. Finally, this chapter suggests a way 
in which my approach to the Book of Hebrews 
may provide a new answer to questions about 
the source of the Johannine Logos.* 

THE ALEXANDRIAN BACKGROUND OF HEBREWS 

The writer of Hebrews demonstrates a famil- 
larity with the tenets of Hellenistic Judaism as 
these are known from documents written in 
Alexandria. The text of Hebrews clearly indi- 
cates his knowledge of the Platonic philosophy 
that Hellenistic Jews like Philo had sought to 
harmonize with Judaism. He also knew the 
Alexandrian teachings about Divine Wisdom 
(sophia) and the Logos. In particular, the writer 
evidences familiarity with the Alexandrian work 
The Wisdom of Solomon. Although the extent of 
his knowledge of Philo’s thought and writings is 
debatable, at the very least the writer of He- 
brews and Philo shared a common education in 
Alexandrian thought. Moreover, the writer of 
Hebrews assumes a familiarity with Alexandrian 
theology and philosophy on the part of his 
readers.™ The view that the Book of Hebrews is 

*The reader should recognize the speculative nature of 
this chapter. I first broached these suggestions in a 1977 
paper read to the Biblical Theology Society at Tyndale 
House, Cambridge, England. That Paper (somewhat 
modified) was published later that year in the Westminster 
Theological Journal (see n. 89). I have no reason, after the 
passage of seven years, to doubt the value of my approach. 
In fact, continued reflection during these intervening years 
has strengthened my convictions. 



a legacy to Christianity from the Hellenized 
Judaism of Alexandria is shared by many, to a 

greater or lesser degree.?! 
There are two diametrically opposing views 

concerning the relationship between the Book of 
Hebrews and the thought of Philo and Alexan- 
drian Judaism. The one extreme, typified by 
French scholar C. Spicq,” holds that the author 
of Hebrews was definitely influenced in a direct 
manner by the writings of Philo. The writer may 
have known Philo personally; he certainly read 
some of his writings; he may have been a 
Philonic convert to Christianity. More moderate 
versions of this thesis have for years found 
expression in the literature about Hebrews. 
Spicq’s commentary on Hebrews remains one of 
the most detailed and fully documented works 
arguing for a strong, direct Philonic influence on 

Hebrews. 
Recently, however, Ronald Williamson has 

challenged Spicq’s contentions. Williamson suc- 

ceeds in pointing out a large number of weak- 

nesses in the case built by Spicq. Although 

Williamson strays too far in the opposite direc- 

tion in his effort to rule out any Philonic 

influence, he is correct in his claim that inter- 

preters have tended to exaggerate Philo’s 

influence on the Book of Hebrews. Williamson 

concludes: ‘‘The Writer of Hebrews had never 

been a Philonist, had never read Philo’s works, 

had never come under the influence of Philo 

directly or indirectly.’’” 

Fortunately, we do not have to choose simply 

between the extremes of Spicq and Williamson. 

In spite of Williamson’s strong antipathy to a 

Philonic influence on Hebrews, he is forced to 

admit that the writer of Hebrews ‘‘almost cer- 

tainly lived and moved in circles where, in 

broad, general terms, ideas such as those we 

meet in Philo’s works were known and dis- 

cussed; he drew upon the same fund of cultured 

Greek vocabulary upon which Philo drew.’ 

Williamson’s important study cannot be ignored. 
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It is no longer possible to glibly presuppose a 
Philonic background to every concept and term 
in Hebrews with affinities to Philo. But whatever 
the actual relationship between the writer of 
Hebrews and Philo (or Philo’s writings), both 
share the common heritage of the Hellenistic 
Judaism of Alexandria.* An examination of the 
Book of Hebrews reveals at least five testimo- 
nies to its Alexandrian background. 

1. Hebrews contains an implicit Wisdom- 
Christology that has affinities to the Alexandrian 
teaching about Sophia. The fact that Hebrews 
does not actually apply the term sophia to Jesus 
is not decisive.%* Anyone familiar with the Wis- 
dom doctrine will recognize its echoes in the 
proem of Hebrews (1:1—4).% For example, the 
rare term apaygasma (‘‘effulgence’’) is used in 
Hebrews 1:3 to describe Jesus in a manner 
reminiscent of the way Wisdom is described in 
The Wisdom of Solomon (7:25—26). Hebrews 
1:1—4 does recall the personification of divine 
Wisdom in Proverbs 8:22ff., but it is likewise 
true that the vocabulary of Hebrews is indebted 
to the Alexandrian author of the apocryphal 
Wisdom of Solomon. 

Not only does Hebrews describe Jesus in 
terms that the Alexandrian literature applied to 
Sophia; it also ascribes to Jesus the same 
functions as those fulfilled by Divine Wisdom. 
He mediates God’s revelation, is the agent and 
sustainer of creation, and reconciles men to God 
(compare Wisdom of Solomon 7:21-—8:1).% There 
seems to be sufficient evidence to support the 
claim that the Epistle to the Hebrews contains or 
implies a Wisdom-Christology that draws on the 
Alexandrian teaching about Sophia. 

2. Hebrews contains an implicit Logos-Chris- 
tology similar to the Alexandrian Logos doc- 
trine. Just as the Book of Hebrews does not 
explictly call Jesus ‘‘Sophia,’’ so it does not 
apply to Him the name ‘‘Logos.’’ But there can 
be no doubt that it contains an implicit Logos- 
Christology.” Predicates that, in the pertinent 



Alexandrian literature, are applied to both 
Logos and Sophia, are applied by the writer of 
Hebrews to Jesus (for example, Heb. 1:3, ‘‘the 
radiance of his glory, the exact representation of 
his nature’’).'© It is thus clear that the writer 
believes that Jesus is the true Logos and Sophia. 

Philo wrote of the Logos as Mediator (mes- 
ités)'"' and Image (eikon—cf. Heb. 1:3, where 
the parallel term charakter occurs) of God.'” 
The world was created through the agency of the 
Logos.'® Philo described the Logos as neither 
unbegotten (and thus like God) nor begotten 
(thus like man).'% As such, the Logos is on the 
borderline between God and man—mediating 
from God to man as an ambassador, and from 
man to God as a suppliant.'!% The Logos is called 
the ‘‘First born Son’’!® (cf. Heb. 1:6) and the 
‘‘Chief born.’’!°? The Logos is both Light! and 

the very shadow of God.'” 
The appearance of some of these (e.g., media- 

tor, firstborn, radiance) as predicates of Christ in 
Hebrews makes it highly likely that the writer of 
Hebrews was familiar with the Alexandrian 

Logos doctrine. Even Williamson admits that 

Hebrews contains ‘‘a rudimentary form of 

Logos Christology.’’!!° 

3. Hebrews assigns mediatorial functions to 

Jesus that are similar to the functions of Alex- 

andrian mediators. Since the writer of Hebrews 

had knowledge of Alexandrian Judaism, we 

should expect to find an acquaintance with that 

culture’s promotion of an assortment of media- 

tors that fulfilled certain requirements of Old 

Testament Wisdom theology and of Platonic 

philosophy (for example, the need for cosmolog- 

ical mediators between God and an evil, material 

world). The mediators of Hellenistic Judaism 

fulfilled at least two specific functions, both of 

which appear in Hebrews.!!! 

a. The Cosmological Function of the Logos. 

The Hellenistic mediators were postulated pri- 

marily because of the ontological gap between 

God and the world. Because Philo stressed the 
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divine transcendence, he faced the problem of 

how a pure, transcendent Spirit can be related to 
an evil, material world without compromising 
either His transcendence or His _ holiness.!!? 
Since God could not contaminate His own being 

by contact with the material world, His action 
upon the world would have to be through an 

intermediary being. Thus the first function of the 

Logos is to act both as an agent through which 

God brings the world into existence and as an 

intermediary in God’s sustaining relationship 
with the world. 

b. The Epistemological Function of the 

Logos. Philo saw two epistemological questions 

that demanded answers. How can God make 
Himself known to man, and how can man attain 

knowledge of God?! Philo maintained that man 
could know God only through the medium of the 
Logos, which works in man’s reason.'!4 ‘‘What 
Philo appears to mean [in passages like On the 
Special Laws 3, 207] is . . . that for ordinary men 
knowledge of God is obtained through rational 
contemplation of the invisible world of 
Ideas.’’''5 According to Philo’s Platonism, man 
can know the world only via the eternal arche- 
types (forms) in the Logos. Since the earthly, 
corporeal world is but a shadowy reflection of 
the eternally existent forms, any knowledge of 
the material world is dependent on a prior 
knowledge of the eternal pattern. 

c. The Cosmological and Epistemological 
Logos of Hebrews. The Epistle to the Hebrews 
begins by describing Christ as the Epistemologi- 
cal Logos, who mediated the revelation of God 
to men. Before Christ’s first coming, God spoke 
in various ways through the prophets. But that 
partial and incomplete word is now presented in 
its final, complete form by God’s speaking ‘‘in 
One who was Son.”’ This Son reveals God by 
being the very effulgence, or radiance, of His 



being (Heb. 1:1—3). The writer then describes 
Jesus as the Cosmological Logos,* who medi- 

ates as both the creator (Heb. 1:2) and sustainer 
(1:3) of the universe.t 

To the cosmological and epistemological func- 
tions of mediation already present in Alexandri- 
an thought, the Epistle to the Hebrews adds a 
third function, that of the  soteriological 
Logos.''® In Christianity, people can be re- 

deemed and their sins forgiven only through the 
efforts of one who mediates between God and 
man. And so, after the writer of Hebrews has 
described Jesus as cosmological and epistemo- 
logical mediator, he continues: ‘‘When he had 
made purification for sins, he sat down at the 
right hand of the Majesty on high’’ (Heb. 1:3, 
RSV). As the later argument of Hebrews makes 

clear, this is not simply an addendum. It antici- 
pates the primary emphasis of the writer of 

Hebrews. While the cosmological and epistemo- 
logical functions of the Mediator are not men- 

tioned again in Hebrews, Christ’s work as savior 

and redeemer is studied and examined from 
every possible angle. Jesus is the soteriological 

*Paul also uses the notion of the Cosmological Logos 
when he describes the preexistent Christ as the mediator of 
creation (see 1 Cor. 8:6 and Col. 1:16). 

+The order in Hebrews is reversed in the prologue to 
John’s Gospel, where Christ the Logos is described first in 

His cosmological function (John 1:3) and then in His 

epistemological function. Jesus is not only the mediator of 
divine special revelation (John 1:14); He is also the ground of 
all human knowledge (John 1:9). Consider Cullmann’s 

perceptive comments: ‘‘Whether Heb. 1:1ff. is earlier or 

later than John 1:1ff., one must in either case notice that it 

connects the Old Testament word of God with the revelation 

which is the Son himself as the reflection of the glory of God. 
Hebrews does not call the Son ‘Logos.’ The first chapter of 
John does so because it is a prologue to a life of Jesus, which 
in itself is the starting point for all further Christological 
reflection. God’s revelation is presented in this life not only 
in the words but also in the actions of Jesus. Jesus himself is 
what he does. The Hebrew term debarim (words) can also 
mean ‘history,’ and when one thinks primarily in terms of the 
life or ‘history’ of Jesus, it becomes natural to identify Jesus 

with the Word’’ (Cullmann, Christology, p. 261). 
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Logos, who as both priest and sacrifice effects 

the salvation of the human race. 
4. Hebrews ‘asserts the superiority of Jesus 

over a group of individuals and classes that 
served mediatorial functions in Alexandrian 
thought. The mediators of the Alexandrian 
community included Logos, Sophia, the angels, 
Moses, Melchizedek, and the high priest. Philo 
had even applied the term logos to every 
member of this list. Attention has already been 
drawn to the implicit Logos-Christology and 
Wisdom-Christology of Hebrews. More explicit 
is the prominence of discussions about angels, 
Moses, Melchizedek, and the Aaronic high 
priest throughout the Epistle to the Hebrews. 
Perhaps a major purpose of the book is the 
demonstration of the superiority of Jesus (the 
sole mediator between God and men) to the 
assorted mediators of Alexandrian Judaism. 

5. The Epistle to the Hebrews manifests a 
Platonic distinction between a shadowy and less 
perfect earthly temple and the perfect heavenly 
temple. Hebrews 8:5 describes the earthly tem- 
ple as a *‘shadow of the heavenly sanctuary,”’ 
language that seems too reminiscent of Plato’s 
allegory of the cave to be coincidental. Philo had 
earlier drawn a contrast between an earthly 
priest and a heavenly priest,''’ from which it is 
but a small and natural inference to contrast an 
earthly and a heavenly sanctuary.!!8 Philo made 
frequent use of the Platonic distinction! be- 
tween the real, ideal world and the shadowy 
replica that humans contact through their physi- 
cal senses.'20 While James Moffatt’s comment is 
lengthy, it represents the way a number of 
scholars have reacted to Hebrews 8. For the 
author of Hebrews, Moffatt writes, 

trained in the Alexandrian philosophy of religion, 
the present world of sense and time stands over 
against the world of reality, the former being 
merely the shadow and copy of the latter. There is 
an archetypal order of things, eternal and divine, to 
which the mundane order but dimly corresponds, 



and only within this higher order, eternal and 

invisible, is access to God possible for man. On 
such a view as this, which ultimately . . . goes back 

to Platonic idealism, and which has been worked 

out by Philo, the real world is the transcendent 

order of things, which is the pattern for the 

phenomenal universe, so that to attain God man 

must pass from the lower and outward world of the 

senses to the inner. But how? Philo employed the 

Logos or Reason as the medium. Our author 

similarly holds that men must attain this higher 

world, but for him it is a skéné, a sanctuary, the real 

Presence of God, and it is entered not through 

ecstasy or mystic rapture, but through connection 

with Jesus Christ, who has not only revealed that 

world but opened the way into it. The Presence of 
God is now attainable as it could not be under the 
outward cultus of the skéné in the OT, for the 

complete sacrifice has been offered ‘‘in the realm of 

the spirit,’’ thus providing for the direct access of 

the people to their God. !?! 

I will argue shortly that too many commenta- 

tors have exaggerated the supposed philosophic 
significance of Hebrews 8:5ff. For now, how- 

ever, the text provides one more example of the 

Alexandrian intellectual background of the Book 

of Hebrews. !22 

HEBREWS AND ALEXANDRIAN JUDAISM 

The discussion to this point has shown that 
the writer to the Hebrews shared the thought 

world of Alexandrian Judaism. The notion that 
humans require a mediator between God and 

themselves or between God and His world is not 
unique to the New Testament. The concept of 

mediator pervaded the intellectual milieu to 
which the writer of Hebrews owed his educa- 
tion. It is a safe assumption that the concept was 
known and accepted in other parts of the 

Dispersion as well. Even though the notion of 

mediator is not unique to the New Testament, 
and several New Testament declarations about 
the Mediator may draw on earlier views, the 
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application of the concept of mediator to the 

person and work of Christ in Hebrews is unique. 

Earlier, I drew attention to the contrasting 
views of Spicq and Williamson regarding an 

Alexandrian influence on Hebrews. Regarding 
that, I have an alternative hypothesis to present, 

namely, that one purpose, if not the major 
purpose, of the writer of Hebrews was to expose 
the inadequacy of the Alexandrian beliefs about 

mediators. “‘Jesus is superior,’ the writer of 
Hebrews affirms. ‘‘In fact, he is superior to your 
Alexandrian Logos and Sophia; he is superior to 
your angelic and priestly mediators; he is superi- 
or to Moses and Melchizedek. Jesus is the true 
Logos, the true Sophia, and the Great High 

Priest.’” This superiority of Jesus is demon- 
strated by showing significant ways in which 
Jesus differs from the Alexandrian /ogoi. In part, 

this demonstration of the superiority of Jesus 
may have been made necessary by the life 
situation of his readers. The Book of Hebrews 

suggests that its readers may have been tempted 
to return to one or more of the ‘‘older’’ media- 
tors because of pressure brought to bear on the 
Christian community. 

I offer this as a hypothesis. Even though, like 
many hypotheses, irrefutable proof of its truth is 
not available, the theory has much to commend 
it. First, it explains the distinctive echoes of 
Hellenism that can be found in Hebrews. The 
writer employs a vocabulary that was appropri- 
ate to the world of discourse in which one spoke 
of a mediator. Second, it can account for those 
forms of statement in which Hebrews conflicts 
with Alexandrian thought.'23 Third, the hypothe- 
sis provides a perspective for interpreting many 
of the key passages in Hebrews. In fact, its 
success or failure in illuminating these texts 
should be regarded as the ultimate test of its 
value. 



In spite of the author’s apparent affinity to 

Platonism, by the time he came to write his 
epistle he was determined to contrast his present 

Christian position with those elements of Platon- 

ic philosophy that were incompatible with it. His 

rejection of Alexandrian Platonism is evident in 

at least three ways. 

1. The two-story universe of Hebrews 8 is less 

an endorsement than a correction of Platonism. 

Anyone who reads the eighth chapter of He- 

brews as a simple application of Platonism to 

elements of Judaism and Christianity is guilty of 

a gross inattention to detail.!24 While there is in 

Hebrews 8 an incontestable familiarity with the 

thought of Alexandrian Platonism, the chapter 
evidences even more dramatically a break with 

the content of that philosophy. Platonism has 

been altered in the service of a distinctively 

different and quite contrary Christian emphasis. 

As Williamson explains, 

If the contrast in 8.5 were really Platonic we should 

have found the Writer of Hebrews explaining that 

the ministry of Jesus in the heavenly sanctuary had 
been going on eternally, that the priestly ministry of 
the Jewish priests over the centuries had been all 
the time an imperfect copy and shadow of an 
eternal and timeless ministry exercised by Christ in 

heaven. The idea that such a heavenly ministry 

could begin as a result of an event on earth, the 

crucifixion of the Word made flesh, is about as far 
removed from Platonism as one could wish to get, 

and a Philonist would never have wished to get that 

far away from the Master’s teaching while he still 

remained in any significant way a Philonist. . . . in 
Platonism the idea is always antecedent to the 

copy, the copy always an earthly object which can 
exist only in virtue of the prior and fuller reality of 

its related idea. The language of 8.5 then, is not 

proof of the Platonism of Hebrews, but simply an 

example of how even the language of the philoso- 
phers, with which the Writer was clearly familiar, 
could be used by him to express his. own non- 

philosophical ideas. !?5 
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Williamson is surely correct in his observation 
that in Hebrews 8 the writer is neither teaching 
Platonism nor *subordinating revealed truth to 
Platonic philosophy. Rather, the writer is adapt- 
ing the language and perhaps some concepts of 
Platonism to illustrate a distinctive feature of 
Christian theology. These comments on He- 
brews 8 lead naturally into the next contrast. 

2. The writer of Hebrews and the Alexandrian 
Platonists hold conflicting theories about time 
and history. The Stoics taught that after the 
world runs its course, it will be destroyed in a 
universal conflagration. The world then begins 
anew and proceeds through a precise repetition 
of its history in earlier cycles. This creation and 
destruction and re-creation continue eternal- 
ly.'26 Philo accepted this view of the cyclical 
nature of time.'2?7 For someone holding this 
notion, events in history could never attain the 
dramatic significance or ultimate value we find 
assigned to some historical occurrences in the 
Book of Hebrews. 

The writer of Hebrews repeatedly stresses the 
historical uniqueness of what Jesus did to effect 
the redemption of the human race. Jesus ‘‘has 
no need, like those [Levitical] high priests, to 
offer sacrifices daily . . . he did this once for all 
when he offered up himself’ (7:27, rsv, my 
emphasis). It is not necessary, he adds later, that 
Christ should ‘‘offer himself repeatedly” like the 
sacrifices offered through the Jewish high priest. 
‘But as it is, he has appeared once for all at the 
end of the age to put away sin by the sacrifice of 
himself . . . so Christ [has] been offered once to 
bear the sins of many’’ (9:25-28, Rsv, my 
emphasis). Similar comments about the finality 
of Christ’s redemptive work are made in He- 
brews 10:10-14. 

The once-for-all, fully completed, never-to-be- 
repeated, and final character of Jesus’ sacrifice 
contrasts sharply with the continuing sacrifices 
of the Levitical priests. Unlike the Old Testa- 
ment priest, whose work of sacrifice was never 



done, Jesus’ redemptive work is finished. Jesus 

has done it once-for-all. A Hellenist could not 

help but notice the writer’s explicit disavowal of 

the Stoic and Philonic view of time and history. 

Williamson states this forcefully: ‘‘For He- 

brews, time matters, does not repeat itself 

(events happen within it ‘once for all’) ... 

events in time can be decisive, crucial and 

climactic. ... Events in time could never hold 

for Philo that eternal significance and final value 

they held for the Writer of Hebrews.’’!?8 The 

author of Hebrews perceives time, not as cycli- 

cal, but as linear. This perspective makes it 

possible to see history as progressing towards a 

goal, the final victory of God. The linear view of 

history allows the writer to see particular mo- 

ments in history, such as the crucifixion, as 

unique and nonrepeatable events. Thus, this 

emphasis of Hebrews clashes irreconcilably with 

the Alexandrian mind-set about time. 

3. Hebrews and Alexandrian Platonism repre- 

sent conflicting views about the earthly material 

world. One of the central and most familiar 

tenets of Platonism was its disparagement of this 

earthly world in comparison with the ideal world 

of rational forms. Philo shared Plato’s disregard 

for the corporeal, sensible world. The writer of 

Hebrews did not do so. For him, the stage of 

God’s drama of redemption is not heaven or 

some ideal world but earth itself. It is not 

eternity but time in which God acts to redeem 

the human race. God’s final revelation, as 

defined by the Letter to the Hebrews, is given in 

a sphere unacceptable to a Platonist like Philo. 

What becomes clear in a study of Hebrews is 

not that the writer was unfamiliar with Platonism 

but that he self-consciously and intentionally set 

himself to contrast his understanding of the 

Christian message with the philosophy he him- 

self may have once accepted and that his 

audience may still have found attractive. 
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Between the Logos 

of Hebrews and 
Philo’s Logos 

THE SUPREME MEDIATOR 

It remains only to consider more specific 

differences between the Alexandrian mediators 

and the Mediator portrayed in Hebrews. I shall 
note, in order, the intentional contrasts drawn in 
Hebrews between Jesus and Philo’s Logos, the 
angels, Moses, and the High Priest. © 

1. The Logos-Mediator of Hebrews is not 
Philo’s metaphysical abstraction but a specific, 
individual, historical person. The Logos of Philo 

was not a person. To be sure, Philo wrote about 
the Logos in personal terms, but his personi- 
fications were metaphors for a metaphysical 

abstraction. According to A. H. Armstrong, the 
precise degree of the independent existence of 

Philo’s Logos ‘‘must remain doubtful because 
Philo is so vague about it, and it certainly cannot 
be said to be a person, still less a Divine 
Person.’’'9 There is absolutely no support for 
the position that Philo believed the Logos to be 
personal, let alone a person living in history. 
Philo’s Logos is especially lacking in the person- 
al, messianic, and soteriological traits so promi- 
nent in the Christian account of Jesus, the 
soteriological Logos. Philo’s Logos is not a 
person or messiah or savior but a cosmic 
principle, postulated to solve assorted meta- 
physical and epistemological problems."3° Our 
conclusion on this point must be that of Cople- 
ston, that ‘‘in the Philonic doctrine of the Logos 
there is no reference to an historic man.’’!3! 

2. Philo’s philosophical system is totally in- 
compatible with the notion of the Incarnation. 
Philo’s view of man was, of course, Platonic: 
man is a dualism of a material body and an 
immaterial soul.'32 The body is a prison house for 
the soul, which longs to break free from the 
body and its senses and wing its way back to 
God.'33 Although we should not expect to find in 
Philo’s writings the Bible’s teaching about the 



Incarnation, the more important question is the 
logical incompatibility of such a doctrine with 
Philo’s stated positions. Since this doctrine is so 
crucial to the argument of Hebrews (see 2:5—16; 
10:4ff.), a discovery of the impossibility of such 
a doctrine in Philo’s thought must be regarded 
seriously. 

It certainly seems unlikely that Philo could 
have made peace with the notion of incarnation, 
given his disparagement of the body as a tomb of 
the soul.'34 The doctrine would also be out of 
place in Philo’s system because of his extreme 
emphasis on the impossibility of God’s contact 
with matter. Copleston comments that it ‘“‘does 
not require much thought to recognize that the 
Philonic philosophy could never admit the Chris- 
tian doctrine of the Incarnation—at least if 
Philonism were to remain self-consistent— since 
it lays such stress on the Divine Transcendence 
that direct contact with matter is excluded.’’! 
As if these observations were not enough, there 
are passages in Philo that denounce any attempt 
to bring God and man together. Philo derides the 
Epicurean position that the gods exist in human 
form.%6 He shuns anthropomorphic language 
about God.'37 On several occasions, he repeats 
the words, ‘‘God is not as a man.’’!8 Clearly, 
Philo would have found the Incarnation both 
incomprehensible and abhorrent. 

But the Jesus described in Hebrews not only 
becomes man but participates in a full range of 
that which is human, including temptation to sin. 
Cullmann is correct when he notes there is no 
trace of Docetism in Hebrews. ‘‘Jesus was really 
a man, not just God disguised as a man.’’'? The 
evidence seems clear that the writer of Hebrews 
had a previous relationship to Alexandrian Pla- 
tonism and is now determined to attack major 
aspects of that philosophical position in an effort 
to show the superiority of Christ and the Chris- 
tian scheme of mediation and redemption. 

3. The description in Hebrews of Jesus’ 

compassion for His brethren is incompatible 
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with Philo’s view of the emotions. Philo appears 
to have been influenced by the Stoic disparage- 
ment of emotion. While the writer of Hebrews 
repeatedly stresses Jesus’ compassionate con- 
cern for His brethren,'4° it is clear that Philo 
views the attainment of apatheia (freedom from 
passion, emotion, and affection) as a much more 
important achievement than metriopatheia.'4! 
For Philo, compassion can only be second best 
to apatheia. The author of Hebrews saw Jesus’ 
complete possession of compassion as one sig- 
nificant sign of His superiority over the Jewish 
priests, while Philo maintained that the high 
priest was not supposed to mourn. In Philo’s 
words, the high priest ‘‘will have his feelings of 
pity under control and continue throughout free 
from sorrow.’’' Or to cite another text, ‘‘the 
high priest is precluded from all outward mourn- 
-ing.’’'3 But contrast this with the account of 
Jesus in Hebrews. Jesus is ‘‘not a high priest 
who is unable to sympathize with our weak- 
nesses’’ (4:15, Rsv). Rather, Jesus ‘‘can deal 
gently with the ignorant and wayward, since he 
himself is beset with weakness’? (5:2, RSV). 
During His earthly ministry, ‘‘Jesus offered up 
prayers and supplications, with loud cries and 
tears, to him who was able to save him from 
death’’ (5:7, rsv). Hebrews pictures Jesus as 
compassionate to His lost brethren and able to 
experience the full range of human emotions. 

4. Philo’s Logos could never be described, as 
Hebrews pictures Jesus, as either suffering, 
being tempted to sin, or dying. The claims of 
Hebrews 2:17; 4:15; and 5:7 are even more 
extraordinary when seen against the backdrop of 
the Alexandrian Logos. Williamson notes: 

One of the dominant themes of the Epistle to the 
Hebrews is the full and authentic reality of the 
humanity of Jesus. It was this, according. to the 
Writer, which fitted Him to be ‘‘a merciful and 
faithful high priest’’ (2:17). It was because Christ 
has “suffered and been tempted that He is able to 
help those who are tempted”’ (2:18; cf. 4:14—16). 



The Writer of Hebrews was convinced that it was 

Jesus’ genuine involvement in human life, suffering 

and temptation which has equipped’Him, as nothing 

else could have done, to help ordinary, sinful, 

suffering men and women. '44 

The idea of a mediator who has ‘‘in every 

respect . . . been tempted as we are”’ (4:15, Rsv), 

who ‘‘has suffered and been tempted’’ (2:18, 
RSV) and who ‘‘himself is beset with weakness”’ 
(5:2, RSV) would have been repugnant to an 
Alexandrian like Philo. The last straw, for Philo, 

would have been, as it was for the Greek 

mind,'45 the death—no, not just the death—the 

crucifixion of the Christian Mediator. The idea of 

the Logos becoming incarnate would have been 

hard enough for Philo to take. To compound the 

foolishness by the Logos’s submitting to death 

by crucifixion would have been unthinkable. But 

the writer of Hebrews does not apologize for his 

emphasis on Jesus’ death. He stresses it and 

glories in it. The death of Jesus was not inciden- 

tal to His work as Mediator. Jesus’ self-sacrifice 

through His ignominious death was the very 

ground of His work as Mediator (9:15). 

Unlike Philo’s impersonal Logos, Jesus is a 

unique, historical, individual person, the incar- 

nation of God, who suffered, was tempted, and 

died for the sins of mankind. What is important 

here is the truly significant contrasts between the 

Mediator of Hebrews and the mediators of Philo, 

of the other Alexandrians, and perhaps of the 

proto-Gnosticism Paul appears to warn against 

in Colossians.'4 There are unmistakable echoes 

of an Alexandrian influence in Hebrews. But the 

author places all of his emphasis on the differ- 

ences that make Christ superior to anything the 

Alexandrians had to offer.'*” 

The suddenness of the transition from the 

proem to the subject of angels at Hebrews 1:4 

suggests that something of immediate impor- 
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tance was on the writer’s mind. Of the assorted 
theories offered to explain this shift,'48 the one 
that makes the most sense is that the writer’s 
audience held false views of the angels as 
mediators, views that posed a threat to the 
supremacy of Jesus. Galatians 3:19 is evidence 
of a Jewish belief in an angelic mediation with 
respect to the giving of the Law, a point alluded 
to in Hebrews 2:2. Paul’s reference to this belief 
forms a part of his argument to the Galatians that 
the Law that was ‘‘ordained through angels’’ is 
inferior to the unmediated promise God made to 
Abraham. In Williamson’s words: 

For the Writer of Hebrews angels may have been 
an anxiety because of a tendency on the part of his 
readers to worship or give undue reverence to 
them, or because they were regarded as the media- 
tors of a revelation of God which he was doing his 
best to convince his readers had now been replaced 
by a new and final revelation mediated by Christ 
alone. For him therefore the problem of angels was 
one to be dealt with by showing what was, accord- 
ing to a Christian interpretation, the true relation- 
ship of angels to Christ and their comparatively 
lowly office of spiritual ministers to those who have 
become heirs of salvation. !49 

If we continue to suppose the writer’s intent 
to contrast the biblical Mediator with the Alex- 
andrian mediators, the place of Hebrews 1:4— 
2:18 in his argument becomes clearer when the 
following points are considered. Philo applied 
the term logos (pl., logoi) to angels at least 
seventeen times.'5° He described angels as am- 
bassadors between God and men,'5! a function 
that implies a mediatorial role. In other pas- 
sages, he actually used the term mesités (media- 
tor) of angels. '52 

What stands out in any analysis of the He- 
brews’ account of angels is the major differences 
between the angelic logoi of Alexandria and the 
true Logos of the New Testament. First, Philo’s 
angels were not personal beings; they were only 
powers of God, that is, impersonal elements of 



the Stream of ‘‘Powers’’ radiating out from 
God’s own being. Second, the writer of Hebrews 
will have nothing to do with the multiple media- 
tors of the Alexandrians.'53 He implies, rather, 
that there is only one mediator. Because Christ 
mediates a better covenant than the old, His 
priestly ministry is superior to that of the priests 
under the old covenant (Heb. 8:6). Since the 
new covenant Jesus mediates has as its sacrifice 
a death that has the power to redeem people 
from the penalties for sin that are set forth under 
the old covenant, those who believe are able to 
receive the promised inheritance of eternal life 
and cleansing from sin (9:15). The Jesus who 
mediates the new covenant (12:24) does not call 
the believer to a frightful Mount Sinai (12:18). 
The believer is called rather to Mount Zion and 
the city of the living God (12:22). Third, unlike 
Philo,'*4the author of Hebrews never applies Old 
Testament statements about the angels to the 

Logos. Fourth, the writer uses seven quotations 

from the Old Testament to prove the superiority 

of Christ the Mediator! to the angels.'* 

More problematic is the purpose of the writer 

in Hebrews 2:5-18. Most likely, these verses 

respond to a possible objection to the superiority 

of Christ over the angels, an objection grounded 

on the Christian’s belief in the Incarnation. If, as 

the psalmist suggests (Psalm 8), humans are 

lower than the angels, and Christ became a man, 

how is it still possible to maintain His superiority 

over the angels? Complicating this problem is 

the additional fact that Christ died. The writer of 

Hebrews answers such objections by pointing 

out three facts: (1) if it is true that Christ became 

lower, then it must also be true that He was 

originally higher; (2) Jesus became lower than 

the angels for a little while, that is, His lowering 

was temporary (2:9); and (3) His humiliation (the 

Incarnation) was essential to God’s plan of 

salvation and it was followed by His permanent 

exaltation (2:7—-8).'57 Jesus is now ‘‘crowned 

with glory and honor”’ (2:9), that is, He has been 
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The Superiority of 
Jesus to Moses 

The Superiority of 
Jesus to the 

Aaronic High Priest 

elevated to a rank and dignity that again is higher 
than that of the angels (cf. 1:4). 

The writer in this passage (2:14-—16) also 
suggests that since it was human beings, not 
angels, that Christ came to save, this salvation 
required a real incarnation—a savior like Jesus, 
not an impersonal, heavenly Logos. It required a 
mediator who could experience temptations, 
suffer, and die. Jesus’ fulfillment of this divinely 
appointed role in the plan of salvation does not, 
in any way, make him inferior to the angels. 
Rather, it qualifies him to be a compassionate 
Mediator. This is the clear message of the 
second chapter of Hebrews.* 

Because of its brevity, clarity, and simplicity, 
Hebrews 3:1-6 can be handled more quickly. 
Philo viewed Moses as a mediator.'58 In fact, he 
occasionally identified Moses with the Logos. 
“The estimate of Moses found in Philo’s work is 
so lofty that one is almost bound to ask the 
question: Was Moses, in Philo’s view, human or 
divine?’’'59 The writer’s effort, then, to prove the 
superiority of Christ to Moses is compatible with 
my hypothesis. Moses was simply one of the 
Alexandrian logoi, and Christ is better than he. 

The primary concern of Hebrews is not the 
cosmological and epistemological dimensions of 
a Logos Christology, but the soteriological 
Logos, the Mediator who secures the forgive- 
ness and redemption of a fallen human race 
through His priestly office. 

Philo frequently referred to the Logos in 
priestly terms.'® He did this, apparently, be- 
cause the Logos was the mediator by which men 
approach God. When the High Priest performed 

*Jesus’ superiority to the angels conflicts not only with 
their role as mediators in Alexandrian Judaism but also with 
their important place in some Gnostic systems. See part 3 of 
this book. 



his priestly work, he stood between man and 
God and, indeed, became something greater 
than man but less than God.'*! The High Priest, 
Philo wrote, is a mediator who stands on the 
‘‘borderline’’ between man and God.'® As 
Logos, the High Priest is even described in 
language that suggests his sinlessness.!® 

But even when Philo’s Logos is described in 
priestly terms, it is still a nonpersonal principle 
abiding in the world of Ideas. It is not a man 
such as we find described in Hebrews 2:17-18. 
The Christian’s Great High Priest is the incar- 
nate Logos, whose sinlessness was maintained 
while He shared the lot of humankind (Heb. 
4:15). The author of Hebrews unites the idea of 
the High Priest’s sacrifice for the sins of the 
people with the notion of the Suffering Servant 
of Yahweh to provide a concept of self-sacrifice 
(9:12). The concept of the Suffering Servant had 
carried the idea of passive suffering. In He- 
brews, this suffering appears as an active self- 
sacrifice that becomes the highest expression of 
the high priestly ministry of atonement and 

reconciliation. The same act of self-sacrifice that 

provides an effectual ground for God’s forgive- 

ness of human sin also fulfilled the priesthood of 

the old covenant at the same time that it 

abolished it. The readers of Hebrews must never 

again think of the old covenant as God’s final 

word. God’s Word in these last days, His Word 

‘tin One who is Son,”’ includes a replacement of 

the old covenant with a new covenant that is 

accompanied by a final and perfect priesthood. 

Now that Jesus is the Great High Priest in the 

highest sense, all other high priests have become 

superfluous. 

The priestly mediatorial work of Jesus has 

three dimensions—past, present, and future. 

With respect to the past, Jesus is the source, or 

cause (aitios), of our salvation (5:9). The Chris- 

tian can look back and see the fully completed 

sacrificial work of Christ that constitutes the 

ground of his redemption (9:12, 28). So far as the 
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believer’s present is concerned, he has an 
advocate in heaven ‘‘who always lives to make 
intercession’? for him (7:25; cf. 9:24). With 
respect to the future, there is an unmistakable 
eschatological dimension to Christ’s high priest- 
ly work. The same High Priest who accom- 
plished so much for the believer in His past work 
and whose continuing advocacy is so important 
to the believer’s present life still has something 
to do in the believer’s future. ‘‘Christ ... will 
appear a second time . . . to save those who are 
eagerly waiting for him’’ (9:28, rsv).'4 

One of the more important elements of He- 
brews’ depiction of Christ’s high priestly work is 
found in Hebrews 7:22. In this text, a different 
term (engyos) is used, a term that conveys an 
idea not found in mesités.'6 As F.F. Bruce 
explains: 

In common Greek [engyos] is found frequently in 
legal and other documents in the sense of a surety 
or guarantor. The engyos undertakes a weightier 
responsibility than the mesités or mediator . . . he 
is answerable for the fulfillment of the obligation 
which he guarantees. . . . The old covenant had a 
mediator (cf. Gal. 3:19) but no surety; there was no 
one to guarantee the fulfillment of the covenant 
which He mediates, on the manward side as well as 
on the Godward side. As the Son of God, he 
confirms God’s eternal covenant with His people; 
as His people’s representative, He satisfies its 
terms with perfect acceptance in God’s sight.'% 

Jesus the guarantor (engyos) is not simply a 
go-between; He is personally responsible for 
that which He guarantees. The old covenant 
lacked anyone who could guarantee it. But Jesus 
guarantees the new covenant on both sides— 
God’s and man’s. Jesus is not simply a mediator 
(mesités) who happens to bring two opposed 
parties together. In Jesus, God and man are 
conjoined. As God’s Son, Jesus ensures God’s 
side of the compact. He fulfills the human side of 
the covenant as the perfect representative of the 
entire race. As mesités, Jesus is superior to the 



mediators of the Alexandrians. But Jesus is 
superior in an even greater sense, inasmuch as 
He performs a function unlike that of any 
Alexandrian mediator. Only one who is both 
God and man can perfectly guarantee the new 
covenant. 

CONCLUSIONS 

By design, this chapter is the most complex 
and detailed of the book. Earlier chapters started 
slowly so that readers approaching this subject 
for the first time could get their feet wet. I think 
it is clear that if the influence of Hellenistic 
philosophy can be detected anywhere in the 
New Testament, it can be found in the Book of 
Hebrews. I have argued that attempts to find 
traces of such philosophy in the writings of Paul 
fail to persuade. Likewise, the Logos doctrine of 
John’s Gospel proves unsatisfactory as evidence 
of a philosophical influence, since there are Old 
Testament sources for it as well as manifest 
differences between it and Hellenistic philoso- 
phy. But the Epistle to the Hebrews is another 

story. 
It is clear that the writer of Hebrews knew 

personally the language and teachings of Alex- 
andrian Judaism. In all likelihood, he knew the 
writings of Philo. But what stands out in our 
study of Hebrews is the fact that the author uses 
the language and ideas he knew before his 
conversion to confute the Alexandrian philoso- 
phy and theology and to prove the superiority of 
Christ and the Christian message. Is there any 
way, then, in which it makes sense to say that 
the writer of Hebrews was dependent on, or 
borrowed from, Philo or Alexandrian Judaism? I 

judge that the use of words like influence, 

dependence, and borrow in this context. are 

inappropriate. To use a modern example, imag- 

ine someone who prior to his conversion is 

involved in some contemporary anti-Christian 

movement. Suppose further that he is one of a 
number of people in that movement who are 
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converted to Christianity. But then imagine that 
some of these new converts, for one reason or 
another, are strongly tempted to return to their 

former anti-Christian position. If, in preaching to 
these potential backsliders, our author uses the 

terminology and ideas of his former position in 
an effort to refute it and demonstrate the 
superiority of Christian truth, does it make sense 
to speak of him as being influenced by, or 
dependent on, that earlier set of beliefs? Surely 
not. 

What all this shows is that attempts to prove 
the dependence (in the strong sense) of the first- 
century church on alien ideas or terminology 
require far more than the discovery of parallels. 

One must also show that it was the author’s 
intention to incorporate the alien ideas into 
Christianity. As I have shown, the intention of 

the writer of Hebrews was just the opposite. 
This apologetic (or missionary, or evangelistic) 
motive could explain any real parallels in 
thought or language that might pop up elsewhere 
in the New Testament. Effective preaching (and 
Hebrews is an extended sermon) will use lan- 
guage and ideas that are most likely to affect the 
audience being addressed. 
My hypothesis about the apologetic purpose 

of Hebrews’ use of Alexandrian terminology and 
ideas is relevant to speculation about the source 
of the Johannine Logos. The Book of Hebrews 
demonstrates that there was a circle of believers 
who knew and used terms like logos early in the 
history of the church.* Whether or not the 
Fourth Gospel was written after Hebrews, per- 
haps its use of such terminology only points to 
its author’s personal contact with such Chris- 
tians. '67 

*I agree with those commentators who conclude that the 
fact that Hebrews repeatedly refers to temple sacrifices 
points to its being written before the destruction of the 
temple in A.D. 70. 
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The Mystery 
Religions: 

An Overview 

Bu? 
Numerous claims have been made by modern 

scholars that the Hellenistic mystery religions 

influenced early Christianity. Besides introducing 

those claims, this chapter overviews the history, 

development, and characteristics of the mystery reli- 

gions. 

Other than Judaism and Christianity, the most 

influential religions in the Hellenistic age were 
the so-called mystery religions. The mystery 

religions are relevant to this book because of 

repeated claims in this century that early Chris- 

tianity was influenced (in the strong sense) by 

one or more of them. These Hellenistic religions 

are called mystery religions because of their use 

of secret ceremonies that were thought to bring 

their initiates such benefits as ‘‘salvation.”’ 

It would be wrong to think that the mystery 

religions were the only manifestations of the 
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religious spirit in the Orient or the eastern 
reaches of the Roman Empire. One could also 
find public cults that were not exclusive. But the 
mystery religions were popular in their day for 

much the same reason that they retain an 

interest for scholars today: they claimed to 
satisfy the hunger of their age for some kind of 
salvation, for the successful attainment of a 
higher level of life. 

Each region of the Mediterranean world 
seems to have produced its own mystery reli- 
gion.* Out of Greece came the cults of Demeter 
and Dionysus, as well as their later develop- 
ments, the Eleusinian and Orphic mystery reli- 

gions. Asia Minor (more specifically, the region 
known as Phrygia) gave birth to the cult of 
Cybele and Attis. The cult of Isis and Osiris 
(later Serapis) originated in Egypt, while Syria 
and Palestine saw the rise of the cult of Adonis. 
Finally, Persia (Iran) was a leading early locale 
for the cult of Mithras. 

The mystery religions came in two major 
forms. The earlier Greek mystery religions (such 
as the Eleusinian mysteries) were civil or state 
religions in the sense that they attained the 
status of a public or civil cult. While these civil 
mystery religions had their private and personal 
dimensions, they also served a national or public 
function. In Greece, they were associated with a 
national festival observed throughout that land. 
The later non-Greek mystery religions were 
personal, private, and individualistic. 

THE Mystery RELIGIONS AND CHRISTIANITY 

Proponents of an early Christian dependence 
on the mystery religions have stated their case in 
different ways. Among the many claims pub- 
lished in this century are the following: 

1. Early Christianity was just another Hellen- 
istic mystery religion. 

*Each mystery religion named in this paragraph will be 
discussed more fully in chapter 8. 



2. Important Christian beliefs and practices 
were either borrowed from, or were heavi- 

ly dependent on, similar beliefs and prac- 
tices in the mysteries. 

3. Both baptism and the Lord’s Supper evi- 
dence the influence of similar rituals in the 
mystery cults. 

4. Among the many Christian beliefs drawn 
from the mysteries is the Pauline doctrine 

of salvation, which parallels the essential 
themes of the mysteries: a savior-god dies 
violently for those he will eventually deliv- 

er, after which the god is restored to life. 
Claims like these were frequently encountered 

in scholarly publications from about 1890 to 1930 
or 1940. A major movement in the development 
and promotion of such theories was the History 
of Religions School (Religionsgeschichtliche 
Schule). The two most influential members of 
this school were German New Testament schol- 
ar Wilhelm Bousset* and German classicist and 
histori::in Richard Reitzenstein.+ At first Reit- 
zensten argued that the Christian belief in 
rebirth was derived from an ancient Iranian 
mystery religion. Later he modified his position 
and taught that the original source of this 
doctrine was a Gnostic cult known as Man- 

daeanism.'® Reitzenstein denied that either the 
teachings of Jesus and the early church or Paul’s 

own Judaism was the primary source of Paul’s 

gospel. He thought the most likely sources were 

elements of the mystery cults and especially 

Gnosticism.¢ In fact, he went so far as to call 
Paul the greatest of the Gnostics.'” 

Bousset focused his quest for the source of 

Paul’s religion on the Hellenistic mystery reli- 

gions. In his 1913 book Kyrios Christos," he 

argued that these mysteries subconsciously 

*Bousset (1865-1931) taught New Testament at the uni- 

versities of Géttingen and Giessen. 

+Reitzenstein (1861-1931) served as professor at the 

universities of Strasbourg and Gottingen. 

+Gnosticism is treated in part 3 of this book. 
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influenced Hellenistic Christians in places like 
Antioch, helping to transform the original, sim- 
ple gospel of Jesus into a redemptive religion 
with strong affinities to the mystery religions. 
Bousset thought that one important evidence of 
this pagan Hellenistic influence in early Chris- 
tianity was the application of the pagan term 
Lord to Jesus. 
An even more radical view was set forth by 

Alfred Loisy,* who maintained that Christianity 
and the mysteries shared an essential belief in, 
and ceremonial enactment of, the death and 
resurrection of a dying and rising savior-god.!7! 
Although Samuel Angus, another member of the 
school, adopted the same basic position, he 
advanced it in more cautious terms.'7 Among 
those who stressed a major dependence of early 
Christianity on the mysteries and whose works 
were published in English are: Edwin Hatch, 
Percy Gardner, John Glasse, Arthur Weigall, 
Shirley Jackson Case, W. H. Hyde, and William 
Vassall .'73 

The list of early twentieth-century opponents 
of the claim of a primitive Christian dependence 
on the mystery religions is equally impressive. It 
included, for example, such distinguished Ger- 
man scholars as Carl Clemen'” and Adolf von 
Harnack. Harnack argued: 

We must reject the comparative mythology which 
finds a causal connection between everything and 
everything else, which tears down solid barriers, 
bridges chasms as though it were child’s play, and 
spins combinations from superficial — similari- 
ties. . .. 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; and find any number of celebrated 
asses to follow the ass on which Jesus rode into 
Jerusalem; and thus, with the magic wand of 

*Loisy (1857-1940) was a radical Roman Catholic who, 
in 1908, was finally excommunicated for his views. 



“comparative religion,’ triumphantly eliminate 
every spontaneous trait in any religion. !75 

Other scholars (whose works are available in 
English) who believed the mystery religions 
exercised little if any substantive influence on 
early Christianity include Samuel Cheetham, 
H. A. A. Kennedy, J. Gresham Machen, and 

A. D. Nock.!76 
For a number of years now, the consensus 

among biblical scholars has been that the earlier 
opponents of a primitive Christian dependence 
on the mystery religions got the better of their 
debate. Younger scholars now returning from 
doctoral studies in Germany report that, over 
there at least, the question of a mystery 
influence on the New Testament is a dead issue. 
Once again, however, we find that news like this 
has been slow to reach American scholars in 
fields other than biblical studies. For example, 
Edwin Burtt, a distinguished Cornell University 
philosopher for many years, was still too close 
to ideas picked up in his younger days when he 
wrote that the result of Paul’s mature reflection 
about his own religious experience ‘‘may be 
briefly described as a remolding of the moralized 
cult of Yahweh, developed by the Hebrew 
prophets, into a mystery religion of personal 
salvation, in which the crucified Jesus of Naza- 
reth appears not merely as the promised Messiah 

but also as a savior-god.””!77 

Burtt published his views in the 1950s, but 

claims like this still show up in works published 

during the last decade or so. In a 1981 book, 

Colgate University professor Joscelyn Godwin 

essentially reduces Christianity to the status of 

just another mystery religion.'’ In a 1982 book 

entitled The Sacred Executioner, Hyam Macco- 

by sets forth a thesis that would have been much 

less surprising fifty years ago: 

Thus, though the outward limbs of Paul’s system 

are those of Gnosticism, the heart of it is derived 

from the mystery religions, which preserved the 
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ancient concept of the sacrificial death of a god. 
Whenever Paul writes about the sacrificial efficacy 

of the Crucifixion, he uses the language of the 

mystery religions.!79 

The distinguished Columbia University philoso- 
pher John Herman Randall, Jr., continuing his 
quest for pagan roots of early Christianity, 
wrote: 

Christianity, in the hands of Saul of Tarsus, the real 
formulator of Christian theology, and of certain 
other early Christians, notably the author of the 
Fourth Gospel, became one such incarnation and 
mystery cult among many other competitors. It 
became the Jewish rival of the cults of Isis, of the 
Great Mother [Cybele], of Mithras, and of many 
Gnostic sects. !80 

And not surprisingly, philosopher W. T. Jones 
also has an opinion on this subject: 

For Paul understood his vision of Jesus, the anoint- 
ed of the Lord, not in the narrowly Jewish sense of 
Jesus’ disciples, but in the light of the wider 
Hellenistic culture in which he had been born and 
which he had put aside when he went to Jerusalem 
to study under the rabbis. That is to say, Paul 
naturally interpreted his mystical experience in the 

light of his knowledge of the mystery cults already 
popular and widespread in the East. Thus, though 
there seems to have been nothing mystical in the 

teachings of Jesus nor in the earliest interpretation 
of them, Paul understood the Jesus movement as a 
mystery religion. !8! 

A few pages later, Jones adds the following: 

If he [Paul] had been a Greek, not a Jew, the 
religion he fathered would probably have been just 
another Eastern mystery cult—an ethical and 
metaphysical dualism to which was attached the 
notion of a savior god dying for his worshipers. 
Because he was a Jew, and a Jew of the Diaspora, 
he superimposed a mystery cult on a Judaic base. It 
is precisely because his understanding of Jesus’ 
message was compounded of so many elements— 
traditional Judaism, the Messiah cult, the mystery 



of a resurrected god—that his teaching of the 

message had so universal an appeal. '!®2 

What shall one say to such an assortment of 
claims? After reviewing similar charges, one 
historian of philosophy (Gordon Clark) could 
only conclude: ‘‘Such surmises are not so much 
bad scholarship as prejudiced irresponsibili- 
ty.’’'83 As strong as Clark’s statement is, it does 
not even address the extent to which assertions 
like those quoted are out of step with the tide of 

contemporary scholarship. 
Those who advocated an early Christian de- 

pendence on the mystery religions were a di- 
verse group. Some, like Reitzenstein and Bous- 

set, drew up extensive lists of parallel ideas and 
language. They said that Christianity began as a 
mystery religion and grew even more syncretis- 
tic after the first century A.D. A more moderate 
group acknowledged early Christian accommo- 

dation to some Hellenistic elements but saw 
Judaism as the dominant influence on first-centu- 
ry Christianity. Others detected some accommo- 

dation by primitive Christianity to Hellenistic 

culture but regarded it as rather insignificant. 
Much confusion results at this point from 

inattention to questions about the degree of 

accommodation. Suppose a biblical writer, in 

order to communicate his distinctive message 

more effectively, adopts certain pagan language 

used by his audience. Is that accommodation? 

Imagine that a New Testament author refers to 

pagan ideas in order to contrast more sharply his 

own distinctive Christian beliefs.* Is that ac- 

commodation? I judge not. Once again, we find 

that it is not the mere presence of genuine 

parallels in thought and language that proves 

dependence and accommodation. We must ana- 

lyze the biblical writing to see if tae author’s 

Christian beliefs have been shaped by, or de- 

rived from, the non-Christian parallel. Hugo 

*As I pointed out in chapter 6, this was likely true of the 

Book of Hebrews. 
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Rahner declares that even if early Christians like 
Paul did borrow ‘‘words, images, and gestures 
from the mysteries, they did so not as seekers 
but as possessors of a religious substance; what 
they borrowed was not the substance but a dress 
wherein to display it... .”’'** Commitment to a 
high view of Scripture is not at all inconsistent 
with saying that biblical writers could have 
adapted language and ideas from their culture for 
the specific purpose of explaining and communi- 
cating the Christian message. Contemporary 
missionaries do this all the time. 

Basic TRAITS OF THE MYSTERY RELIGIONS 

It will be helpful at this point if I gather 
together a complex mass of material and identify 
those features that the mystery religions shared 
in common. Whenever this is done, however, it 
is important to avoid a mistake found in many 
writings on the subject. Many authors have 
written about the mystery religions in such a 
way as to suggest that there was one common, 
or general, mystery religion. Later I will point 
out how this serious error is the basis of a 
number of the claims about an early Christian 
dependence on the cults. While a tendency 
towards eclecticism among several of the mys- 
teries developed rather late (after a.p. 300), they 
were distinct religions during the century when 
Christianity began. Moreover, each mystery cult 
itself assumed different forms in different locales 
and underwent significant changes, especially 
after A.D. 100. 

1. Central to the mysteries was their use of the 
annual vegetation cycle, in which life is renewed 
each spring and dies each fall. Followers of the 
mystery cults found deep symbolic significance 
in the natural process. of growth, death, decay, 
and rebirth. According to Rahner, ‘‘We know 
definitely that, at a very early date, hopes of an 
afterlife became associated with the mystical 
rites of these vegetation cults, and the gods of 
growth are in large part also gods of the dead. 



And so the primordial mystery, after its 

purification by the Greek spirit, became a sym- 

bol of the whole mystery of life,“a consecration 

of the chain of the generations forever engender- 

ing new life. . . .”’!85 

2. Not surprisingly, each mystery religion 

made important use of secret ceremonies, often 

in connection with an initiation rite. The mystery 

rites tied the initiates together at the same time 

they separated them from outsiders. In addition 

to the secret ceremony that marked a person’s 

entrance into the cult, every mystery religion 

also ‘‘imparted a ‘secret,’ a knowledge of the life 

of the deity and the means of union with him. 

There was a sacred tradition of ritual and cult 

usages expounded by hierophants [interpreters] 

and handed down by a succession of priests or 

teachers.’’'8 Whatever place particular myster- 

ies allowed knowledge to have in their cult, it 

was a secret, or esoteric, knowledge, attainable 

only by the initiated and never revealed to those 

outside the circle of the religion. While several 

cults did stress the role of knowledge (gnosis) in 

achieving redemption, the term referred not so 

much to the cognizance of a set of truths as to a 

‘‘higher knowledge’’ associated with their secret 

ceremonies. 

3. A basic element of the mystery religions 

was a myth in which the deity « either returned to 

enemies. Implicit in the myth was the theme of 

redemption from everything earthly and tempo- 

ral. The secret meaning of the cult and its 

accompanying myth was expressed in *‘a Sacra- 

mental drama ... which portrayed before the 

wondering eyes of the privileged observers the 

story of the struggles, sufferings, and victory of 

a patron deity, the travail of nature in which life 

ultimately triumphs over death, and joy is born 

of pain.’’'87 The dependence of both the myth 
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and the drama upon the annual cycle of nature is 
obvious.* As Angus explains, the drama ‘‘ap- 

pealed primarily to the emotions and aimed at 
producing psychic and mystic effects by which 
the neophyte might experience the exaltation of 
a new life.’’!88 

4. The mysteries had little if any use for 
doctrine or correct belief. They were primarily 
concerned with the emotional state of their 
followers. According to Angus, “‘the Mysteries, 

with the exceptions of the Hermetic theology 
and Orphism, were never conspicuously doctri- 
nal or dogmatic: they were weak intellectually 
and theologically.’’'8° Speaking generally, Angus 

notes that ‘‘the Mysteries made their appeal not 
to the intellect, but through eye, ear, and 
imagination to the emotions.’’'!® Even Aristotle 
observed that ‘‘the mystai are not intended to 
learn anything, but to suffer something and thus 

be made worthy.’’!?! The mysteries used many 
different means to affect the emotions and 
imaginations of their followers in order to quick- 
en their union with the god: processions, fasting, 
a play, acts of purification, blazing lights, and 
esoteric liturgies. 

5. The immediate goal of the initiates was a 
mystical experience that led them to feel that 
they had achieved union with their god. But 
beyond this quest for a mystical union were two 
more ultimate goals: some kind of redemption, 
or salvation, and immortality. The initiation 
ceremony was supposed to end the alienation of 
the mystes (initiate) from his god, making possi- 
ble communion with the deity and eventual 
triumph over death. Angus states that the mys- 
teries 

professed to remove estrangement between man 
and God, to procure forgiveness of sins, to furnish 
mediation. Means of purification and formulae of 
access to God, and acclamations of confidence and 

*It is important to keep in mind that the myth and the rites 
of the cults developed from original fertility rites. 



victory were part of the apparatus of every Mys- 

tery. ... These redemption-religions thus prom- 
ised salvation and provided the worshiper with a 
patron deity in life and death. This salvation 

consisted in release from the tyranny of Fate, 
alleviation from the burdens and limitations of 
existence, comfort in the sorrows of man’s lot, a 

real identification with his god guaranteeing palin- 

genesia (rebirth), and hope beyond. ' 

Many who write about the mysteries describe 
how the initiates of the various cults shared in 
the ‘‘resurrection’’ and subsequent ‘‘immortali- 

ty’ of their deity, terminology that I shall 

shortly criticize. Supposedly, as the initiate 

achieved union with his god, he himself attained 

a state of deification. In this identification with 

the god, mysticism and a magical view of certain 

‘‘sacraments’’ (another questionable term often 

used in this context) play an important role. 

German New Testament scholar Rudolf Bult- 

mann (1884-1976), perhaps the most influential 

recent proponent of ideas rescued from the work 

of Bousset and Reitzenstein, defines “‘the gener- 

al sense of the mysteries . . . as the imparting of 

‘salvation.’ For this reason, he observes, the 

gods of the mystery cults are regarded as 

‘‘caviors.”’ The salvation that they promise 

‘includes all the blessings it is possible to 

desire: deliverance from all the perils of life, 

such as storm and shipwreck, protection from 

sickness and misfortune. But above all it in- 

cludes the salvation of the soul and immortali- 
ty. 13 

PRELIMINARY WARNINGS 

Before this chapter closes with a brief histori- 

cal overview of the development of the mystery 

religions, some preliminary warnings are in 

order. Many of the publications that purport to 

find signs of an early Christian dependence on 

the mystery religions repeat a number of funda- 

mental errors. In many cases they ignore impor- 

tant differences between different cults or 

125 

The Mystery 
Religions: 
An Overview 



126 

Christianity 
and the 

Hellenistic 

World 

between different stages of the same religion so 

as to suggest too great an agreement among the 

mysteries. Sometimes they go so far as to imply 
that the Hellenistic world contained but one 
basic mystery religion. This can be seen, for 
example, in a 1973 book by Joseph B. Tyson, 
who blurs important distinctions within the 

development of the various mysteries, ignores 
crucial information about changes during the 
evolution of the cults, and leaves the impression 

that first-century Christianity was confronted by 
and was influenced by one basic mystery reli- 
gion. !%4 

Another common fault encountered in many 
discussions of the mystery religions is the use of 

careless language. 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. One can go a long way towards 

‘“‘proving’’ early Christian syncretism by de- 
scribing some mystery belief or practice in 
Christian terminology. A good recent example of 
this can be found in Godwin’s book Mystery 
Religions in the Ancient World, which describes 

the criobolium* as a ‘‘blood baptism’’ in which 
the initiate is ‘“‘washed in the blood of the 
lamb.’’'9 An uninformed reader might be 
stunned by this remarkable similarity to Chris- 
tianity (see Rev. 7:14), whereas a more knowl- 
edgeable reader will regard Godwin’s descrip- 
tion as the reflection of a strong, negative bias 
against Christianity. 

One should also be on the watch for the 
exaggerations and _ oversimplifications that 
abound in this kind of literature. One will 
encounter exaggerated claims about alleged like- 
nesses between baptism and the Lord’s Supper 

*I explain the criobolium and the more common rite 
known as the taurobolium later. Since the taurobolium went 
through several major stages of development, it would be 
misleading for me to offer a general description or definition 
now. 



and similar *‘sacraments’’ in certain mystery 
cults. Attempts to find analogies between the 
resurrection of Christ and the alléged ‘‘resurrec- 
tions’’ of the mystery deities involve massive 
amounts of oversimplification and inattention to 
detail. Furthermore, claims about the centrality 
of a notion of rebirth in certain mysteries are 
greatly overstated.'% 

THE THREE STAGES OF DEVELOPMENT 

Hugo Rahner has provided a helpful service 
by dividing the historical development of Chris- 
tianity and the mystery religions into three 
periods: (1) the first two centuries after Christ 
(A.D. 1-200); (2) the third century (A.p. 200-300); 
and (3) the fourth and fifth centuries (Aa.p. 300-— 
500).197 

1. Christianity and the Mystery Religions in 
the first two centuries a.p. According to Rahner, 
it is extremely important to realize how relative- 
ly new the introduction of a mystery element 
into the religious experience of the Hellenistic 
world still was during the first century. While it 
is possible to speak of an atmosphere of mystery 
during the years when Christianity was getting 
its start, the practice of the mystery cults was 
still largely localized. However, a number of 
important changes took place soon after a.p. 100. 
One of these “‘was a solar pantheism, centering 
round the ascent of the salvation-hungry souls 
by lunar ways to a blissful hereafter, which is no 
longer conceived as a subterranean Hades, but 
as an astral-celestial heaven.”’ '!% All of the still 
localized mystery cults began to exhibit this 
theme. After a.p. 100, the mystery religions 
gradually began to attain a widespread popular 
influence throughout the Roman Empire. But 
they also underwent transformation through a 
process of synthesis. As devotees of the myster- 
ies became increasingly eclectic, new and odd 
combinations of the older mysteries began to 
develop. As the cults continued to tone down 
the more objectionable features of their older 
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practices, the number of people who found them 

attractive naturally increased. 

The starting point for any adequate compari- 

son between early Christianity and the mystery 

religions is recognition of the fact that early 

Christianity was an antimystery religion.* To 

quote German scholar Carl Clemen: 

Christianity was distinguished from the mystery 

religions by its historical character and the entirely 

different significance it imputed to the coming and 
death of the Christian redeemer .. . and thus we 
may say with Heinrici: an inquiry into the general 

character of early Christianity shows it to be more 
in the nature of an antimystery religion than of a 

mystery religion.'” 

2. Christianity and the Mystery Religions in 
the third century a.p. It really is not until we 
come to the third century that we find sufficient 
source material to permit a relatively complete 
reconstruction of the content of the Hellenistic 
mysteries. It takes great care not to confuse the 
‘‘cosmopolitan mysteries’’ of the third century 
A.D. with the ‘“‘original localized indigenous 
cults’’ of earlier times. Far too many writers 
on this subject use the available sources to form 
the plausible reconstructions of the third-century 
mystery experience and then uncritically reason 
back to what they think must have been the 
earlier nature of the cults. We have plenty of 
information about the mystery religions of the 
third century. But important differences exist 
between these religions and earlier expressions 
of the mystery experience (for which adequate 
information is extremely slim). We must be 
careful not to take the information we have 
about the third century and uncritically read it 
back into earlier centuries. 
Two very important things happened to Chris- 

tianity during the third century. First of all, the 
church began to give definite form to its worship 

*Later chapters contain an elaboration of this point. 



and organization and began systematically to 
elaborate important elements of its doctrine. In 
almost every case, this latter development was a 
response to a threat from one heresy or another. 
Moreover, it was in the third century, and not 
before, that the first real meeting took place 
between Christianity and the mystery religions. 
It was after a.p. 300 that the terminology of the 
mystery cults first began to appear in the 
language of the church.2°! 

3. Christianity and the Mysteries in the fourth 
and fifth centuries a.p. During these two centu- 
ries, the mysteries became dying movements, 
although they did experience brief and localized 
revivals. Yet, as Rahner notes, ‘‘the spirit of this 
dying adversary imposed on victorious Chris- 
tianity what might almost be called a mannered 
mystery terminology, a secret discipline, and 
certain liturgical acts. . . . It was in this process 
that the last faded remnants of the mysteries 
passed into Christianity, there to take on an 
entirely new meaning and radiance.’’”°? Rahner’s 
attitude toward this intrusion of a mystery 
element into fourth- and fifth-century Christian- 
ity is not altogether clear. Perhaps because he is 
a Roman Catholic and thus required in some 
sense to approve medieval developments in the 
church’s belief and practice, Rahner states his 
point more positively than would a Protestant 
who views the Reformation as a necessary 
reaction to a large number of essentially pagan 
elements that had become a part of the church’s 
faith and practice. But putting this disagreement 
in attitude aside, Rahner is correct in pointing 

out that attempts to compare Christianity and 
the mysteries must keep in mind the transforma- 
tion that took place in fourth- and _fifth-century 
Christianity. The study of the intrusion of ideas 
and language from the mysteries into fourth- and 
fifth-century Christianity, along with a discus- 
sion of the steps that were necessary to correct 
these deviations from early Christianity, belongs 
more properly to another kind of book. 
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Informed Christians acknowledge the 

church’s continuing need for reformation, for a 

return to the truth and purity of the early faith as 

it is reflected in the New Testament. For such 

people, the crucial question is not what possible 

influence the dying mysteries may have had on 

Christianity after a.p. 400 but what effect the 

emerging mystery cults may have had on the 

New Testament in the first century. Rahner’s 

helpful history of the parallel development of 

these two movements weakens considerably the 

allegations of a first-century dependence on the 

mysteries. However, much more needs to be 

said before this tentative conclusion can be 

asserted with the confidence we seek. 



The Specific 
Mystery 
Religions 

BE 
Each of the major mystery religions is examined in 

depth. 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide the 

essential information about each of the major 

mystery religions. The chapter begins with the 
early mysteries of ancient Greece, moves to the 
Isis cult that began in Egypt, discusses the cult 

of the Great Mother (Cybele) that originated in 
Asia Minor, and concludes with an analysis of 

Mithraism, which entered the Roman Empire 
from roots in Iran and Syria. 

Tue Ear_y Mystery RELIGIONS OF GREECE 

Religion assumed two fundamentally different 

forms in the Greek world: the Olympian religion 
and the Greek mystery religions. As described in 
the writings attributed to Homer and Hesiod, the 

chapter eight 

131 



132 

Christianity 

and the 

Hellenistic 

World 

Olympian religion centered around a collection 
of superhuman beings said to dwell on Mount 
Olympus, Greece’s highest mountain. The dedi- 

cated followers of the Olympian religion held a 
general belief in the existence of good and evil 
spirits. They centered their efforts on getting the 
spirits on their side, especially when important 

events were imminent. Generally speaking, the 
Olympian religion had little effect on the life of 
the typical Greek farmer or tradesman. 

Both Homer and Hesiod describe a polythe- 
ism in which the gods are limited by their own 
weaknesses (both physical and moral), by the 
actions of other gods, and, above all, by fate 
(moira). Greek gods like Zeus, Hera, Apollo, 
Poseidon, and Pluto were certainly not models 
for humans to emulate. They were prey to all the 
vices that afflict the human race. Given their 
greater power, the gods’ proneness to vice often 
produced gigantic calamities. In Homer, the 
human heroes were actually more noble than the 

gods. 
The Greek gods were worshiped because of 

their superior power, not because of their great- 
er goodness. It was useful to have these power- 
ful beings on one’s side and dangerous to have 
them as enemies. The gods in Homer’s works 
are childish beings who just happen to have 
superhuman powers. In Homer’s writings, when 
men were punished, it was not for doing wrong, 
but for being insubordinate to the gods. In 
Hesiod’s writings, Zeus begins to assume the 
character of a moral deity. Hesiod’s Zeus was a 
god of justice who existed to correct wrongs. 
Hence, in Hesiod’s account, the gods are depict- 
ed as subject to a natural law of morality in 
addition to the physical laws that govern the 
natural world. 

Alongside the Olympian religion in ancient 
Greece was a movement of mystery religions. 
They were mystery religions in the sense that 
their beliefs and practices were esoteric, or 
secret, known only to an exclusive group of 



initiates. Because of the success they had in 
maintaining their secrets, reconstructing a pic- 
ture of their beliefs and ceremonies must be 

done from surviving artifacts. Their ceremonies, 
limited to initiates and usually held at night, 

were performed in mountain forests away from 
the inquiring eyes of the unconsecrated. 

Some interesting attitudes toward the Greek 

mysteries show up in the extant fragments of 
early Greek philosophers. Heraclitus of Ephesus 
(flourished about 500 Bc.) had nothing but 
contempt for the mystery religions. This is not to 
say that he defended the Olympian religion; but 

he found it incredible that intelligent people 

could get caught up in the frenzy of the more 

excessive mystery rites.* 
The Greek mystery religions possessed a 

universal character; they transcended tribal, 

geographical, and even racial boundaries. Within 
them, there was less emphasis on material 

prosperity and the city-state and more stress on 
the spiritual well-being of the individual. 

The older Greek mysteries revolved around 

Demeter (goddess of the soil and of farming) and 
Dionysus (god of the vine and of wine). In the 
myth of Demeter, her daughter Persephone was 
carried away by the god of the underworld. 

Stricken with grief, Demeter wandered widely, 
searching for her lost daughter. During her 
absence, vegetation stopped growing. Finally, 
Zeus arranged a temporary reunion for a part of 
each year during which Demeter once again 

allowed vegetation to grow. Because of its strict 
secrecy, we still know very little about the 

teachings of the cult of Demeter. 
The annual vegetation cycle, so prominent in 

the religion of Demeter, reappears in later 

*Xenophanes, another pre-Socratic philosopher, criti- 

cized and ridiculed the anthropomorphism of the Olympian 

religion. Socrates and Plato represent still another ancient 

Greek attitude toward religion—a kind of piety that recog- 

nizes that humans exist alongside a deity but that leaves the 

picture of this god or gods extremely unclear. 
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mysteries. Spring’s annual triumph over the 
death of winter came to symbolize the human 

hope for victory over death. The human hope for 
immortality that is expressed each spring in the 
rebirth of nature could be fulfilled only by 

participating in the nature of the god. The search 
for this immortality was directed, not toward the 

gods on Olympus, but towards gods or god- 
desses who, like Demeter, were thought to have 
conquered death. 

Because the Great Mysteries associated with 
Demeter were held each September near the 
town of Eleusis, fourteen miles west of Athens, 
they are known as the Eleusinian Mysteries. In 
all likelihood, this was the oldest mystery cult 

practiced in Greece. Temple ruins as old as the 
fifteenth century B.c. have been discovered. We 
know of several stages, or levels, of initiation in 
the Eleusinian Mysteries. First were certain rites 
of purification; these were followed by the so- 
called Lesser Mysteries, which took place each 
February near Athens. During the third stage, in 
September, white-robed initiates formed a spec- 
tacular procession that followed a sacred route 
from Athens to the ‘‘Great Mysteries’’ at Eleu- 
sis. Finally, after a full year of probation, the 
initiate gained admission to the highest level, 
which included the right to view the secret 
contents of a sacred ark. 

The cult of Dionysus (Greek), or Bacchus 
(Roman), apparently began in Thrace before 
moving to Greece.* Dionysus was said to have 
been born from a union between Zeus and a 
human mother. He came to be associated both 
with the natural cycle of vegetation and with 
certain animals thought to embody him. The 
purpose of the Dionysian rites was to bring the 
initiate into union with ‘‘the god of life,’’ who 
was thought to be master over death. The cultic 

*Ancient Thrace occupied the southeastern part of the 
Balkan peninsula, the part that today comprises Bulgaria, the 
far western stretches of Turkey, and a part of northern 
Greece. 



rites were held at night on an isolated mountain 
top. After a torch-lit processional, the partici- 

pants worked themselves into a drunken frenzy 
that led Dionysus’ followers, mostly women, 

into an orgiastic revelry in which they attacked 
and dismembered an animal, ate its raw flesh, 
and drank its blood.* By eating their god, who 

was supposedly embodied in the animal they had 

torn apart, they thought they reached a state of 
divine possession that made them divine as well. 

The divine union, the contact with the divinity, 

marked the beginning of a new life for the initiate. 

He became a superior human being, God’s own, 
who, thereafter, lived a dynamic, a Dionysian life. 
And since Dionysus was not only the Lord of Life 
but also of Death, the devotee believed that his 
union with God would continue even after death, 
that even immortality was within his grasp, since 

his patron God had attained it, that the joy and 

exaltation he experienced during his initiation was 
but a foretaste of the bliss to be experienced both in 

this life and after death.2% 

As the cult of Dionysus moved from Thrace to 
Greece, it became more civilized. What is 
known as the Orphic religion was a reformation 
and purification of the earlier, more savage cult. 
Orpheus was a legendary Thracian singer who 
charmed the Queen of Hades with his playing of 
the lyre. He was dismembered by the Maenads, 
the female worshipers of Dionysus. By the 
middle of the sixth century B.c., the Orphic 
mystery religion had already spread widely 
throughout Greece. The Orphics eliminated the 
orgiastic element of the earlier Dionysiac rites 
and introduced a sacred literature composed of 

hymns and prayers that interpreted the rites. 
While the Orphic movement is distinguished by 
its organization into brotherhoods, it remained 
an individualistic religion that described a per- 

*Normally, the followers of Dionysus preferred a bull for 

this rite; but they are also known to have used goats and 
fawns. 
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sonal plan of salvation utilizing purifications, 
sacraments, and mystic ceremonies. 

The Orphics taught a radical body-soul dual- 
ism coupled with a belief in reincarnation. They 
regarded human nature as the embodiment of a 
constant struggle between good and evil, which 
were thought to reside in the soul and body 
respectively. The body is the prison house of the 
soul.* Every human being has the duty of 
seeking the release of his soul from the corrupt- 
ing influence of the body. While the Orphics did 
not invent the notion of the transmigration of the 
soul, they used it in conjunction with the belief 
that the soul can achieve greater degrees of 
purity through successive reincarnations. It is 
impossible now to say what the content of the 
Orphic mysteries was, but we do know that the 
earlier stages of initiation involved fasting, 
hymns, prayers, purifications, and sacrifices.t 

THE CULT oF ISIS AND OsiIRIS 

The three most important mystery religions of 
the Hellenistic age were the cults of Isis, Cybele, 
and Mithra. The cult of Isis originated in Egypt 
and went through two major stages.? In its older 
Egyptian version, which was not a mystery 
religion, Isis was regarded as the goddess of 
heaven, earth, the sea, and the unseen world 
below. In the Egyptian stage of the cult, Isis had 
a husband named Osiris. The cult of Isis became 
a mystery religion only after Ptolemy the First 
introduced major changes into the older worship 
of Isis. In the post-Ptolemaic version of the 
religion, a new god, named Serapis,§ replaces 
Osiris.?°° Ptolemy’s motive for changing the Isis 

*A number of these Orphic beliefs reappear later in 

Plato’s philosophy. They came to Plato by way of the 

Pythagorean movement in Italy, which first learned them 

from the Orphics. ; 
{The Orphics retained the practice of dismembering a live 

bull and eating its flesh raw. 

+Ptolemy the First became king of Egypt around 300 B.c. 

§An implicit identification of Serapis with the older Osiris 
may have been part of the newer religion. 



cult seems to have been a desire to synthesize 
Egyptian and Greek concerns in his new king- 
dom, thus hastening the Hellenization of Egypt. 
From Egypt (Alexandria), the cult of Isis gradu- 

ally made its way to Rome. Its success in the 

Roman Empire seems to have been a result of its 

impressive ritual and the hope of immortality it 
offered its followers. While the city of Rome was 

at first repelled by the cult, the religion finally 
entered Rome during the reign of Caligula (4.D. 

37-41). During the next two centuries its 
influence spread gradually, and it became a 

major rival of Christianity. 
I mentioned earlier that each mystery religion 

centered around a myth concerning its god. The 
basic myth of the Isis cult concerned Osiris, her 

husband during the earlier Egyptian stage of the 
religion. According to the most common version 
of the myth, Osiris was murdered by his brother 

Seth, who then sank the coffin containing Osi- 
ris’s body in the Nile. Isis discovered the body 
and returned it to Egypt. But Seth once again 

gained access to the body of Osiris, this time 
dismembering it, cutting it into fourteen pieces, 
which he scattered widely. Following a long 

search, Isis recovered each part of the body. It is 

at this point that the language used to describe 

what follows is crucial. Sometimes those telling 
the story are satisfied to say that Osiris came 
back to life.* But some writers go much too far 

and refer to Osiris’s ‘“‘resurrection.’’ A state- 
ment by Joseph Klausner, a New Testament 

scholar, illustrates how easily some writers add 
still another parallel to the myth: “‘The dead 
body of Osiris floated in the Nile and he returned 

to life, this being accomplished by a baptism in 
the waters of the Nile.’’% 

This kind of language suggests three mislead- 
ing analogies between Osiris and Christ: a savior 

god dies and then experiences a resurrection 

*As I shall point out later, even this statement claims too 

much. 
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accompanied by water baptism. But the alleged 
similarities as: well as the language used to 
describe them turn out to be fabrications of the 
modern scholar and are not part of the original 
myth. Comparisons between the resurrection of 
Jesus and the resuscitation of Osiris are greatly 
exaggerated.207 Not every version of the myth 
has Osiris returning to life; in some he simply 
becomes king of the underworld.” Equally far- 
fetched are attempts to find an analogue of 
Christian baptism in the Osiris myth.2 The fate 
of Osiris’s coffin in the Nile is about as relevant 
to baptism as the sinking of Atlantis. There are 
reports of a ritualistic washing as part of the 
cult’s secret initiation. But these reports concern 
second-century A.D. practices, and as German 
scholar Giinter Wagner explains: ‘‘This washing 
has as little as possible the appearance of a 
sacrament; evidently it was not intended to 
produce ‘regeneration’ or anything of the sort. 
The purpose of it seems to have been clean- 
liness, which was naturally regarded as a prepa- 
ration for the holy rite that was to follow.’’2! 

During its later, mystery stage, the male deity 
of the Isis cult is no longer the dying Osiris but 
Serapis; and Serapis is often thought of as a sun 
god. It is clear that the Serapis of the post- 
Ptolemaic, mystery version of the cult was not a 
dying god. Obviously then, neither could he be a 
rising god. It requires a fertile imagination to 
discover any significant parallels between either 
version of the Isis cult and the Christian under- 
standing of Jesus Christ. 

THE CULT OF CYBELE AND ATTIS 

Cybele, also known as the Great Mother, was 
worshiped throughout much of the Hellenistic 
world.?!'! The cult of Cybele underwent a number 
of significant changes over a period of ‘several 
hundred years. Cybele undoubtedly began as a 
goddess of nature; the early worship of her in 
Phrygia was not unlike that of Dionysus. But it 
went beyond the sexual orgies that were part of 



the primitive Dionysiac cult, as the frenzied 
male worshipers of Cybele were led to castrate 
themselves. Following their act of self-mutila- 
tion, these followers of Cybele became ‘‘Galli,”’ 
or eunuch-priests of the cult. From her begin- 
nings as a Nature-goddess, Cybele eventually 
came to be viewed as the Mother of all gods and 
the mistress of all life. 

Most of our information about the cult de- 
scribes its practices during its later, Roman 
period. Details about the early Phrygian cult are 
slim. But even with regard to our information 
about the cult in Rome, the sources are relative- 
ly late. For this reason, reconstructions of the 
beliefs and practices of the religion are very 
tenuous. We do know that during its Roman 
stage, an important part of the cult was a festival 
of Attis that took place each spring. But the 
sources do not make it clear if this festival was 
an extension of an earlier Phrygian practice. 

In 204 B.c., the cult of Cybele became the first 
mystery religion to be introduced into Rome. 
But its worship was too barbaric even for 
Roman tastes, so it was conducted in secret for 
several hundred years. Although the Romans 
came to support its religious ceremonies, the 
cult itself was led by a eunuch priesthood of non- 
Romans. Roman citizens were forbidden to 
participate until the reign of Claudius (a.p. 41— 
54), who honored Cybele and Attis by introduc- 
ing a spring festival (held from March 22 to 27). 

According to the central myth of the cult, 
Cybele loved a handsome Phrygian shepherd 
named Attis. Because Attis was unfaithful, 

Cybele drove him insane. Overcome by his 
madness, Attis castrated himself and died short- 
ly after that. This produced great mourning on 
Cybele’s part and introduced death into the 

world. But then Cybele restored Attis to life, 

and his restoration brought the world of nature 

back to life. Here as before, the presuppositions 

of the interpreter often determine the language 

used to describe what followed Attis’ death. 
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Many writers refer carelessly to the ‘‘resurrec- 
tion of Attis.’’ But surely this is an exaggeration. 

As Machen explains, ‘‘The myth contains no 
account of a resurrection; all that Cybele is able 

to obtain is that the body of Attis should be 
preserved, that his hair should continue to grow, 
and that his little finger should move.’’?!2 In some 

versions of the myth, Attis’s return to life took 

the form of his being changed into an evergreen 
tree. Since the basic idea underlying the myth 
was the annual vegetation cycle, any resem- 
blance to the bodily resurrection of Christ seems 
largely coincidental.23 

Many worshipers of Cybele believed that an 

annual rehearsal of the Attis myth was a way of 
guaranteeing a good crop. Eventually the re- 
hearsal of the myth became a way by which 

worshipers could share in Attis’ immortality. 
Each spring the followers of Cybele would 

mourn for the dead Attis in acts of fasting and 
flagellation. The more fanatical followers would 
castrate themselves, an act that preceded their 
becoming priests of the Great Mother.* 

During the later Roman celebrations of the 
spring festival, the notion of resurrection in 
connection with Attis assumed more promi- 
nence. Samuel Angus describes the proceedings: 

At the spring festival of the Great Mother the myth 
of Attis was rehearsed in a passion-play. The 
sacred pine-tree under which the unfaithful youth 
had mutilated himself was cut down. The tree then, 
prepared like a corpse, was carried into the sanctu- 
ary, accompanied by a statue of the god and other 
symbols. Then followed the lamentation of Attis, 
with an appropriate period of abstinence. On the 
Day of Blood the tree was buried, while the mystae 
in frenzied dances gashed themselves with knives 
to prove their participation in the sorrows of the 

*Wagner suggests that ‘‘The self-emasculation of the 
Gallie is not a genuine, deliberate imitatio of Attis: its object 
is rather assimilation to the goddess.’’ Giinter Wagner, 
Pauline Baptist and the Pagan Mysteries ( Edinburgh: Oliver 
and Boyd, 1967), p. 266. 



god that they might have fellowship in his joy. Next 

night the Resurrection of Attis was celebrated by 

the opening of the grave. In the darkness of the 

night a light was brought to the open grave, while 
the presiding priest anointed the lips of the initiates 

with holy oil, comforting them with the words: ‘‘Be 

of good cheer, ye mystae of the god who has been 

saved; to you likewise there shall come salvation 
from your trouble.’’ The initiates gave vent to their 

emotions in a wild carnival: they made their 
confession that by eating out of the tympanum and 
drinking out of the cymbalum they had been 

rendered communicants of Attis.?!4 

According to Giinter Wagner, author of per- 

haps the definitive work on the independence of 
Christian baptism from the mysteries, the Attis 
myth is exclusively an initiation-myth; it has 
nothing to do with death and resurrection. All 
versions of the myth agree that after Attis died, 
he remained dead. As Wagner explains, ‘‘In its 
various forms, from the oldest traditions right 
down to the versions received in the fourth 
century A.D., the Attis myth knows nothing of a 
resurrection of Attis. The Attis of the myth is 

not a dying and rising god.’’?!5 Wagner goes on to 
discuss a disputed passage in the writings of 
Firmicus Maternus?'¢ in which the resurrection 

of the god may be read into the myth. Angus’s 
allusions to resurrection in his lengthy descrip- 

tion of the spring festival appear to rely on this 
source. However, the language Firmicus used is 
ambiguous, making disputable any reading of 

resurrection into it. The source is also very late 
(fourth century A.D.) and appears inconsistent 

with known elements of the cult. Hence, the 
reliability of the text is highly questionable.?"” 

The most well-known rite of the cult of the 

Great Mother was the taurobolium. Initiates 
reclined in a pit under a platform of boards on 
which a bull was slaughtered. As the blood of 
the dying bull dripped through the cracks be- 
tween the boards and onto the initiates, they 
would often throw back their heads to allow the 
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blood to wet their face, nostrils, and lips. Often, 
initiates would drink the hot blood. This rite is 
frequently described in pseudo-Christian termi- 
nology. Later commentators, for example, refer 
to it as a ‘‘baptism of blood’’ and describe the 
initiate rising from the pit as one who has died 

and risen with his savior-god. The frequency 
with which this kind of language appears in the 
literature should not obscure its questionable 
character. 

Gordon J. Laing, one author who uses such - 

careless language, describes the taurobolium as 
‘‘literally a baptism of blood. It cleansed the sins 
away. The person who submitted to it was “born 
again.’ ”?'8 Every element of Laing’s account can 
be challenged. It is an odd kind of scholarship 
that first describes a pagan rite in Christian 
terminology and then marvels at the alleged 

parallels. Ironically, after Laing has finished 
describing the taurobolium in such question-beg- 
ging language, he admits that the parallelism is 
only coincidental. “‘It is a manifestation in two 
contemporary religions of an idea that was then 
filtering through the Mediterranean world. There 
is certainly no evidence that the Christians 
derived it from the cult of the Great Mother. The 
earliest known taurobolic inscription is dated 
A.D. 133, but Paul had preached the doctrine that 
men must be born again long before.’’?!9 While 
we welcome Laing’s admission that the taurobo- 
lium could not have influenced first-century 
Christianity, his assertion that Paul preached the 
new birth is another piece of misinformation. 
The term born again does not appear in Paul’s 
writings. 

In chapter 9 we will examine in greater detail 
the claims made about the taurobolium.* Over- 
enthusiastic commentators on ancient religion 
also write carelessly about the act of eating the 

*Earlier I mentioned the criobolium. This was a similar 

practice in which a ram was substituted for the bull. It seems 
to have been a late modification of the taurobolic rite, 
especially for poorer people who could not afford a bull. 



god, thus suggesting an analogy with Christian 
Communion. Colgate University professor Jos- 
celyn Godwin maintains that Christians subli- 
mated the ‘‘crudely physical rite’’ of the tauro- 
bolium by not actually slaughtering an animal 
but “‘by drinking their saviour’s blood in the 
form of sacramental wine.’’?20 Most scholars 
dismiss such statements as gross distortions. 

Other writers depict the taurobolium as a kind 
of baptism, thereby planting the seed that a 
specific relationship existed between the tauro- 
bolium and Christian baptism. Later we will 
examine how tenuous such claims are. In that 
discussion, significance will be attached both to 
the date for the introduction of the taurobolium 
and the major stages of its subsequent develop- 
ment. For now, it is important to note that the 
taurobolium was not part of the Mother cult in 
the beginning. It entered the cult of Cybele and 
Attis sometime after the middle of the second 

century A.D. 

THE CULT OF MITHRA 

Mithraism was easily the most significant of all 
the mystery religions.22! While Mithraism even- 
tually became Christianity’s most serious rival, 
it had no importance in the Roman world during 
the first century; it could not possibly have 
influenced early Christianity. Later, Mithraism 
came close to becoming the dominant religion of 
the Roman Empire, only to lose out to Christian- 
ity. A major element in its defeat was the 
emperor Constantine’s conversion to Christian- 
ity. A later emperor, Julian the Apostate (emper- 
or from A.D. 360 to 363), made one final attempt 
to restore Mithraism to a position of dominance, 
but he failed. The cult disappeared slowly both 
in the West and in the East, though it reappeared 
as one element of the religion known as Mani- 
chaeanism. Mithraism’s final disappearance in 
the East was helped by the eventual rise of 
Islam, which opposed images. 

The worship of Mithra began in what is today 
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Iran. The subsequent history of the religion is a 
story of how an ancient tradition became a part 
of different religions in different countries, being 
modified in the process by each of the cultures 
that adopted it. Mithra appears first in Iranian 
religion as the twin brother of the Zoroastrian 
god Ahura Mazda. In later Zoroastrian literature 
he assumes more prominence as a judge of the 
dead; but it was the Syrian version of the cult of 
Mithra that finally reached Rome. Attempts to 
read facets of the later Syrian development of 
the cult back into the Iranian version must be 
questioned. 
Roman soldiers learned of the worship of 

Mithra during military journeys to what are 
today Iraq and Iran, and converts to the religion 
within the Roman army helped spread Mithraism 
throughout the empire. Traces of the religion 
have been found in Britain, North Africa, central 
Europe, and Spain. 

Attempts to reconstruct the beliefs and prac- 
tices of Mithraism face enormous challenges 
because of the scanty information that has 
survived. We do know that Mithraism, like its 
mystery competitors, had a basic myth. Mithra 
was supposedly born when he emerged from a 
rock; he was carrying a knife and torch and 
wearing a Phrygian cap. He battled first with the 
sun and then with a primeval bull, thought to be 
the first act of creation. Mithra slew the bull, 
which then became the ground of life for the 
human race. 

Given its roots in Zoroastrianism, it is not 
surprising that a metaphysical dualism lay at the 
center of the Mithraic system. In other words, 
the world must be explained in terms of two 
ultimate principles, one good (depicted as light) 
and the other evil (darkness). The universe is the 
battleground where these ultimate powers. strug- 
gle. Human beings must choose which side they 
will fight for; they are trapped in the conflict 
between light and darkness. Mithra came to be 
regarded as the most powerful mediator who 



could help humans in their attacks from demon 

forces. Mithraism’s frequent use of the imagery 

of war and conflict enhanced its appeal among 

Roman soldiers. Astrology also served as an 

important backdrop for Mithraic beliefs. The 

seven known planets and the dozen signs of the 

Zodiac make frequent appearances in the sym- 

bolism of the cult. Each of the seven planets was 

thought to control a different day of the week. 

Mithraism taught that the human soul has 

fallen or descended from its original home in 

heaven through seven layers of reality, each 

identified with one of the seven known planets. 

At each stage of its descent, the soul lost more 

of its original heavenly characteristics and ac- 

quired more defects associated with the sphere 

of the body. Man’s present existence on earth is 

a time of testing. If the soul passes its tests, its 

eventual reunion with the good god is made 

more likely. If the soul fails, it will be sentenced 

to unending suffering with the forces of evil. 

Mithra was believed to have two vital func- 

tions in the testing of the human soul. First, he 

was the judge who would weigh the good and 

evil effects of each human trial. But he was also 

viewed as a savior who would help his followers 
in their fight against evil, eventually rewarding 

the faithful by giving them the final victory over 

evil. The seven levels of man’s fall reappear as 

seven stages that each initiate had to pass 
through as symbols of his gradual elevation to 

the purity and communion of his original life.* 

Before the initiate could proceed to a new stage, 

he had to pass a test that demonstrated his 

worthiness for the new level. Worshipers of 

Mithra believed that after death the souls of 
Mithra’s true disciples are led by Mithra himself 
through the spheres of the seven planets to their 

final blessed destination. This belief allows 

*Women were never admitted as initiates in the cult of 

Mithra. 

145 

The Specific 
Mystery 

Religions 



146 

Christianity 
and the 

Hellenistic 

World 

Mithra to be called, rather loosely, a ‘‘redeemer- 

god.”’ 
The Romans knew Mithra as Sol Invictus. 

Since dualisms like Mithraism normally repre- 
sented good and evil in terms of light and 
darkness, the eventual relating of Mithra with 
the sun was perhaps to be expected. The 
worship of Mithra was often associated with 
stages of the sun (dawn, midday, and sunset). 
The major Mithraic festival occurred on Decem- 
ber 25, the date of the winter solstice.* 

Mithraism was the one mystery religion that 
seems to have promoted an ethical life. It 
‘imposed upon its adherents a code of virtue 
similar to what is now understood by the word 
honor. In addition to this, there was engendered 
an esprit de corps and true brotherhood which 
was a real binding force in such an extensive 
and heterogeneous empire like the Roman.’’222 
Mithraism also promoted purity as an ideal. 
‘*Mithra as the enemy of every kind of impurity 
stood forth as an ideal and perfect man. The 
ceremonies and the various degrees imparted to 
the initiates all tended to emphasize grade by 
grade the ideal of purity.’’?23 The high moral tone 
of Mithraism, compared to the lack of purity of 
the other mystery deities, made it look good by 
comparison. 

Mithraism came to have a sacred meal of 
bread and water along with a ritual that some 
regard as analogous to baptism. Justin Martyr, 
an early father of the church, referred to the 
Mithraic meal as a Satanic imitation of the 
Lord’s Supper.?%4 The taurobolium came to play 
a role in later Mithraic worship. The symbol of 
the bull had always been part of the cult, and 
this may explain the ease with which Mithraism 
borrowed the taurobolium from the cult of 
Cybele. However, the Mithraic taurobolium had 
no relation to the cult’s rite of initiation. By 

*The relatively late Christian adoption of December 25 as 
the date of Christ’s birth is irrelevant to the concerns of this 
book inasmuch as it is a nonessential matter. 



definition, initiation rites are not repeated, 
whereas the Mithraic taurobolium was.225 

Allegations of an early Christian dependence 
on Mithraism have been rejected on many 
grounds. Mithraism had no concept of the death 

and resurrection of its god and no place for any 

concept of rebirth—at least during its early 

stages. Whereas other mystery cults had a 

cyclical notion of life-death-rebirth based on the 
vegetation cycle, the Mithraic view of history 
was linear, not cyclical. During the early stages 

of the cult, the notion of rebirth would have been 
foreign to its basic outlook. If rebirth appears at 
all in the cult, it was a late addition. Moreover, 
-Mithraism was basically a military cult. There- 

fore, one must be skeptical about suggestions 
that it appealed to nonmilitary people like the 

early Christians. 
Perhaps the most important argument against 

an early Christian dependence on Mithraism is 
the fact that the timing is all wrong. The 
flowering of Mithraism occurred after the close 
of the New Testament canon, too late for it to 
have influenced the development of first-century 
Christianity.22 Recently, however, several at- 
tempts have been made to support an earlier 
major presence of Mithraism in the Roman 
Empire. In one of these moves, German scholar 
G. Widengren claimed that an excavation at 

Dura (Europos) is a Mithraeum that points to the 

possible presence of a Mithraic cult before the 
end of the first century a.p.* If this dating were 
to stand up, it would at least make more 

plausible the possibility of a first-century Chris- 

tian contact with Mithraism. But Widengren’s 

suggested dating has been rejected. He himself 
admitted that ‘‘the evidence is very uncer- 

tain.’’227 According to other scholars, including 

M. J. Vermaseren, excavation reports suggest 

that the Dura Mithraeum that Widengren dated 

*Widengren suggested A.D. 80-85 as the dates. 
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so early should be dated much later, in A.D. 

168.2 In his book on the cult of Mithra, 
Vermaseren states that ‘‘no Mithraic monument 

can be dated earlier than the end of the first 
century A.D., and even the more extensive 

investigation at Pompeii, buried beneath the 
ashes of Vesuvius in A.D. 79, have not so far 
produced a single image of the god.’ 

An initially more plausible argument for an 
early Mithraic presence in the Roman world 
appeals to a text in one of Plutarch’s writings.* 
Plutarch mentions Pompey’s military excursion 
against certain pirates in Cilicia who, according 

to Plutarch, practiced mystery rites, including 
Mithraism. This text has been used to support 
the claim that the mysteries of Mithra were 
practiced in Italy before 67 B.c. But any conclu- 
sion along this line can be, at best, only an 
inference from Plutarch’s text, which itself 
makes no such claim. All Plutarch states explic- 
itly is that some of the pirates practiced Mithraic 
mysteries and that some of them in all likelihood 
were taken to Rome as trophies of Pompey’s 

victory. But Plutarch himself does not state that 
Mithraism was established in Italy in or before 

67 B.c. Historian Edwin Yamauchi has examined 
the entire matter on several occasions and 
considers groundless the case for any significant 

Mithraic influence on Roman society.2° His 
conclusion is that ‘‘apart from the visit of the 
Armenian king, who was a worshiper of Mithra, 
to Nero, there is no evidence of the penetration 
of Mithra to the west until the end of the first 
century A.p.’’?3! Chronological problems, then, 
make the possibility of a Mithraic influence on 
early Christianity unlikely. These difficulties 
have not been eased by any of the issues we 
have considered.222 

*Plutarch, a Middle Platonist, lived from A.D. 34 to 125. 



The Mystery 
Religions 
and the 
Christian 

Sacraments 

Alleged dependence of the Christian sacraments on 
the ceremonies of the mystery religions is examined. 

The meanings behind the mystery rites are compared 
to the meanings behind Christian baptism and the 

Lord’s Supper. 

In this and the following chapter, we will 

examine more closely claims of a mystery 

influence on early Christian belief and practice. 

Because several foundational issues fit better in 
discussions of alleged pagan influences on the 

Christian sacraments, we will deal with this 
matter first. Chapter 10 will consider whether 
the mysteries influenced essential Christian be- 
liefs. 

Most claims of an early Christian dependence 

chapter nine 
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on the ‘‘sacraments’’ of the mystery religions 
focus on the view of baptism and the Lord’s 
Supper in the writings of Paul. A Hellenistic 
influence on Paul’s view of the sacraments has 
been advanced on two grounds: (1) the mere fact 
that both Christianity and the mysteries had 
apparently similar rites in which there. was eating 
and a washing of the body; and (2) the fact that 
Paul had any sacraments at all, regardless of the 
outward form that they took. 

THE MEANING OF THE PAGAN PRACTICES 

The mere fact that Christianity had a sacred 
meal and a baptism is supposed to prove that it 
borrowed these ceremonies from similar meals 
and washings in the pagan cults. By itself, of 
course, such outward similarity would really 
prove nothing. After all, religious rituals can 
assume only a limited number of forms, and they 
will naturally relate to important or common 
aspects of human life. Alleged similarities might 
teflect_ only common. features of a time or 
culture, rather than genetic dependence. Conse- 
quently, we need to dig below the surface of 
apparent similarities and ask the more basic 
question, What did the pagan practices mean? 
Regarding the pagan washings, Machen ob- 
serves: 

The various ablutions which preceded the celebra- 

tion of the mysteries may have been often nothing 

more than symbols of cleansing; and such symbol- 
ism is so natural that it might appear independently 
at many places. It appears, for example, highly 

developed among the Jews; and in the baptism of 
John the Baptist it assumes a form far more closely 
akin to Christian baptism than in the washings 
which were connected with the pagan mysteries. 

The evidence for a sacramental significance of the 
ablutions in the mysteries, despite confident asser- 
tions on the part of some modern writers, is ‘really 
very slight.233 

Many proponents of early Christian syncre- 
tism simply assume that acts of washing (and 



eating) in the mystery religions were sacra- 
ments. But as Metzger counters, 

Actually it is only in Mithraism, of all the cults, that 

one finds evidence that washing with water was 

part of the ritual by which a new member was 

admitted to one or other of the grades in the 

Mithraic system. Similarly with respect to sacra- 

mental meals reserved for those who had been 

initiated into the community of devotees, there is 

singularly little evidence. Nothing is heard of 

sacramental meals in Orphism. The drinking of the 
kykeon in the rites at Eleusis, which has sometimes 

been thought to be the prototype of Paul’s teaching 

and practice regarding the Lord’s Supper, is as 

different as possible from the Christian Commun- 
ion.234 

Ceremonial washings that antedate the New 

Testament have a different meaning from New 
Testament baptism, while pagan washings after 
A.D. 100 come too late to influence the New 

Testament and, indeed, might themselves have 

been influenced by Christianity. 
What did the sacred meals in various mystery 

cults mean? While sacred meals played a role in 

the Eleusinian mysteries, their purpose is un- 

clear and may have served only as some kind of 
preparation for the mystery without actually 
being part of it. The sacramental function of the 

Mithraic ceremony in which initiates ate bread 

and drank water seems well established. But the 
major problem with the Mithraic rite is its late 
date, which precludes its having any influence 
on Paul. Attempts to find a Dionysiac source for 

Paul’s teaching about the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 

10:14-22; 11:17-34) or the words of Jesus in 
John 6:53—56 face at least one major obstacle: 
the chronology is all wrong. As we have seen, 

many times the belief or practice that is sup- 

posed to have influenced first-century Christians 
is too late; it developed after a.p. 100. In this 

case, the Dionysiac practice is too early! The 
savage practice of eating one’s god appears to 
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have long since disappeared by the time we get 

to Jesus and Paul. 

If Paul is dependent upon the pagan notion of eating 

the god, he must have deserted the religious 

practice which prevailed in his own day in order to 
have recourse to a savage custom which had long 

since been abandoned. The suggestion does not 

seem to be very natural. It is generally admitted 
that even where Christianity is dependent upon 
Hellenistic religion, it represents a spiritualizing 
modification of the pagan practice. But at this point 
it would have to be supposed that the Christian 

modification proceeded in exactly the opposite 

direction; far from marking a greater spiritualiza- 

tion of pagan practice, it meant a return to a savage 
stage of religion which even paganism had aban- 
doned.?35 

The advocate of early Christian syncretism 
cannot have it both ways. While almost all of his 
case for syncretism alleges that Christianity 
elevated and spiritualized the pagan ideas and 
rites it borrowed from its own milieu, attempts 

to locate the source of the Lord’s Supper in the 

savage practice of eating the god would have the 
early Christians borrowing a primitive act that 
had been abandoned even by its contemporary 
pagan competitors. As I point out later in this 

chapter, both the meaning and symbolism of the 

Christian act are adapted from the Old Testa- 
ment Passover. 

A MAGICAL VIEW OF THE SACRAMENTS? 

Putting aside any visible similarity between 

ritual forms, some allege that the mere presence 

of sacraments in Paul’s writings points to a 
connection between Paul himself and the mys- 
tery religions. The major problem with this 

argument is its assumption that the sacraments, 
in Paul’s view, operated in a purely external, 

mechanical, or even magical way. That is, the 

efficacy of the sacrament depended solely on the 
performance of the rite, independent of the faith, 



attitude, or intentions of the worshiper. As 

Bruce Metzger explains: 

Both of the Christian sacraments, in their earliest 
phase, were considered to be primarily dona data, 

namely blessings conveyed to those who by nature 

were unfit to participate in the new order inau- 

gurated by the person and work of Jesus Christ. 

Pagan sacraments, on the contrary, conveyed their 

benefits ex opere operato.»® 

The phrase ex opere operato describes the pagan 

belief that their sacraments had the power to 
give the individual the benefits of immortality in 

a mechanical way without his undergoing any 

moral or spiritual transformation. This certainly 
was not Paul’s view, either of salvation or of the 

operation of the Christian sacraments.?*” So once 
again we find that attempts to discover sig- 

nificant parallels between mystery rites and 
early Christian practice founder on inattention to 
detail. The religion of Paul was not a sacramen- 

tarian religion. 

THE TAUROBOLIUM 

The taurobolium was described earlier in 

connection with the cult of the Great Mother. 

Initiates would stand or recline in a pit as a bull 

was slaughtered on a platform above them. The 

initiate would then be bathed in the warm blood 

of the dying animal. The taurobolium has been 

alleged to be a source for Christian language 

about being washed in the blood of the lamb 

(Rev. 7:14)* or sprinkled with the blood of Jesus 

(1 Peter 1:2).238 William Fairweather, himself a 

proponent of syncretism in other areas, judged 

the connection as ‘‘no more feasible than that 

which derives the idea of Christ’s descent into 

Hades from the visits paid . . . by Greek heroes 

to the infernal regions.’’?° As Fairweather not- 

*The use of a ram in the criobolium rather than a bull was 

probably due to economic considerations; bulls cost more 

than rams. 
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ed, the cult of Cybele made no use of the 

taurobolium until the second century A.D. 74° 
The taurobolium has often been cited as the 

source for Paul’s teaching in Romans 6:1-4, 
where he relates Christian baptism to the Chris- 

tian’s identification with Christ’s death and 
resurrection. As the baptized Christian is low- 
ered below the water, he is symbolically buried. 

His rising from the water symbolizes his resur- 
rection to newness of life.* Giinter Wagner has 

countered such claims by arguing that no notion 
of death and resurrection was a part of the 
taurobolium. ‘“‘It is important that the tauroboli- 
um-initiation is not to be regarded as a dying and 

rising again, an after-fulfillment of the destiny of 
Attis. This thesis, with its various presupposi- 
tions, is in my opinion quite untenable. At any 
rate, the comparison of Rom. vi with tauroboli- 
um-initiation is to be dismissed as an anachro- 

nism.’’*4! The reason the comparison is ana- 

chronistic, of course, is that the best available 
evidence requires us to date the origin of the 

taurobolium about one hundred years after Paul 
wrote his words. According to Robert Duthoy, 
not one existing text supports the claim that the 
taurobolium memorialized the death and resur- 
rection of Attis.742 Therefore, the pagan rite 

could not possibly have been the source of 
Paul’s teaching. 

The proper dating of the taurobolium is criti- 

cally important in this entire matter. Scholarly 
opinion favors the view that the taurobolium first 

appeared in the West in the second century A.D. 
The most frequently cited date is ap. 160. 
According to Wagner, 

the taurobolium in the Attis cult is first attested in 
the time of Antoninus Pius for a.p. 160. As far as we 

can see at present it only became a personal 
consecration at the beginning of the third century 

A.D. The idea of a rebirth through the instrumentality 

*This interpretation of Romans 6 views immersion as the 
mode of baptism. 



of the taurobolium only emerges in isolated in- 
stances towards the end of the fourth century a.p.; it 

is not originally associated with this blood bath. 

The best available evidence also suggests that 
the taurobolium underwent a number of sig- 
nificant changes in the centuries after A.p. 160. 
Although his views are not always accepted in 
every detail, Robert Duthoy has argued that the 

taurobolium went through three major stages, 
evolving gradually from being a sacrifice into 
being a rite of consecration that involved a 

descent into the pit.“ 
In the first stage of this process (about A.D. 

160—250), the taurobolium was primarily a bull- 

sacrifice in honor of Cybele. Duthoy describes 
the second stage (about A.D. 228-319) as a 

period of transition to the third stage. During 
this intermediate period, the blood of the bull 
became increasingly important. The blood was 
caught in a vessel and given to the dedicator. 
Duthoy suggests that since the blood came to be 
associated with the power of purification, the 
possibility of a Christian influence cannot be 

ruled out.*45 
It was after A.D. 300 that the rite evolved into 

the blood bath used as a rite of purification. In 
this third stage of the development of the 
taurobolium, ‘‘the killing of the bull was no 

longer a sacrifice, but merely the only means to 
obtain the purifying blood.’ Duthoy is con- 

vinced that a Christian influence is at work 

during this third stage. ‘‘It is obvious,’’ he 

writes, ‘‘that this alteration in the taurobolium 

must have been due to Christianity, when we 

consider that by a.p. 300 it had become the great 

competitor of the heathen religions and was 

known to everyone. The complete submersion 

that purified the aspirant Christian of all his sins 

may quite possibly have inspired in the worship- 

ers of Cybele the desire to be sprinkled all over 

with the purifying blood.’’47 Duthoy stresses 

‘“that the transitions from one form of the rite to 
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the next were gradual and did not take place 
overnight. Indeed the whole of the second phase 
was itself a transition.’’24 

Although I hesitate to push dogmatically 
every element of Duthoy’s theory,” all of the 
extant evidence points to a chronology that 
makes it impossible for the taurobolium to have 
influenced first-century Christianity. Moreover, 
the evidence supports the hypothesis that the 
later changes in the blood bath reflect a Christian 
influence. It is clear, then, that the New Testa- 
ment emphasis on the shedding of blood should 
not be traced to any pagan source. The New 
Testament teaching should be viewed in the 
context of its Old Testament background—the 
Passover and the temple sacrifices. 

an, CHRISTIAN BAPTISM 

~ While the independence of Christian baptism 
from the taurobolium is assured, other problems 
remain. Various proponents of an early Chris- 
tian syncretism maintain that Paul’s account of 
baptism in Romans 6 (as well as the entire 
Christian view of the sacrament) is analogous to 
initiation-rites in the mystery religions. For 
example, Alfred Loisy regarded Christian bap- 
tism, in which the Christian believer died a 
symbolic death and underwent a symbolic resur- 
rection, as an initiation rite influenced by similar 
pagan ceremonies.2 More recently, Rudolf 
Bultmann advanced a similar claim.25! 

Claims like this are helped considerably by a 
consolidation of all the specific mysteries into 
one general mystery cult. Since they differed 
greatly in form and meaning, it is important to 
ask, Which specific initiation rite does the 
advocate of syncretism have in mind? Wagner 
argues, ‘“‘The mystery religion par excellence 
has never existed, and quite certainly did not in 
the first century a.p. One has only to bear in 
mind the vast difference there was between the 
magical sprinkling rites in the Osiris cult and the 
initiation undergone by Lucius, after diligent 



preparation in prayer and with absolute and 
ardent trust in the grace of the goddess.’’?2 
Moreover, these washings differed significantly 
from the initiation rite of the Eleusinian mystery, 

which symbolized the initiate’s descent to the 

Nether World. None of these can be matched 
with Paul’s teaching in Romans 6. 

The oversimplifications that abound in the 
syncretists’ cases are clearly seen in the way 

they slight the significant differences between 

baptism and the pagan initiation rites. While 
Paul clearly associated baptism with the death, 
burial, and resurrection of Christ (Rom. 6:3-—4; 

Col. 2:11—14), it is clear, according to Herman 

Ridderbos, that 

(a) nowhere in the mystery religions is such a 

symbolism of death present in the ‘‘baptism’”’ ritual, 

and that (b) in Romans 6 and Colossians 2 Paul does 

not portray baptism itself as a symbolic or sacra- 

mental representation of the going down into death 

(the so-called ‘‘death by drowning,’ about which 

Lietzmann speaks) and rising up again to life. Thus 
in the area of the sacraments every deeper link with 

the ritual acts in the mystery religions has become 

illusory.253 

Mircea Eliade, author of a definitive study of 

pagan initiation rites, argues that 

it would be useless to seek a parallel to Christian 

baptism in the lustration rites of the mysteries or 

other ceremonies of pagan antiquity. Not only the 

Essenes but other Jewish movements were familiar 
with it. But baptism could become a sacrament for 

the earliest Christians precisely because it had been 
instituted by Christ. In other words, the sacramen- 
tal value of baptism derived from the fact that the 
Christians saw Jesus as the Messiah, the Son of 
God.54 

The fact that some initiation theme may appear 

in first-century Christianity does not prove that 
it was borrowed from one of the mystery cults. 

Rather, Eliade counters, 
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Such a theme could have been taken directly from 
one of the esoteric Jewish sects, especially the 

Essenes, concerning whom the Dead Sea manu- 
scripts have now added sensationally to our knowl- 

edge. Indeed, it is not even necessary to suppose 
that an initiatory theme was ‘‘borrowed”’ by Chris- 
tianity from some other religion. As we have said, 
initiation is coexistent with any new reevaluation of 

spiritual life.255 

Unlike the initiation rites of the mystery cults, 
Christian baptism looks back to what a real, 
historical person, Jesus Christ, did in history. 
The event of baptism is explained by the prior 
Christ-event.2°° In contrast with pagan initiation 
ceremonies, Christian baptism is not a mechani- 
cal, or magical, ceremony. An attitude of faith 
on the part of the Christian recipient is regarded 
as a necessary condition for receiving baptism. 

It is clear that the sources of Christian baptism 
are not to be found either in the taurobolium or 
in the washings of the pagan mystery cults. Its 
sources lie rather in the washings of purification 
found in the Old Testament and in the Jewish 
practice of baptizing proselytes, the latter being 
the most likely source for the baptistic practices 
of John the Baptist. 

THE Lorp’s SUPPER 

Claims that the Lord’s Supper was derived 
from pagan sacred meals can be disposed of 
quickly. For one thing, we still know very little 
about the sacred meals of the ancient pagan 
cults. No information has survived that enables 
us to say with any certainty which specific 
concepts and practices turned the eating and 
drinking into a sacrament. As Albert Schweitzer 
pointed out decades ago, it is therefore impossi- 
ble to set up a meaningful comparison between 
the pagan sacred meals and the Lord’s Sup- 
per.*>’ Schweitzer goes even further and stggests 
that this scarcity of information may imply an 
important truth: “‘If we possess so few typical 
statements about the Mystery-feasts, is it not 



partly because they had no very remarkable 
features and did not take a very exalted position 
in the hierarchy of the cultus acts?’’258 

Of all the mystery cults, only Mithraism had 
anything that resembled the Lord’s Supper. A 
piece of bread and a cup of water were placed 
before initiates while the priest of Mithra spoke 

some ceremonial words. But the chronology of 
Mithraism precludes its sacred meal from 
influencing first-century Christianity. 

Once again, claims that the Lord’s Supper was 
derived from pagan sacred meals are grounded 
on exaggerations and oversimplifications. Care- 
ful study reveals that the supposed parallels and 
analogies break down completely.259 Any quest 
for the historical antecedents of the Lord’s 
Supper is more likely to succeed if it stays closer 

to the Jewish foundations of the Christian faith 
than if it wanders off into the practices of the 
pagan cults. As noted in the case of Christian 
baptism, the Lord’s Supper looked back to a 
real, historical person and something he did in 
history during the Last Supper. And as every 
student of the New Testament knows, the 

occasion for Jesus’ introduction of the Christian 
Lord’s Supper was the Jewish passover feast. 
Metzger is correct when he notes that ‘“‘the 

Jewishness of the setting, character, and piety 
expressed in the [Christian] rite is overwhelm- 

ingly pervasive in all the accounts of the origin 
of the supper.’’? We must conclude, then, that 
attempts to find pagan sources for such essential 

Christian practices as baptism and the Lord’s 

Supper are failures.”6! 
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The Mystery 
Religions 

and Essential 
Christian Beliefs 

Several essential Christian beliefs—Christ’s deity, 
His resurrection, Christian rebirth, and Pauline con- 
ceptions of salvation—are examined in light of claims 

of alleged dependence on the beliefs of the mystery 

religions. 

When proponents of early Christian syncre- 
tism turn their attention to essential Christian 
beliefs, they usually focus on one or more of 
four related topics: (1) the early Christian ascrip- 
tion of deity to Christ; (2) the belief that Jesus 
was a dying and rising savior-god like the deities 
of the mystery cults; (3) the doctrine of rebirth; 
and (4) the Pauline teaching about salvation. 

Tue Deity or Jesus CHRIST 

Attempts to show that the early Christian 
belief in the deity of Christ was influenced by 
Hellenistic thought usually center on the 

chapter ten 
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The Alleged Pagan 
Source of the Title 

“Lord” 

church’s ascription of the title ‘“‘Lord’’ to Je- 

sus.* The title ‘‘Lord’’ was one way in which 

the early church expressed its conviction that 

Christ was God. In Philippians 2:6-11, Paul 

speaks of the coming day when ‘‘at the name of 

Jesus every knee should bow ... and every 

tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord .. .” 

He refers to Jesus as ‘‘my Lord’’ (Phil. 3:8). 

Revelation 19:16 names the coming Christ as 

‘‘King of kings and Lord of lords.’’ Paul even 

made the confession ‘‘Jesus is Lord’’ a neces- 
sary condition of salvation (Rom. 10:9). 

The major inspiration behind the search for a 
pagan source of the early church’s use of 
‘Tord’? was Wilhelm Bousset’s book Kyrios 
Christos, already mentioned in chapter 7. Like 
other members of the History of Religions 
School, Bousset popularized the view that early 
Christianity borrowed heavily from the mystery 
religions. According to Bousset, the transforma- 
tion of Christianity that took place during its 
early years was so dramatic and so extensive 
that it could not have been the work of just one 
man, even a man as dynamic as Paul. Therefore, 
Bousset argued, both Paul and the early Chris- 
tian communities must have borrowed from their 
pagan environment. How did the simple gospel 
of Jesus become transformed into a redemptive 
religion with strong affinities to the mystery 
cults? In Bousset’s thinking, this new version of 
Christianity arose primarily in Hellenistic 
churches like the ones at Antioch and Damas- 
cus, and this Hellenistic Christian view of Jesus 

*For reasons of space, I must pass over similar attempts 

to show that the early church’s belief that Jesus was “‘the 

Son of God’’ was dependent on the rather widespread use of 
the phrase in the Hellenistic world. The apparent linguistic 
parallel becomes insignificant in light of the fact that early 
Christians understood the phrase in a distinct way. Worth 

consulting in this regard is the discussion in James D. G. 
Dunn, Christology in the Making. (Philadelphia: Westmin- 
ster, 1980), pp. 17ff. 



differed markedly from that of Palestinian Chris- 
tians. 

Bousset claimed that the early Palestinian 

church never called Jesus “‘Lord’’ (Kyrios). The 
Palestinian church viewed Jesus rather as the 

Son of Man, a title rooted in Jewish apocalyptic 
literature. Bousset believed that the title “‘Lord”’ 

was first applied to Jesus in Antioch as a result 

of pagan influence on the Hellenistic Christians 
there. Since their pagan neighbors used kyrios as 

a name for their gods, the Antioch Christians 
could hardly use a lesser title as their designa- 

tion for Jesus. Prior to their conversion, such 

Gentiles were accustomed to referring to their 

pagan gods as ‘‘Lord.’’ It was only natural, 

then, that they would build on this earlier 

practice and worship Jesus as Lord. 
But according to Bousset, more ‘than just a 

name was involved in the transference of the 

pagan title ‘‘Lord.’’ Since the word contained a 

number of theological connotations, including an 
implicit recognition of the divinity of the bearer, 

Bousset suggested that this transference ex- 

plains how the early church first came to think of 

Christ as God. John W. Drane explains the 
implications of Bousset’s thesis: 

Consequently, when the New Testament writers 
refer to Jesus as ho Kyrios [the Lord] they are 

demonstrating their theological isolation from the 

historical Jesus, and their close association with the 

pagan theology of the Hellenistic world. Far from 

being the guardians of the truth revealed once and 

for all by Jesus the Christ, the apostles were 

religious plagiarists of the worst sort, attempting to 

conceal the rags of a discredited Jewish apocalyp- 

tist beneath the rich robes of Hellenistic deity. 

Bousset’s influence led Rudolf Bultmann to 

speak of Paul’s Hellenistic Christianity as an 

essentially new position in the early church, 

distinct from the Christianity of the Palestinian 

church. It was also instrumental in leading 
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Bultmann to place Pauline Christianity within 

the sphere of the mystery religions.?® 

Bousset’s thesis has been attacked on at least 

five grounds.” 
1. Critics have pointed out the lack of evi- 

dence needed to support Bousset’s key claims. 
For one thing, evidence for the allegedly wide- 

spread use of kyrios as a title for the pagan gods 
of the Hellenistic age is spotty at best.2% For 

another, there is no evidence to support belief in 

the existence of a pagan Kyrios cult in either 
Antioch or Damascus. And finally, ‘there is no 

evidence to support the claim that the Christian- 
ity Paul found in Damascus and Antioch was 

radically different from that of the church in 

Jerusalem. If the churches of Damascus and 
Antioch had begun to incorporate pagan ele- 

ments into their theology, the New Testament 
would be full of signs of conflict between them 

and the Christians in Jerusalem. All of our 
evidence indicates that Hellenistic Christians 

had no such differences with the Jerusalem 

church. As New Testament scholar Oscar Cull- 

mann points out, 

The assertion of Bousset and Bultmann that there is 
a complete break between the original Palestinian 
Church and Hellenistic Christianity is simply a 

construction which is neither justified by the ele- 

ments handed down to us from the very early 

Church, nor able to explain the origin of Hellenistic 
faith in the Kyrios Jesus. It is clear that whenever 

Paul mentions the confession of Christ as Lord, he 
draws upon an old tradition and presupposes ac- 
quaintance with it as the foundation of all proclama- 
tion of Christ.26 

Cullmann maintains that one simply ‘cannot say 
that Jesus was first worshiped as The Lord in a 

Hellenistic environment’’ instead of in the origi- 
nal Palestinian environment.?67 



2. Bousset’s opponents also criticize him for 
faulty reasoning from his premises. For exam- 
ple, even if Bousset had succeeded in proving 
the existence of a Hellenistic Kyrios cult, it still 
would not follow that the Hellenistic churches 
borrowed from it. This is especially true given 
the more plausible alternative sources for the 
Christian use of kyrios to be noted later in this 

chapter. 
3. Bousset’s detractors also object to his 

faulty methodology. Bousset created any num- 
ber of methodological problems for himself. For 
one thing, his claim that Pauline Christianity was 
derived from Hellenistic churches that differed 
markedly from the Jerusalem church made it 
necessary for him to reconstruct the Hellenistic 
Christianity of Antioch. In order to do this he 
first had to distinguish what Paul learned from 
what Paul himself produced. But then Bousset 
also had to distinguish between what Paul 
learned from the church at Antioch and what he 
received from the church at Jerusalem. Many of 
Bousset’s critics regarded the difficulty of estab- 
lishing the latter distinction as the Achilles’ heel 
of his theory. We know from passages like 
1 Corinthians 15:1-7 that a distinction can be 
made between what Paul received from others 
and what he himself produced by direct revela- 
tion from God. The text itself tells us some of 
the things he learned from others. But how can 
someone like Bousset determine whether the 

source of what Paul received was the church at 
Antioch or the church at Jerusalem? 

Bousset tried to use the Book of Romans as 

the ground of his ‘reconstruction of the Hellenis- 

tic Christianity of Antioch, assuming a basic 

similarity must underlie all Gentile Christianity 

(whether of Rome or Antioch). But this assump- 

tion begs an important question. As Machen 

asks, ‘‘What reason is there to assume that the 

pre-Pauline Christianity of Rome was the same 

as the pre-Pauline Christianity of Antioch and 

Damascus? Information about the pre-Pauline 
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Christianity of Antioch and Damascus is, to say 
the least, scanty and uncertain. And it is that 

Christianity only . . . and not the Christianity of 
Rome, which can be of use in explaining the 

origin of Paul’s religion.’’2° 
4. Bousset’s theory conflicts with the evidence 

we do have. Several points are relevant here. 
a. First of all, we have already noticed the 

complete silence of the New Testament regard- 
ing any possible disagreement or conflict be- 
tween Paul and the leaders of the Jerusalem 
church regarding their understanding of Jesus. 
Herman Ridderbos draws attention to an impor- 

tant point to be learned from this silence: 

When one remembers that the apostles were eye- 

witnesses and that Paul was called to be an apostle 
only a short time after Jesus’ death, it is historically 

unthinkable that Paul could have proclaimed a 
different gospel concerning Christ without getting 

into difficulty with ‘‘Jerusalem.’’ This historical 

circumstance is ... one of the most powerful 
counter arguments against the opinion that Paul 

introduced an entirely new proclamation of Jesus as 
the Christ, and was even the second originator of 

Christianity. . . . [Nor was there ever] any indica- 
tion of a difference between the apostles or the 

early church concerning the content of [Paul’s] 
gospel.?70 

Bousset’s claim of an essential disagreement 
between the Hellenistic and Palestinian interpre- 

tations of Jesus is contradicted by the New 
Testament’s clear implication that on this point 
the churches were in agreement. 

b. Our evidence also indicates that those who 
first took the Christian gospel to Antioch were 
Jews of the Dispersion who received their own 
understanding of Jesus from Jesus’ closest fol- 

lowers, the apostles. Machen finds it incredible 
that ‘“‘such men would so soon forget the 

impression that they had received, and would 
transform Christianity from a simple acceptance 
of Jesus as Messiah with eager longing for His 



return into a cult that emulated the pagan cults 
of the surrounding world.’’27! 

c. The evidence also reveals the short period 
of time between the first proclamation of the 

gospel in Antioch—by Jews who had learned it 
at the feet of the apostles in Jerusalem—and the 
amazingly swift paganization of the Hellenistic 
churches (according to Bousset). After all, 
Paul’s conversion took place within three years 

of Jesus’ death. 

If, therefore, the paganizing Hellenistic Christianity 
of Damascus and Antioch was to be the spiritual 
soil in which Paul’s religion was nurtured, it must 
have been formed in the very early days. The pagan 

influences could hardly have begun to enter after 
the conversion of Paul. For then Paul would have 
been conscious of their entrance, and all the 

advantages of [Bousset’s] hypothesis would disap- 

pear—the hypothesis would then be excluded by 

the self-testimony of Paul. For the formation of a 
paganizing Christianity at Antioch and Damascus, 
in the very early days and by the instrumentality of 

men who had come under the instruction of the 
intimate friends of Jesus, and despite the constant 
intercourse between Jerusalem and the cities in 
question, is very difficult to conceive. At any rate, 
the separation between what Paul received from 
Antioch and Damascus and what he received from 

Jerusalem is quite impossible.” 

d. Bousset’s claim that kyrios was a pagan title 
that was first applied to Jesus in Hellenistic 
churches like Antioch is contradicted by the fact 
that the early church frequently used kyrios 
(Matt. 7:21; 8:25; 21:3ff.; Mark 12:35-37; Luke 
5:8). First Corinthians 16:22, where Paul uses 
the Aramaic word maranatha, has become a 
pivotal verse in the debate over Bousset’s 
theory. What makes the text significant is the 
fact that Paul here uses the Aramaic word for 
Lord to refer to Jesus. Since it is extremely 
doubtful that the Antioch Christians spoke Ara- 
maic, the word maranatha most likely originated 
in the Jerusalem church. This fact has led 
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scholars like A.D. Nock to conclude that 
‘*Kyrios Christos probably comes therefore from 
the language of the original community at Jeru- 
salem.’’?3 This means that it was not Hellenistic 
churches like the one at Antioch that brought 
into the Christian church the concept of faith in 
Jesus as Lord. The worship of Jesus as Lord 
began with the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem. 

5. Bousset’s theory is in complete conflict with 
the exclusive nature of early Christianity. The 
religion of the New Testament is totally alien to 
any spirit of compromise or cooperation with 
anything that might undermine the supremacy of 
Christ. Machen observes that Bousset’s theories 
are rendered improbable 

by the sturdy monotheism of the Christian commu- 
nities. That monotheism was not at all impaired by 
the honor which was paid to Jesus; the Christian 
communities were just as intolerant of other gods as 
had been the ancient Hebrew prophets. This in- 

tolerance and exclusiveness of the early Church 
constitutes a stupendous difference between the 
Christian ‘‘Jesus-cult’’ and the cults of the other 
*“*Lords.’’274 

The uncompromising monotheism and the exclu- 
siveness that the early church preached and 
practiced make the possibility of any pagan 
inroads like those suggested by Bousset unlike- 
ly, if not impossible. 

Two alternative accounts of what led the early 
church to call Jesus Kyrios are more plausible 
than the view of Bousset. One of them suggests 
that the early Christians simply took a common 
Greek word and adapted it to meet the demands 
of the particular message they wished to pro- 
claim. As Machen observes, 

Certainly the mere fact that the Christians used a 
title which was also used in the pagan cults does not 

establish any dependence upon paganism. For the 

title ‘‘Lord’’ was almost as well established as a 



designation of divinity as was the term ‘‘God.”’ 

Whatever had been the origin of the religious use of 

the word, that use had become a part of the Greek 
language. A missionary who desired to proclaim the 

one true God was obliged, if he spoke in Greek, to 
use the term God, which of course had been used in 
pagan religion. So if he desired to designate Jesus 

as God, by some word which at the same time 

would distinguish Him from God the Father, he was 

obliged to use the word ‘‘Lord,’’ though that word 

also had been used in paganism. Neither in the one 
case nor in the other did the use of a Greek word 

involve the slightest influence of the conceptions 
which had been attached to the word in a polytheis- 

tic religion.2% 

But even more important is the fact that, in 

the Septuagint, Kyrios is the Greek translation of 

Yahweh.2 The Christian message was first 

proclaimed to people who used the Septuagint as 

their Bible. This important truth suggests that 

when the earliest Christians called Jesus Kyrios, 
they were not just transferring a pagan title of 

deity to Him. Rather, they were proclaiming that 

Jesus is the Yahweh of the Old Testament. 

The early church clearly believed that Jesus 

Christ is God. One of the several ways in which 

it expressed this conviction was its calling Jesus 

‘‘Lord.’’ An examination of the evidence reveals 
that neither the title nor its meaning was bor- 

rowed from pagan sources. The term was first 
used by the Jerusalem church and was in all 

likelihood adapted from the Septuagint’s use of 

Kyrios as a translation of Yahweh. 

Jesus’ DEATH AND RESURRECTION 

The early church believed that Jesus Christ, 

God incarnate, died to save the human race from 
its sins and then rose triumphantly from the 
dead. Many proponents of an early Christian 

syncretism have maintained that this picture is 
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borrowed from the dying and rising savior gods 

of the mystery cults. 

Early in the twentieth century, Alfred Loisy 
taught that Paul regarded Jesus as “‘a savior-god, 
after the manner of an Osiris, an Attis, a Mithra. 
Like them, he [Jesus] belonged by his origin to 
the celestial world; like them, he had made his 
appearance on the earth; like them, he had 
accomplished a work of universal redemption, 
efficacious and typical; like Adonis, Osiris, and 
Attis he had died a violent death, and like them 
he had returned to life . . .”?”7 Loisy claimed that 
because Paul had been influenced by the savior- 
god myths of the time, he was led to create a 
myth of his own, namely, that the world is 
redeemed by Christ. In this supposed Pauline 
myth, Christ, the Christian’s savior-god, dies 
and rises. Baptism is a rite of initiation by which 
the Christian dies a symbolic death and under- 
goes a symbolic resurrection. 

In the 1920s, American scholar George Holley 
Gilbert put forth the same general thesis.* As 
Gilbert wrote, ‘“‘The nucleus of the popular 
cults, as the cults of Attis, Osiris and Adonis, is 
this: a divine being comes to earth, assumes 
human form, dies a violent death, rises, and, 
through union with him . . . men are redeemed. 
And what does Paul teach? A being who existed 
in the form of God appeared on earth in the 
likeness of sinful flesh, was crucified, and rose 
from the dead. Men, through their relation to 
this experience of a celestial being, are re- 
deemed.’’278 

In the 1950s, American philosopher Edwin 
Burtt argued that Paul’s theology ‘‘may be 
briefly described as a remolding of the moralized 
cult of Yahweh, developed by the Hebrew 
prophets, into a mystery religion of personal 

*In fact, a close reading of Loisy’s 1911 article and 

Gilbert’s 1928 book suggests that Gilbert was paraphrasing 
Loisy. 



salvation, in which the crucified Jesus of Naza- 

reth appears not merely as the promised Messiah 
but also as a savior-god.’’?”? And even more 
recently, philosopher W. T. Jones has claimed 

that ‘‘Paul first made the historical Jesus into a 
savior god and then built up a mythical setting 
for this god out of the Jewish legends and stories 
that he and Jesus, as Jews, knew in com- 

mon.’’28° These few examples that cover most of 

the twentieth century make it clear that the 

enemies of biblical Christianity think highly of 

this argument.* 

The best way to evaluate the alleged depend- 
ence of early Christian beliefs about Christ’s 

death and resurrection on the pagan myths of a 

dying and rising savior-god is to examine care- 
fully the supposed parallels. The death of Jesus 
differs from the deaths of the pagan gods in at 
least six ways. (1) None of the so-called savior- 

gods died for someone else. The notion of the 
Son of God dying in place of his creatures is 

unique to Christianity.?8! (2) Only Jesus died for 
sin. It is never claimed that any of the pagan 

deities died for sin. As Wagner observes, to 
none of the pagan gods ‘‘has the intention of 

helping men been attributed. The sort of death 
that they died is quite different (hunting acci- 
dent, self-emasculation, etc.).’’?8? (3) Jesus died 

once and for all (Heb. 7:27; 9:25—28; 10:10-14). 

In contrast, the mystery gods were vegetation 

deities whose repeated death and resuscitation 
depict the annual cycle of nature. (4) Jesus’ 
death was an actual event in history. The death 

*Rudolf Bultmann’s variation of the thesis that Jesus was 
a descending and ascending savior-god stresses the depen- 

dence of this belief less on the pagan mystery religions than 
on a similar theme within Gnosticism. For that reason, his 
particular statement of the theory will be discussed in part 3 
of this book. See Rudolf Bultmann, Theology of the New 

Testament, 2 vols. (New York: Scribner, 1955), 2:6, 12-13, 

66. 
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of the god described in the pagan cults is a 
mythical drama with no historical ties; its contin- 
ued rehearsal célebrates the recurring death and 
rebirth of nature. The incontestable fact that the 
early church believed that its proclamation of 
Jesus’ death and resurrection was grounded 
upon what actually happened in history makes 
absurd any attempt to derive this belief from the 
mythical, nonhistorical stories of the pagan 
cults.283 (5) Unlike the mystery gods, Jesus died 
voluntarily. Nothing like the voluntary death of 
Jesus can be found in the mystery cults. Machen 
states, ‘‘Osiris, Adonis, and Attis were overtak- 
en by their fate; Jesus gave his life freely away. 
The difference is stupendous; it involves the 
very heart of the religion of Paul.’’?8 (6) And 
finally, Jesus’ death was not a defeat but a 
triumph. Christianity stands entirely apart from 
the pagan mysteries in that its report of Jesus’ 
death is a message of triumph. Even as Jesus 
was experiencing the pain and humiliation of the 
cross, He was the victor. The New Testament’s 

mood of exultation contrasts sharply with that of 
the mystery religions, whose followers wept and 
mourned for the terrible fate that overtook their 
gods.85 

The significant differences between the death 
of Jesus and the mythical deaths of the pagan 
deities must be coupled with the equally serious 
errors made by those who write of the ‘‘resur- 
rections’ of the mystery gods. 

Which mystery gods actually experienced a 
resurrection from the dead? Certainly no early 
texts refer to any resurrection of Attis.286 At- 
tempts to link the worship of Adonis to a 
resurrection are equally weak.?8’ Nor is the case 
for a resurrection of Osiris any stronger. After 
Isis gathered together the pieces of Osiris’s 
dismembered body, he became ‘‘Lord of the 
Underworld.’’ As Metzger comments, ‘‘Wheth- 
er this can be rightly called a resurrection is 



questionable, especially since, according to Plu- 
tarch, it was the pious desire of devotees to be 
buried in the same ground where, according to 
local tradition, the body of Osiris was still 
lying.’’?88 One can speak then of a ‘‘resurrec- 
tion’’ in the stories of Osiris, Attis, and Adonis 
only in the most extended of senses.28° And of 
course no claim can be made that Mithras was a 
dying and rising god. French scholar André 
Boulanger concludes: ‘‘The conception that the 
god dies and is resurrected in order to lead his 
faithful to eternal life is represented in no 
Hellenistic mystery religion.’’?® 

The tide of scholarly opinion has _ turned 
dramatically against attempts to make early 
Christianity dependent on the so-called dying 
and rising gods of Hellenistic paganism.”?! Ger- 
man scholar Giinter Wagner aptly summarizes 
the situation in these words: ‘‘That Paul mod- 
eled his Christ ‘myth’ on the myths about other 
‘dying and rising’ gods is now no more seriously 
held than is the derivation of the observance of 
Sunday and of the resurrection on the third day 
from the mystery cults.’’2? Therefore, in the 
case of this theory, our examination of the 
evidence shows that it too must be rejected. 

THE New BirTH 

Any claim that the Christian doctrine of 
rebirth was borrowed from pagan Hellenistic 
sources would, if true, constitute a serious blow 
to the traditional understanding of Christian- 
ity. The two relevant Greek words in this 

debate appear in just four New Testament 

verses. First Peter 1:23 uses anagennao (‘‘to be 

born again’): ‘‘For you have been born again, 

not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, 

through the living and enduring word of God.” 

And Titus 3:5 uses palingenesia (regeneration): 

‘‘He saved us through the washing of rebirth and 

renewal by the Holy Spirit.’’ Palingenesia is 
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found in a different sense in Matthew 19:28; but 
the idea of rebirth, if not the exact language, is 
prominent throughout the New Testament (e.g., 
John 3:3-8; 2 Cor. 5:17; Eph. 4:24; Rev. 2:17). 

A number of scholars have argued that the 
early Christian belief in rebirth was borrowed 
from similar teaching in religions of the Hellenis- 
tic world. Samuel Angus, a proponent of Chris- 
tian syncretism in the 1920s, claimed: ‘‘Every 
Mystery-Religion, being a religion of redemp- 
tion, offered means of suppressing the old man 
and of imparting or vitalizing the spiritual princi- 
ple. Every serious mystes [initiate] approached 
the solemn sacrament of Initiation believing that 
he thereby became ‘twice-born,’ a ‘new crea- 
ture,’ and passed in a real sense from death unto 
life by being brought into a mysterious intimacy 
with the deity.’’?% British scholar W. L. Knox 
agreed: “‘It is a matter of common form in 
primitive initiation rites that the initiate under- 
went a new birth.’’2% As recently as 1956, Rudolf 
Bultmann described the pagan initiates as ‘‘born 
again,’ ‘“‘changed,’’ ‘‘deified,’’ and ‘‘enlight- 
ened.’’2% 

In this section, each of the major mystery 
religions will be examined to see if it really 
taught a doctrine of rebirth analogous to the 
Christian view. Attempts to find a notion of 
rebirth in the Eleusinian mysteries hinge largely 
on appeals to this cult’s practice of washings, 
references to which are found in the church 
father Tertullian (a.p. 160—222). A careful analy- 
sis of the Eleusinian practices reveals that the 
washings carried no idea of rebirth or regenera- 
tion and served only as preparatory cleansings 
prior to the initiate’s entrance to the temple. 
Nowhere in the ritual was there any notion of 
rebirth.2%7 

With regard to the cult of Cybele and Attis, 



there is only one major literary connection 
between the religion and the notion of rebirth. It 
is a philosophical interpretation of the myth of 
Cybele and Attis by a fourth-century a.D. thinker 
named Sallustius. But it is unclear why any 
testimony this late should be regarded as a 
reliable clue to the beliefs and practices of the 
cult in the first century or before. Since the 
source is so late, the possibility exists that it was 
influenced by Christianity. In fact, it is possible 
that Sallustius wrote his work as part of the 
pagan reaction against Christianity during the 
reign of Julian the Apostate (A.p. 361-363). The 
pagan desire to counteract the growing influence 
of Christianity is often said to have resulted in its 
imitation of Christian language and practice. It is 
extremely risky, therefore, to use Sallustius as a 
witness to what the cult of Cybele believed and 
practiced during its pre-Christian stage. 

With regard to the cult of Isis and Osiris, only 
two sources (both from the second century A.D.) 
use the imagery of rebirth: Apuleius’s Meta- 
morphoses and Plutarch’s On Isis and Osiris.?% 
In both cases, the claim that the source actually 
refers to rebirth depends on a debatable interpre- 
tation. Attempts to make Apuleius teach that the 
mystes is reborn are contradicted by Lucius’s 
disclaimer that the rebirth took place only “‘ina 
sense.’’ In all likelihood, Apuleius simply bor- 
rowed a metaphor from common speech to 
illuminate his own personal experience with the 

cult. 
Plutarch did actually use the word palingene- 

sia several times, but it is unclear whether he 

borrowed it from the mysteries or from philo- 

sophical sources. While it was a convenient term 

for him to use to describe Osiris’s “‘return to 

life’’ in the Nether World, it is anything but clear 

that Plutarch applied palingenesia to the follow- 

ers of Osiris; and it would be this latter usage 

that would be crucial for our problem. Plutarch’s 

account hardly justifies the interpretation that 

the person who undergoes initiation in the 
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mysteries of Isis is ‘‘reborn.’’ Moreover, the use 

of a particular, term by someone describing 

something within a cult does not prove that the 
word itself was actually part of the cult’s 
terminology. Since Plutarch was reinterpreting 
the myth, it remains an open question as to what 

extent his report contains personal emendations, 
including, possibly, his borrowing palingenesia 
from the philosophical literature he knew so 
well. 

While there are several sources that suggest 
that Mithraism included a notion of rebirth, they 
are all post-Christian. The earliest, a wall paint- 

ing in what is now the church of Santa Prisca, 
dates from the end of the second century a.p.2” 

But, of course, this earliest source still postdates 
by one hundred years the early Christian adop- 
tion of the imagery and terminology of rebirth. 

Another source that connects Mithraism and the 
notion of rebirth is an inscription usually dated 
A.D. 391, obviously too late to help the proponent 
of syncretism. 

The most frequently discussed evidence al- 
leged to prove the presence of rebirth in a 
mystery religion is an inscription on a Roman 
altar that appears to connect the taurobolium 

with a belief in rebirth. The Latin inscription 
taurobolio criobiolioque in aeternum renatus 

can be translated ‘reborn for eternity in the 
taurobolium and criobolium.’’ Proponents of an 
early Christian syncretism refer to the phrase in 

aeternum renatus as clear evidence that the 
Christian belief in rebirth was derived from 
beliefs associated with the taurobolium. But the 
problems connected with this hypothesis are 
enormous. For one thing, the Roman altar 

containing the inscription dates from a.p. 376.30 
Machen’s discussion of the inscription is instruc- 
tive: 

The phrase, ‘‘reborn for eternity,’’ occurs in con- 
nection with the bloodbath of the taurobolium. 
How significant, it might be said, is this connection 



of regeneration with the shedding of blood! How 

useful as establishing the pagan origin of the 
Christian idea! From the confident way in which the 

phrase ‘‘reborn for eternity’’ is quoted in discus- 

sions of the origin of Christianity, one would think 

that its pre-Christian origin were established be- 

yond peradventure. It may come as a shock, 
therefore, to readers of recent discussions to be 

told that as a matter of fact the phrase does not 

appear until the fourth century, when Christianity 

was taking its place as the established religion of 

the Roman world. If there is any dependence, it is 

certainly dependence of the taurobolium upon 

Christianity, and not of Christianity upon the 
taurobolium.*0! 

According to F. C. Grant, the formula comes 

from a time when pagan religions were attempt- 
ing a resurgence against Christianity. They were 
trying hard to ‘“‘copy and take over the more 
appealing elements in Christianity. . . .’’%°? The 

inscription was dedicated by a Roman named 

Sextilius Agesilaus Aedesius, known to be an 
enemy of Christianity, whose effort may well 

have been an attempt to counter its growing 

influence.3% 
We must beware of the common practice of 

starting with what we know about a cult during a 
late stage of its development and reading some 

belief or practice back into some earlier stage. 
All of the Hellenistic religions underwent major 

developments. Both the Isis cult as practiced in 

Greece and the Mithraism of Rome were sig- 

nificantly different from earlier forms of these 

religions in Egypt and Iran. Thus, what we may 

learn about the beliefs of a cult in the fourth 

century A.D. will not necessarily be true of the 

cult several hundred years earlier. 

Although rebirth would have been a fitting 

metaphor for the mystery cults and perhaps they 

could have used it, we should not assume that 

they did use it. Whether it was fitting or not, the. 

mystery cults prior to A.D. 100 did not use the 

metaphor of rebirth. Giinter Wagner goes even 
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further than this and maintains that the notion of 
an initiate’s rebirth bringing him into union with 

his god was not really part of the mystery 

theology. Consequently, he concludes, we can- 

not even say that a doctrine of rebirth was 

compatible with their systems.3% 

We began this section by noting several 
sweeping generalizations to the effect that early 
Christianity borrowed its notion of rebirth from 

the pagan mysteries. But now that we have 

examined the evidence, we find that there was 
no pre-Christian doctrine of rebirth for the 
Christians to borrow. As we have seen, there are 

actually very few references to the notion of 
rebirth in the evidence that has survived, and 
even these are either very late or very ambigu- 

ous. They provide no help in settling the ques- 
tion of the source of the New Testament use of 
the concept. The claim that pre-Christian mys- 
teries regarded their initiation rites as a kind of 

rebirth is unsupported by any evidence contem- 
porary with such alleged practices. Instead, a 
view found in much later texts is read back into 

earlier rites, which are then interpreted quite 
speculatively as dramatic portrayals of the ini- 

tiate’s ‘‘new birth.’’ The belief that pre-Christian 

mysteries used rebirth as a technical term is 
unsupported by even one single text. 

Most contemporary scholars maintain that the 
mystery use of the concept of rebirth (testified to 

in the late evidence noted earlier) differs so 
significantly from its New Testament usage that 

any possibility of a close link is ruled out. The 

most that such scholars are willing to concede is 
the possibility that some Christians borrowed 

the metaphor or imagery from the common 

speech of the time and recast it to fit their 
distinctive theological beliefs. So even if the 

metaphor was Hellenistic, its content within 
Christianity was unique.30 



REDEMPTION 

Reitzenstein and others in the History of 
Religions School maintained that the Pauline 
doctrine of redemption was derived from the 
pagan mystery religions. MacGregor and Purdy 
provide one statement of this thesis: 

It is, however, when we pass from Christology to 
Soteriology that the full flood of Hellenistic 
influence is apparent. The salvation brought by 
Christ, instead of being related, as it originally was, 
to the Jewish apocalyptic scheme of a coming 
Kingdom of God introduced by a great day of 
judgment, is now conceived rather as a redemption 

of mankind from bondage to the evil forces of a 
lower material world; salvation is not merely a 
deliverance promised for the future, but the present 
gift of a new kind of life guaranteed through 

mystical union with a Savior-Redeemer.*% 

Such advocates of Christian syncretism find the 
whole Pauline teaching about redemption to be 

dependent on Hellenistic sources. 

Granted, there is a similarity between Paul’s 

writings and Hellenistic thought on the human 

need for redemption. But does the mere pres- 

ence of this similarity prove Paul’s dependence? 

As Machen observes: 

Both Paulinism and the Hellenistic mystery reli- 

gions were religions of redemption. But there have 

been many religions of redemption, in many ages 

and among many peoples, which have been entirely 

independent of one another. It will probably not be 

maintained, for example, that early Buddhism 

stood in any fundamental causal relation to the 

piety of the Hellenistic age. Yet early Buddhism 

was a religion of redemption.*” 

The independent appearance of a doctrine of 

redemption at different times and in different 

cultures is well established. Thus, the mere fact 

that Paul teaches that human depravity must be 

delivered by a divinely conferred redemption 

and that this view is superficially similar to other 

views of his time fails to prove anything. 
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The Christian and pagan doctrines of redemp- 
tion differ in at least three major respects: 

1. Redemption in the mystery religions was 
concerned primarily with deliverance from bur- 
dens—such as fate, necessity, and death—that 
form the basic constraints of human life.2% On 
the other hand, Christian doctrine maintains that 
humans need to be saved from sin. The basic 
problem for human beings is not fate or circum- 
stances, in short, things external to man. The 
human problem lies within. Man is sinful and 
thus unable to meet the requirements of a holy 
God and powerless to overcome his sin by his 
own effort. Even Reitzenstein was forced to 
admit that Christianity taught something totally 
different from the mysteries: “‘The new element 
in Christianity is redemption as remission of 
sins. The terrible seriousness of the doctrine of 
guilt and atonement is lacking in Hellenism.’’3° 

2. Paul’s doctrine of salvation differed from 
pagan notions by being forensic. As explained 
by Machen: 

Salvation, according to Paul, is not only salvation 

from the power of sin; it is also salvation from the 

guilt of sin. Not only regeneration is needed, if a 
man is to be saved, but also justification. At this 
point, there is apparently in the mystery religions 
no parallel worthy of the name... . Without the 
slightest question Paul did maintain a forensic view 

of salvation. The believer, according to Paul, is in 
himself guilty in the sight of God. But he is given a 
sentence of acquittal, he is ‘‘justified,’’ because 

Christ has born on the cross the curse of the Law 

which rightly rested upon those whom Christ died 
to save.3!0 

This judicial dimension to salvation is central to 
Paul’s view, as its prominence in the Book of 
Romans attests. 

3. While pagan salvation most certainly did 
not produce a moral change, Pauline salvation 
resulted in a transformation of human character 
and the imposition of moral obligations (Rom. 
8:12; 2 Cor. 5:14-15, 17).3"' The absence of any 



strong moral influence within the mystery cults 
is not really that surprising, given their origin in 
ancient fertility rites replete with sexual over- 
tones. While there was, to some extent, an 
ethical content in the older Greek mysteries such 
as Orphism, the mystery cults that came from 

the Orient were almost completely lacking in 
ethical content at first. This led Hugo Rahner to 

state: 

Measured by the standards of ethical content, 

Christianity and the mysteries are worlds apart. 
Mystery religion at best is man’s earthbound tragic 

attempt to purge and raise himself morally (and 
sometimes only ritually) by his own resources— 

while in Christianity it is not man who raises 

himself up but God who descends, conferring upon 

man the divine grace that makes possible his moral 

regeneration in the love of Christ.3!* 

We have examined only three of the sig- 

nificant ways in which Paul’s doctrine of re- 
demption differs from the pagan view. Since 
some of the other differences will be discussed 
in chapter 11, I close here by noting that I have 

found no reason to believe that any of the four 

major Christian beliefs discussed in this chapter 

was borrowed from the mystery religions. As 

Rahner says, ‘‘Christianity, as revealed by God 

in Christ, has in neither its genesis nor its growth 

anything fundamental in common with the an- 

cient mysteries.’’3!3 Once again we find that first- 

century Christianity has no clear and direct 

dependence on the mystery cults.3!4 
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Paul and the 
Mystery 
Religions 

The author examines possible connections between 

the apostle Paul and the mystery religions: terminol- 

ogy, personal contact, and theological meaning. He 

marshals eight arguments against such a connection. 

This final chapter on the mystery religions will 

cover three additional issues relating to claims of 

an early Christian dependence on the mysteries. 
It will then conclude with a summary of the 

weaknesses of such claims. 

THE QUESTION OF PAUL’S TERMINOLOGY 

Considerable attention has been paid to the 

presence or absence of key mystery terms in 

Paul’s vocabulary. If we were to discover that 

Paul actually used technical terms from the 
mystery religions, it is unlikely that anything of 

significance would follow. Even MacGregor and 

chapter eleven 

183 



184 Purdy, strong proponents of an early Christian 

Christianity syncretism, find little substance in this line of 

and the thinking. They point out that however striking 
Hellenistic the resemblances between Christianity and the 

World mysteries may appear, 

they are in vocabulary and outward form rather 

than in essential thought and content.. The Myster- 
ies and Christianity, being products of the same 

age, were almost certain to use the same forms of 
expression. But there is no greater fallacy than to 
assume that because Christianity took over, or 

developed independently, a number of terms and 
rites familiar also to the Mysteries, the thought and 

experience symbolized in them are equally compa- 

rable to, and do not entirely transcend, the pagan 

analogy.3!5 

Martin Hengel, a German critic of syncretism, 
argues that the language of the mystery cults had 
attained widespread usage independent of the 
actual practice of the religions. The appearance 
of this language in The Wisdom of Solomon and 

in the writings of Philo indicates its likely use in 
synagogues outside of Palestine. Even so, Hen- 

gel concludes, evidence of mystery language ‘‘in 
the New Testament still does not mean direct 
dependence on the mystery cults proper.’’3!6 

Paul’s Vocabulary A number of scholars are willing to admit the 
in General presence of pagan terms in Paul’s writings while 

still insisting that he imbued those words with a 
new meaning. As Albert Schweitzer put it, 
‘*Paulinism and Hellenism have in common their 
religious terminology, but, in respect of ideas, 
nothing. The Apostle did not Hellenize Chris- 
tianity. His conceptions are equally distinct from 
those of Greek philosophy and from those of the 
Mystery-Religions.’’3'!7 Historian E. Glenn Hin- 

son allows for similar words but a different 
meaning: ‘‘Whatever words were imported from 
the Hellenistic milieu, they were reshaped by 
biblical nuances.’’3!8 



While any biblical writer, including Paul, 

could have used pagan language and given it a 

new meaning, many scholars are unwilling to 

concede that Paul used any technical pagan 

terms. Expressing his reservations about alleged 

linguistic similarities between Paul and the mys- 

tery religions, A. D. Nock wrote, “‘It is not clear 

that St. Paul’s linguistic practice points to first- 

hand knowledge of the mysteries, still less to the 

reading of theological literature about them.’’3!9 

Ginter Wagner also objects to statements as- 

suming there is mystery language in Paul’s 

writings: 

When those terms that frequently occur in the 

mystery cults are compared with Paul’s vocabu- 

lary, one comes to the conclusion that Paul knows 

only those words that have been common property 

for a long time, and that he uses them in a sense 

that does not correspond with the specific meanings 

accorded them in the mysteries. . . . It is thus no 
exaggeration to declare that the vocabulary of the 

mysteries is foreign to the apostle.??° 

Putting aside for the moment the term myster- 

ion, one must be impressed by all the technical 

mystery terms that are missing from Paul’s 

writings.22! For example, Paul never uses such 

key pagan terms as mystes (‘‘initiate’’) or teles- 

theis (‘‘made perfect’’). ‘‘The few words which 

are common to the New Testament and the texts 

of the Mysteries either are so infrequent in the 

New Testament as to be inconclusive in estab- 

lishing religious affinities . . . or have an entirely 

different meaning in the two corpora of 

sources.’322 A word like teleios (‘‘perfect’’ or 

‘‘mature’’) was such a common Greek word that 

its appearance in the New Testament signifies 

nothing. *?3 
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Paul’s Use of 
Mysterion 

But a number of people have thought that the 

frequent use of mysterion in Paul’s writings 

deserves anothér look.* Paul mentions ‘‘the 

revelation of the mystery hidden for long ages 
past’? (Rom. 16:25) as well as the mystery of 

God’s will (Eph. 1:9) and the mystery he 
learned through revelation (Eph. 3:3). He wrote 

of ‘‘God’s secret wisdom’’ (1 Cor. 2:7) and ‘‘the 
mystery of the gospel’’ (Eph. 6:19). But neither 
these nor any other New Testament uses of 
mysterion imply dependence on the vocabulary 

of the mystery cults. Even before Paul, Jesus 
had referred to the mysteries of the kingdom 
(Matt. 13:11; Mark 4:11; Luke 8:10)—the king’s 
secret counsels that are communicated in para- 
bles to those close to him and hidden from 

everyone else. Nothing of real significance fol- 

lows from Paul’s frequent use of mysterion. 
While the word was sometimes used outside the 
New Testament in a technical way to refer to the 

mysteries, it was also used in nontechnical ways 

in common Greek. Paul’s meaning clearly re- 
lates to the word’s more popular usage. Machen 
elaborates: 

The Christian ‘‘mystery’’ according to Paul is not 
something that is to be kept secret on principle, like 
the mysteries of Eleusis, but it is something which, 

though it was formerly hidden in the counsels of 
God, is now to be made known to all. Some, it is 

true, may never be able to receive it. But that which 

is necessary in order that it may be received is not 
“‘gnosis’’ or an initiation. It is rather acceptance of 
a message and the holy life that follows.324 

Put in its simplest terms, the word mystery in 

the New Testament usually refers to the gospel, 
God’s good news that through Christ the re- 
demption of human beings is now possible 

(Rom. 16:25; Eph. 6:19; Col. 2:2).325 The word is 

*Of the twenty-seven times the word is used in the New 

Testament (not including one questionable variant reading in 

1 Corinthians 2:1), it occurs twenty times in the writings of 
Paul. 



also used occasionally in a more restricted sense 
to refer to a specific doctrine (1 Cor. 15:51; 
1 Tim. 3:16). As Mircea Eliade explains, 

It is true that he [Paul] uses mysterion, but in the 
sense given it in the Septuagint, that is, “‘secret.”’ 
In the New Testament, mysterion does not refer to 

a cult act, as it does in the ancient religions. For St. 
Paul, the mystery is God’s secret, that is, his 

decision to save man through his son, Jesus Christ. 
The reference, then, is basically to the mystery of 

redemption. But redemption is an idea that is 
incomprehensible except in the context of the 
Biblical tradition; it is only in that tradition that 
man, originally the son of God, had lost this 
privileged station by his sin.*6 

It is clear, then, that nothing about the 

vocabulary of the New Testament in general, or 
the writings of Paul in particular, forces us to 
conclude that any signs of a mystery influence 

appear in the language of the New Testa- 

ment.*?’ 

THE TARSUS CONNECTION 

One theory often used to explain how pagan- 

ism came to influence the Apostle Paul can be 

called the Tarsus connection. Members of the 

History of Religions School worked hard to 

show that Paul was an easy target for influences 

from the pagan surroundings in which he was 

raised and educated. Save for a few years spent 

in Jerusalem, Paul lived most of his life in a 

pagan environment. How likely is it, advocates 

of Christian syncretism ask, that anyone under 

such constant bombardment from, or exposure 

to, pagan ideas and practices could have re- 

mained free of their influence? 

Tarsus, Paul’s boyhood home, was known as 

the ‘“‘Athens of Asia Minor.’’ It was a major 

center of trade and culture. Paul, the syncretists 

argue, could not help but encounter public 

ceremonies of some of the pagan religions that 
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thrived in Tarsus. Years later, according to the 
theory, memories of Paul’s youth would merge 

with impressions from his later years and give 
birth to his distinctive view of Jesus as a dying 
and rising savior-god.328 

The inconclusiveness of this kind of reasoning 
should be obvious. Even though Tarsus was a 

city where one could easily encounter pagan 
philosophy and religion, it was also a place 
where a strict Jew of the Dispersion could have 
consciously avoided such an influence. As Al- 
bert Schweitzer pointed out decades ago, Paul’s 
independence of pagan influence seems reason- 
able. Even though Paul may have lived in the 
middle of Hellenistic paganism, Schweitzer ob- 

served, “‘it is possible that Paul absorbed no 
more of it than a Catholic parish priest of the 

twentieth century does of the critical theology, 
and knew no more about it than an Evangelical 
pastor knows of theosophy.’’32? Any final judg- 
ment on this question must be based on what 
Paul actually stated in his writings, and they 

clearly display his resolve to remain free of 
paganism. 

Even though Paul could have seen paganism 

at work in Tarsus, there is an important differ- 
ence between noting that he grew up in a pagan 

city and concluding that this strict young Jew 
was influenced by the paganism around him. If 

Paul had been a liberal Jew, a Sadducee for 
example, the supposition that he had acquired 
pagan ideas in his youth would make more. 

sense. But as Paul himself made clear, he was 
anything but a liberal Jew (Phil. 3:4-6).* ‘‘It is 
very difficult,’’ wrote Machen, ‘‘to conceive of 

such a man—with his excessive zeal for the 
Mosaic Law, with his intense hatred of pagan- 

ism, with his intense consciousness of the all- 

*Other verses that testify to Paul’s pride in his Jewishness 
include: Acts 22:3; 23:6; 26:4—5; Rom. 1:16; 2:9-10; 11:1; 

2 Cor. 11:22; Gal. 2:15. F.C. Grant states that Paul’s 

Judaism was that of the Western Dispersion. See Grant, 
Roman Hellenism, p. 146. 



sufficiency of Jewish privileges—as being sus- 
ceptible to the pagan influences that surrounded 
his orthodox home.’’33° The very most that a 
syncretist can maintain is that if any pagan 
influences were operative in Paul’s life, they 
affected him subconsciously. Even if we sup- 
pose that pagan ideas lay dormant in Paul’s 
subconscious for years, we must still find some 
event that suddenly triggered the more favorable 
attitude that would have been required before he 
incorporated these ideas into his ‘‘new’’ reli- 
gion. ‘‘When,’’ Machen asks, ‘“did he overcome 
his life-long antagonism to everything connected 
with the worship of false gods? Such a change of 
attitude is certainly not attested by the Epis- 
tles.’’33! Machen counters the most popular 

answer to his question: 

When Paul was converted, it is said, he was 
converted not to the Christianity of Jerusalem, but 
to the Christianity of Damascus and Antioch. But 
the Christianity of Damascus and Antioch, it is 

supposed, had already received pagan elements; 
hence the influx of pagan ideas. Of course Paul did 
not know that they were pagan ideas; he supposed 
that they were merely Christian; but pagan they 
were, nevertheless. The Hellenistic Jews who 
founded the churches at Damascus and Antioch, 
unlike the original apostles at Jerusalem, were 

liberal Jews, susceptible to pagan influence and 

desirous of attributing to Jesus all that the pagans 

attributed to their own cult-gods. Thus Jesus be- 

came a cult-god like the cult-gods of the pagan 

religions, and Christianity became similar, in im- 

portant respects, to the pagan cults.3 

We have already evaluated this line of reasoning 

in chapter 10. The weaknesses that we noted 

there apply with equal force to the position now 

in view.*33 

Many contemporary scholars counter the al- 

leged Tarsus connection with what might be 

called the Jerusalem connection. Like W. C. 
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Van Unnik, they discount Tarsus as a major 

influence on Paul and argue instead that the 

dominant influences in his life came from Jerusa- 
lem.334 Even though Paul was born in Tarsus, he 
grew up and was educated in Jerusalem. ‘“The 
real possibility of Paul’s upbringing and educa- 
tion in Jerusalem weakens the basis of the view 

that his Tarsus background was an important 
factor for his becoming a missionary to the 
Gentiles later.’ ’335 

It would appear, therefore, that the thesis I 
have called the Tarsus connection must be 
rejected because it conflicts with the only evi- 

dence available to us—Paul’s own written testi- 
mony. The strict, conservative Pharisee who 
was so proud of his Jewishness would never 

have consciously included pagan elements in his 
religion. The hypothesis of an unconscious 
influence founders on its inability to identify any 

event that might have altered Paul’s hostile 
attitude toward paganism. And the entire theory 

is made even more unlikely by the strong 
possibility that the major religious and educa- 
tional influences in Paul’s life came, not from 
Tarsus, but from Jerusalem. 

THE ORIGIN OF PAUL’S RELIGION 

The question of the source or sources of 
Paul’s religion lies in the background of much of 
this book. Of course, this sort of question 

becomes a problem primarily for someone who 

rejects the traditional Christian interpretation of 
Christianity and the relation of Paui’s gospel to 
Jesus, to the Jerusalem church, and to the Old 
Testament. Early in the twentieth century, it 

was fashionable in some theological circles to set 

up a dichotomy between the religion of Jesus 
and the theology of Paul. Paul, it was sometimes 
said, effectively gave the world an entirely new 
religion, different in essentials from the simple 
gospel of Jesus. If Paul’s religion really did differ 
from that of Jesus, then Paul could not have 



derived his religion from Jesus. But where, then, 
did Paul get his religion? 

Our argument thus far certainly implies that 
the religion of Paul is an extension of the religion 
of Jesus and is implicit in the Old Testament. 
Everything that Paul teaches about the person 
and work of Jesus has its source in what Jesus 
Himself actually was, taught, and did. There is 
nothing new about this claim. It was the view 
that Paul himself held about his own teaching. It 
is the position of traditional Protestants and 
Roman Catholics. It is a view that has been 
examined and defended in many books written 
in this century, including a book by J. Gresham 
Machen, The Origin of Paul’s Religion, written 
sixty years ago, and a recent book by Korean 
scholar Seyoon Kim, The Origin of Paul’s 
Gospel. 

The central task in understanding the origin of 
Paul’s religion is grasping Paul’s close, personal, 
and loving relationship with Jesus Christ. Paul’s 
personal and saving relationship with Christ 
began, of course, in his encounter with the risen 
Christ on the Damascus road. Seyoon Kim 
traces Paul’s theology back to that crucial event: 
‘‘Thus it is clear that Paul’s gospel and apostle- 
ship are grounded solely in in the Christophany 
on the Damascus road.... Paul received his 
gospel from the Damascus revelation of Jesus 
Christ. We submit that only when this insistence 
of Paul is taken seriously can we really under- 
stand Paul and his theology.’ But this fact, 
Kim hastens to add, should not lead us to think 
that prior to his conversion, Paul’s mind was just 
a blank tablet. 

Paul certainly had known the messianic beliefs, the 
conceptions of the law and Wisdom, and other 

ideas and concepts in Judaism and the primitive 
Christian kerygma, and perhaps also became ac- 
quainted with some Hellenistic ideas and concepts 
later in his mission field. But these religionsge- 
schichtlichen materials neither made Paul a Chris- 
tian nor produced his theology. They were suspend- 
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ed, needing a catalyst for solution into Paul’s 

theology. Only when there was the catalyst of the 

living experience of seeing the crucified Jesus as the 
exalted Messiah, the Lord, and the Son and image 

of God on the Damascus road, were these materials 
precipitated into Paul’s Christian theology. To put 

it another way, the real experience of the Damascus 

revelation led Paul to use all these religionsge- 

schichtlichen materials as interpretive categories 

and concepts for his Christian theology. That is to 

say, those materials provided Paul only with certain 
categories and concepts with which he could inter- 

pret the Damascus experience and produce his 

theology. But without the real experience of the 

Damascus revelation Paul could not have had his 
gospel at all, not to mention his unshakable and 
lively conviction in it.337 

Nor does any of this mean that Paul’s theolo- 
gy came to him in one sudden flash. ‘*Further 
reflections on the revelation in the light of the 
OT Scriptures, his experience in the mission 
field and his controversies with his opponents 
led him to deepen and sharpen his understanding 
of the gospel revealed on the Damascus 
road.’"3383 The weakness of attempts to trace 
Paul’s beliefs back to the pagan philosophical 
and religious systems of his day helps us appre- 
ciate anew the unique truth revealed in Paul’s 
writings. 

CONCLUSION TO Part Two 

The best way to conclude our study of the 
mystery religions is to review the most serious 
weaknesses of attempts to make early Christian- 
ity dependent (in the strong sense) on the pagan 
cults. 

1. The arguments of the syncretist illustrate 
the logical fallacy of false cause. This fallacy is 
committed whenever someone reasons that just 
because two things exist side by side, one of 
them must have caused the other. As‘we all 
should know, mere coincidence does not prove 
causal connection. Nor does similarity prove 
dependence. American theologian E. Earle Ellis 



was right when he criticized the History of 
Religions School for its tendency ‘‘to convert 

parallels into influences and influences into 
sources. ’’339 

2. Many alleged similarities between Chris- 
tianity and the mystery religions are either 
greatly exaggerated or invented. As we have 

seen, scholars often describe pagan rituals in 
language borrowed from Christianity. The care- 
less use of language could lead one to speak of a 
Last Supper in Mithraism or the baptism of the 
Isis cult. It is inexcusable to take the word 

savior with all of its New Testament connota- 
tions and apply it to Osiris or Attis as though 
they were savior-gods in any similar sense. 
Many of the supposed parallels that repeatedly 
appear in the writings of syncretists turn out to 

be fictions or imaginary constructs that exist 

only in the minds of biased seekers who end up 
finding exactly what they were seeking. 

British scholar Edwyn Bevan was correct 

when he wrote: “‘Of course if one writes an 
imaginary description of the Orphic mysteries, 
as Loisy, for instance, does, 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.’’*° Critical attention must be 
drawn to those writers who fill in the gaps 
between the evidence and their conclusions with 

details and terminology borrowed from Chris- 
tianity. 

3. With regard to claims about an early 
Christian syncretism, the chronology is all 
wrong. Almost all of our sources of information 

about the pagan religions alleged to have 
influenced early Christianity are very late. As 

Machen noted sixty years ago: 

In order to reconstruct that Hellenized oriental 

mysticism from which the religion of Paul is to be 

derived, the investigator is obliged to appeal to 
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sources which are long subsequent to Paul’s day. 

For example, in reproducing the spiritual atmos- 

phere in which Paul is supposed to have lived, no 

testimony is more often evoked than the words of 

Firmicus Maternus, ‘‘Be of good courage, ye 

initiates, since the god is saved; for to us there shall 

be salvation out of troubles.’’ Here, it is thought, is 

to be found that connection between the resurrec- 

tion of the god and the salvation of believers which 

appears in the Pauline idea of dying and rising with 

Christ. But the trouble is that Firmicus Maternus 

lived in the fourth century after Christ, three 

hundred years later than Paul. With what right can 

an utterance of his be used in the reconstruction of 

pre-Christian paganism? What would be thought, 

by the same scholars who quote Firmicus Maternus 

so confidently as a witness to first-century pagan- 

ism, of a historian who should quote a fourth- 

century Christian writer as a witness to first-centu- 
ry Christianity ?34! 

As we have seen, the full development of the 
mystery religions did not occur until the second 
century A.D. Moreover, any significant encounter 
between them and Christianity probably did not 
take place until the third century A.p. Our extant 
sources for the mystery cults all belong to 
periods of time after Paul’s death. The Golden 
Ass, a frequently cited source, was written by 
Apuleius after 4.p. 175. It was also impossible for 
Paul to have been influenced by the Hermetic 
writings (at least as we know them) or by the 
magical papyri.-While it is possible to claim that 
Paul could have been influenced by earlier forms 
of the mystery cults, this hypothesis lacks any 
supporting evidence. If we consider just the 
mystery religions as we now know them in their 
fully developed form, Paul could never have 
been influenced by them, since they did not then 
exist in that form. 

Machen complains that a “‘lordly disregard of 
dates runs all through the modern treatment of 
the history of religion in the New Testament 
period.’’#42 This careless inattention to dates is 
especially prominent in the very popular writ- 



ings most likely to affect large numbers of 

people. 

When the lay reader is overwhelmed by an impos- 
ing array of citations from Apuleius and from 

Lucian, to say nothing of Firmicus Maternus and 
fourth-century inscriptions, and when these late 

citations are confidently treated by men of undoubt- 

ed learning as witnesses to pre-Christian religion, 
and when the procedure is rendered more plausible 
by occasional references to pre-Christian writers 
which, if looked up would be found to prove 
nothing at all, and when there is a careful avoidance 
of anything like temporal arrangement of the mate- 
rial, but citations derived from all countries and all 
ages are brought together for the reconstruction of 

the environment of Paul—under such treatment the 
lay reader often receives the impression that some- 

thing very important is being proved. The impres- 

sion would be corrected by the mere introduction of 

a few dates, especially in view of the fact that 

oriental religion undoubtedly entered upon a re- 

markable expansion shortly after the close of the 

New Testament period, so that conditions prevail- 

ing after that expansion are by no means necessari- 

ly to be regarded as having existed before the 

expansion took place.*4? 

First, we must distinguish between early and 

later forms of the mystery religions. Second, we 

must avoid the assumption that just because a 

cult had a certain belief or practice in the third or 

fourth century, it therefore had the same belief 

or practice in the first century. Third, we must 

avoid any indiscriminate conjoining of facts from 

different centuries. The relatively late informa- 

tion we have about the pagan religions should 

not uncritically be read back into earlier stages 

in their development.*4 

4. Paul would never have borrowed from.the 

pagan religions. All of our information about 

Paul makes it highly unlikely that he was 

influenced by pagan sources. He placed great 

emphasis on his early training in a strict form of 

Judaism (Phil. 3:5). He warned the Colossians 

against the very sort of things that advocates of 
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Christian syncretism attribute to him—namely, 
letting their minds be captured by alien specula- 

tions (Col. 2:8). As Metzger points out: 

The early Palestinian Church was composed of 

Christians from a Jewish background, whose gener- 
ally strict monotheism and traditional intolerance of 

syncretism must have militated against wholesale 
borrowing from pagan cults. Psychologically it is 
quite inconceivable that the Judaizers, who at- 
tacked Paul with unmeasured ferocity for what they 

considered his liberalism concerning the relation of 

Gentile converts to the Mosaic law, should never- 
theless have acquiesced in what some have de- 
scribed as Paul’s thoroughgoing contamination of 

the central doctrines and sacraments of the Chris- 
tian religion. Furthermore, with regard to Paul 

himself, scholars are coming once again to ac- 

knowledge 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 .345 

Even if we suppose that Paul had borrowed 
from pagan religions, his enemies among the 
Judaizers would have quickly attacked him for 
such a serious compromise. Such attacks would 
have made it necessary for Paul then to explain 
or defend his use of such ideas. But his writings 
contain no hint either of such attacks or of Paul’s 
need for a defense. 

5. Christianity is a monotheistic religion with a 
definitive body of doctrine. While the evolution 
of the oriental mystery cults after a.p. 100 would 
eventually result in their advancing one solar 
deity above all the other gods, the earlier 
mysteries (including those during the first Chris- 
tian century) reveal a conflicting pantheon of 
deities and superhuman mythical beings. More- 
over, Rahner explains, ‘‘the heterogeneous, 
confused cult legends are utterly irrelevant to 
the doctrine; and we find a purely emotional 
longing for a salvation that is conceived in 
naturalistic terms. It is and remains a riddle how 
in the period of unrestricted ‘comparative reli- 



gion’ scholars should even have ventured a 
comparison, not to speak of trying to derive the 

basic doctrines of Christ from the mystery 

religions. ’’346 
6. Early Christianity was an _ exclusivistic 

faith. Even though this point has been men- 

tioned before, it is worth repeating; inattention 
to it is one of the most serious weaknesses of the 
syncretists’ position. Machen explains: 

The oriental religions were tolerant of other faiths; 
the religion of Paul, like the ancient religion of 

Israel, demanded an absolutely exclusive devotion. 
A man could become initiated into the mysteries of 

Isis or Mithras without at all giving up his former 

beliefs; but if he were to be received into the 
Church, according to the preaching of Paul, he 

must forsake all other Saviours for the Lord Jesus 
Christ. The difference places the achievement of 

Paul upon an entirely different plane from the 

successes of the oriental mystery religions. It was 

one thing to offer a new faith and a new cult as 

simply one additional way of obtaining contact with 

the Divine, and it was another thing, and a far more 

difficult thing (and in the ancient world outside of 

Israel an unheard-of thing), to require a man to 

renounce all existing religious belief and practices 

in order to place his whole reliance upon a single 

Saviour. Amid the prevailing syncretism of the 

Greco-Roman world, the religion of Paul, with the 

religion of Israel, stands absolutely alone.” 

This exclusivism should be a starting point for 

all reflection about any possible relations be- 

tween Christianity and its pagan competitors. 

The obvious inference, supported by the clear 

evidence in the New Testament, is that any hint 

of syncretism would have caused immediate 

controversy. 
7. Unlike the mysteries, the religion of Paul 

was grounded on events that actually happened 

in history. The mysticism of the mystery cults 

was essentially nonhistorical. Their myths were 

dramas, or pictures, of what the initiate went 

through, not real historical events (as Paul 
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regarded Christ’s death and resurrection). “‘Un- 
like the deities of the Mysteries,’’ Metzger 
writes, ‘‘who were nebulous figures of an imagi- 

nary past, the Divine Being whom the Christian 
worshiped as Lord was known as a real Person 

on earth only a short time before the earliest 
documents of the New Testament were writ- 
ten.’348 Reformed scholar Herman Ridderbos 

emphasizes the same truth: 

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, in 
the recent past, the myths of the cults in contrast, 
cannot be dated; they appear in all sorts of varia- 

tions, and do not give any clear conceptions. In 

short they display the timeless vagueness charac- 
teristic 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.*4? 

This Christian affirmation that the death and 
resurrection of Christ happened to a historical 
person at a particular time has absolutely no 
parallel in any of the pagan mystery religions. 

8. Although many alleged parallels between 
Christianity and the later mysteries (about which 
information is available) are imaginary or exag- 
gerated, the genuine parallels that still remain 
may reflect a Christian influence on the pagan 
system. Metzger argues, ‘‘It must not be uncriti- 
cally 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.’’3 It should 
not be surprising that leaders of the cults that 
were being successfully challenged by Christian- 
ity should do something to counter the chal- 
lenge. 

One of the surest ways would be to imitate the 

teaching of the Church by offering benefits compa- 



rable with those held out by Christianity. Thus, for 
example, one must doubtless interpret the change 

in the efficacy attributed to the rite of the tauroboli- 
um. In competing with Christianity, which prom- 
ised eternal life to its adherents, the cult of Cybele 

officially or unofficially raised the efficacy of the 

blood bath from twenty years to eternity.3>! 

Pagan attempts to counter the growing influence 
of Christianity by imitating it are also apparent 
in measures instituted by Julian the Apostate, 
who was Roman emperor from a.D. 361 to 363. 

These eight arguments against Christian syn- 
cretism help us understand why biblical scholars 
today seldom claim any early Christian depend- 
ence on the mysteries. They constitute an 
impressive collection of reasons why scholars in 
such other fields as history and philosophy 
should rethink their methods and conclusions 
and finally put such views to rest. 
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The Importance 
of the 

Gnostic Question 

The question of strong Christian dependence on 

Gnosticism is raised, crucial issues in the debate are 

overviewed, and a brief history of the debate is 

offered. The crucial nature of the Gnostic question 

becomes clear. 

The claim that early Christianity was 

influenced by Gnosticism goes back at least as 

far as Richard Reitzenstein in the first half of the 

twentieth century. While the early church fa- 

thers depicted Gnosticism as a Christian heresy, 

Reitzenstein believed that it was actually a pre- 

Christian movement that in several important 

ways influenced early Christianity, including the 

Pauline and Johannine views of Jesus. Closer to 

our own time, Rudolf Bultmann extended Reit- 

zenstein’s position, making it an important part 

of his interpretation of John’s Gospel. As we will 

see later, Bultmann’s theories were attacked and 
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rejected by many scholars. Even while the 
theory of an early Christian dependence on 
Gnosticism remained largely in disfavor among 
biblical scholars, it (like other claims of syncre- 
tism noted earlier) continued to be propagated 
both in popular writings and in textbooks written 
by specialists in areas other than theology. And 
so, for example, historian Thomas W. Africa 
circulated the position in his ancient history text 
by writing: ‘‘Even the canon of the New Testa- 
ment includes gnostic material. Gnostic themes 
pervade the Gospel of John, the prologue of 
which is almost a gnostic hymn.’’32 

RENEWED INTEREST IN GNOSTICISM 

There are several reasons why Gnosticism 
commands renewed attention today. Not the 
least of these is the discovery, translation, and 
publication of significant Gnostic texts found at 
Nag Hammadi in Egypt right after World War II. 
(These finds were in addition to the publication 
of the better known Dead Sea Scrolls—found at 
about the same time—and of lesser known texts 
of the Iranian religion known as Mandaeanism.) 
Another reason for the new interest in Gnosti- 
cism was the publication of English translations 
of several German books that argued for the 
existence of a pre-Christian Gnosticism alleged 
to be a source of important New Testament 
teachings. These translated works included Wil- 
helm Bousset’s Kyrios Christos and Rudolf 
Bultmann’s commentary on the Gospel of John. 
Thus, at least two motives are operative in the 
new attention being given to Gnosticism. The 
more detached motive is the increased scholarly 
interest in learning more about the past whenev- 
er new sources become available. The other, and 
much less detached, motive is some scholars’ 
hope that new information can help ‘prove 
Gnosticism’s influence on early Christianity. 

The general organization of this book into 
three parts traces the general historical order in 
which syncretists have alleged a Hellenistic 



influence on early Christianity. At first, the 
proponents of syncretism tended to concentrate 
their charges on primitive Christianity’s depend- 
ence on Hellenistic philosophy (part 1). As the 
movement lost steam, many scholars followed 
the lead of the History of Religions School and 
sought the roots of early Christian belief and 
practice in the mystery religions. The fruit- 
lessness of this quest was discussed in part 2. 
Once it became clear that the mystery religions 
were not the source that syncretists hoped they 
would be, attention turned finally to Gnosticism 
(about which relatively little was known). 

A BrieF HISTORY OF THE GNOSTIC QUESTION 

The recent history of the Gnostic question can 
be divided into six stages: 

Stage One: Through the eighteenth century, 
the major sources of information about Gnosti- 
cism were the writings of such church fathers as 
Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Hippolytus, Origen, 
and Tertullian.33 The Fathers depicted Gnosti- 
cism as a Christian heresy that began with the 
Simon Magus mentioned (but not there identified 
as a Gnostic) in Acts 8:9ff. Major Gnostics after 
Simon, named in the patristic accounts, included 
Menander, Saturninus, Cerinthus, Marcion, 
Basilides, and Valentinus (the most famous). 
Since the church fathers’ purpose in discussing 
Gnosticism was to attack the movement as a 
perversion of Christianity, scholars raised ques- 
tions about the objectivity of the writers and the 
reliability of the information they presented. For 
reasons like this, some scholars have tended to 
look elsewhere for their picture of Gnosticism. 

Recently, however, confidence in the basic 

reliability of the patristic picture of early Gnosti- 

cism (to about a.p. 150) has been reestab- 

lished.354 Some elements of the patristic account 

have been confirmed by material found in the 

Nag Hammadi writings.** 
Stage Two: Speculation by members of the 

History of Religions School in the early decades 
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of the twentieth century marks the next sig- 
nificant stage in the history of the Gnostic 
question. First, rejecting the patristic view that 
Gnosticism was a Christian heresy, they argued 
that Gnosticism was a pre-Christian movement. 
Second, they took the second-century Gnosti- 
cism depicted in the patristic writings as merely 
a late development of ideas that had circulated 
for years, perhaps centuries. According to Wil- 
helm Bousset, ‘‘Gnosticism is first of all a pre- 
Christian movement which has its roots in itself. 
It is therefore to be understood in the first place 
in its own terms and not as an offshoot or a by- 
product of the Christian religion.’’3° Bousset- 
found this pre-Christian Gnosticism in Philo and 
in the Hermetic writings.* The major proponent 
of the view that this pre-Christian Gnosticism 
heavily influenced first-century Christianity was 
Richard Reitzenstein. 

Stage Three: The influential work of Rudolf 
Bultmann did more than anything else to estab- 
lish the significance of the thesis that early 
Christianity was dependent on a pre-Christian 
Gnosticism. According to Bultmann, Gnosti- 
cism, “‘a religious movement of pre-Christian 
origin, invading the West from the Orient, was a 
competitor of Christianity.’’357 Building on the 
earlier work of such scholars as Reitzenstein and 
Bousset, Bultmann developed what he called the 
myth of the Gnostic Redeemer.} In his view, the 
actual point of contact between early Christian- 
ity (at least the Fourth Gospel) and this myth 
was a pre-Christian Gnostic sect in Palestine that 
centuries later would be represented by the 
Iranian sect known as Mandaeanism. Bultmann 
argued that the Mandaean sect originated in 
Palestine with a group of first-century followers 
of John the Baptist. 

Bultmann believed that the writer of the 
Gospel of John had been a member of this 

*But of course, the Hermetic writings as we know them 
must be dated after the origin of Christianity. 

tI discuss this myth in the next chapter. 



Gnostic sect who was converted to Christianity. 
Consequently, according to Bultmann, the 
Fourth Gospel is riddled with Gnostic themes 
and language. One strange but central feature of 

Bultmann’s theory is his conviction that the 
New Testament must be viewed as one stage in 
the development of Gnosticism! This crucial but 
highly questionable assumption made it possible 
for Bultmann to find not only New Testament 

passages that illustrate the introduction of Gnos- 
tic ideas into the New Testament but also other 
texts that depict the transformation of these 
ideas into the distinctive Christian doctrines we 
know today. Thus, in Bultmann’s view, the New 

Testament represents two relationships to Gnos- 
tic ideas. It both used them and reacted against 
them. For Bultmann, there was no chronological 
development in these two steps. Both could and 
occasionally did exist simultaneously. But gen- 

erally speaking, he held, the older a New 
Testament writing is, the more likely it is to 

express opposition to Gnosticism. In addition to 
John’s Gospel, Bultmann declared, other major 

Gnostic influences are evident in the writings of 

Paul.* 
Stage Four: Bultmann’s thesis of Gnostic 

dependence drew strong opposition from biblical 

scholars and theologians. Their major objection 

to Bultmann’s speculation was the total lack of 

any evidence for a pre-Christian Gnosticism. 

The weak historical basis of Bultmann’s theory 

troubled many scholars who tended, more or 

less, to stick with the patristic picture of Gnosti- 

cism as a Christian heresy. Opponents of Bult- 

mann’s thesis included E. Percy, C. H. Dodd, 

W. F. Albright, and R. P. Casey.** In Casey’s 

words, ‘‘No one, I fancy, would nowadays take 

seriously the notion that the Fourth Gospel 

*For example, Bultmann claims that Paul’s Christology is 

a synthesis of the dying and rising savior-god of the mystery 

religions, the heavenly Son of Man depicted in Jewish 

apocalyptic literature, and the Gnostic myth of a heavenly 

Redeemer who descends to earth. 
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arose as a Christian adaptation of a Mandaean 
account of John the Baptist.’’35° Supporting this 
widespread skepticism about Bultmann’s posi- 
tion was his failure to present any evidence that 

the Gnostic Redeemer myth, which was sup- 
posed to have influenced New Testament writ- 
ers, even existed in the first century. C. H. Dodd 
drew attention to the gigantic chronological gap 
between Bultmann’s late sources, the extant 

Mandaean writings, and the pre-Christian Gnos- 
ticism they were supposed to reflect. 

The compilation of the Mandaean Canon, there- 

fore, cannot be dated much, if at all, before a.p. 700. 

That is not to say that certain of the writings 

contained in it may not be earlier, though consider- 

able portions of the Ginza and of the Book of John 
were certainly written after the appearance of 
Islam, since they contain references to Muhammad 
and to the spread of his religion.... For any 

history of the Mandaeans and their beliefs before 
700 we are dependent solely on inference and 
speculation .3 

In part 2 of this book, I noted the tendency of 
scholars to criticize proponents of an early 

Christian dependence on the mysteries for the 
ease with which they jumped a gap of several 
hundred years between their sources and the 

claims they made about the mystery cults in the 
first century A.D. Compared to Bultmann, those 
scholars were amateurs. It is little wonder that 
Bultmann’s theories met with such strong resis- 
tance.* 

Stage Five: But hope springs eternal, even 
among theologians. A number of Bultmann’s 

followers refused to surrender to attacks on their 
master’s Gnostic thesis, though some of them 
must have had a few doubts about the theory’s 

shaky historical foundation. Bultmann’s specu- 
lations were given new life by the accidental 

1945 discovery of twelve Coptic codices in the 

*Bultmann’s opponents had plenty of other objections, 

some of which will be noted later. 



region of Nag Hammadi in Egypt. The fifty-three 
writings found on the codices were Coptic 
translations from earlier Greek versions of such 

Gnostic works as The Gospel of Truth, The 

Gospel According to Thomas, and The Apoca- 
lypse of Adam. These Gnostic writings were 
probably copied around a.p. 350 and then buried 
sometime after a.p. 400.* But, of course, the 

original writings on which the copies are based 

may be dated long before this, since one of 
them, The Apocryphon of John, is mentioned by 
[Irenaeus about a.p. 180.36! The discovery at Nag 

Hammadi rivals in importance the discovery of 
the Dead Sea Scrolls in 1946. Some scholars 
regard them as necessary evidence for a pre- 
Christian Gnosticism that was so obviously 
missing from Bultmann’s speculations. 
‘Scholars disagree sharply over whether the 

Nag Hammadi writings actually throw any light 
on the question of a pre-Christian Gnosticism. 
American scholar James Robinson thinks they 
do provide support for a Gnostic movement that 
antedates Christianity. He has written: “‘The 
absence of the gnostic redeemer myth at Qum- 

ran did seem to diverge from what Bultmann had 

anticipated concerning Jordanian baptismal 

sects; but this admission would seem to have 

been filled in by such Nag Hammadi materials as 

the Apocalypse of Adam.’”>? 

Among the scholars disagreeing with Robin- 

son is Gnostic specialist G. Quispel, who notes 

that Robinson ‘‘argues that a number of writings 

found at Nag Hammadi, which for the greatest 

part have not yet been published [at the time 

Quispel and Robinson wrote] and which might 

be non-Christian, are pre-Christian. But that is 

not the question at all. The question is whether 

in pre-Christian times there existed a very 

specific, coherent myth of the redeemed redeem- 

er. And it appears that that question must be 

*This kind of dating is based on the writings’ allusions to 

datable events. 
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answered in the negative.’3 We will leave open 
for now the question of possible non-Christian 
and even pre-Christian Gnostic writings within 
the Nag Hammadi discovery. The issue will 
arise later in connection with a more detailed 
analysis of the possible existence of a pre-Chris- 
tian Gnosticism.3 

Stage Six: What is the present state of the 
debate? Well, on the one hand we have the 
contemporary disciples of Bultmann who think 
the case for a pre-Christian Gnosticism has been 
strengthened as a result of these recent discov- 
eries. But on the other hand, there are scholars 
(e.g., Edwin Yamauchi) who have examined the 
full range of claims and found that satisfactory 
evidence for the existence of a pre-Christian 
Gnosticism is still absent. 

ANOTHER CRUCIAL ISSUE IN THE DEBATE 

The issue that rests at the heart of the current 
debate over the relationship between early 
Christianity and Gnosticism is Gnosticism’s age. 
Was it, as the church fathers claimed, a post- 
Christian heresy? Was it an independent move- 
ment that began about the same time as Chris- 
tianity? Or was it a full-blown pre-Christian 
movement that influenced the early church? 
Special attention must be given to the ease with 
which many scholars reason that once the 
existence of a pre-Christian Gnosticism is estab- 
lished, the dependence of the New Testament on 
that Gnosticism will be established beyond any 
doubt. But surely this reasoning is faulty. Even 
if there were a pre-Christian Gnosticism, why 
does it follow that Christianity must have been 
influenced by it? It is clear that the alleged 
Christian dependence on Gnosticism does not 

follow solely from the existence of Gnosticism 
before, or contemporaneous with, Christianity. 
Without more than this, we would simply have 
another example of the fallacy of false cause: 
coincidence does not entail causal connection. 

It is at this point that all the putative Gnostic 



themes in the Pauline and Johannine writings are 
supposed to become relevant. But anyone who 
has read this book through to this point has 
learned not to accept something as a genuine 

parallel just because some scholar says it is. We 

will have to take a careful look at these supposed 

parallels, just as we did with earlier claims about 

New Testament similarities to pagan philosophy 

and religion, and see if they stand up under 

careful analysis. What explanations other than 

Gnostic dependence can be offered for those 

parallels that turn out to be genuine and sig- 

nificant? Our task in resolving the issue of a 

possible Christian dependence on Gnosticism is 

a complex one. The first step, to which I turn in 

the next chapter, is defining Gnosticism and 

identifying its major beliefs. 
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The Nature 
of Gnosticism 

The doctrinal, historical, and ceremonial aspects of 

Gnosticism are presented. Its possible sources as a 

movement are reviewed, and the alleged dependence 

of Christianity on Gnosticism is surveyed. 

The word Gnosticism comes from the Greek 

word gnosis, which means ‘‘knowledge.’” How- 

ever, the Gnostics gave a special twist to the 

type of revealed knowledge without which hu- 

man beings could not attain salvation. 

word, so that for them gnosis meant a ah hu | 

VARIETY WITHIN GNOSTICISM 

Gnosticism was not a monolithic religion. The 

term is used to refer to a wide variety of 

religious views and movements that became 

influential during the first several centuries A.D. 

The sources of Gnosticism are difficult to track. 
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According to Scottish New Testament specialist 
R. McL. Wilson: 

No single tradition yet known to us is adequate to 

account for all the phenomena. In its origins 
Gnosticism is not Egyptian, nor is it Persian, nor is 
it Greek, although there are points of contact to be 
found in every case. The basic philosophy which 
underlies the Gnostic systems, for example, is that 

synthesis of Platonism and Stoicism, usually associ- 
ated with the name of Posidonius, which formed the 
common background of contemporary thought. But 
a philosopher like Plotinus . . . found it necessary, 
despite the affinities of Neo-Platonism and Gnostic 

thought, to write a polemic against the Gnostics. 
Again, although Gnosticism in the narrower sense 
appears historically as a Christian heresy, it is 
fundamentally un-Christian. The refutations of its 
Christian opponents are sufficient proof of that.3 

Gnosticism may well be the epitome of Hel- 
lenistic_ syncretism, drawing from and blending 
‘together philosophical ideas from Platonism and 
Stoicism and religious ideas from Jewish, Baby- 
lonian, Egyptian, and other Middle Eastern 
traditions. In addition to the heretical versions of 

‘the Christian Gnosticism that we know about 
from the church fathers, there seem to have 
been several non-Christian movements that 
some call Gnostic and others describe as semi- 
Gnostic. 

The second-century Gnosticism described in 
patristic literature existed in at least three dis- 
tinct schools. In Syria, Gnosticism was heavily 
influenced by the dualistic religion known as 
Zoroastrianism. Founded in Antioch by Menan- 
der, the Syrian school emphasized the sharp 
distinction between two gods—a good God of 
light and an evil power of darkness. A different 
Gnostic school developed in Alexandria, Egypt. 
Its two major thinkers were Basilides and Valen- 
tinus, who are both dated about the middle of 
the second century a.p. The third and last 
Gnostic school to be mentioned here was associ- 
ated with Marcion, who is often thought to 



belong in a class by himself. Marcion added a 
third god to the good and evil- deities of the 
dualists. This third god, the Demiurge, created 
the world. While paganism worshiped the evil 
god and Judaism followed the Demiurge (in 
Marcion’s view), the Gnostic knew a higher 
deliverance from the power of both by means of 
a secret knowledge from the good god. Marcion 
rejected the Old Testament as a product of the 
inferior Demiurge. He taught a view called 
Docetism in which Christ only appeared to have 
a real physical body. Of all the apostles, only 
Paul possessed true authority. 

Later Gnostic systems, with their various 
combinations of themes and ideas, dropped all 
pretense of being versions of Christianity. They 
presented themselves as competitors to Chris- 
tianity—either superior (e.g., Manichaeanism) 
or simply antagonistic (e.g., Mandaeanism). 

COMPETING DEFINITIONS OF GNOSTICISM 

The conclusions most scholars reach about 
Gnosticism are a function of their initial 
definition. Much of the recent debate about 
Gnosticism is a conflict between advocates of a 
narrow definition versus proponents of a broader 
definition of the movement. Generally speaking, 
those who advance a narrow definition of the 
system conclude that no evidence for a pre- 
Christian Gnosticism exists. On the other hand, 
scholars who insist on a broad definition of the 
term tend to find Gnosticism all over the place; 
they even find it in the New Testament.*® 

One example of a broad definition of ‘‘Gnosti- 
cism’’ explains it as a religious movement in 
which salvation depends on-knowledé. Anyone 
accepting this broad a definition will have no 
difficulty finding Gnosticism practically any- 

where in the Hellenistic world. Advocates of a 
more narrow definition limit the essence of 
Gnosticism by pointing out that the system is 

basically dualistic, that it contains a myth of a 
descending and ascending Redeemer, and so on. ee 
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One real problem in any attempt to unravel the 

various threads, of the Gnostic problem is the 

inability of scholars to agree on a definition. 

While Bultmann and other advocates of a pre- 

Christian Gnosticism favor a broad definition, 

French New Testament scholar Simone 

Pétrement represents a position at the opposite 

extreme. She insists on defining Gnosticism so 

narrowly that she will not even allow the term to 
be applied to Gnostic tendencies. As she sees it, 
‘‘Gnosticism does not consist merely of the use 

of the word ‘gnosis’; it is a teaching that is 
concerned with the relations of God, man, and 
the world, and this teaching is nowhere found, it 
seems, before Christianity.’"367 Even scholars 

who doubt the existence of a legitimate candi- 

date for the title of ‘‘Pre-Christian Gnosticism”’ 

think Pétrement’s view is too extreme. 

One attempt at a compromise came out of an 
important conference on ‘‘The Origins of Gnos- 
ticism’’ that was held in Messina, Sicily, in 1966. 

One suggestion that emerged from the congress 
was a recommendation that scholars adopt ‘‘pre- 
Gnostic’? and ‘‘proto-Gnostic’’ as_ technical 
terms. Edwin Yamauchi explains: 

‘*Pre-Gnostic’’? would be used to designate ele- 

ments in existence in pre-Christian times which 

were later incorporated into Gnosticism proper; 

‘‘pre-Gnostic’’ elements do not constitute ‘‘Gnosti- 
cism’’ in the strict sense. On the other hand, 
‘‘Proto-Gnostic’’ would designate the early or 

incipient forms of Gnosticism which preceded the 
fully developed Gnosticism of the second centu- 
ry .368 

When we are dealing with isolated suggestions, 
beliefs, or other elements that just happened to 

be picked up by later Gnostics and incorporated 
in one of their systems, we get the sense. of the 

term ‘‘pre-Gnostic.’’ When we are examining an 
early, still undeveloped form of what would 
grow into Gnosticism, the term ‘‘proto-Gnostic”’ 
is appropriate. Although the Messina suggestion 



has obvious merit for the detailed work of 

scholars, it would probably help nonspecialists if 

a simpler distinction were used. 
R. McL. Wilson has made a couple of sugges- 

tions along this line. One is that the label 
‘*Gnosticism’’ be reserved for the fully devel- 
oped Gnostic systems and that all nonsystematic 
elements be treated as pre-Gnostic. Hence, on 
this view, we would have just two key terms: 
Gnostic and pre-Gnostic. The relevance of Wil- 
son’s terminology to the question of a pre- 
Christian Gnosticism should be obvious. The 

opponent of any pre-Christian Gnosticism (in the 
fully developed, systematic form) can readily 
acknowledge the pre-Christian existence of ele- 

ments that would eventually become part of 
Gnostic systems.2 In a later work, Wilson 

distinguished between Gnosticism and Gnosis: 
‘*By Gnosticism we mean the specifically Chris- 
tian heresy of the second century a.D., by 

Gnosis, in a broader sense, the whole complex 
of ideas belonging to the Gnostic movement and 
related trends of thought.’’37° Gnosis, then, could 
apply to the appearance of Gnostic ideas in other 
movements of the time that do not really qualify 
as Gnostic.* The point is that we should use the 

name ‘‘Gnosticism’’ very carefully; it should be 
applied exclusively to the fully developed Gnos- 
tic systems that extant evidence indicates exist- 

ed after A.D. 100. We can find elements prior to 

Christianity that later would become incorporat- 

ed in the Gnostic systems; these we can call pre- 

Gnostic. Alongside of even fully developed 

forms of Gnosticism there were movements that, 

while similar to it, should not be identified with 

it; call these Gnosis. 
My own discussion of Gnosticism will follow 

*For example, an idea that appears in the New Testament 

might, in Wilson’s terminology, accurately be called Gnosis 

without entailing that the New Testament writer was 

influenced by Gnosticism proper or was even familiar with 

any pre-Gnostic elements. Similar ideas can appear in 

different literature independently. 
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Wilson’s terminological suggestions. Like Wil- 
son, I believe we must distinguish between 
Gnosticism as a developed movement and more 
general Gnostic tendencies, some of which may 
be present in pre-Christian times. Like Wilson, I 
think it is a mistake to take whatever pre- 
Gnostic elements we may find and try to turn 
them into Gnosticism proper. An important first 
step in resolving the Gnostic question is distin- 
guishing between Gnostic tendencies and the 
later, more fully developed Gnostic systems. 

THE Gnostic REDEEMER MyTH 

Because speculation about the myth of a 
Gnostic Redeemer is so central in the thinking of 
those who maintain an early Christian depend- 
ence (in the strong sense) on Gnosticism, I begin 
my brief analysis of Gnostic beliefs with a 
description of the myth. My account of other 
major Gnostic beliefs will follow in the next 
section of this chapter. 

Rudolf Bultmann claimed that he found traces 
of a pre-Christian Gnostic Redeemer myth in 
such New Testament books as the Fourth 
Gospel. One basic theme of the myth concerns 
the heavenly preexistence of human souls prior 
to their embodied existence in this world. Some- 
thing happened in that heavenly world of light 
that caused each human soul to fall from its 
heavenly home and resulted in the soul being 
imprisoned in its body. But the good god, taking 
pity on these poor souls, sent to earth a Gnostic 
Redeemer who imparted a secret knowledge 
about their former state—a state that people had 
forgotten—and about how they might return to 
it. After giving this knowledge, the heavenly 
figure returned to the world of light. This is a 
general outline of the myth. 

Examining the myth in more detail will fill in 
some of the obvious gaps from the above 
paragraph. For one thing, human souls are 
considered sparks of a heavenly Primal Man, a 
figure of light. Even before time began, the evil 



demonic forces of darkness conquered this 

heavenly figure of light, tearing him into pieces. 

The many particles of light that resulted from the 

Primal Man being torn apart were then used by 

the demons to create a world from the chaos of 

darkness. If the particles of light were ever 

removed from the material world, the world 

would return to its original chaotic state. For 

that reason, the demons guard the particles of 

light carefully to prevent the destruction of their 

world. The particles of light that are human 
souls became bound to material bodies. As part 

of their imprisonment, the demons cause these 

souls to forget their original heavenly state. The 

good god then sends the heavenly figure of light 

in bodily form to awaken the souls, remind them 

of their original home in the realm of light, and 

reveal how they may return. After imparting this 

secret knowledge (gnosis), the heavenly figure of 

light returns to heaven to prepare the way for his 

followers after their death. In this way, re- 

deemed human souls become liberated from 

their bondage to an evil, material world. 

As Bultmann sees it, the Christology of the 

New Testament is dependent on this myth. 

Accordingly, Jesus was the Primal Man, appear- 

ing in the form of a human being for the purpose 

of saving human souls; like the heavenly figure 

in the Gnostic myth, Jesus first descended, 

accomplished what he came to do, and then 

ascended. In addition to asserting that this myth 

is prominent in the Fourth Gospel, Bultmann 

also claimed to find traces of the myth in a 

number of Pauline passages (including | Cor. 

2:8ff.; 2 Cor. 8:9; Eph. 4:8-10; Phil. 2:6—-11, 

1 Tim. 3:16). It should be apparent that if 

Bultmann were correct, Christianity would not 

simply be dependent on Gnosticism; in actuality, 

Christianity would be a major variety of Gnosti- 

cism. 
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Christianity Any attempt to identify the major Gnostic 
7 eae beliefs contains certain dangers, which are noted 

ellenistic - 
World by G. W. MacRae: 

It must be understood . . . that it is impossible to 
sketch the contents of Gnostic teaching in such a 
way as to include all the pseudo-Christian forms, 
much less the later Christian and non-Christian 
forms. One can, however, detach from these many 

systems a series of assertions and attitudes that 
reflect the common atmosphere of Gnosticism. The 
scheme suits no one branch but is not completely 
foreign to any of them.37! 

One of the more obvious beliefs of Gnosticism 
is its fundamental dualism. In the myth of the 
Gnostic Redeemer, this dualism is apparent in 
the conflict between the two worlds (light and 
darkness), the two superhuman forces (the good 
god of light and the demons of darkness), and 
the two parts to human beings (a good soul 
imprisoned in an evil body). God, spirit, and 
light are diametrically opposed to demons, mat- 
ter, and darkness. The idea of the inherent evil 
of matter has consequences for the entire Gnos- 
tic system. One of these involves the very 
existence of the material world. Given the good 
god’s opposition to matter, it is impossible that 
he could have anything to do with bringing such 
a world into existence. Hence, the Gnostics 
reasoned, he did not. The material world must 
be the work either of evil demons (as noted in 
our account of the myth) or, in some versions, of 
a second and inferior god, akin to Plato’s 
Demiurge, whom heretical Christian Gnostics 
viewed as the Yahweh of the Old Testament. 
Human beings belong to both worlds—the 

spiritual world of the divine light and the 
material world of darkness. Human souls are 
sparks of the divine light that have become 
entrapped in matter. Unconscious of their divine 
origin and destiny but still impelled by a subcon- 
scious longing for the heavenly light from which 



they had fallen, these ‘‘pneumatics’’ (as they 
were called) were impelled to seek deliverance 
from their bondage to matter. The basic question 
of human existence is how to achieve deliver- 
ance from matter and finally return to the world 
of light and the god of that world. 

Several things are necessary if human beings 
are to experience this redemption. For one 
thing, they need to be awakened from their 
slumber and reminded of their heavenly origin. 
The basic means by which humans attain salva- 
tion from the evil of matter is a special knowl- 
edge (gnosis) that they cannot attain themselves 
but only receive as a divine gift. This gnosis is 
not intellectual knowledge or philosophical spec- 
ulation but a revelation from the good god. But it 
is not a knowledge that just anyone may obtain; 

it is a secret or esoteric knowledge made 

available only to those for whom it can be a 

means of salvation. ‘‘In some cases [gnosis] is 

no more than a crude magical knowledge of 

spells and passwords, for to know the name of a 

god gives power over the owner of the name. In 

other cases, gnosis meant an elevated mystical 

experience, a vision of the divine, a knowledge 

received by revelation from God Himself.’’>” As 

explained by Gnostic specialist Hans Jonas, 

The goal of gnostic striving is the release of the 

‘Sinner man’’ from the bonds of the world and his 

return to his native realm of light. The necessary 

condition for this is that he know about the trans- 

mundane God and about himself, that is, about his 

divine origin as well as his present situation, and 

accordingly also about the nature of the world 

which determines this situation.*” 

The Gnostics also believed in a huge host of 

intermediary beings who inhabit the regions 

between God and men. As noted in part 1, the 

postulation of intermediary beings between God 

and the world was prominent in the thought of 

Philo and the Middle Platonists. The Gnostics 

usually explained these intermediary beings (of- 
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ten called aeons) as emanations of the good god. 

The Gnostic picture of the various spheres or 
layers between this god and the material world 

often got quite complicated, as MacGregor and 
Purdy explain: 

The earth is separated from the upper realms of 
light by a series of intermediary spheres, usually 

seven in number, over each of which rules one of 

the planetary demons. . . . It is they who determine 
all that happens within their respective spheres, and 
through their domain that imprisoned divine spark 

which is the soul must find its way to the... 

transcendent world beyond all the seven 

spheres.3”4 

These spheres symbolize the very real distance 
between man and god, as well as the difficulty 

awaiting the soul that wishes to return to the 
good god. The demon, or Archon (lord), that 
governs each sphere ‘‘bars the passage to the 
souls that seek to ascend after death, in order to 
prevent their escape from the world and their 
return to God.’’375 

It is now possible to fit the Gnostic view of 

Jesus within this system. In the second-century 
Gnosticism described by the Fathers, Christ was 
one of the higher aeons, or intermediary beings, 
who descended to earth for the purpose of 
redeeming man. Christ came into the world, not 
in order to suffer and die, but in order to release 
the divine spark of light imprisoned in matter. 
The Gnostic Jesus was not a savior; he was a 

revealer. He came for the express purpose of 
communicating his secret gnosis. Central to 

almost all versions of the Christian forms of 
Gnosticism was the position known as Doce- 
tism. Docetism was a denial that Christ actually 
became a man with a real human body. Given 
the inherent evil of matter, the Gnostics regard- 

ed even the possibility of a genuine incarnation 
as unthinkable. Christ only appeared to have a 
human body. The Book of First John contains a 
number of allusions to a heresy that denied that 



Christ had really come in the flesh (1 John 1:1- 
2; 2:18ff.; 4:1ff.). Using Wilson’s terminology 
noted earlier, we may regard John’s knowledge 
of, and repudiation of, Docetism as an example 
of Gnosis (but not Gnosticism) in the New 
Testament. The Gnostic Jesus never became a 
man; he only appeared to become incarnate. 
Consequently, it was impossible for him really to 
die. Hence the Christian Gnostics had to explain 
away the sufferings and death of Jesus. 

A legitimate area of concern regarding any 
theological movement is its system of ethics. 
Gnosticism’s system was hardly one of its more 
commendable features. As Wilson points out, 
the Gnostic emphasis on the attainment of secret 
knowledge often led ‘‘to a considerable degree 
of spiritual pride and complacency among the 
more favoured members of the community, and 
to widely differing conclusions regarding the 
practical conduct of life. To some, the posses- 
sion of gnosis made ethics irrelevant, whereas 
others held that it was necessary to mortify the 
flesh by ascetic practices in order to free the soul 
from its prison.’37 Thus the Gnostic system 
evidences a split personality. Because of its 
denigration of the body, some Gnostics were 
ascetics who avoided sex and marriage and 
sought liberation from their entrapment in the 
physical body. But since the Gnostic’s salvation 
depended not on his conduct but on the attain- 
ment of secret knowledge, the movement often 
gave rise to immoral behavior. 

One final Gnostic practice should be noted. A 
use of magic became very important in many 
later Gnostic sects. A number of inscriptions and 
drawings that have survived illustrate a Gnostic 
adoption of the practice of repeating magical 
names and formulas, some of which were pure 
gibberish. Astrology also was important. The 
Gnostics often proposed ways of escaping from 
man’s bondage to the material world through a 
complex network of pseudoscientific theories 
about the world and the stars. 
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We are continuing our quest to answer the 

question of possible influences of Gnosticism on 

first-century Christianity. Now that we have 

reviewed the most important Gnostic beliefs, we 
can look to the major proponent of early Chris- 

tian dependence on Gnosticism, Rudolf Bult- 

mann. 



Bultmann’s 
Gnostic Thesis 

Rudolf Bultmann’s influence on the whole Gnostic 

question is introduced and a detailed evaluation 
presented. 

Rudolf Bultmann’s towering presence with 

respect to the Gnostic question makes a more 

detailed evaluation of his position mandatory. 

Three major claims constitute Bultmann’s 
influential theory: (1) A Gnostic Redeemer myth 

(as described earlier) existed in pre-Christian 
times. (2) Important support for this claim, as 

well as information about the nature of this pre- 
Christian Gnosticism, can be gleaned from the 

writings of the Gnostic religion of Mandaeanism, 

remnants of which still survive in parts of 
contemporary Iraq and Iran. (3) Our knowledge 

of Gnosticism in general and the Redeemer myth 
in particular helps us recognize many stunning 
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parallels between them and such New Testa- 
ment documents as the Fourth Gospel. Accord- 
ing to Bultmann, these similarities force us to 
postulate a Gnostic source for these elements. 
This, in brief, is the theory that Bultmann 
constructed. However, I will argue, all Bult- 
mann built was a house of cards that collapses 
once anyone begins to evaluate his evidence and 

inferences. 

BULTMANN’S PRE-CHRISTIAN REDEEMER MyTH 

For anyone unfamiliar with the skimpy histori- 
cal foundation for Bultmann’s speculation re- 
garding the Redeemer myth, his claims can carry 
some clout. As the earlier description of the 
myth should have made clear, enough similari- 
ties exist between the myth and New Testament 
Christology that an unwary reader might con- 
clude that perhaps such a story did influence 
Paul and John in the development of their views 
of Jesus. Yamauchi summarizes Bultmann’s 
conclusions regarding John’s Gospel: 

The Fourth Evangelist has demythologized and 
Christianized his Gnostic source. His former Gnos- 
ticism was an early oriental type of Gnosticism with 
a dualism of darkness and light, but without any 
complicated theories of emanation. The Evangelist 
both adopted and adapted the Gnostic Redeemer 
myth, while at the same time refuting it by refer- 
ence to the earthly Jesus of Nazareth. In particular, 

the prologue shows that Christ was a cosmic figure, 

who was sent in the disguise of a man (Jn. 1:14).377 

Unfortunately, there is one major snag in all of 
this: How do we know that the Gnostic Redeem- 
er myth existed prior to, or contemporaneous 
with, first-century Christianity? In the words of 
New Testament scholar Stephen Neill: 

One question calls urgently for an answer. Where 
do we find the evidence for pre-Christian belief in a 
Redeemer, who descended into the world of 
darkness in order to redeem the sons of light? 
Where is the early evidence for the redeemed 



Redeemer, who himself has to be delivered from 
death? The surprising answer is. that there is 
precisely no evidence at all. The idea that such a 
belief existed in pre-Christian times is simply a 

hypothesis and rests on nothing more than highly 
precarious inference backwards from a number of 
documents which themselves are known to be of 

considerably later origin.378 

Neill isolates one of the major problems with 
Bultmann’s thesis. The rest of this section will 
explore his point in greater detail. 

1. One of the more serious objections to 
Bultmann’s view is the fact that there are 
absolutely no pre-Christian texts that support 
the existence of the Gnostic myth before the 
beginning of Christianity.3”? Bultmann recon- 
structs his picture of the allegedly pre-Christian 
myth from literature that is at least one hundred 
years after the Gospel of John! Although all of 
his textual support is clearly post-Christian, 

much of it (like the Mandaean literature) post- 

dates the New Testament by several centuries.* 

Since the only first-century document that Bult- 

mann quotes is the New Testament itself, his 

theory lacks any extrabiblical evidence from the 

first century A.D. or before. If any borrowing took 

place, then, it is far more likely that this later 

Gnostic literature borrowed from the New Tes- 

tament. 
Even German scholar Walter Schmithals, a 

strong proponent of Christianity’s dependence 

on a pre-Christian Gnosticism, admits that it is 

impossible to find traces of a pure version of the 

Redeemer myth dating before the end of the first 

Christian century. Recognition of this fact sug- 

gests that the hypothesis of a pre-Christian 

Gnostic Redeemer is nothing more than a fabri- 

cation.3®0 

According to Martin Hengel, ‘‘There really 

should be an end to presenting Manichaean texts 

*Examples of Bultmann’s source material include the 

Hermetic writings, writings from the religion known as 

Manichaeanism, and literature from Mandaeanism. 
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of the third century like the ‘Son of the Pearl’ in 

the Acts of Thomas as evidence of supposedly 

pre-Christian gnosticism and dating it back to 
the first century B.c.In reality there is no gnostic 
redeemer myth in the sources which can be 
demonstrated chronologically to be pre-Chris- 

tian.’’38! Andrew Helmbold sides with those who 

object to Bultmann’s game-playing with the 

historical evidence: 

Therefore, all extant manuscripts with Redeemer 
Hymns in the Gnostic mold are from a.p. 140 or 
later—while the hymns of Philippians and | Tim- 
othy can be dated no later than the first century 4D. 

Obviously, then, the written source of the Redeem- 

er Hymn genre used by the early Christians cannot 

be any of the Gnostic works mentioned. In fact, the 
presupposition would be the reverse. Aside from 

this weighty chronological consideration, however, 
there are major differences in content between the 

Christian and the Gnostic hymns.* 

British New Testament scholar James D. G. 

Dunn concurs: 

Since the publication of Bultmann’s Theology it has 
become increasingly evident that his formulation of 

the myth is an abstraction from later sources. There 

is nothing of any substance to indicate that a 
gnostic redeemer myth was already current at the 
time of Paul. On the contrary all the indications are 
that it was a post-Christian (second century) devel- 

opment using Christian beliefs about Jesus as one 
of its building blocks.383 

Therefore, the evidence available to us indi- 
cates that there was no Gnostic Redeemer 
before Jesus. As Robert M. Grant notes, ‘‘The 
most obvious explanation of the origin of the 
Gnostic Redeemer is that he was modeled after 
the Christian conception of Jesus. It seems 
significant that there is no redeemer. before 
Jesus, while we encounter other redeemers 
(Simon Magus, Menander) immediately after his 
time.’’384 I conclude, then, that the Gnostic 
Redeemer is not a pre-Christian myth function- 



ing as one source for the New Testament picture 
of Christ but is instead a post-Christian effect 
that is itself dependent on the historical 

Christ.385 
2. British scholar Alan Richardson, among 

others, has shown us a second objection to 
Bultmann’s position: The Pauline and Johannine 
teachings about the Son of Man are extensions 
of what Jesus himself had already taught.3*° Even 
if Jesus’ teachings are considered from a purely 
human perspective, they could have resulted 
from reflection about similar themes in the Old 
Testament. According to Carsten Colpe, 

The Johannine Son of Man is primarily rooted in 

the Jewish apocalyptic tradition, which also re- 
mains recognizable in the Synoptics. And the 

Fourth Gospel’s identification of Jesus with the Son 
of Man does not have its basis in the fact that the 
Evangelist wanted Jesus to suppress or temporalize 
a Gnostic redeemer-figure. Instead, the iden- 
tification is based on the fact that the early Chris- 

tian community took Jesus to be the Son of Man, 
and apparently this is precisely because of Jesus’ 

own words prior to Easter.*87 

The fact that the New Testament teaching about 

the Son of Man can thus be explained without 

resorting to Bultmann’s unsupported specula- 

tions provides an additional reason for rejecting 

his hypothesis. 

3. But what if new evidence should come to 

light that finally establishes that there was 

indeed a Gnostic Redeemer myth in pre-Chris- 

tian times? Would such a discovery prove 

Bultmann’s thesis? Even if this were to happen, 

Bultmann’s conclusions would not follow. It is 

completely within reason to suppose that an 

evangelist like John or a missionary like Paul 

would recognize the wisdom of communicating 

the Christian message through language and 

ideas with which the audience could identify.* 

*As we saw in part I, this was certainly true in the case of 

the writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews. 
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Communicators have always used not only 

analogies, or illustrations, but also cultural meta- 
phors. We must not confuse a simple usage of 
Hellenistic language and thought-forms with the 
quite separate matter of claiming that the New 

Testament contains a syncretistic adulteration of 
the Christian message with pagan ideas. 

4. Additional support for the claims made 
under point three emerge from the truly major 

differences between the New Testament Re- 
deemer and the heavenly figure of the Gnostic 
myth. Herman Ridderbos draws attention to at 
least three such dissimilarities. First, ‘‘The 
Redemption in Christ proclaimed by Paul has a 
clearly demonstrable and datable historical char- 

acter. The gnostic myth speaks of an inconceiv- 
able primeval period and has no relation to a 
single historical figure.’’388 Second, Ridderbos 
maintains, ‘“‘The Redeemer whom Paul preaches 
was born as a man and was a man in the full 
sense of the word. ... The Gnostic Redeemer 

. is a mythical hero from a primeval period, 
who conducts a cosmic war against unspeakable 
mythical powers, in order to ascend again to the 
world of light, but he is in no single respect a 

man among men, nor does he share in their 
destiny (birth, suffering, and death).’’389 As our 

discussion of Philo in part 1 made clear, radical 
dualists who disparage matter and the body as 
evil simply cannot tolerate a genuine Incarna- 
tion. In his third point, Ridderbos contrasts the 
Gnostic hero, who has powers against the 
demonic forces of evil, with Paul’s Redeemer 
who “‘sets aside his glory, humiliates himself, 

and takes on the figure of a servant, and 
becomes poor (2 Cor. 8:9; Phil. 2:7).’3% Ridder- 

bos’s conclusion to this three-point comparison 
is instructive: 

The only thing which presents itself for comparison 
here is the very general idea of the descent of the 
preexistent Son of God, as Paul in Philippians 2 and 

in other places describes the coming of Christ, and 



as in the gnostic myth, the coming of the pretempo- 
ral, mythical figure of the hero. . .. No one would 

dare to affirm, however, that Paul and John (or their 

predecessors) only arrived at the idea of the 

preexistence of Christ and of his coming out of the 

heavens with the aid of this cosmological gnostic 

myth.39! 

But, it might be countered, the attacks on the 

flimsy historical foundation of Bultmann’s hy- 

pothesis are outdated by the discovery, transla- 

tion, and publication of new texts that may 

provide the evidence admittedly absent from his 

own argument. In the next section of this 

chapter, we will examine in more detail Bult- 

mann’s appeal to the literature of the Mandaean 

religion. In the following chapters, we will 

analyze the extent to which possible support for 

his position may be present in other literature, 

such as the Nag Hammadi texts or the Hermetic 

writings. 

BULTMANN’S USE OF MANDAEANISM 

Like Reitzenstein before him, Bultmann ap- 
pealed to the small Middle Eastern religion of 

Mandaeanism in support of his belief in a pre- 
Christian Gnosticism.392 Mandaeanism is basical- 

ly a variety of Gnosticism, though it differs in 

several ways from the traditional Gnosticism 

described earlier. It borrows from Iranian, 

Babylonian, Egyptian, Jewish, and even Chris- 

tian sources. As C.H. Dodd describes the 

literature of the cult: 

The Mandaean writings are an extraordinary farra- 

go of theology, myth, fairy-tale, ethical instruction, 

ritual ordinances, and what purports to be history. 

There is no unity or consistency, and it is not 

possible to give a succinct summary of their 

teaching. It is neither consistently monotheistic nor 

consistently dualistic. But in its main intention it is 

based upon a dualism not unlike that of the 

Manichees.3% 
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The Mandaean sect, which still survives in 
parts of Iraq and Iran, is claimed by some to 
have existed in or around Palestine in pre-Chris- 
tian times. Further, this allegedly pre-Christian 
Mandaeanism is linked to John the Baptist. 
‘*The circle of John [the Baptist], out of which 
Jesus also came forth, would thus be the nursery 

of a very early Gnosis, which freely mixed 
Babylonian, Persian, and Syrian elements with 
basic Jewish ideas, grouped around the old 
Iranian myth of the primal man who descended 
from the heavens. It is here that the origin of the 
New Testament Christology is thought to 
lie.”’3°4 Bultmann believed that the baptismal sect 
started by John the Baptist was the major source 
of the Mandaean religion. Dodd explains Bult- 
mann’s supposed Mandaean link back to John 
the Baptist: 

First it is argued that the kernel of Mandaeanism is 
a myth connected with the ancient Iranian mystery 
of redemption. The myth and mystery are pre- 
Christian, and underlie the formation of Christian 

doctrine, especially in its Johannine and Gnostic 
forms. Secondly, it is argued that the Mandaean 
ritual and myth were actually formulated by John 
the Baptist, and that the Mandaeans of the eighth 
and following centuries are the successors of that 

Baptist sect to which allusions are found in Acts 
Xvill.24—xix.7. Christianity arose out of this Baptist 
sect. Its members were called Nazoreans, a name 
by which the Mandaeans call themselves in their 

Scriptures. Jesus the Nazorean, a disciple of John, 
took the name over with him into the new sect 
which he founded .3% 

Bultmann’s elaborate Mandaean hypothesis 
has been criticized on a number of grounds. 
Some of his critics have objected to the lack of 
proof for the existence of a Mandaean or pre- 
Mandaean sect in pre-Christian times. There is 
certainly no proof that any pre-Christian Gno- 
sis-Mandaean or otherwise—had any direct 
influence on the New Testament. Attempts to 
link Mandaeanism with John the Baptist are both 



unpersuasive and unnecessary. Dodd points out 
that there is “‘no need to have recourse to any 
individual founder to explain the Mandaean 
baptismal rite. Frequent ritual lustrations [wash- 
ings] were common in most ancient religions, 
including Judaism. The distinctive thing about 
Christian baptism, as to all appearance about its 
prototype, Johannine baptism, is its solitariness 
as a rite of initiation performed once for all.’’3% 
We have already seen the lack of any evidence 
supporting the existence of the Redeemer Myth 
in pre-Christian times. 

Critics of Bultmann’s Mandaean thesis stress 
particularly the chronological problems his theo- 
ry raises. Given the late date of the Mandaean 
literature (compiled not much before a.p. 700), 
English scholars have been very hesitant to 
allow the origin of Mandaeanism to be dated 
early enough for it to have had any direct 
influence on first-century Christianity. Attempts 
to use Mandaeanism in arguing for a pre-Chris- 
tian Gnosticism clearly rest on very shaky 
historical ground. Referring to this point, Ya- 
mauchi asserts: ‘‘As a historian, I find it more 
than a little ironic that a scholar like Bultmann, 
who is so extremely skeptical of such first- 
century A.D. sources as the canonical gospels, is 
at the same time uncritically credulous in using 
late post-Islamic texts if they suit his pur- 
pose.’ 397 

Although C. H. Dodd wrote his words as a 

criticism of Reitzenstein’s earlier attempt to use 
Mandaeanism as evidence for a pre-Christian 

Gnosticism, they apply with equal force to 

Bultmann. Dodd states that the ‘““whole process 

of reconstruction is a masterpiece of characteris- 

tic ingenuity, but it depends on too many 

arbitrary assumptions.’ ‘‘The reconstruc- 

tion,’ he continues, ‘‘is too speculative to 

provide any trustworthy source of historical 

information.’’3 We have pointed out that Bult- 

mann discusses several points foundational to 

his reconstruction of the Gnostic myth. The 
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major difficulty, however, is determining the 

date at which these ideas first become apparent 

in the specific synthesis so necessary for his 

reconstruction. As Dodd continues: 

Too often the documents cited are of quite uncer- 

tain date, and we wander in a world almost as 

timeless as the world of the myth itself. When some 

more precise chronology is possible, it always, or 

almost always, turns out either that the document 

in question belongs to the fourth century or later, or 

that it belongs to an environment in which the 

influence of Christian or at least of Jewish thought 

is probable, so that it is hazardous to use the 

document to establish a pre-Christian, non-Jewish 

mystery .40 

Because of the late date of the historical evi- 

dence, Dodd concludes that appeals to the 

Mandaean writings exaggerate greatly the sig- 

nificance of these works for our understanding of 
John’s Gospel. To be specific, ‘‘alleged parallels 

drawn from this medieval body of literature have 

no value for the study of the Fourth Gospel 

unless they can be supported by earlier evi- 

dence.’’4°' Even though some Mandaean studies 

after Dodd’s book have led a number of scholars 

to conclude that the origin of Mandaeanism may 

be earlier than some have supposed, the evi- 

dence still leaves us short of the first century 

A.D.4%2 Many scholars even maintain that the 

Mandaean notion of redemption and of a Re- 

deemer (who appears but once in its literature) 

evidence a Christian influence.4% 

All in all, then, the Mandaean hypothesis is a 
remarkable example of the lengths to which a 
rich imagination can lead some theologians. But 

historians are not supposed to earn high grades 

for the fancifulness of their theories but rather 

for their success in establishing their hypotheses 

on a solid historical foundation. Based on the 
evidence presently available, Bultmann’s Man- 

daean hypothesis fails. 



GNOSTICISM AND THE GOSPEL OF JOHN 

While few pages of the New Testament have 

escaped completely the taint of allegations of 
Hellenistic influence, proponents of early Chris- 
tian syncretism have tended to focus their 
attention on the Fourth Gospel and the Pauline 
Epistles. Thus, Bultmann and other proponents 

of a Christian dependence on Gnosticism give 
John’s Gospel a central place in their argument. 

Viewed superficially, the text of the Gospel 

may appear to support this line of thinking. 

Consider several sample texts: 

In him [the Logos] was life, and that life was the 

light of men. The light shines in the darkness, but 

the darkness has not understood it. (John 1:4—5) 

This is the verdict: Light has come into the world, 

but men loved darkness instead of light because 

their deeds were evil. Everyone who does evil 

hates the light, and will not come into the light for 

fear that his deeds will be exposed. (John 3:19—20) 

When Jesus spoke again to the people, he said, *‘I 

am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will 

never walk in darkness, but will have the light of 

life.’’ (John 8:12) 

I have come into the world as a light, so that no one 

who believes in me should stay in darkness. (John 

12:46)* 

If one is familiar with the basic details of the 

Gnostic Redeemer myth and the other major 

tenets of Gnosticism, it is easy to see how texts 

like these could be compared with various tenets 

of Gnosticism—namely, the Gnostic dualism 

between light and darkness, the belief that God 

and the heavenly Redeemer belong to the realm 

of light, and the injunction to embodied souls to 

turn away from the darkness and seek the light. 

*The emphasis on light as opposed to darkness is also 

prominent in the First Epistle of John (1 John 1:5, 7; 2:8- 

10). 
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Other alleged Gnostic themes that are sup- 
posed to appear in John’s Gospel include the 
contrast between spirit and flesh, an emphasis 
on knowledge,* and the doctrine of a descend- 
ing and ascending Redeemer (John 3:13; 6:62). 
Earlier, I criticized Bultmann’s speculations 
about a pre-Christian Gnostic Redeemer myth 
and rejected it for lack of evidence. Then I 
examined his elaborate hypothesis about Chris- 
tianity arising out of a Gnostic sect fathered by 
John the Baptist, a sect with specific ties to the 
surviving remnants of Mandaeanism. This hy- 
pothesis also lacks sufficient historical evidence 
to commend it to open-minded scholars. But 
even without any evidence for his other theories, 
the fact remains that the Gospel of John does 
contain terms, images, and themes that can be 
made to appear Gnostic.t What then can be said 
about these apparent parallels between the 
Fourth Gospel and Gnosticism? 

First, whatever similarities in language and 
ideas may appear in John’s Gospel and the 
Gnostic systems, the Johannine teaching about 
light, spirit, and knowledge is, if anything, anti- 
Gnostic! Any attempt to read John’s Gospel 
through Gnostic spectacles produces a message 
diametrically opposed to what the church has 
always understood the Gospel to be saying. For 
example, John repeatedly stresses the fact that 
the Logos really became a human being. There 
is no room anywhere in John’s Gospel for the 
Docetic doctrine that the descending Redeemer 
only assumed the form of a human being. John 
tells us that he became flesh (John 1:14; 6:51). 

This anti-Docetism is even more apparent in 
1 John, where Docetism is associated with the 
spirit of Antichrist. As John states in the first 

*While John often uses forms of the verb ‘‘to know,” it is 

interesting to note that he never once uses the noun gnosis. 

After all, the Gospel of John was the favorite book of the 
second-century Gnostic heretics. 



verse of the epistle: “‘That which was from the 
beginning, which we have heard, which we have 
seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and 
our hands have touched—this we proclaim 
concerning the Word of life’? (1 John 1:1, my 
emphasis). In fact, the major sin repeatedly 
condemned throughout 1 John includes two 
components: a denial of Christ’s full humanity 
(Docetism) and a denial of Jesus’ messiahship. 

It is certainly true that John depicts Christ as 
the eternal and divine Logos who descends to 
earth to accomplish the redemption of sinful men 
and then ascends to return to the Father. But as 
New Testament scholar George Ladd notes, 
‘*There is certainly no need to look to a Hellenis- 
tic background for the descent-ascent motif; this 
is at home on Jewish soil.’’4°4 There are some 
remarkable parallels between the the Dead Sea 
Scrolls (the literature of the Essene community 
at Qumran) and John’s Gospel. Although schol- 
ars generally agree that these similarities are not 
strong enough to prove any direct dependence, 
and although there are enough major differences 
to suggest no direct dependence in either direc- 
tion,45 we know that many ideas hitherto 
thought to be Hellenistic appear to have risen 
independently in first-century Palestine. -As 

Ladd further states: 

Even if direct dependence cannot be established 

between John and the Qumran writings, the similar- 

ities have proven that the idiom and thought 

patterns of the Fourth Gospel could have arisen in 

Palestine in the mid-first century A.p.—a position 

few critical scholars of a generation ago would have 

dared to support. . . . Many contemporary scholars 

now recognize a solid Johannine tradition 

independent of the Synoptics, stemming from Pal- 

estine and dating from a.p. 30—66, and attribute to 

the Fourth Gospel a degree of historical worth 

hardly dreamed of a generation ago except by the 

most conservative scholars.4° 

This new information from the Dead Sea 

Scrolls considerably weakens the attempts of 
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scholars like Bultmann to trace the sources of 
Johannine teaching about light and a heavenly 
Redeemer to Hellenistic movements like Gnosti- 
cism. As the Dead Sea Scrolls show, such 

themes were already prominent in a non-Hellen- 
istic, Palestinian package in the first Christian 
century. : 

But suppose, in spite of this new information 
from Qumran, we meet Bultmann halfway and 

acknowledge some awareness of Gnostic ten- 
dencies (what R. McL. Wilson earlier called 
‘‘Gnosis’’) in the writings of John. Would even 
this admission support Bultmann’s theory about 
a Gnostic influence? Once again, I must answer 

in the negative. In part 1, we noted that the 
writer of Hebrews was clearly familiar with the 
language and concepts of Alexandrian philoso- 

phy and theology. The presence of this material 
in Hebrews does no more to prove dependence 
on Platonism than a presence of ‘‘Gnosis’’ in the 
Fourth Gospel would prove dependence in its 
case. Regarding these elements of Gnosis in 
John’s writing, Ladd has suggested a theory 
similar to my own suggestion about the Book of 
Hebrews: 

The similarities between John and popular Hellenis- 
tic thought can hardly be accidental, in spite of the 

similarities to Qumran. The best solution seems to 
be that John was written, as patristic tradition 
suggests, late in the first century to refute a gnostic 
tendency in the church.* . . . If the Gospel, like the 
First Epistle, was written to refute an incipient 
gnosticism, the reason for its particular idiom and 
message becomes clear. John makes use of words 
and ideas familiar in gnostic circles to refute these 
very gnostic tendencies. The base of this idiom 

*I want neither Ladd nor myself misunderstood at this 

point. Earlier, I stressed the difference between Gnosticism 
and Gnostic tendencies. The existence of what R. McL. 

Wilson calls Gnosis, as opposed to Gnosticism, seems well- 
established. All that Ladd is admitting is that John’s writings 

show an awareness that there were Gnostic tendencies in the 

beliefs of a few, not that Gnosticism was an essential feature 
of Christianity. 



goes back to Palestine, and undoubtedly to Jesus 

himself. But John chose to formulate his entire 

Gospel in language that probably was used by our 

Lord only in intimate dialogue with his disciples or 

in theological argument with learned scribes in 
order to bring out the full meaning of the eternal 
Word that became flesh (Jn. 1:14) in the historical 

event of Jesus Christ.*” 

So what does Bultmann’s case for an early 
Christian dependence on Gnosticism amount to? 

Not much. It is pure speculation from start to 
finish, aided no doubt by Bultmann’s own 

personal aversion to the message that the Chris- 

tian church has always read in the Fourth 

Gospel. Even if Bultmann were correct in his 

claim that Gnostic overtones appear throughout 

John’s writings, it is because John (like Paul in 

his own attacks on similar errors) is contrasting 

the revealed truth of the Christian gospel with 

the dangerous errors present in a pre-Gnostic 

collection of ideas. 
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The Hermetic 
Writings 
and Paul 

The Hermetic writings constitute another represen- 

tation of non-Christian Gnostic thought. Claims of 

alleged Pauline dependence on these writings are 

examined in light of external historical sources and 

(internally) Paul’s use of the term gnosis. 

In this chapter, we will explore the possibility 

that the form of Gnosticism that appears in the 

so-called Hermetica, or Hermetic writings, 

influenced early Christianity. As a subdivision of 

this topic, the chapter will also consider Paul’s 

alleged dependence on the Hermetica in particu- 

lar and on Gnosticism in general. 

THE HERMETICA 

The Hermetic literature is a diverse collection 

of tracts written in Egypt in the second and third 

centuries A.D., tracts that represent a specula- 

tive, non-Christian form of Gnosticism.‘ 

chapter fifteen 
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Reconstruction of the writings is based on 

manuscripts written in Greek that date from the 

fourteenth century and after. Largely because of 

theories developed by Richard Reitzenstein, the 

Hermetica began to be used early in this century 

as evidence for a pre-Christian Gnosticism. The 

writings purport to be revelations of Thoth, an 

Egyptian god otherwise known as Hermes Tris- 

megistus.* 

The Hermetic writings are an odd mixture of 

Egyptian, Greek, and Jewish ideas, with some 

influence from the Orient. The writings are 

Gnostic. For example, they evidence the tradi- 

tional Gnostic dualism. The human soul is 

trapped in a body, but through the medium of 

gnosis it can be freed from the influence of 

matter and make its way back to God. The 

Greeks regarded Hermes as the messenger of the 

gods. During the Hellenistic age, Hermes came 

to be regarded as the special god of wisdom. 

This helps explain his adoption by certain Gnos- 

tics, since the Hermetic literature depicts 

Hermes as the revealer of secret knowledge, 

often in dialogue form, about such things as 

God, creation, and salvation.‘ 

Different accounts refer to varying numbers of 

tracts in the Hermetic literature, ranging from 

fourteen to nineteen. The entire collection of 

writings is often given the title Poimander, 

though this label more accurately describes the 

first tractate only. For our purposes, the two 

most important tracts are the first and thirteenth, 
since they evidence the clearest parallels to 
portions of the New Testament.4! 

“Hermes was one of the Greek deities. During the 
Hellenization of Egypt, Hermes came to be identified with 
the Egyptian god Thoth. The title ‘‘Trismegistus”’ appears to 
be Greek rendering of an Egyptian title that meant ‘ ‘very 
great”’ (literally ‘‘thrice great’’). Hermes is also known under 
the names Poimander and Asklepios. 



REITZENSTEIN’S THEORY OF PAULINE 

DEPENDENCE 

Richard Reitzenstein argued’ that Paul had 
been influenced by the Gnosticism of the Her- 
metic writings. The major support for his posi- 
tion was the presence of what Reitzenstein 
claimed were Gnostic concepts and language in 
Paul’s writings—e.g., gnosis (‘‘knowledge’’), 
phos (‘‘light’’), photizo (‘‘to bring to light’’), and 
metamorphoomai (‘to be transformed or 
changed’’).4'! Of course, these were also com- 
mon words in ordinary Greek usage, but it helps 
to ignore this fact when one is attempting to 
prove that Paul was influenced by Gnosticism. 
While Paul, in Reitzenstein’s view, may not 
have been the first Gnostic, he was certainly the 

greatest Gnostic. 

In arguing that Paul derived important ele- 
ments of his theology from the Hermetic writ- 
ings, Reitzenstein maintained that significant 
portions of the Hermetica were written prior to 
the Pauline Epistles. Such an early date for the 
Hermetica is today almost universally rejected, 
a fact that makes claims of a Hermetic influence 
on Christian theology extremely implausible. 
Several scholars suggest A.D. 200 or 300 as the 
earliest date for the literature.4'? According to 
philosopher Gordon Clark, an authority on 

Hellenistic thought, 

None of the tractates was written before the 

Christian era and they were not collected into a 

single group much before a.p. 300... . Without 

sufficient evidence to warrant greater exactitude 

the safest thing to do is to consider the tractates as 

having been produced sometime during the second 

and third centuries.43 

Edwin Yamauchi places them in the second 

century A.D. or later.‘'* Without question, the 

Hermetic literature was written after the death 

of Paul, suggesting that if Christian elements 
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appear in the writings, they were borrowed from 

Christianity.4!5 
‘ 

The first of the Hermetic tracts, entitled 

Poimander, is clearly the most significant in the 

entire collection. It is thought that the title 

comes from the Egyptian language and suggests 
‘“‘the knowledge of God.’’ The root of the 
Egyptian word is altered by its Greek usage and 

is used to refer to the one who mediates the 

revelation. Hence Poimander is the name of the 
revealing god who communicates the revealed 

message. Poimander uses a number of different 
mythological traditions to explain the origin of 

the world, the beginnings of man, and the 
redemption that can free the human race from its 
bodily prison. Therefore, we find in Poimander a 
convenient outline of Gnostic cosmology, an- 

thropology, and soteriology. In the tract, the god 

Poimander reveals the way of salvation to his 
prophet and then charges him to preach the 

message to the world. The claim of syncretists 
like Reitzenstein is that the New Testament 

contains significant similarities to the general 
theme of Poimander and its message of salva- 
tion. But, of course, unless the tract can be 
dated early enough, any genuine parallels (if 

they exist) would suggest that Christianity influ- 
enced it, not vice versa. 

Reitzenstein developed a rather ingenious 
argument as his defense for an early date of 

Poimander. The Shepherd of Hermes is an 
apocryphal Christian writing from the middle of 

the second century a.p. According to Reitzen- 

stein, this Christian work was based on an 
earlier version of Poimander. But of course no 

evidence actually attesting the existence of this 

early version has ever been uncovered. As 
Machen observes, Reitzenstein’s ‘‘argument has 

not obtained any general consent. It is impossi- 
ble to push the material of the Poimandres back 



into the first century—certainly impossible by 
any treatment of literary relationships.’’4'¢ 

Equally serious problems arise once we notice 
the significant differences between the soteriol- 
ogy set forth in Poimander and the salvation 
described by Paul and the other New Testament 
writers. Addressing this point, Gordon Clark 
argues that the salvation offered by Poimander 
in the first tractate ‘‘is deification procured by a 
cosmological revelation; but for Paul salvation is 
not deification and the message by which salva- 
tion is mediated, instead of being cosmological, 
is an account of recent historical facts—the 
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.’’4'’7 Clark 
reiterates this point in his history of philosophy 
text, Thales to Dewey: ‘‘The salvation they [The 
Hermetica] talk about is a deification and is 
more closely allied with the dualism mentioned 
above than with the Pauline doctrine of redemp- 
tion from sin. The method as well as the nature 

of salvation is different. In the New Testament 

the death of Christ saves; in Hermes one is 

saved by learning cosmology.’’4!8 

Machen has also drawn attention to the impor- 

tant differences between Paul and Poimander: 

There could be no sharper contrast than that 

between the fantastic speculations of the Poiman- 

dres and the historical gospel of Paul. Both the 

Poimandres and Paul have some notion of a trans- 

formation that a man experienced through a divine 

revelation. But the transformation, according to 

Paul, comes through an account of what had 

happened but a few years before. Nothing could 

possibly be more utterly foreign to Hermes. On the 

other hand, the result of the transformation in 

Hermes is deification. . . . Paul could never have 

used such language. For, according to Paul, the 

relation between the believer and the Christ who 

has transformed him is a personal relation of 

love.4!? 

Other significant differences could likewise be 

noted. For example, there is no place in Paul’s 

thought for the pantheism that is so prominent 
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throughout the Hermetica. For reasons like 

these, therefore, Reitzenstein’s sweeping gener- 
alizations have long since been rejected. 

Those who maintain a Hermetic influence on 
first-century Christianity have frequently 
claimed that the thirteenth tractate conveys the 
idea that salvation depends on being born again. 
As Eduard Lohse explains this idea: 

The process of rebirth, which signifies deification, 

cannot be perceived with the physical eyes, but 
takes place as a total transformation in a mystical 

and ecstatic vision. The transformation is so thor- 
ough that the reborn person can say that he is 
someone different. One enters upon the way to 

regeneration by a deliberate decision, by putting 

aside the passions which one bears within one- 

self. . . . Where gnosis is attained, unrighteousness 
is put to flight and man becomes righteous.42 

Writing almost fifty years before Lohse and 
under the apparent influence of Reitzenstein, 
Harold R. Willoughby thought there was little 

doubt but that the Hermetic religion stressed a 
personal experience of regeneration.?! 

But most of the earlier arguments against 

Hermeticism as a source of New Testament 
doctrine serve equally well to disqualify appeals 
to the thirteenth tractate. Once again, the nature 
of the transformation described by the writer of 
the thirteenth tractate is qualitatively different 

from New Testament transformation; it is still 
deification.*2 Since most scholars date Corpus 
Hermeticum 13 at the end of the third century 
A.D., it is difficult to see how it could have 
influenced early Christianity. It is entirely possi- 
ble that the differences between Tractate 13 and 
the rest of the Hermetic literature may result 
from a Christian influence. Claims about a 
possible Christian influence on this tractate are 
discussed by William C. Grese in a book titled 
Corpus Hermeticum XIII and Early Christian 



Literature.*3 While Grese’s discussion leaves 
the matter undecided,* many scholars think the 
case for a possible Christian influence on Trac- 
tate 13 is plausible. 424 After all, as Machen 
suggests, we know 

that pagan teachers of the second century (the 
Gnostics) should have been so ready to adopt 
Christian elements and so anxious to give their 
systems a Christian appearance. Why should a 
similar procedure be denied in the case, for exam- 
ple, of Hermes Trismegistus? If second-century 
paganism, without at all modifying its essential 
character, could sometimes actually adopt the 
name of Christ, why should it be thought incredible 
that the compiler of the Hermetic literature, who 
did not go quite so far, should yet have permitted 

Christian elements to creep into his syncretistic 
work? Why should similarity of language between 

Hermes and Paul, supposing that it exists, be 
regarded as providing dependence of Paul upon a 

type of paganism like that of Hermes, rather than 
dependence of Hermes upon Paul?45 

Of course, it is also possible that the parallels 
between the New Testament and the thirteenth 
tractate may not reflect causal influence in either 
direction but only result from both sharing a 

common milieu. 

PAuL’s USE OF GNOSIS 

The noun gndsis appears twenty-three times 
in the Pauline epistles. While the prominence of 
the term in Paul’s writings is usually discussed in 
the broader context of Paul’s alleged relation to 
Gnosticism in general and not simply to the 
Hermetic literature, this is a convenient point at 
which to show how flimsy any case based on 
Paul’s use of gnosis really is. Consider just a few 

of these verses and how a truly committed 

Gnostic might read them:+ 

*Grese himself thinks the Hermetic regeneration men- 

tioned in Tractate 13 may be derived from elements of earlier 

Egyptian religion; see page 58 in his book. 

+I use the New International Version but substitute gnosis 

for ‘‘knowledge.”’ 
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I myself am convinced, my brothers, that you 

yourselves are full of goodness, complete in gnosis 

and competent to instruct one another. (Rom. 

15:14) 

For God, who said, ‘‘Let light shine out of 

darkness,’’ made his light shine in our hearts to give 

us the light of the gnosis of the glory of God in the 

face of Christ. (2 Cor. 4:6) 

What is more, I consider everything a loss com- 
pared to the surpassing greatness of the gndsis of 

Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all 

things. (Phil. 3:8) 

The mere fact that such statements can be 
read in a Gnostic light does not mean the words 
contain in any sense a Gnostic message. Many 
years ago a popular American song contained 
the line, ‘‘Two different worlds—we live in two 
different worlds.’’ Had this love song been 
available in the first century and had Paul by 
chance alluded to it, I can imagine some syncre- 
tists using it as proof of Paul’s commitment to 
the Platonic belief in two worlds. Meaning arises 
out of the entire context in which words are 
used, and Paul’s context makes clear the non- 
Gnostic and occasionally anti-Gnostic emphasis 
in his thought. It is interesting to see how the 
proponents of a Gnostic influence on Paul 
seldom refer to the times when he denigrated 
gnosis, something that no Gnostic would ever 
do. For example, Paul notes how useless gnosis 
would be if he lacked love (1 Cor. 13:1-—2). He 
goes on to speak of the time when gnosis will 
pass away (1 Cor. 13:8). 

‘‘Gnosis’’ in the early church (including Paul) . . . 
is not a technical term; it is no more a technical 
term than is, for example, ‘‘wisdom.”’ In 1 Cor. xii. 
8 it appears, not by itself, but along with many 

other spiritual gifts of widely diverse nature. Gno- 
sis, therefore, does not stand in that position of 
prominence which it ought to occupy if:Reitzen- 
stein’s theory were correct. It is, indeed, according 

to Paul, important; and it is a direct gift from God. 

But what reason is there to have recourse to 



Hellenistic mystery religions [or Gnosticism] in 

order to explain either its importance or its nature? 
Another explanation is found much nearer at 

hand—namely, in the Old Testament. The possibil- 

ity of Old Testament influence in Paul does not 

have to be established by an elaborate argument, 
and is not opposed by his own testimony. On the 

contrary, he appeals to the Old Testament again 

and again in his Epistles.46 

The gnosis encountered in the Hermetic writ- 

ings is, as Machen explains, a mystical and 

immediate revelation from one’s god. “ ‘Gnosis’ 

was not regarded as an achievement of the 

intellect; it was an experience granted by divine 

favor. The man who had received such favor 

was exalted far above ordinary humanity; indeed 

he was already deified.’’427 But Paul downplayed 

the importance of mystical visions. It was 

enough for Paul’s converts ‘“‘to receive the 

historical account of Christ’s redeeming work, 

through the testimony of Paul and of the other 
witnesses. That account, transmitted by ordi- 

nary word of mouth, is a sufficient basis for 

faith; and through faith comes the new life.’’48 

The mystical vision was central in the Hellenis- 

tic religions. 

But according to Paul, the mighty change was 

produced by the acceptance of a simple story, an 

account of what had happened only a few years 

before, when Jesus died and rose again. From the 

acceptance of that story there proceeds a new 

knowledge, a gnosis. But this higher gnosis in Paul 

is not the means of salvation, as it is in the mystery 

religions [and Gnosticism]; it is only one of the 

effects of salvation. This difference is no mere 

matter of detail. On the contrary, it involves a 

contrast between two entirely different worlds of 

thought and life.4?9 

Therefore, not even Paul’s frequent use of 

gnosis establishes that his thinking depended in 

any way on Gnosticism. 
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CONCLUSION 

Our study of the Hermetic writings and their 
alleged role as a source of Paul’s religion reveals 
some additional serious problems that are 

passed over by advocates of syncretism. To cite 
Machen once more: 

Two reservations, therefore, are necessary before 

the investigator can enter upon an actual compari- 

son of the Pauline Epistles with Hermes Trismegis- 
tus and other similar sources. In the first place, it 

has not been proved that the type of religion 
attested by these sources existed at all in the time of 

Paul; and in the second place, it is difficult to see 

how any pagan influence could have entered into 
Paul’s life.* But if despite these difficulties the 

comparison be instituted, it will show, as a matter 
of fact, not agreement, but a most striking diver- 
gence both of language and of spirit.43° - 

To reiterate just one of these differences, the 
mysticism of the Hermetica is pantheistic. Even 
if mysticism can be found in Paul, it is never 
pantheistic. Paul is always careful to distinguish 

between the individual believer and the indwell- 
ing Christ. Therefore, we must conclude, both 
chronology and content preclude any possibility 
of a Hermetic influence on Paul. 

*See my earlier discussion in chapters 10 and 11. 



Pre-Christian 
Gnosticism? 

Two remaining potential sources of pre-Christian 
Gnosticism are examined: the Nag Hammadi writings 

and Jewish Gnosticism. The author then draws final 

conclusions regarding alleged early Christian depend- 

ence on Gnosticism. 

This chapter will consider several remaining 

questions arising from the supposed influence of 

Gnosticism on early Christianity. The last sec- 

tion of the chapter will also serve as my 
conclusion to part 3 by reviewing the major 

problems of seeking to derive early Christian 

beliefs from an alleged pre-Christian Gnosticism. 

THE NaG HAmMMapDI WRITINGS 

I have already mentioned the 1945 discovery 

of the Coptic Gnostic codices near Nag Hamma- 

di, Egypt.“! Given the line-up of arguments we 

have already examined, it is not surprising to 

chapter sixteen 
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learn that these codices have been appealed to in 

defense of the thesis that a pre-Christian Gnosti- 

cism exerted a formative influence on primitive 

Christianity. The key inference in such argu- 

ments runs something like this: 
1. Writing A (some specific work found at Nag 

Hammadi) is an example of non-Christian Gnos- 
ticism. 

2. Therefore, writing A is an example of pre- 
Christian Gnosticism. 

Obviously, inferring a pre-Christian Gnosticism 

from non-Christian Gnosticism is fallacious. 

Ignoring for the moment the invalidity of such 
reasoning, what do the Nag Hammadi writings 
tell us about the presence of any non-Christian 

Gnosticism in the codices? It is often alleged 
that the Nag Hammadi writings contain two 
basic kinds of non-Christian Gnostic texts: pa- 

gan and Jewish. Claims about a Jewish Gnosti- 

cism in these writings involve some tricky 
reasoning. The Jewishness of certain Coptic 
texts is alleged on two grounds: (1) they contain 
no references to Christianity and (2) they con- 
tain references to Judaism. However, the refer- 

ences to Judaism raise a problem, since they 
turn out to be critical, even hostile. The so- 

called Jewish Gnostic texts from Nag Hammadi 
present Judaism as a religion replete with prob- 
lems. Obviously, then, attempts to read such 

codices as Jewish works appear a bit odd. But 
even if we ignore this fact and grant that there 

were Jewish Gnostics (whether or not their 
views are represented in the Nag Hammadi 

writings), this in itself would not prove that the 

Jewish Gnostics were also pre-Christian Gnos- 

tics. The evidence needed to support this addi- 

tional inference is still missing. Furthermore, 
even if we grant the existence of a pre-Christian 
Jewish Gnosticism, evidence of its influence on 
first-century Christianity is also absent. 



The search for a non-Christian and supposedly 
pre-Christian Gnosticism in the Coptic texts 
usually centers on two writings—The Apoca- 
lypse of Adam and The Paraphrase of Shem. 

When Edwin Yamauchi published his important 
book Pre-Christian Gnosticism in 1973, he was 
cautiously skeptical about the possibility that 

Nag Hammadi would provide any significant 
support for the existence of a pre-Christian 
Gnosticism. But of course in 1973, two-thirds of 
the writings from Nag Hammadi had not yet 
been translated, leaving open the possibility that 
new information might appear that would invali- 

date some of his conclusions. 
In a 1978 article, written after all of the Nag 

Hammadi texts had become available in transla- 

tion, Yamauchi returned to the subject. 

Now that the entire Nag Hammadi corpus has been 
translated, we can be assured that there are no 

unexploded bombshells. That is, the vast majority 

of the fifty-two tractates are Christian Gnostic 

compositions from the second and third centuries. 

The case for pre-Christian Gnosticism can be 
argued from only a handful of the ‘‘non-Christian- 

tractates’’ which had been known before, the most 
important of which are The Apocalypse of Adam 

and The Paraphrase of Shem.*? 

Yamauchi’s article examines these two writings 

in detail. He maintains that The Apocalypse of 

Adam should be dated in the middle of the third 

century A.D., making it post-Christian.*> He also 

offers arguments in support of a post-Christian 

dating for The Paraphrase of Shem. Yamauchi 

concludes that these two texts are probably non- 

Christian. However he adds, ‘‘What seems quite 

probable is that these texts do not antedate the 

second century a.p. and do not therefore estab- 

lish a case for a pre-Christian Gnosticism. ’’44 

In his 1980 book Christology in the Making, 

James D. G. Dunn refers to efforts to defend 

Bultmann’s thesis about a Gnostic influence on 

Christianity by appealing to such Nag Hammadi 
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writings as The Apocalypse of Adam and The 

Paraphrase of Shem. He finds these more 
recent efforts no more convincing than Bult- 

mann’s earlier‘speculations: 

These [the two Coptic works already cited] are 

typical of second-century Gnostic (particularly 

Sethian) writings with their multiplicity of aeons 

and angels or powers. ... There are fairly clear 

allusions to Christian teaching about Jesus in the 

former (Apoc. Ad. V.77—9) and the polemic against 
(Christian) baptism in the latter [Paraphrase of 

Shem] probably alludes to the Christian account of 

Jesus’ baptism and anointing by the Spirit at 
Jordan.4¢ 

Nor is Dunn impressed by the fact that the 
works in question are devoid of more clear 
allusions to Christian faith and practice. In his 
words: 

The argument that absence of more explicit allu- 

sions to Christianity points to a pre-Christian origin 

is an odd one. Since various strange sects today 

make only passing or garbled reference to Christian 

teaching, it would hardly be surprising if the same 

was true in the second century. After all at that 

period Christianity was still only one (rather varie- 

gated) element in the much larger melting pot of 

religious-philosophical speculation in the eastern 
Mediterranean, so it would hardly constitute an 

indispensable component in every flight of religious 
fancy then or later.437 

It may be concluded, therefore, that although 
it is possible that a very few of the writings 

uncovered at Nag Hammadi might be examples 

of a non-Christian Gnosticism, the vast majority 

of them belong to varieties of Christian Gnosti- 

cism. Surprisingly, even the best examples of 
supposedly non-Christian Gnostic texts at Nag 
Hammadi appear to contain some allusions to 

Christianity. What seems clear is that none of 

the Nag Hammadi writings appears to be an 
example of pre-Christian Gnosticism. 



JEWISH GNOSTICISM 

As other theories about the origins of Gnosti- 
cism fade in the sunset, one can hear—with 
increasing frequency—scholars proposing the 
possibility of a Jewish background for Gnosti- 

cism. Among the evidence supporting this possi- 

bility is the fact that allusions to, and quotations 
from, the Old Testament regularly appear in 
Gnostic writings. This is especially true of the 
Gnostic texts found at Nag Hammadi. But 
Yamauchi issues this important warning: ‘‘As in 

the case of the Mandaeans, however, it is 
necessary to take a closer look at the particular 
portions of the Old Testament which were used 
by the Gnostics and the manner in which they 

were used before jumping to the conclusion that 

Old Testament citations are necessarily a proof 

of Jewish origins.’’438 As we have already no- 
ticed, the fact that there were Jewish Gnostics 

hardly constitutes proof that pre-Christian Gnos- 

ticism originated in Judaism.#9 And even if early 
Gnostics used the Old Testament or other 

Jewish material, how could this fact by itself 
justify the inference to a Jewish origin of 
Gnosticism ?44 

Earlier, I’ mentioned the critical and some- 
times hostile way the allegedly Jewish Gnostic 

texts from Nag Hammadi refer to the Old 
Testament and to Judaism. In addition, Yamau- 

chi observes that ‘‘for the most part the Gnos- 

tics’ knowledge of the Old Testament seems 
very truncated and limited generally to the 

opening chapters of Genesis.... Then, too, 
most of the OT materials are used in quite a 

perverse way. In the first place, the God of the 

OT is frequently degraded into an inferior, 

obtuse demiurge.’’44! Yamauchi thinks it possible 

that the Old Testament knowledge reflected in 
Gnostic writings may be second-hand in the 
sense that it was derived from Israel’s pagan 
neighbors living in Transjordan.*42 

The weakness of any Nag Hammadi evidence 
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for a Jewish source of Gnosticism has led to a 

reliance on other, and in some cases older, 

arguments. For example, some have suggested 

that the personification of Wisdom in pre-Chris- 

tian Judaism might be the model of the Gnostic 

Redeemer.“ But G. W. MacRae, a proponent of 

a Jewish source for Gnosticism, expresses his 

reservations about any appeal to one exclusive 

prototype: ‘‘No single form of Jewish tradition 

can account for the precosmic fall, nor indeed 

can any single line of non-Jewish thought ac- 

count for it.’’44 
Some scholars appeal to Philo’s speculation 

about Sophia (Wisdom) as another possible 
source of a pre-Christian Jewish Gnosticism.** 

But this is countered by other scholars, who 
point out that some elements of Gnosticism that 
appear Jewish cannot be found in Philo. Still 

others argue that Philo is out of step with 

Gnosticism because of his clear respect for the 

Old Testament. Moreover, Philo never advocat- 

ed the kind of radical dualism* that character- 

izes Gnosticism.“ Although R. McL. Wilson 

denies that Philo was Gnostic in the narrow 

sense of the term, he does admit that Philo 

marks ‘‘one of the preliminary stages, showing 

contemporary trends and tendencies, but he 
belongs at most to Gnosis, not to Gnosti- 

cism.’’%47 
The Dead Sea Scrolls are also cited as proof of 

a pre-Christian Gnosticism. R. M. Grant sug- 
gested that Gnosticism grew out of Qumran 
disappointment over their unfulfilled eschatolog- 

ical hopes.“ But this would seem to place such a 
development in the first century a.p. Wilson 
thinks that Grant’s hypothesis may be right, but 

only to a degree. 

I should prefer to say that some Gnostics may have 

formerly been Qumran sectarians, as others may 

have been former proselytes, both reacting in utter 

*By radical dualism, I mean one in which the evil 
principle is equal to the good. 



revulsion to the Fall of Jerusalem and the collapse 

of their hopes and expectations, and therefore 
degrading the God of Israel to the status of an 

inferior Demiurge.... Others might have been 
pagans, mocking at the Jews from whom they 

derived so much.449 

But Wilson stresses that theories like this only 

mark out possibilities; they do not tell the whole 

story.*° 

Yamauchi concludes that the evidence ad- 

duced to support a full-fledged Jewish Gnosti- 

cism is “‘either ambiguous or late, or both. For 

example, such early sources as the Apocrypha, 

Philo, the Dead Sea Scrolls, and the New 

Testament itself do not reveal clear-cut cases of 

Gnosticism.’ So while a Gnosticism tinged with 

Jewish elements may be possible, we still lack 

proof for ‘‘a full-fledged pre-Christian Jewish 

Gnosticism.’’45! Recognizing that Judaism may 

have been important in the evolution of Gnosti- 

cism is one thing. But this is entirely different 

from claiming that Gnosticism developed out of 

movements within pre-Christian Judaism. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

In this final section, we will review several of 

the major objections that have been raised to 
theories of a Christian dependence on Gnosti- 

cism.452 
1. Advocates of a Gnostic source for early 

Christianity are faulted first of all for their 

uncritical use of late sources. As Wilson phrases 

this point, 

Sometimes it would appear that scholars have 

formulated a synthesis on the basis of second or 

third century sources, and have then proceeded to 
force the New Testament writings into the resultant 

mold, on the assumption that the hypothetical pre- 
Christian Gnosis which they postulate was identical 
with their reconstruction from the later docu- 
ments.4%3 
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The use of late Mandaean and Manichaean 

writings as the basis for speculative reconstruc- 

tions of a supposed pre-Christian Gnosticism 

makes question-begging an inherent part of the 

proponent’s methodology: ‘‘The assumption 

that the full development of later Gnosticism is 

already present in pre-Christian Gnosis obvious- 

ly involves a begging of the question, a reading 

of first-century texts with second-century spec- 

tacles, and this amply justifies the reluctance of 

some scholars ... to admit any widespread 

‘Gnostic influence’ in the formation stages of 

early Christianity.’’44 A. D. Nock was correct 

when he declared: ‘‘Certainly it is an unsound 

proceeding to take Manichaean and other texts, 

full of echoes of the New Testament, and 

reconstruct from them something supposedly 

lying back of the New Testament.’’4* 

2. Edwin Yamauchi and others criticize pro- 

ponents of a Gnostic source of early Christianity 
for their uncritical assumption that Gnosticism 

remained a unified movement throughout the 
centuries. Once this question is begged, it is a 

simple matter to take a few key words, elevate 

them to a status of technical terms, and then 
conclude that the mere presence of such words 

marks an appearance of a fully developed Gnos- 

ticism.4%6 
3. Alan Richardson objects to the frequency 

with which proponents of the dependence theory 

appeal to ambiguous New Testament texts. In 
his words, ‘‘when scholars like Bultmann de- 

scribe a Gnostic doctrine they take their first- 

century ‘evidence’ from the New Testament 
itself. But this is a question-begging proceeding, 

since the New Testament is susceptible of a very 

different interpretation.’’457 Yamauchi points out 

that Bultmann first assumes that the Gospel of 

John is heavily dependent on Gnosticism and 
then uses the Gospel as the major source of 

information for his reconstruction of the pre- 
Christian Gnosticism that supposedly influenced 



John in the first place.48 Is this reasoning in a 

circle or is it reasoning in a circle? 
4. Another questionable feature of the meth- 

odology of those who see early Christianity as 

dependent on Gnosticism is their tendency to 
transform parallels into instances of depend- 

ence. Consider, for example, Reitzenstein’s 
treatment of the supposed parallel between 
Christian and Mandaean baptism. He _ spe- 
cifically ruled out any possibility of independent 

development and concluded that Christian bap- 
tism must have been dependent on an earlier 
Gnostic rite. Walter Schmithals did the same 
thing for the apostolic office in the early 

church.4? Wilson contests this reasoning: 

When we are studying the phenomena we have to 

note the similarities, the typical features, but these 

similarities do not necessarily guarantee any histor- 

ical continuity, a point that has not always been 

borne in mind. From the phenomenological point of 

view it may be perfectly legitimate to group reli- 

gious movements together on the basis of their 

common elements; but this does not necessarily 
mean that these movements stand in any genetic 

relationship, or that there is any direct connection 
between the earlier and the later.4” 

The practice of treating parallels as instances of 
dependence effectively makes the fallacy of false 
cause an inherent part of the syncretist’s meth- 

odology. 
5. Finally, the case for a Christian dependence 

on Gnosticism requires that the scholar ignore 
the many and weighty dissimilarities between 
Paul and the Gnostics. For example, Paul’s 

gospel contains implications that never occurred 

to the Gnostics. Paul not only elevated love 

‘above all mysteries and all knowledge,’ he 

also, ‘‘in contrast to the proud and self-reliant 

Gnostic, sure in his gift of gnosis ... urges 

consideration for those less strong in the faith, 

on the ground that they too are brethren for 

whom Christ died.’’4°' Yet, in spite of apparent 
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similarities between the language of Paul and 

that of the Gnostics, the concepts conveyed by 

each are distinct.42 R. McL. Wilson argues that 

whereas gnosis delivers its possessor from this evil 

world of matter, to Paul the evil consists in sin, 

from which Christ by His death has set men free. 

The difference is significant.... To Paul, the 

alienation of man from God is not. due to his 

creatureliness, but to his disobedience, his failure 

to comply with the demands of a righteous God. 

Thus the forgiveness of sins marks off Christianity 

from all its competitors. The Gnostics transformed 
forgiveness of sins into release from Fate, from the 
bondage of the flesh, from matter; in a word, they 

changed the distinctively Christian view into the 

current Hellenistic conception.‘ 

Wilson further puts his finger on perhaps the 
central issue raised by apparent similarities of 

thought or language: 

The vital question is not whether a particular word 

or idea can be paralleled in the later Gnostic 
theories, or even whether its ‘‘Gnostic’? meaning 
can be read into its use in Paul or Philo, but 

whether this Gnostic meaning was in the mind of 

the author when he wrote. In point of fact, it would 

seem more accurate to suggest that the Gnostics 

derived their language and ideas from Paul.* 

R. P. Casey’s conclusion to his essay on 
Gnosticism is a fitting way to end any investiga- 

tion of the subject: 

The New Testament and Gnosticism occupy nar- 
row strips of common ground but this is partly to be 
explained by their joint heritage of Greek philo- 

sophical ideas, partly by the indebtedness of the 
Gnostic theologians to the New Testament. The 
remarkable thing about the earliest Christian litera- 

ture is not what it perpetuated but what it created. 
It was not a creation ex nihilo but old materials 
were miraculously transformed.‘® 

We still await the discovery of evidence that will 
conclusively demonstrate the existence of a fully 
developed pre-Christian Gnosticism that could 



serve as the source of first-century Christian 261 
beliefs. But as noted earlier, even if such pre-Christian 
evidence some day appears, we would still lack — Gnosticism? 

a causal link between such a_ pre-Christian 
Gnosticism and primitive Christianity. 





Conclusion 

B® 
Final conclusions regarding early Christian syncre- 

tism are drawn. The author offers a definitive check- 
list of questions by which the student may carefully 
examine claims of syncretism and thus better perceive 

the motives behind, as well as the conclusions drawn 

from, those claims. 

CLAIMS AND PRESUPPOSITIONS 

We have covered a bewildering variety of 
theories and countertheories offered by dozens 
of scholars representing several different nations 
and fields of learning. For many, another reading 
or two may be necessary to grasp the lay of the 
land and put everything into perspective. Our 
subject has involved the complex of often inter- 
locking claims that the canonical writings pro- 
duced by the first-century church were not, and 
indeed could not be, divinely revealed truth. On 
the contrary, as the claims go, the writers of the 
New Testament were children of their time. 

chapter seventeen 
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Instead of the New Testament being a true, 
inspired, and normative set of writings (as the 
Christian church. has traditionally held it to be), 
it is said to be a document heavily influenced at 
many key points by various movements in the 
Hellenistic world. 

The three parts of this book correspond to the 
general chronological order in which the claims 
of dependence have been historically set forth. 
Generally speaking, as the nineteenth century 
progressed, there was an increasing emphasis on 
alleged philosophical dependence in the New 
Testament. After many leading scholars saw the 
weakness of this approach, attention turned to 
the pagan mystery religions. And when that 
trend became untrendy, certain scholars shifted 
their attention to Gnosticism. Considering the 
weakness of the Gnostic thesis, it is interesting 
to speculate what gambit will be tried next. 

An interesting corollary of all this is what the 
academic community perceives as _ creative 
scholarship. I do not wish to deny that some 
proponents of the now-discarded theories we 
have examined have helped draw our attention 
to many important features of the early Christian 
milieu. To a great extent these observations 
have helped us better understand early Chris- 
tianity and the biblical text. But there is another 
side to all this. What is regarded by many 
segments of the academic community as exclu- 
sively creative scholarship rests, by their 
definition, on one or more central presupposi- 
tions. 

One of the most important of these is the 
assumption of a naturalistic world view. Even if 
there is a God, on this view, the world is a 
closed system of mechanical laws. Because it is 
closed even to the Creator, it is impossible that 
He should be active in the world. The nice thing 
about making this a presupposition is that the 
scholars who build on this foundation never feel 
obliged either to defend it or to make it explicit. 
Obviously, that makes their task that much 



easier. Once naturalism is assumed in this way, 
it follows by definition that miracles are impossi- 
ble. Therefore, one way in which this kind of 
creative scholarship can attract attention is by 

discovering some new way to explain away the 
miraculous content of the New Testament. If 
miracles are impossible, then neither the Incar- 

nation nor the Resurrection is possible. So the 
creative scholar can play around with alternative 

explanations of these beliefs as well as seek 

sources for them in the pagan culture of the early 

Christians.“ And if naturalism is true, the 
traditional picture of the New Testament as the 
product of divine revelation must also go out the 

window so creative scholarship can entertain 

itself exploring interpretations of ‘‘revelation”’ 
that are consistent with its naturalism.* 

But how many serious blunders does a scholar 
have to make before his reputation is tarnished? 

If a scientist or even a historian made as many 

fanciful suggestions in his field that were as 
devoid of support as some of the theologians we 

have noticed, or if he begged as many crucial 
questions, his reputation would surely suffer. 

But sometimes in theology, it appears, the 
reverse often holds. I am not sure that this 

speaks well for theology and biblical studies as 

intellectual disciplines. 
Equally disturbing is the fact that a number of 

scholars in such other fields as history and 
philosophy uncharacteristically fail to critically 

examine the claims of certain authorities in 

theology and biblical studies and thus continue 
to perpetuate errors that most specialists in 

these latter disciplines abandoned years before. 
In this way, many half-truths, errors, and even 

myths continue to circulate among the masses 
long after scholars have abandoned them in 
favor of some new theory. 

*Bultmann is a good example of this. See Ronald Nash, 
Christian Faith and Historical Understanding (Grand Rap- 

ids: Zondervan, 1983). 
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QUESTIONS TO ASK OF DEPENDENCE THEORIES 

What should the reader of this book do the 

next time he or she encounters either a new 

theory of Christian dependence or one of the 
older views revived because of allegedly new 
evidence? Let me suggest that this reader ap- 
proach all such claims by asking a series of 

questions, making sure that, beginning with the 
first, each question is satisfactorily answered 

before moving on. 
1. The first question to ask is, What is the 

evidence for the claim? If our study has revealed 

anything, it is that even recognized authorities 

can blunder and make unsupported claims. Do 
not be put off with generalizations. Ask for 
‘chapter and verse’’ of the evidence that sup- 

ports the theory. 
2. What are the dates for the evidence? Is the 

evidence pre- or post-Christian? How was the 
alleged date determined? Do any scholars dis- 
agree with the dating? 

3. What literature pro and con has already 
been published about this theory? Usually, new 
claims and theories are discussed in journals 

first. In good libraries, the indexes to scholarly 
journals point the reader to what is being written 

concerning the view. 

4. Is the language used to describe the evi- 
dence faithful to the original source material, or 

does it include interpretive material such as 
Christian language, themes, or imagery? As we 

have seen, it is a lot easier to prove the 
dependence of some Christian belief on a Hel- 
lenistic source if the pagan practice or belief is 

described in Christian language. 
5. Are the alleged parallels really similar, or 

are the likenesses a result of either exaggeration, 

oversimplification, inattention to detail, or 
once again—the use of Christian language in the 
description? We saw many examples of such in 
our discussion of the mystery religions. 

6. In the case of any genuine parallel, is the 



point of analogy significant? Does it relate to an 
essential Christian belief or practice? Or does it 
refer to something incidental, such as the late 
Christian adoption of December 25 as the date of 
Christ’s birth? 

7. Is the parallel the sort of thing that could 
have arisen independently in several different 
movements? For example, could it have arisen 
from common language? We saw the relevance 
of this point in our discussion of alleged parallels 
regarding the notion of rebirth. 

8. Is the claim consistent with the historical 
information we have about the first-century 
church? We know, for example, that the Chris- 
tian church began in the first half of the first 
century in the face of tremendous obstacles. We 
know that the early church believed that Jesus 
was God, that He became incarnate, that His 
death was a sacrifice for human sins, that He 
rose and ascended, and that He would return. 
Whether segments of twentieth-century scholar- 
ship refuse to believe some or all of these things 
is irrelevant. The fact is that the early church 
did; and the relevant question is, Why? What set 
of circumstances and conditions is sufficient to 
explain the origin of the church and its beliefs? 
One of the more ironic inconsistencies present in 
some of the theories we have examined is this: if 
those theories were true, there would never have 
been a Christian church. Other examples in this 
area include the exclusivism of the early church 
and its leaders (like Paul), as well as the 
dramatic conversion of Paul. Many of the theo- 
ries about Paul’s alleged dependence stumble 
over their inability to come to grips with the 
radical change produced by Paul’s conversion. 
Many of them are inconsistent with what we 
know to be the early church’s repudiation of 

pagan inclusivism. 
9. Even when we discover prior to, or contem- 

poraneous with, early Christianity a significant 
parallel to an essential Christian belief, there is 
one final question to ask: Does the fact that 
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some New Testament writer knew of a pagan 

belief or term prove that what he knew had a 

formative or genetic influence on his own essen- 

tial beliefs? Chapter 6 dealt extensively with this 

question as it relates to the Book of Hebrews. 

The appropriate answer to this question may 

well reveal what can be termed the missionary 

motive.’ People who are witnessing to pagans 

often find it helpful to present their message in 

ways that will get the attention of their audience 
and then communicate with them in language 

that they will understand. In Hebrews, the 

presence of ideas and language from Alexandri- 

an Judaism can be explained as a function of the 

writer, who himself was converted out of that 

movement, communicating with similar converts 

who were being tempted to return to their earlier 

convictions. The language fits the situation. If 

there is an element of Gnosis (not Gnosticism) 

present in John’s Gospel, it may well reflect the 

writer’s purpose to counteract Gnostic tenden- 

cies (not yet Gnosticism) in his day. In other 

words, when Paul and John appear to approach 

the subject of Gnosis, they are clearly anti- 

Gnosis. When Hebrews alludes to Alexandrian 

Judaism, the author is clearly anti-Alexandrian 

as he argues for the clear superiority of Chris- 

tianity and its mediator, Jesus Christ. 

T. W. MANSsSOoN’s OBSERVATIONS 

British scholar T. W. Manson has made 

several observations that are worth noting at this 

point. He begins his work On Paul and John by 

explaining that the early church did not first 

develop its doctrine of Christ and then look 
around for some historical events to which it 

could be pegged. On the contrary, what the early 

Christians came to believe about Christ’s deity, 

incarnation, atonement, and resurrection had its 

start in their own experience—in other words, 
in their own history. | 



A great deal of what passes for up-to-date critical 

method on the Continent and in America—happily 
not in this country [Britain]—proceeds on these 
lines. The dogmas of the early Church are supposed 

to be derived from all kinds of sources—pagan 
mystery cults, late Greek philosophy, Alexandrian 
Hellenistic Judaism, Iranian redemption mysteries, 
and so on. The early Church having selected one or 

other of these theories, then fitted Jesus into it, or if 
we take account of more radical formulations of 
this scientific theory, created the Jesus of the 

Gospels out of a few fragments of tradition and its 
own vivid imagination playing on its own life- 
situations, problems, social needs, behaviour pat- 
terns, and I know not what besides.4* 

By now the reader of this book is fairly familiar 
with the kinds of speculation Manson describes. 
He continues: 

On this theory and on all theories of this sort I think 
it is sufficient to say that they explain fairly 

successfully almost everything except how there 
came to be a Church to perform these theological 
feats, and why the Church pitched upon Jesus of 

Nazareth as the hero of its age. If you can get over 
these two little difficulties there is no reason why 
you should not be perfectly at home with the 

extreme Form-critics or the Chicago School—or 
anywhere else except in the ministry of the Gos- 
pel.4° 

Manson suggests we do two things: first, 
assume that whatever else may be the case, the 
New Testament at the very least gives us 
evidence about what the early church believed 
and did; second, read the New Testament ‘‘with 
ordinary common sense’’ and not through the 
spectacles of naturalistic unbelief or fanciful 
speculation. If we do this, Manson argues, we 
will find good reason to believe 

that the Church began with the picture and tried to 

find a frame for it rather than that the Church first 
built an elaborate frame and then painted the 

portrait to suit. In other words that the first 
Christians were Christians in the sense that they 
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knew in their hearts that they owed their life to 

Christ, that he had done for them something that 

they could not do for themselves and something 
that no other man, no institution, could do for 

them.47 

Therefore, Manson concludes, we should be 
done with these flights of fancy and begin with 
the recognition that ‘‘the Church is built on the 

fact and not ona theory. The theories that we 
meet in the New Testament and in later doc- 
trines are attempts to explain the fact. The fact is 
not an invention to suit the theories.’’47! 

Because that which divides scholars on this 
issue of Christian origins and originality is 
basically a difference in presuppositions —espe- 

cially presuppositions that are subjectively ori- 
ented—evidence and arguments are seldom 
sufficient to settle the matter. How that problem 
should be addressed is a subject for another 
book. The question that this book has dealt with 

is this: Was early Christianity a syncretistic 
faith? Did it borrow any of its essential beliefs 
and practices either from Hellenistic philosophy 

or religion or from Gnosticism? The evidence 
requires that this question be answered in the 

negative.‘ 
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If Christianity borrowed many of its basic beliefs from 

pagan systems of thought, as some modern scholars have — 

declared, it is not what its adherents claim it to be. If these ~ 

scholars are right, Christianity may be interesting and — 

thought provoking, but it is no more than that. It cannot — 

radically change lives nor “turn the world upside down.” q 

Dr. Nash examines the proposition that Ghristianity is a 

dependent on a number of Hellenistic philosophies, the 

Greco-Roman mystery religions, and Gnosticism. His argu- ’ 
ments for the uniqueness of Christianity are constructed with ” ay 
great care, and his conclusions are convincing. 3 
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