
Pagan Religions
Backgrounds to the New Testament

Mount Carmel arises from the 
Jezreel Valley where Elijah met the 

pagan religions of his day
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Acts 1-8 Map

"But you will receive 
power when the Holy 
Spirit comes on you; 
and you will be my 
witnesses in 
Jerusalem, and in all 
Judea and Samaria 
and to the ends of the 
earth" (Acts 1:8)
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Paul's First & Second Missionary Journeys 30
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Greek & Roman Mythology

Roman MythologyGreek Mythology



Importing gods from Greece

Hermes Mercury

150



Importing gods from Greece
150

Hermes
Zeus
Ares
Artemis

Mercury
Jupiter
Mars
Diana



Diana Worship

Artemis
Goddess of Fertility
Originally huntress and lover 

of nature in classical times
"Diana" to the Romans 
Many breasts (fertility)
Non-promiscuous
Mother goddess of Asia
Centered in Ephesus 
Acts 19:23-41



Perpetua's Martyrdom (AD 203)



The Romans basically copied the 
Greeks to determine the types of 

gods to worship.  They simply 
changed their names!



The Roman Calendar
Each Latin month led to the English name for that month

Gods of  the household:
• Vesta (the hearth)
• The Penates (kitchen)
• The Lares (departed ancestors)



Roman Months

Named after…

1. Gods
2. Words
3. Emperors
4. Old Calendar

Month Names after…

Januarius Janus, god of the doorway, looks forward to 
the new and backwards to the old

Februarius Februare meaning "to cleanse"

Martius Mars, god of war

Aprilis Aperier meaning "to open"; the month when 
flowers open

Maius Maia, goddess of summer

Junius Juno, queen of the gods

Julius Julius Caesar's month of birth

Augustus Augustus, Rome's first emperor

September Septem, the 7th month in the old Roman 
calendar

October Octo, the 8th month in the old Roman 
calendar

November Novem, the 9th month in the old Roman 
calendar

December Decem, the 10th month in the old Roman 
calendar



Year 
of the 
Dog



The quest of pagan man

Some things never change

150

1. Health
2. Prosperity
3. Protection
4. Victory in battle

1. Long life
2. Money
3. Insurance
4. Squash the 

competition!

Then Now



The Failure of Pagan Deities

"The coastline of Paphos on Cyprus where, according to 
Greek legend, Aphrodite, the goddess of love was 'born'—

having risen from the foam of the sea nearby"

E. Pax, In the Footsteps of St. Paul, 65

150

1. Failed to fulfill their claims
2. Gods too human in morality
3. Impersonal local religion
4. Detachment through migration
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Contrasting the Two…
Traditional Pagan Religion 
(vertical)

Philosophical Schools 
(horizontal)

polytheistic monotheistic 
(though inconsistent)

corporate and 
local

individualistic and 
universalistic 

strategies of 
appeasement 
(theological)

philosophies of 
conduct 
(behavioral)

akin to a religion 
(like Buddhism)

akin to a philosophy 
(like Confucianism)
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Pythagoras
1. Pythagorean 

Theorem 
2. Basic math 

to design 
many 
structures

a c

b

a2 + b2 = c2 



Plato

1. 429-380 BC
2. Socratic method
3. Reality is in 

mental ideas
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Cynics: Antisthenes

"Antisthenes of Athens (c. 445-c. 360 
BC) is regarded as the founder of 

Cynicism. He was a student of Gorgias, 
but later he became a pupil and follower 
of Socrates. He usually expressed his 

distain for conventional values and 
pleasure. For Antisthenes, desire leads 

to pleasure and pleasure to the misery of 
insufficient and temporal happiness. For 
Antisthenes only virtue is sufficient for 

real happiness, that is well-being."

www.philosophy.gr/hellinistic/cynics.htm
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Cynics: Diogenes of Sinope 151



Cynics: Diogenes of Sinope 151



Cynics: Diogenes of Sinope 151
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Reality is the material 
world (what you can 
see and touch)

Aristotelianism Aristotle (384-322 BC)
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Epicureans and Stoics at the Parthenon
151

EPICURUS
Epicurus had more loyal followers than any other Hellenistic 

philosopher and created close-knit communities with 
similarities to Christian communities. 

(Barrocco Museum, Rome)



The Parthenon: Place of Debate
151



Epicureanism 151
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Zeno of Citium 
(336-264 BC)

Stoicism
• Rejected 

Epicureanism

• "Reality is natural 
reason"

• Cause & effect

• Led to materialism



151Stoicism Today

"Stoicism in the West, like 
Buddhism in the East, was a 

philosophy that sought not only 
to explain the nature of the 

physical world and our knowledge 
of it, but also to provide guidance 

on how to live the best life, and 
how to confront the challenges 

we all face in living."
gettingstronger.org/stoicism



Skepticism: Pyrro 
of Elis

• Knowledge is 
unattainable

• Just "go with 
the flow"
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Eclectics

"I'm a Buddhist.  
 I'm a Muslim.  
 I'm a Christian.  
 I'm whatever you 

want me to be.  
 It all comes down to 

the same thing."

Actor Jim Carrey
60 Minutes, 21 Nov 04
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Are you a 
freethinker?

Yes, but not 
regularly practicing.

Eclectics Today = Freethinkers



The Challenge of Greek Philosophy 
Against Christianity

Pythogoreanism
Platoism

Cynicism

Aristotelianism

Epicurianism
Stoicism

Skepticism

Eclectics
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Augustus 
(30 BC-AD 14) 

was worshipped after 
his death
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Caligula 
(AD 37-41)

Demanded 
worship while 

living



Nero (AD 54-68)
Demanded worship while emperor



Domitian (AD 81-96)

This bust of 
Domitian was 
found in his 
huge temple 
at Ephesus—

consistent 
with his claim 

to divine 
honorsBook of Revelation (AD 95)



When Did John Write Revelation?
Who was the Roman Emperor then?

Christ 
Crucified

AD 33
Tiberiu
s

14-37

Caligula
37-41

Claudius
41-54

Nero
54-68

Vespasian
69-79

Domitian
81-96

Revelation 
Written 
AD 95

Jerusalem 
Destroyed

AD 70

Titus
79-81

Supported by:
Irenaeus

Victorinus of Pettau 
Clement of Alexandria

 Eusebius



The Emperor Cult Threatened 
Christians

Ignatius (c. 35 – c. 107), Bishop of Antioch, refused 
emperor worship and was brought to Rome to be fed 

to wild beasts.  En route he wrote seven letters.



Polycarp's Martyrdom
“The blood of martyrs is 
the seed of the Church”

(Tertullian, AD 160-225)



Model of Pergamum: 
Continuing Yet Compromising
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Altar of Zeus

"I know where you live—where 
Satan has his throne" (Rev 2:13)
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Pliny the Younger (AD 111-113)

He was the governor of Bithynia who wrote 
letters to the Emperor Trajan for counsel on 
various matters
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Helpful Correspondence (AD 111)

Governor 
Pliny in 
Bithynia

Emperor 
Trajan in 

Rome

MAP OF THE 
ROMAN EMPIRE



Early Church Suffering
NTS 281b

Pliny, Letters 10.96
(c)Paul Halsall Mar 1996. halsall@murray.fordham.edu http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/source/pliny1.html

Governor Pliny to Emperor Trajan (AD 111):

I have observed the following procedure: I 
interrogated these as to whether they were 
Christians; those who confessed I interrogated a 
second and a third time, threatening them with 
punishment; those who persisted I ordered 
executed…



Early Church Suffering
NTS 281b

Pliny, Letters 10.96
(c)Paul Halsall Mar 1996. halsall@murray.fordham.edu http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/source/pliny1.html

Governor Pliny to Emperor Trajan (AD 111):

I have observed the following procedure: I 
interrogated these as to whether they were 
Christians; those who confessed I interrogated 
a second and a third time, threatening them 
with punishment; those who persisted I 
ordered executed…



Early Church Suffering
NTS 281b

Pliny, Letters 10.96
(c)Paul Halsall Mar 1996. halsall@murray.fordham.edu http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/source/pliny1.html

Governor Pliny to Emperor Trajan (AD 111):
Those who denied that they were or had been 
Christians, when they invoked the gods in words 
dictated by me, offered prayer with incense and 
wine to your image, which I had ordered to be 
brought for this purpose together with statues of 
the gods, and moreover cursed Christ—none of 
which those who are really Christians, it is said, 
can be forced to do—these I thought should be 
discharged.
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Mystery Religions



Greek Mystery Religion

To reach the fearful oracle of Trophonius (in central Greece), 
one had to climb down into a stone pit, where he was then 
drawn through a small opening into a dark passage.  
Clutching honey-cakes to feed any mythical serpents along 
the way, the terrified supplicant later emerged, feet first, 
through the same opening, having triumphantly obtained 
visions of the future.



Originated in 
Eleusis near 
Ephesus

The Eleusinian 
Cult



Don't miss the obvious!
Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson are going 

camping. They pitch their tent under the stars 
and go to sleep. Sometime in the middle of the 
night, Holmes wakes Watson up: "Watson, look 
up at the stars, and tell me what you deduce."

Watson says, "I see millions of stars and 
even if a few of those have planets, it's quite 
likely there are some planets like Earth, and if 
there are a few planets like Earth out there, 
there might also be life."

Holmes replied: "Watson, you idiot, 
somebody stole our tent."



Mithraism

I can only let you in once you've told me the 
secret password, shown me your secret 
ring, given me the secret handshake, 
and…er…found the key.



Mithraism

Mithras (god of light) over 
Ahriman (evil prince of darkness)

The worshippers dig a deep pit and the High 
Priest is lowered into it.  Above him they put a 
platform of loose planks. Each plank has tiny 
holes drilled in it.  A huge bull is stood on the 
platform. They take a sacred hunting spear and 
drive it into the bull's heart. The hot blood 
spurts out of the deep wound.  It falls through 
the holes in the planks like rotten rain onto the 
priest below.  His clothes and body are covered 
in the animal's gore. Afterwards he climbs out 
of the pit. It is a dreadful sight to see...



Mithraism Slaying 
of the Bull

►At some points 
Mithraism was 
similar to 
Christianity



The Height of Mithraism 
(3rd Cent. AD)

David Ulansey, "Solving the Mithraic Mysteries," BAR 20 (Sept/Oct 94): 42

At the cult's 
peak in the 
third century 
AD, Mithraic 
temples and 
artifacts could 
be found from 
the Black Sea 
to Scotland and 
to the borders 
of the Sahara 
Desert.  Many 
cult members 
were Roman 
soldiers 
manning 
garrisons, 
especially in 
Italy and along 
the Rhine and 
Danube rivers.

MAP



Egyptian Mythology
Egyptian Mythology



Pagan Snake 
Charming?

►Albino 
Burmese 
Python 
training



Isis, an Egyptian goddess

White-robed 
followers of Isis, 
Egyptian goddess 
of life, walk 
behind a 
priestess



Dionysus

►Roman Period
►The drinking cup 

turned down was a 
sign of drunkenness. 

(Eleusis Museum)



The Cult of Cybil 



Bronze Iron Lamp
(Missing goddess Cybele on the back)



Corinth: Crossroads of Immorality

Corinth

142



Corinth

Isthmus of 
Corinth7 km

Acrocorinth
Temple of 
Aphrodite

161a



View of Acrocorinth from the City



Immorality in 
All Seasons



Temple of Aphrodite



Temple of 
Aphrodite

Greek 
Goddess 
of Love



Meaningless 
Worship

"If I speak with the tongues of men and 
angels but do not have love, 

I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal" 
(1 Cor. 13:1) 
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Astrology

►"Chance!"

153

1,099 couples to tie the knot on V



Words Christians Shouldn't Use

1. Profanities, of course
2. Fortunate
3. Lucky
4. Fate
5. Accident
6. Chance



"I saw altars to many gods —even to 
the unknown god" 

(Paul in Acts 17)

The Parthenon 
above the other 
altars in Athens

Prayers for slaughtered chickens

“More than 70 Buddhist monks joined Abbot Wing Sink in a 
seven-day chanting marathon in Hong Kong yesterday to 
appease the souls of more than a million chickens, slaughtered 
since Monday to rid the territory of the deadly ‘bird flu’ virus.  
The Abbot entreated more than one million Buddhists in Hong 
Kong to join in the prayers.” —Reuters picture, The Straits 
Times, Thursday, January 1, 1998
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John D. Hannah, Charts of Ancient & Medieval Church History (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001)

Gnosticism: 
Perplexing 
Questions

How can the 
existence of creation 

be explained?

How can a holy 
God create a 

universe with sin?

What is the 
origin of evil?

Chart 43

153a



Essential Components of Gnosticism

John D. Hannah, Charts of Ancient & Medieval Church History (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001)

World
Demiurge

Chart 44

Man

(1) Dualism
(2) Emanations
(3) Knowledge

God
(Pure Spirit)

153b



John D. Hannah, Charts of Ancient & Medieval Church History (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2001)

Gnosticism's Concept of Salvation
Spirit

Soul
BodySupreme 

Being "Good"

Gnosis

Demiurge
Chart 45

Man

153c



Two Types of Gnosticism are 
Addressed in 1 John

153

Docetic Gnosticism
From dokeo, "to seem" 

(Christ only seemed to 
be a man)

Matter is Evil
Depreciated Materialism
Denied Christ's Humanity
Touched Jesus (1:1)
Led to Asceticism
Immorality exalted

Cerinthian Gnosticism
From Cerinthus, founder in Asia

(Christ only seemed to be 
God)

Spirit is Good
Exalted Knowledge (gnosis)
Denied Christ's Deity
Water & Blood (5:6)
Led to Pride
Education exalted



INCEPTION



INCEPTION 
teaches dreams within 

dreams



Buddhism 
encourages lack of 

all desire
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And in Jesus Christ, his only Son, 
our Lord,

who was conceived by the Holy 
Spirit,

and born of the virgin Mary,
suffered under Pontius Pilate,

was crucified, died and was buried.Th
e 

A
po

st
le

's
 C

re
ed

I believe in God, 
the Father Almighty,

maker of heaven and earth.

153eJesus didn't just become 
"the Christ" at his baptism, 
as Gnostics claimed.  He was 
conceived by the Spirit. 

Gnostics taught that the 
world was created by a 
Demiurge since it is material 
and "therefore evil"

Christ must have really been 
a man since he was born, he 
suffered, and he died.

His death was not myth but in history 
during Pilate's rule (AD 26-36).
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On the third day He rose again from 
the dead.

He ascended into heaven 
and sits at the right hand of God the 

Father Almighty.
From thence He will come to judge 

the living and the dead.

153eChrist's resurrection was bodily, in 
contrast to "spiritual resurrection" of 
the Gnostic Gospel of Thomas.
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I believe in the Holy Spirit,
the holy Christian church,
the communion of saints,

153e

the forgiveness of sins,
the resurrection of the body,

and the life everlasting. 
Amen.

Instead of salvation by "special 
knowledge" (gnosis) for only a special 
few, all saints in the universal 
("catholic") church hold these truths.

Not just our spirits will join God after death.  
Heaven is a physical place where we will 
physically dwell with God for eternity.

We don't need enlightenment  from our 
ignorance.  We need forgiveness of our sins.



Pagan Religion Today

Basic issues addressed…
1. Who is God?
2. Who am I?
3. What is the path to God?
4. How many chances for salvation do I get?
5. What is sin?
6. How can I be cleansed from sin?



DANGEROUS DIP

Hindu holy men shun dirty Ganges

Hindu "Hope" of 
Cleansing from Sin
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