AK/HUMA 1710 Roots of Western Culture I

Dec. 1: Gnosticism and Jewish/Christian/Pagan Relations
Read for today’s class: The Reality of the Rulers (Reader); Justin, Dialogue with Trypho (Reader); Origen, Against Celsus (Reader); Toledoth Yeshu (Reader).

1. Gnosticism


We move on from Christianity today to discuss a phenomenon that is found in Jewish, Christian and “pagan” religions: Gnosis. Etymologically, gnosticism derives from the Greek word for knowledge: gnosis. It refers to the belief that through the right spiritual exercises and insights one can become acquainted with (or “know”) God. Gnosticism is most often thought of as a Christian heresy, because until about 50 years ago our only knowledge of Gnosticism came from Christian writers who slandered Christian Gnostics. But it appears that there are other forms of Gnosticism, including Jewish and Greco-Roman; so, it is better to think of it not so much a religion as a way of interpreting religions.

A. Gnosticism: The Essentials

The following defining characteristics are meant to be inclusive, they can be applied to all Gnostic systems, Jewish, Christian, Greco-Roman, Islamic, etc.

1. The World (and all matter) is Evil. In the Hellenistic Period (roughly 3rd c. BCE to 3rd. c. CE), for many people the world did seem to be an evil place, and no matter what they did, they could not seem to get the gods to reward them for their worship. The world is like a prison of darkness from which there seems to be no escape. This view of the world as evil also appeals to the ascetic impulse which declares the body as a source of temptation toward sex and abandons such luxuries as meat, wine, and a soft bed (present in Greek philosophy and, later, Christianity). 

2. The Creator is Evil. This feeds off first point: if the world is bad, then the creator of the world must also be bad. Thus one is left feeling that everyone and everything is out to get you. 

3. A True, Good God Exists. Gnostics responded to these anxieties by claiming that escape is possible. There is a good God out there, the true God, and we can live with him in the heavens. But this God cannot know what is happening on Earth or he wouldn’t allow it to happen. We are left with two gods: a good one and a bad one (this is known as dualism).

4. Knowledge is Salvation. How do we get to the true God in the heavens? through knowledge. This knowledge is of two kinds: knowledge of our true origins (though we are in a prison, we do not belong here; ultimately, humans came from the heavens and it is to the heavens that we can return); and the one who embraces the Gnostic worldview is given secret knowledge that will help the soul ascend into the heavens upon death.

5. The Redeemer Brings Knowledge. How do we know all this? A redeemer figure, someone from the heavens, appears to bring that knowledge to us. This figure differs depending on the system: Dionysus (for example) for Greco-Roman, Seth (the son of Adam) for Judaism, Jesus Christ for Christianity.

B. The Origins of Gnosticism


There are many theories about the origins of Gnosticism. It seems to owe a debt to the thought of Plato (430-347 BCE). In Phaedo he makes a distinction between the earthly world and heavenly world. The heavenly world is considered true reality, the world of forms or ideas (for example, justice, beauty, goodness, etc.); in visible reality we can learn the effects of these forms, but our knowledge of them is and remains defective. The soul originally derives from the heavenly world (exists before and after death); on being born into a body, it loses the knowledge of true reality. The goal is to regain it during life. In the Timaeus, a character in the dialogue expounds the origin of the world and humanity (see diagram). The Creator (Demiurgos, meaning artisan but also denotes a person of authority) wants to make a good and attractive world from matter. He creates the heavenly spheres, the Greco-Roman gods, and the world. The gods are charged to make three forms of life: birds, water creatures, and land animals. For humans, he creates immortal souls and charges the gods to create bodies for them. Plato does not discuss a higher being in Timaeus but other texts refer to a divine principle that orders and rules everything called “the Good.” We can see that Plato’s system is not systematic; we still need to figure out the relationships between the Good, the heavenly world of ideas, and the Creator


Soon after Platio’s time, the Mediterranean world was transformed under the influence of Hellenism. Alexander the Great (356-323 BCE) united the Greek peoples against the Persians. He pursued them into Persia, which he conquered in 330, and continued on into India. By his death had an empire stretching to the Indus River in India, and included Palestine and Egypt. He saw his mission as to spread Greek culture (=Hellenism) throughout the world. He established Greek style cities as his administration centers. Beginning with Alexander’s conquests, the Mediteranean world experienced something like globalization today; problems associated with globalization are similar to problems people experienced in the Hellenistic Period:

1. thanks to Alexander there was great movement throughout the Mediterranean; positively they could move about and feel at home anywhere in the empire but also led to feeling of dislocation from family roots and local gods

2. dislocation exacerbated by the diminution of the Olympian gods; as the philosophers moved toward monotheism, they started to say that the tales of the gods were merely stories, myths and not historically true

3. diminution of the gods made worse by a cosmological revolution occurring; later named after Claudius Ptolemy (ca. 100-178 CE) who gave it systematic formulation. Ptolemaic cosmology still held earth central but his system included also embraced seven different planetary spheres surrounding the earth; the moon was the closest planet, Saturn the most distant. The gods thus seem more remote; not like the myths of old where gods and humans interacted, founding cities, working together in glorious battles, etc.

4. empire brought wealth to the wealthy and greater poverty and chaos to the not-so-wealthy; only increased the feelings of anxiety; reward system between the gods and worshippers did not seem to be working; people practicing typical forms of worship but not getting the rewards; also, quality of life in this world seemed so poor that the hope arose that a better life could be achieved after death

Later followers of Plato (called Middle Platonists) were influenced by life in this time period. They fine-tuned the platonic system so that the eternal forms (ideas) dwell within the Good. He derives from himself a second God (Demiurge) who creates and governs the world which is created based on the model of the ideas. Human souls are part of the heavenly world that have descended into the material world, into bodies made out of matter, and thereby forget their origins. Matter is looked at as bad in Middle Platonic thought. Life is a battle between these two aspects, good and evil, rational and irrational. Any involvement of the human soul with matter is considered an evil act; need to devote oneself to the contemplation of the Good (to regain knowledge) to transcend the world and become part of the heavenly realm, and live with the gods in eternal bliss.

In the east, indigenous people in the cities influenced by Middle Platonism began reinterpreting their traditions in light of them. This may have occurred for Jews also but our evidence for that is spotty. We certainly have evidence of Christians interpreting Judeo-Christian ideas in light of Middle Platonism.

C. Christian Gnosticism

The sources for Christian Gnostic thought are several: a few late 19th/early 20th century discoveries (Gospel of Mary, Apocryphon of John, Pistis Sophia), and the Nag Hammadi Library found in Egypt in 1945. The Nag Hammadi Library contains 51 separate texts including a number of “gospels” and other writings featuring Jesus and his apostles like the famous Gospel of Thomas (a collection of sayings of Jesus communicated to his disciples), Gospel of Philip, the Apocalypse of Paul, the Acts of Peter and the 12 Apostles, and three more copies of the Apocryphon of. John. There are also some apparently Jewish Gnostic texts, an excerpt from Plato’s Republic, and some Hermetic (Egyptian Gnostic) material. The collection is dated to the fourth century and was probably hidden in order to preserve the works once the church instituted a crackdown on heretical books; some of the texts probably written (in Greek) as early as the mid-second century.

We discover in these texts a unique blend of Judeo-Christian mythology and Platonism; just as the Middle Platonists reinterpreted Platonism to reflect the harsh realities of the Hellenistic Period, so too did certain Christians. Creation myths are central to the texts because it was important to Gnosticism to tell their readers that they do not belong to this world, that they belong in the heavenly realm, and that they are being held prisoner here by an evil creator god. Gnostics seemed to delight in making increasingly elaborate creation myths; apparently, discovering one’s place in the cosmos was not supposed to be an easy process.

D. The Gnostic Myth in the Apocryphon (Secret Book) of John (see accompanying diagram)

1. Unknown, invisible God begins to replicate self into truth, mind, wisdom, etc.

2. Sophia, one of these aspects

3. God and the forethought conceive the “spark of light.” This is Christ.

4. Christ creates the divine world and populates it with powers or aeons (angels). He also creates the perfect Man, a heavenly prototype of the earthly man.

5. Sophia tries to reproduce by herself without the consent of God. Her progeny is imperfect. This is the Demiurge/Ialtabaoth.

6. The Demiurge is cast out beyond the heavenly realm to a cloudy, dark region where he cannot be seen.

7. As he grows, the divine power that is his from Sophia remembers the heavenly realm and so he tries to make a version of it in the dark realm. He creates the archons.

8. The Demiurge creates a copy of the perfect Man. He breathes life into it from the power of Sophia.

9. The archons become jealous of this new creation; they cast him into the lowest region of all matter.

10. The heavenly realm has pity on this creature and sends down various helpers to teach him about his origins and how to ascend to the heavenly realm.

11. One of these helpers is Life, who comes to the garden of Eden as the Tree of Life.

12. Tree of Life is associated with the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil; the serpent, an agent of the divine realm, instructs Adam and Eve to eat of the tree of knowledge. 

13. For doing so, the Demiurge casts them out of Paradise and shrouds them in forgetfulness.

14. The Spirit and Sophia again try to come to the aid of humans by sending down another agent of light, Christ, to teach them about the divine spark that dwells within them and save them from darkness.
E. Jesus Christ in Gnostic Thought

Jesus is described in these texts as a Gnostic Redeemer, a supernatural figure who descends from the heavens to inform humans about their true origins. This is expressed in two ways: 

 docetism: Jesus only appeared human but he was really a phantasm, a ghostly, completely divine being; Gnostics uncomfortable with idea that Jesus would contaminate himself by taking on a fleshly form

 adoptionism: a distinction is made in the literature between Christ (a pre-existent supernatural divine being) and Jesus (the man in whom Christ incarnates or possesses in order to instruct humanity). The Christ being incarnates or possesses Jesus at the baptism alighting upon him like a dove; before this time Jesus was a normal human being—there is no divine conception, no virgin birth—though he is  more righteous, intelligent and wise than normal

Gnostics were also uncomfortable with the idea of Jesus’ suffering on the cross. For adoptionists, the Christ being leaves the body of Jesus at the crucifixion; for docetists, the Romans mistakenly crucified Simon of Cyrene. Whether docetic or adoptionist no resurrection in Gnostic thought; Jesus did not rise from the grave; but the Christ figure did depart from the earth and can visit Earth again, delivering new teachings to his followers (Gnostics). Important to note is that Jesus in Gnostic texts is presented as completely divine. This pushes Christ’s divinity to an uncomfortable extreme for the author of the letters of John who seems to be writing in reaction to Gnostic Christology. Eventually Gnostics were suppressed when the Roman church (whose views are expressed in the NT) become dominant, but Gnostic thought comes back into Christianity from time to time when Christians see the world as an evil place from which they seek to escape.

2. Christians vs. Pagans vs. Jews


As Christianity emerged in the first few centuries CE, it interacted with and came into conflict with other traditions, particularly Greco-Roman “paganism,” and Judaism. We see this interaction most dramatically in polemical works written to cast aspersions on another group or to defend oneself against these criticisms. The assigned readings from today are some examples of this literature: Justin’s Trypho that shows Christian polemic against Jews and vice versa (perhaps), and Origen’s Against Celsus, that excerpts Celsus’ anti-Christian polemic and gives Origen’s counter attack, also Toledoth Yeshu which features a slanderous Jewish reworking of the Jesus story.

A. Christians vs. Jews in the NT


Jewish and Christian conflict began with Jesus himself in conflict with Jewish groups of his day. This continued after his day as the Christian movement grew and encountered problems convincing Jews of Jesus’ Messiahship and divinity. It was a source of embarrassment and concern for Christians that Jews rejected Jesus; but still have pockets of Jewish-Christianity (Jews who believed Jesus to be the Messiah and continued to follow the Jewish law) up until 5th century, though by that time it is considered a heresy.


The canonical gospels were written ca. 70-100 CE and contain allusions to Jewish-Christian conflict. The gospel writers discuss rejection of the Christian message by Jews, particularly Mark:

“You must watch out for yourselves. You will be handed over to councils and beaten in the synagogues. You will stand before governors and kings because of me, as a witness to them. First the gospel must be preached to all nations. When they arrest you and hand you over for trial, do not worry about what to speak. But say whatever is given you at that time, for it is not you speaking, but the Holy Spirit. Brother will hand over brother to death, and a father his child. Children will rise against parents and have them put to death. You will be hated by everyone because of my name. But the one who endures to the end will be saved.” (13:9-13)

In the gospel of John we have another allusion to conflict in the synagiogues in the story of the parents of a blind man healed by Jesus who are brought before the Jewish leaders:

“(His parents said these things because they were afraid of the Jewish religious leaders. For the Jewish leaders had already agreed that anyone who confessed Jesus to be the Christ would be put out of the synagogue.  For this reason his parents said, “He is a mature adult, ask him.”) (9:22-23)

In Luke-Acts we have numerous stories of Jewish persecution of Christians, including the stoning of Stephen, the execution of James the Son of Zebedee and James the brother of Jesus, the arrest of Peter, and the persecution by and of Paul [SLIDE]; also James the brother of Jesus.


The gospels also display hints of early Jewish slander. Matthew has a genealogy which alludes to four women of questionable moral virtue (Tamar, Rahab, Bathsheba wife of Uriah, Ruth). All of these unions were scandalous to outsiders but continued the line of the Messiah. Placing Mary among them suggests that the author thinks of Mary similarly. The story of Jesus’ empty tomb also discusses a Jewish slander:
“While they were going, some of the guard went into the city and told the chief priests everything that had happened. After they had assembled with the elders and formed a plan, they gave a large sum of money to the soldiers, telling them, “You are to say, ‘His disciples came at night and stole his body while we were asleep.’ If this matter is heard before the governor, we will satisfy him and keep you out of trouble.” So they took the money and did as they were instructed. And this story is told among the Jews to this day. (Matt 28:11-15)

And Matthew, Mark, and Luke report that some thought Jesus possessed by demonic powers: “The experts in the law who came down from Jerusalem said, ‘He is possessed by Beelzebul,’ and, ‘By the ruler of demons he casts out demons.’” (Mark 3:22 and par). The gospels respond with some slanders against Jews: Matthew has them declare that they are to blame for Jesus’ death: “In reply all the people said, ‘Let his blood be on us and on our children!’” (27:25) and John has Jesus call his Jewish enemies children of the devil (8:44).

B. Slanders Against Christians in Jewish Literature

The oral law that was valued by the Pharisees was written down over time in the form of the Talmud. Only the tiniest portion of the Talmud may refer to Christianity in any definite way. Only one of these references can be related to Christianity with reliability and may date to the second century:

On the eve of Passover Yeshu was hanged. For forty days before the execution took place, a herald went forth and cried, “He is going forth to be stoned because he has practiced sorcery and enticed Israel to apostasy. Any one who can say anything in his favour, let him come forward and plead on his behalf.” But since nothing was brought forward in his favour he was hanged on the eve of the Passover! Ulla retorted: Do you suppose that he was one for whom a defense could be made? Was he not a Mesith [enticer], concerning him Scripture says, ‘Neither shalt though spare, neither shalt thou conceal him?’ With Yeshu however it was different, for he was connected with the government for royalty [i.e., influential]. Our Rabbis taught: Yeshu had five disciples, Matthai, Nakai, Nezer, Buni, and Todah. (Baraitha Bab. Sanhedrin 43a).

“Jesus the Nazarene [who] practised magic and led Israel astray.” (b. Sanhedrin 107b)

Several passages dealing with the treatment of heresy (i.e., forms of Judaism that were rejected) have also been suggested as possible allusions to Jesus even though his name is not present. For example:

“May our company not be like that of Elisha, from which issued Gehazi. ‘In our bread places’: may we produce no son or pupil who disgraces himself in public.” (b. Berakot) (note: one manuscript (M) adds to the end of this saying, “like the Nazarene.”)

R. Eliezer ben Hyrcanus (late first/early second c.) was arrested as a heretic (minim). He is troubled as to why:

R. Aquiba visited him and said to him, ‘Rabbi, perhaps one of the minim expounded something in your presence which was acceptable to you.’ He answered, ‘By heaven, you have reminded me! Once I was walking up the main street of Sepphoris when there came towards me a man named Jacob of Kephar Sikhnaya who told me something in the name of Yeshua ben Pandera which pleased me, namely, “It is written in your Torah, You shall not bring the hire of a harlot, or the wages of a dog, into the house of the Lord your God in payment for any vow [Deut. 23:18]. What is to be done with them?” I told him they were prohibited [for every use]. He said to me, “They are prohibited as an offering, but is it permissible to destroy them?” I retorted, “In that case, what is to be done with them?” He said to me, “Let bathhouses and privies be made with them.” I exclaimed, “You have said an excellent thing,” and the law [not to listen to the words of a min] escaped my memory at the time. When he saw that I acknowledged his words, he added, “Thus said Yeshua ben Pandera: ‘From filth they came and on filth they should be expended: as it is said, From the hire of a harlot she gathered them, and to the hire of a harlot they shall return [Mic. 1:7]’”’ (Ecclesiastes Rabbah 1.8.3)

This passage shows the Jewish opinion of Christians, who were apparently looked at as equivalent to Samaritans (don’t go near them) and worse than Gentiles (expect a trial if you do).

Some material may refer to Jesus but uses code names presumably to avoid persecution and censorship from Christian authorities. Some scholars believe references to Balaam, an OT figure, are to Jesus:

“It was stated, Mar Zutra said: He practiced enchantment by means of his membrum. Mar the son of Rabina said: He committed bestiality with his ass. The view that he practiced enchantment by means of his membrum is as was stated. The view that he committed bestiality with his ass [is because] here it is written, He bowed, he lay down as a lion and as a great lion; whilst elsewhere it is written, At her feet he bowed, he fell”. (Tractate Sanhedrin 105a-105b)

“Balaam also the son of Beor, the soothsayer, [did the children of Israel slay with the sword]. A soothsayer? But he was a prophet! — R. Johanan said: At first he was a prophet, but subsequently a soothsayer. R. Papa observed: This is what men say, ‘She who was the descendant of princes and governors, played the harlot with carpenters.’ Did the children of Israel slay with the sword among them that were slain by them. Rab said: They subjected him to four deaths, stoning, burning, decapitation and strangulation… A certain min said to R. Hanina: Hast thou heard how old Balaam was? — He replied: It is not actually stated, but since it is written, Bloody and deceitful men shall not live out half their days, [it follows that] he was thirty-three or thirty-four years old. He rejoined: Thou hast said correctly; I personally have seen Balaam's Chronicle, in which it is stated, ‘Balaam the lame was thirty years old when Phinehas the Robber killed him.’ (Tractate Sanhedrin 106a-106b)

According to the view that all the Balaam passages are anti-Christian in tendency, Balaam being used as an alias for Jesus, Phinehas the Robber is thus taken to represent Pontius Pilatus, and the Chronicle of Balaam probably to denote a Gospel.


An additional group of references seem to use “Ben Stada” as a veiled reference to Jesus: 

“And this they did to Ben Stada in Lydda, and they hung him on the eve of Passover. Ben Stada was Ben Padira. R. Hisda said: ‘The husband was Stada, the paramour Pandira. But was nor the husband Pappos b. Judah? — His mother’s name was Stada. But his mother was Miriam, a dresser of woman’s hair? — As they say in Pumbaditha, This woman has turned away from her husband, (i.e., committed adultery).’” (Tractate Sanhedrin 67a)

“HE WHO SCRATCHES A MARK ON HIS FLESH, [etc.] It was taught. R. Eliezer said to the Sages: But did not Ben Stada bring forth witchcraft from Egypt by means of scratches [in the form of charms] upon his flesh? He was a fool, answered they, and proof cannot be adduced from fools.” (Tractate Shabbath 104b)

The Toledoth Yeshu (Life of Jesus) is a later (5th century?) elaboration of the earlier slanders. What do we learn about Jesus from this text?

· set too early (1st c. BCE)

· father is a “disreputable man of the tribe of Judah” named Joseph Pandera

· Mary betrothed to Yohanan of house of David

· Pandera tricks Miriam into thinking he is Yohanan; she is pregnant and Yohanan leaves

· follows gospels well (circumcisions story, teacher story in Luke 2)

· sets much of his activities in Upper Galilee

· steals the Ineffable Name of God and puts it on parchment and seals it in cut on his leg; this gives him power

· proclaims himself the Messiah

· entry into Jerusalem discussed twice

· Sages are enemies

· uses birds story from Infancy Thomas
· Sages recruit Judas and give him the name also; Jesus and Judas lovers? as they fight in the air Judas spills his sperm on Yeshua; this renders him impure and deprives him of his miraculous power, so he falls to the earth

· arrested and flogged but escapes to Antioch or Egypt

· Judas helps the Sages get him again

· includes slander about removing him from the grave but proven wrong (the gardener hid the body)

· separation of Judaism from Christianity aided by Simeon Kepha; in service of Sages; installs Gentile practices; also identified as Paul

B. Jewish and Gentile Slanders in Celsus’ The True Word 

Celsus, a pagan (i.e., Greco-Roman) writer composed The True Word ca. 170. We do not have the original text, just Origen’s refutation. Celsus begins his text with: “There is a new race of men born yesterday, with neither homeland nor traditions, allied against all religious and civil institutions, pursued by justice, universally notorious for their infamy, but glorying in common execration: these are Christians.” Celsus uses a (fictional?) Jewish intellectual to attack the rational basis of Christianity; what are some of the slanders brought forth by this character?

· Jesus came from a Jewish village and a poor country woman who earned her living spinning

· Father is a solider named Panthera

· Driven out by husband and accused of adultery; gave birth to Jesus in secrecy

· Learned magic in Egypt

Origen’s response to these slanders?

· humble origins makes Jesus story that much more incredible

· birth slanders are just a poor rebuttal of virgin birth story

· magicians do not perform wonders in order to reform morals of spectators

Celsus also says that Christians meet in secret (Origen responds: not wrong if laws are wrong), they are low-class and incredulous  (Origen: yes there are lots of “vulgar” people among us but that is natural and even Celsus admits that some of them are intellectual), the disciples did not really see him rise from death (Origen: then why did they risk death for it?), and similar fantastic birth stories are found in Greek texts.

C. Justin Martyr’s Dialogue with Trypho

This is an example of Adversus Judaeos (Against the Jews) literature. There are various reasons for the composition of this literature:

1. establish antiquity of traditions in order to combat Roman persecution. Christians had to explain why their religion was not recent but venerable with age, as old as Moses and the prophets; if the Christians were the true heirs of the promises of Israel, they had a defense against persecution.

2. combat Judaizing: at this time Empire 60 million, Jews 7 per cent, Christian 1 per cent; also lower classes and majority are women; anti-Jewish polemic tied to trying to make Judaism look bad so that Christians will cease their attraction to it

3. conversion of Jews to Christianity: in the dialogues this seems to be the setting: a discussion between a Jew and a Christian often ending with the Jew’s conversion; but unlikely that a Jew would be convinced by the arguments. The dialogues likely really did happen but not likely in the way these Christian writers portray them: Jews never get equal time and the Christians always win, never presents arguments the Christian cannot answer, therefore unlikely written for conversion; most likely written for encouragement and admonition of Christians

For the most part Christian anti-Jewish writings emphasize that (1) the Jews failed to recognize Jesus as their Messiah; (2) they did that because they are obdurate and blind-- that is, unable to discern the truth from their scriptures (3) therefore, they are condemned and rejected by God, who has rejected their ritualistic practices; (4) therefore, they have been replaced by the church as the new people of God; and (5) as a result of the Jews’ blindness and inability to understand their scriptures, the Scriptures belong to Christians who alone can properly interpret them. All these serve to support the idea that Christianity is the true Israel and therefore deserving of the prestige that comes with being a religion of antiquity.


What slanders against Christians do we find in the text? 

· Trypho does not support the typical slanders (not worthy of belief); wonders why Christians are not Jews (why not separate from others, why no feasts and sabbaths, circumcision, believe in a crucified man as God and still expect favours from God) (ch. 10) 

· ch. 17: Justin says the Jews dispatched men from Jerusalem to every land and spread rumours against us (bitter, dark, and unjust accusations)

· ch. 108 the slander of the disciples stealing Jesus’ body

What slanders against Jews do we find?

· circumcision marked Jews off so that they might suffer the persecutions that are theirs (16)

· murdered the Just One (16)

· dishonour and curse believers in the synagogues (16 and 108)

· tell rumours about Christians (17)

· ch. 16 Jewish persecution (cursing in synagogues)?; also 96 (you curse and Gentiles put curse into operation by killing Christians)

· ch. 29 “our scriptures”; Jews do not grasp their spirit

D. The Legacy of Christian-Jewish Conflict

Conflict between Jews and Christians is harmless while neither has any power to persecute the other. But when the Empire became Christian, things changed. The official policy of the now-Christian Empire regarding Jews based was on Paul; he believed that the second coming of Christ would not occur until all Jews became believers of Jesus as the Messiah. So the Empire wanted to protect them (their conversion was necessary for the second coming, after all), but on a day-to-day level they were routinely persecuted, exiled, and even killed. The need for the Jews to convert led also to antagonism—Christians hated them but they needed them too. So adjectives were too strong, no comparisons too odious to be applied to the Jews:

“Murderers of the Lord, murderers of prophets, rebels and full of hatred against God, they commit outrage against the law, resist God’s grace, repudiate the faith of their fathers. They are confederates of the devil, offspring of vipers, scandal-mongers, slanderers, darkened in mind, leaven of the Pharisees, Sanhedrin of demons, accursed, utterly vile, quick to abuse, enemies of all that is good” (Gregory of Nyssa ca. 390). 

Jews were not allowed to own land nor to be soldiers; they were forced to take unpopular jobs including usury (lending money at interest) and tax collecting. This only added to resentment of Jews. There followed centuries of slanders Crusades, pogroms, inquisitions. The ultimate expression of European anti-Semitism is the Holocaust. All of this is traceable to the gospels and their interpretation.

3. Christianity Triumphant

Religious change in the 4-5th century was expressed in military terms: Christianity “won”, the other religions “lost.” And they did lose. Before Christianity’s triumph there was great toleration in the empire; people had the freedom to worship local gods, foreign gods as long as their practices were not considered subversive to the empire (i.e., as long as they also sacrificed to the state gods and the emperor, as long as they did not cause division in the family). All other gods now had to admit defeat before Christ and leave their temples and the earth and go off to heaven never to return. Christian writers of the period characterized the conversion of the empire as both inevitable and swift. In their view the beginning of the end for paganism came with Jesus’ birth, and at his crucifixion heaven and earth rang with the crashing of falling temples. The period between the 4-5th century, though a century long, was merely a “mopping up” period. But we should not think that the transition to a Christian empire was an easy one; the visual world of people was dramatically altered, both publicly and privately.

There are three stages to the Christian “triumph”: 260-302 CE, a time of rapid growth (with numerous conversions to Christianity, particularly among soldiers and elites); 312 CE Constantine’s conversion; 378-395 CE , the reign of Theodosius I. Constantine (r. 306-337) saw an opportunity in Christianity to use it to unite a ruptured empire. Beginning in 305 the empire was divided under the rule of several emperors. Constantine came to power in the West in 306; in 312 he marched against Rome where his rival for the West Lactantius held power. They met at the Milvian Bridge outside Rome. Constantine had a dream or vision which he later understood as a revelation. He saw a cross superimposed on the sun and heard the words, ‘In this sign conquer.’ Constantine took control of the West under the Christian sign of the cross and from that time on was more sympathetic to Christianity than to any other religion. With the end of the battle came the Edict of Toleration, which allowed Christians freedom to practice their religion and their churches/buildings restored to them. The persecution of Christians officially came to an end.

With such overt and public toleration, Christian intellectuals saw a new relationship between church and the state. Constantine considered himself appointed by God, his government was a theocracy (that is, people believed that God, through a mediator, the emperor, ruled the empire). Neither Constantine nor the other emperors ever claimed to be divine, but they did see themselves as God’s representative on earth (“bishop extraordinary”), ranking just below Christ in the administration of earthly justice. But Constantine was not motivated by Christian faith—he did not convert until his death.

Constantine was a worshipper of the sun god. Romans would stand at dawn to face the rising sun and feel the first rays of sun on their faces as they prayed. They would celebrate the winter solstice, when the sun had passed its lowest point and once more began to climb in the sky, and the days started to lengthen. Christians saw Jesus as the “light of the world” so they too began to pray to the East, rather than Jerusalem. They oriented churches that way also. The association between the sun and Jesus helped by the Christian decision to celebrate Sabbath on Sunday. They later chose December 25, the solstice, as Jesus’ birthday.  Easter, too, had connections with the sun it is celebrated on the Spring equinox. Constantine was a fence sitter: he was the bishop of bishops and pagan High Priest at the same time. This was a good position to be in. Christians could be grateful to him and applaud him but, since he was not a Christian, they could not criticize him either. Pagans were also kept happy; if Constantine suppressed pagan worship he’d find himself a goner.

The symbols of the empire soon became covered in a Christian coat of paint. Constantine began massive building programs to make churches the grandest buildings in the Empire. Some were built on sites of martyrs’ graves; sometimes a pagan temple would be rededicated as a Christian church. He tried to rally people around Christian symbols: the cross was carried into battles that were considered sacred, laws were passed in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ Our Master; and coins were made with Christian images. Victories and other happy events that used to be traced to the protection of the ancient gods were now attributed to the Christian God’s assistance and served as sanction of the true faith. Iimperial propaganda invited people to receive baptism. The cross brandished on all possible public occasions. Over the next century Greco-Roman practices were transformed or replaced by Christian practices: prayers replaced sacrifice, sermons slowly displaced gladiatorial games, Sundays replaced Roman holy days,  statues of gods in the home were replaced with images of Christ or the saints, Asclepian temples continued but a local saint was substituted for the healing god, bishops were given judicial functions in their own cities, gradually taking over other secular activities. 

Not everyone in the church was happy with this course of events. Some felt that Constantine’s victory led to a decline in the church. From the fourth century churches (like temples) were increasingly decorated with silver and gold, and bishops rose up the social scale, with incomes to match. In the words of Jerome, “after it came to Christian rulers (the church) became greater in power and riches but inferior in virtues.” The great influx of former pagans meant that new converts did not have the proper training required for an initiate; pagan ideas and imagery ended up getting mixed up with Christian ideas and imagery. This made it necessary for church leaders to determine exactly what was Christian and what was not (no longer a long process of education). 

Constantine was shocked at the theological bickering going on in the east of his empire. Doctrinal conformity (i.e., everyone should believe the same thing) became a big issue because it was now connected with the unity of the empire. So concerned was he with the East that Constantine moved the empire’s capital there in 333. This was called Constantinople (modern Istanbul), “the New Rome.” From this seat of power he sought unity in the East. He called the Council of Nicea to settle matters of Christology that were dividing Christian groups in both east and west. The result was stunning intolerance; after Constantine, not only was paganism increasingly forbidden but variations in Christian opinion became thought crimes. In the centuries after Constantine more Christians were persecuted as heretics than had been persecuted as Christians by the pagans.
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