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HISTORY OF RELIGIONS

Or is Christianity sui generis*? &
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* Latin: “unique in its characteristics” | E‘i!
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“Religion is man’s search for god; Christianity is God’s search for man.” This is a value
statement not a statement that describes what we are looking at.



HISTORY OF RELIGIONS
No single answer; it depends upon perspective.
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HISTORY OF RELIGIONS

Taking Creation and Incarnation seriously.

© We live in a material world. Experiences, even
spiritual ones, are mediated via the brain

© Incarnation confirms that God takes this seriously.

© God communicates and shapes through culture and
language.




HISTORY OF RELIGIONS

Religionsgeschichtliche Schule

o started in the 1880s in Géttingen (Germany)

o among Protestant Theologians
« Otto Pfleiderer (1836-1900) §#

» Wilhelm Boussett (1865-1920) ;-'
o a domination paradigm in NT studies A »

for 40 years 1" I




HISTORY OF RELIGIONS

“...Christianity can be understood only if it is studied as
one phenomenon among the many phenomena of
religion in the Roman Empire...”

Neill and Wright, The Interpretation of the New Testament 1861-1986 (1988)

© Religion was considered as an historical phenomenon
understandable only in light of its origins and roots.

o Biblical ideas are the product of their religious/cultural
milien

o Comparative religious phenomena and literature, not
doctrinal concepts, must be utilized in interpretation.

Separate approach to comparative religions [ooked at the evolution of religion from
atheism, fetishism, nature-worship, shamanism, idolatry, to ethical monotheism.
[ideological restructuring of facts]



HISTORY OF RELIGIONS il
An agenda: ¢ ’

i
{
Christianity is not unique, therefore, it is not true. 511
i

© The new in Christianity is not from revelation but I
from religious-cultural development and syncretism.

N
[)

+

8;\\\ | Y&@A\;&W\ gL(‘\F(’ (o %

7 .
[ZQS\W(D C{\Wr\

p g

+ ?‘)0\% €KP€/1@&CQ§ o(( ‘\L'[,Q &Q



HISTORY OF RELIGIONS

This required a theory (and evidence) of transmission.

W Greco-Roman Pagan Christians

\ '&( Hellenistic Jewish Christians
}?\FL% Palestinian Jewish Christians
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HISTORY OF RELIGIONS

Sources used in comparative study of Christianity

S 4
Greek/Latin authors Greek Mysteries
N £
Dead Sea Scrolls N aii Ii*{:::rr;adi
~

Second Temple
Judaism
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Ritual: E{i
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o Initiation i

© Sacred meals
Experiences:

i
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o Healing |
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HISTORY OF RELIGIONS
Myth/Story:
o Gnostic Redeemer Myth

o Resurrection
o Virgin Birth
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PARALLELOMANIA

“...the extravagance among scholar
which first overdoes the supposed similarity in
passages
and then proceeds to describe source and derivation as
if implying a literary connection flowing in an
inevitable or predetermined direction.”
Samuel Sandmel, “Parallelomania,” JBL 81 (1962): 1

12



PARALLELOMANIA

o Rituals are not self-interpreting, they require context.

o Agreement of external form does not equate to
functional agreement or agreement of meaning.

o Stories function within a world of meaning.

o New ideas are expressed in common language until new
vocabulary is developed.

13



PARALLELOMANIA

Ferguson on “The Mystery Religions”

o Scarcity of information

o Lateness of the information

o Missing from Palestinian layer

o Dying/rising gods NOT resurrection

© Baptism/Eucharist distinctive with no stray elements

E. Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity, 2 ed (Eerdmans, 1993)
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PARALLELOMANIA

Talbert on Divine Births
* Dionysus and Romulus !
 Sex with gods is not virginal conception

* Signaling individual superiority
* Honouring of a benefactor

C. H. Talbert, “Miraculous Conceptions and Births in Mediterranean

. Antiquity,” pp.79-86 in The Historical Jesus in Context (PUP, 2006)
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CHRISTIAN NATIVITY STORY

o Jewish not Pagan
o Stories told with Intent (Son of God from birth)

o Historicity/Apologetic
* Mark and John missing, perhaps alluded to by Paul

Not a primary doctrine

Luke 1-2 a very Jewish story from a Gentile
Matthew using a “fulfillment” motif

Hinted at but not argued for in the Gospels
No competing birth narratives

See Raymond Brown, e.g.,

htm /3. mm. er\“ownsu weeb‘ co‘n;‘un
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VALIDATING TRUTH:
WEB OF RELATIONSHIPS
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The Bible

Trusted Schola

Reason

Miracles Happb\n
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A Living Jesus o
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Our sense of truth is based upon a web of relationships:
The Bible: 2 different sources that are consistent with the Jesus revealed in the
Gospels
Reason: (1} illegitimacy, (2) no precedent, incl. Isaiah 7:14
Church Tradition: consistent testimony, past and present
Trusted Scholars: e.g., DJG, Raymon Brown, Stanley Grenz, Donald Bloesch
Personal Experience: (1) miracles happen, (2) Jesus is living and, therefore, unique

Which comes first? Differs, but quickly it is a web.

Core Truths like Resurrection and Incarnation {which has stronger evidence} make
plausible the secondary truths like the Virgin Birth (which has lesser evidence).

Raymond Brown, “The Virgin Birth and Bodily Resurrection of Jesus” (1973) or “The
Birth of the Messiah” (1993).

Donald Bloesch, “Jesus Christ” (1997)

Stanley Grenz, “Theology for the Community of God” (1997)

B. Witherington Ili, “Birth of Jesus” in “Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels” (1992)
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SIGNIFICANCE OF THE VIRGIN BIRTH
AS PART OF A LARGER STORY

o Lafe is filled with divine rystery.

© There is something unique about Jesus.

o He is God’s it to the world.

© He bridgec the chasm that had divided God from
creation, proving that the divine and the
mundane can be brought together.

o This gives us hepe of participating in the life of
God and is a witaecs to the breadth and wonder
of Ged’s grace.

The Virgin Birth is part of the larger of story of God that starts with Creation and
which embraces our personal salvation.

Life is filled with a divine mystery.
There is something unique about Jesus.
Jesus is God’s gift to the world.
Jesus bridges the chasm that had divided God from creation,
proving that the divine and the mundane can be brought together.
This gives us hope of participating in the life of God
and is a witness to the breadth and wonder of God'’s grace,

18



THE VIRGIN BIRTH IS SIGNIFICANTLY TRUE!

o God takes the initiative
o God takes risks
o God enters into our world

Forty years ago, as | grew up in the church, all that was asked of me was that | accept
that the Virgin Birth was true because the church and the Bible told me so. Back then
that was enough for me. But it didn’t make difference to how I lived my Christian life.

Today, | believe that the Virgin Birth is true for many different and interconnected
reasons but, more importantly, | believe it to be significantly true. It makes a
difference to how | understand who God is and how he works in our world. | now
understand the Virgin Birth to be not just an isolated fact to be argued over, Rather
the Virgin Birth is part of a grand story of God which God invites me to join.

19



COMPARATIVE RELIGIOUS STUDIES

o Genealogy
o Analogy

o Each on its own terms
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NEW TESTAMENT STUDIES

Social-Cultural Criticism: the importance of
context for hearing meaning.

Second-Temple Judaism(s)
o continuity and discontinuity

Greco-Roman
o culture/religion/philosophy/politics

Context helps us to hear the Gospel stories more
faithfully.

21



Stephen Spence

From: Larry Hurtado's Blog [comment-reply@wordpress.com]
Sent: Wednesday, 9 October 2013 9:37 PM

To: Stephen Spence

Subject: [New post] “Kyrios Christos”: New Reprint Edition

lanryhurtade posted: "In today's post | was pleased to find copies of the reprint edition of the English translation of the 3%
classic work by Wilhelm Bousset, Kyrios Christos. A History of the Belief in Christ from the Beginnings of Chnstianity to |
_!renaeus (trans. John E. Stee” i 2% B
| i

& Respond to this post by replying above this ine LR o

'New post on Larry Hurtado's Blog ~ [E]
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* |E™  “Kyrios Christos”: New Reprint Edition
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In today's post | was pleased to find copies of the reprint edition of the English translation of the classic
work by Wilhelm Bousset, Kyrios Christos: A History of the Belief in Christ from the Beginnings of
Christianity to lrenaeus (trans. John E. Steely; Waco: Baylor University Press, 2013). The German
first edition appeared in 1913, a revised edition in 1921, the English translation in 1970 {Abingdon
Press). This Baylor edition is a reprint of the 1970 translation (thus preserving page numbers of the
1970 edition).

For this reprint edition, | was invited to provide a new Introduction (p. v-xx), in which | briefly describe

the scholarly and historical context in which Bousset worked, and the scholarly reception and critique
of Kyrios Christos (both in response to the German edition and the English translation). In addition, |

note some major matters on which Bousset is now widely judged to have erred; but | also underscore
features of Kyrios Christos that make it still instructive.

Since my own first reading of the book shortly after the publication of the English transiation (while a
graduate student in the USA), | have continued to regard it as one of the most stimulating works | have
ever studied. Itis also certainly one of the most influential works in history of scholarship on the New
Testament and Christian Origins. I'm glad that this English translation is again in print, and | commend
careful study of the book to all serious students. | think Bousset was wrong on some key matters
(indeed, on several matters that he regarded as his essential emphases). But in his aim to approach
earliest devotion to Jesus as a historical problem to be investigated, his insistence that it must be seen
within its historical setting, and his emphases on earliest Christian worship of Jesus as perhaps the
most striking and important religious development in the young religious movement, | regard him as
correct.

You can find the book in the Baylor catalogue here.

larryhurtado | October 9, 2013 at 11:06 am | Tags: Christian Qrigins, Important publications, Jesus-devotion | Categories:
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HELLENISTIC-ROMAN RELIGIONS 279
Mystery Religions and Christianity

The study of Christian origins has been responsible for much of the study
devoted to the mystery religions (see the bibliography at the beginning of this
unit). Early researchers tended to make generalizations without regard to meth-
odological problems. There was a tendency to interpret one cult by another and
so construct a general “mystery theology” or common “mystery religion.” Not
uncommonly this was done by (unconsciously) starting with Christian ideas,
using these to interpret data about the mysteries, and then finding the mysteries
as the source of the Christian ideas. Early Christian authors, it seems, did this
too, only their conclusion was that the similarities came from demonic imitation
of Christian rites. The Christian writers of the early centuries may have exag-
gerated the similarities, either from defensiveness or from the same psycholog-
ical process as modern researchers, or (as seems more likely) because they could
make apologetical capital for the truth of Christianity by claiming demonic
imitations in paganism.

Major methodological difficulties are the scarcity of our information (the
initiates kept their secret) and the lateness of much that is preserved. Early
Christian authors are, in fact, a major source. How well informed were they? Did
they really know as much as they claimed, or did they pass on rumor and gossip?
How reliable are they? Did they really understand even what they knew? Most
important of all for the origins of Christianity, does the information (particularly
interpretations of the meaning of the rites) hold for the pre-Christian period? The
mysteries underwent changes in new environments. Where the Christian authors
were not reading them through the eyes of the church, there is the possibility that
the mysteries themselves adopted Christian ideas. Borrowing need not have been
in only one direction. On the other hand, there definitely was, by the fourth
century and in some cases earlier, Christian borrowing of outward gestures from
the mysteries (e.g.; the magical hands dedicated to Sabazius show the thumb and
first two fingers raised and the other two fingers bent in the same position used
by the Catholic clergy in blessing),?! of terminology (for apologetic purposes by
Clement of Alexandria and more extensively for interpretive purposes by the
Cappadocian fathers in the fourth century), and of artistic motifs (e.g., meal
scenes), even as there was borrowing from pagan religion in general of ceremonies
(processions), of ideas (geography of Hades), of funerary practices (cult meals for
the dead), and even of deities (now disguised as Christian saints).

Nevertheless, there is very little evidence for much Christian indebtedness

214. Maarten J. Vermaseren, Corpus Cultis Iovis Sabazii, Vol. 1: The Hands (Leiden,
1983). The gesture was in wider use in the ancient world and may not have come into
Christianity specifically from Sabazius. Other testimonies of the cult of Sabazius in E. N.
Lane, Corpus Cultus Iovis Sabazii, Vol. 2: The Other Monuments and Literary Evidence (Leiden,

1985).




280 BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY

in the first century, and especially in Palestine. Hence, the search for pagan
influences in early Christianity has focused on Hellenistic Christianity and
especially on Paul as channels through which pagan ideas reached a religion
that began on Jewish soil. This too has failed to be substantiated. Rather than
deal only with Paul, we shall continue by discussing the larger question of
primitive Christianity’s relation to the mysteries on a conceptual basis, apart
from the above-mentioned methodological considerations.

Parallels to the resurrection have been suggested in the “dying and rising
savior-gods.” But the “resurrection” of these gods is very different from what is
meant by that word in Christian belief. There is nothing in the myth of Osiris that
could be called a resurrection: the god became ruler over the dead, not the living,
The myth of Attis contains no specific mention of a resurrection, though it has
been thought that the gladness following mourning in his cult presupposed some
such notion. The Adonis myth perhaps most clearly indicates the resuscitation of
a god, but even here it is not strictly a resurrection, These beliefs are more closely
allied to the cycle of nature, and the mysteries seem to have had their origin in the
agricultural cycle. Even this element does not seem prominent in the mysteries of
the Roman period where urban life had weakened the connection with the soil.
But insofar as paganism offered “dying and rising gods,” these gods are a world
apart from Christ’s resurrection, which was presented as a one-time historical
event, neither a repeated feature of nature nor a myth of the past.

Initiation into the mysteries has been presented as a “pagan regeneration”
in which there is a rebirth and a kind of mystical union with the deity. The
terminology of regeneration is rare in connection with the mysteries and then
as a metaphor for a new life. The idea of rebirth does not appeatr to be specifically
connected with moral renewal. The salvation the mysteries brought was a
deliverance from fate and the terrors of the afterlife, not a redemption from
sins. The initiate was brought into the special favor of the deity and promised
his or her protection in this life and often a blessed immortality in the afterlife.
The union with the deity in the form of a sacred marriage, in spite of much
that has been said, is not proved in the mysteries. There was no divinization,
becoming children of the god, or receiving the divine nature,

There are no true parallels to baptism in the mysteries. Where water was
applied it was done so for a preliminary purification, not as the initiation itself
The manner in which the initiation into the mysteries and baptism in the New
Testament worked was entirely different: the benefit of the pagan ceremony was
effective by the doing (ex opere operato), whereas the benefit of baptism was a
grace-gift of God given to faith in the recipient. (Ideas pethaps derived from the
mysteries influenced the thinking and practice of some Christians, and that from
a quite early period [e.g., the misunderstandings about baptism and the Lord’s
Supper reflected in the warnings of 1 Cor. 10:1ff.].) All converts to Christianity
received baptism, whereas initiation in the mysteries was for an inner circle of
adherents.

p—



HELLENISTIC-ROMAN RELIGIONS 281

Sharing meals was a common religious activity in paganism, Judaism, and
Christianity, and there are certain similarities in all these meals. The significance
of the “communion,” however, was different in each case. The weekly memorial
of the death and resurrection of Jesus and the specific note of thanksgiving
(eucharist) in the prayers of consecration provide no pagan counterparts.

Christian baptism was a “repentance” baptism and so connected with a
moral transformation of the believer, who was promised the gift of the Holy
Spirit as the power of a new life. Whereas Christianity welcomed the unworthy,
the pagan mysteries were for those already pure individuals who met accepted
social standards. Of the mystery religions only Mithraism seems to have
offered a supernaturally sanctioned ethic and moral earnestness comparable
in some way to Christianity. This is not to say that the mysteries were incapable
of higher, spiritual aspirations, but that had nothing to do with their essence.
There was, to be sure, a personal attachment to a god. The nearest thing to
Christian conversion in the mysteries was that of Lucius to Isis (Apuleius,
Metamorphoses 11); otherwise conversion was mainly to philosophy.2!5 A Plu-
tarch could find rich meaning in the myth and rites associated with Isis and
Osiris, but any philosopher could find anything he wanted in the ceremonies,
for no doctrine as such was involved. Thus, one could receive spiritual benefit
and meaning from the rites, as well as emotional uplift, but that was largely
a matter of what one brought with him or made of them, and not what inhered
in the system.

The mysteries did not offer a god who came to earth to save humans.
Their gods did not die voluntarily to save humankind. And there is no reason
why they should, since the consciousness of sin was not so acute nor was there
a strong desire for a new ethical life. The mysteries were not for everyone; for
one thing they were expensive. Initiation was for the inner circle, not for the
whole community of worshipers. The initiatory rites themselves were kept secret
(one wants to keep a good thing at home), unlike the Christian “mystery”
(mystérion ), which was an “open secret,” something previously hidden but now
revealed and proclaimed to all.

The New Testament did not use the technical vocabulary of the myster-
ies.216 Although there are some superficial similarities of language, even these
have different meanings (as the word mystérion itself). Christianity remained
“intolerant”: it was an exclusive faith, whereas one could accumulate all the
initiations he could afford and adherence to one deity was not a denial of others.
Christianity established a worldwide brotherhood to an extent that the mysteries
did not. The initiations of Lucius at Corinth and then at Rome illustrate the

215. See A, D, Nock, Conversion (Oxford, 1933), 138-55 for Lucius; 164-86 for conversion
to philosophy.

216. A. D. Nock, “The Vocabulary of the New Testament,” JBL 52 (1933):131-39 ( Essays,
341-47).




282 BACKGROUNDS OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY

limitations of the sense of brotherhood in the Isiac religion, Although initiates
had formulas and signs by which they recognized one another, they did not
form a community with a continuing life and organization such as was the
church. Christianity imposed no racial or social bars. It became truly inter-
national. Although the mysteries moved in this direction, they never lost their
identification with their national origin to the extent that Christianity was freed
from Judaism: for example, Lucius shaved his head like an Egyptian priest upon
his receiving initiation into the mysteries of Osiris; the initiate into Mithraism
passed through the grade of “Persian.”
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GNOSTICISM, HERMETIC LITERATURE,
CHALDAEAN ORACLES

The study of Gnosticism was long hampered by the circumstance that it was
known almost entirely from the writings of its orthodox Christian opponents.
Fully developed Gnostic thought in the second century provided a major doctri-
nal challenge to the church and prompted the polemical writings of Irenaeus,
Hippolytus, and later Epiphanius. The longest Gnostic work, which has been
known for some vears, is Pistis Sophia,217 a work closely related in thought to
some of the more recently discovered Gnostic documents.

217. Pistis Sophia, ed, Carl Schmidt, trans. Violet Macdermot (Leiden, 1978).
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Two canonical gospels, Matthew and Luke, contain infancy narratives. Matthew’s
narrative compares Jesus with the traditions about Moses’ early life (e.g., Magi
speak of the birth of a Jewish king; the current ruler attempts to kill all the Jewish
male babies; the key baby is saved so he can be the future savior of the people;
there is a flight from or to Egypt; after the ruler’s death there is a message to re-
turn from whence the child had fled). This typology (i.e., viewing the earlier ma-
terial as the prototype or foreshadowing of the latter) functions as part of
Matthew’s Christology (Jesus is the new Moses of Deuteronomy 18;15-18), and it
adds authority to what Jesus will say in five teaching sections (chaps. 5-7; 10; 13;
18, 24-25). Luke’s material about the birth and early life of Jesus functions
within the ancient genre of prophecies of future greatness. Prophecies, portents,
and other material foreshadow the future greatness of the child.

The two infancy narratives share a tradition that says Jesus was miraculously
conceived by the Spirit. According to Matthew 1:20, the angel says to Joseph:
“Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for the child
conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit.” Luke 1:34 has Mary ask the angel who
has told her she will bear the Son of the Most High: “How can this be, since I am
a virgin?” The angel answers in 1:35: “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and
the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born
will be holy; he will be called Son of God.”

The question to be asked is: How would the authorial audience have heard this
material in Matthew and Luke? What cultural assumptions did auditors bring?

Ancient Mediterranean peoples did tell stories of miraculous conceptions and
births. There were accounts, set in the mythic past, of individuals horn 10 a di-
vine mother and a human father, for example, Achilles (son of the divine Thetis
and the human Peleus—Iliad 20.206-7; 24.59), Aeneas (son of Aphrodite and
the mortal Anchises—Iliad 2.819-22; 5.247-48; see also the late first-century sce




80 CHARLES H. TALBERT

through early first-century ¢t Ovid, Metamorphoses 14.588), and Persephone
(daughter of of Demeter and Iasion—Odyssey 5.116-28).

In the Iliad 20.199-209, Aeneas and Achilles meet in battle. As custom dic-
tated, they taunted one another before fighting:

Aeneas said: “Son of Peleus, do not try to frighten me with words, as if I were a child,
since I too know how to taunt. We know each other’s parents and lineage for we have
heard the ancient stories. . . . They say that you [Achilles] are the son of Peleus and
that your mother was Thetis, a daughter of the sea. I am the son of Anchises and my
mother is Aphrodite.”

Those believed to be the offspring of a god and a human mother included Ascle-
pius (son of Apollo and the mortal Coronis—so the first-century sce Diodorus of
Sicily 4.71.1); Hercules (son of Zeus and the human Alcmene—lliad 14.315-28;
Diodorus of Sicily 4.9.1, 3); Dionysus (son of Zeus and Semele—lliad 14.315-28);
Perseus (son of Zeus and Danae—1Iliad 14.315-28): Aristaeus (son of Apollo and
Cyrene—Diodorus of Sicily 4.81.1-3); Romulus (son of Mars and the mortal Ilia,
or Rhea, or Silvia—so the first-century B¢E Cicero, Republic 1.41; 2.2; Plutarch, Par-
allel Lives, “Romulus,” 2.3-6).

Diodorus of Sicily 4.2.1-4 relates what the Greeks say about Dionysus. Cad-
mus was sent from Phoenicia to search for the maiden Europa. During his travels,
in obedience to an oracle, he founded the city of Thebes and settled there. He
married Harmonia and had a number of offspring, one of whom was Semele:

Now with Semele, because of her beauty, Zeus had intercourse, doing it without
speaking. . . . Whereupon she asked him to treat her as he did Hera. Zeus, therefore,
encountered her as a god with thunder and lightning, making himself manifest as
they came together. Semele, who was pregnant, was not able to bear the god’s power.
So she gave birth prematurely and was herself killed by the fire.

Zeus then had Hermes take the child to the Nymphs to raise. As a result of his
upbringing, Dionysus discovered wine and taught humans how to cultivate the
vines,

Diodorus of Sicily says: “Aristaeus was the son of Apollo and Cyrene, the
daughter of Hypseus, son of Peneius” (4.81.1). According to myth, Apollo was
attracted to a maiden named Cyrene. He carried her off to Libya, where he later
founded a city named after her. In 4:81.2-3 Diodorus says:

Apollo begat of Cyrene a son, Aristaeus, in that land. He gave the baby to the
Nymphs to raise. . . . The boy learned from the Nymphs how to make cheese, how
to make beehives, and how to cultivate olives. He was the first to teach these things
to humans. . . . those who received the benefits gave Aristaeus honors like those
given to gods, as had been done for Dionysus.

The first-century scE historian Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities,
tells of a vestal virgin, Ilia or Rhea (1.76.3—4), who went to a grove consecrated to
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Mars to fetch pure water for use in the sacrifices and was “ravished by someone
1 the sacred area” {1.77.1):

Most relate a myth of the divinity of that place . . . whose appearance was much
more marvelous than the size and beauty of humans. They say the ravisher . . . told
her not to grieve. For the marriage had been with the divinity of that place. Out of
her being ravished, she would give birth to two sons whose deeds would excel all
others [i.e., Romulus and Remus]. (1.77.2)

Sometimes ancient authors would give two traditions: one miraculous and the
other nonmiraculous. Plutarch’s Parallel Lives, “Romulus,” from the end of the
first to the beginning of the second century ck, offers an example. One story, ac-
cording to Promathion in his history of Italy, runs:

Tarchetius, king of the Albans, . . . encountered a strange phantom at home. A phallus
rising up out of the hearth remained for many days. An oracle of Tethys was in Tus-
cany. From it an interpretation of the phenomenon was brought to Tarchetius. A virgin
should mate with the phantom. From her a son would be born who would have great
valor, good fortune, and great strength. Tarchetius, therefore, told the prophecy to one
of his daughters and instructed her to mate with the phantom. She resisted and sent a
handmaid instead. . . . When the handmaid bore twins by the phantom, Tarchetius
gave them to Teratius to destroy. He carried them to the riverside. There a she-wolf
came to them and nursed them. Birds brought bits of food to them. A cowherd found
the twins and took them home with him. In this way they were saved. (2.3-6)

In 3.1-3, Plutarch says the story that has the greatest credence is the one given by
Diocles of Peparethus and Fabius Pictor. It focuses on a vestal virgin, Ilia, or Rhea, or
Silvia who was found to be pregnant, contrary to the law for vestals. She was saved
from death by the intercession of the kings daughter, Antho. The vestal virgin gave
birth to two boys, large and beautiful. Plutarch (4.2) says it was the boys’ mother
who claimed that Mars was the father. It was said by others, however, that the girl
was deceived into doing this by Amulius, who came to her dressed in armor.

Stories of miraculous conceptions and births were also told about rulers and
philosophers in historical time. Among the philosophers, Pythagoras was said to
be the offspring of Apollo and the human Pythais, the most beautiful of the Sami-
ans (Porphyry, Life of Pythagoras 2); Plato was believed to have been the son of
Apollo and Amphictione (Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 3.1-2;
3.45); Apollonius of Tyana was thought to be the son of Proteus, a divinity of
Egypt, or Zeus (Philostratus, Life of Apollonius of Tyana 1.4.5-9; 1.6}.

Diogenes Laertius, in the third century e but citing early sources, says of Plato
(Lives of Eminent Philosophers 3:1~2):

Plato was the son of Ariston and Perictione. . . . Speusippus in the work titled Plato’
Funeral Feast, Clearchus in the Encomium on Plato, and Anaxilaides in the second bock
Concerning Philosophers, tell how at Athens there was a story . . . that Apollo appeared
to Ariston in a dream; whereupon he did not touch Perictione until the childs birth.
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The early third-century church father Origen, Against Celsus 1.37, offers a sup-
plement to Laertiuss account:

It is not absurd to employ Greek stories to talk with Greeks, to show we Christians
are not the only people who use a miraculous story like this one [i.e., about Jesus’
conception]. For some (Greeks) think it proper . . . to relate even of recent events
that Plato was the son of Amphictione, while Ariston was prevented from having sex-
ual intercourse with his wife until she gave birth to the one sired by Apollo.

Philostratus, in his third-century cE Life of Apollonius of Tyana, says of Apollo-
nins (1.4.5-9):

To his mother, before his birth, came a divinity of Egypt, Proteus. . . . She was not
frightened but asked him: “What will T bear?” He said: “Me!” She asked: “Who are
you?” He said: “Proteus, the god of Egypt.”

The narrator then explains that Proteus excelled in wisdom, knowing past and
future. He promises that as the story progresses, Apollonius will be seen to excel
even Proteus!

Among the rulers spoken of in terms of a miraculous conception and birth,
Alexander the Great and Augustus Caesar stand out. At the end of the first or the
beginning of the second century cg, Plutarch’s “Alexander” contains this ac-
count:

Philip, after the vision [in a dream, he saw himself putting a lion-shaped seal on his
wife's womb—2.4], sent Chavion of Megalopolis to Delphi. Chavion then brought
Philip a word from the god [Apolio], telling him to sacrifice to Ammon and to rever-
ence this god greatly. He also told Philip that he would lose his sight in the eye with
which he had spied on the god, who in the form of a snake, had shared the bed of
his wife. Also Olympias, as Eratostheues says, when Alexander was sent upon his ex-
pedition, told him alone the secret about his begetting. She challenged him to be-
have worthily of his origins. Others, however, say she rejected the idea and said:
“Alexander must stop slandering me to Hera.” (3:1-4)

In the second century cE, Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights 13.4.1-2, has this to say
about Alexander’s origins:

Olympias, wife of Philip, sent a witty response to her son, Alexander, when he wrote
to her: “King Alexander, son of Jupiter Hammon, to his mother Olympias, sends
greeting.”

Olympias responded in this manner: “Please, my son, be quiet, neither slandering
nor accusing me before Juno. She will be vengeful toward me if you say in your let-
ters that I am her husband’s lover.”

Gellius comments that in this way Olympias urged Alexander to give up the fool-
ish idea he had formed from his incredible success, namely, that he was the son of
Jupiter (13.4.3).
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In the early second-century CE, Suetonius, Lives of the Twelve Caesars, “Augus-
tus,” 94.4, wrote:

In the books of Asclepias of Mendes, Theologumena, I read: Atia came to the solemn
service of Apollo in the middle of the night. Her litter was set down in the temple
and she went to sleep. A snake crawled up to her, then went away. Upon awakening
she purified herself as she would after sexual relations with her husband. There then
appeared on her body a mark colored like a snake. She could not rid herself of it, so
she stopped going to public baths. Augustus was born ten months after and there-
fore was thought to be the son of Apollo.

In most of these stories the liaisons between gods and humans involved sexual
relations, etther with the deitys identity known (as with Zeus and Semele [Diodorus
of Sicily 4.2.1-4] or Proteus and the mother of Apollonius of Tyana [Philostratus,
Life of Apollonius 1.4.5-9]) or with the deity taking another form (e.g., when Zeus
could not overcome Alcmene’s chastity, he assumed the form of her husband
[Diodorus of Sicily 4.9.3], or in a number of cases the deity took the form of a snake
[Plutarch, “Alexander,” 3.1-4; Suetonius, “Augustus,” 94.4]).

There was, however, another tradition that was averse to thinking of physical
sextial contact between deity and humanity; consequently, a begetting that did
not involve physical sexual contact was sought. Aeschylus is an early example. In
“Suppliants” 17-19, Io is said to be impregnated by Zeus in the form of “the on-
breathing of his love.” “Prometheus” 848-52 states that at Canobus near the
mouth of the Nile, Io will be restored to her senses by Zeus through “the touch of
his unterrifying hand.” The offspring will be Epaphus (= touch-born, named
from the touch [ephapsis] of the hand of Zeus).

HL-12CMPlutarch gives fullest exposition of this point of view. The first is in “Table Talk”
VIII, Question 1.2 (Mordlia IX, 114-19). The first speaker, Florus, refers to those
who attribute Plato’s parentage to Apollo and claim that Ariston, Plato’s father,
had a vision in his sleep, which forbade him to have intercourse with his wife for
ten months, The second speaker, Tyndares, replies that it is fitting to celebrate
Plato with the line: “He seemed the child not of a mortal man but of a god.”
When, however, Plato himself speaks of the uncreated and eternal god as father
and maker of the cosmos, “it happened not through semen but by another power
of God (dunamei tou theou) that God begot in matter the principle of generation,
under whose influence it became receptive and was changed.” So, Tyndares says
he does not think it strange if “it is not by a physical approach, like a man’s, but
by some other kind of contact or touch that a god alters mortal nature and makes
it pregnant with a more divine offspring.” Tyndares continues: “The Egyptians say
that Apis (= the sacred bull, the incarnation of Osiris) is begotten by the touch
(epaphe) of the moon.” '

In “Numa” 4.1-4, Plutarch begins by speaking of the story that Numa forsook
city life to live in the country because, it was said, he had a marriage with a god-
dess, Egeria. Such a tale, Plutarch states, is like stories from the Phrygians, Bithy-
nians, and Arcadians. He concludes that it is not impossible to think that the
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Deity should be willing to consort with men of superlative goodness, wisdom,
and holiness. In 4.3, however, he says: “It is difficult to believe that a god or
phantom would take carnal pleasure in a human body and its beauty.” In 4.4 he
I continues; “Nevertheless the Egyptians make a plausible distinction in such a
: matter. A woman can be made pregnant by a spirit (pneuma} of a god, but for a
| human there is no physical intercourse with a god.” This trajectory shows that it
il was passible in Mediterranean antiquity to think of a miraculous conception
without understanding it in terms of sexual intercourse between a deity and a hu-
y man. It would be no surprise. then. for ancient auditers to hear that Jesus™ con-
ception was via “spirit,” “power,” and involved “overshadowing” (touchh.
There were two main reasons the ancients spoke of miraculous conceptions
and divine descent. The first was an attempt to explain an individual’s superiority
A/\/ to other mortals. Generally Mediterranean peoples looked at one’ birth or parent-
age to explain one’s character and behavior. In Plutarchs “Romulus,” 7.3— 4, Re-
] mus has been brought before Numitor for punishment. When Numitor sees
Remus, he is “amazed at the youth’s surpassing greatness of body and strength,
and noting from his face the unsubdued boldness and vitality of his psyche de-
spite the present circumstances, and hearing that his works and acts were like his
appearance, . . . he asked who he was and what were the circumnstances of his
birth.” Birth explains later deeds and character!
If the possibility of miraculous conception or birth was believed to be true in
| general, then a truly superior person could only be explained by a divine origin.
Several examples make the point. Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman Antiquities
| 1.77.2, in his account of the vestal virgin Ilia’s being ravished in the grove conse-
crated to Mars, has the ravisher say to the maiden after the event that she should
not grieve because “out of her being ravished, she would give birth to two sons
i whose deeds would excel all others.” A divine begetting results in superior deeds!
The first-century BCE Diodorus of Sicily, Library of History 4.9.2, says: “When
L Zeus had sexual relations with Alemene he made the night three times longer
e than usual and by the length of time given to making the child he foreshadowed
4 | the superior nature of the one begotten.”
i The second-century CE Arrian, Anabasis 7.30, says of Alexander the Great:
i | “And so not even I can suppose that a man quite beyond all other men was born
I without some divine influence.” Aulus Gellius, in Attic Nights 13.4.3 (second cen-
- A tury CE), says that Olympias attempted to get Alexander to give up the idea he
i had formed from his incredible success, namely, that he was the son of Jupiter.
1 Here great success implies a divine origin! The third-century ct Philostratus, Life
| of Apollonius of Tyana 1.4.5-9, has the narrator explain that Apollonius would ex-
’l cel in wisdom because he had been begotten by the deity Proteus, who also ex-
| celled in wisdom. The early third-century ¢ Church Father Origen, Against Cel-
% sus 1.37, says that Greek stories like that of Apollo’s begetting Plato
i
L]

are really fables. They have been invented about a man they think has greater wis-
dom and power than others. Their claim, then, is that he received the beginning of
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his physical existence from a better, diviner sperm, something that is fitting for per-
sons who are greater than ordinary humans.

Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers 3.45, quotes an epitaph:

And how, if Phoebus [Apollo] did not cause Plato to be born in Greece, did he
[Plato] heal human minds with letters? For even as the divinely begotten Asclepius is
a healer of the body, so Plato is of the immortal soul.

One could not do what Plato did had he not been the offspring of a god! One rea-
son the ancients used stories of miraculous conceptions and births was as an ex-
planation of the superiority of the individual.

The second function of such stories of miraculous conceptions in antiquity 7
was the veneration of a benefactor. For example, Cicero, The Republic 1.41 (first
century BCE), gives a quote from Ennius regarding Romulus: “O father, O sire, O
one whose blood comes from gods.” In 2.2 Cicero says concerning Romulus that
he was one

who was born of father Mars (we concede this to the popular tradition, preserved
from ancient times, handed down by our ancestors who thought that those who
merited good from the community should be regarded as descendants of the gods
and endowed with divine qualities).

Here the tradition of Romulus’ supernatural conception is part of the ancient Ro-
man veneration of benefactors.

Ovid, Metamorphoses 14.581-608, tells of Venus approaching Jupiter with a
request on behalf of Aeneas, her son and Jupiters grandson. Based on Aeneas’s
worthiness, Jupiter grants Venus’s wish. So Aeneas, the legendary ancestor of the
Romans, is honored by the Roman populace with temple and sacrifice. It was
part of the Roman mentality to venerate benefactors by ascribing divinity to
them. This often included stories of their miraculous conception and birth.

Early Christian auditors of Matthew and Luke would have assumed that the sto-
ries of Jesus’ divine begetting were certainly needed to explain his marvelous life.
A divine origin was appropriate for their chief benefactor and founder. This much
the Greco-Roman materials make clear. These auditors, however, were heir not
only to the Greco-Roman traditions but also to the Christian traditions before and
contemporary with them. Two aspects of this Christian tradition call for attention.

First, the Gospel of Mark, which most scholars think was earlier than Matthew
and Luke, lacks a birth narrative. It begins with John the Baptist and with Jesus as
an adult. Second, some Christians believed that their relation with God de-
pended on their taking the initiative and performing acceptably so that God
would respond approvingly (e.g., Galatians 2:15-16; 3:1-5). The late second-
century Church Father Irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.26, speaks of one Cerinthus
(late first century) who believed

Jesus was not born of a virgin, but was the son of Joseph and Mary according to the
usual manner of begetting. Because he was more righteous, more prudent, and wiser
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than other humans, after his baptism the Christ descended upon him in the form of
a dove. Then he preached the unknown Father and performed miracles.

The Gospel of Mark, without a miraculous birth narrative. was susceptible to
such an interpretation of a meritorious Jesus who is rewarded by God. If Jesus is
the model for Christians, then they too must be meritorious. Ever since Paul, at
least, this was not what mainstream Christians believed. The relation with God
was based on Gods gracious initiative to which humans responded in trust and
obedience (i.e., faith).

When Matthew and Luke added birth narratives with a miraculous conception
as part of their rewriting of Mark, they were saying that this type of life can be
produced only by God's prior gracious, creative act. If it is so for Jesus, then it is
likewise true for his followers. The tradition of miraculous conceptions and
births is thereby refined in its Christian-Jewish context. The Greco-Roman con-
viction that a human’ superiority can be explained only by a divine creative act is
used to establish the prevenience of divine grace in the divine-human relation.
This is what an ancient auditor would have heard.
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Extracted from Robert Graves, The Greek Myths I (1960) and http:/ Len.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dionysus and

hitp: greckm logy.com /Other Gods/Dionysus, dionysus html

Dionysus’s mother was a mortal woman, Semele, the daughter of king Cadmus of Thebes, and his father was Zeus, the king
of the gods. Zeus' wife, Hera, discovered the affair while Semele was pregnant. Appearing as a nurse, Iera befriended
Semele, who confided in her that Zeus was the actual father of the baby in her womb. Hera pretended not to believe her,
and planted seeds of doubt in Semele's mind. Curious, Semele demanded of Zeus that he teveal himself in all his glory as
proof of his godhood. Though Zeus begged her not to ask
this, she persisted and he agreed. Therefore he came to her
wreathed in bolts of lightning; mortals, however, could not
look upon an undisguised god without dying, and she
petished in the ensuing blaze. Zeus rescued the fetal
Dionysus by sewing him into his thigh. A few months later,
Dionysus was born on Mount Pramnos in the island of
Ikatia, where Zeus went to release the now-fully-grown

baby from his thigh.

Dionysus problems with Hera were not yet over. At Hera's
orders the Titans seized Zeus's newly-born son Dionysus, a
horned child crowned with serpents and, despite his
transformations, tore him into shreds. These they boiled in
a cauldron, while a pomegranate-tree sprouted from the soil
where his blood had fallen; but, rescued and reconstituted
by his grandmother Rhea, he came to life again. After this
“Zeus arranged for his protection and turned him over the

mountain nymphs to be raised.

When Dionysus grew up, he discovered the culture of the
vine and the mode of extracting its precious juice; but Hera
struck him with madness, and drove him forth a2 wanderer
through various parts of the earth. In Phrygia the goddess
Cybele, better known to the Greeks as Rhea, cured him and

taught hum her religious rites, and he sct out on a progress through Asia teaching the people the cultivation of the vine.

Dionysus became one of the most important gods in everyday life. He became associated with several key concepts. One
was rebirth after death. Here his dismemberment by the Titans and return to life is symbolically echoed in tending vines,
where the vines must be pruned back sharply, and then become dormant in winter for them to bear fruit. The other is the
idea that under the influence of wine, one could feel possessed by a greater power. Unlike the other gods Dionysus was not
only outside his believers but, also within them. At these times a man might be greater then himself and do works he

otherwise could not.
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