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A new world religion, Christianity, 
had already arisen imperceptibly from a mixture of generalized 

Eastern—above all Jewish—theology 
and of vulgarized Greek—above all Stoic—philosophy.
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PREFACE

CRITICAL METHODS AND CONSTRUCTIVE 
PROBLEMS IN THE STUDY OF THE HISTORY OF THE ORIGIN 

OF CHRISTIANITY

The scholarly study of the history of the origin of Christianity has always been closely connected 
with the social structure and the worldview of the society in which scholars were obliged to work. 
In Western Europe, as in America, the traditional scheme of the origin of Christianity is still 
preserved in the form in which it was constructed and 3aκpeπuΛa by the Church, which in the 
second century A.D. worked out a code of “sacred books” called the New Testament. Although 
the New Testament arose in the conditions of the slave-owning society of the ancient world, it 
continues to serve as an ideological weapon in the hands of the ruling classes of capitalist 
society.

It is interesting to trace the attempts to subject the New Testament to criticism, attempts that 
invariably ended in the failure of free scholarly thought, in the capitulation of science before 
theology.

The first manifestation of criticism with respect to the New Testament scheme is the appearance 
of skeptics and atheists of the first half of the eighteenth century; the most outstanding among 
them are Swift (“A Tale of a Tub”), Bayle (“Historical and Critical Dictionary”), Meslier 
(“Testament”), and Reimarus (known through the “Wolfenbüttel Fragments” published by 
Lessing).

These figures acted separately, without connection with one another, but we, the distant 
descendants of these bold thinkers, unite them into one common school. The general meaning 
of their activity consisted in the exposure of the “mystery” of Christianity, in the recognition of the 
“basic facts” of its origin as an artificial construction, an invention of the theologians of the first 
centuries of our era, people ignorant and unscrupulous; Christianity as a whole they declared to 
be a creation of piae fraudis, a pious fraud.

This first, chronologically, in the history of European scholarship, criticism of the fundamental 
positions of the Christian Church was distinguished by sharpness and mercilessness. It was an 
indicator of the development of atheism in society, but in scholarly circles proper it found no 
reflection.
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After the revolution of 1789, with the development of freedom of the press, one might have 
expected an open continuation of criticism in the direction given to it by the skeptics and 
thinkers of the first half of the eighteenth century; however, in reality a system and method 



became established that can be called only relatively critical, permitting criticism only in a limited 
sense.

This system, which I propose to call “rationalistic,” corresponded to the directions of idealistic 
philosophy dominant in the nineteenth century. Eliminating from the New Testament the element 
of the miraculous, it left untouched the basic data of the traditional construction: the reality of the 
“founders” of the Christian Church—Jesus Christ and the apostle Paul—and, together with this, 
the idea of an original “pure” Christianity, of the first Jerusalem community, allegedly containing 
within itself an ideal organization given for all subsequent centuries.

In the nineteenth century this interpretation of the New Testament satisfied the tastes of broad 
circles of educated society, since the conservative and moderately liberal part of the 
intelligentsia found in it a means of reconciling faith and knowledge. The system worked out by 
the “rationalists” flourished at the theological faculties of German universities.

The literary expression of this scholasticism of modern times was the numerous Leben Jesu1.

i The best known are: David Strauss’s Leben Jesu (1864), the contemporaneous Vie de 
Jésus by Ernest Renan, as well as a series of works under the title Neutestamentliche 
Zeitgeschichte.

7

At the end of the nineteenth century a new wave of criticism of the New Testament scheme 
arose, and in this upsurge of skepticism and rejection of tradition there again took part, as at the 
beginning of the eighteenth century, scholars and writers of very different orientations: the 
Englishman Robertson, who had been secretary to a Member of Parliament—the atheist 
Bradlaugh—who turned his attention to exposing falsifications and chronological substitutions in 
early Christian literature; the Dutch Puritan Loman, who put forward the hypothesis that the 
“Epistles of the Apostle Paul” belonged to the second century A.D. and thereby indirectly cast 
doubt on the historicity of the “apostle of the Gentiles,” whom the traditional scheme assigned to 
the middle of the first century A.D., making him a contemporary of Claudius, Nero, and Seneca;

It is not difficult to notice the social and political tendency of the works of the “rationalists.” The 
Jesus whom they depicted was very modest, extremely moderate, a socially respectable 
preacher who by no means voiced any protest against the existing order, demanded no social 
reform whatsoever, but only called for individual inner rebirth, for repentance of sins and prayer 
for mercy addressed to the Almighty.

In turn, to deny the reality, the historicity of Jesus Christ was entirely inadmissible, since this 
would have meant calling into question the fundamental dogma of Church tradition. How 
sensitive the Church was on the question of the historicity of Jesus Christ is shown by the fate 
of Bruno Bauer, who, for defining in his work on the Synoptic Gospels the figure of Christ as a 
theological construction, lost his Privatdozentur and was removed from teaching at the 
university.



the Polish scholar A. Niemojewski, who in the work God-Jesus uncovered in the figure of the 
Gospel Jesus a combination of all the traits of the cult of a solar deity; the American, a professor 
of mathematics, a Puritan by confession, William Benjamin Smith, who in the works The 
Pre-Christian Jesus (1906) and Ecce Deus (1910) showed that Jesus had long been venerated 
in the circles of Jewish sectarians, that he is a mythological hero, a secondary deity.

The intervention of skeptics against the traditional scheme just described touched only slightly, 
but in no way shook, the conservative position occupied by the rationalist school of German 
universities. In the work by A. Schweitzer, Von Reimarus bis Wrede. Geschichte der 
Leben-Jesu-Forschung (1906), there is given a haughty rebuff to a “handful of dilettantes” who 
are not specialists in theological questions, who promised an abundant dinner but limited 
themselves to a meager cold snack.

In 1909 the head of Protestant theology, A. Harnack, published a series of articles in which he 
posed the question “Hat Jesus gelebt?” After the customary contemptuous appraisal of the 
“dilettantes,” who supposedly have no understanding of the documents of early Christianity, the 
author adduces in favor of the historicity of Jesus a number of arguments striking in their 
naïveté. One of them runs: the Gospels mention brothers and sisters of Jesus; how then can 
one doubt the reality of his own existence?

We must not be misled by the, at first glance, resolute criticism of Christian tradition that we find 
in the works of B. Smith, Niemojewski, and others. This criticism was in no way directed against 
the Christian religion as a whole. The task that the bourgeois “critics” of Christianity of the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries set for themselves consisted only in the “purification” of 
Christianity.

Contemporary bourgeois historiography completely renounces the radical traditions of 
skepticism. The French clerical historian Pierre Labriolle outright calls hypotheses about the 
non-historicity of Christ “mad.” The conservative professor of the University of Jerusalem, J. 
Klausner, in the book From Jesus to Paul, comes out not only against radical skepticism (Br. 
Bauer, Robertson, Smith), but even against those “rationalists” who, while recognizing the very 
fact of the real existence of Christ, nevertheless denied the possibility of knowing anything 
definite about his life and personality. “After two centuries of Higher Criticism,” solemnly 
proclaims the reactionary American historian Will Durant, “the main outlines of the life, 
character, and teaching of Christ remain sufficiently clear and create the most charming image 
in the history of Western man.” Even the Gospel reports of miracles allegedly performed by 
Christ are recognized by contemporary bourgeois historians as reliable. Durant directly says of 
Christ: “The exceptional nature of his power appears to be proved by the miracles he 
performed.” Still further than Durant goes in this respect the well-known American orientalist 
Olmstead, the author of the book Jesus in the Light of History  ; he is ready even to consider real 
the appearance of Christ after the crucifixion. In Olmstead’s opinion, it is absolutely necessary to 
recognize as real the appearance of Christ at Emmaus, for without this one supposedly cannot 
explain the striking change in the mood of Christ’s disciples, who suddenly passed from tears 
and grief to great joy.
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Thus, contemporary bourgeois historians in Western Europe and America renounce not only the 
skepticism of the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century, but even 
“rationalism,” accepting almost in full measure the Gospel version of the origin of Christianity. 
Under these conditions the critical study of the history of early Christianity acquires particular 
importance.

* * *

The foundations for the scholarly study of the history of early Christianity were laid by the 
classics of Marxism-Leninism. F. Engels devoted to this question two special works: “Bruno 
Bauer and Early Christianity” (vol. XV of the Works of Marx and Engels) and “On the History of 
Early Christianity” (vol. XVI, part II). In these works F. Engels examines the social changes that 
prepared the emergence of Christianity. The change in the former political order and in the 
economic conditions of life of the Mediterranean countries that became part of the Roman 
Empire—this, in Engels’s view, is where the roots of Christianity must be sought.

The views of the classics of Marxism on Christianity were taken as the basis of the works of all 
Soviet historians. The monographs of A. B. Ranovich, V. I. Nedel’skii, N. V. Rumyantsev, the 
popular articles and brochures of Ya. A. Lentsman, P. K. Amosov, the general manuals on the 
history of Rome by V. S. Sergeev, S. I. Kovalev, P. A. Mashkin, A. G. Bokshchanin, V. P. Dyakov 
differ fundamentally from the works of bourgeois authors.

In the works of Soviet researchers we find not only a critical study of the history of Christianity, 
not only a critical examination of the New Testament tradition—the principal task of these 
investigations is the elucidation of the socio-economic and ideological roots of Christianity.
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However, this task has at present only just been posed. Specialists in the history of Christianity 
face laborious and extraordinarily complex work. For if one dispels the dense fog that concealed 
from us the history of the first centuries of our era, removes from view the entire mass of 
myth-making constructions, theological dogmatics, substitutions and falsifications, then before 
the historian there will open up a completely unexplored region, a social and cultural world full of 
enigmas.

Until very recently this area was no one’s land, res rmllius. None of the representatives of 
neighboring specialties, not one of the historians who studied the general development of the 
Roman Empire or the destinies of individual provinces, not one of the historians of Greek and 
Roman literature, not one of the historians of philosophy and law ever took an interest in the 
question of where the followers of Christ came from, who declared an irreconcilable war on the 
entire culture of antiquity.



I would like, in the most cursory outlines, to indicate several problems that arise before the 
historian who studies the questions of the origin of Christianity. These problems can be divided 
into two categories—critical and constructive.

Critical questions the specialist in the history of Christianity will pose first of all. It is necessary to 
destroy all remnants of the traditional scheme, to eradicate all traces of the myth-making and 
dogmatic work of the compilers of the New Testament, in order to be able to proceed to a 
genuine, scholarly reconstruction of the history of centuries the memory of which has been 
muffled and distorted by church tradition. Criticism of this kind is necessary in the same way 
that, at the beginning of agricultural work, it is necessary to uproot stumps, clear the arable land 
of wild growth, eliminate weeds, before beginning to plough the field.

In the sphere of criticism of tradition, three principal tasks confront the researcher.

The first of them consists in exposing the falsifications introduced by Christian theologians of the 
third and fourth centuries. Here the pious fraud acted with complete shamelessness: the 
compilers of Christian dogma set themselves the goal of refuting the silence of contemporaries 
unfavorable to the authority of the Church (saeculi silentium) and made insertions into the works 
of ancient authors writing in the period 70-120, forcing them to make several remarks about the 
appearance of Jesus Christ and about the existence of Christian communities already in the first 
century A.D.
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Such interpolations we find in four authors: in Josephus Flavius ( Antiquities, XVIII, 3.4), in 
Tacitus ( Annals, XV, 44), in Suetonius (in the biographies of Claudius (25), Nero (16)), and in 
Pliny the Younger in his correspondence with the emperor Trajan (X, 96, 97).

Interpolations cannot be examined in isolation, author by author, limiting oneself merely to a 
comparison of suspected paragraphs and phrases with the text of the entire work. The question 
of interpolations is a general one: insertions devised by Christian theologians represent a 
continuation of the work of the editors of the New Testament. Already there an attempt had been 
made to time the creation of the legend of Christ to periods when historically attested persons 
were active— the procurator Pontius Pilate and Herod Antipas. This completely arbitrary joining 
of myth with history pointed the way to interpolations.

Further, the basic dogma of the new religion, consisting in the recognition of the fact of the 
earthly sojourn, sufferings, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, in the subsequent 
development of Christianity became the subject of polemics, and moreover a double one: 
between pagan critics and orthodox Christians, defenders of the New Testament, and heretics 
who denied the reality of Christ (Gnostics, Docetists). Christological disputes reached the 
highest intensity in the era of the Council of Nicaea (325). To this period belong three 
interpolations: in Josephus Flavius, Tacitus, and Suetonius; their tendency was to secure, as a 
documentary historical fact, what had been elevated into the canon of evangelical symbolic 
images.



Following the critical analysis of falsifications, the next problem is the question of the origin of 
the New Testament itself, the formation of its central legend: the creation of the myth of 
Christ—the founder of the Christian church. The fundamental error of the rationalist school 
consisted in the fact that the narratives of the New Testament books about Christ and the 
apostles, the sermons and sayings contained in them, were taken as historical testimony; they 
were regarded as a record—with embellishments, fantastic additions of various kinds—of oral 
traditions about the appearance of a prophet, a native of Galilee, who was then executed in 
Jerusalem. At the same time it was imagined that this extraordinary man so struck the 
imagination of the disciples that they recognized him as a deity, the Son of God, which the later 
followers of his teaching, who had never seen him, readily believed upon hearing the news 
about him. The obstinacy of the “rationalists” in repeating this implausible version is explained 
by the fact that they remained faithful to theological scholasticism. A critical analysis of the New 
Testament would show that the books admitted into the canon by no means constitute an 
original source of information about Christ and the apostles.
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The collection of “sacred books” is a complex compilation, a joining into a single whole of 
several works. Justin, in his Apology, written in 150,* when the Gospels had not yet been 
definitively shaped, mentions three of their most important sources: the “Memoirs of the 
Apostles,” the “Sayings of Jesus,” and the “Acts of Pilate” (the latter containing the record of the 
trial of Christ). These works bore the imprint of literary, scholarly, and poetic invention. The 
authors and editors of the New Testament books sought to establish a compromise among 
various interpretations that arose on the basis of scholarly and literary quests. They constructed 
conjectures and tried to prove their correctness, their reliability. They were by no means isolated 
from the surrounding literary world, and moreover not only from the Greco-Roman one, but also 
from extra-imperial worlds, in particular Iranian and Indian.

The critical task that confronts the Soviet historian consists in uncovering the paths and 
methods of Christological literary creativity, establishing the correct chronology of New 
Testament literature, clarifying its parallels with pagan literature, and showing how, over the 
course of time, the legend of Christ was modified.

The third critical problem, as it seems to me, should be recognized as the exposure of the myth 
of original “pure” Christianity. This problem is closely connected with the preceding one. The 
organizers of the canon, the editors of the New Testament, worked hand in hand with the 
apologists, the preachers of the new religion: the aim of both was to present the doctrine 
elaborated by the theologians as the only correct, orthodox one, having no predecessors or 
preparers.

Such is the conception of the work Against Heresies by the Lugdunian (Lyons) bishop Irenaeus, 
a contemporary of the compilers of the New Testament. Irenaeus lived at the same time as the 
organizers of the canon; he was inspired by the same goal of reconciling different theological 
tendencies. The methods of these zealots of unity are peculiar—or, if one may put it so, wilful: 
having made their selection from the theses and explanations of various groups and schools



( haireseis—in Russian pronunciation eresii, heresies), having fenced off their variegated 
composition with an impregnable wall of dogma obligatory for all believers, they declare the very 
fact of separation, of fragmentation into heresies, to be a great sin, worse than paganism or 
unbelief. Their orthodoxy, their confession, arose as a result of conjectures and the 
reconciliation of opposites; but once the unity had been achieved, they regard it as the initial, 
original truth; everything that did not enter the fortress they had just erected they recognize as a 
harmful deviation. They alter the picture of the ideological struggle contemporary with them. In 
reality the movement did not proceed from a single point, deviations did not arise from a single 
line; rather, there were at first many points of origin, many lines, a dispersal of directions, which 
by the skillful maneuvers of the organizers of the canon were reduced to a known unity, with the 
exclusion of a whole series of such heresies as did not fit the given compromise. In short, 
heresies existed earlier than the canon, and not the canon earlier than the heresies.
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The compilers of the New Testament, the apologists, the author of the work Against Heresies, 
created the myth of original “pure” Christianity—a myth which, like the legend of Christ, took 
shape on a literary basis. The historian of our day is faced with the task of destroying this 
construction of the dogmatologists of the second century, of showing that just as there were no 
“founders of Christianity,” so there was no moment when a ready-made complex of doctrine 
suddenly appeared, proclaiming to the world a truth previously unknown. It is necessary once 
and for all to part with all remnants of myth-making belonging to the worldview of the second 
century A.D., which placed at the foundation of the emergence of Christianity a miracle, a 
sudden intervention of supernatural heavenly forces. It is necessary to carry out this critical work 
in order to proceed to the study of the real factors of the emergence of the new religion, which 
was to a certain extent a continuation and development of earlier beliefs and at the same time a 
phenomenon of a definite epoch of cultural life, occurring in a definite socio-economic and 
political setting.

Thus, for example, has the question of the economic basis of Christian communities ever been 
seriously posed? What does the constant and insistent praise of koinonia, that is, of the 
comradely collective principle in the life of the communities, mean—by virtue of which the 
members of such communities should not distinguish between “mine” and “thine”? Does this 
formula mean that the communities formed within their midst collective production or at least 
collective consumption? What does the exclamation put into the mouth of Jesus—“blessed are 
the poor”—mean? How is one to reconcile Jesus’ demand, addressed to the rich young man, 
that he sell his property and distribute the money to the poor, with the blessing immediately 
following this encounter, bestowed by Jesus upon the house of an arch-rich 
usurer-philanthropist?
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The question of Christianity’s attitude toward slavery has also not been studied to a sufficient 
degree, although Marx already wrote that “the social principles of Christianity justified ancient 
slavery ...”1 Christianity arose within a slave-owning society; therefore it is very important to 



understand how it related to slaveholding law. It is also necessary to explain the combination in 
the New Testament of such opposites as the proclamation of equality in Christ of free persons 
and slaves, and the cruel, slave-hating Gospel parables.

Among the constructive problems that the specialist must take up is the question of the origin of 
the Church—both as a growing organism and as a general organization laying claim to the 
authority of world dominion, rising above states and peoples.

In the New Testament there are formulas and images on this subject in which the emergence of 
the Church is explained by miracle. Such is Christ’s saying that the Church may be likened to 
the very smallest of seeds—the mustard seed—from which a large branching tree will grow. 
Further, in the Acts of the Apostles there is a report of the founding by the apostles Peter and 
John of the first community in Jerusalem, which served as a model for all subsequent ones. 
Finally, there is the account in Acts of the missionary activity of the apostle Paul, who 
transferred preaching into the milieu of the Gentiles and, over the course of twenty years (from 
the beginning of the 40s to the beginning of the 60s of the first century A.D.), managed to found 
Christian communities—“churches”—in the largest cities of the empire—Rome, Corinth, 
Ephesus, Philippi, Thessalonica, and in addition in remote provincial Galatia, with the apostle 
being able to overcome, in the shortest possible time, enormous distances partly by sea 
voyages, partly by overland wanderings.

Thus they believed—or rather, thus the theologians of the second century A.D. composed and 
proved—the origin of the Church. It is striking that even at the beginning of the twentieth century 
A. Harnack accepted this conception in its entirety, corresponding to the worldview of the 
authors of the New Testament: appended to his Mission und Ausbreitung des Christentums 
(1906) there is even a colored map clearly depicting the apostle’s “wanderings.”

But if for the historian of our day it is not difficult to dispel the myth-making construction of the 
second century, then further on a much more difficult task confronts him: what, then, actually 
existed in the first two centuries of our era? From where did the ecclesial communities 
mentioned in the Epistles of the Apostle Paul come, appearing with such clearly defined rites, 
beliefs, and organization? From where came this idea of a “great universal Church”? From 
where came this confidence in setting oneself up, as a community possessing the true faith, 
morally impeccable, in opposition to the pagan world, plunged into the darkness of ignorance 
and depravity?

All these are such traits, properties, and claims as do not arise suddenly overnight, but 
constitute the result of a prolonged development, nurtured by traditions going back to ancient 
times.

1 K. Marx and F. Engels, Works, vol. V, p. 173.
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It therefore seems to me that the problems of reconstructing the real history of Christianity 
cannot be resolved otherwise than by means of studying the socio-economic and cultural history 



of the period preceding the appearance of the New Testament with its dogmatic formulas and 
mythological images. The rites, everyday forms, social organization, and worldview of 
Christians—the contemporaries of Marcus Aurelius and Lucian—constitute the result and 
culmination of a complex, many-centuries-long process.

* * *

By placing in the title of my work the words “Rome and Early Christianity,” I must add a 
qualification that my task did not include an examination of all sources and all predecessors of 
Christianity in the ancient world: for the time being I have left aside the influence on early 
Christianity of ancient Eastern religions and have confined myself to the study of its roots in 
Greco-Roman ideology and in the Jewish sectarian movement. Such an approach is justified to 
a certain extent by the circumstance that my investigation does not go beyond the time of the 
formation of the New Testament and of Christian writings of the second century A.D.: at that 
time Christianity, having separated from Jewish sectarianism, was only just beginning to enter 
upon the path of syncretism, that is, the assimilation of pagan beliefs, ideas, and images 
belonging to ancient Eastern cults.

In the present work it is important for me above all to show the necessity of removing the 
traditional legend about Jesus Christ and the “apostle Paul,” which obstructs the historical study 
of Christianity. Further, I consider it essentially important to undertake a synchronic study of the 
facts of the emergence of Christian ideology and of the socio-economic as well as cultural 
history of the Roman Empire. The parallel study of these processes and the establishment of 
the correct chronology of the works of Christian literature will make it possible to destroy the 
legend of Christ created by Church tradition. Thus, in the present work I consider it necessary to 
pay particular attention to the criticism of sources and to the determination of the social 
character of early Christianity.
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CHAPTER ONE

STATE AND RELIGION 
IN THE ANCIENT WORLD

1. State and religion in the Hellenistic monarchies

Christian writers of the second and third centuries A.D. were greatly preoccupied with the theme 
of the opposition of the Church, as the “kingdom of God” (regnum dei), to the state, as the 
kingdom of Caesar (regnum caesaris). The most extreme among them asserted that the Church 
has existed from eternity; the more moderate limited themselves to the recognition of a 
parallelism, a simultaneity of the emergence of two universal, all-human organizations.

The first outlines of the Church we can note in the epoch of the domination in the Near East of 
the Persian monarchy of the Achaemenids, which advanced claims to world rule. The policy of 
the Achaemenids in religious matters was distinguished by relative mildness and moderation. 
However, the Persian kings found it necessary to enter into agreement with the most 
prosperous, educated, and influential strata of the laboring and productive population subject to 
their power.

Under the guise of a magnanimous gesture of royal favor, the Persian rulers, with subtle 
calculation, carried out a measure to ensure the political security of the ruling class of their 
empire, granting the Jewish priestly aristocracy the right to keep gold reserves with them, to 
collect tribute from co-religionists, and at the same time to govern their spiritual life. By opening 
a center for mass worship, the government hoped that this second-tier administration would 
serve to keep in obedience a vast, dispersed flock of heterodox inhabitants.

The religious tolerance of the Persians is explained, perhaps in part, by the fact that the 
Syrian-Jewish monetary aristocracy served as an extremely necessary instrument in the 
financial administration of the empire. The connection of the Persian state with Jewish society 
did not remain merely external and businesslike: two cultures—the Iranian and the 
Semitic-Levantine—drew closer to one another; in late Judaism a strong influence of Iranian 
dualism is noticeable: the Jewish Yahweh assumed the features of the god of light



Ahura-Mazda; there was adopted the idea of divine judgment, of heaven and hell, of the 
resurrection of the dead, of the transmigration of souls into the heavenly world of light.
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Other methods of religious policy appear in the Near East and Egypt after the conquests of 
Alexander, with the establishment there of Macedonian and Greek military and commercial-craft 
elements. Whereas the Persians governed the mass of alien and heterodox inhabitants from 
their mountain stronghold, the founders of the Hellenistic states settled among the very 
population they had subdued, built numerous military colonies and craft settlements with forms 
of administration of the Greek poleis.

The attitude toward religion on the part of the Ptolemies, Seleucids, and Attalids cannot be 
called a regime of religious tolerance: the rulers, in order to strengthen their authority, wanted 
themselves to stand at the head of the cult. Religion was in their hands a consciously and 
systematically applied instrument of rule, a means of subjugating the masses in the financial 
and police sense; public festivals served, on the one hand, to exalt the person of the ruler, and 
on the other—to provide an occasion for the distribution to the people of all sorts of largesse, for 
the placation of the crowd. Political calculation also manifested itself in Ptolemy I’s assumption 
of the title Soter (Savior).

The Hellenistic kings passed on to the Roman Caesars all the forms of a deliberately elaborated 
state religion: the apotheosis of the deceased ruler, the inclusion of the genius of the living 
sovereign among the gods, large ceremonial assemblies with sacrifices, games, and 
distributions, and a large staff of priesthood performing cultic actions.

Of course, for all their organizational skill, the Ptolemies, Seleucids, and Attalids could not take 
control of the religious movements taking place among the broad masses of the disarmed 
population oppressed by labor and taxes: there they had their own teachers and interpreters, 
their own learning and literature rooted in ancient local traditions, not yielding to the imported 
Greek one; Egyptian, Syrian, Jewish, and Asia Minor writers, orators, preachers, commentators 
on ancient laws adopted the Greek language as officially obligatory and literarily flexible, but 
developed their own particular philosophical, historiographical, and juridical methods and 
systems; such writers were Manetho, who reconstructed ancient Egyptian chronicles, and 
Berossus, the restorer of the history of Babylon.

Their contemporaries are the editors of the grand legislative and historical compilation which 
later, in the hands of Christian theologians, received the “authoritative” name of the Old 
Testament. This “sacred” book, constantly supplemented by new prophecies, opened to the 
oppressed, suffering people the prospect of vengeance, of retribution against the “satanic 
state”—the “monstrous beast,” proclaimed the imminent appearance of a miraculous, radiant 
leader-deliverer.
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In these prophecies the facts of actual realities were reflected. Already in the 160s B.C., 
precisely the most zealous planter of the state religion, Antiochus IV Epiphanes, had to face the 
uprising of the Jewish Maccabees, which in turn arose under the banner of religion, in the form 
of a sacred war—in the name of “God’s justice.”

After the conquest of Syria by Pompey (63 B.C.) and of Egypt by Augustus (in 30 B.C.), Rome 
inherited the dominions of the Seleucids and Ptolemies with all their riches, but also with all their 
difficulties, with all the danger generated by the extremely sharpened social contradictions of the 
ancient cultural regions of the Near East and north-eastern Africa.

Under Augustus the word “messiah” had not yet been spoken (in Jewish pronunciation 
“mashiach”), later translated into Greek as “Christos” (“the anointed of God”), but all the 
features, the entire program of messianism, were present; in 16 A.D. Judas the Galilean (or the 
Galilean) raised an uprising in the name of “God’s justice” in expectation of the immediate 
appearance of the leader: in the conception of the fighters for the “true faith,” all the signs of a 
satanic, God-hostile force were transferred to Rome. Regnum caesaris turned out to be regnum 
diaboli.

2. Circles and associations in Greece in the last three centuries before our era

In the last centuries before our era Greece becomes the classical land of circles, associations, 
brotherhoods, small closed unions, groupings of private individuals retreating into their 
deepened inner life, shunning war, politics, administration, and noisy general assemblies.

When do these circles and associations begin to arise? We may perhaps say that the prototype 
of such a friendly circle or brotherhood, standing outside politics, was the group of friends—the 
pupils of Socrates—who gathered during the Peloponnesian War. In the political trial against 
Socrates he was charged with corrupting the youth and with neglect of the gods whom the 
entire city honors; by this the accusers wished to say that the philosopher diverts the youth from 
service to the state and instills contempt for the gods who protect the state.

The opponents of Socrates, who could point to the betrayal of Athens by precisely the most 
gifted pupils of Socrates—Alcibiades, Critias, Xenophon—were in their own way right: they 
sensed a crack in the political edifice, were frightened by apoliticism. Yes, the emergence of 
such a fellowship was visual proof that the most active members of society were beginning to 
slip away from service to the state. The philosophers who followed Socrates were no longer 
persecuted, because by that time the city-state, the Greek polis, had completely fallen apart, 
lost its authority: the schools of Plato, Aristotle, Zeno, and Epicurus were built on the model of 
fellowships, or brotherhoods, quite unhindered.
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Just as scholars, teachers, and rhetors began to unite into fellowships, or brotherhoods, 
representatives of other professions did so as well—craftsmen, artists, musicians, sailors, 



vine-growers, and so forth. A common trait characteristic of them all was the striving to withdraw 
from politics, from civic anxieties and clashes, from party intrigues, from the rivalry of ambitions, 
and to devote themselves to concerns of mutual aid and intellectual intercourse exclusively 
within their friendly, comradely professional milieu. In Greece such fellowships, circles, and 
private unions were called thiasoi and eranoi. There were innumerable of them, and the motives 
for their formation were extremely diverse.

There were fellowships of merchants. Large associations of them existed in the great 
commercial centers—Athens, Delos, Rhodes, Alexandria; they were connected with one 
another by common commercial operations. There were unions of miners, brought together by 
their arduous labor. There were unions of sculptors and potters. People united for common 
festive amusements on days of festivals. They also united into burial associations, in order to 
secure for themselves a peaceful grave and thereby prepare for themselves a better place in 
the future, afterlife. Unions of this kind were especially popular among the poor, among the 
working people, among slaves.

All circles, fellowships, and associations possessed to one degree or another a religious 
element, and this is entirely understandable: for if they refused subordination to and trust in the 
state gods, the members of the circle or fellowship needed to find protection in the person of a 
special higher patron, to choose for themselves a particularly close guardian spirit. Such they 
found in secondary deities and in heroes, in the opinion of the Greeks—“superhuman beings 
who attained immortality.”

The greatest popularity in the circle life of Greece was acquired by Dionysus, Hermes, Heracles, 
Orpheus, Asclepius. At first these heroes were patrons of specific professions: Dionysus—of 
vine-growers, Asclepius—of physicians, Orpheus—of singers and musicians, but over time they 
gained broader popularity; at the same time the original myth, crude and sensuous, began to be 
given a more elevated, moralizing interpretation. Thus, Dionysus, torn to pieces by the maenads 
and resurrected by Zeus, becomes a symbolic image of the sufferer reborn for a new blessed 
life; Orpheus, who descended into Hades and enchanted even the king of the underworld 
himself, becomes the genius of inspiration conquering death, breaking out of darkness into the 
light of the immortal soul; Hermes becomes the guardian of the human flock, the savior of lost 
sheep. Some time will pass—and the statue of Hermes carrying a lamb on his shoulders will 
quite definitely become the prototype of Christ, the Good Shepherd.
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In closed meetings, where the members of the circle gathered, prayers were offered to the 
divine patron; special days were devoted to the memory of the birth and death of their precious, 
tenderly beloved protectors. In complete secrecy, in the nocturnal silence, dramatic actions were 
enacted—mysteries, in which the fate of the dying and resurrecting patron-genius was depicted; 
the believers, participants in the rite, considered themselves by this means joined to his 
life-giving power, prepared for resurrection, for a future eternal life.



The appearance of circles, small sectarian groups is intensified especially when politically 
weakened Greece becomes the prey first of Macedonia and then of Rome. All these conditions 
created a favorable soil for the invasion of a new religion, which in its turn was capable of 
uniting fragmentation by its general tendency. How were the worshipers of Dionysus, Hermes, 
Orpheus, Heracles to withstand the temptation to believe that precisely their beloved, precious, 
unique guardian genius was at the same time the savior of the world!

A great multitude of small cells, from which the universal Church was later composed, already 
existed long before the beginning of our era in the politically bloodless Greek world. The 
acceptance of Christianity was the end of their fragmentation.

The form of circles and associations that existed in Greece was adopted by the Christian 
communities of Egypt, Syria, and Asia Minor. In the 70s of the second century A.D. Lucian calls 
the Christian communities thiasoi, their leaders thiasarchai  ; Celsus at about the same time calls 
the members of Christian communities thiasotai ; it is clear that in the eyes of pagan writers, in 
the conceptions of the Roman authorities, Christian ekklesiai (communities, churches) by their 
organization did not differ in any way from Greek thiasoi and eranoi.

3. Religious movements in the epoch of the greatest development of slavery

In the slave-owning society of the second-first centuries B.C. the line of division between the 
ruling classes and the working people runs extraordinarily sharply: in the view of the masters, 
upon the freedman, however high his material well-being might rise, there remained an indelible 
stain of his slave origin. The contempt of the “noble” for the “rabble,” the opposition of the lower 
strata of the population, of all those excluded from participation in politics or who had withdrawn 
from it, bears an exceptional, irreconcilable character. Boundless is the hatred of the poor, the 
oppressed and the slaves toward the oppressors, toward all those who enriched themselves by 
military booty: the beautiful temples, triumphal gates, statues of gods and kings erected by them 
are objects of revulsion for the working people. Hence the extremity in moral judgments 
widespread in the milieu of the poor; ascetics—prophets, expressers of the feelings and notions 
of the oppressed masses—curse all forms of wealth, comfort, material well-being, aesthetic 
beauty, elevate poverty into an ideal, declare it a holy state, a virtue and a merit before God.
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As a result of prolonged wars, masses of slaves accumulated in the center of the triumphant 
Roman power—Italy. A period of the greatest slave uprisings against the masters began. Such 
was for Rome the period from 146 to 30 B.C., when the Romans, who until then had possessed 
only Italy and Spain, created a great power—imperium populi Romani—having seized Africa 
and Numidia, Gaul, Greece, Macedonia, Asia Minor, Syria, Egypt, Cyrene.

Besides violent clashes, there persisted an incessant, sullen, unrelenting hostility of the popular 
masses toward the existing order. Passive protest found expression in an immeasurable 
multitude of sects, in the practice of ascetic and semi-ascetic societies. Subsequently one



common feature will characterize the worldview of the groupings struggling among themselves: 
each of them will fight under the banner of its own religion. The head of the state will proclaim 
himself mediator between the highest god and men—a savior ( sotër). But in the eyes of the 
protesting masses he is a “false savior.”

4. The principal socio-religious currents in the Greco-Roman and Jewish world

In the first century there was no contact between the god-seeking of Greco-Roman thinkers and 
Jewish-Hellenistic sectarianism: Seneca scarcely knew anything about Egyptian or Syrian 
sectarians; the Palestinian Essenes ( Essaioi ), probably took little interest in the cultural life of 
Rome and Carthage.

Spontaneous materialism and atheism were only a short-lived phenomenon in the worldview of 
the upper strata of Roman society. Irreligion, the denial of the immortality of the soul, a calm, 
clear scientific perception of the “nature of things” following Lucretius continues, it is true, in the 
first century A.D. among such writers as Velleius Paterculus, Valerius Maximus, Pliny the Elder. 
But soon this tendency begins to fade. Already in the generation immediately following 
Lucretius, in the time of Augustus, a religious current appears in Roman society, expressed 
especially vividly in the messianism of Virgil. In the first century A.D. fascination with religious 
questions intensifies, takes in Seneca the form of god-seeking and dreams of the immortality of 
the soul.
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Roman emperors, following the model of the Hellenistic monarchs, employ religion as a 
politico-administrative instrument for the cultivation of loyalty, strive to instill in slavishly 
submissive subjects the thought that the emperors are the saviors of the entire human race. 
However, the religious policy of the emperors evokes in the popular masses an aversion to the 
state, pushes them toward withdrawal into another, imagined world, where no earthly power can 
any longer reach into the depths of the human soul, into the most intimate desires and hopes of 
the personality. A dream of an otherworldly, blessed life takes shape.

In Seneca this anti-political, religious idea is very clearly expressed in the form of an opposition 
of the respublica maior, the eternal community embracing all humanity, to the respublica minor, 
the transient community representing a union of petty interests.

If here we are dealing with a theosophy arising in the upper educated strata of society, then 
simultaneously with it there is observed an enormous success of new Eastern religions for 
Rome, which seized broad strata of the population. The influx of Eastern cults, rites, and beliefs 
was to a large extent facilitated by Rome’s conquest of the Hellenistic monarchies of Egypt, 
Syria, and Asia Minor.

Among the foreign religions that spread in Rome and in the West of the empire, the Egyptian 
cults stand out. Tacitus describes for us the fascination of the highest Roman society with the 
cult of Isis. But besides this brilliant external success of Egyptian worship, one must note the 



influence of Egyptian magic, Egyptian necromancy, which became one of the sources of the 
later veneration of the relics of saints, of the religion of the catacombs, which seized broad 
strata of the population.

In the middle of the first century, in the time of Claudius and Nero, the Jewish religion also 
acquired great influence in the capital and at court. In the Judaism of this time, insofar as we 
know it from the descriptions of Josephus Flavius and the Alexandrian Philo, the sectarian 
movement was extraordinarily developed. Josephus describes in detail the monastic communal 
life of the Essenes in Palestine; Philo speaks of the Therapeutae, very similar to the Essenes. 
We also hear of the sects of Nazoreans and Ebionites.
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All these sects are characterized by withdrawal from urban life, asceticism, renunciation of 
family life and private household, uniting into close associations, and the exaltation of poverty as 
a state pleasing to God. The beliefs, rites, and way of life of the sectarians enjoyed wide 
popularity in the Jewish world. Josephus Flavius and Philo, people prosperous and highly 
educated, relate to the hermit communities of the Essenes and Therapeutae with the greatest 
sympathy and respect. Of great importance is Josephus’s indication that broad circles of 
sympathizers join the strict ascetics—people who, while retaining family and private household, 
perform the prayers and rites of the ascetics and lead a moderate, restrained life, far from luxury 
and worldly bustle.

Jewish sects represent only the extreme form of a movement common to the entire 
Mediterranean world, which can be called a new phase in the development of religious 
consciousness and religious practice. Its essence consists in the withdrawal of broad strata of 
society from rich, public, colorful ritual and the transition to a quiet and secluded religion filling 
the life of closed circles, close fraternal communities: such are Jewish synagogues, Greek 
eranoi and thiasoi, Roman collegia. Religious thought works with particular zeal and inspiration 
precisely in these isolated communities, sheltering themselves from officialdom and worldly 
bustle. It is here that an immeasurable field for religious quests opens up. For all their 
fragmentation, for all the diversity of the communities, common features of beliefs and rites can 
be noted among them. Characteristic of all the communities is the veneration of a patron genius; 
further, the practice of sacred meals, where, according to their belief, the spiritual patron is, as it 
were, present; the community has its own burial place: among the more prosperous this is a 
chapel with an underground chamber ( schola ), among the poor—a plot in the catacombs. The 
fraternal circle conducts its own special economy, concerns itself with mutual aid and the 
insurance of property, with the care of the poor. This type of collectivism in Greek is called 
koinonia ; the supreme moral rule requires that among comrades in the faith there be no 
distinction between “mine” and “thine.”

The most zealous communities, serving as a model for others, display a tendency toward 
asceticism, understanding extreme restraint and poverty as a feat, as the realization of a pure, 
holy life.



Finally, characteristic of these circles is disdain for secular learning taught in schools and 
aristocratically colored, condemnation of rational philosophy, and an inclination toward 
mysticism. In the role of leaders of doctrine and intermediaries between communities appear 
wandering teachers and preachers, called prophets and apostles.
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This religious schism, which from a socio-political point of view may be designated as the 
withdrawal of broad strata of society from political life, is an accomplished fact in the countries of 
the Hellenistic East in the last two centuries before our era; within the sphere of Roman 
influence it begins to take shape later—in the first century A.D.

In the circles of the intelligentsia of that time one can notice interest in and sympathy for the 
ascetic and mystical movement, a certain reverence for the asceticism of such “holy” people 
whom the evangelists would later call “poor in spirit” or simply “the poor.”

This cult of poverty, simplicity, and self-denial can be noted in three writers of the middle of the 
first century, who worked independently of one another: the Roman Seneca, the Egyptian Jew 
Philo, and the Palestinian Jew Josephus Flavius. Seneca and Josephus Flavius recall with 
reverence their teachers—people who led ascetic lives. Philo and Josephus Flavius have left us 
famous portrayals of monastic communities—the former of the Egyptian Therapeutae, the latter 
of the Palestinian Essenes; in the eyes of both writers, who belonged to the prosperous strata of 
urban society and were highly educated, the hermits were a model of pure, elevated thought.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE UPPER STRATA OF ROMAN SLAVE-OWNING SOCIETY
IN THE 1st CENTURY CE

(According to the data of Seneca, Tacitus, Suetonius, Valerius Maximus, 
and Velleius Paterculus)

1. Masters and slaves

Founded by Sulla, Pompey, Caesar, and Augustus, the empire united under the power of the 
Romans the greatest riches of the ancient world. What was the character of these riches, who 
were their possessors, and how did they make use of the inheritance that had fallen to 
them—fabulous in its abundance and splendor?

In Tacitus, Tiberius, acting in the capacity of a guardian of morals who condemns the luxury and 
prodigality of the upper strata of Roman society, names three categories of wealth belonging to 
the magnates: villae, fenus, servi. Villae are palaces, urban and rural; fenus is money, gold and 
silver; servi are slaves, both household slaves and those working on latifundia.

In Seneca, these categories receive their own characteristic additions. In the treatise De 
tranquillitate animi he says that the ruling class of the empire disposes of three greatest earthly 
goods: these are mancipia, possessiones, dignitates (slaves, landed properties, honorary 
offices), and it is noteworthy that, in the eyes of the author, slaves stand in first place, as the 
most precious of treasures. Further on, Seneca gives additional, distinctively nuanced 
designations of the colossal immovable and movable properties in the possession of the 
magnates: praedia, horti (landed estates, parks), alieno colono rura pretiosa (profitable fields 
cultivated by foreign farmers, i.e. estates in the provinces), grande in foro fenus (enormous 
sums on the money market). Of the size of possessions Seneca says that some owners 
boasted of dominion over entire river basins—from their sources to their outlet into the sea.

This monetary wealth cannot be called capital in the modern sense of the word: fenus is either 
the chest of Harpagon, a dead heap of precious metals, or a pledge and the object of issuing 
loans for the purpose of profit. Although the law forbade members of the highest senatorial 
estate to engage in money-lending and speculation, they easily circumvented this prohibition by 
entrusting their freedmen with the conduct of usurious operations.
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The possessors of the greatest riches of the empire constituted an insignificant percentage of 
the total population. They rose above the mass of ordinary citizenry as two privileged estates, or 
ranks (ordines): the senatorial and the equestrian.



Within the first (senatorius ordo), there remained already few representatives of the old families 
that had once shone—the Cornelii, Aemilii, Domitii, and others; the majority of senators were 
newly ennobled, drawn from the municipal aristocracy of Italian cities and elevated through 
imperial service. Only representatives of this rank possessed the right to occupy the highest 
offices in the state (those of consuls, praetors, legates, provincial governors, commanders of 
legions, prefects) and the right to sit in the senate. Honor was most closely connected with 
wealth: the rank was retained by the bearer of the name only on condition of his observing 
estate honor and possessing material prosperity. A senator had to have property amounting to 
not less than one million sesterces; he lost his rank in the event of impoverishment and if he 
married a freedwoman, which was regarded as a disgrace for a high lineage.

The second—the equestrian—rank (equester ordo) was 3aκpeπΛeH0 for those families that had 
grown rich during the Roman conquests through tax-farming in the administration of provinces 
and through monetary operations. The equestrians were required to have a lower census than 
the senators—400,000 sesterces; offices of the second rank were open to them in the imperial 
administration, chiefly connected with financial management. Particularly typical for them was 
the post of procurator, who administered parts of provinces (thus, for example, the procurator of 
Judea from 26 to 36 CE was Pontius Pilate, known from Josephus Flavius and mentioned in the 
Gospels).

Both senators and equestrians wore especially honorable attire: senators—a white toga with a 
broad purple stripe, whereas among equestrians the toga had a narrow stripe ( laticlava, 
angusticlava praetexta). In the theater, both were allotted especially honorable places close to 
the imperial box.

For its exceptional position the ruling class had to pay with perpetual fear for its existence. To 
what extent the entire well-being of the upper strata of slave-owning society and of the princeps 
who headed them hung by a thread is shown by the history of the bold attempt of the slave 
Clemens, who after the death of Augustus conceived a conspiracy to overthrow the emperor 
Tiberius, having assumed for himself the name of Agrippa, the grandson of Augustus. It should 
be recalled that Tiberius was the stepson of Augustus: he and his mother, Livia, pursued with 
their intrigues the last of Augustus’ direct descendants, the young Agrippa Postumus, 
succeeded in having him exiled to the desolate island of Planasia; informed by his mother of the 
death of Augustus, Tiberius immediately sent a secret order to kill Agrippa1.

1 The question of who exactly issued the order for the murder of Agrippa Postumus is 
disputed. The opinion that this was done by Tiberius cannot be conclusively confirmed 
by the sources. — Ed.
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The very account of these events in Tacitus is remarkable. Although he morally condemns the 
depraved tyrannical dynasty of the Julio-Claudians, he does not conceal his harsh slave-owning 
principles. The historian, however, involuntarily admires the heroic figure of the impostor, who by 
his attractive appearance, worldly manners, and cleverly disseminated rumors managed to win

= secured



over to his side a multitude of people of every rank, beginning with the very highest. His design, 
as Tacitus says, ‘struck one as anything but servile in spirit.’ Tiberius succeeded by deceit in 
luring Clemens into his palace. With malicious delight Tacitus conveys an imagined 
conversation between the ‘lord of the world’ and the audacious slave. Tiberius asked: ‘How then 
could you have become Agrippa?’ to which he received the reply: ‘In the same way as you 
became Caesar’ (that is, we are both equal as impostors; you, after all, are not of the line of 
Julius Caesar, but of the Claudii). Tiberius put him to death, ordered his corpse to be secretly 
thrown out, and decided to hush up the affair, not daring to bring proceedings against the 
senators and equestrians suspected of the conspiracy, lest it become evident how great his 
unpopularity was and what a memory the courageous and intelligent slave Clemens had left 
behind.

The expression ‘though a slave by birth, yet a man of no servile spirit’ occurs once again in 
Tacitus in the characterization by which he immortalized the freedwoman Epicharis, one of the 
participants in Piso’s conspiracy against Nero in 65 CE. Here the heroic woman of humble 
status, who steadfastly endured the most brutal tortures and betrayed none of her accomplices, 
is directly contrasted with the insignificant ‘pure-blooded’ aristocrats who lost their composure 
under interrogation. Once again it is worth recalling: Tacitus is no supporter not only of reform, 
but even of a simple mitigation of slave law; he is generally conservative in his social 
convictions. He divides the mass of the people into the populus integer (‘the respectable 
people’), who attach themselves to great households, among which are included also ‘the best 
of the slaves,’ and the plebs sordida (‘the filthy rabble’), living on handouts from above, together 
with whom are ‘the worst of the slaves.’ All the more valuable for us are his social tableaux, in 
which, as it were against his own will, Tacitus is compelled to acknowledge an element of 
consciousness and moral strength in slaves and, in general, in people of ‘low status.’
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Not even eight years passed after the conspiracy of Clemens before there appeared in Italy a 
threat of a slave uprising (belli servilis semina) in those very places where Spartacus had once 
gathered his forces. This time the movement was headed by the former praetorian Curtisius, a 
man evidently acquainted with military affairs, in any case a skillful agitator and organizer, who 
recruited the most ‘ferocious’ slaves (ferocia servitia) from far-flung forest villas and pastures of 
Apulia. He called them to freedom first at secret nocturnal meetings, and then by means of open 
proclamations ( libella ). In Brundisium they seized two merchant ships and prepared to establish 
a naval base. Only the prompt actions of the authorities and the dispatch of large military forces 
prevented the outbreak of the uprising. The victor, the military tribune Statius, captured Curtisius 
with his staff and led a large contingent of newly re-enslaved slaves to Rome, which already 
trembled from the excessive number of domestic slaves, while the freeborn plebeian population 
with each day grew ever thinner and diminished (Tac. Ann., IV, 27). The danger of a slave 
uprising was further increased by the fact that the common people, the ‘freeborn plebeians,’ 
very often took the side of the slaves.

Tacitus gives a description of the disturbances that occurred under Nero in 62 CE in connection 
with the murder of the prefect of the city of Rome, the senator Pedanius Secundus. This highest 



dignitary and wealthiest slave-owner was killed in his own palace by one of his slaves; it was 
assumed that the motive for the murder was either the slave’s revenge for his master’s refusal 
to grant him freedom, or a clash between slave and master on erotic grounds. The affair was 
immediately given a state character. In the senate, magnates-slave-owners frightened by the 
incident placed on the agenda, as vengeance for the murder of a colleague and as punishment 
to be visited upon the heads of unfaithful slaves, the application of a terrorist law—the senatorial 
decree, confirmed under Augustus, which required the torture and execution of the entire 
‘family,’ that is, all the slaves who had been in the house at the moment of the master’s murder. 
The prefect had four hundred household slaves: it was necessary, in the name of the senatorial 
decision, to lead them to the forum for a public trial. But this proved by no means an easy 
matter: the plebs passionately took the side of the slaves, an enormous crowd gathered, 
blocking the road of the procession and besieging the senate with demands to halt the affair. 
Seized by mortal fear, the senate was compelled to turn to the assistance of the princeps. Nero 
sent a detachment of soldiers, and only under the threat of military repression, restrained by 
legionaries stationed along the entire route, did the mass of the people allow the procession of 
the slaves belonging to Pedanius Secundus to proceed to torture and execution.
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Extraordinarily interesting is all that Tacitus relates about the debates that took place in the 
senate in the case of the murder of Pedanius Secundus. At first there spoke supporters of 
mitigating this cruel law, but the slave-owners who stood for the application of measures of 
extreme severity prevailed. Tacitus presents the speech of their representative, the senator 
Gaius Cassius. What we have before us is not a protocol record preserved in the archives of the 
senate, but a rhetorical composition of the historian; yet we can assess every word of it, since in 
a vivid, compressed form it reflects the worldview of the slave-owners of that epoch.

Cassius demands merciless torture, brutal vengeance upon the entire numerous household of 
the murdered prefect on the grounds that such a crime could not have been committed without 
the knowledge, complicity, and assistance of many other slaves; consequently, he insists on the 
solidarity of the slaves. In his opinion, the harsh law concerning the responsibility of the entire 
slave ‘family’ was not issued in vain: in it lies the last guarantee of security, the protection of the 
lives of masters. The orator proposes to compare the state of affairs in former times and now. 
Even in earlier times masters did not much trust slaves (suspecta ingenia servorum), but then 
slaves were few in number, slaves were of local origin, grew up in the fields, in the household of 
the master, under modest conditions of life, and directly acquired the goodwill of their masters. 
Nothing of the kind exists now, when our ‘families’ consist of foreigners ( nationes—this word 
meant peoples alien to Rome), and moreover of people whose rites are entirely unlike ours, 
whose religious beliefs are foreign to us or who have none at all. This rabble ( colluvies ) can be 
governed in no other way than by instilling fear in it.

The orator hears the protest voiced in the senate in the name of humanity; he is told that in a 
general torture completely innocent people will suffer. This objection does not trouble Cassius: 
he equates the conditions of the masters’ lives with the circumstances of martial law. Just as in 
dealing with soldiers who have allowed themselves to be defeated and have violated their duty



one executes by lot every tenth man—whereupon the bravest often perish—so there is always 
an element of injustice toward individual persons in every exemplary punishment undertaken for 
the sake of public benefit (utilitate publica).

Such are the lofty tones struck by the slave-owner terrified to the point of death, and such is the 
limited circle of persons standing at the top of society for whom the concept of ‘public benefit’ is 
reserved!
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The theme of the dangerous position of the insignificant handful of the richest magnates amid a 
sea of alien masses of slaves, so dramatically developed by Tacitus, who wrote half a century 
after the events he depicts, does not leave the pages of the works of Seneca, a contemporary of 
Nero.

Seneca emerged from moderately prosperous circles, spent the greater part of his life in the 
work of an advocate, but in the end, having become Nero’s tutor and a court favorite, he was 
showered with the favors of an unlimited ruler and rewarded with all the riches of the highest 
nobility—villae, fenus, servi. He found himself in an environment of ostentatious luxury and the 
senselessly bustling services of a huge household. With the sensitivity of an observer of 
everyday life characteristic of him, he was fully capable of discerning the moods of the largest 
slave-owners of Rome.

Seneca cites a proverb current among slave-owners: ‘as many slaves as you have, so many 
enemies!’ He recounts how once in the senate there was discussion of a proposal to give slaves 
a special form of dress so that they might be distinguished from the free, and how they timely 
realized the need to abandon this dangerous scheme, which threatened to reveal before 
everyone’s eyes the negligible number of free Roman citizens in an ocean of slaves.

Scourging the cruelty of tyrants, eastern despots, Roman unlimited rulers—Sulla, 
Caligula—Seneca cannot refrain from reminding that more people have perished from the fury 
of slaves than from the frenzy of kings (non pauciores servorum ira cecidisse quam regnum). He 
says that in the civil wars at the end of the republic, exceptional in their destructive character, 
not so many free citizens perished as victims of the hatred of slaves. In one of his frank letters 
to his friend Lucilius, Seneca carefully goes through all the cases and ways in which slaves 
manifested their hatred toward their masters: ‘You complain that slaves have deserted you, 
have run away from the house. Well! There are worse things. Here is another whom they 
plundered, against whom they made an accusation, whom they killed, whom they betrayed, 
whom they strangled, whom they poisoned, whom they destroyed by slander.’ Hardly anywhere 
in any ancient writer can one find a picture of such a merciless class struggle!

2. The way of life and morals of the upper Roman society

Seneca tells us how enormous sums of money were squandered in foolish ostentation, how 
they were wasted by the enfeebled epigones of the creators of the empire. He constantly 



returns to one and the same picture: in the huge halls of recently constructed palaces in Rome, 
under gilded roofs and domes, at receptions and banquets—the display of gold and silver 
tableware, ceilings draped with colored carpets, fabrics ‘more expensive than gold itself’ (here 
silk fabrics are meant, obtained by way of complex transit from China), the parade of a 
numerous household, whole ranks of handsome young slaves in gilded garments, marvels of 
hydraulic engineering in the form of artificial rain to refresh the atrium in the summer heat—all 
this in the service of empty boasting and arrogance.
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The owners of luxurious palaces strive to outdo one another with novelties of fashion, the 
decoration of ceremonial chambers, marvels of the culinary art, toys and curiosities brought 
from Arabia, India, and China. Among other things, among the expensive trifles with which the 
ultra-rich people in Rome boasted, Seneca mentions bookcases of precious cedarwood with 
ivory fittings, placed in niches and between the piers of banquet halls and filled with luxurious 
editions in magnificent bindings. These displays of books, in Seneca’s opinion, testify to the 
learning and education of their owners; but this is empty ostentation of ignoramuses, because 
what is gathered there is literary trash, the works of talentless scribblers, whereas the works of 
great writers, sages, and masters of the word are completely absent.

Idleness from morning to evening, endless receptions and greetings of so-called ‘friends,’ that 
is, clients, parasites, buffoons, and jesters—all this in the end becomes tiresome, and masters 
satiated with pleasures become avid for all kinds of perversions. Thus Baiae, a brilliant seaside 
resort for the high aristocracy, turns into a noisy fair, a den of refined debauchery. Thus 
companies of drunkards from among the representatives of high society, systematically, as if by 
rule, carry out their orgies. And here is yet another special fashion—to turn night into day and 
day into night; Seneca speaks of such eccentrics who retro vivunt, that is, live backwards. He 
reports on the pastimes of the well-known Roman man-about-town Spurius Papinius in the 
words of his neighbor: ‘I wake up at the third hour of the night and hear the whistling of whips. I 
ask what it is. They say: Papinius is receiving accounts of the household and dealing with the 
slaves. Again at the sixth hour I hear loud cries; I ask: what is it? They say: the master himself is 
trying out his voice. At the eighth hour (this by the Roman reckoning of time—still deep night) 
new sounds—the creaking of wheels; they say: the master is preparing to go out. As soon as 
dawn begins to glimmer, terrible bustle in the house, slaves scurry back and forth, stewards and 
kitchen boys appear: all the noise is because the master has wanted to dine—he has 
demanded porridge and wine with honey’ (cf. Ep. CXXII).
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If Seneca was horrified by the habits, vulgarity, idiotic eccentricities, absurd mockery, refined 
debauchery—in general by the senseless burning of life by representatives of the decadent 
aristocracy—then Tacitus lays bare the tragic side of its moods, makes us feel the despair into 
which morally uncorrupted representatives of the aristocracy fell. With the dramatism 
characteristic of him, Tacitus depicts the downfall of Roman nobles brilliant in name—the Aemilii 
Lepidi, the Scribonii Libones, the Calpurnii Pisones, and others. In his pictures of the dying of 



the ancient aristocracy, what strikes one most is the complete passivity, the lack of will, the 
sense of doom with which representatives of the highest aristocratic stratum met their fate. They 
fall under the blows of tyranny, incapable of any active protest or of any change in the structure 
and mode of life. Only one exit is found by the most courageous among them—suicide.

Suicide is resorted to by those who, fearing political accusation, still hope at least to save their 
property for their children, for close relatives and friends; some succeed in doing this in time, 
others are late, failing to forestall the death sentence. Suicides in aristocratic circles take on the 
character of an epidemic.

There are suicides not caused by any visible motives, astonishing even to the historian who 
recounts them. Such is the gruesome, in its circumstances, end of Cocceius Nerva under 
Tiberius. This man, outstanding in intellect and highly educated as a jurist, was not only not an 
opponent of the emperor, but belonged to the number of Tiberius’ close and constant advisers. 
He decided to die by starvation—a method especially slow and painful—‘being,’ as Tacitus says, 
‘completely healthy in body and in an excellent material position.’ Tiberius, learning of what was 
happening in Nerva’s house, rushed to him, began insistently to seek clarification of the reasons 
and motives, implored Nerva to stop the hunger strike, pointing out that the voluntary death of 
one of the closest friends of the emperor must damage the reputation of the Roman ruler. Nerva 
remained unyielding. People who knew him well said that this suicide was committed on political 
grounds, that Nerva clearly realized the threatening decomposition of the Roman state, that, 
seized by a feeling of anger and horror, he hastened to depart from the world while he himself 
had not yet been touched by the poison of decay, while it was still possible to die with 
unblemished honor.

Such was the end of one of the greatest representatives of the degenerating ancient Roman 
nobility. In the surrounding practice, in the structure and character of the political and social life 
of his time, he saw only a heap of absurdities and injustices. In the traditions of his estate—the 
Roman nobility—he found no indications of the possibility of eliminating the evils oppressing the 
state: there, in fiery signs, only one individual means of salvation was marked out—to die with 
honor on the field of battle. The narrowness of Nerva’s outlook, the blindness of his social 
worldview, were the narrowness and blindness of the ruling class of early principate 
slave-owning society. Nerva was bound hand and foot by the prejudices of his estate. He did not 
recognize the fundamental cause of the servility deeply repugnant to him that reigned on the 
surface of Roman society and that arose from the basic conditions of the structure of that 
society, from the fact of the exploitation by the Romans of other peoples and the exploitation by 
a numerically insignificant group of the richest slave-owners of the enormous mass of slaves 
and the free population,
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3. The worldview of the Roman upper society 
in the era of the early Principate



Almost simultaneously (in 30 and 31 CE) two works appeared: Valerius Maximus’ Factorum 
dictorumque memorabilium libri IX (“A Collection of Memorable Deeds and Sayings in Nine 
Books”) and Velleius Paterculus’ Historia Romana (“Roman History”). These two books give us 
an idea of what the representatives of the highest ruling class in Rome of the first decades of 
the first century CE read and what interested them. The fact that both writers are of little talent, 
unoriginal, and limited in their outlook does not hinder the historian’s observation; rather, on the 
contrary: in this case it is precisely the views of average, ordinary people that interest us, the 
generally widespread principles, ingrained notions, and prejudices of the aristocratic milieu.

Valerius Maximus and Velleius Paterculus cannot in any way be compared with the luminaries of 
the preceding first century BCE—Lucretius, Cicero, Sallust, Livy—who stand to these two 
writers as grandfathers and fathers and who infinitely surpass them in elegance of style, depth 
of thought, subtlety of judgment, and breadth of outlook.

The two writers have much in common, above all already on the external side: both are military 
men, both grew up and made their careers in the service of Tiberius. Neither the one nor the 
other owed anything to the republic, to the people, to public opinion, to the voice of the masses: 
they knew only the person of the sovereign, the attention and the smile of the ruler; they are 
completely submissive subjects, the most faithful servants of the nascent monarchy. Their 
careers give them rules of conduct in the present, indicate their duty, their program for the 
future—and that alone. As for their school memories, their domestic traditions, the realm of their 
imagination, these are full of images of the glorious republican past. Neither author notices the 
sharp contradiction between the goal set and the means chosen to achieve it, but to an outside 
observer this immediately strikes the eye. A few examples suffice to see what is at issue. In our 
writers there appears a new, until then unheard-of at court, language of flattery. Velleius 
Paterculus calls all the actions of Tiberius, all the words spoken by him, “heavenly” ( caelestes ). 
All the deeds of the emperor, all the changes in his personal fate, are experienced together with 
him by the whole world; the smallest moments of his life are events of the universe. The coming 
of Tiberius to power is depicted as a miracle of the sudden establishment of justice and order.
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“Faithfulness to obligations has been restored, rebellion driven from the forum, the buying of 
votes from the Campus Martius, discord from the curia; truth, justice, and diligence, buried and 
covered with rust, have been returned to the state; magistrates have regained significance, the 
senate—majesty, judges—authority; excesses in the theaters have been curbed; in everyone 
either a desire for good deeds has been aroused or the necessity for them imposed; virtue is 
now in honor, crime is punished; the low-born ( humilis ) now looks upon the powerful with 
respect, but does not fear him; the powerful surpasses the low-born, but does not look upon him 
with contempt. When was grain cheaper? When was peace more pleasant?” (Vell. Pat., II, 66). 
Moved by monarchic feeling, Velleius Paterculus sees in the birth of Octavian Augustus (63 
BCE) a fact by which the consulship of Cicero, which fell in that year, was glorified for all time.

Valerius Maximus, as a court flatterer, does not lag behind his colleague: zealously shaping the 
image of Augustus, he selects such new terms, unusual to the ear of the former republican 



society, as gravis, sanctus, innocens, divus (venerable, holy, blameless, divine). Only deeply 
reverent, humble officials could speak thus of their sovereign. Such was the picture of the 
present that surrounded them, of genuine Roman reality.

But both writers find themselves in an amusing contradiction with themselves when they have to 
turn for examples of valor to the celebrated antiquity of Rome and Greece: here there are no 
models of an unlimited monarchy “shining with heavenly light.” All the heroes of the great past 
are, as if by selection, independent, proud characters, animated by bold designs—the Scipios, 
the Reguli, the Catos. After the commanders come the brilliant orators, masters of free 
speech—the Ciceros, the Demosthenes; finally, as if cast in bronze, models of firmness of spirit, 
severe moral discipline, industriousness, contempt for wealth—the Cincinnatuses, the Solons, 
the Socrateses.
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One should pay attention to the titles of the books and the brief philosophical introductions to 
them in the works of Valerius Maximus, which lend his collection of anecdotes, as it were, the 
form of a moralistic treatise.

The fourth book is devoted to examples of moderationis animi (the ability to moderate the spirit). 
The ability to restrain oneself Valerius Maximus calls the healthiest quality of the human mind. 
This book speaks of temperance, of restraint, of poverty, of marital love, of friendship. The fifth 
book bears the general title De humanitate (“On humanity”). Here, among other things, 
examples are given of broad tolerance and mildness of senatorial verdicts. The sixth book is 
entitled De pudicitia (“On chastity”), which is understood here in a broad sense. A particular 
aspect of this concept is iustitia (justice). The chapter begins with a solemn introduction: “It is 
time for us now to enter the holy mysteries of justice, where fairness and honesty reign together 
with religious piety, where moral restraint prevails, where passion yields to reason, where one 
cannot make use of that in which honor is even in the slightest degree compromised. The 
foremost and surest example of justice is our state, which goes ahead of other peoples.”

Parallel to the praise of manly virtues and heroic personalities in Valerius Maximus one may cite 
a characteristic page from the Roman History of Velleius Paterculus, where this author depicts 
the happiest lot and the best death of one of the outstanding figures of the past. “There is no 
man in the world happier than Metellus, if one takes into account the nobility of his ancestors, 
the age he attained, the honor he deserved. Besides remarkable triumphs, the highest offices 
and the most brilliant position occupied by him in the republic, a long span of life, fierce selfless 
struggles with the enemies of the republic, he raised four sons, lived to see them reach full 
maturity, and saw all of them in the most honorable offices. When he died, his remains were 
borne to the public rostra by these four sons: one—a consular and censorial, the second—a 
consular, the third—a consul, the fourth—a candidate for the consulship. Such was the 
honorable escort of the body of the deceased: would you not say that he did not so much die as 
most happily depart from life?”



Let us imagine the high-society public reading these historico-moralistic pages, let us imagine 
the most educated and conscious readers, and let us ask: what place could such recollections 
of the glorious Roman past occupy in their intellectual and life experiences? Both the Roman 
History and the Collection of Memorable Deeds and Sayings they could savor like a good strong 
wine that had settled in the cellar; they could, resting in one of the cool chambers of their 
palace, listen to them as recited by a skilled slave-reader with a melodious voice and rhetorical 
manners—but no more than that. There were no suitable counsels, admonitions, inspirations, or 
consolations here either for adults or for the young. These were idle tales of a clumsy, restless, 
uncomfortable life, of harsh, unpolished, sometimes simply eccentric ancestors—mythology, but 
not pedagogy; an archive, but not the literature of current life, not perspectives or a call to the 
future.
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There could be no talk of restoring this antiquity. And how would the slightest attempt in this 
direction have been received by the unlimited ruler of Rome so “deified” by both authors? One 
might ask, however, by what rules one should live further, what to be inspired by, whether to 
seek new paths of thought, whether to set new socio-cultural goals. Both our authors are too 
little original and too deeply imbued with conservative feelings and habits to pose any new 
tasks.

Very characteristic of this epoch of cultural stagnation are the views of Velleius Paterculus and 
Valerius Maximus on religion. As representatives of the generation of the first half of the first 
century CE, they had neither the courage to rise to the atheism and materialism of Lucretius, 
nor the philosophical passion that directed the rationalism of Cicero, nor the surge of religious 
enthusiasm of Vergil. In Valerius Maximus and Velleius Paterculus we find neither God-seeking 
nor freethinking: there is in them a kind of mixture of indifferentism and light irony with mysticism 
and coarse superstitions.

In the final, concluding chapter of the Roman History Velleius Paterculus says: “I recognize my 
duty to end this work with a prayer ( voto ). You, Jupiter Capitolinus, creator and guardian ( auctor 
ac stator) of the Roman Empire; you, Mars Gradivus; you, Vesta, guardian of the 
inextinguishable fires; and you, other gods, by whose blessing the solidly founded majestic 
empire has been raised! Preserve, guard, protect this state and its peaceful existence. When it 
has fulfilled its mission and the time comes—the most distant allotted to the race of 
mortals—grant it the worthiest successors that can be; direct the minds of all citizens to pious 
thoughts concerning its salvation.”
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In this prayer of a writer enjoying the highest approval there was reflected a purely political view 
of religion characteristic of the aristocratic circles of Roman society: an appeal to the gods is a 
matter of publicity; faith relates only to the fate of the whole—to the great empire; individual 
feelings, the grief and joys of separate persons, do not exist for these unattainable imperial 
world-gods.



In full accord with these formulas of Velleius Paterculus stands the terminology of Valerius 
Maximus. The first chapters of Book I of the Collection of Memorable Deeds and Sayings bear 
the titles: De cultu deorum (“On the worship of the gods”) and De neglecta religione (“On 
neglect of religion”). What is meant here are the native Roman civic and Roman imperial gods; 
by neglect of the gods are understood errors in the observance of rites, inattention to signs and 
divinations, violations of religious etiquette—omissions followed by the vengeance of offended 
gods: a crime against the state cannot go unpunished.

Valerius Maximus makes a remarkable distinction: publica religio (publicly performed rites) and 
privata caritas. The latter term is difficult to translate—individual offering, beneficence, mercy, 
compassion—but the essence here lies in the qualification of the act as a private act of piety, in 
contrast to the public religion, the only legitimate one.

In his simple-minded reasoning Valerius Maximus thus gave, as it were, a foreshadowing of the 
future antagonism of religious parties, outlining their names: the foreign religions and sects that 
later penetrated the Roman Empire, including Christianity and Mithraism, subsequently fell 
under the concept of privata caritas : once despised, scattered manifestations of personal 
piety—prayers in solitude or within closed communities—later, in the second century CE, 
brought under their charm the broadest circles of society.

Alongside official piety, which is nothing other than the fulfillment of official duty, Valerius 
Maximus pays tribute to the freethinking widespread among the Roman aristocracy of the time 
of Tiberius and Claudius. He allows himself to mock the naïve belief in the immortality of the 
soul in the following playful comparison: in Book II, which contains a survey of the institutions 
and rites of various Gallic tribes, it is reported that they have a custom of placing money with the 
deceased in the form of a loan that will be repaid in the underworld: “I would call them fools, if 
only the barbarians did not turn out to be of the same belief as the educated Pythagoras.” 
Velleius Paterculus likewise undoubtedly denied the immortality of the soul, as is clearly seen 
from the example of his praise of the happiest of Romans, the great statesman Metellus: “His 
spirit vanished together with the breath of life; there remained the immortal glory of his deeds, 
the eternal memory of him.” In this view one still senses the confidence of the worldview of 
Lucretius.
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In neither writer is there any visible interest in the East, in Egyptian, Jewish, or Iranian ideology. 
Beyond the borders of Rome and Greece their attention is drawn only to the northern alien 
world—the Thracians, Cimbri, Gauls, Celtiberians, Germans. In their judgments about these 
peoples, about their rights and concepts, the two authors diverge considerably.

A direct encounter with the Germans during the well-known events of 9 CE—the destruction of 
Varus with three legions in the Teutoburg Forest—made an extremely unfavorable impression 
on Velleius Paterculus. Recounting this catastrophe, which at the time deeply shocked Roman 
society, Velleius, on the one hand, reproaches Varus as an ambitious man who interfered in 
disputes among the Germans; on the other, he depicts the Germans themselves as a people 



though savage, yet to the highest degree cunning, by nature deceitful—hard to believe, but 
confirmed by experience. This character is revealed in a series of lawsuits initiated by them 
under various pretexts: now they hurl insulting challenges at one another, now they surround 
with flattery the Romans who try to soften their ferocity by subjecting them to the unfamiliar 
discipline of law. Thus Velleius Paterculus is far from any idealization of the “barbarians,” 
opposing them to the Romans as bringers of culture, morality, and law, as exemplary 
administrators: he has not yet renounced that Roman superbia with which generations of 
conquerors were imbued.

A different character marks the remarks on the “barbarians” by Valerius Maximus, who had no 
direct contact with the northern peoples and judged them on the basis of literary sources, 
descriptions, and characterizations by travelers and historians. Valerius Maximus himself is 
inclined toward moralistic comparisons; he is not averse to opposing to contemporary 
generations examples drawn from the passions of savages, in whom unbridled energy boils. 
Here there is not yet an idealization of the “barbarians,” but there are attempts in that direction. 
Under the heading “On the Cimbri and Celtiberians” we read: “The worldview of the Celtiberians 
and Cimbri is cheerful and confident; they enter battle with enthusiastic joy, preparing to accept 
a glorious and happy death; by contrast, on the sickbed they groan and wail plaintively that they 
must die a wretched and shameful death.” Valerius Maximus feels a special sympathy for the 
Celtiberians: the Celtiberians consider it a sin ( nefas ) to remain alive after a battle in which the 
one for whose salvation they vowed to lay down their life has perished. Among the Celtiberians, 
as among the Cimbri, worthy of praise are their concern for the inviolability of the fatherland, 
their persistence in defending it, as well as the preservation of firm friendship among comrades.
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By adducing examples of the courage and intelligence of the “barbarians,” Valerius Maximus 
reflects the doctrine of late Greek Stoicism that had passed into Rome, which recognized 
nature—the mother—as the great teacher of life, and culture as merely an external polish. In 
this sense his references to the customs of the Thracians and Scythians are of interest, 
accompanied by distinctive commentaries and attempts to provide philosophical formulas of his 
own. In the paragraph De Thracia (“On Thrace”), immediately after praising the high moral 
qualities of the Cimbri and Celtiberians, it is said: “And now the Thracians rightly deserve the 
glory of wisdom for the fact that they greet a man’s birthday with weeping and lamentation, and 
turn the burial of the dead into a cheerful festival. They are guided by no instructions of any 
learned men and in this way anticipate in advance an evaluation of the whole direction of our 
life. Why surrender to the pleasure of life common to all animals—a life that forces us to do and 
endure so many vile things—if it finds so happy, so blessed an end?”

The thought that nature teaches better than the school appears in Valerius Maximus in an even 
clearer form in connection with the account of the proud reply of the Scythians to the arrogant 
conqueror Darius. The paragraph De Scythis (“On the Scythians”) is found in Book V, where 
examples are collected to illustrate humanity (humanitas): “I wish to render justice to the 
Scythians and bear witness to their love of freedom. They said that they would fight to the death 
if the king attacked the graves of their ancestors.” But what of it? Is it not clear that learning 



makes people more refined in their manners, but not better in essence? This is because true 
virtue is given by birth and is not artificially instilled.”

One should beware of exaggerating the significance of such flights to philosophical heights in 
Valerius Maximus. Roman sober, prosaic minds easily assimilated the theories and formulas of 
Greek rationalists, in turn very skillfully disseminated by accomplished popularizers of Stoicism. 
But the secular elegance thus acquired did not prevent the superficially educated Roman from 
preserving the entire stock of old ancestral superstitions—belief in omens, wonders, and 
divinations from the entrails of sacrificial animals. In Book I, where examples of the observance 
and non-observance of rites and divinations are collected, under the heading De auspiciis, de 
ominibus, de prodigiis, de somniis (“On auspices, omens, prodigies, dreams”), cases are 
recounted of commanders and officials who neglected warning signs and the fatal, disastrous 
consequences that resulted.
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In this mixture of unbelief with sorcery, secular frivolity with old women’s lamentations, Valerius 
Maximus is a typical representative of his time. His patron, the emperor Tiberius, wholly 
reproduces in his cast of mind the same peculiar combination of clear thought and wild 
superstitions. It is not easy for the historian to disentangle this knot of contradictions. One must 
recall that the first princes, beginning with Augustus, persistently pursued their religious policy, 
demanding from the populace unconditional obedience to the state gods, including—and even 
above all—the new god, the deified ruler. But this strictness in the observance of rites was 
necessary only for the suppression of the “rabble”—slaves and freedmen. In his domestic life, 
perhaps in intercourse with the court aristocracy, Tiberius, as Suetonius says in his biography, 
treated gods and religions rather negligently—that is, he was not zealous in honoring them and 
did not very much believe in them. Lest the reader think that Tiberius was a true atheist, 
Suetonius immediately adds that the emperor was devoted to mathematics, that is, astrology, 
and was a thoroughly convinced fatalist. We learn further that Tiberius descended to the most 
primitive superstitions: he was terribly afraid of thunderstorms, became greatly agitated when 
clouds gathered in the sky, and threw the laurel wreath from his head out of fear that its leaves 
might attract lightning.

Velleius Paterculus and Valerius Maximus, as has already been said, did not belong to the old 
aristocracy, but were in the service of the ruling dynasty. The difference between these 
groupings created divergence only in shades of political conviction. But in all other respects—in 
social, cultural, and religious matters—between the old aristocratic and the court-monarchical 
groups there was no difference of views: the entire upper stratum of the Roman Empire 
consisted of privileged Roman citizens who imagined themselves the center of the universe.

From the middle of the first century CE there rose the Italian municipal and provincial nobility, 
which came to power after the civil war of 68-69 CE, when, together with the Flavian dynasty 
(Vespasian was a native of Sabine Reate), representatives of the provincial—chiefly Spanish 
and Gallic—slave-owning aristocracy found themselves in the senate and in the leading posts of 
the military and civil administration of the empire.”
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CHAPTER THREE

HUMANITARIANISM AND GOD-SEEKING 
IN THE WORKS OF SENECA

1. The morality of Roman Stoicism

The moral ideas of Seneca can be regarded as new only in relation to Roman society: they had 
long since been developed on the soil of Greece and the Hellenistic East. In the person of 
Seneca, Greek Stoicism enters a new, Roman phase; Greek humanitarianism is applied to a 
harsher Roman reality, where, with the formation of the Roman Empire, merciless military law 
had taken hold: the first—still timid—call for reform, for the mitigation of slave-owning law, was 
heard.

Seneca only toward the end of his life entered the circle of the highest aristocracy and became 
one of the greatest possessors of the empire. By origin he belonged to the equestrian order, the 
second rank of the service aristocracy, which retained a more businesslike, practical character, 
greater frugality and calculation in comparison with the boundlessness of whims, the 
extravagance, indolence, and lordly arrogance of the highest senatorial nobility. Seneca was a 
provincial, a native of Spanish Corduba (Côrdoba). He had no famous ancestors, no celebrated 
consuls, praetors, or censors of the republic recorded in the annals and fasti. Seneca’s father 
was a rhetorician, a teacher of eloquence, and acquired wide renown as an advocate.

What distinguished these Romans from the degenerating nobility was a disposition toward 
prudence, order, and strictness in everyday life; yet they were by no means characterized by 
renunciation of material goods, nor did they have the slightest inclination toward asceticism. To 
the concepts and tastes of this social stratum of well-to-do people the practical philosophy of 
Stoicism was best suited, far removed from the teaching and preaching of the Cynics, those 
apostles of beggary and prophets of poverty.

Seneca criticizes the morals of the society of his time, but he neither rejects wealth nor rejects 
slave-ownership. Seneca proclaims nothing fundamentally new in comparison with his teachers, 
the Greek Stoics; he merely, as it were, directs the searchlight of philosophical illumination onto 
Roman reality.
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Seneca is deeply oppressed by the emptiness and vulgarity of the surrounding life—this eternal 
festivity, bustle, and idleness, combined with greed, self-interest, ostentation, and cruelty on the 
part of people endowed with all material benefits. The rich live by surrendering themselves to 
base lusts, transient momentary impulses, stifling the inclinations toward good and truth 



inherent in man, guided only by feelings of envy and fear, undermining one another. In the name 
of Stoic philosophy Seneca recalls the basic principle that people ought to follow: “The highest 
good is contained in reason, not in the senses. What is best in man? Reason. By the power of 
reason he surpasses animals and stands on a level with the gods. Thus reason, in its 
perfection, is the good proper to man, whereas all other sensations are shared with animals” 
(Ad Lucilium, Ep. 76). The same thought in another formulation: “In the struggle for existence 
animals, armed with teeth and claws, seem stronger than man; but nature has endowed man 
with two qualities that make this weak creature the strongest in the world: reason and society 
(rationem et societatem)” (De beneficiis, IV, 18). From this principle a series of practical 
conclusions is drawn. The content of Seneca’s moral views can be read in the titles of his works: 
De brevitate vitae (“On the Shortness of Life”), De ira (“On Anger”), De vita beata (“On the 
Happy Life”), De otio aut de secessu sapientis (“On Leisure or the Withdrawal of the Wise 
Man”), De beneficiis (“On Benefits”).

What, then, does Seneca propose in place of the senseless bustle that surrounds him? What 
should viri boni et sapientes (honest and wise men) do, in contrast to the vulgus turbae (the 
crowd), in contrast to the stulti vitiosi (fools, debauchees)? Let us note first of all that Seneca 
does not contemplate any broad social reform. The empire as a state, as a system of 
domination, frightens his imagination. He has no militant patriotism, no fascination with the 
splendor of Roman conquests. He does not dare to speak directly of the uselessness of the 
victories of Caesar and Augustus, but indirectly these conquerors of the world receive harsh 
treatment when he condemns Alexander of Macedon, who in his portrayal is nothing other than 
an insatiable, arrogant, empty braggart. Seneca is a consistent pacifist: under the influence of 
fear of war, clashes, bloodshed, with a feeling of revulsion toward the clashing of swords and 
triumphs, he writes the treatise De ira.

Seneca does not wish to think not only about conquests, but about any changes within the 
empire, in the structure of the state. More than that, he insistently urges his friend Lucilius to 
keep away from all public affairs. There is nothing worse than running about institutions, writing 
petitions, conducting lawsuits, wrangling in court, taking part in intrigues, informing, gossiping, 
and the like: one must withdraw far away. For Seneca there is only one path, one line of 
conduct—to withdraw into oneself, to devote oneself to self-improvement, to lead a life 
predominantly quiet and contemplative, to find leisure and scope for pure, elevated thoughts.
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Seneca’s moral preaching is extremely individualistic; it is limited to the circle of his household 
and his close friends. The practical measures he proposes are moderation in food and drink, the 
abolition of ceremonial receptions and dinners, simplicity and modesty of surroundings, 
limitation of the number of slaves. But nowhere does he condemn wealth in principle, in 
essence. Seneca by no means wishes to renounce his possessions or his money. He merely 
insists that property must be acquired by honest means.

True, in Seneca one can find praise of poverty as a condition in which a person is free from 
superfluous cares, far from all temptations, not tormented by the lusts of greed and pleasure; 



but we immediately see that these are declamations from afar, dreams and sighs about the bliss 
of the poor—beautiful phrases of a man who looks at the crowd from the balcony of his 
magnificent palace.

In one of his letters (the 49th) to Lucilius, Seneca names the following principal virtues that the 
vir sapiens (wise man) must cultivate in himself: iustitia (justice), pietas (piety), frugalitas 
(frugality, simplicity), prudentia (prudence). All these everyday counsels and rules of domestic 
conduct do not rise above the level of a sensible and honestly conceived household 
management. There is nothing new or original in them, nothing that could give Seneca the fame 
of a reforming moralist.

In the treatise De beneficiis Seneca writes that the aim of the wise man is to rescue friends from 
misfortune, to provide them with material and moral support, and so forth. Developing this 
theme, he against his own will arrives at the conclusion that from such a point of view all people 
appear equal, equally valuable. “All men are equal in essence, all are equal by birth; nobler is 
he who is honest by nature. We all have a common parent—the world: to it ascends the lineage 
of each of us, whether he has passed along the shining or the dirty steps of the social ladder. 
Nature commands us to benefit all people—whether they are slaves or free, freeborn or 
freedmen, whether freedom was obtained by official means or granted within the circle of 
friends—what does it matter? Wherever you meet a human being, there do good” (De vita 
beata, 24).
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In the treatise De beneficiis Seneca poses the question: “Can a slave be a benefactor of his 
master?” And he answers: “Yes, he can, just as a human being helps a human being.” He 
endeavors to prove and illuminate this thesis in detail with examples. He anticipates the 
following objection: “For a slave, by virtue of his subordinate position, must do nothing other 
than what brings benefit or good to his master; if a slave does not fulfill his duties, he is an 
unfaithful slave, and if he is faithful to his master, then where is there room for gratitude? There 
is no place here for virtue either!” To this Seneca replies: “Yes, such is the external, official side 
of the matter; but there can be cases in which a slave goes beyond the limits of this compulsory 
obligation of his, and there are slaves who rise above their everyday service—for example, 
when a slave sacrifices his property, his life, for the salvation of a needy or perishing master. 
These are precisely the cases in which, in the nature of the slave, the qualities of a human 
being awaken—the qualities and inclinations of a noble human spirit.”

The entire course of Seneca’s reasoning is directed toward proving the fundamental proposition: 
“A slave is a human being, equal by nature to other people; in the soul of the slave are 
implanted the same principles of pride, honor, courage, magnanimity as are granted to other 
human beings, whatever their social position may be.” One can adequately appreciate the 
novelty of these assertions of Seneca for Roman society only by comparing them with the 
morality of slave-owners dominant at that time, who believed that there are three kinds of tools: 
mute ( muta )—ploughs, hoes, spades; semi-vocal ( semivocalia )—working cattle, horses and 
oxen; and vocal ( vocalia )—slaves. In contrast to this, Seneca welcomes the gentle treatment of 



the slaves of his friend Lucilius (Ep. 47). “It was pleasant for me to learn from friends who visited 
you that you deal familiarly with your slaves; in this your prudence and your education are 
evident. They will say to you: but they are slaves! Yes, but they are men—human beings. They 
are slaves? Yes, but they live under the same roof with you ( contubernales ). They are slaves? 
Yes, but also humble friends. They are slaves? Yes, but they are your fellow slaves, if one 
considers that both they and we alike are under the power of fate.”

Recalling the proverb “as many slaves as you have, so many enemies,” Seneca exclaims with 
indignation: “But it is we ourselves who make slaves our enemies. masters treat their 
household not as human beings, but as cattle. such masters consider it an insult to their 
dignity to sit at table together with their slaves. But would you not wish, arrogant man, to 
consider that the slave is of the same origin as you, walks under the same sky, breathes the 
same air, is equal to you in life and in death? Fate can overturn the lot of each of us, make him 
free and you—his slave; it has happened that a man of the most noble lineage, with prospects 
of a brilliant career, has been cast down, and then he was seen as a shepherd or a night 
watchman. Why, then, despise a man wronged by fate, into whose position you yourself may 
easily fall?. I do not wish now to raise the great dispute about the use of slave labor; I will say 
only that we carry arrogance, cruelty, greed, and mockery to extremes.” “And I will recall the 
wisdom of our ancestors, which did not allow slaves to become imbued with hatred toward their 
masters, nor masters to insult slaves. They gave the head of the household the honorable name 
of father of the family (pater familias), and slaves they called, as this has remained to this day in 
comedies, members of the household ( familiares ). They established a special festive day on 
which they not only dined together with the slaves, but also allowed them to assume honorable 
rank, to administer justice among themselves, thus reproducing something like a small state 
(pusilla respublica)
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“They will tell me: but they are slaves. Yes—but this slave possesses a free spirit. And show me 
who is not a slave in one sense or another! This one is a slave to lust, that one to greedy 
avarice, another to ambition; I will point out to you a consular groveling at the feet of a mistress, 
a rich man under the heel of his maidservant, the noblest youths fawning upon buffoons. There 
is no slavery more disgraceful than voluntary slavery. So let not the shouters prevent you from 
dealing kindly with your slaves instead of displaying to them an arrogantly puffed-up air; let them 
rather respect you than fear you.”

2. Seneca’s theosophy and God-seeking

The Stoic school, at the beginning of the Roman Empire, was passing through a distinctive 
phase of its development: within the circles attached to it there appeared a tendency marked by 
an attraction to religion and a striving to work out a theosophical system. The very circles in 
which philosophical questions were keenly discussed acquired the character of sectarian 
groupings. Seneca himself calls his like-minded associates a sect of Stoics, as though he were 
speaking of members of a religious community of a definite orientation.



Seneca holds his philosophical school in deep reverence: the founder of Stoicism—Zeno—he 
calls a great man, the creator of a powerful and holy sect (Ad Lucilium, Ep. 33). This sect, in 
whose name he preaches a new morality and a new understanding of God, has its own martyrs, 
to whom eternal remembrance is rendered at prayer gatherings: Socrates, Cato, Rutilius, Gaius 
Julianus (one of the victims of Caligula’s madness); it has its own holy men—models of the 
highest unshakable virtue; it has a providence ruling the world, benevolent toward people, 
educating them; it has sacred acts in the sense of binding mysteries. In Seneca they appear in 
such a connection: the wise man, as if bound by a sacred oath, sees in his life the fulfillment of 
an official duty (Ad Lucilium, Ep. 65).
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Stoic theosophy treats popular beliefs with great care: it does not ridicule or criticize them, but 
strives to introduce into them the principles of higher reason. Seneca speaks respectfully of the 
dii immortales, but by this traditional designation he understands divine forces in general. Far 
more important for the Stoic is the concept of a single supreme god. The naïve polytheism 
inherited from antiquity is fully encompassed by the philosopher’s monotheism.

The creative, rationally organizing force of the supreme deity—this is the theme to which 
Seneca likes to return on various occasions. The relation of god to matter is defined thus: the 
world consists of matter and god; god brings into equilibrium those scattered elements which 
follow him as ruler and leader; more powerful is the one who creates—he is stronger than 
matter, which obeys god. In Naturales quaestiones, II, we find a theodicy in the form of 
rhetorical questions: “Would you wish to call him fate? You would not be mistaken; for on him 
everything in the world depends, he is the cause of all causes. Would you wish to call him 
providence? You would speak rightly; for by his wisdom everything is directed, so that there may 
be no disorder in the world and everything may receive rational meaning and explanation. 
Would you call him nature? You would not sin against the truth, for from him everything is born, 
by his breath we live. Would you call him the world? You would not be deceived; for he is that 
whole which you see, perfect in all its constituent parts, preserving itself by its own power.”

In Seneca’s eyes god represents an absolutely wise and good principle. He is the embodiment 
of reason: everything in the world is arranged purposively and leads to the common good of all 
that lives in it. The wise and beneficent principle reigns without division. There is in the world no 
embodiment of an evil principle opposed to god, nothing resembling the Jewish Satan or the 
Iranian Angra-Mainyu; there is no support for dualism in the life of the world. Hence there is no 
concept of human sinfulness as the result of suggestions of an evil force hostile to god. 
Vices—malice, lust, debauchery, baseness—constitute signs and manifestations of intellectual 
underdevelopment.
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The deity, ruling the world without limit, is not alien to the destinies of the human race. God is 
deeply well-disposed toward people (De providentia, 2). He loves them as a father loves his 
children, watches carefully over their fate, guides them toward good. How, however, is one to 



explain the injustice in the distribution of wealth, the triumph of violent men and evildoers, the 
misfortunes and wrongs experienced by wise and righteous people? Seneca dwells at length on 
this objection of opponents who deny the existence of a wise and beneficent divine providence. 
He proves that all those valuables over which people fight and wage war, debase themselves 
and deceive, rob and kill one another, are imaginary treasures—empty, scattering like dust in 
the wind, degrading the noble nature of man. When fate strikes the wise man, casts him into 
distressing conditions of life, compels him to endure wrongs, insults, and sufferings, this does 
not at all mean that god has abandoned him, that providence does not care for him; on the 
contrary, god sends him a trial, gives him the occasion and the opportunity to temper his virtue, 
to display courage and fearlessness: god loves the steadfast and takes pride in them.

Disinterestedness, fearlessness, impulses of love for humanity—all these moral injunctions 
given to the wise man at the same time constitute his religious duties. The first duty in the 
veneration of the gods is to believe in them; one must render honor to their greatness, do good 
in their name, since their greatness consists precisely in beneficence; one must revere them as 
rulers of the world.

In the work with the characteristic title De otio aut de secessu sapientis, Seneca speaks of what 
the religious duty of the wise man is and what the scope of the religious community is, into 
which the wise enter as educators of humanity. One must listen attentively to these discourses 
of a Roman living amid the grandiose inheritance received from the conquerors, from the 
creators of the empire.

Seneca, a representative of the Roman branch of the Stoic school, finds among Greek 
philosophers—both in Zeno, the founder of this sect, and in the opponent of Stoicism, 
Epicurus—one common feature: both insistently advise the wise man to withdraw from politics, 
to avoid participation in vain public affairs; party struggle, clashes of ambitions, impulses of 
greed—all these are harmful conditions that hinder the formation of lofty spiritual qualities. This 
was said in Greece—but in Rome? Here, after all, there is added yet another motive: society is 
in a state of decline and decomposition; and if the state is so corrupted that it cannot be helped 
in any degree, if it is crushed by evil vices, then the wise man has no need to exhaust his 
strength in a hopeless struggle, just as it is senseless, in view of an inevitable storm, to set out 
to sea.”
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Seneca by no means wishes to understand withdrawal from politics in the sense of pleasant 
rest, carefree leisure. No: the Wise Man-Righteous Man has his own great duty, his own 
laborious, much-suffering activity. By his own example he must educate the people around him 
for a virtuous life: this too is, as it were, a religious service. Here Seneca resorts to a curious 
parallel: he compares the life path of the wise man with the self-renunciation of the Vestal 
Virgins, who in the first half of their service learn to perform sacrifices, and in the second half 
teach the young priestesses how to serve.



In his writings Seneca gives a description of two republics, two states—the ideal and the 
real—within whose bounds the life of the human race revolves. “We must imagine to ourselves 
two states: one that includes gods and men; in it our gaze is not limited to this or that corner of 
the earth, the boundaries of our state we measure by the movement of the sun; the other is that 
to which chance has assigned us. This second may be Athenian or Carthaginian or connected 
with some other city; it concerns not all people, but only one definite group of them. There are 
people who at the same time serve both the greater and the lesser state (reipublicae maiori et 
minori); there are those who serve only the greater, and those who serve only the lesser.”

All these formulations of Seneca are of the highest interest and deserve attention. There is not a 
word here about Roman imperial patriotism; there is mention of local patriotism, of a narrow, 
limited fatherland, and toward this respublica minor the attitude is cold and contemptuous. All 
the philosopher’s sympathies are with the respublica maior, which he also calls civitas 
nostra—the state of the holy and the righteous, uniting within itself the divine and the human 
world. It is clear that Seneca preaches apoliticism, withdrawal from politics. Civitas nostra, in 
Seneca’s concepts the sect of the Stoics, later becomes among Christians the civitas Dei (the 
City of God). Seneca may be called a Roman forerunner of the idea of the universal Church. In 
another respect as well he anticipates the religious teaching of Christianity—in his definition of 
the character and role of the human spirit and the concept of its immortality. In Seneca’s eyes 
the body is the burden and the punishment of the spirit. “I was born for higher aspirations, and I 
am above being the slave of my body; in my body I see nothing other than chains binding my 
freedom” (Ad Lucilium, Ep. 65). In the Consolatio ad Helviam (Consolation to Helvia) this is 
stated more definitively: “The paltry body is the prison and the fetters of the spirit, but the spirit 
itself is holy and eternal.”
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These assertions of Seneca, who is entering the path of religious searching and expectation, 
constitute the opposite of that circle of views on religion reflected in the materialistic poem of 
Lucretius, the contemporary of Cicero and Caesar.

In Lucretius, as he declares already on the first pages of his work, religion appears in human life 
in a negative role, contrary to reason and morality. The imagination of primitive man was 
oppressed by gloomy religion. To Homeric heroes religion inspires criminal and impious 
thoughts: as an example the killing by Agamemnon of his daughter, offered as a sacrifice, is 
cited. Religiones (religions, in the plural) Lucretius calls the absurd tales that “prophets” hammer 
into people’s heads. Lucretius sets himself the enlightening task of freeing minds from the fears 
produced by religion, from the ignorance supported by superstition, from the prejudice that 
everything living in the world arose from nothing and was created by a deity. He shows what the 
creative power of nature is, strives to show how all elements of life, all things and phenomena, 
arose and developed without the participation or help of the gods (opera sine divom). Lucretius 
adduces twenty-two proofs in favor of the scientific conclusion that body and spirit are 
inseparably linked, constitute one living whole, and are born and die together.



The most important difference between the two worldviews—between Epicureanism and 
Stoicism of the first century CE, between Lucretius and Seneca—could be formulated thus: 
Lucretius says to the thinking person, “Understand the regularity of the phenomena of the world, 
understand your position in the system of the universe, be free from fear of the 
incomprehensible, because there is nothing supernatural.” Seneca says: “Yes, true, everything 
in the world is rational, everything appears in causal connection, everything is subject to 
laws—and yet we all seek consolation; man needs support, help from a higher power, man fears 
remaining alone in the world.” The difference lies in this: for the Epicurean materialist philosophy 
is science, and science alone; for the Stoic idealist philosophy is science complicated by 
theology—it is transformed into theosophy.

It is not accidental that among Seneca’s philosophical works we encounter three Consolations 
(Consolationes ad Polybium, ad Helviam, ad Marciam). The titles themselves are characteristic 
of the turn of thought: scientific-philosophical explanations are at the same time consolations 
spoken by a spiritual adviser attending the dying person or the surviving relative or friend 
mourning a beloved dead. In the Consolations Seneca develops thoughts that, in all probability, 
sounded in the conversations of the Cynic Demetrius with the condemned Thrasea Paetus.
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Seneca insistently advises his friend Lucilius (Ep. 14) philosophandum est (“one must 
philosophize”). However one explains the structure of the world and the position of man in it, he 
writes—whether fate with its inexorable law rules, or everything is arranged by god as supreme 
judge, or human affairs depend on chance—all the same philosophy must serve as our 
protection. But of the three mentioned possibilities he immediately chooses the second, the 
theologically colored one: “Philosophy teaches us that we must willingly obey god, and submit to 
fate unwillingly. It will teach you how to follow god in everything, how to endure the vicissitudes 
of fate!” Thus Seneca definitively assigns to philosophy the role of consoler, the task of religious 
appeasement of man. In accordance with this basic aim his philosophical reasoning constantly 
slips into preaching and takes on the character of theological instruction. “We are born under a 
one-man rule: to obey god—herein lies our freedom” (De vita beata, 15). Or again: “Philosophy 
has taught us to revere the deity, to love people, to believe that among the gods there is power, 
and among people close fellowship” (Ad Lucilium, Ep. 90). In Letter 41 to Lucilius we find an 
explanation of how one should pray, always remembering that the deity dwells within us. “One 
need not raise one’s hands to the heavens, need not implore the temple attendant to allow one 
to pray closer to the image of the deity ( simulacrum ) in the hope that one’s plea will thus reach 
more quickly. This is what I shall say to you, Lucilius: within us there is a holy spirit that watches 
over us and guides us amid good and evil; according to how we cherish it, so it guards us as 
well: without god no one is a good man (bonus vir sine deo nemo est).”

All these modes of expression correspond to the God-seeking aim of the philosopher: all his 
devices and analogies serve the fundamental task—to find consolation for the pure soul, for the 
wise righteous man. The greatest attention in these Consolations, addressed to himself and to 
others, Seneca devotes to the question of the immortality of the spirit, of its post-mortem, 



incorporeal existence, and he enters upon a new path in comparison with his predecessors, the 
Greek Stoics.

Seneca begins his Consolations with reference to the brevity of human earthly existence—the 
result of the perishability of the body. Everything in the world is unstable, everything is born for a 
short term, everything is destined to perish. Such is the lot of man. In the short span of time 
given to him he must develop all the beautiful qualities, happy gifts, and abilities implanted in 
him, must not fear death, must die honestly and worthily, as Cato did. This “living exemplar of 
virtue” has fully deserved immortality. But how is this immortality to be understood? “He has 
lived already for more than a hundred years and will live for ages in the imagination of posterity, 
in the memory of his admirers and imitators, in the minds of the best representatives of 
mankind.”
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Such eternity is the immortality of fame, the immortality of the hero, of an exceptional 
personality—immortality not real, but only conceptual. Seneca does not consider it possible to 
apply such consolation to the enormous mass of ordinary, average people, whatever virtues 
they may possess. Nor did Seneca think of approaching with such an argument of immortality a 
mother grieving for a son who died in his youth. He attempts to console her by the fact that the 
boy died still pure and unblemished, having experienced neither base passions nor sufferings, 
having known neither malice nor human baseness; but he feels that even this consolation is 
insufficient. Therefore, in the Consolation to Marcia Seneca ventures upon the construction of a 
new conjecture: “You did not know his true form; the body—the skeleton enveloped in muscles 
and covered with skin, the face, the moving hands—all this oppressed, obscured, poisoned the 
life of the spirit, which all the while struggled and contended with its flesh; it has now rushed to 
where it was released from; there eternal rest awaits it; there, instead of turmoil and coarseness, 
it will experience only pure and holy visions. Do not go to weep at your son’s grave: here there 
remain bones and ash, the same outer οδοΛΟπκα as clothing was. But he himself, pure, having 
left nothing on earth, vanished entirely, ascended—having lingered over us but a short 
time—until his complete purification from bodily vices was accomplished; he rose to the higher 
sphere; his spirit now hovers among the blessed; the sacred host of the Scipios and the Catos, 
who despised life and by death acquired freedom, receives him into its midst. There too your 
father, Marcia, meets his grandson, introduces him to the mysteries of the heavenly world, about 
which we here on earth only form accidental conjectures.”

These reveries lead Seneca to recall the doctrine of the Greek Stoics concerning the end of the 
world in the catastrophe of a universal conflagration. This traditional Stoic image he develops 
into a picture of the collision of the heavenly bodies, the destruction and disintegration of the 
elements of the old world and its rebirth into a new, radiant city. What is new in this picture is the 
participation of human souls that have ascended to heaven. “And we too, happy souls destined 
for eternal life, at the moment when it shall please god to renew his creation, we too, amid the 
general dissolution, shall constitute a small particle of the mass of reborn elements. And your 
son, Marcia, has already been initiated into this mystery.”
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“In De otio (On Leisure, 32) the following conjecture is expressed: ‘I ask: might the supposition 
be true which for certain philosophers serves as the strongest confirmation of the divine nature 
of man, and which consists in this—that souls are sparks torn from the highest sanctities, fallen 
down and attached to an element alien to them?’

In a letter to Lucilius Seneca confesses that, on the question of the essence and fate of the soul, 
he has not yet found a clear solution. ‘Can I really reconcile myself to ignorance of where I came 
from? Am I destined to see only one life, or to be born many times? Where am I to go next? 
Where will my soul find rest, once freed from the law of servile subjection of the human? What is 
death—an end to everything, or a passage into another world?’ (cf. 38).

One cannot but be struck by the contradiction that exists between Seneca’s optimism 
concerning the structure of the world and his pessimism concerning the fate of humanity in 
general and of the Roman Empire in particular. In the world there is no manifestation of an evil 
principle; everything is directed toward the good of living beings. In the social environment 
surrounding the wise righteous man, by contrast, everything is distorted, contrary to reason and 
honor; there is no limit to debauchery, violence, and deceit. Hence the gloomy conclusion that 
death is a great liberator: not only need one not fear it, but one should welcome it, summon it 
with all the strength of the soul. Let the wise man take inspiration from the example of the 
martyrs. ‘Glory to Socrates, condemned to take poison: he drank the medicine of immortality. 
For Cato, a few moments of savage pain gave eternal glory’ (De providentia, 3).

Seneca goes even further: he proposes voluntary death as a way out into freedom; he offers an 
apologia of suicide. In Letter 77 to Lucilius he relates in full detail the suicide of the young 
Marcellinus, afflicted with a grievous, though not hopelessly incurable, illness. He then speaks of 
a Spartan youth who, having been taken captive, cried out in his native tongue: ‘I shall not be a 
slave!’—after which, at the very first demand made of him for a servile service involving 
humiliation, he dashed his head against a wall and crushed it. Having cited this example, 
Seneca asks: ‘If the possibility of going out into freedom is so near at hand, will there really still 
be found a man who agrees to go into slavery?’ ‘Would I not wish that your son should perish in 
this way while young, rather than live on without will until old age? For life itself will be nothing 
other than slavery, if a man has not the courage to meet death.’ Seneca concludes his advice 
with a sarcastic mockery: ‘What then have you to regret, what to lament? You know the taste of 
wine, honey, oysters to the point of satiety. What else? Is it painful to leave friends, one’s 
fatherland? Are they really so dear to you that for their sake it would be worth still prolonging the 
dinner?’
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Religion in Seneca does not forbid suicide. In the treatise On Providence (ch. 6) the following 
words are put into the mouth of God: ‘Despise poverty, despise suffering, despise death, which 
either puts an end to men or transfers them into another world. Above all I have taken care that 
no one should be held against his will: the exit stands open. If you do not wish to fight, you may 



flee. Of all that I deemed necessary to grant you, nothing have I made so easy as the possibility 
of dying.’

The moral and religious teaching of Seneca is most closely bound up with the social 
environment in which it took shape. In his writings, in brilliant form, in coined aphorisms, are 
gathered and set forth thoughts that arose within the ruling class, in a society of people sated 
with wealth and living continuously under a danger threatening them from the mass of slaves. 
The preaching of restraint, purity of morals and intentions, and humanity arises above all under 
the pressure of coercive motives—to safeguard, to save from destruction one’s own person and 
one’s property. The new motives introduced by Seneca—the glorification of poverty, the advice 
to befriend slaves—did not, however, constitute a program of social reforms. They were only 
themes for conversations among friends; they were a peculiar form of preaching self-education 
and self-perfection, without renouncing one’s privileged position.

The preaching of self-denial and contempt for earthly goods did not prevent the fact that Seneca 
himself possessed these earthly goods in abundance. One of the closest courtiers of the 
emperor Nero, he was at the same time one of the richest men in the empire. ‘This Stoic,’ 
Engels said of Seneca, ‘who preached virtue and restraint, was the foremost intriguer at Nero’s 
court, and the affair did not proceed without servility; he extracted from Nero gifts in money, 
estates, gardens, palaces, and, while preaching the poverty of the evangelical Lazarus, he 
himself in reality was a rich man from that same parable.’1

For the plebeian masses, for freedmen, for slaves, Seneca’s moral counsels and theosophical 
quests could scarcely have had any attractive force; in the speeches of the sober-minded 
slaveholder, such as this representative of the Stoic school was, common people, the poor, and 
slaves heard nothing that could console them.

Seneca is a philosopher of the Roman aristocracy of the age of decline. But at the same time he 
is a herald of the impending split within the slave-owning society of the Roman Empire. For he 
quite explicitly called for a renunciation of politics, for a withdrawal from imperial concerns and 
interests, for a retreat into the bounds of a great ideal divine community, which would later be 
called the universal Church. To this organization Seneca bequeathed a terminology new for his 
time and provided arguments for its justification.

i K. Marx and F. Engels, Works, vol. XV, p. 607.
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3. Seneca and Christianity

Among Christian writers Seneca enjoyed great esteem. Tertullian calls him saepe noster (“often 
one of ours”). A legend arose that Seneca was acquainted with the writings of the “Apostle 
Paul,” and later there even appeared a falsified correspondence between them.

For the historian of our own day, however, the matter stands differently. The “Epistles of the 
Apostle Paul” are, as a result of critical research, dated to the 30s of the second century CE, 



that is, 70-80 years later than Seneca’s literary activity. Thus, the similarity of the ideas of the 
“Apostle Paul” to those of Seneca may be explained by the influence of the Roman theosopher 
on the Judeo-Greek author of the “Epistles” and by the latter’s familiarity with Stoic literature. 
More likely, however, this similarity is the result of a parallel development of Judeo-Greek and 
Greco-Roman theosophy. In any case, in the study of New Testament Christianity it is necessary 
to take Seneca into account as one of the most important forerunners of Christianity. At the 
same time, the role of Stoicism was twofold. Stoicism partly prepared the way for Christianity 
and partly emerged as an opponent of Christianity, as a defender of the traditions of antiquity.

For the historian, however, it is also important to note the features that distinguish Stoicism from 
Christianity, in view of the fact that the theosophical principles expressed by Seneca retain their 
full force in the subsequent open struggle of religions and manifest themselves with particular 
clarity among representatives of ancient philosophical-religious thought of the second century 
CE, for example in Celsus (his Alëthës Logos against the Christians was written in 177).

Let us try, advancing further in our exposition of the cultural development of the Roman Empire 
in the first two centuries of our era and making use only of the analysis just carried out of 
Seneca’s theosophical views, to single out the features of similarity and difference between 
Greco-Roman Stoicism and Judeo-Christian theosophy.

The features of similarity between Stoicism and Christianity may be reduced to the following:

1. In Seneca we encounter a strictly expressed monotheism, an understanding of God as 
the creator of the world, the ruler and guardian of the universe. We also encounter an 
insistently inculcated conception of providentia dei—divine providence, on which depend 
both the direction of the destinies of the world and the guidance of human behavior, the 
education in people of goodness and truth.
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2. Stoicism on Roman soil, in the person of Seneca, advances the idea of a universal 
community. In this sense the “great state” (respublica maior) and “our community” 
(civitas nostra), of which Seneca speaks, represent an anticipation of the idea of the 
universal Church.

3. The distinction between the nature of body and spirit; the notion of the perishability and 
corruption of the body and the imperishability, immortality of the human spirit; the notion 
that the body is a prison, a burden, and a punishment of the spirit; the notion that death 
is liberation, the transition of the spirit to eternal existence.

4. The idea of holiness inherent in the spirit of the righteous person; the thought that in a 
human being there dwells or visits a “divine power”; a conception analogous to Christ’s 
preaching that “the kingdom of God is not without but within us,” that the Holy Spirit 
inspires prophets and apostles. Here there is a striking coincidence of terms: πνευμα



άγιον of the New Testament—a literal translation of spiritus sanctus (Holy Spirit).

5. A general practical counsel: to withdraw from politics, from worldly bustle; to devote 
oneself to self-perfection, to a contemplative life, to pious thought; to know only one’s 
ideal community, where everything is held in common among friends (in Greek koinonia ).

6. The concept of the natural equality of human beings; the recognition of equal human 
dignity for all people, regardless of rank and social position. For the first time on Roman 
soil the thought is expressed that even a slave is a human being, that even to a slave 
the path is open to perfection and to the attainment of greatness of spirit. In 
contemporary Seneca, in the “Teaching of the Twelve Apostles” ( Didachë ), it is recalled: 
“Over you and over your slave there is one God”; in the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” it is 
said: “There is neither Greek nor Jew, neither circumcision nor uncircumcision, 
barbarian, Scythian, slave, free—but Christ is all and in all” (Col. 3:11).

The features distinguishing Seneca’s Stoicism from Christianity are the following:

1. The conception of the absolute dominion in the world of a good and rational principle. 
God, according to Stoic philosophy, is not opposed by an adversary in the form of the 
Jewish Satan or the Iranian Angra-Mainyu. God is not assigned the role of a fearsome 
punishing judge in relation to the human being; his providence assists the human being 
in attaining perfection, in overcoming evil.

The strictly maintained monism of the Stoics is as clearly as possible distinguished from 
the vacillation of Christianity with regard to dualism, so strongly expressed in Iranian 
theosophy.
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2. In Stoicism there is a conception of the nature and destiny of the human being that is 
completely unlike that of Christianity. In Seneca there is not the slightest hint of the Fall 
or, in general, of an element of sinfulness in the human being. The verb peccare occurs, 
but it means “to make mistakes.” There is no concept of sin as a violation of divine laws, 
as guilt before the deity. Human actions are distinguished as honesta and turpia 
(honorable and base); the moral precept demands the observance of honor, the 
fulfillment of duty, the accomplishment of a feat; human baseness and lowness are 
regarded as the result of irrationality ( stultitia ), of insufficient development of mind and 
will.

3. Stoicism has a conception of the relationship between human being and God that is 
entirely different from that of Christianity. According to Stoic teaching, there should be no 
fear before God (timor dei). This is merely a sign of immaturity. Humility, the 
consciousness of one’s own nothingness, has no place in the thoughts of the wise 
person; on the contrary, imitation of the deity, rivalry with the deity is inculcated: the



human being must strive to become “equal to God.”

In Seneca this exaltation of the human spirit goes so far that he considers it possible to place 
the exploit of the wise man above the moral state of the deity, inasmuch as perfection, purity, 
and selflessness are given to God by nature, whereas the human being attains them through 
heroic struggle. “Jupiter cannot be base; the wise man does not wish to be such” (Ad Luc., Ep. 
73).

In this glorification of the human will, proclaiming the wise man equal to God, lies the sharpest 
difference between Stoicism and Christianity: the latter, on the contrary, regards humility, 
submission to the inscrutable, all-powerful will of God, as the chief virtue. To this thesis of 
divergence there naturally adjoins the recognition of the human being’s right to dispose of his 
own life, the right to suicide—something entirely inadmissible from the point of view of 
Christianity, which declares suicide the gravest sin, an act of despair and a renunciation of faith 
in God and providence.

There is also a difference in the social relation: Stoicism remained the worldview of the 
privileged strata of society, whereas Christianity found dissemination among the broadest 
masses of working people.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE SCIENTIFIC WORLDVIEW 
OF PLINY THE ELDER

1. The Rise to Power of the Provincial Aristocracy

The last three emperors of the Julio-Claudian dynasty—Caligula, Claudius, and Nero—by their 
way of life, morals, range of occupations and entertainments, fully corresponded to the 
worthlessness and licentiousness of the decadent Roman aristocracy to which they themselves 
belonged. It seemed that a few more years of Nero’s “artistic” whims—and the empire would 
have been subjected to even more severe upheavals. At the moment of the most dangerous 
uprisings on two outskirts of the empire, the Gallic and the Judaean, a new Flavian dynasty 
(69-96 CE)—Vespasian, Titus, Domitian—came to the fore, together with the cadres of military 
command and administrative service of the subsequent period. In 73 a census of the senate 
was carried out, about which Suetonius wrote: “By revising the rolls of the senate and the 
equestrian order, Vespasian purged and replenished them, removing the unworthy and 
introducing into their number the very best elements from among the Italians and provincials” 
(Suet., Divi Vespasiani, 9).

Suetonius managed vividly to portray the difference between the new regime and the 
personality of the new ruler and the wasteful, disorderly, often senseless way of life of the 
Julio-Claudians. In the biography Divi Vespasiani (let us note that of the twelve Caesars 
depicted by him only five were deified, became divi : Caesar, Augustus, Claudius, Vespasian, 
Titus), with sharp strokes, almost bordering on caricature, a new type of world-ruler is outlined, 
one who had risen from among people of no noble lineage. There was not even a hint here of 
the splendor of high-born, illustrious ancestors: “A family obscure, having no ancestral images; 
yet unquestionably extremely useful to the state.” Vespasian was born in Reate, in Umbria, in 
the family of a tax-farmer. He was not ashamed of his origin, did not think at all of concealing or 
embellishing his past; he contemptuously rejected the services of flattering panegyrists and 
historiographers.
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In family life, in the occupations of all professions, in the administrative service of people of this 
rank, everything revolved around monetary operations, the exchange of coin, and the like. Great 
technical skill was required, tireless attentiveness, precision in execution, constant control over 
oneself and others; in these circles conscientiousness and honesty in calculations also existed 
and were highly valued—as it were, special virtues obligatory for a good businessman and 
intermediary.



Vespasian could refer, as an example in this respect, to his father, who, as a tax-farmer for the 
collection of the quadragesima (a 2%-percent tax) in the province of Asia, earned by his 
moderation and honesty the gratitude of the local population, which erected a statue to him with 
the inscription kalos telësanti (“to one who collected the tax excellently”).

Suetonius relates that Vespasian, while holding the high office of governor of Africa, displayed 
complete probity inherited from his father. His administration was impeccable, but the fact that 
he did not take bribes or gifts and did not plunder the province cost him almost complete ruin: 
he lost credit on the money market, had to mortgage all his estates, and fell into material 
dependence on his brother.

One must not for a single moment forget that what is meant here is honesty in a narrowly class 
sense, if one may put it thus—Roman-equestrian honesty, conscientiousness within the limits of 
the estate, decency, moderation, and restraint of a self-respecting moneylender.

Suetonius, belonging to the subsequent generation (born in 70, died in 125), very clearly 
realizes the narrowness of the state morality established together with the Flavian dynasty. He 
notes the fundamental defect of Roman financial administration, depicting the greed, avarice, 
and cruelty toward the subject population that broke through in Vespasian toward the end of his 
life. He shows how the emperor traded in offices, sold judicial verdicts for money, and finally 
how he encouraged the plundering by governors in order later to put the plunderers on trial and 
strip them, comparing them to a sponge for squeezing juices out of the masses of the people.

The reproaches of greed and cruelty that Suetonius addresses to Vespasian do not prevent the 
biographer from giving, on the whole, a favorable assessment of the financial policy of the 
founder of the new dynasty. Vespasian was an outstanding Roman fenerator, a practical banker 
and moneylender. In place of the unbusinesslike, disadvantageous-for-the-state administration 
of the highest aristocracy and the dynasty that headed it, he brought principles and practices of 
calculation, thrift, and order; he put an end to ostentatious and bombastic magnificence, 
reduced a mass of unnecessary and harmful expenditures, and put the empire’s financial 
administration in order by means of stricter accountability.
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With the new regime there were naturally connected new features of everyday life and different 
moods, insofar as one may speak of court and upper social circles; dryness, sobriety, 
practicality, and prosaicness replaced lazy inertia and empty amusements, displaced the 
outbursts of despair and the fantastical dreams of the 40s-60s. In literature one can observe an 
analogous change. If Seneca, with his oscillations between despair and faith in the immortality 
of the soul, corresponded to the crisis of upper Roman society of the mid-first century, then for 
the new epoch opening from the 70s onward Pliny the Elder is indicative by his realistic, sternly 
calm, sober, and non-fantastical scientific worldview (born in 23 or 24 CE, died in the eruption of 
Vesuvius in 79).

2. Pliny as Philosopher and Satirist



Seneca, who sought the “blessed life,” the “leisure of the wise,” the “tranquility of spirit,” and the 
like, never managed to escape the whirlpool of the fussy, mentally exhausting metropolitan life 
of Rome. The complete opposite of Seneca was Pliny the Elder, born in the northern Italian 
backwoods (near Lake Como), who served in the army in Germany and Spain, was closely 
connected with Vespasian and later with Titus, and served as commander of the fleet at 
Misenum; over the course of half a century of his exceptionally businesslike life, full of 
observations of the external world, he became imbued with a scientific interest in geography, 
ethnography, and the history of the peoples of the world.

In the monumental Naturalis historia (“Natural History”), presented to Titus in 77 CE and based 
on a colossal body of excerpts from authors read and studied, Pliny set himself a 
scientific-descriptive task. However, he could not refrain from expressing several philosophical 
judgments about human nature and the fate of humanity. We find them in Book VII (the entire 
work consists of 37 books). The work of Pliny the Elder is profoundly interesting for the historian, 
since it is characterized by the same strictly scientific style as that of Lucretius’ De rerum natura 
(“On the Nature of Things”). What distinguishes Pliny from Lucretius is a somewhat pessimistic 
tone in judgments about the character and lot of humankind: here, besides the gift of describing 
nature and the diverse forms of organic life, there is also manifested Pliny’s distinctive talent as 
a satirist—and not a humorist, but a grim and severe accuser.
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“The seventh book begins with an introduction that deserves to be quoted in full.

‘In the preceding books I have given a description of the world and of what is found in it—lands, 
peoples (gentes), seas, islands, and cities. As for the fate of the living beings that inhabit it, 
insofar as the human mind can comprehend their multitude, they present a spectacle with which 
nothing can be compared. Here one must rightly begin with a description of man, since for his 
sake, it would seem, nature created everything else. However great these gifts may be, she 
makes him pay for them at a cruel price, and one may doubt whether nature is a mother to man, 
or rather a gloomy stepmother (tristior noverca). He is the only one of living beings in the world 
whom nature clothes at the expense of others; to all the rest she has given the most diverse 
kinds of clothing or covering: a tortoise’s shell, a crust, a shell, a hide, a bristly skin, scales, a 
silky downy coat; even tree trunks are protected from cold and heat by bark, sometimes double. 
Man alone she created naked and thus cast him out upon the bare earth, leaving him to cry and 
wail pitifully. There is not a single animal that sheds tears, and that from the very first day of its 
appearance in the world. And yet laughter—by heaven, the very first laugh—appears in man 
only on the fortieth day of his life! And with what difficulty does he learn to recognize light with 
his eyes, to move his limbs—things that come so easily to animals, even, for example, to those 
accustomed to the household.

A fine birth indeed. There he lies, tightly swaddled hand and foot, a weeping creature, the lord 
of nature; he begins life with undeserved sufferings, for he has committed no other offense than 
that of being born. What madness, after such a beginning, to think oneself born for proud 
exaltation! The first test of his strength likens him to some four-footed beast. When will he walk 



with a human gait? When will he speak? When will his jaws begin to chew food? When will the 
wobbling of his head cease—a sign of his weakness compared with animals? And how many 
diseases still await him, and how many invented remedies, which later prove powerless against 
new afflictions! Animals possess innate skills: some run swiftly, others fly high, others swim in 
water; man can do nothing until he painfully learns—neither to speak, nor to walk, nor to procure 
food for himself; nothing, nothing is given to him by nature except weeping. Therefore many 
have thought that it would have been better for man not to be born, or at least to end his 
existence as quickly as possible. To man alone is it given to grieve for the dead; to man alone is 
given a penchant for luxury, and that in countless forms and for all parts of his body. To him 
alone are given ambition and greed; to him alone—an excessive thirst for life and superstition. 
To him alone are peculiar concern for the burial of the dead and anxiety about what will be after 
death. No one has a more fragile life, no one such boundless passions, such cravings, such 
mad disintegration of the emotions. Finally, other living creatures deal decently with those like 
themselves, unite together, and make war on species unlike them: fierce lions do not attack one 
another, snakes do not threaten snakes with their bites, sea beasts and fish seize only 
individuals of other kinds; but indeed, of all beings, it is from man that man receives the greatest 
harm. ’
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In Book VII, amid the description of the customs, institutions, rites, and beliefs of the various 
peoples of the world, Pliny twice turns to a moral-philosophical evaluation of human nature and 
destiny: first, on the question of whether there is happiness on earth and happy people, and 
second, on the question of funerary rites and the belief in an afterlife associated with them.

Pliny refers to the very widespread predictions of oracles, soothsayers, and astrologers in the 
upper Roman society—predictions that arise from restless agitation, from incessant anxious 
concern about one’s fate, from a sense of insecurity and fear that can be silenced by no 
consolations. For Pliny these symptoms of mood served merely as confirmation of his 
pessimistic view of man as a weak, fragile, ill-fated being, an organism composed of 
mismatched endowments and impulses, exaggerated passions, and an inability to master them. 
His moral-philosophical reflections on this subject he rather unexpectedly appends to a 
panegyric of the traditional Roman virtue:

Of all the peoples of the earth’s surface, the Roman people, without any doubt, are the most 
outstanding, unique in their moral worth. Yet the human mind is not granted such insight as to 
judge who among men has attained true happiness, since some define happiness one way, 
others another, each according to his own taste. If we wish to form a correct judgment, 
abstracting from all the vicissitudes of fortune, no one can be called happy. It would be truer to 
say that he whom fortune has favored and treated kindly has not been unhappy; for, apart from 
everything else, man always retains a fear of the mutability of fortune, and where such fear 
dwells in consciousness, there can be no lasting happiness. The great majority of men are vain 
and credulous, ingenious in means of self-deception, like the Thracians, who place pebbles of 
different colors in an urn according to each day’s good or bad luck, and at the moment of death 
sum them up, make a count, calculating which color was more numerous, and from this draw a 



general conclusion. Is there any sense in such an occupation? Who knows whether that very 
day marked with a white pebble was not the beginning of misfortunes for a man? And how many 
people have become victims of fate while holding the highest office to which they had been 
elevated? How many have perished a cruel death because of possession of enormous wealth; 
and yet these riches pass for the goods of life, whereas they are merely trifles serving 
amusement for a single hour. One must at some point come to one’s senses, must realize that 
each day can be judged only by the day that follows it, and that only the last day can pronounce 
judgment on all the days that have been lived. Good is never equal to evil, even if favorable 
circumstances equal unfavorable ones in number; for there is no joy, however great, that could 
counterbalance the slightest sorrow. To make calculations here is an empty and foolish 
occupation: one must not count the days, but weigh them. ’ (VII, 41)
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Displaying such resolute skepticism in evaluating human happiness, Pliny makes no exception 
even for world-rulers, the ‘divine’ Caesars. In chapter 46 it is said: Even the divine Augustus 
himself, whom the whole world counts among happy mortals, could, if one looks closely at all 
the circumstances of his life, provide a series of examples of fluctuation and abrupt turns of 
human fortune. ’

Reasoning about the insignificance of earthly goods, Pliny approaches the preaching of Cynic 
philosophy, which idealized poverty. In chapter 47 it is said: ‘It is worth recalling two responses 
of the oracle at Delphi, in which the deity, as it were, scourges the empty vanity of men. The first 
declares the happiest man to be Phaedias, who has just fallen in battle for his fatherland. The 
second, answering the question of Gyges, the most powerful king of that time, states that the 
happiest man is Aglaus of Psophis; he was an old man living in a small remote corner of 
Arcadia, cultivating there a small plot of land and never leaving it; his annual income fully 
satisfied his needs; his manner of life clearly shows that, by displaying a minimum of desires, he 
experienced a minimum of evil in life. ’

An open freethinker, an enemy of religious superstitions, a continuer of Lucretius, Pliny shows 
himself in the chapter on funerary customs, where he mocks the belief in the soul’s afterlife 
connected with the cult of magic (chapter 55): ‘The burning of the bodies of the dead is not an 
ancient custom of the Romans: formerly they buried the dead in the earth; but when they 
noticed that those who had fallen in wars long past were dug out of the ground, they adopted 
the rite of cremation. This did not, however, prevent many families from adhering to the old 
custom; thus it was also in the Cornelian clan; it is said that among them bodies were not 
burned until the dictator Sulla, who ordered it to be done out of fear of vengeance from his 
enemies, since he himself had commanded the corpse of Marius to be dug up.’ It should be 
noted that in this description all the difference of rites is reduced by Pliny to burial technique; the 
beliefs associated with them do not interest him and evoke in him contempt or even mockery.
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Pliny is as far removed as possible from Seneca’s sentimentalism and God-seeking. He 
decisively also rejects old Roman piety, superstitions, and the crude mythological 
representations of antiquity. In the dreams of the vast mass of people about an afterlife he sees 
only a sign of the weakness of the human race, of man’s inability to rise above the pettiness of 
everyday life, to rid himself of fear before the unknown.

Astonishing is this ascent of free thought, if one takes into account the extreme limitation of the 
horizon and of the observational material at the disposal of the science of that time.

The scientific worldview could not hold its ground, could not become a guiding principle either 
for the government or for the vast masses of the people. Within the intelligentsia itself, the 
majority went along the path outlined by Seneca, along the line of compromise, of reconciling 
philosophical thought with existing religions—Syrian, Egyptian, Jewish; here Roman and Greek 
theosophical reformers encountered a counter-movement, a propaganda emanating from 
Judaism.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE QUESTION OF THE FOUNDERS OF CHRISTIANITY

1. Critique of the concept of the “founders of Christianity”

“Rationalists” cannot part with church tradition. In their eyes, the books of the New Testament 
constitute a historical source, with the sole peculiarity that real facts there are interwoven with 
theosophical dogmatics and myth-making fantasy. They cannot abandon the idea that, just as 
there is no smoke without fire, so here too the basis of the Gospel narrative must consist of 
genuine events, memories of which have been preserved and have reached the authors of the 
New Testament books by way of oral transmission. They are confident that the historical kernel 
can be separated from the legend surrounding it by means of abridgments, by discarding the 
element of the miraculous and the supernatural, by recasting the dramatic epic into ordinary 
everyday prose.

There is no need for me to subject the method of the rationalist school to a critical analysis in its 
entirety and in all the fullness of this question. I shall point only to certain inconsistencies that 
arise as a result of its application. What does it mean to remove from the Gospel narrative the 
element of the miraculous, the supernatural? Why, this means discarding neither more nor less 
than nine-tenths of the phenomena described there: the miraculous birth, Christ’s temptation by 
the devil, the voice of God at the baptism, walking on water and the calming of the storm, all the 
numerous healings and expulsions of demons, the Transfiguration, the entry into Jerusalem in 
the capacity of the “king of Israel,” the resurrection and the ascension into heaven. Very little 
remains untouched: preaching in Galilee, the fact of the selection of the apostles, the trial and 
the execution by crucifixion.

“Rationalists” have eliminated from the books of the New Testament the element of the 
miraculous, the supernatural (including the resurrection of Christ), but, having done this, they 
then consider it possible to single out, from the abundant theosophical and mythological 
accretions, a certain historical kernel, several genuine events, and at least two unquestionably 
historical personalities: Jesus Christ and the apostle Paul.
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As a result of this theosophical constructive work, the following historical chronicle of the 
30s-60s of the 1st century CE is produced. In the early 30s, during the reign of Tiberius, under 
the procurator of Palestine Pontius Pilate, Jesus, the son of a Nazarene carpenter, appeared in 
Galilee as an itinerant preacher. After a brief activity in his homeland, he moved to Jerusalem, 
where he declared himself the Christ foretold by the prophets. Seized as a false prophet, he 



was tried in the Jewish Sanhedrin and, handed over to the Roman authorities, was subjected to 
execution by crucifixion.

The disciples of the slain Jesus, at first struck with terror, soon gather again, suddenly 
illuminated by faith that their teacher is the Christ foretold by the prophets, that he is the 
incarnate Son of God, that he has risen and will come again in glory. In the name of the risen 
Christ, the apostles Peter and John found the first community of believing Christians in 
Jerusalem.

Six to eight years later, the preaching of the new faith is transferred from the Jewish milieu to 
the Greco-Roman one. Saul, a native of Tarsus in Cilicia, who had never seen Jesus and had 
acted against his adherents, turns into his ardent devotee, proclaims himself his apostle, 
acknowledges him as the Christ, the Son of God, who offered himself as a sacrifice for the 
salvation of sinners. Taking the name Paul, renouncing the Jews who did not recognize Christ, 
the preacher of the new faith turns to the pagans, whom he considers more receptive to the 
truth.

In the name of the risen Christ, the apostle Paul organizes a whole series of church 
communities in the largest cities of the empire—Rome, Corinth, Ephesus, Thessalonica, 
Philippi—as well as in the remote provincial Galatia.

Such are the “events” that the theosophists recognize as reliable. They are not troubled by the 
fact that the sources of the 1st century CE do not say a single word about Jesus Christ. It is 
completely unclear why and how this obscurely perished man was very soon after his 
disappearance deified, was recognized as the savior of the world.

The “humanization” of Jesus Christ, his transformation from a deity into an ordinary mortal, 
forces the “rationalists” to solve the difficult problem of the character and worldview of this 
personality. If Jesus was a thinker, a preacher, and the organizer of a new sect, then how is one 
to explain the transition from the quiet Galilean idyll, from the preaching of humility, repentance 
for sins, universal forgiveness, care for the suffering, from works of mercy, the healing of the 
physically and spiritually ill, from concern for “these little ones,” to a dangerous, provocative 
appearance in the center of orthodox Judaism, to the prophetically foretold entry into Jerusalem, 
when the people greet him as the “son of David,” the king of Israel? Who was this man, 
exceptional in charm, combining within himself talent, enthusiasm, self-conceit, imbalance, and 
a childlike helplessness of will?
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Be that as it may, the image of the “savior” of the world, stripped of the mystical radiance that 
surrounded it, was turned in the depiction of the “rationalists” into the poor shadow of an ascetic 
madman.

In terms of ideological consistency and artistic coherence, the concept of the origin of 
Christianity put forward by the “rationalists” is inferior to the old church system. There there was 
the wholeness of unbroken fantasy: everything was supernatural and magical—the miracle of 



the incarnation of the deity, the miracle of the resurrection from the dead, the miracle of the 
victory of the true faith over impious external force. Here, by contrast, there is a lack of logic and 
balance among the component elements: we are asked to believe that a martyr who flashed for 
a moment in the Galilean backwater and perished obscurely was the founder of a world religion.

According to the account of the Acts of the Apostles, which the “rationalists” accept without 
reservation, the principal role in shaping this dogma and in spreading it almost throughout the 
entire empire belongs to Saul (later renamed Paul), a native of Asia Minor who had never seen 
Jesus. Events and the revolution in minds take place at a dizzying speed: scarcely six to eight 
years after the death of Jesus, the dogma elevating him to the status of a deity is already ready, 
as is the separation of those who believed in Christ from other religions. From Judaism there 
begins missionary preaching on the broadest scale among the pagans. The newly converted 
enthusiast becomes the second founder of Christianity—or rather the real, the sole one—since 
the first perished without a trace, since all traces of his preaching would inevitably have 
disappeared had it not been for this accidental, extraneous, posthumous disciple of his.

Let us note that the concept of the “founder of Christianity” is applied by the rationalists to Jesus 
Christ and to the apostle Paul in two completely different senses. Jesus taught in Galilee 
humility, universal forgiveness (“love your enemies”), and mercy. In the apostle Paul there is no 
such moral teaching of Christ; instead there is a theosophical teaching about Christ: it is the 
teaching about a god who has risen from death and who frees from the fear of death the sinners 
who believe in him.

For the “rationalists,” the apostle Paul is not only the initiator of the system of Christian doctrine, 
the creator of the central dogma of Christianity, but also a practical figure of entirely exceptional 
energy and skill: as a missionary on an empire-wide scale, he traverses boundless spaces and 
does not reckon with the time allotted to ordinary mortals; as an omnipresent, authoritative 
organizer, he establishes order in the communities newly arising at his initiative, maintains 
correspondence with disciples and friends—the executors of his designs—gives advice, 
corrects mistakes, and so forth.
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This is the kind of miracle of miracles that the “learned” theologians depict for us—those who 
set themselves the goal of exterminating all fantasy and mysticism: having driven it out through 
the door, they let it back in again through the window.

It is not difficult to explain how the ideological system of the “rationalists” took shape and on 
what the method they employ rests: they have still not broken with centuries-old church 
tradition; the majority of them are Protestant pastors and professors of theological faculties; they 
found theoretical support in the semi-religious teaching of the romantics of the mid-nineteenth 
century.

For Soviet scholarship, the theory of the rationalists, which begins the history of Christianity with 
two great “founders,” is unacceptable in any sense: neither from a methodological



standpoint—since, by depicting Christianity as a torch of truth suddenly lit by two superhuman 
figures, this theory passes a contemptuous judgment on the broad masses of the people and 
denies the cultural heritage and aspirations of preceding generations—nor from a logical 
standpoint, since their construction represents a heap of inconsistencies.

2. To what extent the books of the New Testament can serve as 
a historical source

Our conception of Jesus Christ and the apostle Paul as real persons who lived and acted in the 
middle of the first century CE is owed exclusively to the writings of the New Testament—the 
Gospels, the Acts of the Apostles, and the epistles of the apostles: ancient writers have no 
notion of such “historical” figures. The information about Jesus found in the Talmud (Jewish 
tradition knows nothing at all about the apostle Paul) is not independent; it reflects the polemic 
of Judaism with Christianity and therefore ultimately goes back to the same data contained in 
the New Testament.

Thus, the testimony of the New Testament is the sole argument in favor of the reality of the two 
“founders of Christianity.” But if the narratives of the Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles were 
accepted trustfully by readers of the second century CE and satisfied their imagination—if the 
description of miracles did not provoke protest in them but, on the contrary, deeply moved 
them—then for scholars of the age of humanism and the Enlightenment in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries these narratives came to seem unacceptable and aroused a feeling of 
repulsion. For example, Reimarus, who sought in religion rational—and only 
rational—beginnings of higher knowledge and perfect morality, was outraged by the Gospel 
narratives as a collection of tall tales, childish and at times vulgar fables, and therefore 
proposed to abandon this entire composition as a whole.
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The system of Christian theosophy and mythology did not yield to the first onslaught of common 
sense and scientific thought. The “rationalists” tried—and to this day continue to try—to cut 
patches from the ancient robe in order to make a wearable garment; however, the images of 
Jesus Christ and the apostle Paul that they have drawn are unconvincing and implausible.

The “rationalists” incorrectly date the New Testament writings, assigning them to the first century 
CE. They regard the Gospels as a record of events allegedly recounted by immediate 
witnesses, the disciples of Jesus; and as for the apostle Paul, they accept the writings signed 
with that name as authentic testimony to the life and activity of the author.

In my book The Emergence of Christian Literature (1946), I sought to show that the myth of 
Christ and the apostle (Paul as historical persons) is a literary legend of the second half of the 
second century CE. For all who accept this view of the new literature, the conclusion to which I 
arrived will also be clear: Jesus Christ and the apostle Paul must disappear from the pages of 



world history; these images and the ideas symbolized by them belong exclusively to the history 
of beliefs, to the realm of theosophy, imaginative literature, and apologetics.

The method I propose for a critical attitude toward the New Testament books gives rise to the 
following objections.

I am told: if I consider the narratives of the New Testament authors to be myth-making and 
theosophical constructions, I deprive myself of the possibility of further investigation—how can 
one use these writings to reconstruct the ideology of the early Christians? What trust can there 
be in literary fiction, what even moderately reliable information can be extracted from such an 
artificial construction?

In this connection one hears another objection as well. If the system of Christian doctrine is 
entirely reducible to the reasonings of theologians, the invention of writers of everyday life, the 
borrowing of metaphors and episodes from other literatures, the selection of sayings from the 
philosophies of all times, then how could this κaδuHeτHWM ^Λaδopaτ—a cabinet elaboration, the 
creation of a group of theosophists, poets, and orators—have gained wide circulation, 
conquered the ancient world, spread to half of the culturally developed peoples of the globe, 
and endured for eighteen centuries? I am told: I must show the deep roots lying in popular 
consciousness, show how the image of the son of God who died in suffering and rose in glory, 
and the image of his ardent and tireless herald, were born in the concepts of the popular 
masses. Otherwise, if the Gospel narratives had not answered the hopes, aspirations, and 
expectations of broad popular strata, they would have remained a dead letter, consigned to the 
archive of history, and would soon have been forgotten.
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To clarify the question thus posed, I consider it necessary to distinguish, first, popular beliefs 
and, second, theosophical writings, or religious documents in the strict sense of the word.

It is not easy to grasp the thoughts, dreams, and hopes that stirred the popular masses in a 
given epoch, but it is nevertheless possible. Consider, for example, the state of minds in the 
Jewish world of the first century CE: a multitude of sects, fraternal groupings, communities, 
armed detachments; all of them await the advent of a great upheaval, all place their hope in a 
deliverer—a “king in Israel” who will appear unexpectedly and will carry out on earth the 
judgment of God, a just judgment. These notions are vague, unclear, contradictory, 
exaggerated; they represent echoes of ancient prophecies.

At the same time, among educated people—the “scribes” (γραμματείς), familiar with ancient law, 
chronicles, and prophecies—there is an intensified effort to bring order to, give form to, and 
interpret the popular quests and expectations. Here the programs and methods are very 
diverse. There is the manner of the zealots for antiquity, who study ancient chronicles (the Book 
of Judges, the Books of Samuel, the Books of Kings), which leads them to expect an “anointed 
one” from the house of David, as a descendant of the most glorious hero of Jewish history. 
Among Hellenized Jews (especially those of Alexandria) there is their own method, which 



consists in identifying the savior of the Jewish people with the World Reason. There is poetry for 
individual and choral singing (the “Psalms of David,” the “Psalms of Solomon”), intended to calm 
nervous tension. But there is also poetry of the opposite kind, connected with the politics of the 
day, with appeals to the people, inflaming in them a feeling of vengeance, hatred toward the 
impious enemy (we shall see an example of it in the Apocalypse).

All these philosophical, historical, poetic, and musical works in some measure respond to the 
hopes and demands of the popular masses, but they cannot be called popular philosophy and 
poetry. This creativity comes from the pen of professionals—specialists and masters in one or 
another field of science and art, writers, rhetoricians, composers. In order to write the 
“Prophecies of Daniel,” the “Psalms of Solomon,” the “Teaching on the Logos,” the “Ascension 
of Enoch,” the “Revelation of John” (the Apocalypse), one must pass through theological, 
juridical, rhetorical, and poetic schooling; one must know the documents of ancient law, history, 
and poetry. It is understandable that these works abound in archaisms, quotations from ancient 
chronicles and prophecies, fanciful comparisons, and purely bookish, artificial turns of phrase.
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But it is undeniable that, created by professional theosophers, these works could have had any 
significance only insofar as they in one way or another reflected the interests and conceptions of 
broad social strata, responded to the demands of the popular masses, and formulated the 
requirements of their time. Therefore, in the “Prophecies of Daniel” the four beasts, signifying 
four world monarchies, and in the Apocalypse the Lamb opening the seven seals, the heavenly 
woman with the crescent moon as her footstool, and the dragon pursuing the child born of 
her—all these mythological figures and scenes had an important symbolic meaning, were a kind 
of secret writing, a conspiratorial language, beneath which contemporaries understood entirely 
real phenomena of reality, magical formulas by means of which they resolved the most burning 
questions of the given moment.

That is why religious documents, despite their ornate form, must serve us as material for the 
study of the ideology of generations who lived in that distant epoch—and all the more so 
because so few monuments have come down to us.

However, much depends on the correct dating of religious documents, on placing them in their 
proper historical sequence; each must be assigned its chronological place and the social milieu 
in which it arose must be clarified; only then will it prove useful to the historian.

In the book The Emergence of Christian Literature I sought to establish such an order and 
outlined the main features of the successive development of the image of Christ. In the 
Apocalypse, Christ is a militant anointed one in the style of the Old Testament, still a purely 
Jewish Christ. In the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul,” Christ is a product of Greek Platonism and 
Gnosis, as he was imagined in the diaspora. The Christ of the Apostle Paul exists outside space 
and time and is not connected with Jerusalem.



In the Gospels there appears for the first time the image of the historical Christ, embodied in 
Jesus, the son of the Nazareth carpenter, crucified under Pontius Pilate: he unites in himself all 
the features of the former, long-awaited saviors — descent from David, fulfillment of the 
prophets’ predictions, a healer, a loving friend of humankind, a conjurer of ‘evil spirits.’ Now the 
date of his actual appearance on earth is definitively established.
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By repeating thoughts I have expressed earlier, I am at the same time anticipating matters in the 
present study, since I shall still have to speak about the literature of the second century. I merely 
wished to explain to many of my future readers that, while denying the New Testament books 
the value of a historical source insofar as the recognition of the reality of the personalities 
depicted there as the “founders of Christianity” is concerned, I am nevertheless entitled to 
acknowledge in those same books great importance for elucidating the ideology of early 
Christianity.
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CHAPTER SIX

RELIGIO-POLITICAL GROUPINGS 
IN JUDEA IN THE FIRST CENTURY C.E.

(According to the data of Josephus Flavius)

After the critical analysis of the narrative of the compilers of the New Testament books has 
compelled us to reject the authenticity of the events depicted there, allegedly having taken place 
in Judea and the Diaspora in the 30s, 40s, and 50s of the first century C.E., the following 
question arises before us: what should be put in place of the traditional, in our view illusory, 
history of the beginnings of Christianity? What can be learned about the struggle of classes and 
parties and about the cultural-religious movements corresponding to these groups in the period 
preceding the uprising of 66 C.E.?

1. Josephus Flavius as a source for the history of the Jewish people 
in the first century C.E.

An extraordinarily abundant body of material for the study of this turbulent period in the history 
of the Jewish people is found in the works of a contemporary and participant in the events of the 
first century C.E.—Josephus Flavius (37-104)—namely in his writings: The Jewish War (Bellum 
ludaicum) (74-79), Antiquities (Antiquitates) (93-94), and The Life of Josephus ( Vita Josephi) 
(after 94).

With regard to the reliability of the data contained in the works of this author that have come 
down to us, the following cautions must be expressed:

1. the depiction of events and the characterization of the ideology of the Jewish people in 
the works of Josephus have reached us as a solitary account, without parallels or 
objections: we have no means of comparison or verification, no possibility of 
cross-examination to control the data he reports;

2. the author’s political career—his betrayal of the rebelling Judea, his closeness to the 
Flavian dynasty (whence his second, adoptive name, Flavius)—all this determined the 
tendency of his descriptions and characterizations: he is concerned to justify his conduct, 
to find reconciliation between the subdued Judea and its conqueror, Rome; he strives, 
both in the present and in the historical past of his people, to assemble as many 
examples as possible of restraint and piety;
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3. the works of Josephus Flavius were subjected to editing by later Christian publishers, 
who supplied his text with several insertions intended to contain testimony to the 
antiquity of Christianity and the authenticity of its founders.

Let us dwell on the last point before extracting from the works of Josephus data for constructing 
a real history of the period that interests us.

2. Christian interpolations in the works of 
Josephus Flavius and Tacitus

In the Antiquities (XVIII, 3.3) we find, after an account of acts of violence and offenses against 
Judaism on the part of the procurator Pontius Pilate and before an account of the criminal 
intrigues of Egyptian priests in Rome, a passage that in no way fits either with what precedes or 
with what follows:

“At this time there appeared Jesus, a man of profound wisdom—if indeed it is 
proper to call him a man. A doer of wondrous deeds, he was a teacher of people 
who receive the truth with delight, and he drew many to himself, both Jews and 
Greeks. He was the Christ. When, on the accusation of the leading men among us, 
Pilate condemned him to the cross, those who had first loved him did not cease. On 
the third day he appeared to them alive again, as the divine prophets had foretold 
this and a thousand other wondrous things about him. And the tribe of Christians, 
so called after him, has not ceased to this day.”

To a reader not bound by Christian tradition, a glance at the whole context of chapter 3 
immediately reveals the sharp contrast between the above-quoted text and the subsequent 
exposition—a contrast both in content and in manner and style. But it is not difficult to show that 
even the passage taken by itself about Jesus Christ is utterly alien to Josephus Flavius.

It is perfectly clear that only a churchman could have written in this way, one in whose mind 
there was already a clearly formulated dogmatic formula: “Jesus was the Christ; he rose again 
on the third day.”

The interpolator was interested in linking the appearance of Jesus Christ with the procuratorship 
of Pontius Pilate: this concern for precise chronology, adapted to the Roman 
imperial-bureaucratic date, betrays in him a contemporary and participant in the Christological 
controversies of the era of the Council of Nicaea, when the name of an insignificant Roman 
official acquired world-historical fame as a guarantee of the authenticity and concreteness of the 
appearance of Jesus Christ—something necessary for the orthodox in their struggle with 
numerous heretics who recognized the appearance of the savior only as a semblance, 
regarding his suffering, death, and resurrection not as a real historical event but as a symbolic 
expression of a divine mystery outside time and space.
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Alongside this, the passage contains turns of phrase and expressions that Josephus Flavius 
could not possibly have used. He could not have applied the title Christ to Jesus, since in Judea 
of the first century C.E. it was a symbol of revolt, denoting the expected king at the head of an 
independent Jewish state who would annihilate the impious foreigners and adherents of other 
faiths. Such a mention of Christ would have been in complete contradiction to the general 
tendency of Josephus Flavius, who strove with all his might to convince his readers that this 
prophecy referred to the great Roman victor, while portraying the rebels led by self-proclaimed 
kings as bandits and murderers. The interpolator failed to realize that his insertion stands in 
glaring contradiction to the overall composition and structure of the work of Josephus Flavius.

The crudeness of the interpolation helps us to recognize its obviousness, and this in turn 
provides a negative argument in resolving the question whether Josephus knew or did not know 
the Gospel image of Christ and his followers—the Christians. No, he clearly did not know 
them—an additional proof in favor of the view that they did not exist at the time when Josephus 
wrote the Antiquities, that is, in 93-94, at the very end of the first century.

Indirectly, this negative argument extends also to Tacitus, to his famous testimony about the 
Christians who allegedly appeared in 64 C.E. under Nero (Annales XV, 44), all the more so 
since Tacitus could probably have obtained information about the death of Christ under the 
procurator Pontius Pilate from the works of Josephus: the Roman historian himself, who judged 
little Judea and the petty disputes of that provincial backwater with great disdain, would hardly 
have cited as a direct witness to some execution in Jerusalem the name of a secondary Roman 
official, when he does not even mention the more important figures above the procurators—the 
legates, the governors of Syria, of which Judea was a part.

One may say that the same hand guided the pen in both cases; the same concern appears in 
both interpolations — to fix the chronological date of the “appearance of Jesus Christ.”

The failure of the falsifier’s undertaking reinforces the conclusion that Christ did not exist as a 
real historical person.
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3. Methods of studying the text of Josephus Flavius 
in the 2nd century C.E.

The interpolation about Christ was made by Christian theologians at a time when the Church 
had taken power over the state, when the work of editing and publishing books—manuscript 
books in those days—passed into the hands of churchmen. But long before Christian censors 
attempted to adapt the text of Josephus Flavius to their own purposes, early Christian writers, 
those who worked on the compilation of the books of the New Testament, tried to find in 
Josephus Flavius proofs of the real existence of Jesus Christ. Their insistence in this direction 
can be fully understood. For Josephus Flavius was for them one of the most important sources 
that could give an explanation of the events that took place in Palestine in the 1st century C.E. 
One need only look closely at the peculiar—by our standards extremely naïve, but at that time 



entirely usual and widely practiced in literary work—methods and techniques of searching 
employed by the evangelists, and it becomes clear how eagerly they seized upon the slightest 
hints in Josephus’ narrative that could serve them as support for depicting the life and activity of 
Jesus Christ.

Very characteristic are the various identifications that were made by the evangelists in 
connection with the name Jesus. At one time Jesus, son of Sapphias, appears as the leader of 
a detachment of rebels recruited from sailors and the poor (ναύται και πένητες) (Vita Josephi, 
12). At another time it is Jesus, son of Ananias, a half-mad peasant who appears in the streets 
and squares of Jerusalem several years before the uprising of 66, with a plaintive groan and cry 
foretelling the destruction of the sacred city and its great temple.

Both episodes were used by the evangelists. They “corrected” and idealized this image in their 
own way, while nevertheless preserving concrete details. Jesus remained at the head of the 
poor and of sailors, people engaged on the water and on boats; it was only necessary to turn 
sailors into fishermen-boatmen, from whom the first group of apostles is recruited, and to call 
the quiet Lake of Gennesaret a sea (θάλασσαν της Γαλιλαίας) (Gospel of Mark, I, 15 ff.). Once 
adopted, the metaphor of “people engaged on the water” was then developed with the addition 
of new motifs: the calming of the night storm, walking on the water as on dry land, delivering a 
sermon from a boat, and so forth. The evangelist proceeds in the same way with Jesus, son of 
Ananias, the crazed commoner who came from the village. Prophetic words about the 
destruction of the great sanctuary are spoken by Jesus Christ, ascending a hill from which one 
could admire the view of Jerusalem and its temple.
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In both cases, what belongs to the evangelist is only the artistic elaboration of the original motif 
borrowed from the account of Josephus Flavius.

However weak and primitive the scholarly and literary methods of the Christian writers may now 
seem to us, in one respect the historian of our own day must render them justice: they 
persistently sought in Josephus an answer to the question of who the predecessors of the 
Christians were. Let us examine with the closest attention the narrative and descriptions of 
Josephus Flavius. Let us take into account his tendentious constructions, his exaggerations and 
silences. Let us bear in mind his scholastic pretension to regard religio-political parties as 
philosophical schools. Taking into consideration all the author’s biases and caprices, let us 
attempt to extract from his exposition real data on the social and cultural history of the Jewish 
world of the 1 st century C.E.

4. Characterization of Jewish religio-political 
groupings in Josephus Flavius1

Josephus Flavius distinguishes within Jewish society four sects (or tendencies, as the old 
translator renders the Greek expressions αιρέσεις and είδη φιλοσοφίας): the Sadducees, the 
Pharisees, the Essenes, and the Zealots. He gives a characterization of these groupings three 



times: twice in the Antiquities (XIII, 5, 9 and XVIII, 1,2-6) and once in the Jewish War (II, 8, 
2-10).

These characterizations are capable of captivating the reader by the clarity and vividness of the 
picture of the state of minds in Jewish society. Without these descriptions we would in general 
know nothing about the moods and concepts of the Jewish masses on the eve of the uprising. 
However, we must take into account the author’s tendency embodied in this description. It is 
designed to create an impression of general calm across all strata of the Jewish people. One 
cannot fail to notice the artificiality of this construction: all three times the description of these 
“parties” stands outside the narrative of events. It gives a static picture, abstracted from action in 
time. As soon as the author turns to dynamics, to real actuality, a fourth “party” appears in his 
account, and although he calls it, in his manner, a philosophical school, τετάρτη φιλοσοφία, he 
immediately adds that it is unlike the three previously described.

Josephus Flavius treats this grouping with disapproval, noting its restless character, its 
inclination toward disorder, its striving for upheaval. But he cannot conceal the closeness of this 
grouping to the ideology of Pharisaism, its zeal in defending its religious program, shared by 
broad circles of Jewish society.

1 For a detailed description of events in Judea in the era of the uprisings of the 1st-2nd 
centuries C.E., see A. G. Bokshchanin, Uchenye zapiski MGU, 1950, issue 153.
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Concerning the Pharisees, Josephus relates the following: ‘Among the Jews there existed a 
group that prided itself on its exact observance of the prescriptions of the Law and claimed a 
special favor of the Most High. Women were in complete subjection to it. It was called the 
Pharisees...’

Against his own will, Josephus Flavius, loyal to Rome, cannot conceal the Romans’ arrogant 
contempt for Jewish culture, the dull zeal, cruelty, and greed of the Roman bureaucracy, and, 
alongside this, the heroic character of the resistance displayed by the masses of the Jewish 
people. He seems not to have suspected to what extent the social pictures drawn by him differ 
from those everyday orders to which the Romans had become accustomed in their central and 
western, African and Greek possessions.

Look, for example, at who made up the crowd of several thousand people which, in great 
agitation, went from Lake Gennesaret to Ptolemais to protest before the Roman governor 
Petronius against the order of the emperor Gaius Caligula to accord divine honors to his 
statues. These were peasants who had come together from various villages, who abandoned 
agricultural work precisely at the height of the harvest season. Rural inhabitants of Italy, 
fragmented ever since the Allied War of 90-88 B.C., scattered and pushed aside by latifundia 
with their slave labor, would hardly have acted in this way. In Syria and in Palestine at this time 
free cultivators predominated; there were far fewer slaves, and slaveholding law did not differ in 
severity from the orders that had taken root in Italy.



In Judea there was nothing resembling the Roman privileged estates, the senatorial and 
equestrian orders, which haughtily separated themselves from the lowborn plebs. Particularly 
valuable is Josephus’s passing remark that weaving was not considered a shameful occupation 
in Judea—an indirect reproach to the Romans’ contemptuous judgment of handicraft.

Summing up Josephus Flavius’s accounts of the events that agitated Judea over the course of 
seventy years, from the death of Herod to the outbreak of the revolt of 66, and using the 
terminology of the Jewish historian, we may say that the fourth religious-political party, or the 
‘fourth philosophy,’ active, militant, rebellious, gained ever greater predominance over the other 
three, which he sought to present as the principal ‘groups.’ He himself says that ideologically the 
‘fourth party’ was close to Pharisaism; further, he relates that one of the prominent 
representatives of the peace-loving, at that time still eremitic, Essene communities joined the 
uprising.
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It is perfectly clear: the Jewish world as a whole—both the Palestinian center and the 
Diaspora—was seized by an extremely powerful patriotic feeling. Only the Greek aristocracy 
ruling in Jerusalem, the Sadducees as Josephus calls them, remained alien to the general 
current. All other strata of the population—rich and poor, merchants and craftsmen, cultivators 
of the soil, educated scribes and illiterate common people—more or less consciously strove for 
unification in a ‘state of God,’ which would gather in its bosom all fellow tribesmen scattered 
across the world. It would seem that, for the formation of such an all-Jewish state, all the 
necessary elements and means were present: a capital, a long-established and deeply 
venerated religious center, a rich treasury resting on a well-developed financial system—for all 
the Jews of the Diaspora, to its most distant limits, were included among the taxpayers; further, 
a ready pool for an army—the only deficiency lay in the fact that its units were scattered and 
unorganized; there existed a series of fortresses, among them the impregnable Jerusalem; 
further, the mountain strongholds of Galilee and Transjordan. Finally, there was available for the 
preparation of political unification a religious-juridical tradition, the so-called Mosaic Law, which 
determined forms of life distinct from the customs of other peoples, and there was also a 
program for the future structure of the state—prophecies of the kingdom of God and of a brilliant 
leader, a savior, a messiah, who would avenge the sufferings of the Jewish people and punish 
the oppressing unbelieving and impious pagans.

The direction that Josephus Flavius calls the ‘fourth philosophy’ was a striving for political 
freedom and independence. It was distinguished by a democratic character and seized the 
broadest strata of the population; the appeal of Judas the Galilean may be called the program of 
this movement. The protest contained in this appeal against pagan, god-opposing, externally 
imposed despotism inspired the participants in the uprisings, which at first arose as isolated 
outbursts and then poured forth into the Jewish War of 66-73. But even after the destruction of 
the militant generations, after the collapse of messianic hopes, this ‘fourth philosophy’ preserved 
its influence on minds, left a deep trace in the political thought of sectarianism that had torn itself 
away from its native Jewish soil, and became the testament of Christianity in the struggle 
against the ‘impious’ pagan Roman Empire.



We later find the formula of Judas the Galilean, affirming that there is no other authority over the 
people except the divine, in the statements of the first Christian apostles, according to the 
account of the ‘Acts of the Apostles’ (chs. 4 and 5). The apostles are presented there as 
fearless fighters for their cause; summoned before the Sanhedrin, the assembly of hierarchs, 
elders, and scribes, they speak with a defiant bearing: ‘Judge whether it is right before God to 
listen to you rather than to God!’ For their disobedience the apostles are subjected to 
imprisonment, but they do not yield, and the next time in the Sanhedrin they express their 
protest in an even more definite form: ‘One must obey God rather than men’ (δεί πειθαρχείν θεω 
μάλλον η άνθρώποις).
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In the account of the ‘Acts of the Apostles’ there is one curious detail. In the Sanhedrin there 
appeared a well-disposed man toward the Christians, Gamaliel, whom the author calls a 
Pharisee, a teacher of the Law, very highly respected by all the people. He proposes to release 
the apostles, drawing a parallel with the insurgents Judas and Theudas and referring to the fact 
that, just as the adherents of those men quickly dispersed, so too these schismatics would soon 
disappear. To Gamaliel is also ascribed a more weighty argument: ‘Leave these men alone,’ he 
says, ‘for if this undertaking and this work are of men, it will be overthrown; but if it is of God, 
you will not be able to overthrow it; take care lest you be found opposing God’ (μήποτε και 
θεομάχοι εύρεθητε).

It is very likely that the author of the ‘Acts’ borrowed the names of the insurgents Judas and 
Theudas from Josephus Flavius (and in doing so displayed carelessness with regard to 
chronology, placing Theudas earlier than Judas). This narrative, of course, has no independent 
historical value, but it once again shows the extent to which Josephus Flavius was important for 
Christians as one of the sources for knowledge of the history of Judaism in the first century A.D., 
and then, in particular, reveals to which events in this history Christians paid primary attention, 
which figures, which directions of religious-political thought of that epoch attracted their 
sympathies.

Let us now attempt to determine the social character of those sects to which Josephus Flavius 
attached such great importance in the life of the Jewish people.

5. The social character of the Jewish sects according to Josephus Flavius

The Sadducees are the temple-connected aristocracy concentrated in Jerusalem, whose 
representatives occupy by inheritance the highest priestly offices; they are extremely wealthy 
people, occupied with nothing—neither intellectual nor physical labor. They evoke complete 
condemnation on the part of Josephus Flavius as a group of people devoid of patriotic feeling, 
frivolous, hypocritical, who in their hearts mock the sanctuary they serve.”
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The Pharisees constitute the next group in economic standing, a well-to-do urban population: 
this includes, above all, numerous priests, then theologians and jurists (in the language of the



Gospels they are later called scribes—γραμματείς). Further, we may suppose that this group 
also included large merchants and moneylenders. The Pharisees, it would seem, formed the 
ruling stratum in the cities of Judea and of the Jewish diaspora.

It is more difficult to determine the social position of the Essenes. Josephus Flavius describes 
the monastic communal life of the Essenes, who renounce all the comforts of life, curse wealth, 
and regard existence only as a reward for a virtuous life. Believers are obliged to carry out 
precisely and zealously the laws bequeathed by their ancestors, the rites recorded in the sacred 
books. The Essenes—no less zealous worshipers of the one God and believers in the 
immortality of the soul—differ from the Pharisees in their ritual practice. Maintaining a 
connection with the Temple only by sending gifts, they do not perform acts of worship there and 
do not participate in sacrifices, which they regard as a harmful and impious temptation. Living in 
closely knit collectives (κοινοβίαι), they withdraw far from urban life into secluded, desert places. 
Josephus Flavius considers the principal social principle of the Essene communities to be the 
notion and realization of the most complete equality in rights enjoyed by rich and poor alike who 
enter the Essene community. At the same time, he notes that the entire life of the Essenes 
passes in uninterrupted labor, in occupations of agriculture and handicraft; on the other hand, he 
emphasizes that the Essenes have no slaves and, in essence, do not recognize slavery.

All this leads us to the conclusion that the Essenes consisted predominantly of cultivators of the 
soil and craftsmen. However, it must be borne in mind that poverty was to a considerable extent 
not the actual lot of those who entered Essene communal life, but the fulfillment of a religious 
vow, the practice of asceticism. The moral example set by the communities of hermits exerted 
an influence on broad circles of the population of Jewish cities and villages: Josephus Flavius 
speaks of numerous Essenes who, although they performed the same rites as the hermits, 
remained in family life, continued to live by private household economy, retained a certain level 
of prosperity, manifesting their moral zeal in moderation, frugality, abstention from luxury, as well 
as in extensive mutual aid.

Thus, Essenism may be defined as a sect of a democratic character with a mixed social 
composition, with the distinctive feature of its organization being that at the head of the 
communities stood closed groups of ‘saints’ who served as a model for broad layers of 
adherents.

6. The worldview of the Jewish sects

The characterization of the ideology of these groupings, which Josephus Flavius distinguishes 
by their philosophical principles, is very interesting.

The Sadducees are godless, denying the immortality of the soul. The Pharisees are strict 
monotheists, recognizing the afterlife only as a reward for a virtuous life.” Believers are obliged 
to observe precisely and zealously the laws bequeathed by their ancestors and the rites 
recorded in the sacred books. The Essenes—no less zealous worshipers of the one God and 
believers in the immortality of the soul—differ from the Pharisees in their ritual practice.



Maintaining their connection with the Temple only by sending gifts, they do not make 
pilgrimages and do not participate in sacrifices.
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Josephus assigns great importance to the difference in views among representatives of the 
three ‘parties’ on the question of what place chance or inevitability occupies in human destiny. 
The Pharisees assert that ‘something—though far from everything—takes place according to 
predestination, while other things may occur of themselves.’ The Essenes believe that in 
everything the power of predestination is manifested and that nothing in human life can occur 
apart from this predestination. The Sadducees eliminate the doctrine of predestination, 
acknowledge its complete untenability, deny its existence, and in no way connect with it the 
results of human activity. At the same time they say that ‘everything is in our own hands, so that 
we ourselves are responsible for our well-being, just as we ourselves bring misfortunes upon 
ourselves by our indecision’ (‘Antiquities,’ XIII, 5, 9).

About the Essenes Josephus Flavius speaks with far greater detail than about the other two 
sects, but particularly striking is the fact that he—a wealthy man, a descendant of an ancient 
priestly family, and by conviction, apparently, a Pharisee—expresses before the Essenes his 
deep reverence. True, in his youth he spent an entire year in study and obedience under the 
ascetic Bannus, but later, yielding to excessive ambition, he chose a different career. All the 
more remarkable is the fact that in his historical works of mature and old age (The Jewish War, 
written in the 70s; Antiquities, in the 90s of the first century), where he gives a retrospective 
characterization of the religious movements that preceded the catastrophe, he idealizes 
Essenism, which was so close to the ascetic inclinations of his youth.

Above all, the proportions in the description of these sects are noteworthy. In The Jewish War, 
the Sadducees are allotted a few lines, the Pharisees—half a page, the Essenes—three pages. 
Josephus Flavius gives a precise number of strict ascetics in Palestine—four thousand—which 
is a very large number for a small country. He also speaks of the moral superiority of the 
Essenes. “ Worthy of admiration is the sense of justice among the Essenes, which they consider 
no less than a virtue and which neither the Greeks nor other peoples possess” (Antiquities, 
XVIII, 5).

Josephus Flavius never tires of speaking about the self-denial of the Essenes, about the purity 
of their morals. In detail, vividly, with a shade of something like benevolence, he describes their 
working day: how they go out to work early in the morning, how they perform ablutions with cold 
water, how they then dress in festive garments in which they proceed to the sacred meal; how 
piously and with strict measure their entire life passes; how deeply respectful is their conduct 
toward their elders; under what strict discipline they educate the younger members admitted into 
the communal life; and how great is the binding sense of community, of close comradeship (to 
koinönikon).
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If we were to seek the reasons for Josephus Flavius’s exceptional interest in the ascetic sect of 
the Essenes, we would find very curious remarks concerning their popularity in the account of 
Herod the Great (Antiquities, XV, 10, 4-5): “It should be explained why the king so deeply 
honored the Essenes and considered them above other men, especially since in this way the 
public attitude toward this sect becomes clear... There was a certain Essene named Manahem, 
who in general—and especially by virtue of his righteous way of life—enjoyed universal respect, 
all the more so because God had revealed to him knowledge of the future.”
It is further related that Manahem met Herod when he was quite young, poor, unknown, and 

foretold for him a brilliant future, a long and happy reign. When Herod attained supreme power, 
he remembered Manahem and once again asked the predictor for a more exact determination 
of the duration of his reign. “From that time on,” Josephus concludes, “Herod always treated the 
Essenes with respect in honor of Manahem. Many of the Essenes are held in high esteem 
among us for their righteous way of life and for their knowledge of everything divine. ”

The first meeting of Manahem with Herod dates to the middle of the first century BCE; the 
popularity of the Essenes is therefore an ancient phenomenon. There is no doubt that it 
increased further by the time of Josephus Flavius, and that in the first century CE Essenism 
attained very wide dissemination, acquiring renown and sympathy beyond the borders of 
Palestine.

One may even suppose that Essenism enjoyed especially great success in the lands of the 
Jewish diaspora, where believers, separated by great distances from the Jerusalem temple, 
naturally forgot the cult associated with it and turned to religious practices of a more closed, 
intimate character. In their consciousness, the Jerusalem god Yahweh gradually turned into the 
omnipresent god of the universe.

We do not know by what term Essenism may have been called in Asia Minor; but we know well 
from the description of Philo that among Egyptian Jewry there were ascetic communities of 
Therapeutae who in many respects resembled the Essenes in their beliefs and customs.

* * *
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The settlements of the Essenes were so striking a phenomenon in the life of Jewish society that 
they attracted the attention of an outside observer—namely, none other than the famous author 
of the Natural History, Pliny the Elder. Extremely interesting is the judgment of the Roman, alien, 
as we have seen, to religious quests, concerning this social organization of hermits, which in his 
eyes had nothing similar anywhere else in the world.

Unlike Josephus Flavius, who speaks of the spread of Essenism in Palestine in general, of 
Essene settlements both in secluded valleys and in cities, Pliny knows only one large 
concentration of Essenes to the east of the Dead Sea, in a fertile valley rich in palm groves, with 
the city of Engedi, which he considers the second most flourishing city of Judea after Jerusalem. 
Pliny calls the Essenes a special kind of people or nation, distinguished from all others in the 



world by their astonishing way of life (gens sola in toto orbe praeter ceteras mira): they have no 
women, they renounce sexual relations, they have no money; and yet this kind of people exists 
for centuries without diminishing in number; among them no one is born, and yet their ranks are 
constantly renewed through the influx of new arrivals—people weary of life, who have 
experienced the reversals of fate.

7. The Essenes as One of the Most Important Precursors of 
the Christians

Earlier historians occupied themselves with the Essenes only insofar as they saw in them a 
phenomenon of late Judaism that had no continuation, a sect that left no legacy.
No one even considered it necessary to mention the participation of the Essenes after the 

uprising, in the era of the formation of the Christian Church. They were—and they ended. For 
their part, Christian theologians began the history of the Christian Church from the 30s of the 
first century CE, without the slightest embarrassment over the proximity of the Essenes. They 
apparently reasoned thus: alongside the Essenes Christians appeared; there was similarity 
between them; but there were still more differences; in any case, there was no organic 
connection between the two, no direct continuity; these were two parallel phenomena, one of 
which died out, the other developed in the future. To this understanding of the relationship 
between Essenism and Christianity, bequeathed to us by the eighteenth-century tradition of the 
Christian Church, I consider it necessary to oppose another, which, it seems to me, corresponds 
more closely to the real picture of the history of the first century CE as given by the sources. 
Christians in this period, in the full sense of the word, did not yet exist; it is more correct to 
speak only of the precursors of Christianity—and among the most prominent of these 
precursors the Essenes must be recognized.
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I shall point out several characteristic features of Essene life and belief that are reproduced in 
the life of Christian communities. Among the Essenes we find a departure from temple religion, 
the cessation of participation in sacrifices and pilgrimages, a rejection of festive bustle and rich 
ritualism, a turn toward a quiet, closed religion that glorifies poverty as a holy, God-pleasing 
condition, toward individual prayer, toward rites performed in communities withdrawn from the 
great world. The Essene colonies possessed a number of traits characteristic of later Christian 
monastic orders and monasteries. Essenism is, if one may so express it, Jewish monasticism.

The combination within Essenism of two tendencies—strict ascetics and those who joined them 
with their prayers while living in families and maintaining private households, moderate, thrifty, 
inclined toward philanthropy—was later reproduced in the life of Christian communities, where 
believers gathered around a close group of “saints” (agioi in the Epistles of the Apostle Paul), to 
whom the first greeting in correspondence between communities was addressed, forming the 
core of church fellowship.



In the two principal rites of Essenism—ablutions and the sacred meal—it is not difficult to 
recognize the prototype of the two principal “sacraments” of Christianity: baptism and 
communion.

Among the Essenes a divine lawgiver was revered, who established the forms of their religious 
communion, especially close to believers, their protector. Josephus Flavius does not give his 
name; perhaps it was kept secret. But in any case it was not Moses, the mythological creator of 
the ancient Jewish law. The same kind of protector and leader of believers among the Christians 
was Jesus Christ, whom they opposed to the Old Testament lawgiver Moses.

Josephus Flavius speaks with great sympathy of the development among the Essenes of a 
sense of fellowship and care for assistance to fellow believers.
“To followers of their faith who come from other places, everything among them is open, as 
though it were their own possession... and, on the contrary, when they depart for other cities, 
they take nothing of their own with them except weapons against robbers, confident that they 
will find among fellow believers everything necessary; in every city they have a specially 
appointed guardian who provides travelers with clothing, food, and all needed things.”
In this practice of mutual assistance one cannot fail to see the prototype of the later Christian 

communion between churches, which led to the formation of a great church union—the 
universal Church.
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The similarity between the Essenes and the Christians is not a similarity between two directions 
existing simultaneously and in parallel. It is the similarity of two generations, a similarity between 
fathers and children, or, rather, between grandfathers and grandchildren.

It is understandable why the Christians of the period of the composition of the New Testament 
did not mention the Essenes by a single word as their predecessors. The Essenes were 
pure-blooded Jews—Josephus emphatically stresses this fact; the Christians created an 
organization that was independent of ethnic ties and that, moreover, sharply dissociated itself 
from Judaism, declaring all Judaism to be wholly immersed in god-opposing errors. I repeat: if 
Christianity had not yet taken shape in Judea and the Diaspora in the middle of the first century 
CE, there nevertheless already existed the predecessors of Christianity—the Essenes, the 
Therapeutae, and, apparently, other sects whose names have not been preserved.

The question arises whether they may be called early Christians. It seems to me that this would 
be inaccurate: for the Essenes and the Therapeutae did not possess faith in Christ as the 
incarnate Son of God, who suffered, was crucified, and rose again. However, while emphasizing 
this circumstance, we must not forget that Essenism and Christianity are connected with one 
another by strong bonds of kinship and, in the final analysis, were generated by the very same 
social conditions.1

8. Judaism on the eve of the uprising of 66-73 CE



Returning to the depiction of the religious-political parties in Josephus, one must note a general 
feature characteristic of the religious life of the first half of the first century CE, which no longer 
finds repetition or continuation in the relationships among religious parties and movements of 
the second century CE. The point is that in the picture drawn by Josephus there are no visible 
signs of the rupture that would occur in the following century between conservative Judaism and 
innovative Christianity. While acknowledging the deviations of the Essenes from the traditional 
rites connected with the veneration of the great Temple—that is, while in this case forgiving a 
certain heretical, innovative departure on the part of virtuous ascetics—Josephus nevertheless 
considers it necessary to recall their purely Jewish origin and their inseparable connection with 
the Jewish people.

1 F. Engels is undoubtedly correct in characterizing Christianity of the first century CE as 
a “religion of slaves and freedmen, of the poor and the disenfranchised,” and in 
regarding Christianity of the second century CE as a religion of the prosperous and 
propertied strata of the population (see F. Engels, “On the History of Early Christianity,” 
in K. Marx and F. Engels, Works, vol. XVI, part 2).

It seems to me that such a principled difference between the social characteristics of the 
first and second centuries makes it inadvisable to unite them under the single term “early 
Christianity.” Therefore I propose to call the first century CE, the period of the formation 
of the Christian religion, the time of the “predecessors of Christianity,” while retaining the 
term “early Christianity” for the second century CE.
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Josephus devoted a special treatise to the substantiation of this idea, taking the form of an 
apology for the Jewish people against the attacks of Hellenistic writers, which has come down to 
us under the title Against Apion (Contra Apionem), a title that clearly does not belong to 
Josephus himself. In it he refutes slanderous legends about the superstitions to which the Jews 
were supposedly devoted—for example, the cult of a donkey’s head said to be practiced among 
them, or the immoral customs allegedly widespread among Jewry. With indignation he rejects 
the notion that the Jews had been for a long time in slavery to the Egyptians; on the contrary, he 
proves that they were always free, while the Egyptians and other peoples lived in slavery. The 
Jewish people are distinguished by the fact that from their midst emerged the most ancient 
lawgiver in the world, with whom the much later Greek lawgivers—Lycurgus, Pythagoras, and 
others—cannot be compared and whom they far surpass neither in antiquity nor in wisdom. In 
Josephus’ opinion, the very concept and term “law” ( nomos ) appear for the first time in the legal 
science and practice of Jewry; the Greeks of the age of Homer and Hesiod knew only the 
primitive, indefinite concept thesmos, which means “custom,” “customary law.”

It is worth citing in full the passage (Against Apion, II, 39) in which Josephus advances two 
theses bequeathed by ancient Jewish legislation: monotheism and the sanctity of communal 
unity: “Our tried and tested laws have increasingly aroused sympathy for themselves throughout 
the rest of mankind. Greek thinkers in particular, sharing with our lawgiver the same view of the 
nature of the deity, of simplicity of life, and of the necessity of friendly community among people, 



were the first, both in practice and in their way of thinking, to become his followers, although 
outwardly they continued to observe their native customs... They strive to imitate us both in our 
mutual concord and in beneficence, diligence in work, and steadfast adherence to the laws in 
misfortune. Most astonishing of all is that the law achieved all this by itself, without any promise 
or inducement whatsoever; but just as God permeates the whole universe, so our law has 
penetrated to all people.”

For an assessment of political thinking in the educated Jewish society of Josephus’ time, of 
great importance is the passage in the Antiquities (XX, 20), where a general survey is given of 
the political development of the Jewish people with brief definitions of the forms of government 
that changed in the course of history. Characteristically, the foremost position is assigned to the 
highest hierarchy—the high priests. They constitute an uninterrupted dynastic line beginning 
with their progenitor Aaron. They form, as it were, the main backbone of the Jewish state; the 
chronology of the periods of Jewish history is reckoned by their names. This constant element is 
combined with historically changing political forms, of which Josephus counts three from the 
entry of the Jews into Palestine up to the “Babylonian captivity” (the loss of Judea’s 
independence in 586 BCE): aristocratic, monarchical, and royal (aristokratia, monarchia, 
basileia ). The further course of events—from the return of the Jews from the “Babylonian 
captivity” (540-536 BCE) to the Maccabean revolt (167 BCE)—is presented by Josephus in the 
following way: “The high-priestly office then passed to one of those who returned from captivity, 
namely to Joseph, the son of Josedek; he and his descendants, fifteen persons in all, ruled 
under a democratic form of government for 314 years, up to King Antiochus Eupator.”
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Let us look closely at this retrospective judgment of Josephus and at his political terminology. 
How unlike is the evolution he outlines to the sequence of political forms in the Greco-Roman 
world—in Athens, in Rome—how far removed it is from Aristotle’s schemes! How distinctively 
prominent are the dominance of the hierarchical element, the priesthood—completely absent as 
an independent political force in the Greco-Roman world—and the combination of two 
principles, theocracy and democracy, in the later Jewish state.

9. The Spread of the Jewish Religion in the First Century CE

Deprived of political independence, the Jews displayed great energy in spreading their faith in 
the ancient world. In Rome already in the first century BCE they had many proselytes, and 
indeed among the highest social classes. Horace reproaches one of his friends for hiding at 
home on Saturdays, observing the sanctity of the Jewish rite.

Josephus says in the work entitled Against Apion : “Many Greeks living in Alexandria willingly 
accepted our doctrine; some remained faithful to it, but others, unable to endure its restrictions, 
abandoned it.” In the Antiquities (XX, 2, 1) it is reported that preachers who penetrated into 
Adiabene converted Queen Helena and her son Izates to the Jewish faith. But particularly 
important is Josephus’ testimony concerning the successes of Judaism in the aristocratic and 
court circles of Rome itself. He tells of the noble Roman woman Fulvia, who lived in the time of



Tiberius and who, in her religious zeal, took pains to send a large amount of money and 
valuables to the Temple in Jerusalem. Josephus himself, having come to Rome as an advocate 
to defend the rights of his compatriots wronged by Roman officials, gained access to Nero 
through the mediation of the emperor’s favorite, the Jewish mime Aliturus, and this 
acquaintance led him to a rapprochement with the empress Poppaea, who in turn proved to be 
a zealous proselyte of the Jewish religion.
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There are certain grounds for speaking of the possibility that Jewish doctrine might have 
become a religion of universal, empire-wide scope. However, alongside data favorable to the 
spread of the Jewish worldview and religious practice stood other factors that were unsuitable 
for its further success. Too strong was the arrogant exclusiveness and intolerance of Judaism 
toward pagans, which created for the Jews a bad reputation of hatred toward the entire human 
race. In the sense of disobedience and the inclination of Jewish youth toward rebellion, 
Josephus relates facts that are very vivid and expressive. Under Claudius several thousand 
young Jews living in Rome and Italy were sent into exile to the unhealthy island of Sardinia for 
refusing to perform military service for the Romans, a refusal motivated by the claim that their 
religious law forbade them to bear and use weapons. Of course, at the root of this refusal there 
was not a drop of pacifism—we know from the same Josephus how warlike the younger 
generations of Jews were in their homeland: the chief motive of the Jewish “pacifists” was 
hatred of Rome and the unwillingness to serve an impious pagan power.

The spread of the Jewish faith was also greatly hindered by the Jews’ petty adherence to the 
prescriptions of the ancient law, the practice of circumcision, which seemed to Greeks and 
Romans a harmful, barbarous custom, and the Jews’ fastidiousness toward pagans in matters 
of daily food (Jews ate the meat of strangled rather than slaughtered animals). Christianity, 
which grew out of radical sectarianism and in many respects renounced ancient Jewish ritual 
observance and the bizarre demands of the Mosaic law, proved far more flexible and capable of 
conquering the minds and hearts of pagans. In the Apostle Paul’s Epistle to the Romans the 
thought is expressed that pagans are more receptive to Christ’s faith than Jews, because their 
souls are not shackled by the formalism of the Mosaic law. This judgment may be reversed from 
object to subject: it was not so much that the disciples showed greater receptivity to the new 
faith as that its heralds showed greater attentiveness to the qualities and habits of the flock they 
instructed, greater tolerance toward its traditional way of life and the circle of inherited views.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

JESUS AND CHRIST IN THE BELIEFS OF JEWISH SECTARIANS

1. Jesus and Christ — two distinct figures

The principal dogma of New Testament Christianity is the thesis: Jesus is the Christ. This 
theological proposition is set forth in artistic-dramatic form in the Gospel of Mark (VIII, 27-30):

“And Jesus went on with his disciples into the villages of Caesarea Philippi; and on 
the way he asked his disciples, saying to them, ‘Who do people say that I am?’ And 
they told him, saying, ‘John the Baptist; and others say Elijah; and others, one of 
the prophets.’ And he asked them, ‘But who do you say that I am?’ Peter answered 
him, ‘You are the Christ’ (sy ei ho Christos). And he strictly charged them to tell no 
one about him.”

Reflecting on the train of thought of the author of this gospel, we arrive at the conclusion that he 
wished to portray the solution of a difficult riddle, establishing the identity of two persons, two 
figures, which up to that point had been perceived as two different beings.

The difference is already evident in the very character of the names themselves. Jesus is the 
personal name of a Galilean prophet (Mark, unlike Matthew and Luke, knows nothing of the 
birth, childhood, or youth of Jesus; he depicts him only from the moment of his appearance as a 
“teacher of the people”); Christ is not so much a name as a designation of a calling.

One more impression may be gained from reading this passage. The evangelist writes in an 
environment of Christological disputes surrounding him: he mentions various interpretations of 
the appearance of Christ and places the correct interpretation, in his view, in the mouth of one of 
the disciples, Peter (the writer here became carried away by a purely literary motif, a play on 
words: Petros—a name, and petra—rock). This interpretation is only one of many examples of 
the application of the compromise tendency that characterizes the work of the compilers of the 
New Testament canon.

Thus, in the formula “Jesus is the Christ,” two different teachings are juxtaposed and reconciled: 
the first—about Jesus, a prophet, teacher, and healer, who had already come to his people but 
was not recognized and perished at the hands of enemies; and the second—about Christ, the 
savior of all believers, who is to come in glory and carry out a just judgment on earth—one 
confined within the bounds of Judaism, the other proclaimed to all the peoples of the world. Both 
of these teachings were recognized in sectarian circles as independent, existing separately 
even in the era of the composition of the Gospels, that is, in the 60s of the second century CE. It 
was precisely the evangelists who undertook the work of bringing them closer together and 
merging them into a single whole.



91

For the historian there arises a task that is not easy, but very clearly defined: to clarify the prior 
fate and origin of each of these teachings, and to note the time and circumstances of their 
encounter.

2. Jesus — a deity

At the beginning of the twentieth century two bourgeois scholars—the Pole Andrzej 
Niemojewski and the American William Benjamin Smith—working independently of one another 
and by no means wishing to undermine the foundations of the religious worldview, spoke out 
against the then-dominant view in theology that treated the Gospels as a historical source and 
Jesus Christ as a real person, a preacher of a new religion and the founder of the Christian 
Church.

A. Niemojewski  showed that the ‘apostolic epistles,’ which contain dogmatological formulas and 
sayings, appeared earlier than the Gospels, and that in the Gospels, by means of a purely 
literary construction, there is created— in the form of a grand artistic metaphor—the image of a 
primal teacher, an image unacceptable to the historian and not fitting within the framework of 
real history. W. Benjamin Smith  demonstrated that the Gospels cannot be used as a historical 
narrative, because they are not biographical sketches depicting the life of a figure of a known 
historical epoch: everything recounted in them bears no resemblance to the actions and 
speeches of a mortal human being, looks like miracles, and if the miraculous, supernatural 
element is removed from the Gospels, nothing remains in them.

1

2

i A. Niemojewski, Gott Jesus. Munich, 1910.
2 W. Smith, Der vorchristliche Jesus. 2nd ed., Jena, 1911; Ecce Deus, Jena, 1910.”
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After the First World War, a time of panic moods set in in the countries of Western Europe, even 
less favorable for the critical study of ancient religious documents, in particular the sources of 
early Christianity. In Protestant circles there arose a call ‘back to Luther!’; in Catholic circles 
papal encyclicals appeared which, in the manner of medieval bulls and interdicts, prescribed for 
the faithful rules of political behavior and laws of scholarly and artistic work. In this atmosphere 
of paltry fears, of flight under the shelter of precisely those authorities whom scholarship had

The methodological approaches and indications of the two named authors stood in sharp 
contrast to the outdated, as if frozen, system of the ‘rationalist’ school. When B. Smith came to 
Europe (four years before the First World War), he encountered on the part of German 
theologians, it is true, a courteous reception, but at the same time a resolute protest: a polemic 
arose, articles and books appeared in which it was insistently proved that Jesus Christ really 
lived (‘Jesus has lived’), that although much that is miraculous and mythical is ascribed to him, 
much of later dogmatic formulas, nevertheless there are words undoubtedly spoken by 
him—genuine words of Jesus Christ!



only just begun to criticize, could the first attempts at such criticism survive? They were 
completely forgotten.

A. Niemojewski noted in the Gospel narrative clear features of a paraphrase of the mythical fate 
of the solar deity—his struggle with darkness, his concealment and his triumph; thus he 
explains, for example, the scene of the Transfiguration on the mountain or the darkness of the 
eclipse that set in at the moment of Jesus’ death on the cross.

Why is Jesus surrounded by twelve apostles? These are the twelve constellations of the ecliptic 
through which the sun passes in its annual cycle: the evangelist transferred celestial 
phenomena to the earth, turned astrology into historical reality. Why is the Nativity of Christ fixed 
on the date of December 25? Because this is the first day of the sun’s emergence from the 
winter solstice (December 22-24), as it were the birth of the young sun. This day was 
celebrated in the cults of all solar deities—Greek, Syrian, Phrygian, Babylonian, Egyptian, 
Iranian, Indian: Adonis, Attis, Apollo, Tammuz, Osiris, Mithra, Agni, Manu; all of them are born of 
a virgin, the birth takes place in a dark grotto, in a cave. All the details of this myth—the virgin 
mother, the dark cave—are reproduced in the Gospel of Luke, historicized and localized: the 
event takes place in Bethlehem, the homeland of King David, at the moment of the census 
under Quirinius, the legate of Augustus.

Unlike Niemojewski, who draws on analogies from almost all the religions of antiquity as 
arguments, B. Smith seeks proof of the mythological character of Jesus solely within the Jewish 
world. He cites the fact of the veneration of Jesus as a mediator between God and humans by 
the sect of the Naassenes, which existed before the appearance of Christianity and was later 
condemned by the Church as the heresy of the Ophites. In Hippolytus (a writer of the third 
century C.E.) there has been preserved a prayer customary among the Naassenes, of the 
following content: ‘...said Jesus: Look, Father, the struggle with evil is taking place on earth; 
man strives to escape the chaos that oppresses him and does not know how to rid himself of 
it. Therefore send me, Father; I shall descend with seals in my hand, I shall pass through the 
zones, all mysteries I shall disclose, the images of the gods I shall unveil, and all that is hidden 
from your holy path I shall release by the light of true knowledge’ (Hippolytus, V, 10; cited after 
W. Smith, Der vorchristliche Jesus, p. 31).
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The Naassenes were not condemned by the Church without reason. They were inconvenient for 
the guardians of orthodoxy, since they preserved an ancient representation, displaced by the 
Gospel image of the God-man that had acquired dogmatic obligatoriness. In the Jesus of the 
Naassenes there is nothing human, earthly, bound to a definite place and time. His sphere is the 
heavenly realm; he exists from eternity; he serves as a mediator in the transmission of God’s 
will to humans.

B. Smith also notes other signs of the original understanding of Jesus as a deity, displaced and 
obscured in the New Testament writings, yet nevertheless breaking through here and there in 
the Gospels and the ‘Acts of the Apostles.’



The very name Jesus, which the evangelist assigns as a personal name to the Galilean prophet, 
was earlier understood as a symbol, since Jesus (in ancient Hebrew Yeshua, or Joshua) means 
‘savior,’ ‘healer,’ ‘guardian.’ This meaning acquires, as it were, a doubled force in the appellation 
[Greek] ho Nazoraios. The evangelist derives the word ‘Nazöraios’ from ‘Nazareth,’ the name of 
an unknown Galilean village, but such an attempt is a later naïve conjecture based on similarity 
of sound, whereas in reality, linguistically, the word ‘Nazarean,’ or ‘Nazöraios,’ derives from the 
word ‘nazara,’ which means ‘to save,’ ‘to protect.’ Not as the personal name of a Galilean 
preacher, but as a magical name, full of mysterious power, is the name Jesus invoked in all 
cases of miraculous healings, especially in the ‘casting out of demons,’ in the exorcism of evil 
spirits.

Upon attentive reading of the New Testament writings one can, as B. Smith thinks, single out 
certain features of the original teaching about the ‘acts of Jesus’ (ta erga), where the discourse 
concerns a pre-Christian Jesus, not yet recognized as Christ, yet understood as a deity. 
Particularly interesting in this respect is the episode recounted in the ‘Acts of the Apostles’ 
(XVIII, 24-28). The scene takes place in Ephesus, during the stay there of the apostle Paul with 
his faithful disciples Aquila and Priscilla. ‘A certain Jew named Apollos, a native of Alexandria, 
an eloquent man and mighty in the Scriptures, came to Ephesus. He had been instructed in the 
beginnings of the way of the Lord (en te hodo tou Kyriou), and, being fervent in spirit, he spoke 
and taught accurately about the Lord, though he knew only the baptism of John. He began to 
speak boldly in the synagogue. But when Aquila and Priscilla heard him, they took him aside 
and explained to him the way of the Lord more accurately. And when he wished to cross to 
Achaia, the brethren encouraged him and wrote to the disciples to receive him; and when he 
arrived, he greatly helped those who had believed through grace; for he powerfully refuted the 
Jews in public, showing by the Scriptures that Jesus is the Christ.’
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The cited text undoubtedly has extraordinarily great significance for establishing historical dates 
in the development of Christian teaching. For here, in these few lines, the author of the ‘Acts’ 
acknowledges that there was a time and there were preachers who knew and venerated Jesus 
but knew nothing of Christ; the first of these teachings was older, the second newer; in this 
respect the Alexandrian Jews lagged behind the inhabitants of Asia Minor; the ‘way of the Lord’ 
was formed from the teaching about the Lord Jesus, supplemented by the teaching about 
Christ; on this path initially there was no real Galilean prophet and Jerusalem sufferer.

From all this B. Smith concludes that Christianity in the proper sense was preceded by the 
veneration of Jesus, a god-healer and patron. He attempts to establish the chronological 
framework of this period of religious development, roughly defining the time of existence of the 
cult of Jesus between 100 B.C.E. and 100 C.E.

Thus, the name ‘Jesus’ was known even before the emergence of Christian communities, first, 
as a solar deity common to various Eastern religions, and second, as a Jewish archangel and 
god-healer. It seems to me that Jesus also appeared as a guardian genius of closed circles, 
tight religious communities organized on the model of Greek thiasoi, where Jesus was assigned 



a role similar to that played by Orpheus, Heracles, Asclepius, and other secondary deities. Such 
is Jesus, according to the ‘Teaching of the Twelve Apostles.’ In my study The Emergence of 
Christian Literature I gave a detailed analysis of the morality and ritual of this pre-Christian work. 
Now I shall recall only the expressions concerning Jesus from the prayer pronounced before the 
sacred meal:

‘As regards the Eucharist, perform it thus: first, concerning the cup: We thank you, our Father, 
for the holy vine of David, your servant (tou paidos sou), which you made known to us through 
Jesus, your servant (tou paidos sou); to you be the glory forever; and concerning the broken 
bread: We thank you, our Father, for the life and knowledge [of truth] which you made known to 
us through Jesus, your servant—glory be to you forever.’

However much the three images of the pre-Christian Jesus cited may differ from one another, 
they all share one common feature: they are perceived by believers as mythological 
images—these are deities not bound by space and time; they exist eternally; there is no 
moment or place at which and where they were embodied in human form.
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3. Christ — the expected king of Israel

In contrast to the image of Jesus, the image of Christ bears the marks of place and time; it is 
endowed with earthly, human characteristics.

When and where did this name first appear? What was its original meaning? To resolve these 
questions the historian has at his disposal only a single source, the only explanation in the 
whole of ancient religious literature—namely that given by the author of the Fourth Gospel (the 
Gospel according to John).

The Fourth Gospel begins with a monologic prologue in which Jesus is presented as the Logos, 
the World Reason. ßaΛee the evangelist develops dogmatic definitions in a series of dramatic 
encounters and conversations. In the foreground appears John the Baptist; Jesus is not yet 
visible. The Pharisees and Levites send to ask the Baptist who he is. The Christ? Elijah? The 
Prophet? To all three questions he gives a negative answer. When asked by what authority he 
performs baptism, John declares himself the forerunner of “him whose sandal strap he is not 
worthy to untie ... whom you do not know ... and I did not know him, but for this reason I 
baptized with water, that he might be revealed to Israel.” On the next day John the Baptist points 
the people to Jesus approaching from afar and says: “Behold the Lamb of God, who takes away 
the sins of the world.” He repeats the same words to his disciples, Andrew and John. Stirred by 
this message, Andrew goes to his brother Simon and says to him: “We have found the Messiah, 
which translated into Greek means Christ1 (εύρήκαμεν Μεσσίαν, ο έστιν μεθερμηνευόμενον 
Χριστός). As the Gospel according to John reports, the disciples of John the Baptist become 
disciples of Jesus and draw in new followers: Philip calls Nathanael, and the latter says to 
Jesus: “You are the Son of God; you are the king of Israel (βασιλεύς ό Ισραήλ).”



One cannot fail to see that the words emphasized in the cited text stand in sharp contrast to the 
formulas of the prologue and the middle part of the chapter: the incarnate World Reason, the 
Lamb who takes upon himself the sins of the world, and the Son of God, turns out at the same 
time to be also the Messiah (Christ), the king of Israel.

This combination of two directions, different in quality and in scale, is the result of the 
conciliatory tendency of the evangelists in general, and in particular and especially of the author 
of the Fourth Gospel. It is not difficult to identify the two directions that the author of the Gospel 
of John sought to fuse into a single whole. One—the doctrine of the Logos—may be called, by 
place of origin, Alexandrian, and in essence gnostic: it was brilliantly developed by the 
Hellenized Jew Philo and was an expression of Jewish gnosis formed under the influence of 
Greek philosophy, chiefly Platonism. The other—the doctrine of the Messiah—may be called, by 
place of origin, Palestinian, and in essence biblical, since it was based on the study of ancient 
Jewish theosophy, on the interpretation of the book of the Law and the Prophets.

1 In Russian: “the anointed one.”
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In their socio-political coloring, in their significance, these currents differed from one another. 
The Alexandrians were Jews of the Diaspora, far removed from the Jerusalem Temple, more 
inclined toward rapprochement with the Empire, with Rome, than the Palestinians; their 
philosophy was the worldview of well-to-do strata, predominantly of the urban population.

The situation is more complex with the other current—the messianic one. It embraced broader 
layers of the population and bore a more active, more militant character.

The word ‘messiah’ (‘mashiah’) is ancient Hebrew, but the concept of the ‘anointed of God’ 
underwent substantial transformation over the centuries. In the ancient chronicle (the Book of 
Samuel), which recounts the period of Israel’s independence, the messiah is the legitimate, 
God-blessed king; this designation was applied above all to David. In the period following the 
destruction of Jerusalem (586 BCE), during the ‘Babylonian captivity,’ this image of the ‘anointed 
one,’ the ‘king of Israel,’ disappears from the literature altogether, from the horizon of a people 
scattered across the face of the earth. Among the early prophets (Isaiah, Ezekiel) there is no 
messiah; there are only vague visions of miraculous deliverance, of a heavenly youth or Son of 
God, whose image suddenly appears in the clouds and contains nothing earthly, real, or 
tangible.

The period of Persian domination in the Near East (540-230 BCE) was a time of a certain 
reconciliation of the Jewish people, crushed by the Assyrians and Chaldeans, with the rest of 
the ‘pagan’ world: the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem and the creation of a religious 
center satisfied, at least in part, Jewish hopes and expectations. The appearance in the East of 
the Greco-Macedonian conquerors gave rise to a strong upsurge of ‘messianism,’ as we are 
entitled to call this movement from the moment when, among the prophets of the later period 
(Zechariah, Daniel), the image of the ‘anointed one,’ the ‘king in Israel,’ appears. This 



movement found vivid expression in the Maccabean revolt, which led to the formation of an 
independent Judea.

Messianism intensified still further when Judea was annexed to the Roman Empire, when the 
popular masses began directly to feel the oppression of the Roman tax system and the 
extortions of Roman officials.1 Pent-up anger and hatred toward the Romans were clothed by 
the Pharisaic scribes in transparent historical analogies, when Rome was called the ‘Babylonian 
harlot,’ and were expressed in curses branding the ‘monstrous beast.’ The people responded to 
Roman domination with violent protests; the ‘messiah’ became a call to uprising.

97

In Josephus there is no name of a messiah, but there is abundant material for portraying 
messianism before the revolt and during the revolt. Particularly characteristic is the appearance, 
one after another, of claimants to monarchical power—this almost maniacal striving to don 
‘royal’ garments, to assume a threatening, defiant bearing, to proclaim themselves the true 
kings of Israel.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

MILITANT MESSIANISM IN THE JEWISH 
REVOLT OF 66-73 CE

1. The social character of the revolt

The Jewish revolts of the first and second centuries CE find their place in general surveys of the 
history of the Roman Empire, but they are always depicted in isolation: the first in connection 
with the general upheaval of the Empire during the civil wars of 68-69, the fall of the 
Julio-Claudian dynasty, and the rise of the Flavian dynasty; the second in connection with 
Trajan’s Parthian campaign and the difficulties that arose for the emperor in the rear; the third in 
connection with Hadrian’s centralizing reforms. Each time the revolt interests the historian not in 
itself, but as one of the complications in the life and development of the Empire; never have 
these popular movements been considered in their mutual connection, as a single whole, as a 
manifestation of the social and cultural crisis of the Roman Empire.

And yet the seventy years (66-135) to which these events in the Jewish world belong constitute 
a decisive epoch for the formation of Christianity. Throughout this entire period the movement 
proceeds under the sign of faith in the coming of the messiah—Christ, the “anointed one,” the 
“king of Israel.” The first Jewish “Christs” appear during the revolt of 66-73 in the persons of 
John of Gischala and Manaem, the son of Judas the Galilean; the last is Bar-Kokhba in the 
revolt of 132-135.

Messianic faith, which had arisen three centuries earlier, in the age of the Maccabees and the 
prophecy of Daniel, perished together with the bands of fighters. The mass of sympathizers fell 
away; the ruined, disillusioned, and despairing fled in all directions. But at the same time a great 
shift was taking place in the ideology and beliefs of the sectarian movements widely spread 
throughout the Jewish world. It is very difficult for us now to ascertain what was going on in the 
minds of the generations who lived at the end of the first century and in the first three decades 
of the second, contemporaries of the dying Jewish-messianic war. Before us there is only the 
result of a completed process—the so-called “Epistles of the Apostle Paul”—and this is a 
rejection of Jewish messianism, the outlines of a new faith, the faith of the gnostic period of 
Christianity.
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Such is the historical place and the cultural-historical significance of the seventy years of the 
Jewish revolts.



In memory of Rome’s victory over Jerusalem in 70 CE one of the most beautiful monuments of 
imperial Rome was erected—the triumphal arch of Titus. The reliefs of the arch vividly depict the 
religious-political fact that most struck contemporaries: Roman legionaries carrying on their 
shoulders, as trophies, the Ark of the Covenant and the seven-branched lampstand seized from 
the sanctuary of the Jerusalem Temple. The end of barbarian superstition!—this is what Roman 
superbia proclaimed here. However strongly this artistic monument expresses the significance 
of the events that took place in the East at the end of the 60s of the first century CE, this 
impression is only weakly supported by other sources—the literary testimonies of ancient writers 
such as Tacitus, Suetonius, and Dio Cassius, who convey fragmentary information about the 
course of the revolt, since the main direction of their interest is to follow the fate of the 
contenders for supreme power in the Empire. Even Josephus, who in The Jewish War recounts 
in the greatest detail, almost day by day, the external course of events, was unable or unwilling 
to explain the full meaning and intensity of the movement. In the manner of Greek and Roman 
historians—Thucydides and Livy—he inserts into his narrative speeches allegedly delivered by 
the figures of the drama he depicts. These speeches serve him to explain the state of affairs at 
certain moments, to characterize the actors, and at the same time to express his own judgments 
and evaluations.

Such, in particular, is the speech of Titus addressed to the legionaries just before the very 
beginning of military operations against the rebels. This is not a record of a participant who 
heard the orator at an assembly, but a fiction of the author of The Jewish War, who attempts to 
give an assessment of the two warring sides from a Roman point of view, but in doing so 
involuntarily expresses an opinion about the character of the two forces struggling with one 
another.

Titus wishes to encourage the Roman soldiers, who are in the minority against an enemy 
superior in numbers. He says that there is no reason to fear this mass, because the Jews are 
more like a crowd than an army; they are guided by self-confident audacity and savage malice; 
they possess the recklessness characteristic of desperate people; their passions are strong 
while affairs go well, but will vanish at the first setback; whereas the Romans are motivated by 
valor, discipline, and courage—qualities that never desert them, under any blows of fate, and 
give them the strength to endure the struggle to the end. The speech of Titus was written by 
Josephus after the revolt had been completely suppressed, when the fighters had either fallen 
amid the ruins of Palestinian cities or been led in chains to Rome, when Josephus had firmly 
established himself in Roman service and viewed everything through the eyes of a Roman 
official. But he did not think so contemptuously of his compatriots, did not consider the revolt 
doomed to destruction in advance, when he commanded a detachment sent from Jerusalem to 
aid Galilee. And he himself, as a narrator, contradicts the tendentious condemnation of the 
insurgents when, in the finest pages of The Jewish War, devoted to the account of the defense 
of Tarichaea, Jotapata, Jerusalem, and Masada, he bears witness not to audacity and 
recklessness, but to the unshakable steadfastness and inventiveness of his compatriots, to their 
readiness to fight to the last drop of blood.
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The fact that the revolt of 66-73 was confined to the limits of Palestine should not mislead us as 
to its strength and the danger it posed to the Empire. The territorial limitation of military 
operations was the result of the skillful strategy of the Romans, who at once isolated the 
center—Jerusalem—from the entire broad surrounding Jewish world, from the lands of the 
Jewish Diaspora, from Egypt, Cyrene, Cyprus, Cilicia, Syria, Asia Minor, Mesopotamia, and 
Babylonia. Especially great danger could have threatened Rome from the regions beyond the 
Euphrates, which lay within the Parthian kingdom. It goes without saying what consequences 
would have threatened the Empire in the event of the arrival of Babylonian Jews and the 
inevitable intervention of the Parthians themselves.

The numerical superiority of those sympathetic to the messianic movement could in no way play 
the role of a decisive factor. Shut up in Palestinian fortresses, deprived of supplies, lacking 
reserves to replenish their exhausted forces, the insurgents were left to their own fate.

Such was one of the reasons for the failure of the revolt. It is necessary to draw attention to 
another reason for its failure, to another feature of the revolt that relates to the internal, social, 
and cultural phenomena of the epoch.

The revolt against Rome was complicated by social contradictions within Jewish society itself. 
Josephus says that the immediate cause of the war was the demand of the rebellious part of the 
people to refuse the acceptance of sacrifices and gifts to the Temple sent by the emperor. The 
Pharisees opposed this, referring to the fact that such a refusal would violate the custom of the 
ancestors, who highly valued offerings to the Temple from foreigners and adherents of other 
faiths. When the priests serving at the Temple were summoned to decide the dispute, they 
unanimously confirmed the correctness of the Pharisees’ historical reference. Nevertheless, the 
rebels insisted on their own course. “Thus,” Josephus concludes, “those who opposed the 
rupture were the men of authority together with the higher hierarchy and all that part of the 
people which occupied the upper part of the city and loved peace. But control of the Temple 
passed to the rebels, who had seized the lower part of the city” (Bell. Jud., II, 17). The picture is 
compelling in its vividness: “lovers of peace” are the inhabitants of the upper city, that is, the city 
of palaces and mansions; to war rush without restraint the residents of the densely built 
suburbs, the shabby and neglected “lower part of the city,” that is, the poor—artisans, peasants, 
shopkeepers, porters, carriers. However, this conception of Josephus is incorrect and 
tendentious. In this case it was most important for him to show that the Pharisaic party, to which 
he belonged, was loyal to the Romans to the end, that it was drawn into the war by the rebels 
against its will. On the basis of Josephus’s narrative one may say that in the war that began in 
66 there was in Palestine not a division into two, but into three parties. Besides the two 
extremes—(1) supporters of unconditional peace, those whom Josephus called Sadducees, that 
is, the ruling aristocracy, which by inheritance occupied the highest priestly offices and 
possessed land, houses, and money-lending capital; and (2) the great mass of the poor, ruined 
people who had formed armed bands of supporters of ruthless war—there was also a third, 
intermediate grouping, wavering between the two extremes, namely the one to which Josephus 
himself belonged.
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In social terms, as may be inferred from Josephus’s characterization, these were people of 
moderate means, of urban professions—jurists, theologians, priests of the middle and lower 
ranks—who were at odds with the higher hierarchy. These circles of Jewish society could hardly 
complain greatly of oppression by the Roman administration. But ideologically they were deeply 
affected by the system of Roman religious policy; on this issue they acted together with the 
popular masses. The most enterprising among them perhaps entertained ambitious designs of 
making the cult of Yahweh the dominant religion of the Empire. Such dreams could be harbored 
by Josephus after he had been in Rome and had gained access to Nero’s court.

The Pharisaic party intended to wage war against the Romans on equal terms, as a future 
eastern power, with observance of diplomatic courtesy and the rules of honorable struggle 
between organized armies (for example, in the form of exchanges of prisoners). But the majority 
of the rebels had no wish whatever to reckon with the subtle calculations of the more moderate 
party, recognizing only the merciless extermination of impious unbelievers. In turn, the Romans 
allowed no middle ground, no compromise, demanding unconditional submission.
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Josephus himself experienced the consequences of the contradictions in the military-political 
program of the Pharisaic party. His intention to wage war against Rome “nobly,” in order to 
conclude a good peace as soon as possible, ended in unconditional surrender to the victor’s 
mercy, betrayal of the fatherland, and entry into Roman service. He devised for himself an entire 
system of justificatory arguments. He foretold a great future for Vespasian. It is now clear to us 
that all this was reasoning post factum : at the beginning of the Galilean campaign Josephus 
was a messianist in a completely different sense; he expected a quite different “anointed of 
God,” endowed with all the qualities and gifts of the fulfiller of the eternal covenants of antiquity.

The entire burden of the war fell upon the party of the extreme, irreconcilable enemies of Rome. 
We know little about them. The representatives of this tendency had their own ideology, their 
own notions of the best structure of the state, in which they did not reckon with the juridical 
theories of Pharisaic scholars; this was expressed, for example, vividly in their election of a high 
priest from among simple peasants, in violation of the ancient privilege of the descendants of 
Aaron, the brother of Moses, to hold this highest office (Bell. Jud., III, 3, 6-9).

The supporters of war with Rome had no historian of their own, and Josephus blackened, after 
his betrayal, the memory of the fighters who remained faithful to their principles to the end. He 
informs us that they called themselves Zealots (ζηλωταί—“the zealous”), but he interprets this 
designation in the sense that instead of zeal for “good” deeds they possessed only zeal for 
crimes of every sort. Alongside this he cites the name given to the extremists by the 
Romans—Sicarii—and writes this Latin word in Greek letters (σικάριοι, sicarii—“assassins,” 
from sica, “dagger”).

Josephus, however, did not achieve his aim by such one-sided evaluations; his readers could 
not fail to feel in the fighters who defended Jerusalem in 70 and Masada in 73 an exceptional 
courage. The name “Zealots” recalled the struggle for a just cause. In the Gospel of Luke (VI,



15) among the twelve apostles there is mentioned Simon, “called the Zealot” (Σίμων ό ζηλωτής). 
From this it is evident that Christians of the second half of the second century perceived 
Zealotism as a tendency close to their own faith: “the zealot” became an apostle of Christ—thus 
they formulated the continuity of the movements. The historian of our own day is entitled to 
modify the formula by reversing its components: the Zealots were the predecessors of the 
Christians, the followers of Christ.

103
2. The social and religious ideas of the Zealots 

and the Sicarii

In the concluding chapters of The Jewish War, many pages are devoted to the defense and 
destruction of Masada, the fortress by the Dead Sea that did not surrender to the Romans for 
three years after the fall of Jerusalem. Josephus Flavius conveys to us in particular detail the 
state of mind of the defenders of Masada, and here one must again do justice to his artistic and 
dramatic talent, which prevails over the journalistic tendency toward one-sided and partisan 
evaluations.

The worldview of the Zealots and the Sicarii is revealed in two lengthy speeches of Eleazar, the 
commander of the Masada garrison, and into the mouth of this opponent Josephus puts a 
glorification of irreconcilable war and an indirect reproach to the Pharisees, who had so 
ingloriously surrendered to the Romans.

Here we find several original features, unlike the circle of concepts that Josephus Flavius 
associated with the more ancient religious-philosophical “parties” of Judea.

First of all, the profound confidence of the Zealots and the Sicarii in the righteousness of the 
cause they defended is striking: Eleazar gathers the most courageous of his comrades and says 
to them: “We were the first to revolt from the Romans, and we are now the last to fight them. 
There is nothing in the world higher or dearer than freedom, and the Jewish people must have 
no other order, no other authority, except submission to the will and authority of God.”

Eleazar acknowledges that the struggle for freedom is a cause hopelessly lost. The very first 
severe trials of the war made it possible to foresee that the Jewish people were destined to 
perish. Subsequent events confirm this supposition: had it been otherwise, God would not have 
allowed so many people to die in suffering, would not have permitted the burning, devastation, 
and profanation of the “holy” city.

In his characterization of the worldview of the religious-philosophical “parties,” Josephus Flavius 
notes the attitude of each of them toward the question of whether predestination rules the world 
or whether a person’s fate depends on his will. Among the Sadducees, recognition of free will is 
combined with unbelief or indifference to religion; among the Essenes, on the contrary, the 
denial of free will is combined with faith in the omnipotence of God, who incontrovertibly 
determines human destiny. In Eleazar’s speech another combination of concepts confronts us: 
there is faith in the omnipotence of God, and at the same time human freedom in disposing of 



one’s life is admitted, the right to suicide is recognized. Eleazar develops such a thesis in detail: 
people who have fought for their freedom, for their wives and children, must forestall capture by 
voluntary death; and this not only does not contradict God’s will, but, on the contrary, a special 
mercy of God is manifested in the fact that God opens the possibility, grants the final moment for 
the fulfillment of suicide. Eleazar does not confine himself merely to an appeal to the feelings of 
honor, courage, and self-sacrifice of his comrades; he develops an entire theory of the human 
right to suicide and substantiates it with peculiar arguments.
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It is interesting to compare the mentality of the Zealots and the Sicarii with a phenomenon 
contemporary with it, occurring in a milieu far removed from Masada and Jerusalem, in a 
different social environment: the mania for suicide, familiar to us from Tacitus and Suetonius, 
widespread among the Roman aristocracy in the years of the rule of the Julio-Claudians.

In the milieu of the Roman aristocracy unbelief or indifference to religion predominated; in the 
question of the afterlife, of the existence of the soul separate from the body, the majority 
adhered to a negative view, judging by the fact that we find corresponding views in Valerius 
Maximus, Velleius Paterculus, and Pliny the Elder, whereas Seneca stands alone with his 
dream of the soul’s passage after death into the “regions beyond the stars.” Among the Zealots 
and the Sicarii we find enthusiasm for faith in the omnipotence of God and a deep conviction of 
the immortality of the soul. These two religious theses not only do not hinder the doctrine of the 
right to suicide, but serve as the most important arguments in the construction of a theory of the 
human right to dispose of one’s life.

Eleazar’s reasoning about the immortality of the soul only partially resembles the teachings of 
the Neoplatonists and Neopythagoreans; it has sources alien to Greece and Rome. The 
concept of the immortality of the soul, of the beneficence of death as the soul’s release into 
freedom, and the consequent right of a person to suicide, Eleazar finds in the traditions of the 
Jewish people themselves. But if this tradition should prove insufficient, he proposes taking as a 
model the custom of foreigners—the teaching and example of the “Indian sages”; then he 
depicts in ideal features the theory and practice of the self-immolators. According to him, the 
adherents of this tendency regard bodily, earthly life as the greatest misfortune, a heavy trial, a 
duty imposed by nature. They recognize for themselves the right to hasten the onset of death. 
The friends of the self-immolators, celebrating the funerals with greater joy and solemnity than 
others, accompany their fellow citizens on the distant journey, lamenting their own fate, which 
keeps them in their former “bodily imprisonment.”
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3. Characteristic features of militant messianism

Eleazar’s words did not remain an empty sound. In them was expressed the firm resolve of the 
entire group of fighters who so steadfastly resisted the Romans. Josephus Flavius gives the 
number of those who perished at Masada as 960 persons. There is no need for us to accept his



figure, all the more so since no one counted the besieged, isolated from the rest of the world for 
three years. In any case, there were several hundred fighters at Masada who preferred the 
death of their loved ones and their own death to submission and slavery. In the event of 73, 
immortalized by the account of Josephus Flavius, the irreconcilability of militant messianism was 
reflected. If those who fought in the name of the messiah—Christ—were so merciless toward 
their families and themselves, one must imagine how cruel they would have been, in the event 
of victory, toward their opponents, the “impious pagans.”

Hatred of Rome was reflected in a literary work written at the very height of the struggle, later 
reworked by Christians and taking its place in the New Testament canon under the name of the 
Apocalypse or the Revelation of John.

Engels establishes for the Apocalypse a very precise chronological date—67-68 C.E.1: he 
builds this conclusion on the basis of an analysis of the picture depicted in chapter XVIII of the 
Apocalypse, which produces the impression of a transmission of the events of the civil war that 
raged within the empire after the death of Nero.

This is not the place to analyze the character and significance of the Apocalypse as a whole 
(this will be discussed in the analysis of the New Testament), but one remark must be made. 
The “Revelation of John” in the form that has come down to us is the result of several 
redactions; it contains parts that were undoubtedly written after the fall of Jerusalem (70 C.E.); 
such is the concluding picture—the prophecy of the descent to earth of the heavenly, ideal 
Jerusalem. However, what Engels draws attention to is beyond doubt: those parts of the 
Apocalypse that contain threats against Rome, that are permeated with the fighters’ confidence 
in their own strength and hope for the victory of the uprising, were written before the fall of 
Jerusalem.

Engels’s thought is extraordinarily valuable for us, because it allows us to approach directly the 
mood of the participants in the uprising, to clarify the picture of the struggle of the “truly 
believing” with the “impious.” The publicist adopts a prophetic tone, resorts to Old Testament 
images, seeks comparisons in mythology and astrology. For him Babylon, the Babylonian harlot, 
is a transparent mask of Rome (in Greek Babylon and Rome are of the feminine gender); 
satanic hordes signify the Roman legions; upon the head of the enemy are called down all the 
elemental forces of the world: eclipses, earthquakes, storms.

i See K. Marx and F. Engels, Works, vol. XVI, part II, p. 416 ff.
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The appeal apparently enjoyed great popularity, was assiduously read by subsequent 
generations even after the separation of the new faith from Judaism. In Christian circles, even in 
the second half of the second century, the connection with the era of the struggle against Rome 
was still recognized, the memory of the martyrs of that struggle was honored. Only thus can one 
explain the inclusion of this work, with only minor editorial corrections, among the Christian 
books of the New Testament canon.
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CHAPTER NINE

THE SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND SOCIAL IDEAS OF 
THE PREDECESSORS OF CHRISTIANITY

1. Radical sectarianism — a broad popular movement

The Gospel metaphor (the Gospel according to Matthew, XIII, 31), which likens the “kingdom of 
heaven” (i.e. the growing Christian community) to a small seed from which a mighty, branching 
tree grows, is an effective theological thesis, but it is wholly unsuitable as a historical judgment: 
such magic does not occur in history. Christianity became a broad popular religion precisely 
because the sectarianism that preceded it—out of which it grew and which it continued—was 
already such.

Indeed, let us recall only what Josephus Flavius tells us about the Essenes, one of the most 
widespread Jewish sects. He notes the popularity of the Essenes among the people, speaks of 
the great number of adherents of this movement, divided into two groups—strict ascetics living 
in monastic communities, and sympathizing supporters of a simplified religion living in cities. 
These groupings, which consisted predominantly of the poorest strata of the population, 
Josephus contrasts with the Sadducees and Pharisees, the ecclesiastical hierarchy, the rich.

Undoubtedly, sectarianism—the preparatory period of Christianity—united broad popular strata 
and reflected the ideology of the lower classes. The principal monuments of this broad popular 
movement of the first century C.E. are the Didache (“The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles”) and 
The Shepherd of Hermas.

The social program of these works has a sharply pronounced democratic character, especially if 
one compares them with the monuments of Christian literature of the second century C.E. that 
entered the canon of the New Testament. The Didache condemns the rich, judges unjust toward 
the poor, those who do not work for the benefit of the “burdened with labor.” This idea is 
expressed even more vividly in The Shepherd of Hermas. The author of this work, by origin, was 
an Egyptian slave, later a freedman. In the commandments of The Shepherd there is a clear 
condemnation of the rich and of wealth.
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In wealth The Shepherd sees, if not a vice, then in any case an obstacle to a “holy” life pleasing 
to God. This opinion is motivated by the fact that in a difficult hour of trial the possessors of 
material goods will renounce the Lord precisely because wealth has filled their soul and 
because they are immersed in business cares (Vision, III, 6). Only by providing abundant, 
generous help to the poor, by giving away surplus, can the rich attain salvation. In Parable IX, 



where the union of people in the ideal church is presented under the guise of the construction of 
a great tower from stones brought down from the mountains, there is the following vivid 
example: from the white mountain, symbolizing people of pure, innocent, virtuous life, angels 
bring round stones. By their impeccably pure color they are entirely suitable for construction, but 
their shape is unsuitable, because the walls of the tower are built from stones of cubic form. The 
builder orders them to be hewn, and the shepherd instructing Hermas explains that the white 
round stones signify virtuous people who possess wealth. They would be entirely good and 
useful for the church if only their surplus were taken away—the object of their vanity and pride. 
But the Lord does not wish to take everything from them completely—there is left to them as 
much as is required for them to continue to do good and thus to serve God (Simil., IX, 31 ).

In The Shepherd there is an even sharper condemnation of wealth. “The rich man has much 
property, but in the eyes of the Lord he is poor, because his thoughts are directed elsewhere: he 
rarely turns to God with a prayer of thanksgiving or petition, and when he does so, his prayer is 
short, weak, does not reach the heavens. But if the rich man finds support in the poor man, 
gives him all that is needed for life, he will gain confidence that through the mediation of the 
poor he has earned a reward from God. For the poor man is rich in prayer—both thanksgiving 
and supplication—and his prayer has great power with God... the prayer of the poor man is 
pleasing to God” (Simil., II, 6).

In the judgments cited there is undoubtedly sympathy for the broad masses of the poor. 
Nevertheless, in The Shepherd there is not the slightest hint of the necessity of social reform. 
The tendency that found expression in The Shepherd could most appropriately be called 
“philanthropism.” The author of The Shepherd insists only on the self-limitation of the rich, 
speaks only of voluntary distributions—true, as broad as possible—but nevertheless not of a 
compulsory character, dictated not by the desire to help the poor but by the “salvation of souls” 
of the rich. The author of the Didache exhorts one to be caring and gentle toward slaves. “Let 
there be no bitterness of irritation in your commands to a male or female slave who place their 
hope in the same God, lest they afterwards cease to fear God, who stands above you both; for 
he does not regard persons, but chooses those whom the Spirit has prepared” (IV, 10).
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The author of the Didache holds that the master should be in the household a likeness of God 
and that therefore slaves should obey him—not out of terror, but out of reverence (IV, 11). In 
general it should be noted that The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, which shows sympathy 
toward slaves, proceeds from circles of modest means that had a small number of slaves, with 
whom it was necessary to deal carefully. Alongside this, however, in The Teaching of the Twelve 
Apostles there is another tendency—the preaching of non-resistance to evil, addressed first of 
all to slaves. In their social conduct humility must stand in the first place. Therefore, in the eyes 
of the author of the Didache, the gravest crimes are pride and self-confidence. This sermon 
ends with the following words: “If you are able to bear the whole burden of the yoke of the Lord, 
you will be perfect; but if you are not able, do what you can” (IV, 2).



In Parable V of The Shepherd it is told that a rich owner of land and slaves, departing on a 
journey, entrusted to one of his slaves the vineyard he had planted, commanding him to make a 
fence around it. On his return he saw that the slave had not only done what he was ordered, but 
had also weeded out the tares, conducted water to the vineyard, and immeasurably increased 
the grape harvest. Delighted by the diligent activity of the slave, the master summons his son 
and heir, as well as his friends. He proposes to grant the slave freedom and to make him an heir 
to the master’s property. He sends the diligent slave dishes from his own table, which the latter 
distributes to his companions. This new manifestation of magnanimity on the part of the slave 
further strengthens the master in his decision to make the slave his heir.

In The Shepherd there are no reproaches toward slaves, no threatening reminders of their 
eternal obligations; there is praise of their honesty and diligence. The author declares himself a 
fervent supporter of humane treatment of slaves, of the freeing of slaves, and philanthropy is 
motivated by the master’s desire to reward the slave for especially diligent labor, by attention to 
his merits. The Shepherd of Hermas, in its philanthropism, regards the lot of slaves as the 
greatest of all human sufferings.

Somewhat anticipating what follows, one may say that we shall appreciate properly the attitude 
of the author of The Shepherd of Hermas toward slaves only if we compare his formulations 
with the notions expressed in New Testament writings of the second century C.E. There we find 
only weak, timidly expressed wishes for slaves to gain freedom, if an opportunity presents itself. 
The “Epistles of the Apostle Paul,” in the style of authoritative commands, remind us that slaves 
are obliged to obey their masters unconditionally, whom they must serve both out of fear and out 
of conscience. Especially striking is the severity of slaveholding law set forth in the Gospel 
according to Luke, where the greater part of the parables are built on examples taken from the 
life of large slaveholding estates. In the evangelist there is not a single word of sympathy for 
slaves; mention is made only of the heavy, exhausting, rest- and sleep-depriving labor, the 
non-fulfillment of which is declared an unforgivable sin, and above the heads of slaves there 
constantly hangs the threat of cruel punishments.
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In his social views Hermas stands on the same ground as the Stoics and Cynics of 
Greco-Roman society. The ancient slaveholding world had come right up against its crisis. The 
slaveholding economy revealed its insolvency. Moralists formulate this fact in the form of 
recognition of the “injustice” of the slaveholding order. But, being flesh of the flesh of that very 
society, they are incapable of breaking out of the enchanted circle by way of radical reform, 
through the abolition of slaveholding and slavery. They stop at declaring wealth a dangerous or 
even ruinous phenomenon and extol poverty, without drawing from this any social conclusions.

2. The social organization of sectarian communities

The sectarian communities of the predecessors of Christianity represent one of the forms of 
opposition to the state, the existing order, and the ruling classes.



Everyone knows the scene set forth in the Gospels in which Jesus Christ demands that a coin 
be shown to him and, pointing to the image of the emperor, pronounces the following judgment: 
“Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and unto God the things that are God’s” 
(Gospel according to Matthew, XXII, 23-33; according to Mark, XII, 15-17; according to Luke, 
XX, 23-25). This formula has always been understood as a declaration of loyalty, of faithful 
submission on the part of Christians, and indeed it was placed in the canonical book with the 
purpose of presenting a shield against possible accusations of disloyalty and treasonous 
designs. But one can look at the meaning of this saying from another point of view as well—one 
can place the emphasis on the words “unto God the things that are God’s”: Caesar has nothing 
to pry into in God’s affairs; they do not concern him; his authority does not extend to this sphere. 
From this, for state power there is reason for anxiety, despite the declaration of loyalty: what if 
between the “kingdom of Caesar” and the “kingdom of God” a contradiction arises, a conflict 
emerges?
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Among Christians there existed in this regard a formula that was far from loyal. “The Apostle 
Peter,” accused of uttering unlawful preaching, says to the judges: “Judge for yourselves 
whether it is right before God to obey you rather than God” (“Acts of the Apostles,” IV, 19), that 
is, in other words, one must obey God rather than men. These words sound disloyal: this is a 
declaration of disobedience to the existing authority with an appeal to a certain authority not 
subject to the state. In the eyes of Christians it meant that regnum dei does not depend on 
regnum caesaris and, moreover, that the former is higher than the latter. Applying juridical 
terms, we can say that Christians created for themselves their own special law, special rules 
entirely alien to those of the state.

This principle, lying at the foundation of the “kingdom of God” and expressed in the cited 
formulas, was not an innovation, not an invention of Christians. Such was the legal position in 
the milieu of the sectarianism that preceded Christianity.

That the Essenes lived according to their own special laws, different from the law operative in 
the empire, is stated by Josephus Flavius, who notes that their lawgiver was held in great honor 
among them. We must clarify the characteristic features of this intra-communal law in order to 
be able to judge to what extent Christians later continued the social organization and social 
ideas of sectarianism, in order to determine in what Christianity continued old traditions and in 
what it introduced novelty. In the Didache the following principle is expressed: “Do not turn away 
the one in need, but enter into close communion with him ( koinöneö ) in everything, as with your 
brother, and do not ask what belongs to whom separately ( idia ), for if you are sharers in what is 
eternal, how much more should you be so in human affairs” (IV, 8). (The concept of community 
of property, close comradeship in the use of the material goods of life, was expressed by the 
verb koinönein, the noun koinönos, the adjective koinos.)

The same expressions of community of property as in the Didache are used by Josephus 
Flavius in his description of the way of life of the Essenes: among them everything is considered 
to be in common possession of all; there is no distinction between rich and poor. This juridical 



principle, expressed in the Didache and in the description of the way of life of the Essenes, has 
great importance in the period of the organization of the Christian church. In the “Acts of the 
Apostles,” included in the New Testament, in the description of the original Jerusalem 
community, the terms given in the Didache and in the characterization of the social organization 
of the Essenes in Josephus Flavius are repeated: “all the believers were together and had 
everything in common.”
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The glorification of the principle of community of property in a monument of the first century C.E. 
is noteworthy both in itself and in comparison with the later Christian literature of the second 
century C.E. This is entirely alien to the Gospels and to all the epistles, and especially to the 
chief among them—the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul.” However, the enthusiasm of the author of 
the Didache must not mislead us. The principle of community of property proclaimed by him 
remained only a solemn declaration.

From theory let us turn to reality.

In the third part of the Didache (X, 7—XVI) we find a characterization of the organization of 
sectarian communities. The connection between them was carried out by “apostles” and 
“prophets,” whose position was different. “An apostle may remain in one place one day; if 
necessary—two; if he should wish to remain a third day, he must be recognized as a false 
prophet” (XI, 5).

Apparently, the apostolate is an ancient institution that was degenerating. There appeared 
people who abused this title, and the communities took measures to protect themselves from 
“false teachers.”

Of “prophets” the Didache speaks differently: prophets may remain for a longer time and may 
even become permanent leaders of communities. Nevertheless, prophets too were subjected to 
strict supervision by members of the community. In the Didache it is said: “If a prophet, being in 
ecstasy, orders a meal (for the poor) and does not partake of it, he is a true prophet; but if he 
begins to eat, he is a false prophet” (XI, 9). “Likewise, if while in ecstasy he asks for money or 
anything else, do not listen to him; but if he asks the same for others, for those in need, let no 
one condemn him” (XI, 12).

Very interesting is the consistently applied obligatory condition for all members of the 
community—the necessity of labor. This principle extends also to prophets living in the 
community. “If a prophet wishes to settle among you as a craftsman, let him work and eat” (XII, 
3). “Every true prophet who wishes to settle among you is worthy to receive sustenance from 
you” (XIII, 1 ). “A true prophet, like every worker, is worthy of his sustenance” (XIII, 2). “For the 
support of the prophets one should give the firstfruits of the harvest of grain and wool, the 
firstborn of oxen and sheep, for these prophets are your high priests” (XIII, 3). “From silver, 
clothing, and other property give a certain portion; give as much as you find necessary, give 



according to the commandment” (XIII, 5-6). “If you have no prophet, give the designated portion 
to the poor” (XIII, 4).

Only by attentively reading the entire text of the Didache relating to the legal and material 
position of the sectarians can one form for oneself an idea of the way of life of these 
communities. Their basic composition: craftsmen (workers). The Didache idealizes manual 
labor, considers the status of a worker ( ergatës ) the only worthy one, and to such an extent that 
prophets were recognized as legitimate members of communities only upon mastering some 
craft. This was necessary in view of the harsh way of life of craftsmen, among whom there were 
many poor freedmen and slaves.
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The program set forth in the Didache and in The Shepherd of Hermas fully corresponded to the 
social organization and worldview of the predecessors of Christianity.



114

CHAPTER TEN

GENERAL REMARKS ON THE POSITION OF RELIGION 
IN THE EMPIRE IN THE 1st CENTURY C.E.

1. The predecessors of Christianity 
in the 1st century C.E.

The expectation of Christ, the “savior” of humanity, a sovereign mighty power, appears only from 
the time of the Jewish revolts. The Christ of the Apocalypse bears all the features of the Jewish 
messiah, the anointed of God promised by the prophets, the leader of the “chosen people” in 
the struggle against impious pagans. After the failure of the revolts, a crisis began within 
Judaism, which compelled religious groupings to resolve in different ways the question of 
whether the messiah—the savior of the people—had appeared or not.

Under the impression of the severe disasters experienced as a result of the crushing of the 
revolt, conceptions of the “messiah” began to change: he came to be thought of as a suffering 
martyr, to symbolize in his person the sufferings of the people; people began to think that he had 
appeared but was not recognized.

Such a reversal in views could occur only after the collapse of the revolts. Before the revolts, a 
question of this kind could not even arise. Therefore, in the Jewish world prior to the year 66 
there was no rupture between the religious parties, although there were considerable 
divergences in ideology and ritual: Josephus is our principal witness to the fact that before the 
revolt of 66-73 there was no rupture. More than that: he himself, a Pharisee, a pupil of Old 
Testament bookish wisdom, expresses deep sympathy for radical sectarianism.

Another proof that in the 1st century C.E. there was no rupture between the religious parties 
may be provided by a judgment concerning conservative Judaism expressed in the Teaching of 
the Twelve Apostles : there the “true believers” set themselves in opposition to the “hypocrites.” 
This is not a declaration of war by one religion against another, but merely disputes within the 
bounds of a single religion. Thus, in the 1st century C.E., when Christianity had not yet fully 
separated from Judaism, there existed only a broad sectarian movement that immediately 
preceded Christianity.
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The error of those who object to such a thesis lies in the fact that they insufficiently appreciate 
the depth of the changes that were taking place in the social and cultural life of the empire, and 
in particular of its eastern provinces, at the turn of the 1st and 2nd centuries. He who does not 
see the fundamental difference between the worldview of the militant sectarians of the 1 st 
century and the fully formed Christian worldview of the 2nd century, who tries to designate these 



two still heterogeneous phenomena by a single term, commits a serious error. At the same time, 
however, one must not forget the definite kinship, the closeness of Christianity to sectarianism. 
Many ideas that Christians attributed to themselves as new and original were in fact 
achievements of their predecessors. In order to understand this, it is necessary to give a clear 
account of what the intellectual life of Jewish society represented in the last two centuries 
B.C.E. and in the 1st century C.E.

For all its hostility toward the surrounding paganism, for all the exclusiveness of its monotheism, 
which admitted alongside Yahweh no other gods whatsoever, Jewish religious thought was 
subjected to the strongest influence, first, of Hellenism and, second, of Iranian-Indian culture. 
The influence of Hellenism is manifested in the spread of Stoicism and Platonism. Even in 
Jerusalem itself there existed at that time Greek schools, mention of which has been preserved 
in the Talmud, but Hellenism spread especially widely among the Jews of the Diaspora.

The most vivid exponent of Jewish Hellenism is Philo of Alexandria, with his doctrine of the 
Logos. Philo, a representative of Jewish gnosis, an idealistic religious-philosophical school that 
developed the ideas of Plato, found successors first in the persons of the Christian Gnostics of 
the first half of the 2nd century, and then in the evangelist accepted into the canon of the New 
Testament who wrote under the name of the apostle John. The concept of the Logos, the World 
Reason, the mediator between God and human beings, the bearer of the creative principle in 
the world, is undoubtedly a deviation from ancient Israelite strict monotheism, from the 
veneration of the one and only Yahweh; it is a reformist idea, an innovation.

The image of a divine mediator between heaven and earth, which would later take a dominant 
place in Christian dogma, cannot be regarded as an idea of Christianity itself, nor even as one 
belonging to the Hellenized Jew Philo. Philo calls Augustus “Soter” (savior) and “Euergetes” 
(benefactor)—terms that were in use in the Hellenistic era. He regards Heracles as a savior who 
cleansed the world of barbarism and established civilization.

But it is especially important to note that the idea of a divine savior was characteristic not only of 
the Jews of the Diaspora, but also of representatives of Greco-Roman culture of the 1 st century. 
Seneca (De beneficiis, IV.8.1) regards the savior as a fire that God separates from himself for 
the world and that returns into the deity at the end of each world period. The idea of a savior 
was an idea generated by the religious quest of the imperial age.
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Ideas of another kind penetrate the Jewish milieu from the East—from Iran and India. From Iran 
comes a dualism that undermines the unlimited power of Yahweh, the idea of rivalry between 
the supreme creator of the world and the destroyer of life, who later assumes in Christianity the 
image of the devil-tempter.

The influence of Indian beliefs and teachings on Judaism is noticeable in everything that can be 
related to thoughts and concepts of the afterlife, of the fate of the souls of the dead. In ancient 
Judaism there is no conception of the immortality of the soul, of its triumph as a luminous 



principle over perishable flesh after bodily death; there is only the idea that the shades of the 
dead wander homeless in some subterranean world, similar to the Greek Tartarus. Completely 
different notions are found in late Judaism: the Pharisees of the 1 st century C.E. advance the 
teaching that the souls of the righteous, after the great judgment of God, enter paradise. Of 
paradise as the true homeland of the soul, to which it flies off, freed from the prison of 
perishable flesh, speaks also the leader of the defenders of Masada, Eleazar, before their “mass 
suicide,” referring to the Indian self-immolators.

One must clearly realize that all the principal beliefs of subsequent Christianity, with the 
exception of the legend of the earthly sojourn of Christ, are already contained in the ideology of 
the 1 st century C.E., including that of late Judaism; there we find the conception of the 
opposition between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of Satan, belief in the saving power of 
the soter—the messiah.

In the New Testament, among the apologists and the Fathers of the Church, the system of 
Christian doctrine appears in a finished form. But both historiography and literary scholarship of 
our time must beware of recognizing it as the result of original work, as the product of Christian 
authors. To the latter belongs only the shaping, coordination, and complex composition of 
material that had been prepared and developed earlier; and this preliminary, essentially 
fundamental work was accomplished in the Greco-Roman and Jewish world of the preceding 
period.

Not only the system of Christian doctrine, but also the structure of church communities, their 
way of life, rites, and the administration of the Christian Church were prepared by previous 
development. The Christian ecclesia reproduces the features of Greek and Jewish associations 
of an earlier time. The washings and sacred meals of the Essenes—these are the rites later 
reproduced by Christians in the sacraments of baptism and communion. To the same extent, 
Greek thiasoi may be regarded as the “organizational” predecessors of Christianity.
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In a word, there is no single fact that could be called the founding of Christianity. Christian 
doctrine grew slowly and gradually, as various Hellenistic, Jewish, and even Indian traditions 
and beliefs were reworked. But this by no means implies that the emergence of Christianity can 
be reduced to religious syncretism, to the mere filiation of heterogeneous ideas. If Christianity 
as an organized sect took shape in the Jewish world, in Palestine or in the diaspora, if it 
separated itself from Jewish sectarianism of the first century C.E., then in essence it was a 
product of the socio-economic and cultural development of the Roman Empire. It was rooted in 
the social and political disenfranchisement of the oppressed population of the empire, in acute, 
irreconcilable class antagonisms. The idea of a savior could spread so widely across the various 
regions of the powerful Roman state only because the oppressed and downtrodden masses 
passionately yearned for relief from their condition, even if only not in this world.

The crushing of the Jewish revolts of the late first and early second centuries contributed to the 
growth of feelings of despair and hopelessness and to the formation of Christianity, which had 



been prepared—this I consider it necessary to emphasize once again—by the entire preceding 
socio-economic and ideological development of the Mediterranean world.

2. The predecessors of Christianity in the Jewish milieu

By this general term I propose to designate the diverse religious groupings and currents, at first 
scattered and only later merging together, whose representatives sometimes had no knowledge 
of one another, although they were in essence of the same origin. It is like a multitude of 
streams running down from a single mountain range, flowing separately and then joining into a 
single current.

Besides the Essenes and Therapeutai described by Josephus and Philo, we may include here 
the sectarians who in their prayers invoked “Jesus, the servant of the Lord,” whose morality and 
rites we learn from the Didache. Further, among the predecessors of Christianity we must 
include the distinctive grouping whose beliefs are reflected in the Shepherd of Hermas. Among 
the predecessors of Christianity we must also include the Zealots, as has already been stated 
above.

All these sects, all these currents, share one common feature that constitutes the essence of 
the innovative religious direction: they believe in the imminent coming of the kingdom of God. 
Toward this goal are directed their prayers, their rites, their practice of asceticism, their 
renunciation of wealth and of the amusements of secular life. They form churches, that is, 
close-knit, closed communities, withdrawing from the “impious” way of life of the surrounding 
environment of the “unbelievers,” yet acknowledging the true God and his covenants.
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Despite the similarity in the essence of faith and the coincidence in understanding and striving 
toward a single common goal, there were great differences among the sects. Each had its own 
particular features. In each its own special tutelary genius or ideal leader was venerated, 
bearing its own name and possessing its own image. In the Egyptian diaspora, where the 
Didache enjoyed great popularity, Jesus, the servant of the Lord (“pais kyriou,” not “huios tou 
theou ”), was recognized as the mediator between God and the believer. Among the Essenes, 
according to Josephus, their “lawgiver” was held in high honor: perhaps this was considered to 
be the successor of Moses who led the “chosen people” into the promised land—Joshua (in the 
Septuagint, Jesus son of Nun). In the Shepherd of Hermas there is no name of a “spiritual 
leader,” but there is a distinctive conception in the portrayal of the founder of the kingdom of 
God: he is presented in the form of a slave who, for his selfless and zealous labor in cultivating 
the vineyard (a symbol of the kingdom of God), is declared an heir and then a son of God.

The sectarians were divided into peaceful and militant groupings. This difference is reflected in 
the image of the guardian genii of the communities. Jesus in the Didache and the son of God in 
the servile image of the Shepherd are deeply peaceable and differ from the messiah awaited by 
the Zealots, the “fearsome judge—the conqueror of impious pagans.”



In the first century C.E., before the revolt of 66, the above-named groupings had not yet broken 
away from Judaism; they lived a scattered life, but within their midst there had already begun a 
striving toward unification into unions. The Didache mentions wandering apostles and prophets 
who played the role of intermediaries between communities and contributed to their unification. 
Further, let us recall Josephus’ account that the Essenes had representatives of their faith in the 
cities who took care of traveling coreligionists: this points to the existence of a large 
organization, a union of communities professing one and the same belief system.

Among the predecessors of Christianity it is also necessary to include the already mentioned 
Alexandrian Jew Philo, with his doctrine of the Logos, knowledge of which grants true believers 
salvation from the sins that oppress humanity and opens the path to the attainment of eternal 
blessedness. Philo, developing the principles of Greek Platonism and Stoicism, is very far from 
Phariseeism, which rested on ancient Jewish tradition, on the books of the Law and the 
Prophets. Here the religious thought of the Jewish writer has already entered the sphere of the 
worldview of Greco-Roman culture. The ideas expressed by Philo (born around the 30s B.C.E., 
died in the 50s C.E.) are later continued by the Gnostics of the first half of the second century 
and inspire the compiler of the fourth Gospel, which begins with the words: “In the beginning 
was the Logos, and the Logos was with God, and the Logos was God.”
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3. The predecessors of Christianity in the Greco-Roman world. 
The appearance of Eastern religions in Rome

When the author of the Acts of the Apostles depicts the apostle Paul delivering a speech in the 
Athenian Areopagus around 50 C.E., and when legend recounts the martyrdom of the apostle 
Peter in Rome in the early 60s of the first century C.E., in both cases the narrators commit a 
chronological error: they place the supposed facts of the spread of the new faith in the 
Greco-Roman milieu 80-100 years earlier than the time of the actual appearance of Christian 
preaching in the center of the empire.

Nevertheless, the first century C.E. does include facts of religious life in Rome that may be 
called a kind of preparation for Christianity, although the forms of these beliefs by no means 
coincide in every respect with the images and concepts of the New Testament scheme. I mean 
the appearance in Rome and in Italy of Eastern cults, among which the cults of the Egyptian Isis 
and the Asia Minor Cybele played an especially large role.

The cult of Isis appears under Augustus soon after the incorporation of Egypt into the empire; 
under Tiberius priests arrive in Rome, Egyptian worship becomes an object of enthusiasm not 
only among the upper strata of Roman society, but also becomes popular among sailors in 
various coastal cities of Italy. Isis is revered as a deity who gives birth, who creates, who 
preserves life; she is worshiped together with her consort Osiris, whose death and resurrection 
symbolize the annual alternation in nature of withering and new flourishing. The central legend 
of the cult was the tale of how Isis weeps and mourns for her dead spouse, who perished 
through the intrigues of his evil brother Seth; how she wanders across the whole earth in order 



to gather the scattered limbs of Osiris’ body and to bury him; how Osiris is resurrected in the 
person of the infant Horus born of Isis. Corresponding to these tragic and joyful vicissitudes, 
mournful autumn and joyous spring festivals were celebrated.

Much in common with the cult of Isis as the mother of nature was presented by the cult of the 
Asia Minor Cybele, called the “great mother of the gods.” First admitted into Rome during the 
Hannibalic invasion, the cult of this goddess was accepted on a broader scale under Domitian at 
the end of the first century C.E.; at that time its orgiastic festivals were also introduced. This cult 
was participated in chiefly by the poorest strata of the working population—the urban plebs and 
slaves. Here the place of Osiris was taken by Attis, the beloved of the goddess, whose fate 
likewise consisted of annual dying and rebirth, which was marked by corresponding festivals.
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The Eastern cults, whose entire ritual was directed toward inducing in believers a state of 
ecstasy, differed radically from the dry and formalistic Roman religion. They promised the 
oppressed oblivion of earthly sorrow, depicted the god not as punitive and inaccessible, but as 
close and suffering, dying and rising again. Precisely this circumstance determined the wide 
dissemination of the cults of Cybele and Isis in Rome and the Roman Empire.

One cannot fail to see a deep inner connection between the ancient Eastern religions and 
Christianity. Christians were in a certain sense disciples of Egyptian and Asia Minor mythology. 
There are no grounds for doubting that the legend of the sufferings, death, and resurrection of 
Christ, as set forth in the New Testament, has as its source the myths of Osiris, Attis, Adonis, 
and Tammuz—gods symbolizing annual dying and rebirth in the organic world.

Subsequently Christianity absorbed various elements of the ancient religions, rejecting some 
and reviving others with renewed force. Among the latter belongs the belief in the salvific role of 
the Mother of God in the world. In the cults of Isis and Cybele the mother-goddess is a mighty 
cosmic principle, whereas in the Gospels Mary, the mother of Jesus Christ, is a simple mortal 
woman. The predominance of maternal right over paternal in ancient religions is explained by 
their reflection of matriarchy, which at the time of the formation of Christianity was, of course, an 
anachronism. The patriarchal principle was also reflected in the conceptions of the evangelists, 
who reasoned from the standpoint of Jewish family law (it is characteristic that the genealogy of 
Mary from Abraham and David, initially presupposed, was later replaced by the genealogy of 
Joseph, Mary’s husband, from the same ancestors).

With the passage of time the Jewish elements in Christianity weaken; by contrast, 
rapprochement with ancient pagan cults grows stronger. Already in the legend of Christ one can 
find numerous features of ancient pagan beliefs. A further concession in the same direction may 
be recognized in the appearance of the image of the Mother of God within the circle of Christian 
beliefs. This was the natural consequence of the mass entry into Christian communities of 
former worshipers of Isis, Cybele, and Astarte (a striking example is the conversion to 
Christianity of the priest of Cybele, Montanus, around 140 C.E.). This conversion of adherents 
of Eastern religions to Christianity was not so much a victory of Christianity over the errors and 



superstitions of paganism as an absorption into Christianity itself of pagan concepts and 
images.
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In the 3rd century, in the catacombs, there appears the image of the Mother of God with the 
infant Christ, and this is nothing other than a reproduction of the Egyptian Isis with the Horus 
born to her. In the 4th and 5th centuries, a doctrine is elaborated concerning the salvific power 
of the Mother of God as an intercessor for sinners before the Most High, as an embodiment of 
mercy—an image that eclipses that of her “divine son.”

Here we are already approaching the Middle Ages, when the cult of the Mother of God receives 
wide dissemination, when religious poetry creates the moving narrative of the Virgin’s journey 
through sufferings, when the Mother of God with the infant in her arms becomes a favorite 
theme of sculpture and painting. All this represents forms of the later development of Christian 
theosophy and poetry, which could not have existed in the period of preparation and within the 
Jewish milieu; in the Gospels, written in the context of Greco-Roman culture, relatively little 
attention is devoted to Mary, the mother of Jesus.

4. Questions of Periodization

The question of where to begin Christianity, whom to call early Christians, whom to call 
predecessors of Christianity, is of great importance. This depends first of all on how one 
understands the New Testament: whether one sees in it a source for reconstructing the deeds 
and teachings of the founders of Christianity, whether one accepts its testimony—geographical, 
chronological, and everyday—as authentic, or whether one regards the codex of sacred books 
as a deliberate construction of a theosophical system and religious poetry, the work of the 
founders of the Church, editors, commentators, and apologists of the second half of the 2nd 
century CE. I adhere to the latter view and will attempt, in order to substantiate my opinion, to 
provide in the second part of my book a detailed analysis of the New Testament writings. For the 
moment it is important for me only to repeat the thesis that I have pursued throughout the entire 
first part of this book. The New Testament cannot serve as a source for reconstructing the real 
history and beliefs of the 1st century CE.

The New Testament arose far from the Jewish center, within the milieu of the Jewish diaspora 
and Greco-Roman paganism. It unites writings that express the most diverse and even mutually 
contradictory tendencies. It is an amalgam of numerous directions, a compromise of sectarian 
teachings that emerged after the collapse of the revolts of 66-135 CE within the boundaries of 
the Roman Empire.
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It is necessary to look closely at the course of political events, at changes both in 
socio-economic conditions and in the corresponding ideological currents, and instead of 



traditional, ecclesiastical periodization derived from dogmatic formulas, to give a real historical 
periodization.

Within the span of three and a half centuries of Roman imperial history, from Augustus to 
Constantine (30 BCE - 325 CE), the religious movement that culminated in the victory of the 
universal Church passed through three periods:

1. The 1st century CE may be called the period of preparation for Christianity. The direct 
predecessors of Christian ecclesiae were Jewish radical sects: Essenes, Therapeutae, 
Nazoreans, Jesus-followers; in a literary sense—Alexandrian Hellenized Judaism (Philo). 
Indirect predecessors of Christianity were Roman Stoics, including the “uncle of 
Christianity”—Seneca, members of Greek thiasoi, worshippers of Isis and Cybele.

2. In the 2nd century CE, during the period of intensifying social and political crisis of the 
empire, after the failure of the Jewish revolts, there occurs the separation and distancing of the 
followers of Christ from conservative Judaism. The spread of Christianity proceeds intensively: 
in the second half of the 2nd century a large union of ecclesiae is formed with centers in Rome, 
Corinth, and Ephesus; Christian writers, apologists, theosophists, poets elaborate a dogmatic 
system and create the “historical” image of Christ (the canon of the New Testament). Christians 
preserve Jewish monotheism, allowing pagan elements only to a limited extent (for example, in 
the account of Christ’s birth in a cave, which constitutes a paraphrase of the myth of the birth of 
Adonis). In a literary sense, Christians depart from Old Testament models and turn to Greek, 
classical, and contemporary authors (Plato, Xenophon, Plutarch).

3. In the 3rd and even more so in the 4th century, Christianity becomes syncretistic, permeated 
with pagan elements, absorbing ancient beliefs and mythological representations, adopting 
ancient popular festivals and rites (a particularly striking example is the appearance in Christian 
belief of the image of the merciful great intercessor for sinners—the Mother of God—derived 
from the cults of Isis and Cybele).
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Part Two
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CHAPTER ONE

ROME AND THE APPEARANCE OF A NEW RELIGION

1. Romans in the Empire of the 2nd Century CE

In the first part of my study I had to examine, on the one hand, the life and thought of Roman 
society of the 1st century CE, and on the other—the life and thought of the predecessors of 
Christianity in the eastern part of the empire, as simultaneous parallel phenomena whose 
representatives came into contact with one another only in an external way. Jewish messianism 
could attract the attention of the Romans only as a movement politically dangerous to the 
empire, but not as an ideological current. Rome regarded from above the ideology of the 
insurgents, seized by “religious superstition” ( superstitio ).

The situation is different in the 2nd century CE. The Romans of the second century were no 
longer the same as the Romans of the first century. The old noble families that filled the senate 
and occupied the highest offices had died out or perished as a result of civil wars and the 
despotism of the Julio-Claudians. In place of the former nobility, in state service—in the 
administration, the senate, and even at the head of the empire—were Roman citizens of more 
modest origin: representatives of the Italian municipalities, descendants of colonists, born in the 
provinces, chiefly in Gaul, Spain, and Africa. The capital retained its attractive force for people 
making a career, striving to acquire wealth, seeking a brilliant milieu and amusements, but it lost 
its influence over minds. The new Romans brought with them different concepts and tastes, 
showed greater attention to the needs and interests of the prosperous part of the provincial 
population. Moreover, Rome widely opened its gates to foreigners and adherents of other 
religions, both for service in administration and in the field of education. The foremost place in 
this influx of foreigners belongs to the Greek nationality: noteworthy in this respect is the 
appearance at the end of the 1st century CE of Epictetus as a teacher of philosophy, and of Dio 
of Prusa, surnamed Chrysostom (the Golden-Mouthed), as an orator. Somewhat later, already 
at the beginning of the 2nd century, alongside the Greeks appear Hellenized Egyptians, Syrians, 
and Pontians (Valentinus, Cerdon, Marcion) as teachers and writers. Latin literature still 
produces several brilliant talents in the persons of Juvenal, Tacitus, and Suetonius, but



alongside it Greek literature becomes more widespread and more influential in the empire. 
Roman society learns its own history from the twenty-three biographies written by Plutarch in 
the Greek language, in which Greeks served as the originals, and Romans only as copies of 
Greek heroes, generals, lawgivers, and orators. The history of the most important period of 
social and political struggle at the end of the republic was written by the outstanding historian 
Appian in the Greek language.
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The Greek language acquired such great importance as a means of literary communication and 
as a spoken language that the heralds of the new faith did not hesitate in the least to preach 
their teaching precisely in it. How characteristic it is that the first epistle of the apostle Paul is 
entitled not “Ad Romanos,” but “Pros Rhomaious.”

I shall still have to return to the question of the significance of the Greek language for the spread 
of Christianity; at the present moment I consider it important only to note the fact of the greater 
rapprochement of Roman culture with other cultures. This rapprochement made itself felt under 
the Antonines and the Severans in the religious policy of the governments, in the inclination 
toward syncretism.

Thus one side changed—the Romans, “the people most outstanding in valor in the whole 
world,” in the words of Pliny the Elder. But major changes also occurred within that sectarianism 
from which Christianity grew.

2. Early Christianity

In the 1st century CE, the sectarian movement did not go beyond the limits of the Jewish 
people. None of the sectarians thought of renouncing their belonging to Judaism. A significant 
part of them was carried away by militant messianism and devoted itself to active struggle 
against Rome, which led not only to the destruction of the party of the Zealots but also painfully 
affected other sects that were more peaceable. It is difficult to imagine that the communal 
establishments of the Essenes in Judea survived during the first uprising of 66-73. In any case, 
they must have disappeared from Palestine after the third uprising of 132-135, when Hadrian 
embarked upon the forcible Romanization and Hellenization of the country, removing the Jewish 
population from it. If, during the period of upheavals, the sectarian movement as a whole did not 
perish, this testifies precisely to the strength, stability, and spread of sectarian groupings in the 
preceding period. As a mass, in the purely quantitative sense, sectarianism was preserved 
partly thanks to the resettlement of many “faithful,” or “brothers,” from Palestine and the 
neighboring lands devastated during the suppression of the uprisings, partly thanks to the fact 
that the beliefs and rites of radical sectarianism were widely disseminated in the Jewish 
diaspora.
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In the ideology of both parts of sectarianism—both among the resettled and among those who 
remained in their former places—under the influence of the failure of the uprisings, significant 
changes took place. Among those who followed from afar the events taking place in Palestine, 
despite all sympathy for the struggle against the impious power of paganism, there formed a 
conviction of the erroneousness of the path chosen by the rebels.

Josephus speaks of the appearance during the siege of Jerusalem, one after another, of two 
leaders—John of Gischala and Menahem, the son of Judas the Galilean—who proclaim 
themselves “kings,” “anointed of God.” The Gospel of Mark (XIII, 5 ff.) also mentions such 
imposture, placing in the mouth of Jesus Christ, who foretells to his disciples the coming wars 
and other severe trials, the following warning: “Take heed; many will come in my name and will 
lead many astray; do not believe them.”

When comparing the image of Christ in the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” with the image of the 
guardian spirit of the community as it is depicted in the 1st-century work Didache, a sharp 
difference is noticeable. In the beliefs of the sectarians of the 1st century CE, the tragic motif is 
completely absent; there is no mention at all of suffering, death, and resurrection; the divine 
teacher, or protector, invoked in prayers, did not endure torments, did not die, and did not rise 
again, but remained continuously in a calm state. From this comparison it is completely clear 
that the thesis of the suffering, death, and resurrection of Christ, which later became the chief 
dogma of Christianity, arose under the influence of the severe trials of the period of the struggle 
of Judaism with Rome. It was precisely the conception of Jesus Christ as a real historical person 
that constituted that new element from which the preaching of Christianity in the proper sense of 
the word began.

In the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” there is no other chronological date for the act of the death 
and resurrection of the “savior” than the reference to the fact that the apostle saw the risen 
Christ. But the author of the “Epistles” did not concern himself with establishing the historical 
setting, determining the time and place of the appearance of Christ on earth: he was occupied 
only with the question of the significance of the sacrifice of Christ for humanity, with the 
redemption by Christ of the sins of those who believed in him, and with the granting, by virtue of 
this sacrifice, of immortality to the souls of the righteous. The sufferings, death, and resurrection 
of Christ are regarded in the “Epistles” not only as a World act that has already been 
accomplished, but also as the inner experiences of the believers themselves, repeated by them 
119 times according to the given model: believers die with Christ in order to rise together with 
him as well.
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Simultaneously with such an abstract understanding of the sacrifice of Christ, another 
interpretation appeared: the “savior” appeared in human form; the bloody sacrifice offered by 
him was an execution by crucifixion, carried out at the demand of those blinded by hatred, the 
Jews who did not recognize him.



These two interpretations of the sacrifice of Christ arose independently of one another (only half 
a century later were they combined together in the collection of the New Testament). What they 
had in common was that they presented the “savior” as having suffered, died, and risen, and 
that this belief at the same time meant a break with Judaism, with the narrow concept of the 
chosenness of a single people. Both interpretations began to develop outside Palestine, among 
pagans, on Greco-Roman soil.

“The Apostle Paul” motivates his turning to the pagans by the fact that they are more receptive 
to simple faith in Christ than the Jews, constrained by the formalistic prescriptions of the law, but 
the reason for this change lies deeper—in the rejection of the old prejudice on the part of the 
innovators, in the extension of the idea of chosenness to all the peoples of the world, to all the 
peoples of the Roman Empire.

Here is where the historian is entitled to draw the line and begin the history of Christianity in the 
proper sense of the word: this is the moment when the innovative sectarianism became 
conscious of its divergence from conservative Judaism, when for outsiders the accomplished 
break with Judaism became clear and they began to designate the followers of the new faith by 
the name “Christians.” Developing henceforth on Greco-Roman soil, sectarianism assumes a 
different appearance and is transformed in its inner essence. Literary works— theosophical, 
poetic, didactic compositions—are written in the Greek language. The heralds of the new faith 
imitate ancient models, adapting themselves to the concepts and tastes of the pagan public. 
The author writing under the name of the Apostle Paul addresses himself directly to Romans, 
Corinthians, Ephesians. Pagan and Christian literature in the 2nd century CE has one common 
circle of readers. Between Antoninus Pius and Justin, who submitted to him an “Apology,” there 
takes place, as it were, a dialogue. Celsus and Lucian are very well acquainted with the 
“sacred” books of the Christians and enter into lively polemic with them.

3. Questions of Chronology

The noted changes in the ideology of the Romans, on the one hand, and of the sectarianism 
advancing from the East, on the other, did not take place immediately but gradually; they extend 
over the entire 2nd century CE, over the period of the reign of the Antonines. It is easier to 
establish the course of this process for the first of the two sides, for the representatives of the 
ancient Greco-Roman worldview. With regard to the dates of the life and activity of Plutarch, Dio 
Chrysostom, Tacitus, Apuleius, Marcus Aurelius, there can be no doubt.

It is far more difficult to determine the dates of activity of the anonymous and pseudonymous 
authors of Christian works (“apostles” Paul, Peter, John, James, Jude, the “evangelists” 
Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, the author of the “Acts of the Apostles”). The later editors of the 
New Testament bequeathed to us a dogmatic construction in which theosophical, poetic, and 
didactic works are presented in an order directly opposite to that of their actual appearance.



In my book The Emergence of Christian Literature I tried to restore that order of the appearance 
of the works containing an exposition of Christian doctrine which corresponds to historical 
reality. By comparing the gospel narrative with two groups of Plutarch’s biographies (the 
depiction of the god-man in “Romulus” and “Theseus,” and the characterization of the social 
reformer-sufferer in the account of the brothers Gracchi and the Spartan kings Agis and 
Cleomenes), I wished to show what new form Christianity, grown out of Jewish sectarianism, 
acquires on Greco-Roman soil. In the present work I intend to continue these comparisons. To 
achieve this goal it is necessary to adopt a synchronic presentation: one must not separate the 
“Epistles of the Apostle Paul” from the period of the reign of Hadrian, the activity of Justin from 
the religious policy of Antoninus Pius, the composition of the gospels from the time of Marcus 
Aurelius, Celsus, and Lucian.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE POSITION OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE UNDER THE ANTONINES

1. The military and economic position of the empire

The period of the rule of the Antonines was called the “happy period” and the “golden age” of 
the Roman Empire. Such an assessment is, undoubtedly, an exaggeration. The relative 
well-being of the empire existed only up to the reign of Marcus Aurelius, or, more precisely, up to 
the middle of the second century A.D. Moreover, it must be noted that the concepts of a “happy 
period” and a “golden age,” as is self-evident, apply only to the slave-owning upper stratum of 
the Roman Empire. One of the preconditions for a certain upturn of the empire in the initial 
period of the rule of the Antonines was the striving of the emperors to find support among the 
provincial slave-owning nobility not only in the western, but also in the eastern half of the 
empire.

This epoch differs from the subsequent time of heavy wars by a comparatively favorable 
international situation. The main enemy of Rome in the East—the Parthian state—was 
experiencing internal disturbances in the second century A.D. and did not represent for the 
empire the formidable danger that later arose in the third century, when the state of the Persian 
Sassanids was formed, replacing the Parthian Arsacids. On the other frontier—the northern 
one, on the side of the Germanic tribes—during the first two thirds of the second century (up to 
167 A.D.) there were no major attacks.

At the beginning of the rule of the Antonine dynasty, in Britain, on the Rhine, on the Danube, on 
the Euphrates and the Tigris, new conquests were made. Rome put forward in the person of 
Trajan a major military commander. However, already Hadrian was compelled to give back 
Assyria, Mesopotamia, and part of the territories taken from the Parthians. Despite this, the 
foreign-political power of the empire remained unshaken, and tranquility on its borders was 
secured throughout the entire first half of the century. The security of the northern frontier was to 
be served by the Roman defensive wall, the construction of which began already under the 
same emperor Trajan. These fortresses, ramparts, ditches, abatis, canals, and roads were 
supposed to protect the territory of the slave-owning empire once and for all from attacks by 
“barbarians,” nomads, and semi-nomads.

131

The erection of defensive structures testified to Rome’s definitive transition to defense, which, 
however, required the presence of large military forces and the expenditure of considerable 
sums of money.



At the end of the first and the beginning of the second century A.D. the empire experienced a 
certain economic upturn.

The successes of agriculture, horticulture, viticulture, and olive cultivation were especially great 
on two outskirts of the empire: in the north, between the Rhine and the Danube, where Roman 
settlements of farmers and gardeners represented a victory over the extensive economy of the 
semi-nomadic tribes of the forest region of Germany, and in the south, in Numidia and 
Mauretania, where, as a result of the development of vast steppe wastelands, something like 
new flourishing oases were created. These conquests would have been unthinkable without the 
internal development of the economy in the empire. They indirectly testify to an increase of the 
population in the empire. Otherwise it would be impossible to explain from where the 
government could recruit soldiers for the enlargement of its armies, or from where landowners, 
headed by the emperors, could recruit masses of settlers for the cultivation of lands on the 
outskirts of the empire.

In contrast to the Julio-Claudians, under whom latifundial farming predominated, under the 
Flavians and the Antonines medium-sized landownership acquired greater importance. Slave 
labor in agriculture began gradually to be replaced by the labor of coloni. Reforms in these two 
directions are interesting both from the economic and from the juridical point of view. They show 
the maximum of social achievements beyond which the slave-owning society of the ancient 
world was incapable of advancing.

The condemnation of latifundial farming and the recognition of the unproductiveness of slave 
labor were expressed by two writers of the middle of the first century A.D.: the first—by Pliny the 
Elder, the second—by Columella. Pliny says: “Latifundia ruined Italy, and the provinces as well.” 
One of the harmful consequences of the dominance of latifundia was the impoverishment and 
reduction of medium and small landownership. In order not to allow the impoverished 
representatives of this population to be completely ruined, alimentary institutions were created, 
which arose already under Domitian, but were developed under the Antonines. It is difficult for 
us now to judge how broad was the circle of persons who made use of assistance from the 
state; however, it is doubtful that the alimentary system substantially raised the level of the 
economy of Italy.

2. The development of the colonate

Although the first mentions of coloni go back as far as the first century B.C., nevertheless the 
colonate in the agriculture of Italy and the provinces received development only under the 
Flavians and the Antonines.
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We learn the most about coloni relationships from inscriptions discovered beginning in 1883 in 
Tunisia (the former Roman province of Africa). From the time of the conquest of Carthage, this 



province was, one may say, a classical land of latifundia: large estates of the Punic nobility, 
where slave labor was employed, passed without change into the possession of Roman nobles; 
the Romans brought into the conquered region their system of transferring the collection of 
taxes and the levying of obligations to tax-farming companies. Both of these—the slave-owning 
economy and the system of tax farming—so characteristic of the time of the height of conquests 
at the end of the republican period, proved unprofitable for the state and for the possessors 
themselves. Too large a portion of income remained in the hands of the tax farmers, and slave 
labor was too unproductive.

In the imperial period changes took place both in the administration of the provinces and in the 
system of exploitation of their population. Large latifundia began to be divided into small plots. 
Pliny the Elder mentions that “half of the province of Africa belonged to six possessors, when 
the princeps Nero executed them” (Plin., Nat. hist., XVIII, 35). It is known that part of the 
holdings of those who perished in disgrace passed to the emperor, and he evidently became 
from that time the largest landowner in this province. At the same time imperial holdings 
continuously increased, since extensive forest and steppe wastelands, taken from local nomadic 
tribes, also passed into the hands of the princeps.

Although Africa was considered a senatorial province, the actual ruler, legislator, and 
administrator here became the holder of the largest African patrimony in the entire empire.

Extensive saltus (saltus, or praedia), as the imperial estates were called, were removed from 
subordination to the cities that constituted the units of provincial administration. The saltus were 
united into large districts ( tractus ), subordinated to imperial procurators; for the collection of 
rents and obligations the former practice of tax farming was indeed preserved, but money 
dealers assumed the position of conductores, that is, contractors dependent on the procurators. 
Thus a new imperial bureaucracy came into force, which was supposed, in the view of the 
rulers, to ensure greater regularity in the receipt of revenues and greater benefit from economic 
circulation.

Alongside this administrative reform there occurred another, aimed at intensifying the economy 
and consisting in a change in the system of exploitation of agricultural workers. We do not know 
the course of development of the reform: sources of the second century A.D. give only a picture 
of its completion, its results. The essence of the reform consisted in the fragmentation of large 
latifundia into small farms; instead of the cultivation of the land by groups of slaves living in 
ergastula, the labor of semi-independent peasants was introduced—slaves settled on the land 
and coloni.
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The reasons for this phenomenon were entirely clear: this was the unproductiveness of slave 
labor noted by agronomists, labor that was not interested in improving the economy; further, it 
was the contraction of the slave market and the reduction of their numbers; those working on 
the land had to be spared and preserved, and at the same time it was necessary to arouse in 
them an interest in cultivating the land. This explains the appearance of servi casati (from 



casa—hut)—slaves to whom a plot of land, a house, and equipment for work were given. 
However, such slaves converted to settled life were far from sufficient in the development of the 
enormous land areas occupied by latifundia, especially for bringing new land under cultivation, 
for the imperial saltus. Here it was necessary to resort to the labor of free people; there is 
reason to think that the emperors began to attract settlers to their provincial holdings from 
among the poor, landless rural inhabitants of Italy. In African inscriptions they bear the name 
“coloni,” which then meant semi-free agricultural workers.

The legal position that was created for the coloni was highly distinctive. They are unlike 
representatives of the ancient rural plebs (plebs rustica), completely independent, full owners of 
their land; they are also unlike the veterans of the late republican period. The coloni are 
perpetual and hereditary tenants of the plots allotted to them. They are personally free, but in 
fact attached to the land, since they are bound by obligations of annual payments and the 
performance of duties, since they are subject to the control of the conductores, who supervise 
the proper receipt of taxes from the estate.

In the sphere of Latin legal language, the organization of the coloni was regulated by means of 
special leges, that is, statutes enacted through the highest legislative authorities of the empire. 
In African inscriptions mention is made of the lex Manciana (possibly dating to the time of 
Vespasian) and the lex Hadriana. It is extremely noteworthy that the lex Manciana was 
engraved on the slabs of an altar standing at the center of the estate: evidently the rights and 
duties of the coloni were placed under the protection of the gods and under the threat of their 
wrath in case of violation.

In the very text of the law the definition of the right of the coloni to possess the plot of land given 
to them for cultivation is interesting. This right is expressed in the words: jus possidendi, fruendi, 
heredique suo relinquendi (the right to possess, to use, and to leave to one’s heir). These words 
recall the formula of possessory right established for possessors in the law of 111 B.C., which 
forms the basis of legislation on private property: habere, possidere, uti, frui.
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It is necessary to note one more feature in the conditions of law on the basis of which the coloni 
lived. In an inscription from the time of the emperor Commodus, found on the site of a large 
estate called saltus Burunitanus, the coloni complain of oppression by the conductores, of 
exploitation through the improper levying of obligations. The complaint is addressed to the 
highest authority; from the fact of its submission one may draw the conclusion that under the 
law granted to the coloni they had the right of appeal—the same right that free citizens in 
republican times had as an “appeal to the people,” and which now had become an appeal to the 
princeps as the highest authority in the state.

At the foundation of the colonate lay purely utilitarian considerations: it was necessary at all 
costs to catch up with and recover the escaping labor force. The whole matter consisted in 
finding, in place of naked violence, more flexible and practical ways of using human labor.



However, while recognizing the positive character of the measures carried out by the 
government of the Antonines, we must not exaggerate their significance. First of all, these 
measures, in the sense of ensuring the well-being of those working on the land, must be 
recognized as unfinished, incomplete; the colonus is the smallest unit in the large system of 
imperial bureaucracy, essentially isolated from the rest of the civic world; despite the 
high-sounding juridical formulas, he in fact has no independence and is entirely dependent on 
the conductor. Debt obligations bind him to the land and open wide the possibility of oppression 
through new arbitrary exactions; the right of complaint becomes illusory, since the colonus 
cannot count on support from the procurator and since he has no advocates to defend his rights 
before the highest central authority—the imperial chancery.

3. Changes in the political structure of the empire

The rule of the four successors of Augustus—Tiberius, Caligula, Claudius, and Nero—was 
perceived by contemporaries as the rule of despotism. The sympathies of society were on the 
side of the victims of imperial terror; the times and institutions of the republic were recalled as an 
epoch of the glory and valor of Roman citizens, as a time of the predominance of law and honor. 
These political ideals, this appeal to the traditions of the past, developed in the works of the first 
century A.D.—in the History of Rome by Cremutius Cordus, in Lucan’s poem Pharsalia—works 
hostile to Caesarism.
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Sentiments of this kind, which were maturing within the milieu of the senatorial aristocracy, 
corresponded to well-known facts of reality: magnates of the senatorial estate possessed 
enormous landed properties, populated by large numbers of clients and slaves, and taken 
together they had an advantage over the principes as landowners and slaveholders.

The terror of the emperors of the Julio-Claudian dynasty had as its economic basis the struggle 
for land and monetary wealth; trials based on denunciations ended in confiscations in favor of 
the fisc and the patrimony. The above-mentioned phrase of Pliny concerning the execution of six 
possessores in Africa marks one of the decisive moments of this struggle.

The results of such a transfer of wealth were utilized by the Flavians and the Antonines. Now 
the emperors, by their wealth, greatly surpassed the largest possessores and moneylenders of 
the empire. Accordingly, their political authority increased. The emperors of the second century, 
the Antonines, for all the modesty of their courtly way of life,—were powerful monarchs; the 
imperial bureaucracy grows, expands, and multiplies; the senate, from a co-ruler of the 
princeps, is transformed into an organ of administration. The character of political thinking 
changes, and as a consequence of this the style, metaphors, and terminology of political 
treatises change. There is no longer any place for the republican traditions on which eloquence 
had previously been nurtured. Tacitus complains that now freedom of speech is confined to the 



sphere of forensic eloquence; of the scope enjoyed by the orators of the time of Cicero and 
Varro there is nothing even to think about.

With inimitable mastery Tacitus depicts (in the Dialogue on Orators) the court flatterer in the 
person of Curiatius Maternus, who declares oratorical art abolished under the present state 
order. This zealous admirer of monarchy constructs his argument on the opposition between the 
unrestrainedness of public life in the times of the republic and the establishment of the rule of 
good morals under unlimited power. “Just as among peoples enjoying robust health there is 
nothing for the art of medicine and its practitioners to do, so too in the present well-ordered 
empire loud-sounding speeches and orators are superfluous.” “What need is there for lengthy 
speeches delivered in the senate, when all well-intentioned men immediately find themselves in 
agreement? What use now are frequent popular assemblies, when state affairs are discussed 
not by ignoramuses and a numerous crowd, but by the wisest man and one alone? Why 
undertake prosecutions of one’s own accord, when crimes are so rare and so insignificant? 
What sense do these hatred-filled defensive speeches have, when the mercy of the ruler 
judging the case goes to meet the one who is in danger?”
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A change in political views is vividly reflected in the new titulature. Pliny the Younger, legate of 
Bithynia, in his correspondence with Trajan greets the emperor only as domino (lord). Trajan 
greatly likes that all inhabitants of the empire duly celebrate every year the day of his accession 
to power, and Pliny endeavors to satisfy the monarch’s vanity with a detailed report on the 
festive days.

The matter, however, does not end with ceremonies and high-flown greetings. The power of the 
emperors is genuine unlimited power, which sees in the inhabitants of the empire subjects 
deprived of all independence. In this respect, Pliny’s correspondence with Trajan on the 
question of organizing in Nicomedia, the capital of Bithynia, a fire brigade composed of city 
residents is very characteristic. Pliny the Younger, in his capacity as legate of the province, is 
greatly concerned about the devastating action of fires in a large city, a major commercial 
center, and asks to satisfy the wish of the inhabitants to create their own fire brigade.

In his reply the emperor—or rather that department of the chancery which handled matters 
concerning collegia—without attaching particular importance to the main motive of the request, 
concentrates all attention on the formal side of the matter, namely on the approval of a 
collegium; the legate is refused, with a reminder that in the province there have already been 
many troubles from such political groupings (factiones); in the emperor’s opinion, collegia are 
dangerous in that inhabitants who gather into unions of this sort strive to turn them into 
hetaeriae (associations), where they engage in extraneous affairs, meet in assemblies in order 
to conduct political disputes, and so forth. Therefore it is not necessary to allow the formation of 
a collegium for extinguishing fires; the legate is recommended, in the matter of combating fire, 
to employ cohorts of soldiers—a disciplined force that is under the complete disposal of the 
head of the provincial administration. The prohibition of such collegia testifies, first of all, that the 



establishment of unlimited power presupposed, together with the development of bureaucracy, 
the destruction of the independence of individual members of society.

4. Changes in ideological life in the 2nd century CE

The ancient world of Greece and Rome developed very subtle and complex forms of political 
life, remarkable political theories, and brilliant examples of political eloquence. It suffices to 
recall the life of Athens in the 5th century BCE, of Rome in the 2nd and 1st centuries BCE, the 
theoretical reflections of Aristotle and Polybius, the names of orators—Pericles, Lysias, 
Demosthenes, Cicero, Cato.

All these theories, at the end of antiquity, fall into decline, are forgotten, and give way to new 
views and ideas. In the 3rd and 2nd centuries BCE in the Hellenistic states, and in the 1st and 
2nd centuries CE in the Roman Empire, popular assemblies disappear, elections to political 
offices are transformed, political debates are prohibited. Unlimited power takes root, which 
appropriates for itself divine authority on earth. An illustration of such an understanding of 
supreme power may be the fact that Hellenistic kings were called “savior,” “benefactor,” 
“manifest god.”
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For characterizing the style and language of writers of the beginning period of unlimited 
monarchy, one may recall Pliny’s Panegyric to Trajan (100 CE), the speeches of Dio 
Chrysostom (beginning of the 2nd century CE), and chapter 13 of the apostle Paul’s Epistle to 
the Romans (around 130 CE), beginning with the words: “Let every soul be subject to the 
authorities.”

Without entering into an explanation of the causes of this political change, I shall only indicate 
that this phenomenon does not stand alone in the cultural history of the ancient world. Such was 
also the fate of other great achievements of Greco-Roman culture, which were forgotten in the 
final centuries of antiquity:

1. Before us is the concept of natural law created by Stoic philosophy, that is, the equality 
of all people by nature, regardless of their origin. This doctrine did not receive practical 
application and was subjected to oblivion until its revival in the political theories of 
European society of the 17th and 18th centuries.

2. In the 3rd century BCE, Aristarchus, a native of the island of Samos, for the first time 
advanced the heliocentric theory. This view did not endure in astronomical science; the 
old geocentrism repelled the bold innovation and in the 2nd century CE was 3aκpeπΛeH 
by the mathematical calculations of Ptolemy, whose work, glorified by the Arabs under 
the name Almagest, preserved the geocentric prejudice until the times of

= secured



Copernicus—Kepler—Giordano Bruno.

3. In the 5th century BCE Democritus, in the 3rd century BCE Epicurus, and in the 1st 
century BCE Lucretius created the foundations of a materialistic worldview: the world 
exists and develops without the intervention of the gods, opera sine divom, as Lucretius 
says (De rerum natura, I, 158): “the soul is inseparable from the body, it is an expression 
of the organic life of the body and disappears with death; there is no afterlife.”

Against this worldview arise idealism, the search for god, and mysticism. In the Greek world this 
path is taken by Posidonius (end of the 2nd century BCE), in the Roman world—Virgil (end of 
the 1st century BCE), and in the Jewish world—Philo, who is under the influence of Platonism 
(first half of the 1 st century CE). In the works of these writers philosophy begins to draw closer 
to theology. The transition does not occur at once, but gradually, passing through several 
stages. In the 1st century CE, in the worldview of the ruling class of Roman society, the 
preponderance belongs to materialism, as we have seen from the example of the works of 
Valerius Maximus, Velleius Paterculus, and Pliny the Elder; Seneca represents a tendency that 
has not yet won popularity.
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A different picture is observed in the 2nd century CE. Here only Juvenal and Lucian are open 
and resolute deniers of the mythology and theosophy inherited from antiquity. Alongside them, 
the majority of writers who gravitate toward Stoicism, Neoplatonism, and Neopythagoreanism in 
one way or another seek reconciliation with religion. Plutarch tries to discover wisdom in the 
utterances of ancient Greek oracles, proposes to delve into the theosophy that lies at the basis 
of the Egyptian cult of Isis and Osiris. Emperor Hadrian opens an era of syncretism, assembling 
in his Tiburtine villa architectural models of various provincial cults of the empire. Apuleius 
immerses himself in the mysteries of magic.

To this movement, encompassing the pagan world, there joins emerging Christianity with its 
theosophy of monotheism, the doctrine of the mediation of the “Son of God” on earth, of the 
immortality of the soul and posthumous retribution.

Both in Greco-Roman and in Christian theories, rationalism at first predominates, an appeal to 
reason; then ever greater expanses are opened to elements of the miraculous, the supernatural, 
to belief in magic, the conjuring of spirits, and the like. Such was the transition from Plutarch to 
Apuleius, and in Christianity—from the gnostics Valentinus and Marcion to the evangelists.

Interest in religious questions, the development of god-seeking and mysticism, proceeded in 
parallel with the decline of political life. The disappearance of politics as a subject of public 
discussion exerted a twofold effect on minds. On the one hand, the prohibition of participation in 
political life for many strata of society forcibly imposed leisure, opening space for religion, 
theosophy, and ritual practice. On the other hand, the disappearance of active political struggle 
meant for submissive subjects the transfer of all hopes for the improvement of material life onto 



the all-powerful monarch as earthly providence; and this was a recognition of the insignificance, 
the helplessness of the individual human personality—again a motive for fascination with 
religion.

The impoverishment of the range of interests, the decline of artistic taste among the reading 
public—this is what we learn from the satires of Juvenal: he complains about the decline of 
dramatic art; what vulgarity, what boredom and banality resound in tragedies and comedies, the 
declamation of which occupies entire evenings and is accompanied by thunderous cries of 
numerous visitors of public readings! But the cause of this decline lies not only in the lack of 
talent of the authors, but also in the disappearance of interest in plots inherited from classical 
antiquity and finding no replacement whatsoever in the present. Juvenal himself is weary of 
hackneyed themes; the “heroes” who steal the Golden Fleece (an allusion to the expedition of 
the Argonauts), the horrors of the cave of Vulcan, magic spears that both wound and heal the 
wound, and similar mythological tall tales seem ridiculous to him. From Juvenal’s confessions 
one may conclude that poetic creativity by this time had exhausted itself, that the old aesthetic 
principles of artistic literature had ceased to answer the demands of contemporary life.
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The stagnation of political life and the impoverishment of literature contributed to the spread of 
religion, which calls into some other imagined world, promises supernatural healing from the 
evils and calamities oppressing people in earthly life.

We do not possess documentary data for judging the religious concepts and moods of the broad 
popular masses. But the facts of the spread, in the center and the west of the empire, in the 
Greco-Roman milieu, of eastern, Egyptian, Syrian, and Asia Minor cults of Isis—Osiris, 
Cybele—Attis, Astarte—Adonis are extremely eloquent; their attractive power consisted in the 
veneration of two deities that later assumed a dominant position in Christianity: the loving 
protectress of people, the Mother of God, and the suffering god, who dies and rises again, by 
his resurrection granting people deliverance from grief and sorrow, eternal bliss in the future 
afterlife.

The success of these cults, exotic for Greece and Rome, among the broad popular masses 
prompted Plutarch to write the theosophical essay On Isis and Osiris ; Plutarch writes, however, 
not in a popular style, addresses not the people, but educated readers.

Here we have before us a vivid example of interaction between popular beliefs and the literary 
elaboration of religious plots, an example instructive not only for pagan but also for subsequent 
Christian theology. The impulse, one might say elemental, comes from the popular masses, 
from vague yet deeply agitating experiences, hopes, divinations, prayers of simple, uneducated 
people, from mysteries, sorrowful and joyful, from symbolic actions bearing the stamp of remote 
antiquity.



Plutarch, raised in the traditions of antiquity, struck by the mighty dramatic force of these 
non-Hellenic and more ancient than Hellenism mysteries, makes an attempt to give them a 
philosophical interpretation, to shape them into a coherent worldview.

In Plutarch’s work there are outlined features of an incipient fascination in the upper strata of 
Greco-Roman society with eastern religions and of a deepening into native antiquity with the 
aim of discovering some kind of “higher” wisdom in the study of archaeological monuments, 
material and verbal, temples, altars, graves, utterances of oracles.
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One of the characteristic phenomena may be journeys in which archaeological interest is 
combined with pious zeal. The beginning of such journeys was laid by Hadrian, who traveled 
through almost all the provinces of the empire; in these movements, often on foot, amid 
concerns of an administrative character and control of local administration, much attention is 
devoted to such monuments as the graves of heroes who fought near ancient Ilion (or Troy, and 
the Trojans were considered ancestors of the Romans), or divination at the statue of Memnon in 
Egypt, in which some mysterious power was presumed to be enclosed.

The combination of archaeological investigation with the pious aim of describing holy places is 
served by the works of Pausanias, published in the 60s-70s of the 2nd century under the 
general title Periëgësis (“Description”) and divided into 10 books with titles Attica, Korinthiaka, 
Lakonika, and others—a whole encyclopedia of historical, mythological, artistic-archaeological 
facts.

Let us return to Plutarch and note one distinctive feature of his worldview. He depicts gods who 
appeared on earth in human form and then ascended to heaven. In the aforementioned 
theosophical treatise On Isis and Osiris he portrays the ancient kings of Egypt as elevated, in 
the concepts of believers, to the rank of world forces, saviors and protectors of the human race: 
Isis and Osiris once lived, died, and rose again, and at the same time they exist outside space 
and time, they always were and always will live as great world principles. Plutarch depicts four 
“heroes,” demigods, with whom his Parallel Lives of Greek and Roman history begin: 
Theseus—Romulus, Lycurgus—Numa Pompilius. The biographies begin with mysterious birth, 
relations with gods, and pass on to the characterization of historical actors, founders of the 
state, lawgivers.

The difference between the treatise on the Egyptian gods and these four biographies lies in the 
fact that there people become gods, while here deities become people. But in both cases the 
theosophical thought works in one definite direction: the conception reproduced by Plutarch may 
be called the historicization of the deity, an attempt to present the deity in human form, to 
connect the deity with a definite time, place, and popular milieu.
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The movement of religious thought that took place in the milieu of educated ancient society was 
also reflected in Christianity, when the latter separated from Judaism and entered onto



Greco-Roman soil. Among sectarians of the 1st century CE Jesus was venerated in prayers and 
mysteries as a universal guardian genius. In the 2nd century there appears alongside this a new 
conception that Jesus was the Christ, incarnated in human form, suffered in Jerusalem death by 
crucifixion, rose again and ascended into heaven. Thus began the historicization of the deity, the 
main theme of the subsequent Gospel biography of Jesus Christ arose, analogous to Plutarch’s 
Parallel Lives.

One may note yet another analogy in the religious quests of Greco-Roman and Christian 
authors of the mid-2nd century CE. Simultaneously with the description of noteworthy 
monuments and sanctuaries of Greece composed by Pausanias, Hegesippus, the author of a 
lost work on the history of the Church that appeared in the 70s of the 2nd century CE, was 
making his journey through Palestine, a country that was supposedly marked by the activity of 
the “Savior.”
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CHAPTER THREE

POLITICAL AND SOCIAL VIEWS 
OF THE RULING CLASS OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE 
AT THE BEGINNING OF THE 2ND CENTURY CE

1. Trajan and his contemporaries

The reign of Trajan (98-117) constitutes an important stage in the political development of the 
Roman Empire. His contemporaries and for the most part his collaborators were outstanding 
figures in the fields of philosophy, historiography, oratory, and artistic literature, who by their 
works fixed a vivid moment in the development of ancient Greco-Roman culture. I shall name 
them in chronological order: Dio of Prusa in Bithynia, surnamed for his eloquence 
Chrysostom—the Golden-Mouthed (40-113), Plutarch of Chaeronea in Boeotia (46-126), 
Tacitus of Interamna in Northern Italy (55-120), Epictetus of Hierapolis in Asia Minor (60-140), 
Pliny the Younger of the Italian city of Comum (61-113), Juvenal of Aquinum (67-140), 
Suetonius (70-140).

Their activity unfolded over three decades—from 90 to 120 CE; to this thirty-year period belong 
such works, which have become the possession of world literature, as Plutarch’s Parallel Lives, 
Tacitus’ Annals, and Juvenal’s Satires. This trend should be distinguished from the worldview of 
the preceding period of the early principate. Among most of them there is no longer any 
remnant of sympathy for the republic, for the independence of the people: all hopes are placed 
on the monarch—the embodiment of power, law, and order (his new designation—dominus, 
which can be translated by the terms “lord,” “master,” “ruler”). Nor do they possess the 
irreligiousness, the inclination toward Epicureanism, characteristic of the higher Roman nobility 
of the 1st century CE. Cultural figures of the new time in one way or another gravitate toward 
Stoicism in its later form, tending toward the religion of reason. They set themselves the goal of 
the enlightenment of minds, the moral reform of society. In this respect the thoughts expressed 
by the talented representatives of the thirty-year period 90-120 CE serve as a program for the 
entire 2nd century CE. Epictetus finds a direct successor in the person of Marcus Aurelius 
(120-180).
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The moral reform proposed by the ideologists of the empire of the 2nd century CE is 
individualistic and aristocratic. Its preaching is addressed to the upper strata of society, 
materially secure and privileged. It puts forward the ideal of self-perfection of the individual 
without changing the social order.

Here the advanced minds of slave-owning society, having realized its insolvency, expressed 
condemnation and, moreover, advanced a new social principle: the equality of people by



nature—“natural law” (jus naturale—a translation of the Greek term physeos nomos). But further 
than this they did not go. They could not and did not wish to proceed to the practical realization 
of the proclaimed principle, to the abolition of slavery, being bound by the class interests and 
prejudices in which they were born and grew up. “Natural law” remained an effective declaration 
without real consequences and now serves us, students of the history of ancient culture, only as 
a testimony to the work of its creators.

The advanced minds of the ruling class of Greco-Roman society of the 2nd century CE desired 
the preservation of the existing order. This becomes especially clear in an analysis of the 
conditions of social life of that time. By their vividness for us certain pages of Tacitus’ Histories 
and Annals are invaluable. Particularly curious is the social characterization of the various strata 
of Roman society that this ancient historian gives, one of the representatives of the group of 
Trajan’s contemporaries.

2. The division of Roman society according to Tacitus

In his first historical work, the Historiae, Tacitus begins the narrative with a depiction of the 
political crisis that arose in Rome after the death of Nero in 68. In the capital news was received 
of the election by the western legions of a new princeps (Galba). Tacitus depicts the moods of 
the social groups of the population of Rome in a strictly hierarchical order, giving each of them 
its own evaluation.

“The senators ( patres ) were filled with joy at the return of freedom to the senate, all the more so 
since the princeps was a novice and moreover absent; the most distinguished of the 
equestrians (primores equitum) shared the joy of the senators; hope for a better future animated 
the uncorrupted part of the people (pars populi integra), attached to great houses (magnis 
domibus addita), as well as the clients and freedmen of the disgraced and exiled (i.e., the 
victims of Neronian tyranny), whereas the filthy rabble (plebs sordida), spoiled by circus and 
theaters, and the most worthless of the slaves, as well as those who had squandered their 
property in ravening disgrace, fell into dejection and caught at every kind of troubling rumor” (I, 
4).
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In this passage every word is valuable, as though we were reading terminology engraved on a 
monument of the social thought of antiquity. For Tacitus there is no longer any “people” in the 
sense of a totality of full-fledged citizens proud of their independence; the mass of metropolitan 
inhabitants is divided into two groups—“pure” and “filthy”; the ancient word “plebs” has become 
abusive on the lips of people moving in governmental circles; but even the compliment of 
“uncorruptedness” is awarded only to those inhabitants of Rome who attach themselves to 
noble aristocratic houses, serve magnates, and are dependent on them.

Would any writer or orator have dared to speak thus of the Roman people in the times of the 
Gracchi or of Marius! But then in Rome there were large popular assemblies, comitia and 



contiones, there was at least the appearance of political freedom, whereas now unlimited 
monarchy has been established; “the people were silent.”

In Tacitus there is neither respect nor sympathy for the plebs. In his eyes the “rabble” seems 
always to be at fault, and at the given moment it is reproached with corruption by spectacles 
with which the tyrant and villain Nero spoiled it, while the enlightened and virtuous author 
forgets that with the same handouts and spectacles the crowd is fed also by the ruler he 
idolizes, Trajan.

The judgment of Tacitus cited belongs to the end of the 1 st century CE; his haughty attitude 
toward the people as an unthinking mass, his confidence that the middle and lower strata of the 
population must serve the interests and the will of the higher, remained the basis of 
governmental policy for the entire subsequent period of the empire: Marcus Aurelius, Diocletian, 
and Julian could all have signed under the theses and formulas of Tacitus.

3. The division of society according to the Gospel

While the social order in the “kingdom of Caesar” (regnum caesaris) changed little over the 
course of three centuries, an opposition alien to the dominion of Caesar was ripening and 
growing, calling itself the “kingdom of God” (regnum dei). Its success was ensured by the 
circumstance that this preaching was addressed to other strata of the population than those on 
which the emperors relied, by the fact that it was alien to the aristocratism characteristic of the 
enlightened figures of imperial politics.

What were the social ideas of the leaders of early Christianity, how did they imagine the division 
of society, what moral evaluation did they give to each of the social groups, can be seen from 
the scene depicted in the third chapter of the Gospel according to Luke.
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At the call of John the Baptist to repentance, the arrogant Sadducees and Pharisees give no 
response; to the preacher in the desert go people with a simple heart: soldiers and tax 
collectors; the people are imbued with faith in the power of the baptism performed by him ( laos ).

A comparison of this social picture with the passage from Tacitus cited above suggests itself of 
its own accord. There and here social groupings pass before us in the same hierarchical order, 
but with a completely different characterization of their moral worth and with unequal attention to 
them on the part of the authors depicting these scenes. The Pharisees, this grouping of the 
Jewish aristocracy, correspond to the higher estates in Tacitus, the patres and primores 
equitum, whom he puts in the foreground as the splendor and glory of the state; in the Gospel 
the aristocracy is condemned by the herald of the new religion, there will be no place for it in the 
approaching regnum dei: all hopes are placed on the middle and lower strata of the population, 
on those whom Tacitus calls pars populi magnis domibus addita, clientes libertique, and 
here—soldiers and tax collectors (in the Gospel “tax collectors” is a conventional designation for 



inconspicuous people, deprived of honors and privileges, occupied in professions allotted to 
freedmen, petty traders, money-changers, tax collectors). In Tacitus this type of people is valued 
only to the extent of their belonging to and gravitation toward aristocratic houses; here the “tax 
collectors” appear independently and are preferred to the aristocracy of the Pharisees.

Finally, in the Gospel there is no opposition between the uncorrupted part of the people ( pars 
populi integra) and the filthy rabble (plebs sordida), no contempt for the crowd; for the entire 
popular mass there exists a single designation—laos, corresponding to the Latin populus.

I shall still have to speak in more detail about the social concepts that became established in the 
Christian Church. This scene from the New Testament is cited here with only one purpose—by 
means of contrast to bring out as clearly as possible the circles of readers and listeners to 
whom the writers and orators of the time of the Antonines addressed themselves, to note the 
narrowness, the limited character of their program of enlightenment.

4. Pliny the Younger’s “Panegyric to Trajan” as an expression of the views of the upper 
strata of Roman society at the beginning of the 2nd century CE

The emperor Trajan received from the senate the appellation “the best” ( optimus—an epithet 
borrowed from the titulature of the supreme god Juppiter optimus maximus). Eutropius in the 
Breviarium historiae Romanae has preserved for us a saying that was repeated in greetings and 
wishes to every newly ascending emperor: “Be happier than Augustus, better than Trajan.” This 
emperor greatly loved to listen to speeches about the greatness of his power, about its divine 
character, and the dignitaries, orators, and writers surrounding him were ready to indulge his 
caprice. But the compliments presented to him now have for the historian a value greater than 
mere trifles of court etiquette. They testify to a major political shift, to the consolidation in Rome 
of unlimited power.
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The work of Pliny the Younger that has come down to us under the title Panegyric to Trajan 
constitutes a vivid example of such speeches and writings that flattered the vanity of the 
princeps Trajan and at the same time the sentiments of the upper strata of Roman society of 
that time. At the basis of the Panegyric to Trajan lies a speech delivered by Pliny at a session of 
the senate on 1 September 100 CE on the occasion of Trajan’s election as consul. The author 
developed the points of this speech more fully and read it in the circle of his friends: if in the 
session of the senate it lasted no more than an hour, then here, in the reading, it stretched out 
over three evenings. In this expanded form, representing as it were a treatise on the power of 
the Roman ruler, it appeared in print under the title Panegyricus ad Traianum, given to it by 
analogy with Isocrates’ Panëgyrikos, an address of the Athenian orator of the beginning of the 
4th century BCE to the entire Hellenic world.

We now apply the word “panegyric” as a common noun to denote exaggerated praise rendered 
to some person. But if we give this word a negative coloring, then Pliny himself is to blame for 



this, who by his continuous, unrestrained glorification has made us forget the original sense and 
meaning of this term; panegyrikos literally means “a speech before the whole people” and 
belongs to the political life of the Greek republics, where broad masses of citizens were 
presupposed as listeners. Transferred to Rome in the epoch of the consolidation of unlimited 
power, this term produces an impression of artificiality, of a literary rhetorical turn. Pliny’s 
Panegyric was delivered in circumstances completely unlike the old republican setting—not in a 
popular assembly (the comitia and contiones had ceased to exist a century earlier), but in the 
senate, which in its turn had lost its former sovereign character, had become a bureaucratic 
organ of governmental power, completely subordinated to the monarch and only remotely 
reminiscent of the institutions of ancient republican Rome.

Pliny delivers the speech on the occasion of the princeps Trajan’s entry into his third consulship. 
The office of consul and the role of the senate in the age of Trajan only in name recalled the old 
republican institutions of Rome; this too was decoration, a symbol, and not a real political office. 
The orator sets himself the task of glorifying the fidelity of the princeps Trajan to ancient laws 
and customs and at the same time of exalting his power, built on a new foundation, on divine 
right. Hence the dual terminology that he carries through the entire Panegyric : on the one hand, 
traditional expressions—patres conscripti, consules, cives, libertas (senatorial fathers, consuls, 
citizens, freedom), populus Romanus (the Roman people); on the other—new ones, unheard of 
in Rome until then—aequata diis principis potestas, castus, sanctus princeps (a power of the 
princeps equal to the gods, the pure, the holy princeps).
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The Panegyric begins with a prayerful address to the gods, which is justified by the fact that no 
human undertaking could be right, prudent, and fortunate without the help and counsel of the 
immortal gods and without prayer to them. “We pray you, Jupiter most good, most great, you, 
formerly the founder, now the guardian of our state (antea conditorem, nunc conservatorem 
imperii nostri).”

Immediately following this address to the heavenly powers the orator greets the princeps close 
to the gods, sent down from above: “What gift of the gods (munus deorum) can be more exalted 
and beautiful than a princeps pure in soul, holy in intentions, most like the gods!” Further he 
says: “We have made it our custom to praise the divinity ( divinitatem ) of our princeps.” Still 
further such a vivid picture is drawn: “When the entire people, crowding around the entrance to 
the temple, greeted you with shouts, when the doors of the temple opened before you, one 
could think that it was greeting a god” (ch. 2).

Pliny calls Trajan Caesar Augustus—these names have now become the title of the monarch; 
he greets the emperor as ruler over seas and lands, as the one who decrees peace and war, as 
a princeps to whom there befits a power equal to that of the immortal gods. In the eyes of the 
panegyrist it bears the character of supreme moral authority. Trajan is the head of the human 
race. Trajan is the “father of all people” (publicus parens) (ch. 57). This designation all the more 
exalts the emperor because it echoes the religious formula calling Jupiter the “parent of the 
world” (parens mundi) (ch. 67).



The concluding chord in this deification of the ruler’s personality is the prediction to Trajan of his 
forthcoming ascent to heaven: there already is his deified father (Nerva), if not among the very 
stars, then in their immediate vicinity (ch. 89).

The orator seems to be conscious of the novelty of the religious interpretation of imperial power 
undertaken by him, of the elevation of the ruler’s personality into the host of gods. For if among 
the Hellenistic monarchs, the Ptolemies and Antiochi, appellations such as “Savior” ( Sotër), 
“Manifest God” ( Epiphanës ), and “God” ( Theos ) were easily established thanks to the fact that 
in the East they inherited from pharaohs and kings considered earthly gods, then in Rome the 
deification of the ruler directly contradicted the five-century severe republican tradition that at 
least formally equated the highest magistrates with the rest of the citizenry. Moreover, Pliny was 
brought up on the eloquence of Cicero and Varro—an eloquence to which the deification of 
bearers of power was completely alien. He considers it necessary to add that the power of the 
emperor, for all its boundlessness, is far removed from despotism: “Not our slavery, but our 
freedom, our prosperity are founded on him; we do not bow to him as to some god, for we 
speak not of a tyrant, but of a princeps, not of a lord, but of a father” (ch. 2). “You know well,” he 
says to the emperor, “how different by nature despotism and the principate are... You correct 
the errors and vices of the people subject to you not by coercion, but by good example” (ch. 45). 
“Under such a princeps rewards are given as under freedom” (i.e., in the times of the republic).
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Out of regard for primordial Roman traditions Pliny diligently extols Trajan’s republican virtue. 
“You consider us all equal and yourself as equally one among all the others. You are higher than 
the others only in that you are better than them” (ch. 21 ). Pliny places among Trajan’s great 
merits his conduct as consul, when he, in contrast to the tyrants Nero and Domitian, who 
disdainfully abandoned the office of consul a few days after entering it, conscientiously fulfilled 
all the duties connected with this rank, on the days prescribed by law ascended the rostra (the 
open public platform), not considering this a humiliation of his dignity.

Pliny is especially “moved” by the spectacle of Trajan’s assumption of his consular duties: “The 
emperor Caesar Augustus, who is also pontifex, stood before the consul (the one whom he was 
replacing), and that consul, sitting before the princeps standing opposite him, sat without 
embarrassment, without fear, as though he had long been accustomed to such a position; 
moreover, sitting, he pronounced the first words of the oath, and the emperor repeated these 
words distinctly and bound in them himself and all his own to the wrath of the gods if he should 
ever consciously violate his oath” (ch. 64).

Of course, no court orator in the kingdom of the Ptolemies or Seleucids ever had occasion to 
resort to such compliments, to recall with reverential feeling the archons and ephors of ancient 
Greece. Let us note, however, that in Rome of Trajan’s time reverence for the republican past 
bore a purely rhetorical character, evidently satisfying the tastes of a literarily educated public. In 
the end, in Pliny’s confessions there is only new flattery. For he was as if saying to the ruler: 
“You, all-powerful sovereign, do not consider it humiliating for yourself to pay tribute to ancient 



rites; in the fact that you do not disdain them there is manifested the true greatness of your 
power, of your divine will.”
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Archaisms in the literary turns of the Panegyric fully correspond to the conservatism of the social 
program of this document.

5. The social program of Pliny’s Panegyric

The confidence of tone that characterizes Pliny’s speech is explained by the fact that he was 
speaking in an assembly of representatives of the highest aristocracy of Roman society, which 
fully sympathized with him. We are entitled to ask why people of this social position needed an 
unlimited monarchy and what they wanted it to be like, what actions on its part they expected 
and sought. The Panegyric gives a clear answer to these questions, since in it, alongside 
pompous, solemn phrases, there are very clear concrete statements that lay bare the interests 
of the ruling class of Roman society.

The Panegyric is written on a theme that may be called topical, timely, of immediate relevance. 
In the year 100, four years after the overthrow of Domitian, in the upper circles of Roman 
society the disturbances caused by the terrorist measures of the capricious despot had not yet 
been forgotten: the returned exiles and many of those who only recently had trembled with fear 
for their property and their very lives experienced a feeling of deliverance from mortal danger.

Hatred for the despotism of Domitian was combined with condemnation of his unsuccessful 
foreign policy, which had led to the fall of Rome’s prestige in the eyes of the “barbarians,” to the 
fact that the empire found itself under the threat of their invasion. Trajan is praised by Pliny as 
the savior of Rome from danger: by his firmness, by his military skill he curbed the audacious 
“barbarians” and once again compelled them to respect imperial Rome.

But Trajan is praised still more for his merits in the restoration of internal order. The system of 
denunciations on which Domitian built his rule, which served the moral corruption of society, with 
Trajan’s coming to power disappeared as if by a miracle: “Loyalty to friends returned again, 
reverence of children toward parents, obedience of slaves (reddita est amicis fides, liberis 
pietas, obsequium servis).” On the last point Pliny insists especially: “Slaves again fear, obey, 
and recognize their masters.” Recalling that Domitian encouraged the denunciations of slaves 
against their masters, Pliny says: “Now our slaves are no longer friends of the princeps, but we 
ourselves are his friends, and the father of the fatherland does not think that he is dearer to the 
servants of others than to his own fellow citizens... You freed all of us from domestic accusers, 
calling all under the common banner of the public good, you put an end, so to speak, to the war 
of slaves (servile bellum). By this you rendered them no lesser a service than the masters: to 
the latter you secured safety, the former you made better” (ch. 42).
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In the whole literature of the times of the Roman Empire one cannot find a more vivid and 
candid expression of the social notions of slave owners. The obedience of slaves to their 
masters is recognized as the most important of the foundations of society. The new ruler of 
Rome, who drove away the threat of a slave uprising, appeared as one who had accomplished 
a great civic feat under the banner of the public good.

Pliny approves Trajan’s economic policy, finding in it wise foresight, even-handed concern for all 
the lands that make up the empire, and generosity toward the Roman people. “It is a great 
deed, Caesar, and entirely in your spirit: by your talent to lavish generosity and as it were to 
draw together countries most distant from one another, to shorten the remoteness of distances, 
to avert misfortunes, to promote beneficent fortune, and by all means to strive so that when you 
distribute the ration, each of the Roman people should feel in himself a citizen to a greater 
degree than merely a human being” (ch. 42).

Several years of poor harvest in Egypt, the principal granary of Italy, threatened to create 
serious difficulties in the supply of grain to the capital of the empire. This danger was in part 
eliminated thanks to the fact that in place of Egypt and in aid of it other grain-producing lands 
were brought forward and drawn into all-imperial circulation, and in the matter of the distribution 
of products of prime necessity an equilibrium was established among all parts of the empire.

Pliny depicts these actions of the princeps in the form of acts of earthly providence: the ruler of 
the empire, transferring products from one country to another, combats the elements, removing, 
if not barrenness itself, then the destructive consequences of barrenness, attracting, if not 
fertility itself, then the benefits of fertility.

In his praise of Trajan’s economic policy the author of the Panegyric does not confine himself 
merely to pointing out the all-imperial measures of the princeps and speaks with complete 
frankness about the satisfaction of the interests, needs, and desires of the class to which he 
himself belongs. Trajan is lauded for the fact that he does not oppress the old hereditary nobility, 
that he restored the honor which the aristocracy ought by right to enjoy and which had been 
undermined by the capricious despot Domitian. Trajan is credited with the merit that he did not 
retain within the disposal of the imperial domain the estates confiscated by Domitian from 
disgraced possessors, but generously distributed them to his friends and adherents.
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With great enthusiasm Pliny speaks of two financial measures affecting the interests of the 
slave-owning class: the abolition of the burdensome inheritance tax and the allocation of state 
sums for the upbringing of the orphaned children of Italian landholders who had been left 
without means of subsistence. We know from inscriptions that disbursements of this kind for 
alimenta began already under Domitian; Pliny is silent about this, but, depicting Trajan as the 
initiator of the philanthropic measure, he explains to us the quite real aim that the emperor had 
in view with this outwardly generous appropriation—the creation of a five-thousand-strong guard 
that was to serve as the support of the monarch’s power (ch. 26).



* * *

The Panegyric represents, on the one hand, proof of the unlimited power being established in 
Rome, and on the other, the social program of the highest slave-owning nobility, to which strong 
power was needed as the protector of its interests. There arises the impression that the new 
dynasty came to power as the result of a certain agreement in which conditions favorable to the 
highest strata of the slave-owning nobility, consolidated around the Roman senate, were 
stipulated. On both sides the demands were deeply conservative; inviolable were to remain: the 
unity of the empire under the unconditional power of the center, its indisputable might externally, 
and in internal policy—the inviolability of the slave-owning system, the privileges of the 
aristocracy, and as a necessity—the distributions to the Roman plebs.

The theoretical novelty—the deification of the personality of the emperor, the religious 
sanctioning of power—served only to strengthen the sanctity and inviolability of the existing 
order. In the Panegyric the theme of the similarity of earthly orders to heavenly ones is 
constantly repeated. “Can anyone be considered happier than we, after it falls to us to ask not 
that the ruler love us, but that the gods love us, just as he already loves us” (ch. 74). “It seems 
to me that it is precisely thus that the father of the universe resolves all matters by his divine will, 
when he turns his gaze upon the earth and deigns to decide the destinies of people on a par 
with divine matters” (ch. 80).

As a theoretician glorifying the emperor, Pliny found himself a rival in the person of Dio 
Chrysostom.
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6. The rapprochement of Greek and Roman cultures

In the activity of Dio Chrysostom, Epictetus, and Plutarch, three outstanding representatives 
of oratorical art, philosophical thought, and historiography, we observe a rapprochement of 
Greek and Roman cultures. The figures named were of Greek origin, spoke and wrote in Greek, 
but addressed themselves to society, so to speak, of an all-imperial character. They wished 
above all to be instructors and enlighteners of the Romans. Thanks to this “intellectual 
immigration,” directed from East to West, a common Greco-Roman worldview was formed, a 
circle of philosophical, religious, literary-artistic, and socio-political concepts was created, which 
later, under the name of “paganism,” would serve as an object of attack on the part of 
Christians.

Greek thought passes onto Roman soil not in the full breadth and diversity of its development, 
but in a considerably truncated form: in it there is no freethinking of the classical epoch, neither 
the empiricism of the Ionian school, nor the skepticism of the sophists, nor the materialism of 
Democritus, nor the metaphysics of Aristotle; idealism and mysticism dominate in it, and its 
highest authorities are Plato and Pythagoras.

The Greeks of this time have completely forgotten the brilliant past of the city republics, of the 
large debating and voting assemblies, where citizens were conscious of themselves as a fully 



sovereign, ruling people. Democracy, in Dio’s opinion, is self-deception; it is a beautiful ideal, a 
sweet name, to which in reality nothing corresponds.

7. Dio Chrysostom’s “Discourses on Kingship” — the Greek variant 
of the glorification of monarchy

A native of Prusa in Bithynia, Dio belonged to the ruling aristocracy of that city, and in the 
all-imperial sense—to that class on which the Roman government relied in the provinces. His 
oratorical talent, which earned him the name Chrysostom (Golden-Mouthed), carried him far 
from his native city; his profession became the delivery of speeches on the most diverse topics 
before large assemblies, especially festive ones (as, for example, at the Olympic Games). The 
ambitious idea—to instruct not only the broad popular masses but also the rulers 
themselves—led him to the intention of settling in Rome, but the first attempt to establish 
himself in the center, made by Dio under Domitian, ended in failure. The suspicious tyrant 
expelled him from Rome, and the philosopher was condemned to a wandering life.

The accession of the Antonines—Nerva and Trajan—brought Dio freedom and drew him nearer 
to his cherished goal: he took up in Trajan’s entourage a position that had long been the object 
of his desires. To this period of Dio’s activity there probably belong the four discourses that were 
later given the title Peri basileias, or Basilikoi (“Discourses on Kingship”). Both in the time of 
their composition and in their principal aim—to substantiate the divine right of monarchical 
power—the Basilikoi are close to Pliny’s Panegyric, representing a Greek variant of the political 
theory recommended to the upper strata of Greco-Roman society.
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Before setting forth Dio’s political views, I consider it necessary to say a few words about his 
social sympathies and antipathies, which are encountered in other discourses. We find in him a 
protest against refined and corrupting urban culture alongside an idealization of the simple and 
healthy way of life of the countryside. A group of discourses delivered or written by Dio about 
Olbia bears the title Borysthenika (Olbia was situated at the mouth of the Borysthenes—the 
Dnieper). In the Borysthenika, perhaps under the impression of Scythian customs, he depicts 
the image of a man who grew up in the forest, was reared by harsh nature, gains his livelihood 
by hunting, is a master in all kinds of work, and depends on no one. With this utopia of a return 
to a health-giving extra-urban life is connected a peculiar project of Dio concerning the liberation 
of cities from the “superfluous” part of the population, the transfer of the “greedy and corrupted” 
urban poor to the countryside, and the transformation of the urban demos into peasants who, 
being close to nature, differ from the urban “rabble” in diligence and good morals.

It is very easy to uncover the real motives of Dio’s hatred and contempt for the urban poor: he, 
an ideologue of the ruling wealthy aristocratic group, had bitter clashes with the common 
people; he was accused of spending municipal funds on luxurious buildings (galleries for the 
delivery of speeches), of speculation in the grain trade; once, irritated by a rise in grain prices, a 



crowd driven mad by hunger besieged the houses of Dio and another wealthy speculator and 
threatened to burn and destroy them utterly. Fear for life and property is transformed in the 
speeches of the “Golden-Mouthed” into lofty moral formulas intended to safeguard the 
hierarchical distribution of wealth existing on earth as founded on “natural law,” or a law bearing 
a religious coloring. Reflections on the forms and types of states, the determination of their 
merits and shortcomings, which constitute the content of the Basilikoi, are very far from the 
notions of the classical epoch of the Greek republics, from the distinction of the three “normal 
forms”—monarchy, aristocracy, democracy—worked out theoretically by Aristotle and based on 
the determination of the subject of supreme power. For Dio, ideal is only that state in which 
everything is deliberated and everything is done by the rulers, and the people obey them. Such 
is the state of the gods, obeying one supreme god. All other states prove to be imperfect and 
not corresponding to their purpose.
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Among imperfect states there are undoubtedly those that are unsuitable, and there are those 
that are approaching what a state ought to be. Thus there results a division into four types:

1. the perfect state, consisting of gods, where virtue and justice reign;

2. a less perfect one, consisting of rational beings, where gods rule and people obey them;

3. the vast majority of earthly states, which do not correspond to the purpose of a true 
state;

4. the best among the latter category, which approach perfection.

In the Basilikoi monarchy (monarchia) is presented as the political form most capable of 
realizing a just order corresponding to the harmony of the cosmic, heavenly, divine world. To 
substantiate the concept of a just order, Dio resorts to the authority of Plato. But the teachings 
that he derives from Plato are not politics but theology and morality. He believes that for the 
stability of the state it is necessary that all its citizens believe in the immortality of the soul, in the 
divine judgment that awaits all people after death, in rewards and punishments in the afterlife. 
Such is another thought, also resting on Plato’s teaching: the ruling class and the mass of 
ordinary citizens must be in agreement on the question of to whom supreme power belongs; this 
unanimity ensures internal peace for the state. In such a state the legal order is firm, the attitude 
of authority toward the people is benevolent, material well-being is high. The state, according to 
Dio, may be compared to a ship, which only when the captain is in complete accord with the 
sailors obedient to him passes safely through all the dangers of seafaring and brings the 
passengers unharmed to harbor.

A distinctive feature of Dio’s political theory is his proposal to give participation in government to 
a learned adviser attached to the ruler. “It is gratifying to see,” he says, “when supreme power 
treats with respect the representatives of the intellectual principle. The mere desire to rule and 
to bring benefit to the people is not enough; knowledge is needed. Kings and rulers have always 



understood this well and have tried to have advisers at their side, from whom they received 
guidance as to what to do in this or that situation. For Agamemnon such an adviser was Nestor; 
for the Persian kings—magi; for the Egyptian kings—priests; for the Celts—druids” (Peri Bas. 4).
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Relying on this “experience of the ages,” Dio proposes, for the attainment of perfection in the 
state order, to place beside the ruler, a practical man, a philosopher-theoretician: one will give 
advice, the other will carry it out in practice. Under such an arrangement the true ruler is not the 
king, but the philosopher: in essence it is he who rules, while the king is only the executor of his 
designs, his servant; to the king falls the external honor, the splendor and pomp of rank, but the 
true merit remains with the philosopher.

This idea Dio develops in the fourth Basilikos in the form of a dialogue between Alexander and 
Diogenes. Here the future conqueror and ruler of the world receives lessons of political wisdom 
from the Cynic philosopher. Glorifying the latter as the true leader of society, Dio calls him a 
“statesman” (politikôs anër) and a “royal man” (basilikos anër).

The political service performed by the philosopher is complex and multifaceted: he is called not 
only to explain to his fellow citizens and to the king abstract questions of politics, but also to give 
advice in concrete cases of current life. Dio dreams that not only in the center of the state, but 
also in every city there should be such a philosopher-adviser. It should be established by law 
that all citizens—youths, people of mature age, and even old men—must study with him, listen 
to his admonitions, in order finally to become enlightened and to love justice. Only then will the 
state attain complete well-being.

To the philosopher as a public figure Dio presents high demands. First of all, the philosopher 
must possess the gift of speech. This is just and necessary, since one must constantly address 
explanatory speeches to the people, or to an assembly of the governmental council, or to the 
monarch himself. And in order that his speeches be persuasive in content, that he be able 
properly to substantiate his proposals and advice, to make them understandable not only to 
select listeners but also to the people—his education must be not only deep but also broad.

Dio gives a detailed program of education that the philosopher-enlightener must undergo. He 
recommends familiarity with poetic literature: Menander, Euripides, and especially Homer, that 
treasury of wisdom. Further, the future public figure must study history, read Herodotus and 
Thucydides. Finally, thorough familiarity is proposed with the works of the Socratic school, 
especially Xenophon—the master of transforming abstract truths into practical advice.
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8. The social and political views of the ruling class of 
the Roman Empire in the time of Trajan

Pliny and Dio were not inventors of a new political theory; they merely expressed the views and 
moods of their time and of their class. In the upper strata of society the attraction to “political 



freedom” had completely disappeared; there was observed a full readiness to enter the service 
of supreme power, to submit to the monarch, who appeared as a powerful defender of the 
interests precisely of these strata of society, the possessors of wealth, characterized by Tacitus 
in the formula: “estates, money, slaves” (villae, fenus, servi).

The theorists who exalted monarchy (let me recall only the expression princeps generis 
humani—head of the human race) were far from proposing any reforms, social or political; on 
the contrary, they advised taking every care to preserve the existing order, and Dio found for this 
conservative program a justification in the form of the concordance of the state structure of the 
empire with the laws of the cosmos, with the harmony of the elements that make up the 
universe.

Not only in general, but also in details, the theorists of state law proposed nothing new, or at 
least nothing that would diverge from the practice that had taken shape in the administration of 
the empire. Dio’s idea of granting the “philosopher” the role of administrator may seem only at 
first glance a fantasy of an author enamored of his craft, confident in his art, the author of the 
Basilikoi. Looking closely at the reality surrounding him, would we not say that his proposal to 
combine in one person the administrator and the enlightener coincides with the governmental 
practice applied by Trajan, appointing as governors of provinces Pliny and Tacitus, brilliant 
representatives of scholarship and literature?

If one considers as an innovation the recognition of the divine right of the emperor, then, as we 
have already seen, here there is contained only a new argument in favor of the inviolability of 
the existing order. The deification of the personality of the Caesars had the most essential 
significance in the struggle that soon opened between the Roman Empire and Christianity. Let 
us recall only that the preachers of the new faith opposed their “holy community” as the 
dominion of an ideal principle to the worldly, devoted only to earthly, material interests and 
therefore impious “kingdom of Caesar.” By this opposition Christians offended the very essence 
of supreme power and the personality of the princeps, who was considered “pure, sacred, like 
the gods.” The slave-owning aristocracy standing under their protection did not at all consider 
the empire an exclusively secular, civil institution: the rulers themselves were divine ( divi ), the 
state—a kingdom of gods (regnum deorum). The lex de maiestate, the “law of majesty,” was 
regarded as a religious covenant. The struggle of the two confessions, pagan and Christian, 
became a struggle of two churches: the state, official one and the oppositional, illegal one.
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CHAPTER FOUR

MORAL-PHILOSOPHICAL AND RELIGIOUS VIEWS 
OF GRECO-ROMAN SOCIETY AT THE BEGINNING OF THE 2ND CENTURY CE

If it is acknowledged that Pliny the Younger and Dio Chrysostom worked out a socio-political 
theory acceptable to the ruling class of Greco-Roman society, then Epictetus and Plutarch may 
be regarded as spokesmen for the moral-philosophical and religious notions corresponding to 
the moods of this class.

I. Problems of morality in the philosophy of Epictetus

Among other figures of the age of Trajan, Epictetus is distinguished by his origin. In his youth he 
was a slave of Nero’s favorite, the wealthy freedman Epaphroditus, who in a fit of rage broke his 
leg with a stick; by a master’s caprice Epictetus received a good philosophical education, which 
later gave him the opportunity, upon gaining his freedom, to become a teacher of philosophy. He 
settled in Nicopolis (in Epirus), founded by Augustus, one of the centers of the rapprochement 
of Greek and Roman cultures. Through his public lectures he became famous throughout the 
empire. He himself left no written works, but his Encheiridion (“Handbook”) and, above all, his 
discourses gained wide renown in the redaction of his pupil, the historian Arrian.

Epictetus is a very distinctive witness to and critic of the slave-owning system. From his slave 
past he carried away contempt for luxurious surroundings, for tinsel and arrogance, for the idle 
life of wealthy masters, and also an awareness of the moral superiority of the slave over the 
master dependent on his services. But he harbors no bitterness toward masters, nothing 
resembling a desire to avenge the wrongs and insults experienced by himself and by 
companions who shared his fate. Thus he did not intend to undermine the foundations of the 
existing social order, nor was he an aggressive enemy of the slave-owning system. He had 
neither the worldview nor the temperament of Spartacus. By his sharp analysis he merely 
exposed the everyday absurdity, the daily inconsistencies of the slave-owning system, its 
corrupting influence both on masters and on slaves.
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Epictetus was not inclined to call society to any reforms of the existing order. He set himself the 
task of the moral education of each individual person separately. As a result, Epictetus’ 
discourses took the form of intimate conversations in the Socratic manner, addressed to an 
imaginary interlocutor.

In Arrian’s exposition, Epictetus’ Handbook begins with the definition of two different spheres: 
“our” and “not our” matters (hëmëtera kai ouk hëmëtera pragmata), or, in other words, matters 
and relations “dependent” and “not dependent” on the person. To the former belong: krisis 
(judgment), hormë (impulse, or will to action), orexeis (desires or feelings, passions), prohairesis



(change of views). To the latter belong: soma (Epictetus assigns to this category the body, 
health, illness, death), ktesis (property status), doxa (public opinion about a person), archai 
(authority granted to a person, offices held by him).

The fundamental difference between “our” and “not our” matters consists in the fact that in the 
sphere of the former a person is free to dispose as he wishes—these matters are “free” 
( eleuthera ) from any obstacles; in the sphere of the latter he is powerless, these are matters 
dependent on external compulsion, as it were alien ( allotria ) to the person.

In his actions, in his conduct, a person must clearly distinguish matters that depend on him and 
those that do not. Epictetus is convinced that the sufferings experienced by people arise not 
from actual sensations, but from wrongly directed thoughts concerning occurring facts: “It is not 
the things themselves that disturb people, but judgments about these things. Thus it seemed to 
Socrates that death was not terrible, but terrible was the notion of death” (ch. 5).

But if such is the power of human thoughts, judgments, imagination, then one must constantly 
remember that a person possesses the ability to govern them, to regulate them. The same 
applies to the desires that arise in a person. Extremely unreasonable are people who bustle 
about so that events and circumstances may develop in the direction desirable for them: 
afterward they suffer if they have been deceived in their hopes. “But you do not seek that things 
should happen as you wish, but wish that things should happen as they ought to happen, and 
you will be happy” (ch. 19).

Always and invariably one must remember: “The property, the life and health of your wife, 
children, friends, and your own do not belong to you, must be returned; you are like a traveler 
staying in an inn. That is why one should neither grieve nor be irritated at the loss of any of 
these goods. Nor should one murmur against fate; the moral duty of each of us is to be content 
with one’s lot” (ch. 11).
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Epictetus has yet another comparison to explain how a person should behave with respect to 
everything that does not depend on his will: each of us is like an actor in a play, whose author 
has assigned him a certain role; whether it is long or short, whether one must portray a pauper 
or a cripple, an official or a private person, it is not for him to reason about this—one must be 
able to perform the assigned role (ch. 17).

There is also a third comparison, the sense of which is to call a person to the greatest caution 
and restraint. “We live as though in the conditions of military operations. You can remain 
unconquered if you avoid a battle in which you cannot expect victory” (ch. 18). This means—not 
to bind oneself with any concerns about “external” matters, above all to strive to preserve one’s 
inner independence. “When you see someone who has attained honors, or great power, or 
some other prosperity, do not consider him happy, do not let your imagination be carried away. If 
the essence of true happiness lies in the sphere that belongs to us (to eph’ hemin), there is no 
place there for envy or jealousy; you yourself will not wish to become either a general, or a 



praetor, or a consul, but will wish to be free, whereas a freeborn, high-ranking, and wealthy man 
who gives himself over to passions and lusts must be recognized as a slave” (ch. 19).

The general conclusion from this is entirely clear: “The only path to freedom consists in 
despising everything that is not within our power.” The Handbook ends with a parallel in which 
the reasoning and behavior of an ordinary person are contrasted with the way of thinking and 
the rules of life of the “philosopher,” a person guided by reason and possessing a firm will. Here 
is the point of view and distinguishing mark of the ordinary person: he expects benefit or harm 
for himself from external circumstances and relations. And here is the point of view and 
distinguishing mark of the philosopher: he expects benefit or harm only from himself. This is 
what characterizes a person who is making progress in philosophy: “He reviles no one and 
praises no one, he complains about no one and accuses no one; he does not even speak about 
himself as though he were something or knew something. If he encounters difficulties or 
obstacles, he blames only himself. If someone praises him, he merely laughs inwardly at the 
praiser; if someone abuses him, he does not even think of defending himself.”
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One cannot formulate with greater clarity the doctrine of non-resistance to evil, of the passive 
virtue of humility, silence, and long-suffering.

2. Characteristic features of the worldview of late Stoicism

The most noticeable feature of the philosophy of Epictetus is its individualistic character. In his 
exhortations to a righteous life there is no mention of the common good, of the people, of 
society. Self-education, self-perfection in the name of the principles of reason and truth is 
recognized as an end in itself, since striving for it means fulfilling the world-destiny of the human 
being.

True, in his exhortations Epictetus does not forget to mention love of one’s neighbor, good and 
socially useful deeds, but these are not the principal commandments; they are only particulars 
in the formation of the moral perfection of the individual. The preaching of morality does not 
demand self-sacrifice, the giving up of one’s possessions to one’s neighbor; for the attainment 
of perfection it is sufficient to have purity and chastity of thoughts, abstention from wrongful acts, 
renunciation of pleasures of a base character; most important of all is the observance of 
tranquillity of spirit, the preservation of an unblemished conscience.

Another characteristic feature of the moral philosophy of Epictetus is a peculiar optimism, which 
manifests itself in two directions: first, in the recognition of the rationality and harmony of the 
world order, with the attribution of all the evil that oppresses humanity to the irrational behavior 
of people devoted to evil thoughts; and, second, in the recognition of free will, capable of 
combating this evil, granted to the human being by God.

Alongside and in connection with the two indicated features of Epictetus’
teaching—individualism in the formation of moral perfection and the optimistic conviction in the 
possibility of overcoming evil by the effort of rational will—stands a third distinguishing feature of 



his moral philosophy: the rejection of direct, active struggle with the evil oppressing humanity, 
the absence of activity, a turn toward contemplative life, a tendency toward apathy, 
passionlessness, non-resistance to evil—something reminiscent of the preaching of nirvana in 
Indian Buddhism.

All three of the indicated features of Epictetus’ moral philosophy become fully comprehensible if 
we imagine to which circles of listeners he addressed himself, whose moods he sought to 
grasp, to whom he gave his exhortations and advice.

At this time the upper strata of Roman slave-owning society were experiencing the pressure of 
the crisis of the slave-owning system, undergoing significant difficulties and anxieties, which 
arose from the reduction in the number of slaves, and were seeking new ways of organizing 
productive labor, on which all their prosperity rested. Epictetus persistently urges 
representatives of the slave-owning class to reflect on the general state of affairs, to understand 
the cause of difficulties and calamities, which lies in excessive demands, in passions and lusts 
unchecked by anything, in unjust and violent actions of people. The aristocracy, hitherto proud, 
alarmed by the social crisis, allows a former slave, who suffered from the cruel treatment of his 
master, to voice publicly bitter truths for it, listens to moral condemnation from him. The Stoic 
philosopher appears in this case as a sharp critic, a severe judge. From a principled point of 
view he is threatening and merciless. In a discourse on how one should act in order to be 
pleasing to God, he addresses a slave-owner who by his caprices poisons the existence of a 
slave: “You yourself are a slavish soul! Do you not wish to recognize your brother, a descendant 
of Zeus, of the same divine seed, of the same heavenly origin?”
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However, Epictetus does not place himself in opposition to the class which he attacks with his 
criticism. In practice his Stoicism proves to be deeply conservative. Although the moral 
philosophy of Epictetus teaches that all people are by nature equal, this preacher of morality 
never speaks not only of the necessity, but even of the desirability of freeing slaves. In general 
he proposes no social reform whatsoever. Let the structure of society remain as before, 
hierarchical; let inequality remain, the domination of some over others. He expects healing only 
from an internal, moral reform, from the re-education of the personality, from the self-perfection 
of individual members of society. In this form Stoic morality was fully acceptable to the ruling 
class, and the government itself could not but welcome its dissemination. The call to 
self-perfection of the individual, the preaching of asceticism, the appeal to pious contemplation 
were fully in accord with the atomization of a society that had been trained away from and 
unaccustomed to politics, where all concern for the “common good” had been taken upon itself 
by the monarch.

Stoic philosophy had acquired a religious coloring already in the middle of the second century 
BCE, in the circle of Scipio the Younger, his friend Panaetius, and the latter’s pupil Posidonius. 
In the discourses of Epictetus we encounter Stoicism complicated by the addition to it of the 
ascetic teaching of the Cynic school (Antisthenes and Diogenes), and with an even stronger 
flavor of theology than in the system of Posidonius, which in its time had been popularized by



Cicero. Epictetus very much likes to speak of “providence,” of the beneficent influence of a 
higher divine power on a world scale and in the individual life of a human being. His discourse 
“On Providence” begins with the following pathetic comparison: “From God come gods and 
human beings; if you accept this proposition, you have something to be proud of: just think how 
you would be exalted if Caesar were to declare you his son.” Further he speaks in the style of a 
pious sermon: “Our being is dual; it consists of a wretched body and of reason with will, which 
have a divine origin.”
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Epictetus likes to speak of the kinship of the human being with God. In the discourse “On the 
consequences that follow from the kinship of the human being with God,” he says: “If you have 
understood the mystery of the universe and the greatness of the highest, most comprehensive 
community uniting human beings with God, since from God come not only your father and your 
grandfather, but also everything that lives and grows on earth, especially rational beings, and if 
you know that only the latter are capable of true communion with God, because they are most 
closely connected with him precisely through the mediation of reason—why then not 
acknowledge yourself a citizen of the world, why not consider yourself a son of God?”

In the discourse entitled “God sees everything,” Epictetus expresses the conviction that “God 
has assigned to each human being a guardian spirit who never dozes for a single moment and 
whom nothing can deceive.”

In the discourse “On Providence,” Epictetus composes a veritable hymn to the greatness and 
goodness of God: “On every occasion we must glorify God, fervently thank him for having given 
us the ability to understand the meaning of his creations and to make proper use of them... 
what remains for me, a lame old man, if not to glorify God? If I were a nightingale, I would sing 
like a nightingale. If I were a swan, I would sing like a swan. But I am a rational being; therefore 
I must glorify God. Such is the task assigned to me: I will carry it out and will not abandon the 
place indicated to me as long as I have the strength for it. And to you all I propose to join in the 
same song of praise!”

3. The class limitation of the teaching of Epictetus

Stoicism, from the time of its emergence, expressed the interests of the propertied, well-to-do 
strata of society. Upon its appearance in Rome, Stoicism (the so-called “Middle Stoa”) 
captivated the upper circles of republican society: friends of the Stoics were Scipio the Younger, 
Varro, Cicero. And late, “third” Stoicism, which arose in the era of the consolidation of unlimited 
power, despite the fact that it was complicated by the ascetic teaching of the Cynic school and 
that its most zealous preacher was a slave who had suffered from the rage of his master, 
nevertheless found followers among prosperous slave-owners.
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All the examples that Epictetus runs through in his discourses are taken from the life of the 
aristocracy. And indeed, was there any sense in instilling in a commoner, a poor man, a slave 



abstinence from greed and ambition, advising him not to chase after honors, distinctions, 
trinkets, if for him these goods of life were already unattainable? And was it appropriate to 
console the destitute, the humiliated and oppressed, the disenfranchised, with the assurance 
that in each of us lives a particle of the supreme World Reason, that each of us possesses an 
indestructible will that allows him to rise above all misfortunes and sufferings?

There is no doubt that among commoners, the poor, and slaves Christianity, with its 
eschatology, with its proclamation of the imminent judgment of God, by whose decision “the first 
will be last, and the last first,” was bound to have far greater success than the moral philosophy 
of the Stoics.

For the historian, to acknowledge the class limitation of the moral philosophy of Epictetus 
means at the same time to understand the closest connection in which Stoic teaching stood with 
the moods prevailing among the ruling class. The crisis of the slave-owning system compelled 
the most enlightened and perceptive among slave-owners to reflect on the question of the 
condition of slaves. The preacher of Stoic-Cynic teaching gives a series of counsels: 
self-perfection, the cultivation within oneself of rational restraint, inner calm and balance; to the 
slave-owner is given the advice to be gentle and just.

But all these wishes, all the moral demands of Stoicism, bore, as has already been said above, 
an individualistic character; they did not touch the foundations of the slave-owning system: one 
thing is an exalted ideal, another—operative laws. In this form late Stoicism becomes the 
worldview of the slave-owning intelligentsia of Greco-Roman society, as well as a directive of 
governmental policy. We find a vivid confirmation of the existence of this connection in the edicts 
of the emperor Antoninus Pius, which to a certain extent limited the right of slave-owners to 
dispose of the lives of slaves.

4. “On Isis and Osiris,” a religious-philosophical treatise of Plutarch

In the second century CE there also existed another system of religious views, the exposition of 
which we find in the treatise De Iside et Osiride (“On Isis and Osiris”) by Epictetus’ 
contemporary—Plutarch.
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In his Parallel Lives Plutarch never goes beyond the boundaries of the Greco-Roman world; 
even such major historical figures as Hannibal or Mithridates of Pontus, since they are alien to 
Greece and Rome, find no place in his biographies. By contrast, in the treatise he transfers all 
his attention to a country exotic for Greeks and Romans, seeks wisdom outside Greece and 
Rome. With great respect he mentions the religious philosophy of Zoroaster; his remarks on the 
religious beliefs of two Asia Minor peoples—the Phrygians and the Paphlagonians—are of 
interest.

The treatise on the gods Isis and Osiris is an unbroken encomium of Egyptian religion, a 
recognition of the profound wisdom contained in the Egyptian cult. In this reverence for Egyptian 



religion Plutarch has remarkable predecessors, and only comparison with them makes it 
possible to single out the originality and novelty of his own conception.

Close acquaintance of the Greeks with Egypt began in the seventh century BCE, when 
Psammetichus, the founder of the Saite dynasty, established his power with the help of Greek 
mercenaries. From that time fascination with Egyptian culture grows among the Greeks; two 
centuries later, in Herodotus, it takes the form of a genuine Egyptomania. A humorous remark 
about the Egyptians, that with them everything is not as with other peoples—women work in the 
fields, men sit at home and weave cloth—does not prevent Herodotus from bowing before the 
greatness of Egyptian religion. In his conviction, the Egyptians and the Greeks have the same 
gods, but among the Egyptians they are primordial, among the Greeks—of later origin, 
borrowed. “The Egyptians avoided borrowing from the Hellenes, and not only from the Hellenes, 
but in general from any people whatever” (Herod., II, 91). In the chronology of Egyptian history 
Herodotus uses millennia as his scale, in Greek history—only centuries: the religion of the 
twelve principal gods appeared in Egypt, as Herodotus writes, “seventeen thousand years 
before the reign of Amasis” (in the sixth century BCE); Homer and Hesiod, the creators of Greek 
religion, he places only four centuries before his own time. The supreme god corresponding to 
Zeus is called among the Egyptians Ammon, but the principal deities worshipped throughout all 
Egypt, in contrast to others that have only local significance, Herodotus names Isis and Osiris, 
to whom, according to him, Demeter and Bacchus (or Dionysus) correspond among the Greeks.

The idea of the antiquity, originality, and wisdom of Egyptian religion becomes a firm tradition in 
Greek consciousness. There appears the legend of visits to Egypt by ancient Greek 
lawgivers—Pythagoras, Lycurgus, and others. The founders of the Pythagorean 
mathematical-philosophical school of the second-third centuries CE sought confirmation of their 
mystical geometry in the images of Egyptian religion, linking theorems about regular figures, 
equilateral triangles, squares, and cubes with the names and fate of Egyptian gods. In the 
second half of the first century BCE Diodorus Siculus repeats the idealization of Egyptian 
religion given by Herodotus, but adds a new feature to his predecessor’s conception: with him 
Isis and Osiris are not only rulers of the world, but also the most ancient rulers and lawgivers in 
Egypt. Osiris was the first to put an end to cannibalism on earth; in Egypt he founded 
hundred-gated Thebes, of which Ammon later became the patron. Osiris was full of energy and 
ambition; Isis demanded order and justice in all things.

166

Such are the first steps of the historicization of Egyptian gods in Greek literature. The pictures 
drawn by Diodorus, of course, do not constitute his invention; they probably reflected the 
development of Egyptian theosophy of that time. To an even greater degree Plutarch yields to 
the method of historicizing Egyptian gods.

It is not so easy to explain the position taken by Plutarch as a “propagandist” of Egyptian beliefs. 
He comes out against the materialistic worldview widespread in Greco-Roman society since the 
times of Democritus, Epicurus, and Lucretius. Plutarch is zealously occupied with the restoration 
of piety, as he himself says, with the “restoration of worship,” but in practice he encounters great 



difficulties. He himself passed through the school of philosophical enlightenment; his worldview 
is a religion of reason. He must, however, recommend to broad circles of educated Greeks and 
Romans a concrete religion, full of archaisms. Between the one and the other—between the 
general program of the restoration of religion expressed in abstract form, on the one hand, and 
the concrete exposition of ancient mythology, on the other—there is no transition, no logical 
motivation; the second follows the first in a purely external manner. But gradually, in the course 
of the exposition of the treatise, this missing inner connection is established: by his commentary 
Plutarch tries to show the profound philosophical meaning of the myths and rites of the most 
ancient religion in the world.

In the introduction Plutarch expresses his own view of religion: “People endowed with reason 
(νους εχοντες) should seek all good things from the gods, and above all knowledge of the gods 
themselves, insofar as it is attainable for a human being... The honoring of the gods should be 
expressed not in dedicating gold and silver to them, not in fear before their thunder and 
lightning, but in correct knowledge of the gods” (ch. 1). Further he says: “There is nothing higher 
than the striving for truth, especially that which concerns the gods and contains within itself the 
longing for communion with the divine principle, so that the study of wisdom is a restoration of 
genuine worship; this striving is incomparably more exalted than any ascetic exercises 
whatsoever or service in temples” (ch. 2).
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Then Plutarch passes to the exposition of the central myth of Egyptian religion, to the fate of Isis 
and Osiris as earthly rulers. “At the birth of Osiris a voice of the supreme god was heard, loudly 
proclaiming that a great beneficent king had been born. The beginning of Osiris’ rule was 
marked by the fact that he freed the Egyptians from their former wretched, bestial mode of life, 
showed them ways of using the fruits of the earth, gave them laws, taught them the worship of 
the gods. After this he began to wander throughout the whole world, in order to incline other 
peoples to a rational life, and in this his work he by no means resorted to weapons, striving to 
use all means of persuasion and to act upon people’s imagination by all kinds of art” (ch. 13).

As a historical event there is related the death of Osiris, cutting short his earthly life in the 
twenty-eighth year of his reign. His half-brother Typhon, pretending to be Osiris’ friend, plots 
against him. With feigned affability the conspirators bring Osiris as a gift an artistically decorated 
sarcophagus; scarcely had Osiris lain down in it for fitting when Typhon and his accomplices 
slammed the lid shut, quickly soldered the coffin, and threw it into the Nile, paccnuTweas that 
the river would carry it into the sea. But the sea drove the chest back and cast it ashore in the 
region near Byblos: the coffin with Osiris’ body became stuck in the reeds of the river, became 
overgrown with shrubbery, which soon turned into a large branching tree. The first to make this 
discovery and loudly proclaim it were the river satyrs and Pans. The king of Byblos, struck by 
the beauty of the chest, orders the thickets to be cut down and the sarcophagus with Osiris’ 
body to be retrieved. He places it in the base of one of the columns supporting the vaults of his 
palace. In turn Isis learns of this in a mysterious way, disguises herself as a simple woman, and 
enters the king’s service as nurse to his newborn son. Isis bathes the infant in fire in order to 
make him immortal, but the parents interrupt this magic that has frightened them. The goddess 



reveals her true nature and, taking leave of the king, begs from him the stone foundation of the 
column, takes the sarcophagus with her, opens it, wraps Osiris’ body in a shroud, embalms it, 
laments it, and prepares to bury it.

Typhon succeeds in deceiving the goddess. In her absence he cuts the corpse into fourteen 
parts and scatters them far apart from one another. For Isis a new period of painful searches 
begins. The goddess succeeds, however, in finding all the scattered pieces and joining them 
together. At the places where each of the parts was found she erects a chapel or a temple. 
Each of these sanctuaries is regarded by the local inhabitants as the true tomb of Osiris, who 
has become the god of the underworld.
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Relating myths so unusual for the religious consciousness of the Greeks, and at the same time 
wishing to protect Egyptian religion from any ironic judgments, Plutarch makes a remark 
characterizing him as a skilled polemical theologian: the wonders he relates must be interpreted 
according to their deeply hidden meaning; to take them literally means to fall into superstition 
(δεισιδαιμονία), and superstition is a worse evil than atheism.

The death of Osiris was only the end of his brief earthly existence; he was reborn, resurrected to 
a non-earthly, eternal life. In Egypt the resurrection of Osiris was celebrated annually. The 
Egyptians understood the rebirth of Osiris in a twofold sense: on the one hand, he, buried and 
gone to the underworld, becomes the god ruling over the shades of all the dead who have 
departed to the subterranean world; on the other hand, Osiris is reborn in the person of a new 
god—his son Horus, born of Isis. Horus must avenge the sufferings of his father; Osiris for a 
time leaves the underworld in order to instruct his son in the art of war; Horus defeats Typhon 
three times, but cannot destroy him completely.

Having recounted the Egyptian version of the sufferings, death, and rebirth of the god, Plutarch 
recognizes the necessity of examining the question from the standpoint of Greek science. He 
declares himself an enemy of such a cold critical mind as Euhemerus, who considered the gods 
to be human beings—kings and generals—deified after death. In Plutarch’s opinion, it is correct 
to regard all that is told about Isis, Osiris, and Typhon as actions and experiences not of 
humans and not of gods, but of daimones (ch. 25). Among these secondary divine beings there 
are good and evil ones. Isis and Osiris, by reason of their high virtue, were raised to the rank of 
gods in exactly the same way as happened with Bacchus and Heracles, and now they are justly 
revered both as gods and as daimones: as gods, they belong to the assembly of the highest 
rulers of the world; as daimones, they possess special power on earth and beneath the earth 
(ch. 27).

Following the exposition of the central myth constituting the basis of Egyptian religion, Plutarch 
gives an extensive and very complex commentary to it; the aim of the latter is to show that 
Egyptian beliefs and rites, although connected with definite localities of the country, have 
universal, pan-human significance, and contain not only an explanation of all phenomena of 



external material nature, the movement of the heavenly bodies, changes on the surface of the 
earth, but also an interpretation of the highest truths of morality and philosophy.
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From the extremely fragmented, variegated, and not always consistent exposition of the second 
part of Plutarch’s work, the “theoretical” part, following the first, “historical” one, we shall attempt 
to single out the principal, most characteristic judgments of the author.

1. A complete analogy to the Egyptian ideas of the sufferings, death, and rebirth of the god 
Plutarch finds in Greek religion. “Osiris is identical with Bacchus... The attack of the Titans and 
the so-called lightless night correspond to the experiences of Osiris recounted above, the 
dismemberment of his body, and then his awakening to rebirth” (ch. 35).

In a somewhat different form, in connection with the change of the seasons, the dying and 
rebirth of the deity are marked in the cults of two Asia Minor peoples. “The Phrygians assert that 
in winter the god sleeps, while in summer he rises from sleep; therefore they celebrate two 
festivals with Bacchic rites, one in commemoration of the god’s falling asleep, the other in honor 
of his awakening. In Paphlagonia there is a widespread belief that in winter the god is in chains, 
imprisoned, and in summer he again acquires freedom and comes into motion” (ch. 69).

2. Plutarch attaches great significance to the myth of Osiris and Typhon, understood as two 
mighty forces, life-giving and destructive, locked in struggle with one another. “The most learned 
of the Egyptian priests assert that Osiris not only signifies the river Nile, but also the force of 
moisture in general, which promotes the fertilization of the earth; therefore even the gods, the 
sun, and the moon travel through the sky not in chariots but in boats” (ch. 33). “They also assert 
that Homer, and after him Thales, borrowed from them, from the Egyptians, the doctrine of the 
origin of all that exists from water” (ch. 34).

The natural philosophy of the Egyptians naturally reflects impressions derived from the nature of 
the Nile valley, directly bordering on the desert. The tropical sun inspires not so much love as 
fear, as a luminary that dries up the soil and therefore stands under the influence of Typhon. 
Quite different is the gentle light of the moon, which, in the opinion of Egyptian theologians, is 
most closely connected with the diffusion of moisture in the soil and therefore belongs to the 
realm of Osiris. The difference between the two opposing forces is vividly expressed in the 
distribution of colors. Typhon must be imagined as pale red—this is the color of the desert; 
Osiris—as black, corresponding to the color of black earth, fertile land irrigated by the Nile.

The myth of the death and resurrection of Osiris is directly connected with the periodic decrease 
and increase of the waters of the Nile, the nourisher of the country. If there are years when the 
beneficent inundation is delayed, comes late, then in this one should see the evil machinations 
of Typhon, who restrains the thunderclouds ready to pour themselves out over the upper 
reaches of the Nile and give it new strength.
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3. In Plutarch’s logical thinking Isis and Osiris, on the one hand, and Typhon, on the other, 
represent the same opposition as in physical nature: the first two introduce everywhere a 
positive, creative, rational principle; the latter—a negative, destructive principle. An indication of 
this opposition is given even in the very names of the gods. Plutarch, although he considers the 
Greeks pupils of the Egyptians, in turn endows the Egyptian gods with Greek appellations. In his 
opinion, “Isis” is a Greek word and means wisdom; in Greece she has, one may say, three 
incarnations: Demeter, the mother of all that lives on earth; Persephone, the consort of the king 
of the underworld; and the daughter of Prometheus, the wisest of all living beings (ch. 3). In the 
name of Typhon, by contrast, there is an indication of senselessness and recklessness intruding 
into the course of normal life.

4. There arises the question of the correlation of the creative and destructive forces, of the good 
and evil principles in the world. Plutarch inclines toward dualism, toward the recognition of an 
eternal oscillation between two principles, the positive and the negative. “For Typhon possesses 
not only drought, wind, sea, and darkness, but in general everything that nature produces that is 
harmful and destructive to life. It is impossible to explain the origin of everything that exists in 
the world from lifeless matter, as Democritus and Epicurus do; but it is also impossible to accept 
the doctrine of the Stoics, who recognize a single reason and a single providence, not created 
by matter, as forces unlimitedly ruling and governing the world. Further, it is impossible to allow 
that something absolutely evil or absolutely good should come about without the action of a 
deity. According to the teaching of Heraclitus, life in the world is like a lyre or a bow, whose 
strings and bowstring are at times stretched, at times slackened. Euripides also spoke truly: 
good and evil are inseparable from one another; in a certain proportion they are mixed with 
each other.” “For since nothing comes about without a cause, and good cannot be the cause of 
evil, evil must, just like good, have its own special cause, its own special origin” (ch. 45).

“This view belongs to the majority of thinkers, and indeed to the wisest. Some of them think that 
there are two gods who are in constant struggle with one another, and recognize one as the 
creator of good, the second as the creator of evil. Others call the first of these beings a god, and 
the second a daemon. To such sages belongs Zoroaster, who lived 5,000 years before the 
Trojan War” (ch. 46).

“Among the Egyptians there is a conviction that good gains victory over evil, but that evil cannot 
be destroyed completely, because it is most closely connected with the body and soul of the 
world-whole and constantly rises up against good” (ch. 49).
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5. In conclusion Plutarch speaks of the fate of the immortal human soul and of the significance 
of philosophy, which gives a human being religious education. “For the human soul, while it is 
here on earth, bound to the body and the passions, it is impossible to attain communion with 
God; only by means of philosophy does it, as it were in dreams, create for itself a faint notion of 
this. But when souls are freed from the bonds that constrain them and pass into the invisible, 
ineffable sanctuary, no longer burdened by passions, then God becomes their ruler and king; 



they cleave to him and contemplate with ever-increasing, insatiable longing the invisible beauty 
inaccessible to human beings” (ch. 79).

Plutarch for the first time in the Greek language provided a model of a “biography” of a god 
embodied in the person of a benefactor of the human race. One cannot fail to notice a shade of 
aristocratism in Plutarch’s portrayal of the incarnate god. His remark that the path to true 
knowledge of God passes through the study of philosophy shows that he was addressing the 
slave-owning intelligentsia of Greco-Roman society. At the same time, in the person of Osiris he 
depicted the image of a monarch possessing unlimited power.

Subsequent writers treated the method of historicizing the god, applied by Plutarch, with the 
greatest attention. For the compilers of the Gospels Plutarch was an authoritative teacher and 
inspirer: they read and reread him diligently, made use of his images and comparisons. I shall 
cite only one example—the motif of the “voice from above” proclaiming the appearance on earth 
of a god, the benefactor of humankind. In the biography of Osiris the voice of Zeus, as we have 
seen, is timed to the moment of the god’s birth. The three Synoptics (the Gospel according to 
Matthew 3:17; Mark 1:11; Luke 3:22) reproduce the episode of the “voice from above,” timing it 
to the moment of the baptism of Jesus Christ by John. In the Gospel according to Matthew “a 
voice from heaven says: this is my beloved Son, in whom I am glorified.”

Thus Plutarch gathered and compared traditions about the dying and rising god among different 
peoples and provided material for syncretism, the merging of beliefs, which corresponded to the 
interests of the imperial government of the second century.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE POSITION OF RELIGIOUS PARTIES UNDER TRAJAN. 
CAN THE AUTHENTICITY OF THE CORRESPONDENCE OF PLINY 

WITH TRAJAN ABOUT CHRISTIANS BE RECOGNIZED?

1. Jewish communities, 73-117

The account of Josephus Flavius stops at the destruction in 73 C.E. of Masada, the last 
stronghold of the uprising. Of what took place in the Jewish communities up to the second 
uprising (116-117), there is no direct information. One has to draw indirect conclusions from the 
events of the time of the second Jewish uprising. There can be no doubt that after the fierce, 
devastating seven-year war little Jewish population remained in Palestine.

After the destruction of Jerusalem, the Sadducees completely disappeared, that is, the temple 
aristocracy together with all the clientele subordinate to it—the lower priesthood and attendants. 
In general, all those who sympathized with the rebels and supported their side were subjected 
to massacre and extermination. Although the Pharisaic scholarly schools survived the 
devastation and continued the biblical tradition—the Law and its interpretation—and even the 
Sanhedrin was restored in the town of Yavneh, nevertheless the destruction of the Temple and 
the cessation of the flow of pilgrims fundamentally undermined the significance of Palestine as a 
religious center of the Jewish communities. A certain part of the Jewish population moved 
beyond devastated Palestine to the countries of the Jewish diaspora: to the east—to 
Mesopotamia and Babylonia, to the north—to Syria, Asia Minor, and the island of Cyprus, to the 
west—to Egypt and Cyrene.

After the failure of the uprisings of 116-117 and 132-135, a Roman colony, Aelia Capitolina, 
was built on the site of Jerusalem, and Jews forcibly expelled from Palestine were forbidden to 
enter the country.

Thus, Palestine ceased to be the center of the religious movement; it now passed into the 
diaspora, into countries where Jews lived in colonies; it expanded and became dispersed. At the 
same time, it experienced a crisis that led to the final rupture between old-believing Judaism 
and the nascent Christianity. This rupture cannot be dated to one precise year or even to one 
precise decade. The divergence between the two large groupings over the course of more than 
seventy years—from the end of the first uprising to the end of the third and last 
uprising—steadily intensified.
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Individual moments of the growing disagreement remain unknown to us because of the lack of 
reliable sources.



The reign of Nerva and Trajan falls almost in the middle of that seventy-year period during which 
a double crisis occurred: the collapse of militant messianism and the disintegration of Old 
Testament Israelite religion into two faiths—Talmudic Judaism and New Testament Christianity. 
With regard to the era of the first two Antonines, historical investigation must address two 
questions: first—about political moods in the Jewish world and about the fate of militant 
messianism; second—whether by the time of Nerva and Trajan one can already speak of the 
separation of Christians from Judaism.

To the first question we find an indirect answer in the events of the second uprising, which flared 
up in the rear of Trajan’s army as it advanced victoriously to the East. The uprising was 
especially strong in Egypt, Cyrene, and on the island of Cyprus. Apparently, militant messianism 
was still very strong in the diaspora; supporters of a peaceful agreement of submission to 
Rome, if they were not in the minority, then at least did not dare to speak openly about their 
sentiments.

To the second question—whether already for the time of Trajan one can note signs of an open 
schism, of the separation of Christians from Judaism—a negative answer is given by the silence 
of a whole series of writers contemporary with Trajan: the silence of contemporaries ( saeculi 
silentium ) about Christ and Christians, which we noted among writers of the 1st century C.E., is 
now maintained by Plutarch, Epictetus, Dio Chrysostom, Juvenal, and that source on the basis 
of which Dio Cassius recounts the second Jewish uprising. The name “Christians,” the notion of 
some socio-religious group separated from Judaism, are completely alien to these writers.

This “silence of the age” is sharply contradicted by two reports about Christians: the account of 
the execution of Christians under Nero in 64 C.E. in Tacitus (Ann. XV, 44), as well as Pliny’s 
letter to Trajan about Christians and Trajan’s reply, dated to 111 or 112 C.E. (X, 96-97).

I have already noted, in exposing the falsification concerning Christ in Josephus Flavius, the 
interpolational character of the report about Christ and Christians in Tacitus; now I shall develop 
my argumentation in greater detail and attempt to show that the correspondence of Pliny with 
Trajan about Christians is the same kind of falsification as the insertions in Josephus Flavius 
and Tacitus.
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2. Several remarks on interpolations in ancient writers of 
the late 1st and early 2nd centuries C.E.

The compilation of forged documents intended to provide proof of the miraculous appearance of 
Christ as the founder of the one true faith begins with the very first steps of Christian literature. 
Justin, in his Apology (around 150 C.E.), refers to a work bearing the title Acts of Pilate, which, 
as far as one can conclude from his words, contained a “record of the trial and execution of 
Jesus Christ.” This work constitutes the earliest of the falsifications known to us. Its purpose was 
to reinforce the chronological date of the appearance of Christ, to link his person and fate with 
reliably known persons and events of the history of Judea under Roman rule. This was the first 



step toward the historicization of the image of Christ, who until then had been perceived as a 
mystical being.

The Acts of Pilate were probably composed in the 30s of the 2nd century C.E.; Justin regards 
this work as evidence of the life and activity of Christ, alongside the Logia lësou (“Sayings of 
Jesus”) and the Apomnëmoneumata ton apostolon (“Memoirs of the Apostles”). In the Gospels, 
composed 15-20 years after Justin’s Apology, all these works are united into a single whole. 
The Acts of Pilate form the common foundation for all four writers’ narratives of the suffering and 
death by crucifixion of Jesus Christ, with each evangelist adding secondary details.

Once they had set foot on the path of composing forged documents intended to serve as proof 
of the reality of the appearance of Christ, Christian writers could no longer stop, all the more so 
since the apologists who emerged at the end of the 2nd century were dealing with an expanded 
circle of opponents—not only conservative Judaism, but also educated paganism. Both groups 
advanced against Christians an argument fatal to them—the silence of contemporaries about 
the activity of Christ and the apostles in the 30s-60s of the 1 st century C.E., to which Christian 
legend assigned them. This difficulty prompted the apologists to take new, bolder steps in 
creating documents in favor of the historicity of Christ.

Thus arose the interpolations in the works of Josephus Flavius, Tacitus, Suetonius, and Pliny 
the Younger. The purpose of these insertions was to convince the widest possible circles of 
readers that outstanding historians, Jewish and Roman alike, knew of the appearance of Christ 
and noted the rapid spread of the new faith after his death.

The work of the interpolators is nothing other than pia fraus, a pious deception, and is merely a 
continuation of the first invention—the composition of the Acts of Pilate. It rendered an 
enormous, incomparable service to church tradition, which constructed on the basis of these 
forged documents a history of the emergence and development of Christianity beginning in the 
30s of the 1st century C.E.
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The success of the interpolators was so great that, to this day, the inventions of the apologists 
have held captive the imagination of many historians who accept the authenticity of the reports 
about Christ and Christians in Josephus Flavius, Tacitus, Suetonius, and Pliny the Younger. In 
the interests of scholarly clarity, it is necessary to undertake a large, comprehensive 
investigation to expose the work of Christian interpolators and falsifiers, in order to eliminate 
once and for all this greatest obstacle to the scholarly study of the real history of Christianity. 
Here I must confine myself to only a few remarks on the interpolations in Flavius and Tacitus; I 
shall dwell in greater detail only on the correspondence of Pliny with Trajan.

* * *

The interpolations in the four authors named represent a more or less skillful imitation of the 
style and manner of these writers. However, upon closer analysis it is not difficult to detect 



features alien to the given author and tendencies that clearly belong to someone extraneous. 
Using the example of the interpolation in Tacitus’ Annals (XV, 44), I hope to show what the 
techniques of the interpolators consist in and how they can be exposed.

In this chapter we read an account of how, after the fire of Rome in 64 C.E., Nero, wishing to 
divert the accusation of arson from himself, applied the most severe punishments to ‘people 
hated for their abominations, whom the populace called Christians. The originator of this name, 
Christ, was executed under the emperor Tiberius by the procurator Pontius Pilate, and the 
superstition, suppressed for a time, broke out again not only in Judea, where this evil had its 
beginning, but also in Rome, where everything atrocious and shameless from all sides 
converges and finds wide application. Thus those were seized who confessed themselves 
Christians; then, on their information, a great many others, and they were convicted not so 
much of crimes as of hatred of the human race’ (Ann. XV, 44).

On what grounds can we cast doubt on Tacitus’ authorship of this entire passage? In this text 
we find a number of incongruities and oddities: first, in terms of literary composition; second, in 
the content of the facts reported in it; and third, in certain political formulas employed in it.

Anyone who has read Tacitus attentively must be struck by the unusual nature of the narrative 
device employed here. In that part of the Annals where the events of the reign of Tiberius are 
set forth in detail, not a single word is said about Christ or his followers; and now, having 
reached the fire under Nero, the author seems, as it were, to catch himself and hasten to 
provide a historical notice with an exact date—whereupon it turns out that the great evil caused 
by the sectarians had already managed to acquire enormous force. Such a turn in the course of 
the exposition is generally not characteristic of Tacitus, and the dubiousness of this text is 
further increased by the fact that Tacitus previously does not mention Christians by a single 
word.
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If we turn to the content of the historical notice given concerning the origin of the Christian sect, 
a picture emerges that is very little plausible. For one would have to assume that in the thirty 
years that elapsed from the execution of Christ to the events of 64 C.E. in Rome, the followers 
of the slain prophet had managed not only to spread throughout all of Judea, but also to move 
to the center, to penetrate into the capital, where by the time of the fire they numbered an 
enormous multitude and where they had received from the ‘rabble’ the name ‘Christians,’ and 
where they harassed the native population with their hatred of the human race.

Our distrust of the authenticity of the text under examination, beyond the impression of the 
fantastical nature of the events set forth in it, is increased when we draw attention to the 
peculiar dating of the appearance of Christ: ‘under the emperor Tiberius’ (imperitante Tiberio). 
The verb imperitare, which serves to denote unlimited power, does not correspond to Tacitus’ 
political views and his conception of the principate of the Julio-Claudian era. Only a writer of a 
much later time could have expressed himself in this way, when one-man rule had become 



established in Rome and when such a constitutional arrangement as the dual rule of princeps 
and senate had been completely forgotten.

No less strange is the mention in Tacitus of Pontius Pilate as procurator of Judea. One must 
recall that procurators were secondary officials in provincial administration, administrators of 
financial affairs, drawn from the second estate, the equestrian, not the first, the senatorial; they 
governed only parts of a province and were subordinate to the legate, the governor of the entire 
province (a procurator would hardly have been entitled to carry out executions without the 
permission of the proconsul or propraetor standing above him).

Let us forget for a moment what role Pontius Pilate plays in Christian tradition and adopt Tacitus’ 
point of view: how could it have occurred to him, for the sake of chronological precision, to 
introduce the name of some insignificant official? One is tempted to say that the dating ‘under 
the procurator Pontius Pilate’ sounds approximately like informing us in a biography of Gogol 
that the great Russian writer entered literature under the town governor of Mirgorod, 
Skvoznik-Dmukhanovsky.
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How could Tacitus have learned of Pontius Pilate at all? Evidently from Josephus Flavius. But 
the latter, although he relates quite a great deal about the procurator Pontius Pilate and about 
his conflicts with the Jews, nevertheless does not mention the execution of Christ at all.

‘Pontius Pilate’ most of all betrays the presence of a falsification and the intention of the falsifier. 
For for later theology this name had enormous significance: in the Christological disputes of the 
3rd and 4th centuries Pontius Pilate served as the principal witness to the reality of Jesus Christ 
and was put forward as such by the orthodox against the heretic Docetists, who regarded the 
incarnation of Christ as illusory. As such a prop of the correctness of doctrine, Pontius Pilate 
earned the honor of being included in the creed formulated at the First Ecumenical Council at 
Nicaea in 325.

Bringing together the observations made in the analysis of the text of chapter 44 of book XV of 
Tacitus’ Annals, we can note two points that expose the work of falsifiers: the piling up, in 
hurried fashion, of a multitude of factual details that have no connection either with the 
preceding or with the subsequent exposition, and the presence of a dogmatological 
tendency—an attempt to construct one’s own historical picture and impose it upon the ancient 
writer.

These observations will be useful to us in the analysis of Pliny’s correspondence with Trajan 
about Christians.

3. Pliny’s letter about Christians and Trajan’s reply



I shall cite individual excerpts from the text of Pliny’s 96th letter and Trajan’s reply, devoted to 
the question of Christians:

‘For me, Lord ( domine ), it has already become a sacred custom to report to you all my doubts. 
And indeed, who could better help me resolve my hesitations or instruct me in my ignorance?’

Then Pliny confesses that since he has never taken part in judicial investigations concerning 
Christians (cognitionibus de Christianis), he does not know what precisely in these cases and to 
what extent ought to be investigated and punished: ‘No less doubt is aroused in me also by 
whether any distinction should be made between the accused on the basis of age and whether 
physically weak persons should be distinguished from the strong; whether any significance 
should be attached to repentance, or, on the contrary, whether for one who was once a Christian 
it should not count in his favor that he has ceased to be so; finally, what is subject to 
punishment—the mere name ( nomen ), even if no criminal acts are associated with the accused, 
or the crimes ( flagitia ) connected with that name?’
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These perplexities did not prevent Pliny, however, from carrying out a whole series of 
investigations, and in the same letter he relates how he dealt with those who were denounced to 
him as Christians (qui Christiani deferebantur). He questioned them twice, three times, 
threatening them with execution; those who persisted he ordered to be executed. ‘For me it was 
completely clear that, whatever the nature of their confession, what was punishable was their 
obstinacy and inflexible disobedience. Among them there were some afflicted with the same 
kind of madness ( amentia ), whom, in view of the fact that they were Roman citizens, I ordered 
to be sent to the capital. Soon, in the course of the proceedings themselves, as usually 
happens, the number of accused grew larger and various kinds of them appeared. Then an 
anonymous memorandum was submitted to me, containing the names of many persons 
accused of being Christians. When those among them who themselves asserted that they were 
not Christians and never had been, at my direction performed prayers and made libations of 
wine and offerings of incense before your statue—which I had expressly ordered to be brought 
together with the images of our gods for this purpose—and moreover pronounced a curse upon 
Christ (and it is said that those who are really Christians can never be compelled to do this), I 
considered it possible to release them entirely. Others, named by the informer, at first confessed 
that they were Christians, but soon afterward denied it, saying that they had once been but had 
ceased to be Christians: some three years earlier, others many years before that, and some 
even more than twenty years ago. All of them paid divine honors to your statue and to the 
images of the other gods, and all cursed Christ. They also asserted that their entire guilt or all 
their error consisted only in this, that on fixed days they used to assemble together before 
sunrise, sing antiphonally hymns in praise of Christ, regarding him as a god, and bind 
themselves by solemn oaths—not for the purpose of committing any crimes, but on the contrary, 
not to steal, not to break their word of trust, not to withhold entrusted property. After this, 
according to them, they were accustomed to disperse and then to gather again for a common 
and entirely unobjectionable meal; they ceased doing all this after my edict, by which, in 
accordance with your instructions, I forbade any kind of secret societies.



In connection with all this, I considered it all the more necessary to examine under torture those 
present at their cult. However, I learned nothing else except that it was some kind of strange 
superstition carried to extremes. Therefore, postponing the investigation, I turn to you for advice. 
This matter seems to me significant, chiefly because of the enormous number of people 
exposed to this danger. Already many people of every age and of all ranks, of both sexes, are 
involved in this danger, and many more will yet be drawn into it. The contagion of this 
superstition is spreading not only in the cities, but also in the villages, in the countryside. Yet 
thanks to the measures taken it is reliably known that the temples, which for some time had 
been almost completely deserted, have begun again to be visited, and that solemn religious 
services, after a long interval, are again being restored; everywhere sacrificial animals have 
begun to be purchased, for which previously one could find a buyer only very rarely. From this it 
could easily be concluded what a great number of people could be cured of their errors, if only 
the opportunity for repentance were granted to them.’”1

1 The text of this letter, with my editorial corrections, is cited from the edition of the 
Academy of Sciences of the USSR, “Letters of Pliny the Younger,” Moscow, 1950 (R. V.).
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In Trajan’s reply, approval is expressed for the governor’s manner of action with regard to those 
who have been denounced as Christians. The emperor then acknowledges that in such matters 
it is impossible to establish a uniform rule applicable to all cases. People of this sort should not 
be sought out, but if denunciations are made against them and they are convicted, they should 
be punished; in those cases, however, when the accused renounce their faith and perform the 
required acts of worship to the gods, they are to be forgiven on account of their repentance. In 
conclusion, the emperor warns the governor against anonymous denunciations: ‘to accept such 
would mean creating a pernicious precedent, which is in no way in keeping with the spirit of our 
age.’

4. What are the grounds for suspecting the authenticity of the correspondence 
of Pliny with Trajan about Christians

The first impression produced by reading the correspondence of Pliny with Trajan about 
Christians speaks in favor of its authenticity. Pliny’s flattering address and the resolute reply of 
the emperor, who seeks to present himself as an opponent of slander and secret denunciations, 
generally correspond to the characters of each, as they are portrayed in other sources, for 
example in Eutropius.

But on closer examination of the content of the two letters and of their very composition, we 
encounter such incongruities that compel us to doubt both Pliny’s authorship and the attribution 
of the letters to the time of Trajan. Our doubts increase still further when we compare Pliny’s 
letter with chapter 44 of book XV of Tacitus’ Annals, when we recall the peculiar features of that 
document, which provides information about Christians and, as we have seen, constitutes an 



insertion alien to Tacitus. We noted above the isolated character of the report about Christians, 
the lack of any preparation for it, the suddenness of statements of facts to which, at the same 
time, great importance is attached, and alongside this—the piling up of material relating to a 
long period of time and, in compressed form, tied to a single moment.
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All these features we also find in Pliny’s letter. The report about Christians in Bithynia under the 
year 111 or 112 is isolated in every respect. First of all, it stands alone and appears 
unexpectedly among all the other (about one hundred) letters written by Pliny in his capacity as 
governor of Bithynia: there one speaks of major and minor affairs of this very populous province, 
but there is not the slightest indication of the existence of such a long-established, widely 
spread religious sect, the very name of which gives occasion for the gravest accusation.

Even more striking is the complete silence about Christians in Bithynia on the part of such a 
contemporary of Pliny as Dio Chrysostom, a native of Bithynia. In Dio’s speeches Christians are 
not mentioned at all: he belongs to those writers who for later Christian apologetics and 
historiography constituted a stumbling block, as exponents of saeculi silentium. And here it turns 
out, moreover, that Dio had not heard anything about Christians even in his own homeland, 
which he certainly knew thoroughly.

The episode from the life of the Bithynian Christians is not only not motivated by any data from 
preceding history, but also finds no continuation later on. The “Epistles of the Apostle Paul,” 
which appeared in the 30s of the 2nd century C.E., testify to the existence of followers of Christ 
on the Aegean coast (Ephesus), in the interior regions of Asia Minor—in Phrygia and 
Galatia—but do not name the cities of Bithynia.

Thus, the picture of a mass movement of Bithynian Christians, which in 111-112 would have 
had behind it a history of twenty to thirty years, appears like some kind of fantastical vision that 
suddenly illuminated the horizon and then vanished without a trace. For this reason, the facts 
related in Pliny’s letter appear highly implausible.

Our distrust of the content of Pliny’s letter can only increase if we look closely at the form in 
which the information about the Bithynian Christians is presented. In my view, the composition 
of the letter bears the marks of contrivance, of fabrication, of the work of some extraneous 
person.

In Tacitus’ report about Christians under the year 64 C.E., we were struck by a form of 
digression uncharacteristic of this writer’s general manner, with a hasty presentation of historical 
facts that seem as though they had not been stated earlier, in their proper place—a peculiarity 
that led us to suppose the intervention of an interpolator. The same features of literary 
composition—haste, the piling up in one place of a multitude of facts that occurred over a long 
period of time—arrest our attention when reading Pliny’s letter.
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Judging from the opening phrases of the address to the emperor, Pliny, upon his arrival in the 
province, unexpectedly stumbled upon a phenomenon previously unknown to him, learned of 
the existence of a ‘dangerous superstition’ in general, and in particular of its spread in Bithynia; 
hence his unfamiliarity with the procedure in cases concerning Christians and his earnest 
request to the emperor to assist him in his difficulty (the only strange thing being that an official 
appointed to an important administrative post does not know one of the areas of judicial practice 
of that time, while the emperor is presumed to know everything). However, Pliny’s confession of 
unfamiliarity with proceedings against Christians and his entreaties for help turn out to be 
nothing more than an effective rhetorical device. Immediately thereafter Pliny relates how he 
conducted investigations in a multitude of cases brought before him concerning Christians, and 
it is evident that, being excellently oriented in the sphere of judicial practice, he applied very 
clear and decisive measures of coercion.

His narrative takes on the character of a digression into the past. We learn at once a great deal: 
the spread of the Christian faith in Bithynia has a history of many years. This faith has 
encompassed people possessing the rights of Roman citizenship, whom, because they were 
not subject to his jurisdiction, the governor sent to the capital. We learn further that the governor, 
in the struggle against the harmful ‘superstition,’ achieved great successes, forcing many 
adherents of the false faith to repentance.

Here again an unexpected digression interrupts the governor’s report: the temples are in a state 
of neglect, worship has ceased, sacrificial animals are no longer being purchased. But we 
immediately learn that, thanks to energetic measures that restricted the secret gatherings of 
Christians, the cult of the gods has again been revived, which is reflected in the market where 
sacrificial animals are bought.

Of all these dramatic changes the governor narrates ‘in one breath,’ in an unbroken exposition, 
and the end of the letter, with its self-assured conclusion about victory over the false faith, 
contradicts the beginning, where the governor expresses himself with a certain embarrassment 
about the difficulty of his position.

In this report, where the question is interrupted by digressions and historical notices, there is 
neither logic nor consistency. For if the spread of the Christian faith had been such a 
long-standing evil in Bithynia, and if the governor nevertheless found such effective means of 
combating it, why was it necessary to ask about the juridical subtleties of procedure in cases 
concerning Christians?
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The incongruities noted in the governor’s report on matters concerning Christians compel us to 
doubt Pliny’s authorship and to suppose here the work of some extraneous writer. But once 
such a supposition has been advanced, we must take a different view of the document itself: 
what appears incongruous in the governor’s report undoubtedly had a definite meaning and 
corresponded to some definite intention of the real author concealed here. It is not difficult to 
notice that the compiler of the letter had a tendency toward the defense of Christians. How do 



we discern this tendency? Here we are helped by one incongruity in the exposition of Pliny’s 
letter. Indeed, how strange it is to read—after harsh judgments about the obstinacy of Christians 
and about the harm caused by the spread of their faith—a declaration of their innocence, of the 
purity of their morals, of their exceptional honesty and conscientiousness! This assurance is put 
into the mouths of Christians interrogated at trial who had expressed complete repentance. It 
provokes perplexity in every respect. Why should the governor suddenly find it necessary to 
speak with praise of the morals of a sect he was persecuting and exterminating? And, on the 
other hand, why should former Christians who had abandoned their ‘errors’ and been pardoned 
for their repentance suddenly begin to speak of the former merits and virtues of their own? 
These inconsistencies are evidently explained by the fact that the author needed, at all costs, to 
insert into the governor’s report a rehabilitation of Christians. However, he committed a literary 
blunder here: he failed to maintain the unity of the dramatic image and put speeches invented 
by him into the mouths of inappropriate characters.

In this case, one can again compare the techniques employed in the interpolation in Tacitus with 
the text of Pliny’s letter about Christians. There, ‘Pontius Pilate’ appears as an especially vivid 
piece of evidence of Christian interpolation; here, the most striking indicator of extraneous 
interference is the unmotivated and inappropriately inserted praise of Christians.

Apart from the tendency noted, our distrust of Pliny’s authorship is also prompted by another 
circumstance: the report of the persecution of Christians as hetaeriae conflicts with how 
hetaeriae were understood and with the government’s attitude toward them in other letters of 
Pliny to Trajan.1 Trajan forbade the establishment of a fire brigade in Nicomedia because such 
associations ( factiones ) had already caused much unrest in the provinces and always 
threatened to turn into hetaeriae.2 From Trajan’s words one may conclude that hetaeriae were 
regarded as dangerous anti-government associations; there was no need for any specific law 
prohibiting them—they were simply intolerable in the state.

i Letters 34 and 35 on the establishment in Nicomedia of a voluntary fire brigade.
2 In Russian, translators I. E. Sergeenko and V. S. Sokolov render the term as “secret 
associations.
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An entirely different picture of the legal situation is given by Pliny’s letter about Christians. The 
communities of Bithynian Christians are defined here as hetaeriae, which were closed only after 
the governor issued a special order ( edictum ), based on the prescriptions ( mandata ) of the 
emperor, which prohibited any hetaeriae whatsoever.

It is impossible to suppose that Pliny, who had received from the emperor a warning concerning 
the possibility of an open association turning into a hetaeria, failed to notice the fact that 
Christians had long constituted hetaeriae, and decided to combat their associations by means of 
a general measure prohibiting hetaeriae as such. Or, in other words, the very person who asked 
permission to establish a voluntary fire brigade in Nicomedia and received a refusal from the 
emperor could not have been the author of the words: “post edictum meum, quo secundum 



mandata tua hetaerias esse vetueram" (“After my edict, which I issued in accordance with your 
instructions, by which hetaeriae were forbidden”).

To express such judgments about hetaeriae and about the methods of combating them could 
only an author far removed from the age of Trajan, who had no clear conception of the 
administrative arrangements of that time, which is reflected in his use of unusual terms: edictum 
for a governor’s order and mandata for the emperor’s instructions.

The same observation we made in analyzing the interpolation in Tacitus, where doubt is 
prompted by the unusual expression “imperitante Tiberio.”There, too, the interpolator, far 
removed from the epoch he was depicting, handled its political arrangements poorly. In what 
circumstances and for what purpose was this interpolation composed? In any case, it belongs to 
a time when apologetics had developed widely, when Christians had acquired their own 
organization, when the very name ( nomen ) of Christians served as grounds for judicial 
prosecution, when definite forms of judicial procedure in cases concerning Christians had been 
worked out. This took place during the reign of the Severans.

5. Tertullian and the correspondence of Pliny with Trajan 
about Christians

One of the contemporaries of the Severans was the African-born Tertullian, a zealous defender 
of the interests of the Christian Church. In his work Apologeticus (“Defense of the Faith”), written 
around 200, Tertullian mentions Pliny’s letter to Trajan and Trajan’s reply to it in the following 
terms:
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‘During his governorship of the province, Pliny Secundus condemned some of the Christians to 
death, deprived others of the offices they held, but, frightened by their great multitude, he asked 
Trajan, who was then emperor, what he should do with the rest, indicating that, apart from their 
obstinacy and their unwillingness to offer sacrifices, he had learned nothing else about their own 
rites ( sacramenta ), except only that they assembled before dawn with the singing of hymns to 
Christ as to a god and for the purpose of a sworn pledge to observe rules of life: not to commit 
murder, fraud, treachery, or any other crimes. Then Trajan replied to him in his rescript that 
people of this sort should not be sought out, but that those who are brought before the court 
should be punished’ (Apol., 2).

The question of Tertullian’s attitude toward the correspondence of Pliny with Trajan concerning 
the Bithynian Christians deserves special investigation. At present I must confine myself to only 
a few remarks.

At first glance, Tertullian’s reference to the text of the letters of Pliny and Trajan ought to appear 
as testimony in favor of their authenticity. But the matter is not so simple. One must read the 



entire treatise entitled Apologeticus in order to be convinced of the author’s extreme 
tendentiousness, his inclination toward exaggeration and credulity.

If one listens to Tertullian, the worldwide Roman Empire is kept alive solely by the prayers of 
Christians, whom the pagan authorities in their blindness subject to persecution. As proof of the 
correctness of this assertion, Tertullian cites a legend composed by Christians not long before, 
about how, during the Marcomannic War, the army of Marcus Aurelius was perishing from thirst 
and was saved by the prayers of a legion composed of Christians, in response to which the 
Most High sent a thunderstorm and abundant rain. This legend still bears a rather naïve 
character, as does another version cited by Tertullian, according to which the emperor Tiberius 
learned of the miraculous appearance of Christ and made a report about it to the senate, but 
met with incomprehension of the good tidings.

The fables about a Christian legion possessing the miraculous power to summon the thunder of 
heaven, and about the pious emperor Tiberius, give an idea of the character of the myth-making 
that filled Christian literature of the second half of the 2nd century C.E., and at the same time of 
the degree of credulity characteristic of the zealous apologist Tertullian. He seems, as it were, to 
introduce us into the laboratory of pious inventions; in his apologetic speech he diligently 
gathered and combined the conjectures and constructions of his closest predecessors—his 
collaborators in the work of apologetics. Like a skilled advocate, Tertullian sought to find allies in 
the persons of representatives of authority in the Empire: all rulers he divides, in accordance 
with the prevailing official tradition, into ‘the better’ and ‘the worse’; the idea is put forward that 
the former did not persecute Christians, whereas the latter were persecutors of Christians. The 
fact that the worst of the emperors, such as Nero and Domitian, were persecutors of Christians 
serves only as a convincing argument for the moral superiority of Christians in the eyes of the 
pagans themselves.
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To thunder against the tyranny and depravity of Nero and Domitian was a very rewarding theme 
in the publicistic literature of the Antonine period. But Christian apologists made use of this 
literary motif in order to construct upon it a picture of persecutions of Christians in the past: they, 
as it were, presented to the rulers contemporary with them a bold, provocative question—did 
you really wish to resemble Nero and Domitian, branded as a curse upon the human race?

Attempts to interpolate pagan writers had already taken place among Tertullian’s predecessors. 
His own role consisted in the uncritical use of sources, in the transmission both of what was 
reliable and of what was fictitious.

The correspondence of Pliny with Trajan about Christians adjoins these romantic, historicizing 
inventions. The fact that Tertullian refers to it should not confuse us or serve as an argument in 
favor of the authenticity of the correspondence. For on the same grounds we would then have to 
recognize the authenticity of the correspondence of Tiberius with the senate. Tertullian did not 
compose either the one or the other himself, but he reproduced both versions with complete 
confidence in the authenticity of the documents.



The falsified correspondence of Pliny with Trajan about Christians stands close in time to 
Tertullian’s Apologeticus ; in both works the theme is brought to the fore that was evidently 
topical at the end of the 2nd century C.E.: Christians protested against being condemned 
wholesale for the mere name ( nomen ), and they demanded that proceedings be conducted on 
the merits, if Christians had committed crimes ( flagitia ).

The implausibility of the assertion of the presence in Bithynia, in the first decade of the 2nd 
century C.E., of a multitude of Christians; the impossibility of regarding Pliny’s letter as a 
governor’s report to the emperor; the likelihood that this work was written by one of the 
apologists of the late 2nd century—all this leads us to a negative conclusion regarding the 
authenticity of the correspondence of Pliny with Trajan about Christians. This document must 
not hinder the historian in the study of the facts of the real emergence and development of the 
‘new faith.’
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CHAPTER SIX

RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS AND RELIGIOUS PARTIES UNDER HADRIAN. 
THE APPEARANCE OF THE NAME “CHRISTIANS”

With Trajan’s Parthian campaign the successes of Roman arms come to an end. Already at this 
time the fragility of the internal structure of the empire becomes evident. Trajan’s Parthian 
adventure resembled Alexander the Great’s delusion in his campaigns in Central Asia and India. 
When Hadrian came to power, he was unable to continue the campaigns in the East. 
Circumstances themselves indicated to him a task directly opposite to Trajan’s plans of 
conquest; moreover, the new emperor did not possess the military talent of his adoptive father. 
Hadrian had to save the integrity of the empire, shaken by the grandiose undertaking of his 
predecessor. In the time of Hadrian the boundaries of the empire achieved by Trajan’s first 
Dacian war were restored and consolidated and were thereafter preserved, with insignificant 
changes, for almost three centuries, until the death of Theodosius.

1. Religious movements in the empire in the 20s-30s 
of the second century CE

Hadrian occupies a distinctive position in the religious movement of his century. In the struggle 
against messianism he had to act as a merciless destroyer of a cult hostile to Rome. But this 
role, dictated by fear for the integrity of the empire, corresponded neither to the temperament 
nor to the worldview of the emperor. More than any of the emperors of the Antonine dynasty he 
was inclined toward quests in the sphere of religious beliefs and rites, toward syncretism; he 
paid abundant tribute to Eastern magic, surrounded himself with diviners and astrologers. The 
Tiburtine villa is eloquent testimony to his syncretistic enthusiasms.

If one takes into account these features of Hadrian’s worldview, a characteristic representative 
of his age, the seemingly paradoxical contradiction of his policy becomes understandable: the 
emperor who suppressed religious movements in Judea displayed broad religious toleration in 
the center of the empire. Outstanding Gnostics were admitted to Rome: Egyptians, Syrians, 
Asia Minor figures—Valentinus, Basilides, Saturnilus, Carpocrates, Cerdo, Marcion.
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The appearance in the center of the empire of Eastern teachers and preachers, public readings 
and discussions on religious-philosophical themes, was a phenomenon entirely unusual for 
Rome. These people taught and wrote in Greek, in the language of the educated public. But 
here, within the οδοΛΟπκα of Greek style, there appeared a content far removed from any direct 
connection with Greco-Roman antiquity—the result of a broad religious movement that had 
embraced the peoples of the Hellenistic East: Jews, Egyptians, Syrians, and Asia Minor 
populations.



In the persons of the Gnostics, the leading representatives of reformist and radical sectarianism, 
which had been spreading in the eastern provinces, passed from the East onto Greco-Roman 
soil. Until that time the numerous and diverse sectarian groupings—the Essenes, Therapeutai, 
Nazoreans, Iesusites, followers of the teaching of Philo of Alexandria about the universal 
Logos—the World Reason—however great their divergence from traditional Judaism, did not 
break their ties with it. The destruction of Jerusalem and its Temple, the crushing of the revolts, 
and finally the very fact of the external dispersal of emigrants in the diaspora accelerated the 
rupture between Judaism and sectarianism. This is the moment when one may speak of the 
beginning of Christianity in the proper sense of the word—and all the more so because only now 
does the name “Christians” appear, a name given to the new religion by contemporaries. The 
Gnostics were the first to whom it was possible to apply the designation “followers of Christ.”

In order to establish such a historical view of the Gnostics as seems to us correct, it is 
necessary to overcome two obstacles. The first consists in the fact that all information and 
judgments about the Gnostics come exclusively from the heresiologists (Irenaeus and 
Epiphanius); the historian must be able to free himself from the dogmatological tendency of the 
heresiologists, while nevertheless making use of the material presented by them. The second 
consists in overcoming the deep-rooted prejudice of the “rationalistic” school, which continues to 
dominate bourgeois scholarship in the West down to our own day.

2. “Exposure of All Heresies” by Irenaeus, Bishop of Lugdunum

The title of Irenaeus’ work (born ca. 130 CE, died 202 CE; wrote at the very end of the second 
century CE) sounds highly characteristic:
Έλεγχος και ανατροπή τής ψευδωνύμου γνώσεως, 
in literal translation—“Exposure and Refutation of [the teaching] falsely calling itself gnosis.” Its 

author, Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons, is the most zealous ally of the editors of the canon; for him 
the truths expressed in the books of the New Testament are indisputable and eternal; for him 
there are no predecessors, no period of searching or conjecture; all positions that do not 
coincide with the canon are “errors,” falsely calling themselves gnosis.
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Irenaeus does not satisfy us as a historical source, not only because he is extremely biased 
(every divergence from the canon is, in his eyes, harmful and repugnant blasphemy), but chiefly 
because he gives an entirely incorrect perspective on the religious movement. According to his 
conception, the false teachings of the Gnostics constitute deviations from the sole correct 
teaching of the Church; the Gnostics began to speculate over dogmas once given at the 
founding of the Church and formed harmful “heresies” ( haireseis ). This Greek word, which 
originally had the meaning of “groups,” “parts,” “divisions,” became in party polemics a term of 
abuse, in the sense of a break from the correct foundation.

Irenaeus’s construction must be considered erroneous. The Gnostics did not separate 
themselves from anyone or from anything; they appeared earlier and independently of the 
tendencies that later found expression in the Gospels and were accepted into the New



Testament; moreover, the theories of the Gnostics served as the basis for doctrines that were in 
turn adopted, in a “corrected” form, into the New Testament.

Later I shall show how the order and sequence in the development of Christian religious 
philosophy appear to me; for the present it is only necessary to note the error of the exposer of 
“heresies.” But, as I have already said, it is necessary to do away with the prejudices of the 
faithful followers of a religious figure of the late second century CE—the representatives of the 
“rationalistic school,” who continue even in the twentieth century to paint idyllic pictures of early 
Christianity.

3. The fundamental prejudice of the “rationalistic school”

The study of the sources for the history of the emergence of Christianity began and developed 
in the nineteenth century in the theological faculties of Protestant universities in Germany. In this 
work, enormous in its productivity, there was much diligence, but there was a lack of 
independence of scholarly thought. The scholars were members of the Church, the faculties 
trained pastors; for them there existed unshakable truths that were not subject to criticism: the 
conception of the founder of the Christian Church and his first and faithful disciples, the 
conception of an original “pure” Church, free from false teachings.
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Protestant scholars considered it their task to free the original “pure” religion from the 
“corruption” of the Catholic Church. The reformers of the sixteenth century—Luther, 
Melanchthon, Calvin—dated the beginning of distortions, corruption, and abuses in the sphere 
of doctrine and church organization to the fourth century CE. For them the principal fact of 
harmful innovations was the establishment of the monarchical episcopate; nineteenth-century 
Protestants, following the “Enlighteners” and discovering traits of mythologism and narrow 
dogmatism in church life of the third and even the second century, pushed the boundary of 
distortions of the original “pure” Church far back, placing it in the middle of the first century CE. 
For the period of existence of the original, “pure” Church there remained no more than thirty 
years, if one reckons, according to traditional chronology, the public activity of Jesus Christ in 
32-34 CE.

In comparison with the era of the Reformation, nineteenth-century Protestants agreed to yet 
another change. In their milieu “rationalism,” which rejected the action of miraculous, 
supernatural forces in the history of humanity, gained ever greater influence. From this there 
followed, for the most resolute representatives of Protestant scholarship, the following 
conclusion: the founder of the Christian Church was a brilliant preacher who perished at the 
beginning of the 30s of the first century; everything that is related in the Gospels about the 
miracles he performed, and the very miracle of his resurrection from the dead, must be 
attributed to the mythological creativity of later biographers.

These “rationalistic” constructions give rise to a series of perplexities. How did a brief preaching, 
so quickly cut short, of a “great teacher” get transmitted to posterity and have as its 



consequence the dominance of the teaching expressed in it for almost two millennia? How did it 
happen that the chief propagator of this teaching was another preacher, who had never seen 
the first founder, who recognized him as a god who died and rose again for the redemption of 
the sins of humanity? How is one to explain the silence of contemporaries about the activity and 
fate of both preachers, who accomplished so great a revolution in the history of beliefs—how 
could the “pagans” have failed to notice them?

All these perplexities and questions the historian is entitled to address to the “rationalist,” once 
the latter has resolved to remove the mystical veil from the divine drama transmitted by 
Christian tradition and to turn ideal personalities into ordinary mortals, subject to the judgment 
and evaluation of historical criticism.

The greatest of the representatives of Protestant scholarship, A. Harnack, author of works 
published at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century1, was 
compelled to acknowledge that the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” achieved wide circulation only 
from the time when this work was brought to Rome from Sinope by the heretic Marcion in 139 
CE.

1. A. Harnack, Dogmengeschichte des Christentums, Leipzig, 1903; idem, Mission und 
Ausbreitung des Christenthums, Leipzig, 1906; idem, Marcion: das Evangelium vom 
fremden Gotte, Leipzig, 1921.
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Such a statement could not fail to cause a sensation among all those engaged in the history of 
the emergence of Christianity. It was natural to ask the author of Mission und Ausbreitung des 
Christentums, who had so eloquently described the churches founded by the Apostle Paul in the 
40s and 50s of the first century CE in Rome, Corinth, Philippi, and other places: what, then, 
became of these once flourishing communities during the almost hundred years that passed 
from their foundation, from the first appearance of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul,” to the 
moment of their publication in 139?

As if anticipating the perplexity of readers familiar with his earlier works, Harnack sketched the 
following picture of the development of the Christian Church. Following the old Protestant habit 
of laying all blame for the dogmatic and moral corruption of the Church on Catholicism, he finds 
it possible to reproach the “great church” ( Grosskirche ) for having fallen into senility, 
indifference, and pettiness. In his view, the documentary source of “pure” faith brought by 
Marcion from a distant province, set forth with the fervor characteristic of the “great apostle,” 
served as a restorative remedy, a powerful stimulus that revived in Christians their zeal for 
religious preaching.

Harnack’s hypothesis of an early corruption of the Church and its rapid revival is based on 
nothing and is very implausible. It appears all the more shaky because the author accompanies 
it with the assertion that Marcion brought to Rome not the authentic but a distorted text of the 
“Epistles of the Apostle Paul”: repeating the accusation voiced at the end of the second century



CE by the exposer of heresies Irenaeus, Harnack assures readers of the twentieth century that 
Marcion excised from the original text of the “Epistles” everything that did not favor his dualistic 
theory. This text Harnack reproduced in an appendix to his study, together with the text of 
Marcion’s “Antitheses.”

In Harnack’s work there is a striking combination of subtle analysis of sources and the narrow 
outlook of a stubborn dogmatist: with extraordinary skill he separated in the text of the “Epistles 
of the Apostle Paul” as contained in the New Testament those expressions that accorded with 
Marcion’s anti-Jewish worldview from expressions of a conciliatory character. But instead of 
drawing from this the natural conclusion of an earlier, shorter Marcionite text and a later, 
expanded New Testament text, he arrived at precisely the opposite conclusion: the New 
Testament text, which for him as a churchman was an inviolable sacred object, he declared to 
be the original, primary, and authentic one, whereas the text brought by Marcion he 
characterized as a tendentious abridgment, a heretical distortion of the genuine work of the 
Apostle Paul.
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Harnack was forced to go so far as to construct such an artificial scheme, contradicting all 
plausibility, in order to save the authenticity of the canonical text. As a theologian he asks us to 
believe in a completely fantastic fate of the wanderings of this text: the work of the Apostle Paul 
was written in the 40s and 50s of the first century; soon thereafter it was forgotten and lost its 
renown even in those churches that had been founded by the apostle himself; Marcion revived it 
again—this editor had the authentic text in his hands, but as a heretic he distorted the work of 
the Apostle Paul and published it in an abridged form; nevertheless, the original somehow 
survived elsewhere and by some miracle came down in an uncorrupted form to the compilers of 
the New Testament collection.

Another point of view was expressed by Paul-Louis Couchoud. The French scholar1 
distinguishes two editions: a short one, brought by Marcion from Sinope in 139, which, in 
Couchoud’s opinion, was the original first edition of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul,” and a 
longer one, representing a reworking of the first, which we now find in the New Testament.

The resolution of the question of the time at which the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” appeared 
and of the character of the first edition of this work is of the utmost importance for constructing 
the history of Christian religious-philosophical thought as a whole. In my work The Emergence 
of Christian Literature I showed that with regard to the personality and activity of the “Apostle 
Paul” we cannot trust the constructions and conjectures of the author of the Acts of the 
Apostles, and that the sole source for judging the Apostle Paul consists of the writings attributed 
to him. In the same place I expressed the supposition that before 139 nothing was known or 
heard in Christian circles about the Apostle Paul, and that the legend of the “great apostle” 
begins its existence from the time of the publication of the “Epistles” signed with this name.

To all who engage in the history of the emergence of Christianity I propose to make a choice 
between these two opinions. To the historian who accepts the first of them, it should be pointed 



out that together with the recognition of the legendary character of the figure of the Apostle Paul 
he will have to doubt the reality of that idyllic picture of an impeccably pure original Church 
which the “rationalists” extract from the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul”: both will have to be 
acknowledged as products of the myth-making of writers of the second century CE.

1 P.-L. Couchoud, “La première Édition de St. Paul” (Revue de l’histoire des religions, 
May-June 1926).
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Naturally, we cannot content ourselves with only this negative conclusion: the “Epistles of the 
Apostle Paul,” and the author concealed under the pseudonym “the Apostle Paul,” must be 
assigned a place in the history of the development of Christian religious philosophy and in the 
fortunes of the Christian Church.

To do this it is necessary to carry out a general rearrangement of all chronological dates in the 
history of early Christianity. Only after finally freeing ourselves from the naïve and biased 
interpretations of the exposer of heresies of the second century and of the “rationalists” of the 
twentieth century can we proceed to the construction of a genuine history of the development of 
Christian religious philosophy. In it the Gnostics will turn out not at all to be renegades, lost sons 
of an original Church, but, on the contrary, innovators in the sphere of the search for a new 
religious philosophy, the founders of emerging Christian religious-philosophical thought.

4. The writings of the Gnostics as a preparation for Christian 
religious philosophy

The formation of Gnosticism took place in separation from Judaism. Outstanding Gnostics, such 
as Valentinus, Basilides, Carpocrates, and Cerdo, were not Jews by origin, but Hellenized 
Egyptians or Syrians. They were conscious of themselves as pagans converted to faith in Christ 
and wished to conduct propaganda in the pagan world, beyond the bounds of the Jewish 
diaspora. If a Jew did join them, such as the one who called himself the author of the “Epistles 
of the Apostle Paul,” he sharply and demonstratively dissociated himself from Judaism and 
addressed himself to the “simple-hearted pagans, uncorrupted by the Jewish law.” Hence their 
striving toward the central and western parts of the empire, especially toward Rome. They also 
separated themselves from Judaism in the sense of school, religious and scholarly traditions. 
Characteristic is their negative attitude toward the ancient Jewish law, toward the Old Testament 
worldview. Their horizon was determined by the subjects taught in Alexandria; their philosophy 
rested on Pythagoreanism and Platonism.

The Gnostics appeared in Rome at the end of Hadrian’s reign, in the 30s of the second century. 
The time of their flourishing was the 40s-50s; the most outstanding of them were 
contemporaries of Antoninus Pius, Arrian, Appian, Aulus Gellius, Apuleius. The Gnostics 
preached and wrote in Greek, which predominated among educated society. They addressed a 
pagan public; this was the first encounter of antiquity with emerging Christianity in the sphere of 
literary communication.



193

The Gnostics come into contact with Jewish sectarians of the end of the first century at only one 
point—in the glorification of the name of Christ. But their Christ has nothing in common with the 
Christ of the Apocalypse, with the Palestinian Christ; in their theology there is no “New 
Jerusalem.” Their Christ is the leader of a new Aeon (age of world life); he is the World Reason 
(Logos). This conception was popular in Alexandria both among circles of the Greek population 
and among Hellenized Judaism (e.g., Philo). But, in addition to the Alexandrian tradition, in the 
worldview of the Gnostics there are also features of dualism pointing to the influence of Eastern, 
Iranian, perhaps even Indian religious philosophy.

In the image of Christ as the Gnostics depicted him, there are no signs whatsoever of real, 
earthly, historical existence. The author of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul,” belonging to the 
Gnostic tendency, knows nothing of Jesus’ preaching in Galilee, nor of his trial in Jerusalem. 
The Gnostics conceive of Christ only as a mighty god, the only-begotten son of the Most High, 
existing from eternity; they depict him as a “savior” who inaugurates a new age of renewed life.

According to the scheme adopted by the “rationalists” from the exposer of heresies of the 
second century and repeating the construction of the emergence of the Christian Church given 
by the editors of the New Testament, the Gnostics merely speculated about the phenomenon of 
the incarnation of Christ on earth, deviating in their fantasies from a truth once given and 
realized in reality; they allegedly forgot about the incarnation of Christ in the form of a man. But 
such an assumption of scholars of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is just as implausible 
as the Church version itself that the disciples of the preacher who perished in Jerusalem, having 
at first scattered in panic, recognized him as a god who rose from the dead.

The firm confidence with which the Gnostics portrayed the image of Christ speaks in favor of the 
fact that they had before them no tradition opposed to their views: they were conscious of 
themselves as the first in the reflections they expressed; thus, precisely without mentioning any 
earthly activity, only people could teach who truly had not heard of the dramatic events allegedly 
occurring in Palestine a hundred years before their time. Indirectly this leads us to the 
conclusion that the Church version itself of the incarnation of the “savior,” of a brief earthly 
wandering in Palestine, of a passion death and resurrection in Jerusalem, probably has a later 
origin than the system of Gnostic preaching about the pre-eternal divinity of Christ.
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Christianity did not begin with the deification of a man who died in Palestine, as the “rationalists” 
think, but with the preaching of a god who exists eternally and who saves humanity immersed in 
sins. The Gnostics were the first to introduce into religious preaching about Christ a solemn 
stylistic terminology, which the “Fathers of the Church” later went on to develop. They were the 
first to attempt to sketch the image of Christ on a cosmic scale. They were the first to introduce 
the symbolic image of the “Holy Spirit,” acting in conjunction with Christ, and thereby laid the 
foundation for the later dogma of the Trinity (“Father, Son, and Holy Spirit”); they were the first to 



strive to define the new faith as a higher form of knowledge of God. Subsequent Christian 
theology owes these lessons to the Gnostics.

5. The beginning of “evangelical” myth-making

Irenaeus ranks Marcion among the most “pernicious” of the Gnostics. He is entirely right when 
he assigns the author of the Antitheses, who disseminated the ideas of the writer of the 
“Epistles of the Apostle Paul,” to the category of Gnostic preachers. Marcion belongs to the 
younger generation of Gnostics: it is known that he was closely acquainted with Basilides and 
Cerdo; he could have learned from them the basic features of Gnostic teaching. We know that 
the appearance of Marcion in Rome, bringing the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul,” dates to the 
very end of the 30s of the second century. To this same time, with a high degree of probability, 
we may also assign the appearance of one of the earliest documents of the tendency that later 
received development in the Gospels—the Acts of Pilate (Άκτα Πιλάτου).

We know of the existence of such a document only from the words of Justin, who in his Apology 
(approximately in 150) mentions the Acts of Pilate as one of the three principal sources 
testifying to the life and activity of Jesus Christ. In addition, he refers to two other sources: the 
“Sayings of Jesus” (Λόγοι ’Ιησού) and the “Memoirs of the Apostles” (Απομνημονεύματα τών 
αποστόλων ). All three works named by Justin we later find incorporated into the canonical 
Gospels. The circumstance that the trial and crucifixion on the cross are recounted, apart from 
details, in the same way in all the Gospels compels the supposition that in this case the Acts of 
Pilate served the evangelists as their sole source of information.

The Acts of Pilate represent the first attempt, so far as we can judge, at the historicization of 
Christ. With this invention begins the existence of a pious legend—the legend of the 
appearance in Palestine, of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. One of the most 
important stimuli to such biographical investigations may be considered the struggle against the 
imposture that had spread in sectarian circles—the proclamation of oneself as Christ, as the 
true anointed one of God.
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That “messianic” appearances had become a veritable mania, threatening the moral authority of 
the communities of Christ’s followers, can be judged from the inclusion in all three Synoptic 
Gospels of the account of how Christ himself warned his disciples against following such 
impostors. In the Gospel of Matthew (XXIV, 1-5) it is said: “And Jesus went out and departed 
from the temple; and his disciples came to him to show him the buildings of the temple. And 
Jesus said to them: Do you see all these things? Truly I say to you: there shall not be left here 
one stone upon another that shall not be thrown down. And as he sat upon the Mount of Olives, 
the disciples came to him privately and said: Tell us, when shall these things be, and what shall 
be the sign of your coming and of the end of the age? And Jesus answered them and said: Take 
heed that no one deceive you; for many will come in my name and will say: I am the Christ; and 
will deceive many.”



The scene cited, repeated in almost identical wording in Mark and Luke, bears witness to an 
intense polemic in the literature over the question of when the genuine appearance of Christ 
occurred and whether it occurred at all. The tendency of the evangelists is not only to reject 
false Christs but also to prove the authenticity of the appearance of the one true Christ. In their 
work the evangelists continued the task begun by the authors of the Acts of Pilate.

When, in what milieu and under what circumstances did the Acts of Pilate appear? In order to 
determine the date after which this document could not have appeared, we may proceed from 
the testimony of Justin, who was writing at a time when this work must already have had a 
certain antiquity—at least ten to fifteen years. Alongside this, in order to establish the date 
before which the Acts of Pilate could not have been composed, we must turn to Josephus, from 
whom alone one could learn about Pontius Pilate, the procurator of Judaea in the time of the 
emperor Tiberius. The Antiquities of Josephus appeared in the 90s of the first century 
CE—before that time hardly any reader outside Palestine could have heard anything about this 
insignificant Roman official.

Having reached such a conclusion, however, we stand only at the beginning of our conjectures 
in the field of the chronology of early Christianity. Let us note that Pilate as depicted in the 
Gospels—and therefore as he is portrayed in the Acts of Pilate—is entirely unlike the tactless, 
anti-Jewish official described by Josephus. The Pilate of the Gospels is the very model of 
courtesy toward the orthodox Jews; he accepts their complaint against the preacher condemned 
by the Sanhedrin and agrees to put him to death. At the same time, he himself remains neutral 
in questions of religious conflict and even pities the fate of the unfortunate dreamer handed over 
to him by the Jews.
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To fantasize in this way upon the text of Josephus, to refashion the characters of the dramatic 
struggle between Judaism and the Romans, could only have been done by a writer far removed 
from Josephus both in time of composition and in worldview. To the events of the turbulent 
period of clashes between Jews and the Roman administration this writer was entirely 
indifferent; the sect in whose name he spoke was in complete rupture with Judaism; he strove to 
win the sympathy of the Romans by portraying Pilate in a favorable light. The Acts of Pilate 
were written in a milieu far removed from Palestine, when the “faithful in Christ” had moved onto 
Greco-Roman soil after the end of the wars provoked by the messianic movement and the 
extermination of irreconcilable militant messianists. For the remaining mass of disappointed or 
peaceably inclined orthodox Jews and sectarians there arose both the possibility and the 
necessity of coming to terms with the Romans, of submitting unconditionally to the empire. But 
this was at the same time a moment of crisis, of an internal rupture between Judaism and the 
followers of Christ. Both motives—the desire to gain the favor of Roman authority and the sharp 
enmity between traditional Judaism and the followers of Christ—found clear reflection in the 
Acts of Pilate.

Thus it follows that the most probable date for the composition of this document is the end of the 
30s of the second century. The date we have established for the publication of the Acts of Pilate 



coincides with the chronology of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” brought to Rome in 139 by 
Marcion. Both works, despite the profound difference in content and tendency, testify in the 
same way to the separation of the “faithful in Christ” from Judaism and to the beginning of an 
irreconcilable hostility between the two confessions. In the 30s of the second century this 
rupture was an accomplished fact; a vivid illustration of it is provided by the persecution of the 
faithful in Christ by Bar-Kokhba, the last leader of Jewish messianism, mentioned by Justin.

It is also in Justin that we first encounter the name “Christians”; the mention of “Christians” is 
made by Justin in a peculiar form, as if reluctantly, with a hint that this is what others call them, 
not what they call themselves. He says: christianoi gar einai katëgoroumetha (“for we are 
accused of being Christians”). Below we encounter the following expression: “They think that it 
is better for them always to be governed by their teacher Christos” ( Apologia, 4). The term 
christianoi is not a Greek word but a Latin word written in Greek letters—Christiani. The suffix 
-ian is borrowed not from Greek but from Latin; it was used to denote derivation from an 
adoptive father, for example Scipio Aemilianus from the Scipio Aemilius who adopted him. In the 
minds of those who gave this name “sons of Christ” to the followers of Christ, it could have 
arisen only with the spread of the new faith, separated from Judaism, in the West, on Roman 
soil.
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But those who had separated from Judaism, the “faithful in Christ,” were far from united, and the 
documents we have just examined testify to the divergences, the discord of parties and 
groupings that prevailed among them. Christianity as a whole, as a system, does not yet exist; it 
will appear only several decades later.

6. Christian communities as a phenomenon 
of the socio-economic life of the Roman Empire

On the social character of Christianity, on the social meaning of the emergence of the new faith 
onto the stage of world history, a great deal has been said and written in American and Western 
European bourgeois literature, but always in only one direction: scholars and publicists who 
dealt with this question sought to determine the program of the Christians from individual 
expressions and formulas of the New Testament writings. Thus, for example, the American 
“scholar” Will Durant1 set Christ in opposition to Caesar. “Caesar sought to improve humanity,” 
he wrote, “by changing laws and institutions; Christ wanted to change institutions by remaking 
people.” Christ, Durant asserts, did not strive for upheavals; on the contrary, he reproached 
those who try to seize the kingdom of heaven by violence. “The revolution he had in mind was 
deeper, and without it reforms would have remained superficial and transient. If he had been 
able to cleanse the human heart of selfish desires, of cruelty and lust, utopia would have 
realized itself, and all those institutions that grow out of human greed, violence, and the 
resulting need for laws would have disappeared.”

It is necessary to abandon the idyllic notion, characteristic of contemporary Western European 
and American historiography, that the organization of Christians grew, expanded, and 



strengthened exclusively through the preaching of love of neighbor; it is finally necessary to set 
about studying the question of what church communities and the great union of churches called 
the universal church represented as a real force, as a social and economic organization.

1 W. Durant, Caesar and Christ. New York, 1944.
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In studying this question we must proceed from an understanding of the way of life of those 
religious communities that existed in the 1st century C.E. and that I have proposed to call the 
“precursors of Christianity.” I shall repeat here briefly what I said in the book The Emergence of 
Christian Literature about the sect described in the Teaching of the Twelve Apostles. The 
believers, who regarded “Jesus, the servant of the Lord” as their patron, observed within their 
community a certain kind of collectivism, insofar as a compulsory labor obligation in a craft was 
instituted among them, binding on all members of the community, including 
“prophets”—preachers, if they expressed the wish to settle among the believers.

I will further recall what Josephus says about the way of life of the Essenes: this was a union of 
agricultural workers who implemented the principle and practice of collectivism even more 
consistently. The Essenes (as well as the Egyptian Therapeutae described by Philo) differed 
from other religious sects in that they had no slaves at all, whereas among the craftsmen 
described in the Teaching of the Twelve Apostles there were slaves.

The information about the way of life of the worshippers of Jesus and about the organization of 
the Essenes firmly confirms the view already established in Marxist scholarship that the new 
faith was initially a religion of the “toilers” and the “burdened.”

A different picture of socio-economic organization is presented by the Christians of the 2nd 
century C.E., as can be judged from the everyday characterizations found in the Gospels and 
the Acts of the Apostles. These writings arose on Greco-Roman soil, since after the fall of 
Jerusalem the Jews became a wandering people. Now among them there were predominantly 
not farmers, peasants, and slaves, but merchants and craftsmen, whose entire property 
consisted of movable goods. Accordingly, a substantial change occurred in the cult: the religion 
of the Temple came to an end, sacrifices disappeared, pilgrimages ceased, and the sending of 
offerings by believers stopped; religion withdrew into small communities, and the priestly 
aristocracy disappeared. In its place, the leaders of the communities became rabbis and legal 
scholars, who did not constitute a privileged class. Under these conditions the fate of the Jewish 
precursors of Christianity proved especially harsh. Deprived of their religious center, torn away 
from their territory, they were scattered among foreign cities and became part of a wandering 
people. This circumstance contributed to the fact that Christianity, having broken with the 
traditions of messianism, was able to find wide dissemination and to become a world religion. 
Having grown within Judaism, it responded to the needs of broad strata of society in the 2nd 
century.
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Christianity of the first centuries of our era can quite rightly be called an urban religion. The 
countryside long remained alien to Christianity; it is no accident that the word pagani1 (literally 
“villagers”) came to denote pagans.

The Christian communities that appeared on Greco-Roman soil in the first half of the 2nd 
century C.E. changed their social composition in comparison with the 1st century C.E. That their 
material prosperity was increasing and that affluent elements were beginning to play an ever 
greater role is shown by the Gospels’ references to the “tax collectors” ( mytari ).

The famous parable of the tax collector and the Pharisee (Gospel of Luke XVIII.10-14), written 
with polemical ardor in a dispute with Jewish theologians and depicting the arrogant Pharisee 
who imagines himself righteous and the humble tax collector who is conscious of his sins, 
should not mislead us or cause us to forget what the “tax collectors” were in Roman reality.

The old term mytari (collectors of myto, i.e. a duty or toll) denotes only one category of people 
included under the Greek telonai ; another category is conveyed by the Latin translation 
publicani, which properly means usurers, but whose range of activities included tax-farming and 
the collection of duties and tolls. In the conception of the Gospels, under telonai were 
understood in general all professions engaged in money exchange, money trading, and money 
lending.

It is striking how much attention the evangelists devote to tax collectors, what an important role 
they assign to them in the religious movement.

In the Gospel of Matthew (IX.9) it is related that Jesus, seeing a man sitting at the tax booth ( epi 
to telonion), named Matthew, said to him: “Follow me.” We later find this tax collector among the 
twelve apostles. In the Gospels of Mark (II.14) and Luke (V.27) the same episode is recounted, 
only the tax collector bears a different name—Levi, son of Alphaeus.

In the Gospel of Matthew (IX.10) it is said: “And it came to pass, as Jesus reclined at table in the 
house, many tax collectors and sinners (polloi telonai kai hamartoloi) came and reclined with 
him.” In the Gospel of Mark (II.16) the scribes and Pharisees loudly condemn Jesus for eating 
with tax collectors and sinners. Here the association of tax collectors with sinners is a 
humiliation exceeding pride, meant to prick the Pharisees once again, who imagine themselves 
righteous.

In the Gospel of Luke much is said about tax collectors, and they are placed in a particularly 
honorable position. At the very beginning, in the scene of the baptism performed by John 
(III.12-15), tax collectors together with soldiers are singled out as two categories of people most 
capable of becoming followers of the new faith. Further, this Gospel contains the 
above-mentioned parable of the tax collector and the Pharisee. In it (XIX.5-9) we find a quite 
exceptional, solemn-toned glorification, spoken by Jesus, of the wealth belonging to a pious 
usurer. The chief tax collector (architelonës, magister publicanorum) Zacchaeus invites Jesus 
into his house and meets him with these words: “I give half of my property to the poor, and if I 



have wronged anyone, I restore it fourfold.” In response Jesus says: “Today salvation has come 
to this house, since you yourself are a son of Abraham.”

1 Refers to an edict of Emperor Valentinian from 368 C.E.
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In the Acts of the Apostles, written by the same author who composed the Gospel of Luke, we 
find concrete indications for characterizing the composition and way of life of Christian 
communities. In chapters 2 and 5 there is depicted the original community founded in Jerusalem 
by the apostles Peter and John. In this twice-repeated description we are entitled to see 
features of the everyday life of Christian communities contemporary with the author of the Acts 
of the Apostles. All members of the community place their property at the disposal of the 
apostle, who then distributes the common possessions according to the needs of each; 
landowners sell their real estate and hand over the proceeds to the apostle. By way of warning 
to those who might dare to conceal anything from the leader of the community, there is told the 
story of the heavenly punishment that befell Ananias and Sapphira, who withheld from the 
apostle part of the money obtained from the sale of a landed estate.

This narrative is extraordinarily valuable for us, since it reveals to us the secret of the system of 
mutual support that was practiced in church communities, in which the role of the all-powerful 
and all-seeing apostle was later assigned to the “bishops.” The author of the Acts of the 
Apostles has drawn with the utmost clarity the economic foundation of that solidarity by virtue of 
which the Christian church held together and grew stronger.

In the picture presented in the Acts one should not see an indication of collective xo3smctbo 
within the community. It cannot be overlooked that the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the 
Apostles time and again address their admonitions and promises to people of means, the 
well-to-do and the rich. Did it make any sense to call upon paupers to sell their estates and 
hand over their savings to the leaders of the community?

The fact that the preaching is addressed to the rich is in no way contradicted by the exclamation 
placed in the same Gospel, “Blessed are the poor!”; nor by the parable of the rich man and the 
poor Lazarus; nor by Jesus’ proposal to the rich young man that he sell his property and give 
everything to the poor. In this severe preaching, as well as in the sharp reproaches addressed 
to the rich for their neglect of the poor (the Epistle of James, I, 3-5), there is expressed only a 
call to self-limitation; an ideal goal is set forth—a feat, a holy life—and not at all a denial or 
condemnation of wealth. The Gospels promise the poor the kingdom of heaven—but nothing 
more.
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One may note an analogy between the teachings of Epictetus and the exhortations of the 
evangelist Luke. Both address the propertied classes; both confine themselves to extolling 
asceticism and poverty as a condition in which a person is most removed from sinful 
temptations and closest to realizing a righteous life. Yet there is an essential difference between 



Epictetus and the evangelist: the former addresses privileged, ruling classes, the latter 
“low-born” ones; for the tax collectors, so demonstratively placed by Luke among the foremost 
figures in the Gospel, were chiefly freedmen. People of “honorable rank,” in Roman terminology 
honestiores (to whom access to honores—state offices and distinctions—was open), shunned 
professions connected with commercial and monetary operations, which were the concern of 
the “low-born” (in Roman legal terminology, humiliores ).

The Gospels not only do not conceal the class character of the professions of the influential 
participants in Christian communities themselves, but with great insistence bring out the 
socio-economic meaning of their way of life. The historian must pay the greatest attention to 
these testimonies of the New Testament books and endeavor to incorporate the traits and forms 
of life described here into the broad framework of the social life of the Roman Empire in the 2nd 
century C.E.

The question may be posed as follows: what social and economic position did Christian 
communities occupy in the empire?

In the republican period monetary power was concentrated in the hands of the equestrian order. 
It was they who financed the great wars of conquest of the 3rd and 2nd centuries B.C.E. By 
their usurious loans they laid the foundation for the exploitation of the newly acquired provinces. 
Competitors of the Roman equestrian order in the sphere of monetary operations became, 
among others, the Jews, who already in the time of Cicero and Caesar formed in Rome a large 
colony consisting predominantly of merchants, moneylenders, and money-changers.

With the establishment of the principate, the equestrians attained a privileged position, became 
the second estate in the state after the senatorial order, entered the bureaucracy with the right 
to occupy secondary posts, above all that of procurator (Pontius Pilate, procurator of Judea, 
subordinate to the governor of Syria Vitellius, undoubtedly belonged to the equestrian order).
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The Romans, as the ruling people, retained for themselves the position of administrators and, 
without relinquishing control of trade and the exchange of products and valuables, entrusted 
these activities chiefly to foreigners and freedmen.

Very valuable information for establishing this important fact of the economic life of the empire is 
provided by the study of Pîrvan1.

Pîrvan, who worked primarily with epigraphic material, first of all advances a general proposition 
concerning trade within the empire: the principal raw materials and articles of prime necessity 
transported by sea—wine, olive oil, grain, bread, livestock, timber, hides, bricks, pottery—were 
already in the early period of the empire in the hands of merchants of eastern origin (Jews, 
Syrians, Asia Minor peoples). Merchants and shipowners arriving from the East maintained 
depots for storing goods in the coastal cities of Italy (Ostia, Puteoli), in Gaul and Spain. In Gaul 
they penetrated deep into the interior along the courses of rivers; here there were wealthy 
colonies of Jews and Syrians. The most significant of these was in Lyons (Lugdunum). Pîrvan 



also notes that the corporate associations of merchants in colonies and trading posts were at 
the same time religious communities.

Comparing the data of the inscriptions with the evidence of the Gospels and the Acts of the 
Apostles, we see that the same category of people is involved—the possessors of commercial 
and usurious capital. The new faith spread easily and unhindered along routes long laid down 
by Jewish religious propaganda. By his own frank admission, made already at the time of writing 
his conservatively oriented Mission und Ausbreitung des Christentums, Harnack acknowledged 
that “Christian propaganda” was a direct continuation of Jewish proselytizing activity. At the 
head of the movement stood the wealthiest people, like Zacchaeus depicted in the Gospel of 
Luke. It was such “Zacchaeuses” who were the most zealous and most conscious heralds of 
Christ. Two examples from the life of the Christian church of the 2nd century C.E. may serve as 
an illustration of this assertion: Marcion, the organizer of early Christian churches in Italy, was 
the son of a wealthy shipowner in Pontic Sinope; Callistus, the Roman bishop, friend of the 
Christian woman Marcia, the favorite of the emperor Commodus, was a major moneylender.

1 B. Pîrvan, Die Nationalität der Kaufleute im römischen Kaiserreich, Berlin, 1909.
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During the times of the “persecutions,” the Christian church opposed to the “kingdom of Caesar” 
(regnum caesaris), as a union of earthly material interests, the “kingdom of God” (regnum dei) 
as a purely spiritual communion. Historical scholarship cannot accept this idealistic formula: in 
the Christian church, as a definite, fully real organization, we find its own particular material 
foundation, its own wealth, its own juridical position, its own hierarchy.

The appearance of Christianity on the historical stage was only an outward schism within 
ancient slave-owning society. If one judges by the Gospels, which arose on Greco-Roman soil 
and reveal the everyday conditions of Christian communities in the second century C.E. in the 
center of the empire, the position of slaves there was worse and the attitude of masters toward 
slaves harsher than among the predecessors of Christianity, where slaveholding law was milder, 
where, as we have seen, in the communal life of the Essenes there were no slaves at all. It is 
characteristic that in the Gospels there is not a single word of encouragement or promise of a 
better earthly lot for slaves; on the contrary, in the parables the harshest slaveholding law is 
affirmed.

Among the writings accepted into the canon of the New Testament, only in the “Epistles of the 
Apostle Paul”—let us recall that, unlike the Gospels, they arose in the East, in Asia Minor—are 
there expressions that sound with a certain sympathy toward slaves and recall the equality of 
slaves with the free before God, that is, in the sphere of ecclesial communion. In the “First 
Epistle to the Corinthians” it is said: “For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body, 
whether Jews or Greeks, slaves or free (είτε δούλοι, είτε έλεύθεροι), and all were made to drink 
of one Spirit” (XII, 13). In the “Epistle to the Galatians” we read: “There is neither Jew nor Greek; 
there is neither slave nor free; there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus” (III, 28).



This statement by a Christian author about the equality of peoples, estates, and sexes, 
expressed in theological language, is entirely analogous to the statement of the Stoic Epictetus 
about the natural equality of human beings, expressed in philosophical language. Both 
statements are completely abstract, limited to the proclamation of an ideal, have no practical 
value, and are not accompanied even by a wish for reforms.

In the author of the epistles, writing under the pseudonym “the Apostle Paul,” a fleeting hint at 
the possibility of a slave’s liberation is immediately drowned out by a strict reminder of the 
inviolability of the existing social order. Thus, we read in the same “First Epistle to the 
Corinthians”: “Let each remain in the calling in which he was called. Were you called as a slave? 
Do not be concerned. But if you can become free, rather make use of it. For the slave who was 
called in the Lord is the Lord’s freedman; likewise the one called as free is Christ’s slave” (VII, 
20).
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In the end, the author of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” helplessly descends to a full 
recognition of the immutability of the status quo. In the “Epistle to the Galatians” we read: 
“Slaves, obey your masters according to the flesh, with fear and trembling, in the simplicity of 
your heart, as to Christ; not with eye-service, as people-pleasers, but as slaves of Christ, doing 
the will of God from the soul, serving as to the Lord and not to men, knowing that whatever good 
anyone does, this he will receive from the Lord, whether slave or free. And you, masters, do the 
same toward them, moderating severity, knowing that both their and your Master is in heaven, 
and there is no partiality with him” (VI, 5-9).

7. The rivalry of Christians with Jews

If in their social appearance the followers of the new faith did not differ from the society 
surrounding them—Jewish, Greek, and Roman—then in terms of ethnic composition they soon 
began to stand out by their variegated international character. It must be borne in mind, 
however, that separation from Judaism did not occur immediately, but gradually, in several 
stages. Just as in its time among the proselytes of Judaism there were many non-Jewish, 
foreign elements, so in turn among the early Christian communities there still remained quite a 
few elements that were purely Jewish (in the name of such were written the “Gospel of Matthew” 
and the so-called “Epistle to the Hebrews”). According to the account of the “Acts of the 
Apostles” (XI, 26), Syrians were the first pagans to convert to Christianity, and it was precisely in 
Antioch that the followers of the new faith were first called “Christians.”

The new religious group of “Christians,” separating from conservative Judaism, had no greater 
enemy than the Judaism it had itself rejected, and this was now its only enemy. Toward the 
pagan world it raises no protest; on the contrary, it seeks favor there. Before the supreme 
governmental authority, those now called “Christians” bow in complete submission. In the 
“Epistle to the Romans” their political credo far surpasses in its pathos the most emphatic 
expressions of Pliny’s “Panegyric” in favor of the absolute power of the monarch: “Let every soul 
be subject to the higher authorities, for there is no authority except from God, and those that



exist have been instituted by God. Therefore whoever resists the authority resists the ordinance 
of God, and those who resist will incur judgment upon themselves. For rulers are not a terror to 
good conduct, but to bad. Would you have no fear of authority? Do what is good, and you will 
receive its approval; for he is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, for he 
does not bear the sword in vain; he is God’s servant, an avenger who carries out wrath on the 
one who does wrong” (XII, 1 ff.).
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In general, in relation to paganism the Christians adopt a conciliatory tone. The same “Epistle to 
the Romans” declares pagans to be people more capable of perceiving the truth than Jews, 
benumbed by a formal understanding and blind observance of the law. In the first historical work 
of Christian literature—the “Acts of Pilate”—perhaps there is even an attempt to win over the 
sympathies of representatives of the administration; for this purpose the Roman procurator of 
Judea is depicted as neutral in the religious disputes of Judaism and as pitying the fate of Jesus 
Christ, handed over at the demand of the Jews to crucifixion.

The adherents of the new faith address representatives of imperial power not aggressively, but 
rather with a request: they would like to enjoy the privileges granted to Jews, and these 
privileges were by no means insignificant—exemption from military service, jurisdiction in 
matters concerning the internal life of communities, free performance of their cult (which implied 
recognition of the Jews’ right to abstain from the official cult associated with imperial institutions 
and the worship of symbols of the imperial cult).

8. Concepts and inclinations of “publican” society

The psychology and morality of the leaders of Christian communities were reflected with 
extraordinary clarity in the parable of the “talents,” which later gained great popularity in world 
literature and in everyday speech thanks to the interpretation of the word “talent” in an ideal 
sense, having nothing in common with the meaning of this term in the Gospels: in the original 
presentation of the parable, belonging to the second century C.E., “talent” means a monetary 
unit, whereas in the later interpretation, which spread in modern times and predominantly in 
non-ecclesiastical, secular circles, “talent” means “ability.” To “bury one’s talent in the ground” in 
the original is understood as the sin of neglecting the duties of a slave who received a material 
value into his charge; in the later interpretation—as the sin of neglecting a God-given ability.

It is necessary to rid oneself of this age-old misunderstanding in order to understand the parable 
in its true meaning, as an expression of the worldview of certain circles of Christian society of 
the second century C.E. It is worth reproducing verbatim the entire verbose exposition of the 
parable so that the modern reader may be convinced with what meticulousness, with what, one 
might say, love, the author of the second century C.E. elaborated a plot that was especially 
important and dear to him.
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In the Gospel according to Matthew we read: “So then, keep watch, for you do not know the day 
nor the hour in which the Son of Man will come; for he will act like a man who, setting out for a 
foreign country, called his slaves and entrusted to them his property: to one he gave five talents, 
to another two, to another one, to each according to his ability, and immediately departed. The 
one who received five talents went and put them to work and acquired another five talents; 
likewise the one who received two talents acquired another two; but the one who received one 
talent went off and dug it into the ground and hid his master’s silver. After a long time the master 
of those slaves comes and demands an account from them. And the one who had received five 
talents came forward, brought another five talents, and said: ‘Master, you gave me five talents; 
behold, I have acquired another five talents with them.’ His master said to him: ‘Well done, good 
and faithful slave; you were faithful in little, I will set you over much; enter into the joy of your 
master.’ Then the one who had received two talents came forward and said: ‘Master, you gave 
me two talents; behold, I have acquired another two talents with them.’ His master said to him: 
‘Well done, good and faithful slave; you were faithful in little, I will set you over much; enter into 
the joy of your master.’ Then the one who had received one talent came forward and said: 
‘Master, I knew that you are a harsh man, reaping where you did not sow and gathering where 
you did not scatter; and being afraid, I went and hid your talent in the ground; here is what is 
yours.’ But his master answered him: ‘Wicked and lazy slave! You knew that I reap where I did 
not sow and gather where I did not scatter; therefore you ought to have put my silver with the 
money-changers, and when I came I would have received what was mine with profit. So take 
the talent from him and give it to the one who has ten talents; for to everyone who has, more will 
be given and he will have abundance, but from the one who does not have, even what he has 
will be taken away. And cast the worthless slave into the outer darkness; there will be weeping 
and gnashing of teeth.’ Having said this, he cried aloud: ‘He who has ears to hear, let him hear’” 
(XXV, 13-30).

This parable is also set forth in the Gospel according to Luke. The author reproduces it in 
extenso with certain new details and heightens the coloring, which is in general characteristic of 
this writer. In his version the master of the slave-owning estate departs on a long journey “in 
order to receive his kingdom”; he summons his ten slaves and gives them ten minas (a mina 
being one sixteenth of a talent), one mina to each, with the instruction: “Put them to work until I 
return.” The author introduces yet another new episode: “his citizens hated him and sent a 
delegation after him to say, ‘We do not want this man to reign over us.’” However, when he 
returned, “having received the kingdom,” he ordered the slaves to be summoned to him, “those 
to whom he had given the money, in order to find out who had gained what.” “The first slave 
came and said: ‘Master, your mina has produced ten minas.’ The owner was pleased and, as a 
reward to the slave who had shown himself faithful in little, gave him authority over ten cities. To 
another slave, who had earned five minas, the master gives, with the same words of praise, 
authority over five cities. Then the third slave came, and, having spoken to the master the same 
bold words as those cited in the Gospel according to Matthew, presents the mina given to him, 
which he had hidden wrapped in a cloth (instead of the motif of burying it in the ground used by 
Matthew). The master asks him the question: ‘Why then did you not put my money into 
circulation, so that I might receive it with profit?’
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Then he orders the mina to be taken from the unprofitable slave and given to the one who has 
ten minas; to the remark of those present that he already has ten minas, the master forestalls 
the objection with the formula: ‘I tell you that to everyone who has, more will be given, but from 
the one who does not have, even what he has will be taken away.’ The anger of the master at 
the entire hostile environment around him is great: ‘But as for my enemies, those who did not 
want me to reign over them, bring them here and slay them before me.’

All these details vividly portray for us the way of life of communities governed by “tax collectors.” 
Here harsh slave-owning law prevails, relations between masters and slaves remain extremely 
tense. Moneylenders to such an extent recognize their power that they elevate the achievement 
of success in their professional activity into a rule of the highest morality: in the Gospel 
narrative, the lesson of usurious morality is put into the mouth of Christ, despite the fact that 
elsewhere in the Gospels he says of himself that foxes have holes, birds have nests, but the 
“Son of Man” has nowhere to lay his head.

The new faith fully corresponded to the way of life of people not bound to the land, of merchants 
and above all of moneylenders—people who glorified their occupation as a business pleasing to 
God, thrifty, miserly, and at the same time greedy for profit.

The anti-iconism of Christian “tax collectors” of the second century C.E. corresponds to the 
symbolism of the official cult. Lavish offerings to the gods, the maintenance of a staff of priests 
in glittering vestments, worship before statues of gods and earthly rulers fashioned by human 
hands—all this they condemn as bad stewardship, a harmful, senseless squandering of wealth, 
and at the same time as an insult to the true majesty of God.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE ROMAN EMPIRE IN THE MID-SECOND CENTURY C.E. 
(the 40s and 50s)

I. The internal situation of the empire

In bourgeois historiography no Roman emperor has acquired so firm a reputation as a mild and 
humane ruler as Antoninus Pius. However, we cannot be satisfied with the sentimental 
evaluation inherent in the traditional view: for a correct scholarly and historical judgment it is 
necessary to find the concrete outlines of the activity of this man, who was distinguished neither 
by originality nor by profound talent, and it is necessary to understand the class roots of his 
policy.

The wealth of Antoninus Pius, the greatest magnate in Italy, completely eclipsed his provincial 
origin (he was a native of Nemausus in southern Gaul). His family owned the largest brickworks, 
which supplied building material to all parts of Italy: bricks bearing the stamp of Arria, Antoninus’ 
mother, are found by archaeologists in Rome, Portus, Ravenna, Padua, Bologna, Velletri, and 
other places. These workshops, where exclusively unpaid slave labor was used, yielded 
colossal profits. Antoninus Pius further expanded his business through marriage to Faustina, 
who in her turn owned many workshops. In addition, he inherited a large number of estates 
located in various parts of Italy. Antoninus entrusted the management of his enterprises to 
procurators. He grew up outside the city and was very fond of rural nature; even after becoming 
emperor he never missed an opportunity to visit his estates during the grape harvest.

One feature characterizing Antoninus as an estate owner is curious: he readily granted loans to 
neighboring landowners, while limiting himself to charging 4 percent interest, which was then 
considered extremely moderate. Finally, in the economic conduct of this immensely wealthy 
man one must also note the great generosity which he displayed, while holding the office of 
praetor, in distributions to the people—by which he acquired loud popularity in Rome.
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In 138 he was adopted by Hadrian, who valued him not only as a capable and diligent 
administrator, but also as the wealthiest and most influential representative of the senatorial 
aristocracy.

The reign of Antoninus Pius was a period of calm favorable to the empire in foreign policy. On 
both responsible frontiers—the northern, where the empire bordered the Germanic world, and 
the eastern, where it had the Parthians as neighbors—everything was quiet, and dangerous 
clashes did not threaten. There were also no major disturbances within the empire that would 
have threatened its integrity, such as those experienced by Antoninus Pius’ predecessor, 
Hadrian. These conditions allowed Antoninus not to overstrain the tax-paying capacity of the 



population, not to raise taxes, not to increase the size of the army, but merely to proceed along 
the path of partial reforms.

Changes in the internal life of the empire at this time concerned primarily two areas: the position 
of slaves and religious syncretism.

Hadrian, who only by 135 had dealt with the Bar Kokhba revolt, left extremely harsh legislation 
concerning the Jews. Antoninus Pius considered reconciliation with them possible and 
desirable. At the very beginning of his reign (139-140) he abolished Hadrian’s prohibitory 
measures: adherence to the Law of Moses ceased to be regarded as a criminal offense, the 
reading of sacred books was permitted, and Jews were granted access to Palestine.

The decree of Antoninus Pius testified that the Roman state had ceased to fear Judaism, 
weakened after the crushing of the Bar Kokhba revolt, dispersed in the diaspora, and having 
renounced militant messianism. At the same time, however, this circumstance decisively 
hindered the development of Jewish proselytism, which to a certain extent facilitated the spread 
of the more flexible Christianity.

The alleviation of the lot of the Jews was the beginning of a new policy of religious tolerance. 
Antoninus Pius was the first of the emperors to pay attention to the appearance of adherents of 
Christian teaching. Only his benevolence toward the new faith can explain the appearance 
around 150 of Justin’s Apology.

The religious tolerance shown by Antoninus Pius during his reign created for him a good 
reputation both among Jews and among Christians. The Talmud speaks of Antoninus Pius with 
praise. In the Christian camp the first mention of Antoninus is found in the apologist Melito, a 
native of Sardis. In 171, ten years after Antoninus’ death, he writes to Emperor Marcus Aurelius: 
“Your father, since the time when you began to rule in his place (i.e., from 147 C.E.), demanded 
that no disturbance be raised on our account”—and the apologist cites the orders of the rulers 
concerning Athens and the league of Achaean cities; he asks Marcus Aurelius to return to the 
policy of the deceased emperor.
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Since the time of Tertullian there has been an established notion of the reign of Antoninus Pius 
as a happy period for the Christian churches, which then enjoyed peace. Antoninus’ tolerance 
toward foreign religions was combined with reverence for Roman beliefs. In addition to the 
diligent performance of official rites and sacrifices, he daily assembled all members of his 
household for the veneration of the Lares; on journeys he took with him a reader whose duty it 
was to select from the sacred books prayers appropriate to the circumstances.

The crisis of the slave-owning system of economy, which in Italy had begun to take shape 
already at the end of the first century C.E., assumed by the middle of the second century an 
especially acute character. More and more often attempts were made to find some new forms of 
exploiting labor power. Moreover, the cessation of wars of conquest, which had served as the 



principal source for replenishing the masses of slaves, placed on the agenda the task of 
preserving the existing number of slaves.

In his time Emperor Claudius issued a decree by virtue of which the killing by a master of 
another man’s slave was declared a criminal offense. This was a law protecting the private 
property of slave owners. Now Antoninus Pius issued an edict which equated the killing by a 
master of his own slave with the killing of another man’s slave and thus to some extent served 
to protect slaves from the arbitrariness of slave owners. The penalties for this crime were 
aligned with the general civil law, the lex Cornelia de sicariis : for slave owners of noble rank 
( honestiores ) it was exile to a desert island and confiscation of property; for those of low rank 
(humiliores) it was public capital punishment—the condemned was handed over ad bestias (to 
be torn apart by beasts in the amphitheater).

The edict of Antoninus Pius warned slave owners against cruel treatment of slaves and 
nominally gave slaves the possibility of lodging complaints against their masters. From ancient 
times there had existed a custom allowing a slave to seek protection from a master’s cruelty at 
the foot of the statue of the emperor. This means did not achieve its aim, because the 
judge—the praetor or another official—usually handed the complainant back. According to 
Antoninus’ edict, the judge had the right to take the slave away from the master and transfer him 
into other hands, in the event that his complaint was found to be justified.

The initiative for these “philanthropic” laws came from the largest slave owner in the empire: the 
emperor’s “magnanimity” was prompted by economic calculation and served the advantage of 
the slave owners themselves, which the emperor constantly pointed out to them. Antoninus Pius 
attached great importance to his edicts and strictly supervised their execution. This is attested 
by a rescript of Antoninus Pius to the proconsul of Baetica, Aelius Marianus, preserved by 
Ulpian, a jurist of the early third century. The emperor writes: “Although the power of masters 
must remain inviolable and although no one’s right should be taken away from him, it is 
nevertheless useful to the slave owner himself if slaves are not denied protection against 
abuses, against being condemned to starvation, against unbearable tortures, provided that the 
injured slave has resorted to the proper means of protection against violence. Therefore 
investigate the complaint of those household slaves of Julius Sabinus who sought refuge at the 
statue, and if you find that they were treated worse than justice required, order that these slaves 
be sold, but in such a way that they do not again fall into the hands of the same master; and if 
he should attempt to evade this my order, let him know that I shall enforce the decree directed 
against him even more strictly” (Dig. I, 6, 32).
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On the question of how slaves should be treated there is another remark by Antoninus Pius; in 
reply to a complaint by a slave owner who referred to the disobedience of slaves, the emperor 
writes: “Not by the display of authority alone should obedience of slaves be secured, but also by 
moderate treatment of them, giving them everything necessary and demanding from them 
nothing beyond their strength. In what concerns their obligations, one must act toward them 
justly, observing measure, if you wish easily to overcome their inclination to disobedience. One 



should not be too stingy with expenditures on them, nor should one resort to harsh measures, 
because in the event of disturbances among slaves the proconsul will have to intervene and, 
according to the authority granted him, take the slaves away from you” (Dig. I, 6, 32).

No emperor had previously spoken in such language when addressing representatives of the 
ruling class. The measures of supervision over the behavior of slave owners undertaken at this 
time show how much the government was alarmed by the crisis of the slave market, and to what 
extent the most enlightened among the slave owners (with the emperor himself at their head) 
realized the unprofitability of the former forms of exploiting labor power. The edicts and 
speeches of Antoninus Pius were generated by the same social phenomena as the philosophy 
of the Stoics, their teaching on the natural equality of people, on the necessity of recognizing 
human dignity in slaves.

The policy of the government, directed at securing labor power for slave owners, was by no 
means accompanied by reforms aimed at improving the position of slaves. Antoninus Pius 
continued to adhere to the fundamental principles of slave-owning society, considering that the 
power of masters over slaves must remain inviolable.
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The Stoic doctrine of “natural law,” the edicts of Antoninus Pius, and the demand for more 
lenient treatment of slaves were the last attempts to preserve the slave-owning system.

2. Writers, philosophers, and orators of the mid-2nd century CE

Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius, who was close to him in outlook, do not stand alone within 
the cultural movement of the age: they are surrounded by a pleiad of scholars, writers, and 
orators whom they employ in the service of the imperial administration.

It would be an extraordinarily attractive task to characterize this group of Greek and Roman 
scholars, men of letters, and orators, to analyze and examine the various shades of worldview 
among the representatives of the last century of the flourishing of ancient culture—especially 
since they have no successors and are followed by a rapid, irresistible decline. But in order to 
carry out such a task, it would be necessary to write an entire book, which would completely 
divert me from the aim of the present study. Of necessity, one must confine oneself to a list of 
names, chronological data, and brief biographical information. I shall make an exception only for 
Aulus Gellius, since his worldview is especially interesting as a direct and vivid antithesis to the 
ideology of the Christians contemporary with him.

I shall name the most outstanding authors, without separating Latin from Greek, arranging them 
in chronological order into two generations: the elder, whose representatives were born at the 
very beginning of the 2nd century CE, and the younger, whose representatives were born in the 
20s of the 2nd century.



To the first generation belong:

Arrian, a Greek author, was born in Nicomedia (Bithynia) at the very beginning of the 2nd 
century CE. He was a priest of the cult of Demeter and Kore in his homeland, moved to 
Nicopolis in Epirus, where he attended the lectures of Epictetus. In Roman service Arrian held 
the office of consul, was governor of Cappadocia, fought against the Alans, and in 147 arrived in 
Athens, where he lived until the 170s; he died no later than 180. He wrote numerous works on 
the history of wars and military technique; especially famous is his Anabasis (Anabasis), which 
deals with the campaign of Alexander the Great;

Fronto, a Latin author, was born in Numidian Cirta, probably at the beginning of the 2nd century 
(the year of birth is unknown). He was a rhetorician and delivered public speeches; under 
Antoninus Pius he occupied the position of herald of the principles of governmental policy, 
approximately the same role as Pliny the Younger and Dio Chrysostom under Trajan. Antoninus 
invited him to be the tutor of Marcus Aurelius. In 143 Fronto held the office of consul and was 
appointed governor of the province of Asia. Fronto died no later than 169;
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Herodes, surnamed Atticus, a Greek author, was born in 101 at Marathon. From 117 he served 
in the army under Hadrian. In his homeland, in the 30s of the 2nd century, he held the offices of 
agoranomos and archon; in 143 he was consul. Atticus is known as a celebrated rhetorician in 
the style of refined eloquence;

Appian, a Greek author, was born in Alexandria at the beginning of the 2nd century CE. In 
service in his native city he attained high offices; in Roman service under Hadrian he acquired 
the rank of equestrian, and under Antoninus, on the recommendation of his friend Fronto, he 
occupied the post of procurator Augusti (that is, administrator of the imperial treasury, the fisc). 
Appian is the author of an extensive work on the history of Rome ( Romaika ), which included 
essays on the history of Greece, the Hellenistic states, and Parthia; especially noteworthy are 
books XII-XVII, with a detailed account of the wars that led to the formation of the greatest 
power in the world, as well as descriptions of the internal structure and institutions of the 
republic and the empire.

Marx and Engels highly valued Appian, singling him out among other historians of antiquity as a 
scholar who understood the material underpinning of political events.1

To the second generation belong:

Apuleius, a Latin author, was born around 124 in Numidian Madaura. He visited Rome many 
times; in Carthage he held a high priestly office (he was sacerdos provinciae). His fantastic 
novel Metamorphoses (or The Golden Ass), in which he devotes much attention to magic and 
mysteries, enjoys great fame;

Lucian, a Greek author, the greatest satirist of antiquity, was born in 125 in Samosata, a Syrian 
city on the Euphrates. The beginning of his literary activity dates to the time of Antoninus Pius;



Aulus Gellius, a Latin author, was born in 125 or 130. He studied and later taught in Athens, 
where his Attic Nights (Noctes Atticae) were written.

3. Problems of morality in the philosophy of Aulus Gellius

We know very little about the life and literary activity of Gellius. He himself reports that from his 
youth he chose the career of a practical jurist, and that he snatched time for writing books only 
stealthily. He was about thirty years old when he came to Athens with several fellow 
countrymen. Here Aulus Gellius became close to Herodes Atticus. This name directs our 
attention to a very influential group in the 2nd century CE—figures of enlightenment: writers, 
rhetoricians, and scholars who at the same time held administrative and judicial offices or in one 
way or another were exponents of the governmental views of the Antonine dynasty, from Trajan 
to Marcus Aurelius. In such a role we see Dio Chrysostom, Pliny the Younger, Tacitus, 
Suetonius, Juvenal, later Arrian, Fronto, Favorinus, Aelius Aristides, and finally Lucian.

1 See K. Marx and F. Engels, Works, vol. XXIII, p. 15.
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According to the ideal of Roman Stoicism, the emperor is placed in the world in order to be the 
savior of humanity; his activity proceeds under the sign of “philanthropy,” the general goal 
toward which governmental work leads being the enlightenment of minds, the establishment of 
peace on earth, the elimination of evil prejudices that distort relations between people; artists of 
the word, scholars, teachers of philosophy and rhetoric—these are the direct and best heralds 
of the idea of salvation, which consists in the moral education of society, the liberation of minds 
from superstition, false fears, belief in demonic forces, and the like.

The philosophy of the Stoics, the writings, speeches, and conversations of scholars and writers, 
of course, had a definite social coloring; they were addressed to the aristocratic, prosperous, 
literarily and philosophically educated strata of society. In the 2nd century CE, as we have 
already seen, the upper strata of society, that class whose interests were served by imperial 
power and in which it in turn sought support, differed essentially from the aristocratic circles of 
the empire of the 1st century CE, from the haughty nobility that lived by the traditions of the 
brilliant age of conquests.

Just as unlike the Julio-Claudians were the Antonines—thrifty and tolerant in matters of 
religion—so the administrators they directed in the provinces and the rhetoricians, scholars, 
philosophers, and publicists they patronized differed from Columella, Velleius Paterculus, and 
Seneca by their broader outlook. For the most part these were no longer Romans by origin; but 
even the Romans among these representatives of culture were no longer the former ones and 
did not regard themselves as masters of the world, born lords of all other peoples.

Aulus Gellius belongs to this new group of Roman figures of enlightenment. In the Attic Nights 
he places a concise, but very clear, substantive, and principled moral code.



The heading of one of the sections reads: “On the duties of children toward parents and on 
those philosophical books in which the question is investigated whether children must always 
and in everything obey their fathers.”
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According to Gellius, among Greek and Roman philosophers the question was and is discussed 
in the liveliest manner. Aulus Gellius conscientiously notes three opinions: paternal authority 
must be obeyed unconditionally; paternal authority must be obeyed in some cases, but not in 
others; paternal authority must not be obeyed in any case. He rejects without hesitation the first 
opinion. “How,” he exclaims, “if a father orders one to betray the fatherland, or to kill one’s own 
mother, or in general orders something base or impious—can obedience be conceivable?” The 
third opinion he cannot accept, because at first glance it is too cynical. Thus, excluding the two 
extreme opinions, it remains to accept the middle opinion: paternal authority cannot be 
unconditional; it is subject to limitation; the whole matter is to find a measure of limitation that in 
its turn must be unconditional. And now we shall hear from Gellius the formula of absolute 
morality:

“Human actions, as scholars have recognized, are divided into honorable ( honesta ) and base 
( turpia ). As for deeds which by their inner force are right and honorable, such as to keep faith or 
preserve honor (fidem colere), to defend the fatherland (patriam defendere), to love friends 
(amicos diligere),—these should be performed regardless of whether the father orders one to 
act thus or does not order it. But deeds that are contrary to those named above, that are 
shameful and in general unjust, should not be performed, even if they were to proceed from 
someone’s command” (II, 7).

After the formula of absolute morality and its opposite, Aulus Gellius mentions the category of 
intermediate, morally indifferent actions, and here we, to some surprise, encounter almost the 
entire aggregate of everyday, domestic, and civic relations. “Those actions that lie in the middle 
and that the Greeks call indifferent and neutral, such as: to go into military service (in militiam 
ire), to cultivate the land (rus colere), to assume high offices (honores capessere), to conduct 
lawsuits (causas defendere), to enter into marriage (uxorem ducere), to set out on an official 
journey (iussum proficisci), to appear in court when summoned (arcessitum venire),—are 
subject to another rule: since they in themselves, in their own way, belong neither to honorable 
nor to base deeds, but become one or the other depending on our conduct, they are subject to 
approval or condemnation according to the character of the action. In matters of this kind, the 
authority of paternal power is granted appropriate scope.”

I have quoted in full an excerpt from the Attic Nights that seems to me interesting. Of course, I 
have discovered nothing new: to classical philologists and connoisseurs of ancient philosophy 
this passage has long been well known. But I shall allow myself to note that until now due 
significance has not been attached to this judgment of Gellius as a moralist. I think that no one 
can name a writer who so distinctly formulated the moral concepts of the higher Roman society 
of the 2nd century CE.
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I shall note one feature that seems to me the most characteristic: the morality expounded by 
Aulus Gellius is at the same time irreligious. There is no mention of a higher, supraterrestrial 
authority from which moral prescriptions would proceed and which would then render judgment 
upon people. Honorable and base deeds are distinguished by their inner essence, not by any 
stamp imposed from without. There is no concept of sin as the violation of the commandment of 
love for God, as an offense against an inscrutable world will. In first place, above all moral 
requirements, are placed honor and human fidelity. This purely Roman concept later disappears 
in Christian morality and in such an inquisitor as Augustine is condemned as the sin of human 
pride.

Irreligiosity in morality is not godlessness. Aulus Gellius is not an atheist. He confines himself 
merely to pointing out the non-intervention of the deity in human life, to human responsibility 
only before oneself. Gellius has an extremely clear judgment in this sense, cast in the form of a 
quotation from a speech of Metellus Numidicus. “The immortal gods have great power; but with 
respect to us they must not demand more than our parents. For parents, if they see that their 
children persist in their errors, deprive them of inheritance. So we too should expect nothing 
more from the immortal gods than that they put an end to our malice. Therefore justice requires 
that the gods favor the one who is not his own enemy. The immortal gods should only 
encourage virtue, not direct it” (I, 6).

Here is expressed the Stoic point of view on the deity: the highest world force merely sets an 
ideal before man, appeals to the best qualities of his nature, but does not wish to hold him on 
reins, grants him freedom of action; malice and immorality are repellent not because they are 
shameful ( turpia ) in themselves, but because, indulging in them, people bring harm upon 
themselves.

The question of the character of divine providence, of the role of the gods in the struggle 
between good and evil in the human world, greatly occupies Aulus Gellius. In his work he 
repeatedly turns to consideration of this theme. Gellius expounds in detail the content of the 
book of Chrysippus (280-206 BCE) Peri pronoias. Before us the optimism of the Stoics in their 
judgments about the moral nature of man is fully revealed. The conclusion consists in the fact 
that reason and capacity have been given to man by the highest world force, deity or nature; 
that the role of “divine providence” ( pronoia ) does not go beyond the suggestion to humanity of 
a correct mode of thought corresponding to nature; that vices, just like diseases, constitute a 
violation of the natural health given by nature and form a resistance to nature; that man has 
freedom of will, and if he does not follow the impulses instilled by nature, he himself is to blame 
and bears punishment for this (VI, 1).
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The excerpts from the Attic Nights cited by me do not contain original judgments of Aulus 
Gellius. He succeeded only in grasping Stoic moral philosophy from its, so to speak, dramatic 
side, in presenting the opposition between the old morality of a society subjected to despotism



and the morality of a new age, an age which, as Gellius believes, consists of conscious 
personalities capable of distinguishing good and evil by the inner qualities of actions.

I shall cite one excerpt from the Attic Nights in which Gellius may be credited with originality, or 
at least independence in the choice of subject: although he adduces facts generally known and 
mentioned in other sources, the very selection of them reveals a definite tendency of the author.

The heading reads: “On the fact that the Socratic Phaedo was a slave and that very many 
others (philosophers.—R. V.) served in slavery.” In the text we read: “Phaedo, a pupil of 
Socrates and a close friend ( familiaris ) of Plato, was a slave; handsome and free in spirit 
(ingenio liberali), he was given over to debauchery by his master (a lenone domino). It is said 
that the Socratic Cebes bought him out at the instigation of Socrates himself; he subsequently 
became a famous philosopher. His discourses about Socrates are written with elegance and are 
easily read. Many others, emerging from a state of slavery, became famous philosophers; 
among them Menippus is especially noteworthy, whose writings were imitated by M. Varro in his 
satires: others called these satires Cynic, he himself Menippean. Likewise, the Peripatetic 
Theophrastus had Pompius, Zeno the Stoic a slave named Persaeus, Epicurus one named 
Mus—all three later famous philosophers; the Cynic Diogenes was also a slave. With him, 
however, the matter stood thus: from a free condition he sold himself into slavery; when a 
Corinthian named Xeniades wished to buy him and asked what craft he knew, Diogenes replied: 
‘I know how to rule free men.’ Handing his sons over to him, the master said: ‘Well then, take 
them under your command.’ Still fresh is the memory of Epictetus, the noble philosopher 
(philosophus nobilis), who was in slavery. Among other things, the following two verses of 
Epictetus have been preserved, the hidden meaning of which is that not all who in their life have 
experienced an abyss of misfortunes are hateful to the gods, but that there are hidden truths 
which only the inquisitiveness of a few attains: ‘I was a slave and maimed, I was a beggar, and I 
became a friend of the immortals’” (II, 18).
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To this chapter there are neither commentaries nor conclusions. One may ask, however, why 
the philologist and antiquarian Gellius made this selection. For what purpose was it necessary 
to gather examples the result of which is that many philosophers emerged from a state of 
slavery? Aulus Gellius moved in aristocratic circles, among prosperous people, owners of many 
slaves. Were not his comparisons the confessions of a softened, repentant slave-owner, a kind 
of appeal for reform in the condition of slaves, a call that took the form of idealizing the slave, 
proclaiming the oppressed, poor sufferer a wellspring of wisdom and justice?

The collection Attic Nights was written for a refined public. The author did not intend to say 
unpleasant things to listeners or readers, or to ridicule slave-owning arrangements. But at the 
same time the necessity of careful treatment of slaves—naturally without violating the very 
principle of slaveholding—could suggest the thought that in the enormous mass of the exploited 
there are talents, knowledge, true wisdom, and a spirit of justice; such a task could quite 
correspond to the all-imperial policy in the period of Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius.



However one may explain the inner motives for placing information about slave-philosophers in 
the Attic Nights, it is undeniable that Aulus Gellius belonged to the enlightenment trend whose 
representatives carried on propaganda in favor of improving the socio-legal position of slaves, 
appealing to the reason of the upper strata of the slave-owning intelligentsia. To what extent this 
trend may be recognized as progressive is shown by comparing it with the reflections, for 
example, of Seneca, who was the first to speak of human rights and of the human dignity of 
slaves, but dared to touch this difficult, complex, extremely painful for slave-owners question 
only in intimate correspondence, in advice to a close friend. Seneca’s reflections and advice 
were very timid, restrained, and cautious. The call for gentler treatment of slaves entered into 
the general program of morality recommended by Seneca: to strive for equilibrium of spirit, calm 
from passions, from unconsidered impulses, of which he speaks incessantly in his works De ira, 
De clementia, De tranquillitate animi, De beneficiis. Seneca proposed this program of life not to 
the entire slave-owning society; he addressed it to the “wise men”—to the viri boni et sapientes. 
Needless to say, with Gellius the scale is different—before him is a broad all-imperial audience; 
the question of the position of slaves and of treatment of them is discussed publicly; Gellius 
transfers the conversation about the human dignity of slaves onto historical ground, speaks of 
the cultural merits of philosophers who emerged from slave status.
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Such is the change that occurred in the circles of the higher Roman society in approximately 
one hundred years. In the advice and appeals of Seneca the dominant role is played by the 
motive of calmness, equilibrium of spirit: equally to the sovereign and to the private individual 
owning slaves he addresses an earnest plea—to restrain one’s impulses, one’s elemental drives 
in the name of the greatness of one’s reason, in the name of one’s pride, the lawful pride of an 
unlimited ruler and master. In Aulus Gellius there is a completely different understanding of 
“calmness of spirit.” The ideal proclaimed by Seneca does not satisfy him and is subjected by 
him to mockery. At least, this is how I understand a very peculiar in form passage from the Attic 
Nights (I, 26).

The heading reads: “On how the philosopher Taurus answered my question: is a philosopher 
capable of yielding to anger?” In the text a case from the life of Plutarch is recounted. Once 
Plutarch ordered his slave to be flogged with rods for some offense. The punished man, an 
educated person, began to shout, curse, and reproach Plutarch for violating the requirement of 
his own treatise Peri orges (“On the Control of Anger”). Plutarch answered the accusation in a 
quiet, calm voice: “Where do you see signs of anger on my face? For the blood has not rushed 
to my head, and there is no foam at my mouth, and my limbs do not tremble with fury.” After this 
reply he ordered the flogger to continue the blows. Does not the story about Plutarch appear to 
be a very subtle and malicious satire on an inconsistent philosopher who remained a vulgar, 
cruel slave-owner? Plutarch is a very prominent figure among the theoreticians of ancient 
morality; he is a continuator of Seneca and one of the initiators of “philanthropy,” which becomes 
the principal fashion of writers, orators, and rulers of the 2nd century CE. Seneca stands a full 
century removed from the time of Antoninus Pius and Aulus Gellius; Plutarch (d. 125), however, 
is separated from our author by no more than half a century. And yet Plutarch’s morality seems 



to Aulus Gellius backward; the comparison of his theory with its practical application reveals a 
sharp contradiction.

The Stoic morality expressed by Aulus Gellius was the greatest concession to new social 
conditions of which the slave-owning aristocracy of the Roman Empire was capable. 
Subsequently, this philosophy, like the initiatives of Antoninus Pius in the sphere of social policy, 
did not receive practical application.
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4. General remarks on the ancient writers and orators of 
the mid-second century A.D.

With the exception of Aulus Gellius, who was probably born in Italy, all the authors named above 
were of provincial origin: in the cultural movement of the century the Romans gradually 
disappear, yielding their place to Greeks, Hellenized Egyptians, Syrians, inhabitants of Asia 
Minor, and Romanized Africans. The Greek language and Greek literary traditions prevail over 
Latin speech and Roman traditions. As regards its diffusion, Greek, to a greater extent than 
Latin, is the international language of the empire. For this reason Christians of all 
tendencies—from Gnostics and Montanists to the evangelists of the New Testament—write in 
Greek, since they wish to have readers among all the tribes and peoples of the empire.

Among the Greek and Roman writers and orators of the time of Antoninus Pius there is no 
oppositional current. All the authors named adhere, in one way or another, to the principles of 
governmental policy; the majority are in imperial service.

In religious matters the authors named do not present a unity. Some of them are adherents of 
zealous piety: Arrian and Apuleius appear as priests of ancient local cults; others deny religion 
altogether—Lucian is a continuer of the materialism and skepticism of Epicurus and Lucretius. 
Representatives of a more moderate tendency, in accordance with Stoicism, recognize “divine 
providence” ( pronoia ), but deny the intervention of the gods in the lives of individual people; 
such is also the worldview of Aulus Gellius.

For all the diversity of views on religion, Greek and Roman writers of the second century A.D. 
were united in their hostile, or at least distrustful, attitude toward the Christianity advancing from 
the East. This attitude was determined above all by the fact that, in terms of socio-political 
views, they stood on a conservative position, relied on the institutions of the empire, which in 
their eyes was all-powerful; all of them were reverers of the “divine” authority of the ruler; as 
administrators they performed the rites of the official religion, including those connected with the 
cult of the emperor. They saw in the Christians restless agitators, recognizing only their own 
god, alien to the gods of the empire and dangerous in their intolerance.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

GROUPINGS AND TRENDS OF CHRISTIANITY 
in the 40s and 50s of the second century A.D.

I. Christianity and Judaism in the mid-second century A.D.

In the dispute of religious parties that flared up in the largest centers of the empire beginning in 
the 30s of the second century, the attitude toward the messiah served as a dividing marker. For 
some it was a call to renewal; among others it met with indifference, distrust, and rejection. 
Although the concept of Christ (the messiah) and the expectation of the promised coming of the 
“anointed of God” arose on Jewish soil, after the crushing of the revolts and the collapse of 
militant messianism a profound split became apparent in the religious hopes of the Jewish 
diaspora. Among conservatively minded Jews who preserved the traditions of “Pharisaic 
rabbinism,” there took hold the need to limit themselves to the observance of the law and rites in 
the hope of the future fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies. Their opponents objected that 
Christ had come, had appeared to the world, but had not been recognized. The most zealous of 
these religious thinkers asserted that Christ had been the eternal guardian and savior of 
humanity, that a people hardened in superstitions had forgotten him, being devoted to a 
secondary divinity.

By the mid-second century A.D., an irreconcilable enmity had taken shape between the two 
religions, Christianity and Judaism. Judaism, as is evident from the Dialogue with Trypho the 
Jew composed by Justin in the 50s of the second century A.D., was at that time the sole enemy 
of the Christians. Relations between Christianity and paganism cannot be called hostile in the 
proper sense of the word. Here everything was still unclear and full of vacillation. Those who 
were called Christians sought at least the appearance of reconciliation with the pagan world, 
good relations with those in power, and freedom for propaganda among people immersed in the 
darkness of false beliefs; for the most part, Christians expected to encounter readiness and 
capacity for the reception of the “true” faith. But at the same time Christians displayed a proud 
consciousness of their superiority over “dark paganism.” Justin, in the Apology he submitted to 
Emperor Antoninus Pius, alongside the defense of the Christians’ right to exist, proceeds to 
condemn the supreme authority for tolerating in the capital a coarse superstition; in doing so the 
author confuses the ancient deity venerated in Rome, Semo Sancus, with the heretic unknown 
to orthodox Christians, Simon Sanctus.
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This haughty pretension of the Christians, together with the democratic phraseology of their 
teaching, which contained vague threats to the rich and promises of blessedness to the poor, 
could not fail to trouble both the supreme authority and the ideologues of the ruling class. The 
spread of the new teaching created among the slave-owning aristocracy an atmosphere of 



wariness and distrust, as is clearly seen in Celsus’ work against the Christians. It should be 
borne in mind, however, that at this time Christians could appear as a single whole only to 
outsiders; within the sectarian mass that had broken away from Judaism the most bitter disputes 
were seething, and there prevailed a diversity of opinions and the fragmentation of “parties.”

2. The principal directions of Christian religious thought 
in the 40s and 50s of the second century A.D.

According to a centuries-old tradition, Christianity arose as a unified organization, possessing 
stable norms in the organization of communities and having a clearly formulated doctrine. After 
the church had existed for a certain period of time in such an “ideal” state, from the “solely 
correct” dogma established by the first founders, so-called “heresies” began to separate in the 
second century A.D. In the era of the wide spread of Christianity, vacillations begin, deviations 
from the “correct” path occur, and groupings of various kinds separate—Gnostics, Docetists, 
Montanists, and others—whose teachings, in the opinion of church writers, represented false 
interpretations of the truth proclaimed by the apostles at the birth of the new religion.

This traditional scheme, created by the dogmatological teaching of the Church, was accepted by 
the ‘rationalists’ of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries without reservation. One cannot, 
however, fail to see that such a conception is unacceptable as a method of scholarly research. 
Never and nowhere in the history of humanity has there been observed such a process of 
economic and ideological development that would begin immediately with the final stage of a 
movement. In reality, for the formation of the great and complex system of beliefs and 
institutions of the Christian Church, a prolonged period of preparation was required—of 
searching, attempts, and projects—a period full of vacillations, diversity of thought, 
disagreements, and the struggle of groupings and tendencies. The New Testament did not 
appear at once in a finished form; it is the result of a compromise, which was preceded by the 
struggle of various groupings. Already in the first century A.D. the extensive sectarian 
movement, whose adherents I propose to call ‘the predecessors of Christianity,’ presents a very 
variegated picture. In Egypt alone it is possible to trace three tendencies: the followers of Philo, 
who proclaimed the World Reason (Logos) the savior of humanity; the communities of the 
Therapeutae; the worshippers of ‘Jesus, the servant of God.’ These groups did not clash with 
one another and did not break with indigenous traditional Judaism (Philo exalted the 
Therapeutae just as Josephus exalted the Essenes). In the second century A.D., after the 
collapse of militant messianism, sectarianism advanced toward the center and the west of the 
empire (‘the apostle Paul’ addresses the Romans and the Corinthians); here, on Greco-Roman 
soil, individual groups began to separate themselves from Judaism.
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In the 30s of the second century there appeared the common designation ‘Christians,’ given to 
the sectarians by the ‘pagans.’ But they represented unity only for the outsider’s eye; among 
themselves they were for the most part hostile: each group regarded itself as orthodox and 
declared the others heretical.



For the 40s and 50s of the second century it is possible to establish the foundations of the 
principal directions of religious thought. The first group is headed by the Gnostics—Valentinus, 
Basilides, Saturnilus, Carpocrates, Cerdo. The second group is formed by the followers of 
Marcion and of the pseudonymous author of the ‘Epistles of the Apostle Paul.’ The adherents of 
this group may be associated with the name of Justin. The fourth group is formed by the 
followers of the Phrygian Montanus—the Montanists.

I shall note the characteristic features of each of these four tendencies, which made themselves 
felt in the middle of the second century A.D., and shall attempt to trace their subsequent fate.

3. The Gnostics

If one turns to the doctrine set forth by Irenaeus in the first part of his work concerning the most 
original of the Gnostics—Valentinus—then the following characteristic features may be 
distinguished:

1. In higher knowledge (gnosis) the foremost place is occupied by the doctrine of the aeons 
(aiönes). Aeon means ‘age,’ that is, a period of world life; the Gnostics understood by this term 
the great creative, moving forces of the world; assuming the birth of aeons in an endless series 
of millennia, they revealed a broader horizon than the creators of the naïve cosmogony of the 
Old Testament book of Genesis with its six days of creation.”
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Highly expressive, in terms of the style of the Gnostics’ religious philosophy, is the introduction 
to Valentinus’s system.1

‘They (the followers of Valentinus.—R. V.), they say, maintain that in the invisible and 
unnameable heights there first existed some perfect aeon, which they call the primordial one, 
the first father, the Depth ... this is the first and progenitor Pythagorean tetrad, which they call 
the root of all things: namely—Depth and Silence, then Mind and Truth ...; but when the 
Only-Begotten perceived for what purpose he had been produced, he himself produced Word 
and Life, who were to produce after him the formation of all truth. From Word and Life, through 
conjunction, were produced Man and Church. This is the primordial ogdoad, the root and 
beginning of all things, which among them is called by four names—Depth, Mind, Word, and 
Man, for each of them is at once male and female; thus: first the First Father united with his 
Thought, and the Only-Begotten, that is Mind, with Truth, Word with Life, and Man with Church’ 
(I. 1).

This excerpt suffices to judge the principal “method” employed in the religious philosophy of the 
Gnostics. Briefly put, this method consists in identifying world-forces with logical concepts: in the 
opinion of the Gnostics, the creation and development of the world is at the same time the 
self-awareness of its essence by the elemental creator of the world; the correct course of this 
self-awareness, the attainment of the highest truth, is at the same time the salvation of 
humanity.



It is quite plausible that the Gnostics at first enjoyed great success in Rome: to educated 
society, familiar with Greek philosophy, they could appeal by their borrowings from the teachings 
of the Pythagoreans and Platonists. However, it was precisely their cosmological theory that 
later proved the least viable: for the broad masses of artisans and slaves it was difficult to 
assimilate the abstract designations of aeons, the complex play of numbers in the manner of 
Pythagorean mathematics. The Christian Church rejected the doctrine of the age-long 
wanderings of the aeons in favor of the primitive account of the Book of Genesis concerning the 
six days of creation.

2. A very important characteristic feature of Gnostic teaching is the dualism inherent in Iranian 
and Indian religions—the notion that in the presently existing, real, visible world two opposite 
principles are combined: one consisting of exalted, purely spiritual, “pneumatic” (from 
pneuma—spirit) aspirations, and the other consisting of base impulses, suggested by the flesh, 
by fear, sorrow, and passions. This duality of the forces acting in the human world goes back to 
the opposition of the aeons situated in the higher sphere. The purely spiritual ( pneumatikà ) 
principle is headed by Christ-the-aeon, existing from eternity, witness to and participant in the 
primordial creation of the world, who afterwards remained the guardian and savior of humanity. 
The principle of fleshly impulses ( sarkikà ) and of motivations mixed with them, not rising above 
earthly interests (which the Gnostics call psychikà ), is headed by an aeon intellectually and 
morally unequal to Christ—the Demiurge; here the Gnostics apply a term borrowed from 
Platonic philosophy.

1 Cited from the edition Five Books Against Heresies by Irenaeus, translated by P. B. 
Preobrazhenskii, Moscow, 1868.”
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In a scholarly analysis of the development of religious-philosophical views, far removed from 
distinguishing between the categories of “orthodoxy” and “heresy,” it is necessary for us to give 
an account of how the Gnostics understood the demiurge. The demiurge has nothing in 
common with Christ; the demiurge is not God the Father, not the future first person of the Trinity; 
the demiurge can be defined as a secondary divinity, similar to archangels and angels; his role 
is to give way to Christ.

The Gnostics understand the “creation of the world” in a dual sense, dividing it into two acts. 
The great world—the universe ( kosmos )—is eternal, has no beginning. The demiurge knows 
nothing of it; this god is concerned only with the creation of the small, visible world; but even 
here he is not the complete master of the situation. Irenaeus conveys the teaching of Valentinus 
in the following words: “Although the demiurge thought that he himself created this, he created 
heaven without knowing what heaven is, created man without knowing what man is; brought 
forth the earth without knowing what the earth is, and likewise in everything he did not know the 
ideas of what he was creating, nor did he know matter itself, but thought that all this was 
himself” (I, 5.12).



In the Gnostic system a strict distinction is drawn between the “spiritual,” eternal, omnipotent 
creator-ruler of the universe and the relatively weak god of the visible world, incapable of rising 
above earthly interests, belonging to the intermediate category of “earthly” beings ( psychikoi ). 
This conception, in which the break between Gnostic religious philosophy and the worldview of 
the Mosaic Book of Genesis is reflected with exceptional clarity, was fully assimilated by 
Marcion, who defined the demiurge even more sharply, transferring to him all the characteristic 
qualities of the Old Testament Jewish Yahweh—malice, vindictiveness, narrow limitation, 
concern for Israel alone. But this idea did not disappear in subsequent New Testament 
Christianity: rejecting the image of the demiurge, limited in his powers and consciousness, 
outlined by Marcion, the editors of the New Testament attributed all the qualities of this god to 
the worldview of Judaism; Christians condemned Judaism for its inability to rise above the 
conception of a god merciful to one people alone.
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Thus, the opposition of the New Testament to the Old is an idea first outlined by the Gnostics: 
they were the first to proclaim the appearance of Christ as the beginning of a new age, the 
triumph of the “god of grace” who replaces the “earthly god.”

3. A very prominent place in the system of the Gnostics is occupied by the distinction of three 
moral categories, distributed both in cosmic space and in the sphere of human relations. The 
Greek names of the three elements, the three kinds of impulses—sarkika, psychika, 
pneumatika—have usually been translated into Russian as “carnal,” “soulish,” and “spiritual.”

One cannot agree with the church translation of the word psychika, in view of the fact that the 
word “soulish” for us sounds like “intimate” or “sentimental.” In ancient philosophy psyche (soul) 
and pneuma (spirit) are distinguished, first, as human impulses connected with earthly interests, 
and, second, as impulses of an exclusively ideal nature. I therefore consider it more correct to 
translate psychikoi as “a kind of earthly people.” Their difference from the sarkikoi (“carnal”) 
consists only in a greater degree of consciousness, in the capacity for repentance (thus, 
perhaps, one should understand the term epistrophe, repeatedly used by Irenaeus in his 
exposition of the system of Valentinus—Latin conversio, rendered in the Russian translation by 
the word “conversion,” which tells us nothing).

Be that as it may, the “spiritual” people, the pneumatics, differ in the strongest degree from the 
“carnal” and “earthly” people—by their intellectual and moral worth, by their capacity for true 
knowledge of God, and thereby by their greater proximity to God. According to the belief of the 
Gnostics, the division of people into three categories is given by the command of nature, that is, 
of the harmonious world order; but at the same time the attainment of the perfection of 
“spirituality” depends on human will, requires an ascetic way of life, abstinence from passions 
and lusts. In the future, otherworldly life, however, “spiritual” people are destined for a special 
bliss, a special closeness to the deity. This subdivision of people passed in its entirety to 
Marcion and was reproduced by him in the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul”; it then remained in the 
text of the New Testament edition of the “Epistles.” In the “First Epistle to the Corinthians” we 
read: “I could not speak to you as to spiritual people, but as to carnal, as to infants in Christ” (III, 



1). In ch. II, 14-15, of the same epistle we read: “The earthly person ( psychikos—I translate 
‘earthly’—R. V.) does not accept what is of the Spirit of God, because he considers it 
foolishness; but the spiritual ( pneumatikos  ) judges all things, yet he himself is judged by no 
_ _ _ !> one.

At first glance the distinction between carnal, earthly, and spiritual people may seem a 
scholastic invention of a thinker wandering in religious abstractions, but the very insistence with 
which this distinction is applied forces us to reflect on the practical meaning of the division into 
three categories of people within the community.
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Let us note that the first greeting of the “Epistles” is addressed to the “chosen saints” ( klëtoi 
hagioi ), who evidently occupied a leading, or at least influential, position in the community. We 
are entitled to ask: do these “saints” not represent precisely that category of people whom the 
Gnostics understood as “pneumatics”? If this is so, then the division of people into three 
categories and the exaltation of the pneumatics over the carnal and earthly people already 
among the Gnostics meant the separation of the clergy ( klëros—the chosen, the privileged) 
from the rest of the flock. In other words, a hierarchical organization of the communities already 
existed among the Gnostics, and the exaltation of the pneumatics was the principled justification 
of such an organization.

4. In the system of the Gnostics the Paraclete ( paraklëtos—comforter, advocate) is mentioned 
as a messenger of Christ. According to the teaching of Valentinus, Christ—the great and 
guarding power—abides in the world of aeons and does not act as an active agent. In response 
to the supplication addressed by Mother-Wisdom, who had endured suffering ( pathos ), to the 
light, that is, to Christ, he sends the Paraclete, that is, the savior ( sotër) (I, 4, 5).

The image of the Paraclete as the messenger of Christ then passes to the sect of the 
Montanists. Montanus, who came forward in the mid-50s of the second century, declared 
himself the Paraclete of Christ and preached the imminent end of the world.

The image of the Paraclete also appears in one of the canonical Gospels—John’s—which 
differs from the Synoptics by its predominantly religious-philosophical construction. Christ says: 
“And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Comforter ( paraklëtos  ), that he may 
remain with you forever” (XIV, 16). In the same chapter he says: “But the Comforter, the Holy 
Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and remind you of all that 
I have said to you” (XIV, 26). Further it is said: “When the Comforter comes, whom I will send to 
you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who proceeds from the Father, he will bear witness about 
me” (XV, 26). Finally, it is said: “For I tell you the truth: it is better for you that I go away, for if I do 
not go away, the Comforter will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you” (XVI, 7).

In the subsequent development of Christian dogmatics the idea of the “Comforter,” taking the 
place of Christ, disappears; but in the second half of the second century, as is evident from the 



cited examples—the Montanist preaching and the text of the Gospel of John—it strongly 
occupied the imagination of the heralds of the new faith.
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4. The Marcionites

The Gnostics exerted a great influence on other Christian sects, but it cannot be said that they 
succeeded in achieving much in terms of organizing church communities and binding them into 
a single union. Despite their numbers, they did not constitute a single whole, being fragmented 
into various “schools.” Their dogmatology was unclear, contradictory, abstract, complex, and 
difficult to understand for those whom the Gnostics themselves, in contrast to the “pneumatics,” 
called “carnal,” “earthly.”

An active organizer of Christian communities was the Asia Minor native Marcion, who came 
from Sinope to Rome in 139. As I have already said, Irenaeus counts Marcion among the 
Gnostics, and the “exposer of heresies” is right in the sense that the basic ideas advanced by 
Marcion represented a direct continuation of the theories developed by earlier 
Gnostics—Valentinus, Basilides, Saturnilus, and others. But Irenaeus fails to notice precisely the 
essential difference between Marcion and the other Gnostics, which consists in Marcion’s 
formulation of simple and clear dogmas.

Marcion sets aside Gnostic cosmogony, the combinations and struggles of the aeons, and also 
the mysticism of numbers adopted by the Gnostics from the Pythagoreans. All his attention is 
concentrated on defining the dualism that dominates the presently existing world.

To characterize Marcion’s worldview, I allow myself to return to the above-mentioned work by 
Harnack, Marcion: das Evangelium vom fremden Gotte, and to make use of the very clear 
formulation given there of the dogmatology of the popularizer of the “Epistles of the Apostle 
Paul”: “The creator of the world depicted in the Old Testament must in no way be recognized as 
the father of Jesus Christ; he is unjust and malicious, his promises pertain to the Jewish people 
and do not rise above earthly interests. The Old Testament could not have predicted anything of 
what was fulfilled in Jesus Christ. For neither Jesus Christ nor the Apostle Paul is the Old 
Testament authoritative; the law and the prophets must be understood literally. The good God 
remained, until his manifestation, hidden from the consciousness of the god—the creator of the 
world, who must not be conceived as the ruler of the world, as providence in world life. The 
good God must be conceived not as a judge, but exclusively as a merciful savior. His promises 
pertain only to eternal life.

Jesus Christ is the son of God the Father only in a spiritual sense. He had nothing earthly, no 
flesh, no body; therefore he was not born on earth and had no relatives. He did not fulfill the old 
law, but abolished it; he revealed the contradiction between the law and the Gospel; the 
salvation proclaimed by him is based exclusively on faith. He demands from man renunciation 
of the world and of the being created by the creator of the world. He awakened only the first 
apostle, after the previous ones proved incapable of understanding him; the gospel preached by 



Paul is the gospel of Christ. He will not be a judge, but at the end of days will proclaim the 
accomplished ‘decision of God’” ( Marcion, p. 59).
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Such was the content of the teaching whose proclamation Marcion, having arrived in Rome at 
the end of the 30s of the 2nd century C.E., was preparing to begin. With its simple, clear 
delineation of the image of a merciful god who had come to replace the narrowly Jewish god, 
this teaching was bound to exert a powerful influence on minds, as is attested by the unease 
and anxiety in the circles of the heresiologists. However, Marcion encountered in Rome an 
obstacle unexpected for himself. Here a trend had taken shape that historicized the 
understanding of Christ as a real person, as the incarnate leader of the “kingdom of God,” born 
together with the founding of the “kingdom of Caesar,” who appeared under the first successor 
of Augustus, Tiberius. The “historicization” of Christ achieved such success in the center of the 
empire that Marcion could not ignore it while founding new churches and binding them into a 
single common union. According to Irenaeus, Marcion was even compelled to accept the 
Gospel of Luke, though without the first two chapters, which contain the account of the birth of 
Jesus and of his life up to the age of thirty.

It is possible that Marcion’s role in the creation of the corpus of sacred books was greater than 
Irenaeus imagined. cpaBHuτeΛbHO recently J. Knox analyzed the vocabulary of the so-called 
Marcionite Gospel, the text of which had been reconstructed by Harnack, and compared it with 
the Gospel of Luke. As a result of the work carried out, he arrived at the very important 
conclusion that the latter is merely an expanded and supplemented version of the Marcionite 
Gospel1.

i J. Knox, Marcion and the New Testament. Chicago, 1942.
2 A. Harnack, Marcion, p. 68.
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To the characterization of Marcion’s theoretical and organizational activity given by Harnack I 
will add one more remark: Marcion is a predecessor of the compilers of the New Testament, 
inasmuch as he was the first to embark on the path of compromise, of combining within “Holy

Be that as it may, the combination within the composition of the New Testament books of such 
works contradicting one another as the “Gospels” and the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” was an 
extraordinarily skillful step on the part of Marcion as an organizer of church communities. This 
measure, undertaken by Marcion, evokes the admiration of his biographer Harnack2.

Speaking of Marcion’s role as an initiator in the development of Christian dogmatology, it is 
necessary to sharpen this position still further in the sense of recognizing Marcion as the true 
founder of that religious philosophy which we find in the New Testament: for its supreme 
principle is the proclamation of the “merciful” Christ, who died and rose again for the salvation of 
the human race, forgiving people without any merit on their part, solely for faith in his boundless 
goodness.



Scripture” writings that are not only dogmatically inconsistent but directly opposed to one 
another—a combination not logical but mechanical, calculated, “with a genius of foresight,” as 
Harnack says, to reconcile fragmented religious parties: each grouping found there its own 
dogmatology and was, as it were, invited to allow alongside itself the peaceful coexistence of 
other tendencies.

Despite this artfully conceived attempt at reconciliation, Marcion did not evoke sympathy among 
representatives of that tendency which held that Christ had already appeared in Jerusalem in 
human form. From Justin’s Apology it is evident that to the opponents of Marcion, as more 
rigorous monotheists, the dualism in Marcion’s worldview especially displeased them—his 
opposition of two gods, a good one and an evil one. However, as we shall now see, the 
worldview of the party then predominant in Rome diverged in many respects from the gnostic 
ideas of the Marcionite school.

5. Justin and the compilers of the Gospels

Whereas Marcion brought to Rome a worldview worked out in the lands of the Hellenized East, 
within a sectarian milieu already separated from Jewish religious philosophy, in Justin we find a 
system of concepts prepared in the center of the empire and more favorable to old Jewish 
traditions: in this there is reflected, on the one hand, the greater self-confidence of the leaders of 
the capital’s church communities, their habit of thinking on an empire-wide scale, and on the 
other hand the strength of the traditions of the Jewish diaspora, which precisely in Rome had 
struck its firmest roots, counting from the time of Caesar to Justin two centuries of existence.

The introduction to the Apology submitted by Justin to Antoninus Pius strikes one by its haughty, 
pretentious tone. The author addresses the emperor and his sons, the senate and the Roman 
people, “with a petition on behalf of the entire human race, unjustly hated and persecuted.” 
Whereas Marcion completely sets aside the Old Testament as a worldview that had outlived 
itself, with its naïve mythology and narrowly Jewish tendency, Justin is filled with extraordinary 
reverence for the Old Testament “law and prophets.” Moses, in Justin’s eyes, was the greatest 
sage of all times, and the Jewish religion the most ancient fundamental philosophy of 
humankind. The Greek philosophers and poets were, according to Justin’s conviction, only 
much later imitators of the Jews, who moreover repeated in distorted form the images and tales 
created by the sages.
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Justin has a different attitude toward paganism than the Gnostics and Marcion: they saw in 
pagans simple-hearted children of nature, more capable of perceiving divine truth than Jews 
hardened in the formalistic observance of their obsolete law. Justin, by contrast, considers 
pagans to be people immersed in the darkness of ignorance, superstition, and impious 
thoughts. Pagan gods, acting under the influence of passions and lusts, Justin calls “demons”; 
from them comes only the temptation of people to vice and sin, to the performance of impious 
rites, sacrifices, and the worship of idols.



Especially significant is Justin’s divergence from Marcion on the question of what significance 
apostleship had and who the apostles were. In Marcion’s teaching there is no talk of a terrestrial 
appearance of Christ; the first and only apostle who proclaimed Christ to the world is Paul. 
Justin does not know the apostle Paul at all; in his account, twelve apostles appear on the 
historical stage—a purely Jewish version corresponding to the ancient division of Israel into 
twelve tribes. He explains the meaning of apostleship as follows:

“At the crucifixion even his closest followers abandoned him and renounced him; 
but after he rose from the dead, he appeared to them and taught them to read the 
prophecies in which all this had been foretold; and when they saw him ascending 
into heaven and believed and received power sent from there, they went throughout 
the whole human race, became teachers of this, and received the name of 
apostles.”
(Apol., ch. 50).

I consider the passage cited above extraordinarily interesting for determining the method by 
which the “historicizing” writers worked, those who attempted to compose a “biography” of 
Christ. For here Justin himself admits that information about Christ’s earthly sojourn is based not 
on traditions transmitted by people close to him, but on interpretations of prophecies; and this 
method of reconstructing Christ’s earthly life he without the slightest hesitation puts into the 
mouth of Christ himself, risen from the dead and having taught his disciples to read the 
prophecies, thereby making his disciples “apostles.”
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The dogmatologist finds himself in an enchanted circle: one must believe in the appearance of 
Christ on earth because it was foretold by Jewish prophets; and the prophecies must be 
accepted as truth because they were confirmed by Christ’s appearance on earth, who in 
addition taught how to understand the prophecies correctly.

Justin says that the prophets foretold two comings of Christ: “one already having taken place in 
the form of a dishonored (atimos), suffering man; the other, when he, as exalted, will come with 
glory from heaven, surrounded by his angelic host” (ch. 52). In another of his polemical works, 
the “Dialogue with Trypho the Jew” (Dialogue cum Tryphone ludaeo, ch. 14), Justin expresses 
himself about the appearance of Christ as follows:

“The words of the prophets which I have cited, Trypho, relate partly to the first 
coming of Christ, in which it was foretold that he would be dishonored, disfigured, 
and mortal, and partly to his second coming, when he will come in glory and on the 
clouds of heaven; then your people will see and recognize the one whom they 
pierced, as Hosea1 foretold, one of the twelve prophets, and Daniel.”

Justin sees before him three opponents: paganism, heresy (Marcion), and Judaism. His attitude 
toward them on the part of the apologist is not the same. Paganism, as we have seen, evokes 
no respect in Justin: there is nothing to dispute when one is dealing with ignorance and impious 



thoughts. However, paganism evokes fear in Justin—not as a coercive external force (for 
Christians fear neither tortures nor death), but as a demonic, diabolical delusion. But Justin 
believes in the magical power of the name of Jesus, which, when invoked in prayers, is capable 
of driving away evil spirits and nullifying the actions of demons.

Justin recognizes Marcion as an opponent in essence and as a heretic very harmful in ideology. 
He disputes this enemy openly when he rises against dualism, against the notion of the 
demiurge, and covertly when he develops the doctrine of free will (whereas in the “Epistles of 
the Apostle Paul,” then belonging exclusively to the school of Marcion, there is talk of 
predestination, of the nullity of human will, of the fate of forgiven and unforgiven sinners decided 
in advance). Justin acknowledges with regret the power of influence of the Marcionite school: 
“Many believe him (i.e., Marcion.—R. V.) and laugh at us” (Apol., ch. 58).

1 Not Hosea, but Zechariah; this is one of the examples of carelessness and errors on 
Justin’s part in citing quotations.
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Justin recognizes Judaism as his strongest and most dangerous ideological opponent. The 
difficulty of Justin’s position lies in the fact that the dispute concerns the interpretation of the 
same source—the Jewish sacred books—in the explanation of which his opponent possesses 
centuries of experience of preceding commentators, while the Christian author makes only 
arbitrary attempts grounded in nothing. Trypho, a representative of conservative Judaism, 
persistently poses the same question: “Tell me, why are the promises expressed by the 
prophets to send the people God’s deliverer from the calamities oppressing them applied 
precisely to your Christ, whom you yourselves portray as inconspicuous, unimpressive, and 
inglorious?” Instead of proofs on Justin’s part, one hears only declamations about the blindness 
of the Jews and their inability to perceive the voice of God.

In knowledge of Jewish sources Justin is far inferior to his opponent; he confuses early prophets 
(7th-6th centuries BCE) with later ones (3rd-2nd centuries BCE). Thus, for example, as a 
quotation from Zechariah, a prophet of the Achaemenid period, he cites a prophecy of Daniel 
relating to the Maccabean revolt, that is, to the period of the clash of Judaism with the Syrian 
Seleucids. Worse still: Justin cites texts that cannot be found in any of the prophets—here the 
matter already concerns pious deception.

Justin attaches enormous significance to the prophecy of Isaiah: “Behold, a virgin shall conceive 
in the womb and bear a son, and his name shall be called Emmanuel.” On such a reading of the 
text the dogma of the virgin conception is based. But he himself presents the reading of Jewish 
commentators, which removes the necessity of belief in a supernatural miracle: “A young 
woman shall conceive in the womb and bear a son”; at the same time it turns out that Jewish 
interpreters referred Isaiah’s words to the birth of King Hezekiah (Dialogus cum Tr., ch. 43).

In the “Apology,” which provides much material for reconstructing the “biography of the Savior,” 
Justin, as was already said earlier, mentions three sources of information about Christ: the



“Memoirs of the Apostles,” the “Sayings of Jesus,” and the “Acts of Pilate.” Of these three parts, 
still separate at that time and only later combined into a single whole in the Gospels of the New 
Testament, Justin calls “the Gospel” only the first, properly narrative part.

The composition of Justin’s “Apology” recalls contemporary works of Greek and Latin literature 
written in the biographical genre, the classical models of which are provided by Plutarch, 
Tacitus, and Suetonius. To the influence of Greek literature should be attributed Justin’s 
repeated references to Socrates. How strongly Socrates occupied the imagination of the 
Christian author is evident from the “Apology”: “No one believed Socrates when he resolved to 
die for this teaching; on the contrary, Christ, whom Socrates also in part knew, since he was and 
is the Word ( Logos ), was believed not only by philosophers and their disciples, but by craftsmen 
and uneducated people as well, despising death” (II, 10).
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Justin says nothing about the extent of evangelical literary production, but from other sources 
we can judge that it was exceedingly abundant. Origen (early 3rd century CE) mentions the 
following gospels: those of Matthew, Mark, John, Luke, the Gospel of the Egyptians, the Gospel 
of the Twelve, the Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel according to Basilides, the Gospel according 
to Matthew, the Gospel of Peter, and alongside them several other writings called the Acts of 
Thomas, Andrew, John, and even of such apostles as are not recognized by any of the church 
writers at all.1

6. Montanists

The fourth movement, associated with the name of Montanus, differs substantially from the 
three described above. The preachers, teachers, and writers of the first three, although they 
addressed broad circles of the population—people of every rank and profession—nevertheless 
primarily had in view an educated, reading public and wrote their literary works for it. Montanus, 
a native of Phrygia and a former priest of the cult of the Mother Goddess Cybele, appeared in 
156, proclaiming his preaching to be the only correct one, corresponding to the true covenant of 
Christ. He called himself the Paraclete, carrying out the work of Christ. He was accompanied by 
two prophetesses, Priscilla and Maximilla. He proclaimed the imminent end of the world, 
glorified celibacy and virginity, demanded strict asceticism, the suppression of lusts, and the 
renunciation of all pleasures of life. His preaching enjoyed particular success among the poor 
and uneducated, but also exerted influence on educated people, drawing them by its 
enthusiasm. For example, one of the greatest church writers, Tertullian, became in the second 
half of his life a supporter of the Montanist movement.

Montanism is, as it were, a continuation of the messianism of the period of the Jewish revolts: 
like the preachers of that time, Montanus taught not about Christ who had already once visited 
the earth, but about the Christ who is awaited, the Christ of the end of the world.

Very soon Montanism went beyond the bounds of Phrygia and began to spread not only in the 
lands of the eastern Mediterranean, but also in the West—in Gaul, Spain, and Roman Africa.



The teaching of Montanus and his preaching of asceticism greatly disturbed the members of 
other Christian communities, organized and governed by well-to-do people. The popular 
character of the movement, its success among the poor, inspired in them a fear of persecution 
of Christians in general, which did not suit firmly organized church communities that were 
seeking, in one way or another, an alliance with state authority. Synods were convened at which 
decisions condemning Montanism were adopted; apologists spoke out concerning the teaching 
of the Montanists, but in all these pronouncements hesitation and apprehension were felt.

1 Preuschen, Antilegomena, 1906, p. 118.

* * *
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Thus, beginning in the 40s-50s of the 2nd century CE, a broad religious movement came to be 
called Christian. As I have just shown in describing the four main currents, the characteristic 
features of the Christian movement of this time were multilayeredness, fragmentation into sects 
that did not agree with one another and were bitterly hostile among themselves.

Despite this internal discord, the Christian movement was so powerful and enjoyed such 
success—especially among the poor, freedmen, and slaves—that it could not fail to arouse 
anxiety within the ruling class of the Roman Empire. This anxiety was intensified because 
Christians put forward claims to a special legal status independent of the structure and 
administration of the empire, were hostile to existing cults, including the veneration of statues of 
the emperors, which they regarded as “impious idolatry.”

All the principled objections to the advancing new religion, all fears concerning its intellectually, 
morally, and politically “destructive” influence, are gathered in the work of Celsus, a writer of the 
70s of the 2nd century CE, an outstanding representative of the “enlightened paganism” of that 
time.
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CHAPTER NINE

A CHARACTERIZATION OF CHRISTIANITY IN 
THE WORDS OF AN ENLIGHTENED PAGAN 

(the 70s of the 2nd century CE)

1. Literature on Celsus

Celsus, whose work Αληθής λόγος (“True Word”) is known to us through extensive quotations in 
the treatise Against Celsus by the church writer of the 3rd century CE, Origen, attracted the 
attention of many historians of ideology beginning with the Age of Enlightenment (Mosheim, 
1745), as a sharp opponent of Christianity in its early period of development. Despite this 
interest on the part of specialists, he has not received a sufficiently broad and complete 
evaluation. Meanwhile, this writer and politician, outstanding in talent and learning, who fought 
in the name of Greco-Roman culture against Christianity, deserves study in his own right: both 
as a representative of the worldview of the upper classes of Roman society in the time of the 
later Antonines, and as a witness to the development of Christianity in the 50s and 60s of the 
2nd century—the time of searching and hesitation that preceded the construction of the New 
Testament canon. He encountered representatives of Christian thought in a difficult period of 
work on the substantiation of dogmas and on the embellishment of the image of the 
“Savior”—work that in this period exhibits the greatest disarray and fragmentation of opinions.

T. Keim published, under the title Celsus “Wahres Wort”: älteste Streitschrift antiker 
Weltanschauung gegen das Christenthum vom Jahre 178,1 a text of Celsus’ True Word carefully 
reconstructed from the quotations preserved by Origen (strictly speaking, he ought to be called 
Kelsus, but we have already become accustomed to calling him Celsus, in accordance with the 
pronunciation of the letter “C” in the Romance and Germanic languages). Keim, a liberal 
theologian and a zealous Christian, seems almost to feel directly the sharp wounds inflicted on 
Christianity by the skillful and brilliant pagan; he himself burns with the desire to become a new 
apologist of Christianity. The aim of his publication is to do justice to a dangerous enemy who 
stood at the cradle of Christianity, to present him in his authentic form, without concealment, so 
to speak, in his full stature. Keim sees in Celsus a very intelligent but hopelessly ossified pagan, 
whose position will soon waver and give way to an opponent infinitely superior to him.

1 Zurich, 1873.
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A completely different assessment of the cultural significance of Celsus’ True Word is given by 
the French philosopher L. Rougier (Bougier) in the work entitled Celse ou le conflit de la 
civilisation antique et du christianisme primitif. Rougier’s study stands at the head of a series 
conceived and edited by him, Les maîtres de la pensée antichrétienne, in which Celsus is 



followed by the Neoplatonist Porphyry, the emperor Julian, Symmachus, Averroes, Giordano 
Bruno, Spinoza, and Voltaire.

If for Keim Celsus’ True Word belongs to an irretrievable past, constitutes a document of an 
antiquity buried forever, then Rougier greets it as the dawn of the future, as the work of a thinker 
whose views would later come to life—in the Renaissance of the sixteenth century and the 
Enlightenment of the eighteenth century. Rougier acknowledges no merits whatsoever for 
Christianity in the progress of culture and sees in it only a manifestation of obscurantism, an 
intellectual eclipse, a “collective madness” (déraison collective), which diverted humanity from 
the noblest goal: the acquisition of an exact method, a clear consciousness, and the 
courageous assimilation of truth. Celsus, in Rougier’s opinion, by his critique anticipated by 
sixteen to seventeen centuries those conclusions of modern European science that were 
reached through the cumbersome and slow methods employed by scholars of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries.

A Marxist historian cannot follow either of these two opposing judgments of Celsus. Both the 
Protestant Keim and the atheist Rougier, each in his own way, modernize their heroes—the one, 
the Christians; the other, the enlightened pagan. Both can be reproached for applying in their 
analysis and construction overly broad categories, for taking Christianity and paganism as 
integral, cohesive, immobile schemes, abstracting from the circumstances of the immediate 
historical moment.

A wholly correct path in the study of Celsus’ works was taken by the Soviet scholar A. B. 
Ranovich, who in 1933 published, under the title Ancient Critics of Christianity, a collection of 
texts by such authors as Lucian, Celsus, Minucius Felix, Porphyry, Hierocles, Julian, and 
Libanius. We find Celsus in his contemporary historical setting and gain the opportunity to judge 
paganism and Christianity as these two ideologies actually were in the second half of the 2nd 
century CE.

1 Paris, 1925.
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According to A. B. Ranovich, the work of Celsus occupies an exceptional place among the 
writings of antiquity directed against Christianity. It is one of the early works containing an 
extended picture of Christian teaching; it allows us to judge how Christianity appeared to a 
Roman of the 2nd century.

2. The author, time, and purpose of the composition of 
The True Word

With regard to the personality of the author of The True Word, Origen expresses himself not 
entirely clearly. At the beginning of the treatise he declares that Celsus is an Epicurean, and 
moreover the very one who also wrote a sharp work against magic and magicians. If this is so, 



then we are dealing with a close friend of Lucian, who earned the satirist’s praise as a faithful 
disciple of Epicurus—“the divine sage who freed humanity from the darkness of superstition.” 
However, in the course of his work Origen notes that the author whom he criticizes recognizes 
both magic and the predictions of certain oracles and prophets. The Christian apologist begins 
to waver and gradually comes to the conviction that before him stands an entirely different 
Celsus, merely a namesake of the exposer of magic.

Modern scholars disagree on the question of whether there was one Celsus, or two, or even 
three. Rougier considers it possible to identify the Celsus admired by Lucian with the Celsus 
contested by Origen and smooths over the apparent contradiction. In his view, the term 
“Epicurean” could be applied to that entire portion of the aristocracy of Roman society which 
had turned away from popular beliefs and found them primitive, crude, and vulgar. This does not 
mean that Celsus adhered precisely to the philosophical system of Epicurus; his 
theoretical-philosophical convictions took shape in the spirit of the syncretism prevailing at the 
time. At their foundation lay the idea of a god-reason governing a harmonious, eternally existing 
universe with the help of immeasurably inferior demons. This religious philosophy did not 
prevent Celsus from retaining a certain reverence for ancient sanctuaries, from recognizing the 
authority of certain oracles and prophecies. Celsus did not deny the presence in the world of an 
element of the miraculous, but only wished that people should not abuse the comparatively rare, 
in his opinion, moments of this miraculous, and he spoke out against market-place tricksters 
and healers, whom he saw in large numbers during his travels through Phoenicia, Palestine, 
and Egypt. Thus it is entirely reconcilable that Celsus wrote against “false” magic and at the 
same time acknowledged the possibility of the display of miracles by those knowledgeable in 
the secrets of nature, acknowledged the possibility of “true” magic, free of deception.
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In his explanations concerning magic, omens, and the utterances of oracles and prophets, 
Celsus was guided by yet another motive. He was a man close to governmental circles and in 
matters of religious policy adhered to a certain enlightened and at the same time conciliatory 
program. Rational monotheism, a critical attitude toward mythology, he could keep to himself; 
but with regard to the religion of the broad popular masses, who lived by traditional faith and 
performed ancient cults, he did not want destructive acts of criticism; he accepted much from 
religious antiquity, seeking only purification from superstitions and prejudices, a rational 
interpretation of magical practices and rites.

In the mind of Celsus, in his literary activity, freedom of thought, rationalism, criticism, 
enlightenment are peculiarly intertwined with conservative elements, with the habits of a 
pedagogue and politician who feared the “shaking of the foundations” of the existing order. 
Such, too, one may imagine the worldview of Marcus Aurelius, to whose circle the philosopher 
and writer Celsus belonged.

On the question of when The True Word was written, Keim and Rougier alike converge on a 
definite date—178 CE. Both presuppose a short period of external political calm between the 
suppression of the revolt of Avidius Cassius and the beginning of the struggle against the great 



invasion of the Germans, which tied Roman forces to the Danubian frontier. In the empire, 
despite temporary peace, conditions were unfavorable and popular sentiment anxious. Plague, 
as well as several years of crop failure and famine, devastated many provinces. In 178 CE an 
earthquake struck the Ionian coast of Asia Minor, during which the magnificent temple of Apollo, 
built by Hadrian at Cyzicus, perished. To this time belong the “persecutions of Christians” in 
various parts of the empire: the common people saw in natural disasters the expression of the 
wrath of the gods, provoked by neglect of them on the part of the “impious foreigners.” Not only 
these strata were agitated—even the ruling circles were disturbed by the fact that Christians 
systematically withdrew from everything connected with the welfare of the state, from the 
defense of the empire, from the worship of its gods, and from service to their divine 
representatives on earth—the emperors.

Rougier puts forward the supposition that Marcus Aurelius, before the northern campaign from 
which he was never to return, commissioned Celsus, as his closest and most capable associate, 
to write a book to expose and subdue these dangerous enemies of the empire, not without an 
attempt, however, to find ways toward reconciliation with the unfaithful renegade subjects, to 
draw them back again into the bosom of the empire.
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How seriously Celsus regarded the danger threatening the empire is shown by his introduction 
to The True Word. He notes there that “a new breed of people has appeared, closely united 
against all existing religious and civic institutions, people persecuted by the courts, who 
nevertheless boast of the hatred of all others toward them, the Christians. While permitted 
associations assemble openly, publicly, these gather secretly in unlawful meetings in order to 
develop and apply their teaching. They are bound to one another by obligations more sacred to 
them than any oaths whatsoever, unite in the most stubborn conspiracy against the laws so that 
it may be easier to resist all dangers and evade the punishments threatening them”1 (Praef., 1).

Celsus declares his respect for the religions of all peoples, for the general religious toleration 
permitted in the empire, but reminds of the necessary conditions which believers of any religion 
must observe. “Let no one think that I propose to force Christians to renounce [their faith] by 
violence or to compel them to deceive the authorities and judges by feigned and false 
compliance. People imbued with an exalted idea, striving for closeness to the deity with which 
they feel kinship, deserve respect... on one condition only: their faith must be rationally 
grounded. In this respect Christians sin by failing to fulfill the most elementary requirements of 
logic. To all questions and doubts, to every criticism of their teaching, they reply: ‘Do not 
investigate, do not discuss anything, surrender yourselves to faith; faith will save you!’ Their 
blindness goes even further: according to them, the wisdom of this world is folly before the face 
of the almighty god” (Praef., 4).

“All peoples of the most ancient origin—Egyptians, Assyrians, Chaldeans, Odrysians, Persians, 
Samothracians (Greeks),” in the opinion of Celsus, “agree in their fundamental beliefs, have 
almost identical traditions. It is among them—and among no others—that one should seek the 
source of wisdom, which later spread through the whole world in a thousand streams. Their 



sages, their lawgivers—Linus, Orpheus, Musaeus, Zoroaster—are the most ancient interpreters 
of philosophy and law. No one ever thought of including the Jews among the ancestors of 
human civilization or of placing their Moses on a par with the ancient sages of antiquity. Moses 
merely heard tales circulating among more wise peoples and passed them on to his 
tribe—nomads who pastured sheep and goats; these nomads fell for inventions worthy only of 
the ignorant” (Praef., 5).

1 References to the work of Celsus Αληθής Λόγος are given according to the edition of L. 
Rougier, Paris, 1925.
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“Here is the source from which Christianity drew its teaching. But in recent times the Christians 
have found for themselves among the Jews a new Moses, who seduced them and led them 
even further astray. He is reputed among them to be the son of God, and he is the founder of 
their teaching.” “He,” writes Celsus, “gathered around himself people from the common folk, 
morally corrupted and coarse, such as usually make up the retinue of such quacks and 
deceivers; this little band grew so much that now they put forward claims to universal 
recognition. Justice requires it to be said that among them there are not a few honest and 
decent people, by no means lacking in education, who try to justify their convictions by means of 
allegories” (Praef., 6). It is to them, in fact, that Celsus addresses himself, so that they, if they 
truly wish to be honest and sincere, might listen to the voice of reason and truth.

3. The exposure of Christianity on the part of Judaism

Among the early Christians there was no opponent more dangerous than the representatives of 
Jewish scholarly religious philosophy. They were witnesses of the first independent steps of the 
heresy that had deviated from the faith of the fathers; they saw in the Christians misguided 
children who had renounced their parents. The development of Christian religious philosophy 
and Christian myth-making met with a harsh rebuff from conservative Jewish religious thought: 
an abundant polemical literature appeared.

In one respect the Christian myth-makers were successful: they compelled their followers to 
believe that the founder of their teaching, Jesus Christ, was a real person, the son of a Galilean 
carpenter, a prophet crucified in Jerusalem. The creation by Christian writers of the historical 
image of the “savior” had, however, its reverse side: it prompted their opponents to embark 
upon the path of historical conjectures and inventions; in opposition to Christian pious 
mythology, an anti-Christian mythology arose.

“Without denying the names and facts mentioned in the ‘biography’ of Christ, Jewish writers 
attributed them to a criminal impostor: secretly born of the sin of Mary with the Roman soldier 
Panthera, having fled to Egypt and learned magic there, Jesus returned to Palestine, declared 
himself Christ, the son of God, gathered around himself a band of vagabonds, deceived the 



people with false miracles and prophecies about the approaching judgment of God on earth, 
but, having been betrayed and abandoned by his followers, underwent his deserved shameful 
execution” (I, 1,7).
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This embittered clash of two religious-philosophical and myth-making schools proved 
extraordinarily useful to Celsus in his polemic against Christianity. Before stepping forward 
himself with a principled critique, he sends into battle a representative of conservative Judaism, 
a learned rabbi, who attacks Christianity as a frivolous, contradictory, unscrupulous heresy, and 
its founder as a harmful deceiver and seducer of the people.

According to the author’s design, the Jewish scholar addresses a speech to the founder of the 
Christian teaching as to a living person, an impudent pretender, as if he had only quite recently 
appeared in Palestine. “You began by inventing for yourself a genealogy, claiming birth from a 
virgin. In reality, you were born of a poor peasant woman, the wife of a carpenter. This woman, 
caught in adultery, was driven out by her husband, a carpenter by trade, after which, wandering 
about and concealing her shame, she secretly gave birth to you” (I, 1,8).

The rabbi mocks the legend of Jesus’ divine origin. “How could a heavenly being fall in love with 
a woman distinguished neither by wealth nor by royal lineage, not even known to her close 
neighbors? And then, when the carpenter drove her out of the house, neither divine power nor 
the Logos, so skilled in eloquence, could save her from such a shameful fate. In all this there is 
not the slightest sign that would give a foretaste of the approaching kingdom of God... What 
kind of god is this, what kind of son of God, if the father could not save him from execution, and 
he himself could not avoid it. No, your birth, your deeds, your life expose in you not a god, but a 
man, and moreover a pitiful sorcerer hated by God!” (I, 1,9).

Following this dramatic monologue, Celsus has the learned rabbi deliver an impassioned 
speech addressed to the Christians, in which the orthodox Jew urges the sectarians to come to 
their senses. “How did it come about that you, my compatriots, have fallen away from the law of 
our forefathers, that you have allowed yourselves to be fooled in the most ridiculous manner? 
For the foundation of your faith was our religion—how can you now renounce it? You impute to 
us as a crime that we did not recognize the son of God foretold by our own prophet, that we put 
to death the very messenger of heaven and thereby offended the Most High God. But how could 
we recognize as God an impostor already exposed by the fact that he fulfilled not a single one 
of his promises and could do nothing to avoid the shameful execution awaiting him. What kind 
of god is this, if he was unable to subject his disciples to himself, who either betrayed him or 
renounced him. No one would think of betraying a good general commanding a mass of 
soldiers; even a bandit chief, though he gathers villains around himself, will never be abandoned 
by them to his fate. And here unworthy, cowardly behavior is attributed to a god!
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The reference to the fact that all the misfortunes that occurred were foreseen and foretold is 
nothing other than a clever ruse of conspirators who have suffered failure, because anyone who 
is warned of the danger threatening him will take every measure to avoid it, and if conspirators 
learned that their plot had been exposed, they would change their decision. The very fact that 
the events which occurred could not be prevented shows that they were not foretold. Whence 
these contradictions and inconsistencies? It is all because all your accounts are nothing other 
than fables, to which you did not manage to impart even the semblance of plausibility, although 
it is perfectly well known that you have three, four times and more than that altered the text of 
your gospel in order to evade the reproaches and accusations hurled at you” (I, 2, 15).

The Jewish “scholar” reproaches the Christian theologians for fantastic exaggerations, for 
identifying the boastful magician Jesus with the pure, exalted Logos, for the genealogy of Mary 
invented by them, deriving her from Jewish kings. Finally, with regard to the central miracle—the 
resurrection of Christ—the question is put bluntly: who saw the resurrected one? “Women who 
were in a state of ecstasy, a few other people with disordered imagination, who fancied that they 
saw an angel who rolled away the heavy stone from the tomb. But there was no need at all to 
show himself to such unknown people. If Jesus wanted to prove his resurrection, he ought to 
have appeared publicly and without fear, to have gone to his enemies, to the judges” (I, 2, 28).

4. Judaism and Christianity considered 
as superstitions

Passing on to objections of a principled character, Celsus leaves his temporary ally—the 
learned Jew—from whose worldview he feels himself very far removed. He himself unites 
Judaism and Christianity as primitive barbarian doctrines.

“There is nothing more ridiculous than disputes between Christians and Jews over the question 
of Jesus; here one should recall the proverb: ‘a quarrel over the shadow of a donkey.’ Both 
sides agree that the prophecies foretold the coming of a savior of the human race, and differ 
over whether this coming actually took place or not. In this case the Jews experienced at the 
hands of the followers of Jesus the same thing that they themselves did with respect to the 
Egyptians, from whom they broke away, and the cause of both actions was the restless 
rebellious spirit that compelled sectarians to leave the society that fed them. Among Christians 
this craving for innovations continues, splitting them into a multitude of heresies, warring among 
themselves in such a way that sometimes it seems that they have nothing in common except 
the name. Despite their fragmentation, Christians are dangerous by their sectarian zeal to 
create for themselves an obedient flock of followers. Among the myths and traditions borrowed 
from various peoples, Christians occupy themselves especially with stories about remarkable 
miracle-workers who after death were reckoned among the gods, like Heracles and Dionysus, or 
who appeared on earth resurrected in a transfigured form, like Asclepius. From the details of 
mythological anecdotes, the miracle of the mysterious disappearance from the chest of 
Cleomedes of Astypalaea, who hid there from persecution, could not fail to attract the attention 
of seekers after God” (II, 3, 33 ff.).
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Celsus takes an extremely negative view of the methods of propaganda employed by the 
Christians, and he speaks with contempt of the social milieu in which Christians recruit their 
followers. “You constantly hear them declare: ‘Let no educated person come to us, no wise man, 
in fact no intellectual at all; for us they represent nothing but evil. On the contrary, if someone is 
simple-minded, ignorant, if he has not yet reached maturity—such are the people we desire.’ If 
they regard only such folk as worthy of their god, then it is clear that they are capable of 
converting to their faith only stupid and base commoners, slaves, women, and little children. 
How is it that, for learned and educated people, the ability and desire to listen to clear and 
beautiful speech have suddenly become an evil, have turned into an obstacle to grasping the 
truth and to knowing God? And yet it is precisely such nonsense that street-corner preachers 
and market prophets disseminate. They take care only that older, sensible, and educated 
gentlemen and householders leave their field of vision, and then they set up their stalls and 
display their cheap and dubious wares before ignorant craftsmen and day laborers. Christians 
do the same thing there, in those musty little shops. In private affluent households they follow 
the same method: they avoid respectable and sensible adult men; in the presence of the head 
of the household they keep silent, but once he leaves they begin spinning their fables for slaves, 
feeble-minded women, and children. With particular zeal they work on immature youth, instilling 
in young people improper ideas about parents and elders, whom they depict as backward and 
mired in superstition” (II.3.37).
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Celsus notes the enormous success of Christian propaganda among wool-combers, tanners, 
fullers, and similar people engaged in menial labor. In workshops and taverns the preachers of 
the new faith find complete freedom, encounter eager attention and sympathy. Unable to 
understand this phenomenon, Celsus sees in it nothing but the preachers’ pursuit of cheap 
success among the common people, which greatly outrages him. He considers the behavior of 
the Christians dishonest and immoral. But even in its content their preaching appears to him the 
height of injustice.

One might think that the appeal should be directed first of all to people of pure soul, to honest 
and righteous individuals: after all, morally unblemished people are the best companions in life 
(οί αναμάρτητοι βέλτιοι κοινωνοι βίου). But no! “Among the Christians,” says Celsus, “it is just 
the opposite: the dearest and most welcome people, those whom they cherish and court, are 
sinners, people burdened with some offense, a violation of the moral law, in fact unfit elements 
of society, often thieves and murderers. Christians emphasize in their gospel: Christ came not 
for the righteous, but for sinners; sinners are promised the kingdom of heaven if they bring due 
repentance. But what does this mean? The righteous person has no reason to raise his eyes to 
heaven: God will not deem him worthy of attention. The matter is not about establishing justice, 
not about reward according to moral merit, but about indulgence, pardon in return for zeal in 
penitential prayers. What a base conception of the supreme God this implies: he is imagined as 
full of favoritism, a ruler susceptible to flattery. The more a person bows before him, the more 
easily he earns his salvation” (II.3.38).



The idea of God’s descent to earth seems to Celsus so childishly naïve that it is not worth 
wasting words to refute it. Why would God need to descend to earth? In order to learn what is 
happening among human beings? But everything is already known to him. Or is his power so 
limited that, in order to correct all evils, imperfections, sins, and crimes, his personal intervention 
proved necessary, and he could not entrust the role of reformer to anyone else? The incarnation 
of God, his appearance in the form of a human being, cannot be reconciled with the majesty 
and dignity of the supreme ruler of the world. Whether the descent to earth constitutes a real 
transformation of God into a being of a lower order, or only an apparent act designed to deceive 
human senses—it makes no difference: such actions are contrary to the very nature of the deity.
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The sharpest page of the True Doctrine, unequalled in force anywhere in the 
many-centuries-long anti-Christian literature, rings with irritation and contempt for the 
superstitions of Jews and Christians. “All this breed—both Jews and Christians 
alike—resembles a swarm of bats, or ants crawling out of a hole, or frogs sitting around a 
marsh, or earthworms wriggling in the mire, carrying on a dispute about which of them are the 
greatest sinners on earth. Do you not hear how this little animal chatter goes on: only to us, and 
to us alone, has God revealed and foretold everything that is to take place in the world. God has 
no concern at all for the rest of the world; heaven and earth he abandons to chance and cares 
only for our fate. We are the only beings in the world with whom he communicates through his 
messengers; we are the only ones whom he loves, because we were created in his own image 
and likeness. Everything is subject to us: earth, water, air, the heavenly bodies were created for 
our sake and destined to serve us; and only for us, since many of us have fallen into sin, God 
himself will come or will send his son, in order to burn the evil brood and for us, together with 
him, God, to enjoy the bliss of eternal life” (II.3.44).

In the same contemptuous tone Celsus goes through the mythology and primeval history of the 
Jews as recounted in the book of Genesis. In the eyes of a philosophically minded Greek or 
Roman these are old wives’ tales, astonishing in their pettiness and low moral level.

Behind Celsus’s unceasing irony there lies a deep antipathy, on the part of a representative of 
ancient Greco-Roman culture, toward the Judeo-Iranian worldview. Everything about it 
displeases him: the presence of good and evil principles, the anthropomorphic conception of 
God—irritable and wrathful, with sudden outbursts of hatred and love—and the pretension of a 
people unknown to history that everything in the world must serve it, the chosen one of God. 
Arguing against anthropocentrism, Celsus inserts into his exposition an excursus characteristic 
of the natural science of the time, on the life of certain representatives of the animal world: 
“Among bees, just as among us, there are wars, victories are won, the defeated are 
exterminated; there are, as with us, settlements and cities, hours of labor and hours of rest, 
punishments for idleness and treachery. Ants do not ycmynaram us in foresight and concern for 
mutual assistance: they help their companions when they grow weary at work; they carry the 
dying to special places that serve as family cemeteries. When they meet one another, they 
conduct negotiations; they return the lost to the right path. They seem to possess the full 
measure of reason, a sense of community, and a language for conveying their wishes” (II.4.53).
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This page gives us important material for elucidating the worldview from which Celsus 
proceeded in his critique of Judeo-Christian ideology. Here the traditions of the school that 
underlies Lucretius’ De rerum natura and Pliny the Elder’s Historia naturalis can still be heard. 
However, Celsus no longer possesses the materialist worldview of Lucretius, who held that 
everything in the world was created without the intervention of the gods. Celsus inherited a 
Stoic-Platonic worldview, which received its first systematic grounding on Roman soil from 
Seneca. Its essence may be reduced to the following: a spiritual principle rules the world; there 
is a god and there are gods, but they are regarded not as persons but as principles; the 
supreme god is the reason of the universe, its harmony, while the secondary gods are 
emanations of world energy, rulers of the elements that constitute cosmic life.

This turn from atheism to religious philosophy does not yet entail the collapse of the general 
scientific system created by Democritus and Epicurus and transferred to Roman soil by 
Lucretius; the rationalist outlook of the Stoic-Platonists does not allow the intrusion into 
world-life of a miraculous, supernatural, or anti-natural element, nor does it allow 
anthropomorphism—the transfer to world forces and world relations of human thoughts, desires, 
and passions; finally, it does not allow anthropocentrism—the notion that everything in the world 
was created for the sake of humankind and must serve it.

If, in conceptions of the universe and world-government, Celsus continues to adhere to the 
methods of advanced ancient philosophy, the same cannot be said of his views on the organic 
nature of the human being. He lacks clarity in his judgment about the fate of the soul after 
death. Celsus descends from the heights of elemental materialism and moves toward the 
reactionary tendency that had emerged in Roman philosophy with Seneca; he allows for the 
existence of a spiritual principle in the world and admits the transmigration of souls.

In this respect the representatives of Greco-Roman philosophy—Seneca, Plutarch, Epictetus, 
Apuleius, Celsus—take a step toward dualism and mysticism. Yet between the two worldviews, 
pagan and Christian, there nevertheless remains a significant difference. Celsus cannot in any 
way accept the conception, born in Judaism and taken over by Christianity, of the resurrection of 
the dead, of the return of the soul to the same body. This idea repels him in every respect: from 
the scientific-philosophical side he finds here something contrary to nature, a violation of the 
harmonious interaction of elements; from the aesthetic side he is repelled by the crudity of the 
fantasy that turns a rotting, decomposing body into some eternally transfigured being.
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Throughout the second part of his work Celsus criticizes the religious philosophy and mythology 
of Jews and Christians together, as one coherent system of barbarous notions, in his view. Yet 
toward the end of this sweeping indictment he unexpectedly turns toward a justification of 
Judaism and the recognition of its admissibility within the state; having made such a restriction, 
he then attacks Christianity with all the greater force as an enemy of the existing social order. 
These remarks are characteristic of the political consciousness of a loyal subject of the 



multiethnic, multilingual, multi-confessional Roman Empire; they help us understand the 
religious policy of the emperors of the second century—a peculiar toleration of beliefs combined 
with extreme distrust toward the propagation of any innovations.

In Celsus’s eyes the Jews have the advantage of constituting a distinct people, long established 
on a definite territory, who have worked out laws and customs that they strictly observe. In this 
sense Jews do not differ from other peoples and possess their own particular laws, customs, 
and beliefs. Morals and conceptions may be extremely diverse, even opposite—for example, 
among Indians cannibalism is a sacred matter, while among Hellenes it is an object of 
abhorrence. If an experiment were conducted on all humanity and all peoples were offered a 
free choice of laws, then without any doubt each would choose its own familiar laws and 
customs.

Of course, some Jewish customs, for example circumcision, provoke strong objections as cruel 
and harmful, but one may recall that circumcision also exists among Egyptians and Colchians. 
Let the Jews preserve their laws and customs insofar as they serve their cohesion—this is no 
reproach to them; it is another matter if foreigners should decide to adopt the Jewish law—that 
would already be a grave offense.

Christians are excluded from this rule, since they have broken away from Judaism, renounced 
the ancestral law; they have no homeland, no traditions of the past, no binding social principle; 
among them there reigns a license of personal opinions and habits. Hence they represent the 
greatest confusion of beliefs and interpretations, divide into a multitude of sects and groupings, 
whose followers attach themselves to individual leaders and are often called by their personal 
names (Celsus knows the Marcionites, the Carpocratians, and mentions several other names 
that later disappeared entirely).

In the third part of the True Doctrine Celsus proceeds to describe the ideological innovations of 
Christianity. What is this wisdom that they proclaim divine, surpassing human understanding? 
What are the sources of the teaching proclaimed as indisputable truth? Celsus expresses a very 
decisive judgment: the entire teaching of the Christians is nothing other than a grandiose 
plagiarism, a mosaic assemblage of borrowings from Greek philosophy and poetry. Foremost 
here are the works of Heraclitus and Plato, Homer and Hesiod, the dramatists, and finally prayer 
texts and mysteries.
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According to Celsus, all the innovations of the Christians go back to some ancient, poorly 
understood myths; for example, they heard of the transmigration of souls and turned this belief 
into the doctrine of the resurrection of the dead, of their appearance before the face of the Most 
High in the same bodies in which the soul dwelt during life. Their ignorance, their susceptibility 
to superstitious fantasies, manifested itself with particular clarity in their creation of the dogma of 
the incarnation of the Son of God. If earlier Celsus rejected this religious image as logically 
inadmissible, as an impossible violation of the laws of the universe, now, examining the 



plagiarism committed by the Christians, he also notes the anti-artistic character of Christian 
mythology.

“If it was absolutely necessary that the spirit of God should be incarnated in the body of a 
human being, then, at the very least, an outstanding personality ought to have been chosen for 
this purpose—a tall, handsome, strong man, possessing a resonant voice and eloquence. It 
would have been entirely inadmissible for such a man, destined to embody divine virtue and 
special wisdom, not to stand out from the rest of the mass by his exceptional qualities. And yet 
Jesus was just as ordinary a man as all the others: if one believes the accounts, he was of small 
stature, unattractive, and there was not a trace of nobility in his appearance” (III, 4, 84).

Death by crucifixion—that is, a shameful execution intended for people of low birth ( humiliores ) 
and inadmissible for persons of the higher classes—outrages the aristocratic sensibility of 
Celsus; moreover, he reproaches the prophet venerated by the Christians for the absence of 
courage, for fear and despair, to which he finally gave himself up. “Ancient Greece knew heroes 
who perished by violent death but met it with proud dignity. If you absolutely wished to introduce 
something new, it would have been better for you to concern yourselves not with Jesus, but with 
someone else among those who died nobly and, according to myth, passed into the world of the 
gods. If you did not wish to accept Heracles or Asclepius, who were deemed worthy of divine 
cult, why not take Orpheus, the inspired poet who met a tragic death? Or if you were looking for 
an example of a martyr’s death, why not be drawn to the figure of Anaxarchus, who, when he 
was hurled into a millstone and struck with hammers, repeated to his last breath: ‘Trample, 
trample—you will not trample Anaxarchus!’ In any case, as a patron Anaxarchus was 
anticipated among you by the ‘physicists,’ whose corporation has long venerated him as its 
heroic protector. And why not take the Sibyl, to whose prophecies you attach such high 
authority? You could have recognized her as a daughter of God. Instead, by deception you 
inserted into her prophecy many impious, blasphemous words and consider a god one who, 
after a shameful life, was subjected to the most shameful death” (III, 4, 93).
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5. An attempt to return the Christians to the bosom of the empire

In the fourth and final part of the True Doctrine, Celsus completely changes both the tendency 
and the tone of his work. He ceases his sharp and caustic mockery of religious innovators, 
agrees to admit Christianity as it is, and remains silent about its shortcomings. Celsus proposes 
that the Christians emerge from their secret opposition and become loyal, good subjects of the 
empire.

Here he speaks no longer as a philosopher and man of letters, but as a politician, an 
administrator, a guardian of calm and order in the empire. He himself is a loyal servant of the 
empire; he likens the heavenly kingdom of the Most High and the gods subject to him to the 
entourage of the Roman emperor with his subordinate legates, praetors, and the like. The 
Christians greatly alarm him as a rebellious element, undermining the foundations of the empire. 
He is ready to apply every effort, not by coercion, not by intimidation, but by persuasion, to bring 



them to obedience to the state, which for him means first and foremost the reconciliation of the 
Christians with the state cult—with the Greco-Roman gods.

“The Christians cannot bear the very sight of temples, altars, and statues of the gods. By their 
wholesale rejection of the rites of the Roman religion they set out upon a dangerous path, 
placing themselves on a level with the Scythians, Libyan nomads, godless Chinese, and other 
peoples reputed to be the most impious and lawless in the world. You Christians justify your 
aversion to the cult of statues by saying that idols are made of dead matter—stone, wood, 
clay—by coarse, impious craftsmen. What a discovery you have made! Why, Heraclitus long 
ago said that praying to idols in temples without understanding what gods and heroes are is the 
same as shouting at a wall. Do you not see that images of the gods are nothing other than pious 
offerings made to them? And if you revile statues for their human likeness, you contradict 
yourselves: is it not said in your sacred book that God created man in his own likeness?” (IV, 4, 
97).
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The intolerance of the Christians toward all other cults cannot be justified, in Celsus’s view, also 
because they are inconsistent in another respect. They condemn polytheism, constantly repeat 
that one cannot serve several masters at the same time, and yet they themselves violate 
monotheism, worship two gods—the Father and the Son—and even place the latter above the 
former. Their constant refrain that they do not wish to fall prostrate before the gods because 
these are demons, bearers of the evil principle and servants of Satan, is based on a failure to 
understand the harmony of the universe: the lower gods are merely executors of the will of the 
supreme Reason, rulers of the elements, of particular forces, subordinate to the Most High, from 
whom only good can proceed. The Christians fail to notice that in their own cosmogony 
secondary divine powers appear in the form of angels sent by the Most High to the earth to 
proclaim his will to human beings. These are the same demons as the Greco-Roman gods 
whom they reject or curse. One should not be so petty and short-sighted as to insist on 
differences of names, to regard Zeus, Apollo, Hermes, and the like as essentially different from 
Adonai, Sabaoth, the archangel Michael.

Celsus wishes to impress upon the Christians that they should not curse polytheism not only 
because they themselves are not alien to it, but also because, in a rationally understood 
polytheism, there is its own educational aspect, useful for the state. The heavenly kingdom 
appears to him as the prototype of the earthly empire: the gods who mediate between the Most 
High and human beings seem as it were the monarch’s governors; obedience to them, 
reverence for them, is not only the fulfillment of a supreme duty for all subjects, but at the same 
time an act of piety, the glorification of the highest god, an expression of gratitude to him for the 
gifts and favors bestowed.

Armed with such arguments, Celsus in his address to the Christians openly takes up a utilitarian 
position. He exhorts the renegades and threatens them in case of disobedience. “Christians 
must make a choice between two extreme decisions: either, if they persist in their hatred of 
demons, to renounce all the gifts of nature, since everything comes from the gods, that is, to 



cease living, to disappear from the face of the earth; or to render thanks to the gods, to offer 
them first-fruits of the fruits of the earth, once their love of humankind, their care for people, is 
understood. The latter decision must be adopted already because otherwise all these satraps, 
praetors, and procurators—what are they called among the Persians and Romans?—as well as 
rulers of lower rank, may do very great harm to people when they see contempt for themselves” 
(IV, 4, 103).
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There is nothing wrong, Celsus exhorts the Christians, in seeking the favor of the mighty of this 
world, of kings, because they receive their power from God. Christians are not required to 
commit any impious acts. They must only not avoid the great public festivals sanctified by 
sacrifices to the gods; for if the gods do not exist at all, as some zealots think, then there is no 
evil in such participation; if, however, the gods do exist, then the honor rendered to them is a 
direct good, since through these mediators of the will of the Most High we offer praise to him 
himself.

“There is nothing wrong,” Celsus persuades the Christians, “in swearing an oath by the name of 
the emperor, who grants us the great benefit of universal peace and tranquility. But if, on the 
contrary, you undertake to undermine loyalty to the sovereign, he will punish you. If others of his 
subjects were to imitate you in disobedience, the empire would soon become the prey of 
barbarians, and that would be the end not only of your vaunted religion, but of all wisdom in the 
world altogether” (IV, 4, 115).

Celsus, however, does not wish to end his work with a threat and in conclusion addresses the 
Christians: “Support the emperor with all the strength at your disposal, share with him the 
defense of law; fight for him if circumstances require it; help him command the armies. In order 
to achieve this goal, cease your refusal of civil and military service, take part in the fulfillment of 
public duties for the salvation of legality and for the observance of true piety” (IV, 4, 117).

6. The class limitation of Celsus’s worldview

In studying Celsus’s True Doctrine, one cannot help asking oneself the question: why did the so 
reasonably thought-out system of views expressed in it yield to the contradictory and naïve 
ideology of Christianity?

It goes without saying that this question as a whole is very complex, but Celsus has given us 
one argument that contains a vivid, concrete explanation of the victory of the new religion.

I mean the reproach repeatedly made by Celsus to the Christians that they avoid encounters 
with adult, reasonable, educated people and address themselves to slaves, women, and 
children, artisans and craftsmen. In response to this, the Christians, for their part, were entitled 
to reproach the aristocratic intellectual for his contempt for ordinary people—the poor, those 



oppressed by fate, crushed by need and labor—his attention to the well-provided part of 
humanity and his disregard for those who suffer.
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Indeed, who could read the True Doctrine, delight in its picture of the harmony of the universe, 
laugh heartily at the naïvetés of the Book of Genesis or at the Christian teaching about the 
return of souls to old bodies, transfigured for eternal life? This was something a high-ranking 
dignitary, a magnate, could afford, sitting in the shady park of his palace rather than in the musty 
cellar of a wool-carder—someone who in his youth had listened to philosophers and 
rhetoricians. But was it possible to address a discourse about the supreme God-Reason, about 
the interaction of the elements, about the fact that human disasters, misfortunes, and sorrows 
are merely insignificant accidents in a harmoniously moving world mechanism, to craftsmen 
bent by labor, to the rightless, to slaves, to the sick and the maimed?

The morality of the True Doctrine is a Stoic morality. In theory it demanded justice, courage, 
restraint from passions, but in practice it was the overt worldview of the ruling class, of 
privileged, materially secure people who looked with contempt upon the immeasurable mass of 
the poor, the rightless, and slaves. Celsus reflects with the utmost clarity the logical concepts, 
moral principles, and social prejudices of powerful, dominant Rome, of that milieu which the 
Christians opposed as the “kingdom of Caesar” (regnum caesaris) to the “kingdom of God” 
(regnum dei). It is interesting to compare Celsus’s reflections cited above with two characteristic 
passages from the Gospels of Matthew and Luke, in order to make clear their differing attitudes 
toward the masses of the people, toward those burdened with labor, toward those longing for 
consolation in sorrow and need.

In the Gospel of Matthew Jesus Christ says, addressing the people gathered around him: 
“Come unto me, all ye that labor1 and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest; take my yoke 
upon you and learn of me, for I am meek and lowly in heart, and ye shall find rest for your souls; 
for my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (XI, 28-30).

In the Gospel of Luke the following parable is told: “There was a certain rich man, who was 
clothed in purple and fine linen and feasted sumptuously every day. And there was also a 
certain beggar, named Lazarus, who lay at his gate full of sores and desired to be fed with the 
crumbs that fell from the rich man’s table; moreover the dogs came and licked his sores.” The 
beggar died, and his soul was at once carried by angels into paradise. The rich man also died; 
he was buried, but his soul “was cast down into the underworld: in Hades, being in torment, he 
lifted up his eyes, saw Abraham afar off and Lazarus in his bosom, and cried out, saying: Father 
Abraham! have mercy on me and send Lazarus, that he may dip the tip of his finger in water 
and cool my tongue. But Abraham said: Son! remember that thou in thy lifetime receivedst thy 
good things, and Lazarus likewise evil things; but now he is comforted here, and thou art in 
anguish; and besides all this, between us and you a great gulf is fixed, so that those who would 
pass from here to you cannot, nor can any cross from there to us” (XVI, 19 ff.).



1 This now uncommon word of the ecclesiastical translation corresponds in the original 
to the Greek word kopiontes, meaning “weary,” “worn out.”
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Undoubtedly, these texts would have been ridiculed by Celsus as “childish tales,” as “cheap bait 
for superstitious common folk.” We must, however, imagine that such appeals and parables 
were capable of captivating a far greater number of readers and listeners than the preaching of 
Celsus, addressed to a narrow circle of highly educated persons who, possessing power and 
material well-being, were in no need of any “consolations.”
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CHAPTER TEN

THE EMERGENCE OF THE NEW TESTAMENT 
(the 60s and 70s of the 2nd century C.E.)

1. Contradictions in the New Testament

The myth of an original, pure Christianity that at once illuminated the world persisted for 
centuries and persists to this day, resting on an uncritical reading of the books of the New 
Testament. Such an attitude toward the fundamental source for the history of Christianity—an 
attitude corresponding to the pious disposition of believers—is inadmissible in its scholarly 
study. To the scholar who has no interest in preserving the integrity and unity of Christian 
doctrine, the sharp contradictions between the testimonies of different books of the New 
Testament, as well as within individual writings, immediately stand out.

I shall cite several particularly striking contradictions.

1. The image of Jesus Christ and his relation to humanity are treated in a completely different 
manner in the “Epistles” and in the Gospels.

In the “Epistles,” Christ is the foundation of the life, death, and rebirth of humanity in general; he 
died and rose again for all believers and for each individual separately; before him “there is 
neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you 
are all one in Christ Jesus” (“Epistle to the Galatians,” III, 28). In the synoptic Gospels, Christ is 
portrayed as a prophet who does not go beyond the boundaries of Palestine and even within it 
confines himself to Galilee and Judea, avoiding Samaria, regarded by orthodox Jews as 
heretical.

When he happened to cross the border of Palestine into the region of Sidon, and a 
Syrophoenician woman approached him with a request to heal her daughter of an unclean spirit, 
she at first encountered a harsh refusal. Christ is made to say the following words: “Let the 
children first be satisfied, for it is not good to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs.” 
But she said to him: “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” 
Only after this remark by the quick-witted supplicant does Christ grant attention to her sick 
daughter (Gospel of Mark, VII, 25-29).

2. In the “New Testament” there are even contradictions between individual Gospels. In the 
Gospels of Mark and Luke, the incarnation of Christ is depicted as birth from the mortal woman 
Mary (the New Testament is still alien to the cult of the Mother of God later adopted by 
Christians). In the Gospels of Mark and John, Christ’s earthly activity begins immediately with 
his appearance as a preacher at approximately thirty years of age; nothing at all is said about 



his birth, childhood, or youth. However, the Gospel of Mark and the Gospel of John develop 
their plot in far from the same way. This applies above all to the general tone of the exposition. 
Mark ascribes to Jesus, as a divinity, the traits of a carpenter’s son from Nazareth, thereby 
taking the first step toward the historicization of the image of Christ. Only once later, in the 
scene of the Transfiguration (Gospel of Mark, IX, 2-8), is an image of the divinity given, upon 
which rests the blessing of the Most High; this scene is presented as a vision in the ecstasy of 
three favored disciples of Christ, to whom he immediately forbids speaking to anyone about his 
conversation with Elijah and Moses. The Gospel of John is composed in such a way that 
already in the prologue it is made clear: the narrative will concern a god who has appeared on 
earth.
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The Gospel of Mark and the Gospel of John diverge radically in their depiction of the sufferings 
and martyr’s death on the cross. John depicts the crucifixion as a trial of the divine personality of 
Christ. The evangelist insists on his thesis to such an extent that he deems it necessary, at the 
end, in the account of the meetings of the risen Christ with the disciples, to include the episode 
of Thomas “the doubter,” to whom Christ proposes, as proof of the reality of the crucifixion, that 
he put his fingers into the wounds on the hands and at the side (Gospel of John, XX, 24-31 ).

In Mark there is the complete opposite in the depiction of the crucifixion. The unfortunate 
sufferer utters a cry of despair: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me” (these words, in 
order to preserve verisimilitude, are given in the Gospels in Aramaic, the language spoken by 
the Jews at that time). It is entirely clear what the evangelist wished to emphasize by his 
account: according to his belief, he did not admit the idea that Christ could experience physical 
suffering and a shameful execution on the cross; therefore the matter is depicted in such a way 
that from the moment of the arrest of the prophet called Christ, Christ, as it were, departed from 
the person of the Galilean with whom he had united in Capernaum; the ordeal of crucifixion thus 
fell to the lot of an ordinary mortal.

3. The third contradiction, particularly sharp, concerns the question of to whom Christ’s 
preaching was addressed— to the poor or to the rich— and what moral value Christian 
preaching attached to poverty and wealth. The contradiction here is all the more striking 
because it is found on the pages of one and the same Gospel. In the Gospel of Luke, almost 
side by side, two scenes are presented one after the other in which two opposite utterances of 
Christ are found.
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In the Gospel of Luke (XVIII, 18-25) it is related: “Someone from among the rulers (τις αρχων) 
asked him: ‘Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?’ Jesus said to him: ‘Why do you 
call me good? No one is good except God alone. You know the commandments: do not commit 
adultery, do not kill, do not steal, do not bear false witness, honor your father and your mother.’ 
And he said: ‘All this I have kept from my youth.’ On hearing this, Jesus said to him: ‘One thing 
still you lack: sell everything that you have and distribute it to the poor, and you will have 



treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.’ But when he heard this, he became sad, because he 
was very rich. Seeing that he had become sad, Jesus said: ‘How difficult it is for those who have 
wealth to enter the kingdom of God; for it is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a 
needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.’”

Immediately after this scene, in which a harsh condemnation of wealth is expressed, there 
follows a scene of a completely opposite character, glorifying wealth if it serves a good purpose. 
This is the episode already cited above by me (in chapter VI) of Christ’s visit to the house of the 
exceedingly wealthy “chief tax-collector,” the moneylender Zacchaeus (Gospel of Luke, XIX, 
1-9): in response to Zacchaeus’s declaration that he gives half of his property to the poor and, if 
he has wronged anyone, repays the loss fourfold, Christ replies: “Today salvation has come to 
this house, because he too (that is, Zacchaeus) is a son of Abraham.”

2. The primary purpose of the compilation of the New Testament

Before us arises one of the most important problems in the history of early Christianity: how the 
views of different social strata of the population found a place in the collection of the New 
Testament, which was proclaimed “Holy Scripture” for all Christians. There is no other answer to 
this question than that the editors of the New Testament, concerned above all with uniting 
Christians into one whole church, inseparably bound in its parts, set out on the path of 
compromise, of agreement among the various currents of Christian thought.

In themselves, the editors of the New Testament were not outstanding or original religious 
thinkers, but they may be called talented organizers of the church. The guiding principle of their 
work was not the selection of any single religious direction that seemed to them the most 
correct, because they would immediately have provoked objections from representatives of all 
the other directions. On the contrary, they displayed the greatest measure of tolerance of which 
they were capable and proposed that a whole series of other directions display the same. They 
contented themselves with a purely external, mechanical joining together of the dogmas 
professed by different schools, making only certain editorial corrections and additions.
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Nevertheless, they eliminated from the original edition of the “Epistles of the Apostle Paul” 
brought to Rome by Marcion the image of the demiurge, which represented, in the author’s 
opinion, a characterization of the Old Testament Jewish god; they eliminated the features of 
dualism and the sharp anti-Jewish tendency. The editors of the New Testament introduced a 
whole series of additions: in place of the original thesis about the rejection of the ideology of the 
Jewish Old Testament, there appeared another, asserting that the Jewish Old Testament 
expressed the expectation of the appearance of Christ on earth.

Not all Marcionites agreed to such a concession; those adherents of the religious party who 
remained faithful to the teaching of Marcion as a whole, in all its inviolability, were declared 
heretics and, as such, took their place in Irenaeus’s denunciatory “History of Heresies.”



It is not difficult to show how the mutually conflicting teachings of different movements that 
preceded the final formulation of Christian doctrine found reflection in individual writings 
accepted into the composition of the New Testament.

Here is the Gospel of Matthew, reflecting a tendency directly opposite to that which is 
characteristic of the Marcionites—a tendency of firm attachment to Judaism, to Old Testament 
traditions. The main idea of this Gospel is expressed at the very beginning of the public 
“Sermon on the Mount”: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have 
not come to abolish, but to fulfill” (V, 17). The “Gospel of Matthew” was written for Jewish 
Christians, the most conservative of the Christian movements. It is addressed to proselytes of 
Christianity within Judaism, to those who stood on the threshold dividing the two religions, to 
those Jews who did not allow the New Testament to be set in opposition to the Old, but wished 
for the preservation of the Old Testament in all its inviolability.

Completely different was the tendency of the Gospel of John, which likewise aligned itself with 
one of the currents of Judaism, but with a reformist current, namely with the teaching of Philo, 
the outstanding representative of Hellenized Judaism of the first half of the first century C.E. 
Philo combined the study of Plato’s philosophy with Jewish messianism, the expectation of the 
savior of the world. In his writings he developed the doctrine of the Logos, the eternal divine 
principle that is destined to save the world. The author of the fourth Gospel, accepted into the 
canon under the name of the Gospel of John, applies to the “savior of the world” the concept of 
the Logos developed by Philo. This Gospel was written by some follower of Philo and was 
probably composed in Egypt. It was intended to attract to the church a large group of Hellenized 
Judaism.
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Of all the canonical writings, the Gospel of Mark stands out sharply. The composition of this 
Gospel was meant to satisfy the Docetists (from the Greek verb δοκείν, δοκείσθαι, “to seem,” “to 
be not genuine but apparent, imagined”). The Docetists regarded the appearance of Christ on 
earth not as a real event but as a “vision” of those who believed in him; they considered 
suffering and death by crucifixion on the cross impossible and attributed these torments to the 
mortal man whose form Christ assumed in Capernaum, abandoning him on Golgotha.

All these conceptions of Christ’s appearance on earth, so different from one another, were 
brought together by the editors of the New Testament on the pages of individual writings in this 
collection for the sake of reconciling the contending religious parties and binding them into a 
single, firm ecclesiastical union.

The same purpose was served by the combination in the New Testament of contradictory 
statements concerning the moral evaluation of poverty and wealth. The harsh condemnation of 
wealth was meant to attract to the side of the church the poor and the slaves, the “toiling and 
burdened.”



At the same time, the editors of the New Testament had to place on the pages of one and the 
same Gospel, alongside the glorification of poverty, the glorification of wealth, the possession of 
which was justified by the possibility of helping the poor. They had to allow the coexistence in 
“Holy Scripture” of two such contradictory assertions out of practical necessity: church 
communities consisting only of poor people could not have existed for long; ascetics, who 
represented the model of a “holy” life, themselves depended on the charity of well-to-do and 
wealthy people.

The episode of Christ’s meeting with the exceedingly wealthy Zacchaeus, just as the 
twice-depicted organization of the original Jerusalem church in the “Acts of the Apostles,” 
governed by Peter, John, and James (“Acts of the Apostles,” II, 44; III, 34; IV, 10), may be 
regarded by us as an idealized description of a situation that actually existed at the time of the 
compilation of the New Testament. The depiction of the “original” community thus acquires for 
us an important significance as a characterization of church organization in the second half of 
the second century CE.

Let us note the features of this organization. First, its economic support, the material source of 
the community’s existence. It lives on monetary contributions placed at the disposal of the 
“apostle.”
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Secondly, the treasury is in the unrestricted control of the leader of the community, the apostle, 
violation of whose commands constitutes the gravest sin and is punished severely.

The legend on which, over the course of centuries, papal authority has relied—calling the 
“apostle Peter” the first bishop of the Roman church community—must be transferred from the 
30s or 40s of the 1st century CE to the 60s and 70s of the 2nd century CE.

3. The socio-political characterization of New Testament Christianity

Above (in Chapter VI of Part Two) I already spoke of the economic basis of the Christian 
communities, whose way of life is reflected in the New Testament. It remains for me only to give 
a social characterization of the Christian Church in the period when its “unquestionable” doctrine 
was being formed by the editors of the New Testament.

Can this program be recognized as a protest in the name of the interests of the lower, 
oppressed classes of the Roman Empire? To this question one must give a negative answer. 
The Church preached strict slave-holding law and did not at all advocate the mitigation of the lot 
of slaves.

The difficult position of the “low-born” stands out with particular clarity in criminal law: crimes 
committed by someone belonging to the category of honestiores are punished by perpetual 



imprisonment or exile to a deserted island, whereas for the “low-born” such crimes entail 
“servile” capital punishment—crucifixion.

Christian morality speaks only fine phrases about love of one’s neighbor, proclaiming the 
principle “blessed are the poor,” but in practice the Christian Church implements strict 
slave-holding law.

When comparing the two programs—the ancient one, expressed by Aulus Gellius, and the 
Christian one—what immediately strikes the eye is the absence among Christians of the 
concept of fatherland and of patriotic duty, which in practice meant refusal to participate in the 
defense of the state against enemies.

Christians were more interested in spreading their faith among tribes living on the borders of the 
empire than in driving them out of the state’s territory: they were more occupied with the idea of 
expanding the “kingdom of God” than with concern for preserving the integrity of the “kingdom of 
Caesar.”

This particular feature of Christian ideology could not fail to arouse anxiety among 
representatives of the ruling classes of the Roman Empire, all the more so because Christians, 
by virtue of their first commandment—to love God—appealed to a mystical, other-worldly 
authority. Distrust of Christians on the part of pagans, fear of encountering in them disobedient 
subjects, increased also because in the Acts of the Apostles there occur the following 
threatening words: “Judge whether it is right before God to listen to you rather than to God” (VI, 
19).
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In the second commandment of Christianity—to love one’s neighbor as oneself—there is no 
indication whatsoever of the desirability of social reform. Christians did not protest against the 
existing slave-holding system. In the books of the New Testament we nowhere encounter the 
slightest sympathy for the fate of slaves. In the whole of Christian literature of the imperial 
period there are only two works—the Didache and the Shepherd of Hermas—in which an 
idealization of slave labor is given, where precisely for labor, and not for suffering on the cross, 
the slave is rewarded by being received into heaven as an heir and a son of God. It is precisely 
for this reason that neither of them was accepted into the canon of the New Testament. 
Christian preaching proposed no reforms; there was not even a hint at the possibility of a social 
upheaval.

The preaching of Montanus, addressed to the poor, met with condemnation on the part of the 
organized Church of the “kingdom of God,” which was accumulating property.

In this respect New Testament Christianity established principles that retained their dominance 
throughout all subsequent centuries down to our own time. The successors of Montanus in the 
Middle Ages—the Bogomils, Cathars, Waldensians, Arnold of Brescia, John Ball, Wat Tyler, 
Procopius the Bare, Thomas Müntzer—all these figures, who encmyned as social reformers with 
demands for a real improvement in the condition of the poor, encountered condemnation from 



the Church. Père Jean Meslier, one of the most original thinkers, condemned and abandoned a 
religion indifferent to the social calamities of humanity. K. Marx wrote: “The social principles of 
Christianity justified ancient slavery, extolled medieval serfdom, and are also able, when 
necessary, to defend—though with a wretched grimace—the modern oppression of the 
proletariat” (K. Marx, F. Engels, Works, vol. V, p. 173).


