
- 2 -


CHTX101 – Assignment 1

What were the main features of the Roman religious context in which early Christianity developed?  How did that context shape the way in which the followers of Jesus were received?
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What were the main features of the Roman religious context in which early Christianity developed?  How did that context shape the way in which the followers of Jesus were received?
Roman religion in the first centuries C.E. was polytheistic, tolerant and conservative.  This meant that Christianity, which was monotheistic and demanded exclusive worship of their God as well as being very new, was not readily accepted by the Roman establishment.  Christianity differed greatly from Roman religion is that lacked many of the hallmarks expected of a religion and also it was built around a personal faith.  While converts were gained, they would eventually suffer sporadic persecution.
Polytheism was central to Roman religion.  “It was assumed, as a matter of commonsense, that there were many gods.”
  The correct worship of each god would earn their favour and bring prosperity.  Conversely, it was the neglect of a god that would bring misfortune, rather than ‘sin’ as in the Judeo-Christian tradition
.  The diversity of worship was credited by many as being the real cause of Roman military superiority.
    The major cities throughout the empire had gods with which they were particularly associated.  The smaller towns and rural areas had gods suited to their particular needs such as the harvest.
Polytheism was, at best, a mixed blessing to the early church.  Christianity’s threat to Roman religion was a threat to each individual city’s god, a real and immediate confrontation, not just theoretical to many in the empire.  With the diversity of religious cults and schools of philosophy, new and challenging ideas were not unknown.  The Apostles and early evangelists could at least be expected to be listened to, if not believed or accepted.  Acts 17:21 tells us that Athens was full of people who were engaged in dialogue on “the latest ideas”.  In contrast to the plethora of gods familiar to Romans, Christianity was particularly monotheistic.  Christians’ unwillingness to acknowledge any of the known Roman gods led to their religion being characterised as atheism.
In Roman religion, the cult and cultic acts were primary.  This is perhaps counter-intuitive to a present-day western audience.  Faith or belief was not a necessary component of participation in Roman religion
.  It was the acts of worship that pleased or placated the gods: the offering of an animal sacrifice in the correct manner or burning incense.  Civic participation in cults promoted a sense of community, but it would be going too far to suggest that this flowed to a personal ethic, except perhaps recognition that religious practice was positive.  Consideration of an ethically correct lifestyle was left to philosophers
.
To a Roman audience, Christianity may have seen more like a philosophy than religion.  It was certainly both of these things to its adherents
.  Even Christianity’s critics had to acknowledge that the early churches’ care of the poor and widows had earned it great respect.  The core message of the Gospel that faith in Jesus Christ would placate God’s wrath and cover the sins of one’s life had no comparison in Roman religion.  A religion that offered a supreme god, faith and a personal ethic was certainly novel even in context of the empire’s diversity.

Roman religion was particularly tolerant.  It grew to accommodate a variety of religious practices including those from regions the empire overran.  “If the national religions of the conquered countries would add homage to the emperor to their other ceremonies, Rome almost never interfered.”
  Alongside the cults of the ancient Roman and Greek deities, there were mystery cults associated gods from more remote regions such as Isis of Egypt.  These were more exclusive that the traditional cults, often requiring elaborate and expensive initiation
.  Mystery cults had spread to the empire from the east and, despite some initial reservations on the part of the Roman authorities, had been accepted as part of the religious landscape.  A Roman could hold priesthoods in multiple cults without any pang of conscience
.  The cults of the various deities all happily co-existed, Christianity, however, was not so tolerant of paganism.
Christianity had features that seemed unreasonable to many people in the Roman Empire, particularly its intolerance of other religions.  Unlike Jews, Christians actively sought converts and many in the Roman establishment saw the new religion as a destabilising influence.  While new pagan gods presented no threat to the continuity of Roman religion, Christians refused to partake in the official cults.  Craftsmen in Ephesus, who made their living from the religious tourism associated with the cult of Artemis, felt threatened by Paul’s teaching and caused a riot (Acts 19).  Similarly, Pliny the younger, Governor of Bithynia, observed that sales of meat sacrificed to pagan gods was worryingly low due to the spread of Christianity in his province.

Roman religion was deeply conservative.  The worship of each god had been passed down over generations.  As late as 384 C.E., the Prefect of Rome could remark “If the long passage of time lends validity to religious observances, we ought to keep faith with so many centuries, we ought to follow our forefathers who followed their forefathers and were blessed in so doing.”
  This reverence for the past even lead to the official toleration (by and large) of Judaism which, despite having many features which Romans found detestable, was certainly ancient.
Roman religious conservatism was hurdle for Christianity, a new religion in Roman terms, to overcome.  Christianity was dismissed as superstition as it bore no resemblance to Roman religion particularly due to a lack of animal sacrifice and idols.  For the brief period that Christianity appeared to be a sect of Judaism (of which there were plenty), Jesus-worshippers were unlikely to attract official scrutiny.  “But when the Jews made it known in no uncertain terms that they would have nothing to do with the new movement, the situation changed dramatically.”
  Until 311, Christianity was officially illegal.
Christianity was completely incompatible with the paganism of Roman religion at the time the church developed.  It conflicted with the main characteristics of Roman religion: polytheism, tolerance and conservatism.  It was not a religion in the Roman sense and was not officially tolerated until the 4th century C.E.
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